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 Chapter 1 
 
    Empty plates littered the table, though the aroma of meat and fruit still lingered in the air. Music floated around the courtyard, and it was a slightly up tempo beat at my request. The grassy area in front of the band was filled with people of the Colaruma, and they danced to the music and drank gremling wine. 
 
    The women of my harem danced together, and my gaze traveled over their lithe bodies. Alyona, my fiancée, twisted around in her long white robes, and her black-and-white hair flowed behind her as a smile stretched across her beautiful face. She draped a hand across Ravi’s pale shoulders, and the phoenix returned Alyona’s smile as she shimmied closer to my princess. Her smoky orange hair fell in loose waves down her back, and her blue eyes were bright with joy. Then Ravi grabbed Laika’s hand and pulled her into their dancing circle. 
 
    My wolf-warrior, Laika, had shied away from all the dancing, but now she joined in with slow movements and darting eyes. She was used to battles, not dances, but her gray eyes followed their movements as she gave in and moved with the other women. Her bushy gray tail swished around behind her, and her gaze caught Aaliyah’s as the other hunter grinned back at her. 
 
    Aaliyah gracefully spun in a circle, and her crimson robes flared out from her hips with the movement. The lioness Demi-Human’s amber eyes shone in the light of the magical orbs that floated around the courtyard, and she grinned wide enough to reveal her long canines. 
 
    Next to Aaliyah, the dryad sisters gyrated their hips to the rhythm, and their curvy, jade green bodies glistened with sweat. Polina wrapped her arms around Trina’s hips while Marina rubbed her ass on Polina’s, and my cock twitched at the memory of taking all three of them at once. 
 
    One day, I’d have all of my women at once. I imagined the seven women who traveled with me on the campaign and Valerra, my crimson dragon who rested back home in Hatra, all in my bed in the Lunar Palace. The image was enough to make my cock swell, and I readjusted myself to hide my arousal behind the table.  
 
    I would celebrate with at least one of my women tonight. 
 
    For now, I enjoyed my view over the people of Colaruma, who danced and chatted with each other as though nothing was wrong in the world. 
 
    Even Morris, the platypus Demi-Human I’d healed before, was moving around the dance floor like he’d never missed a beat. He looked over at me as I sat above the crowd and waved. His long, flat bill was wide open, and I imagined it was the closest he could come to a big smile. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” a timid voice whispered from behind me. 
 
    I swiveled around to see Fiona, the young Fox Demi-Human who had been working as a servant for the former Head Magistrate. She wore clothes that actually looked clean, and her reddish hair flowed freely down her shoulders. Her freckled face seemed brighter, too, but tears welled up in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Fiona,” I said softly as I reached down to take her hand. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she hiccupped as she held back tears. “Nothing at all. I tried the kudu, and I ate fruit, and I’ve had enough food that my belly is full. I can’t remember the last time I wasn’t still hungry. I’m so happy you did this for us.” 
 
    “I’m happy to help,” I murmured as I slid down off the raised chair and stood next to her. “No one deserves to be treated the way you were.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Fiona wailed as her tears broke loose. Then the tiny fox wrapped her arms around my waist and sobbed against my chest. 
 
    Alyona rushed over from the dance floor and appeared next to us as I patted the girl’s head to console her. 
 
    “Fiona?” The princess spoke in a low voice as she put her hand on the Demi-Human’s back. “I’d like to show you something, if you’re okay with it.” 
 
    “Of course,” Fiona sniffled as she pulled her head away and curtsied to Alyona. “Anything for the Divine Maiden.” 
 
    “This is not for me,” Alyona replied with a smile. “Remember how I said I could tell you were pure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Fiona nodded and looked down at her feet. “But I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Some souls are blessed with purity,” the princess explained as she guided Fiona away from the tables. “Yours is one of them. I could see it the moment we spoke. Now, pure souls must cultivate, so that their purity and magic can grow and flourish. Have you heard of cultivation?” 
 
    “I think so,” the fox whispered and wiped another tear away from her cheek. 
 
    “Then I’ll teach you how,” Alyona said with a smile. “Normally, you’ll want to be somewhere quiet and alone, but you’ll have to find your own place for that. Let’s sit down.” 
 
    Alyona and Fiona sat next to each other near the wall of the courtyard. 
 
    “Now what?” the fox asked with curious eyes. 
 
    “Close your eyes and focus on the ground beneath you, each blade of grass, each pebble in the soil,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    Fiona nodded and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Take a moment to recognize your inner self,” the princess continued, and I had to look around so I wasn’t hypnotized by her soft voice as well. “Inside, you’ll find your spiritual sea. Once you see it, you can dive in to explore it, but you must be strong enough to find your own way out.” 
 
    “How do I get out?” Fiona whispered. 
 
    “You must understand how to bring your inner self to the surface,” Alyona murmured. “No more hiding. Allow your beautiful purity to shine for everyone to see.” 
 
    Fiona nodded and went silent. Her eyes flickered behind her closed lids, and I remembered the feeling of being underwater in my spiritual sea. The darkness of the water had fought with the light of the land above, and I had to bring myself to the surface without even knowing who I was in there. 
 
    Now, it was a breeze. I could go in and out of my spiritual sea without a problem, and it had helped me strengthen my magic and my link with the Sword of Hatra. 
 
    Suddenly, the fox Demi-Human gasped as though she’d broken free of the water and came up for air. As I stared at her, it seemed she’d done just that. Her blue eyes were even brighter, and even I could feel the purity that Alyona had described. It practically radiated from the fox’s small frame in waves, and I knew Fiona would be just fine once we left Colaruma. 
 
    “I-I feel… I feel like a whole new person,” Fiona breathed. 
 
    “Then you’ve done well,” Alyona praised her. “You’ve allowed your purity to reach the surface with you.” 
 
    “Now what?” the fox asked as she cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Now, you make sure you cultivate regularly,” the princess replied. “Your power and purity will build and grow as you do so.” 
 
    “Thank you, princess!” Fiona gushed. “I don’t know how to repay you!” 
 
    “You mustn’t worry about that.” Alyona waved a dismissive hand. “I only wish for you to remember our kindness. There may come a time when those around you doubt the leaders of Rahma, and we will need the words of our friends to remind them how much we truly care. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Of course, milady!” the fox replied with a broad smile. “I’ll tell everyone!” 
 
    “We are grateful to have good-hearted people like you on our side,” I added. 
 
    Fiona blushed and sprinted over to a group of other fox Demi-Humans, and an older woman stood straight up and looked at us. 
 
    Alyona and I waved at her, and I could tell she had questions about her daughter’s new glow. She didn’t say anything, though, and the little family turned away from us as they left the courtyard. 
 
    We turned back to look at the crowd on the dance floor, and I chuckled to myself as I saw Lord Nikolaus, or Nike as I called him. My brother-in-arms stood awkwardly as Gabriela, one of the Sentinel warriors who had shown an interest in him, twirled around in front of him with a broad smile. The dwarf woman’s head was shaved on either side of her long, light blonde braid, and her sapphire eyes gleamed as she danced back and forth. 
 
    “Not working tonight, Gabriela?” I asked as we approached the two. 
 
    “I am not,” she confirmed without missing a step. “Angel and I are not on shifts tonight, but he was not interested in the party.” 
 
    I looked around at the festivities and felt a surge of pride. The party was because of all our hard work during the past couple of weeks. We’d closed one of the portals to the underworld. The Green Glass Sect mage Xavier had opened it in order to gain favor with the demons, but we’d shut that shit down, and I got to electrocute his ass along with a few of his comrades. We’d figured out a corruption issue within the city’s council, too, and I’d executed the perpetrator in front of the whole city. 
 
    Whitaker, the lizard Demi-Human who used to be the Head Magistrate, had been classifying citizens based on their bloodline and then taking rations from those he considered less pure so he could give them to his friends. It turned out not only were his bloodline tests fake, but he wasn’t even of a pure bloodline himself. When I confronted him in front of everyone, his main concern was staying out of trouble. He didn’t care at all about making things right. So, I cut off his head and reassigned the leadership role to Mateo, the dwarf who had welcomed us into the city and was a real voice for the people. 
 
    So far, everyone seemed happier with Mateo as the Head Magistrate. The Sentinels who guarded the portals said he was trained as a nobleman, and his leadership skills were already improving the city. Hell, we’d even saved the Sentinels’ little guard bats-- 
 
    “Oh, shit!” I cursed. 
 
    “What is it, my love?” Alyona asked as a worried frown creased her face. 
 
    “I forgot about the bats!” I slapped my hand to my forehead. “To the bat cave!” 
 
    I’d always wanted to say that. 
 
    We jogged out of the courtyard and up the main road to the underground city’s entrance, and Alyona, Nike, and Gabriela followed me up the winding path to the tunnel where we’d defended ourselves against the Sentinels’ roost of bats. The bats typically would give the Sentinels a heads up of anyone trying to enter the city, but thanks to Xavier, they’d been cursed by the mark of Gamma and had attacked us. We didn’t want to kill them, though, so I’d had to resort to petrification. 
 
    “Over there,” I said as I pointed to the tunnel wall where I’d carved out a cubbyhole for the petrified bats. 
 
    We walked over to the wall, and I pulled the stones back with a wave of my hand. The rocks fell to the floor, and we peered into the opening in the wall. 
 
    Dozens of bats laid in the cave, and their stiff bodies didn’t look like they’d moved an inch since we’d put them in there. 
 
    I wondered if my petrification power worked indefinitely, or if there was some kind of time limit. Guess I’d have to experiment and find out later.  
 
    For now, I reached in and pulled one of the bats out to examine it. The mark of Gamma that was on its belly had disappeared, and I wondered if killing the mage who had cursed them was the cure. 
 
    “Okay, the mark is gone,” I advised my group. “I’m going to heal them all now.” 
 
    “Are you sure it will work?” Gabriela asked as she stared into the cave with a frown. “They look dead.” 
 
    “They’re only petrified,” Alyona explained. “Once Lord Evan heals them, the bats should go right back to normal.” 
 
    “I see,” the dwarf muttered without conviction. 
 
    “Just watch.” I smirked as I cracked my knuckles dramatically. 
 
    I blew a wave of the glittery healing magic into the cave, and it looked like a little disco room as the sparkles floated around and landed on the bats. One by one, the furry brown beasts began to stir, and they squeaked and chirped as they awoke. 
 
    “It worked,” Gabriela breathed as the bats fluttered out of the cave. “You saved them.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have left them to die,” Alyona said. “We just needed to make sure the mark of Gamma had been removed before they were free.” 
 
    “Yeah, we were able to petrify them, but we don’t know what any other people would have done,” I pointed out. “Either the citizens could have been hurt, or they could have hurt the bats.” 
 
    “Good point,” Gabriela agreed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It is our pleasure,” the princess replied. 
 
    “We should get some rest, my lord,” Nike interjected. “We can make it to Kana by tomorrow evening if we leave early.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed. “Let’s round up the others and head back to the tavern.” 
 
    As we exited the tunnel, I noticed the magical orbs around the city had dimmed, which meant it was now late in the day. We walked back toward the courtyard, and I laughed when I saw the dryads had pulled Mateo onto the dance floor. They circled around him and cheered as the dwarf hopped back and forth, much to the enjoyment of the rest of the crowd. 
 
    Once the song and dance had ended, we applauded their drunken performance as the crowd dispersed. 
 
    “Enjoying the party?” I winked at Mateo. 
 
    “I am.” The dwarf grinned, and his blue eyes twinkled with amusement as he tucked a loose brown hair behind his ear. “I’ve never felt so relaxed.” 
 
    “Did you see us, too, Lord Evan?” Marina asked as she twirled a green hair around her finger. 
 
    “We love dancing,” Polina giggled and hiccupped. 
 
    “Yes, we do!” Trina agreed as she took another swig of her wine. 
 
    “I couldn’t keep my eyes off you,” I growled and glanced around as my women began to gather around us. “All of you. Let’s get back to the tavern. We have an early start tomorrow.” 
 
    The dryads, Ravi, and Aaliyah giggled and looped their arms together as they staggered out of the courtyard, and Laika watched them walk away before she turned to face us. 
 
    “How early would you like to leave, my lord?” the wolf Demi-Human asked over a yawn. 
 
    “We should leave within an hour of sunrise,” Nike advised as I looked to him for a response. 
 
    “That works for me,” I agreed. “We’ll eat breakfast and then head on out.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you bright and early,” Laika replied with a smile. “Goodnight.” 
 
    Then the wolf spun on her heels and headed toward the tavern after the other women. 
 
    “I think bed sounds like a marvelous idea,” Mateo decided. “I’ll come to the tavern in the morning to see you all off.” 
 
    “We’re going to bed as well,” I chuckled. “We’ll see you then.” 
 
    We walked toward the courtyard entrance and parted ways. Mateo made his way toward his neighborhood while we continued on to the tavern. The bar was quiet as we walked inside, but it seemed everyone had been at the celebration.  
 
    “Goodnight.” Nike gave us a short wave and then jogged upstairs to his room. 
 
    I took Alyona’s hand and pulled her with me to our chambers. 
 
    “So, are you ready for the next step of our adventure?” I asked and waggled my eyebrows at her. 
 
    “Kana?” she giggled. “You won’t like it there.” 
 
    “Why not?” I wondered as I pushed open the door to our room. 
 
    “It’s the home of the lizard Demi-Humans,” she replied and stifled another laugh. 
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I grumbled. 
 
    Hopefully, they weren’t big fans of the last lizard Demi-Human I’d seen, since that was the guy I’d beheaded in front of the entire city. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my love,” Alyona soothed me. “They’ll probably like you anyway. Dragons and the other reptiles have often worked well together.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” I chuckled. “I know another great pair that works well together.” 
 
    “Oh?” Alyona raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You and me.” I winked and scooped up the princess to toss her onto the bed. 
 
    Then we celebrated by ourselves for a while longer before we both fell asleep. 
 
    I woke up as the light orbs outside signaled sunrise, and I stretched my naked body out on the bed. I looked over to see Alyona’s bare ass and back facing me, and my blood rushed south at the amazing view. 
 
    Then I heard voices in the hallway, and I realized we were the last ones awake. So, I sighed and rubbed my hand along my fiancée’s shoulder and down her arm. 
 
    “Princess,” I murmured. “It seems we’re the last to go down for breakfast.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she mumbled, still half-asleep. “We should go to join them.” 
 
    “I know,” I groaned as she rolled over to expose her cream-colored breasts. “We better go before I change my mind.” 
 
    Alyona giggled and crawled over me to get to her trunk. Then she wrapped a white robe around her curvy body and stepped into her slippers.  
 
    I sighed again as I slid off the bed, and then I pulled my trousers on and slipped a tunic over my head. As I sat on the edge of the bed to pull on my boots, Alyona stuffed the rest of her clothes into her trunk and dropped it into her spatial storage. 
 
    As soon as I pulled open the door to leave the room, the aroma of Aggie’s spectacular breakfast wafted into my nose. I inhaled deeply, and I could just make out the scent of kudu meat, another meat that smelled like chicken, eggs, and the sweet honey bread from Tilly’s bakery. 
 
    We walked downstairs, and everyone from our party was seated at the large table in the tavern. Mateo and Tilly stood next to the table, and Aggie towered over them as she set down a steaming tray full of food. 
 
    Aggie, the pig Demi-Human who owned the tavern, looked over the giant spread of food on the table and grinned. She was a fantastic cook, and she was proud to use her family recipes every time she made us a meal. 
 
    “Aggie, this smells amazing!” Alyona gushed as we sat down at the table. 
 
    “Thank you, milady,” the pig replied, and her grin stretched further across her pink face. 
 
    “And I brought over my bread,” Tilly nearly whispered as she gestured over to the baskets. 
 
    The mouse Demi-Human owned the bakery in town, and her honey bread was the kind that melted on your tongue and filled your mouth with flavor. She’d also been on the Council of Magistrates under Whitaker’s leadership, and I had relieved her of her position until Mateo decided to reappoint her as a magistrate. I trusted his judgment, and Tilly’s timid demeanor told me she wasn’t going to make the same mistakes this time around. 
 
    “Thank you both,” I said after I swallowed a hunk of bread. “We’re going to miss your food when we leave.” 
 
    “I thought you might say that,” Aggie chuckled. “So, I made a double amount of this meal and put it in knapsacks for each of you.” 
 
    “Yes!” Aaliyah purred as her tail swayed happily behind her. 
 
    “You’re awesome, Aggie,” I praised her. 
 
    The pig took a bow before she hustled back into the kitchen with Tilly on her heels. 
 
    “We can eat her other meal on our way to Kana,” Alyona suggested. “Lord Nikolaus said it wasn’t far, right?” 
 
    “Yes, milady,” Nike confirmed. “We should be able to get there this evening if we leave soon.” 
 
    “I had fun here, but one thing is missing,” Polina said and laid a dramatic hand over her forehead. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “We didn’t get to bring any new women into our harem,” Trina sighed. 
 
    “Ah,” I chuckled. “Believe me, I love adding women to our family, but we were pretty busy this time.” 
 
    “What about Leilani?” Marina asked with a wink. 
 
    Leilani was the beautiful, chocolate-skinned mermaid who worked in the water district as a mechanic. She’d helped us figure out where some of the Green Glass Sect members were hiding. 
 
    “She was gorgeous,” Polina gushed. “But there would have been one problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Trina wondered. 
 
    “Well, you noticed her tail only turned back to legs when she was dried off, right?” Polina said with a wicked smile. 
 
    “Yeah?” I replied, and I was curious where she was going with this. 
 
    “So, it would be really hard for her to walk with us if she was always wet because of Lord Evan,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona stifled a laugh at the dryad’s dirty joke. 
 
    Within seconds, the rest of my women were laughing uncontrollably, and I was wondering what it would be like to try to get past Leilani’s scales. 
 
    “We’d better get going,” Nike said as the laughter died down. “We still need to get all the wagons out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “Let’s finish up here.” 
 
    We cleaned our plates as Aggie strode out of the kitchen and began to gather them. 
 
    “Leaving already?” the Demi-Human asked with an easy smile. 
 
    “Yeah, we need to get moving,” I replied. “Thank you for letting us stay here and taking such good care of us.” 
 
    “It was an honor, Lord Evan,” Aggie said and bowed. “I look forward to your next visit.” 
 
    “As do I,” I agreed. 
 
    “I’ll walk you to the entrance,” Mateo offered. 
 
    The dwarf had been so quiet, I’d almost forgotten he was there. 
 
    “Thanks, Mateo,” I answered as I stood up from the table. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I am nervous,” he admitted and led us out the front door. “I hope I do well once you leave.” 
 
    “You will,” I said in a firm voice. “Everyone believes in you.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best,” Mateo vowed. 
 
    “And that’s exactly why you’ll do better than Whitaker did.” I smirked. “He only cared for himself. You want what’s best for everyone.” 
 
    Mateo grinned as we walked along the main road toward the entrance, and several people were lined up along the road to wave at us as we left. Fiona and her family smiled as they waved, and I noticed several other families gathered together to see us out. 
 
    Within a few minutes, we’d reached the mouth of the tunnel that would lead us back up to the surface, and I turned back to face Mateo. 
 
    “If you need anything, just find a cultivator and send me a magical messenger,” I advised him. “I’m always here to help, but don’t discount how much you can do or how much your people can help you. They look up to you.” 
 
    “I will keep those words in mind,” Mateo replied and reached his arm up to me. 
 
    We clasped forearms, and everyone else smiled and waved goodbye. Then we turned and climbed the winding path up to the Sentinel post on the landing just below the surface. 
 
    “Will we be seeing you again, Lord Evan?” Antonio asked as he rose from his position. 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” I answered with a smile. 
 
    “Then, until next time,” the Sentinel leader said and gripped my forearm. 
 
    I returned the gesture, and we started up the steps. 
 
    When the sunlight hit my face, I was momentarily blinded. While the magical orbs in Colaruma had mimicked the sun, it was not the same as the bright, hot sun above us now. I blinked a few times as I clambered out from the city’s secret entrance and then reached back to help my women climb up. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Alyona murmured as she covered her face. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a bit brighter than I remember,” I joked. 
 
    As everyone readjusted to the outdoors, we pulled the wagons out from our spatial storage, and Alyona called for the horses that had been spelled to remain close by while we were underground. Nike and I loaded up the wagons, and Laika pulled herself up onto the lead wagon and grabbed the reins. The dryads hopped onto the second wagon, while Ravi and Aaliyah climbed in behind them. Then Nike gave me a nod and swung himself onto the next one, and I lifted Alyona into the lead wagon with Laika. 
 
    I took one more look around the land that hid the underground city of Colaruma, and then I pulled myself up next to the princess and sat down. 
 
    Laika coaxed the horses, and we set off for Kana. 
 
    The path wound and twisted through more of the grasslands that surrounded Colaruma before the grasses faded into patches of sand. Within a couple hours, our wagons were trudging through the sand, and the horses were getting exhausted out in the hot sun. 
 
    “Let’s take a lunch break and water the horses,” I suggested, and Laika pulled up on the reins. 
 
    The rest of the wagons in our caravan were under Alyona’s spell, and they stopped as soon as our lead wagon did. 
 
    I slid off the wagon and reached into my spatial storage for my knapsack from Aggie. Then we all stood around the wagons and chowed down on our lunches as the sun beat down on us. I heard a caw and looked up to see three birds with long necks craned down to watch us as they flew overhead. 
 
    “Maybe we should have brought Aggie with us,” Aaliyah mumbled as she wrapped up her empty knapsack. “She would have made a great addition.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “It was tempting.” 
 
    We finished our food and tossed the rolled-up cloths into our wagon. 
 
    “Only a few hours more,” Nike said. “It’s mostly desert ahead.” 
 
    “So, we should take our clothes off to stay cool?” Polina waggled her eyebrows at me, and her sisters giggled. 
 
    “If you were on my wagon, yes.” I smirked. “But for now, just stay in your shade.” 
 
    “Fine,” Trina pouted. 
 
    We climbed back into our seats, and Laika sent the horses forward again. A few minutes later, Alyona pulled one of the nexus books from her spatial storage and spread it open onto her lap. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked as I leaned over and attempted to decipher the information from the Green Glass Sect’s book. 
 
    “It’s a brilliant plan,” she murmured and turned a page. “I only wish it wasn’t so evil. If the Sect uses these spells to open the portals or the Breach, the demons under their control could destroy everything and everyone in Rahma.” 
 
    “I’ll kill them all,” I growled. “No one hurts my people.” 
 
    “I know, my love,” Alyona assured me. “We just have to keep fighting. We can stop them together.” 
 
    I nodded and looked out on the desert sand. 
 
    I hated the Green Glass Sect, and it seemed they now had a hatred for me, too. We’d stopped several of their plans to release the demons from the underworld, and I knew we would fight until every last one of those bastards were dead. 
 
    After what felt like days in the sultry heat, Laika pulled up on the reins again. 
 
    “Uh, what’s up?” I asked as I looked around the empty desert in confusion. I could see nothing but sand dunes and an occasional palm tree in the sandy terrain. 
 
    “This is where Lord Nikolaus said to go,” Laika replied, though she looked confused as well. 
 
    “The map says it should be here,” Nike said as he walked up next to us, and he held the map out in front of him and scrutinized the details. 
 
    “Yes, I remember,” Alyona agreed and squinted at the desert ahead of us. “It was somewhere around here when I came with my father a few years ago. I can’t imagine it has disappeared without a trace.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything for miles,” I said. “I doubt the map is wrong by that much.” 
 
    We all hopped down from the wagons and circled around Nike and the map as we tried to figure out what was going on. 
 
    The map was clearly marked, and we were standing in front of what should have been the front gates to the city of Kana. Yet we couldn’t see a single sign of civilization around. 
 
    Then the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I looked up to see a hooded figure standing about twenty yards in front of our caravan. 
 
    “Get back!” I ordered everyone as I strode forward to face the stranger. 
 
    As I walked closer, I realized the figure was a woman. I couldn’t make out her features, but I could see the curves of her hips and the swell of her bosom at the apex of her robes. 
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded as she watched me walk forward. 
 
    The woman stood in silence and made no effort to respond or cower away from me. She simply stared, and I thought I could catch the faintest glimpse of golden-colored eyes before she looked past me at the rest of my group. 
 
    She seems scared, Miraya murmured in my head. 
 
    I could sense the spirit of the Sword of Hatra’s intense interest, as though she was trying to read the mysterious woman before me. 
 
    “Listen, we don’t mean you any harm,” I called out, and I was now within fifteen yards of her. “We’re looking for Kana. That’s all.” 
 
    I continued walking as I spoke, and then I stood about five yards away from her. I could just barely make out wisps of dark blonde hair that fell next to her face, but her features remained in the shadows of her hood. 
 
    Maybe she doesn’t know how to speak, Miraya suggested. I don’t know. Something is odd here, my lord. 
 
    “Do you know where Kana is?” I prodded. “The map says it’s here. If it’s wrong, just let me know. Give me a wave or a finger or something. We have no intention of hurting anyone. I just want to speak with the leader of Kana.” 
 
    Suddenly, the woman lifted her right hand and extended her palm. At first, I thought she was going to answer me, but then a black fireball appeared in her outstretched hand. The dark flames flickered and danced in the sun, and my anger flared at the open threat. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid,” I warned, and the heat built up in my own hand as I prepared for an attack. 
 
    Then, as the woman threw back her hood, she smiled and launched the fireball directly at me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The black fiery orb whizzed toward me like a missile, and it screamed through the air with wicked speed. 
 
    Luckily, I was faster.  
 
    I pushed my fire magic into my hand and wrapped it around my fingers like a glove as the incendiary attack approached. Then I raised my hand in front of the fireball and absorbed the mage’s black flames. 
 
    Good to know I wasn’t limited to absorbing my own fire. 
 
    The woman stared at me in shock, and her amber eyes widened as her black flames were engulfed into my own red ones. Her magenta hair was cut in a blunt line at her chin, and matching maroon scales peeked out of the sleeves and collar of her black robe. Her golden skin was marred by a single scar, and it ran from her forehead through her eyebrow and down to her cheekbone.  
 
    This woman was a lizard Demi-Human, so she had to be from Kana. 
 
    “Keep them back!” I called out to Nike over my shoulder before I turned back to my opponent. “I don’t want to hurt you!” 
 
    As the woman’s face contorted from shock into a sneer, I conjured a fireball in my palm and hurled it at her chest. The mage dove to her left, and my fireball soared past her. Then it stopped in mid-air and fizzled out, and the desert on the other side appeared to ripple and become distorted. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    I didn’t have time to think about what I’d just seen, though, as the mage stood up and dusted the sand from her robes. Then she lifted her hand and blew across her palm. 
 
    Suddenly, black smoke poured from her hand and surged toward me. 
 
    Another nexus spell? Was she part of the Sect, too? 
 
    I formed a fire shield and held it in front of me as the smoke crashed into the shield and pushed me backward. 
 
    I could feel my feet sliding in the sand beneath me, and I grunted as I leaned into the shield. The smoke slowly dissipated into the fiery surface, and I heard the flap of wings overhead. 
 
    Then I looked up to see Ravi in her phoenix form. The orange and gold bird glided above me and dipped her head in my direction before she circled above the mage. Then she hovered above the woman for a moment and rubbed the feathers of her tail together. 
 
    A shower of sparks dripped from Ravi’s wings onto the mage’s head, and she hissed in pain as she lobbed another ebony fireball at the retreating phoenix. 
 
    Ravi quickly barrel rolled away from the projectile, and I growled at the close call. 
 
    Something about this woman was different than the Green Glass Sect mages we had faced. I didn’t have time to figure it out yet, but it was time for me to take control of this fight before she hurt one of my women. 
 
    So, I shifted into my dragon form, and the black scales on my forearm extended as more scales stitched themselves into my skin. The bony spikes of my spine swelled and poked out of my back, and my wings bulged out on either side of the spikes. My body began to double and then triple in size until I stood over the mage and roared, and then I kicked up a pile of sand as I took flight above her and circled over her head. 
 
    “Don’t make me hurt you!” I bellowed down to her. 
 
    The woman’s face flickered with disbelief before she shook her head and clasped her hands together. 
 
    As she began to murmur a spell, I called on my lightning magic and sent an electrical bolt into the ground next to her. The lightning sparked as it crashed into the sand, and the woman hopped to her right with a gasp. 
 
    “That is your last warning!” I called out as I hovered above her. 
 
    The mage raised one magenta eyebrow as she pulled her hands apart and shouted the last words of her spell. 
 
    Suddenly, a horde of large scorpions emerged from the sand in front of her. They were the size of small dogs, and their dart-like tails coiled over their black bodies as they prepared to attack. Their skeletal legs scuttled across the sand, but it seemed like they only moved at half-speed. 
 
    Then I realized they were headed toward the caravan and my women.  
 
    I growled, flapped my wings, and barreled toward the line of scorpions as they gained speed. Next, I cut across in front of the scorpion colony and blew a line of fire onto the sand ahead of them to block their path. 
 
    The beasts’ screeches echoed across the sand, but a handful of them made it through the fire and continued toward the wagons to attack. 
 
    I hissed and veered back toward them. 
 
    “Go stop her!” Aaliyah called out as she lengthened her claws to their full size. “We can handle these.” 
 
    Laika nodded and drew her broadsword before she stood next to the lioness and faced off with the scorpions. 
 
    The first one to get within Aaliyah’s reach was quickly stabbed through its hard shell as her claws pierced its torso with a crunch. Laika followed suit and swung her sword like a pro as she sliced another bug in half. 
 
    As the two hunters stabbed and sliced the venomous creatures, I looped back around to the mage. 
 
    Before she could start another spell, I opened my maw and bellowed another line of fire. This time, I focused the flames on the sand in front of her before I circled overhead. 
 
    The woman grunted as she realized my plan, but she had nowhere to go. With each step she took, the flames licked at her robes until she let out a frustrated scream. 
 
    As I finished my circle, I flew closer to the ground before I shifted back into my human form and plopped down on the sand in front of her with a smirk. 
 
    The mage crossed her arms and glared at me through the ring of fire. The flames danced in her amber eyes, and I chuckled at her annoyed expression. She hissed as I walked closer, and I saw a tiny forked tongue poke past her pink lips. 
 
    “Can we talk now?” I asked as I mimicked her pose and crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Fine,” she muttered. “Talk.” 
 
    “All we want is to reach Kana,” I explained. “We wish to talk to the lord there, by order of King Rodion.” 
 
    “The king?” The woman’s eyebrows shot up her forehead.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “So, will you help us, or are we going to stand here all day?” 
 
    The woman narrowed her amber eyes at me before she exhaled sharply. “Alright. I’ll take you to Kana.” 
 
    “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” I chuckled. “Why the change of heart?” 
 
    “You didn’t give me much choice.” The mage gestured to the fire around her. “Besides, you seem like someone Lord Vallen would be interested in meeting.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow. “And why’s that?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” she replied with a smirk. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and saw the rest of my group had killed the last of the scorpions and waited for me. So, I waved them over to join us as I turned back to the woman. 
 
    “And why should I trust you to take us to the leader of Kana?” I pressed. “You’ve already tried to kill us once.” 
 
    “Well, you certainly won’t get into the city without me,” she answered with a shrug. “Besides, I wasn’t trying that hard to kill you, or you would be dead.” 
 
    “That’s the silliest thing anyone has ever said to me,” I laughed.  
 
    “Oh?” The woman blinked. 
 
    Then my companions trotted closer, and I walked over to them out of her earshot. 
 
    “She said she’ll take us to Kana,” I murmured. 
 
    “Oh, the lady who sent giant scorpions at us?” Polina scoffed. 
 
    “And tried to kill you and Ravi with her black fire?” Marina added. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Trina muttered. 
 
    “Me, either,” Laika agreed, and her gray wolf ears flattened against her head. “What if she’s taking us into a trap?” 
 
    “I don’t want to trust her, but we clearly can’t find the city on our own,” I argued. “What else are we going to do?” 
 
    “Maybe we could follow her but be on our guard,” Nike suggested. “I don’t think she’s a member of the Sect.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “She wasn’t as aggressive as the mages we’ve seen with the Sect before.” 
 
    “She is rather difficult to interpret,” Alyona murmured as she peered over my shoulder at the mage. “It seems she has studied magic, but she doesn’t quite know about any magic besides her own because she doesn’t know how to properly defend herself. Perhaps she is self-taught.” 
 
    “That would mean she is not from the Sect,” Ravi pointed out. “Mara told us the Sect trained her from an early age.” 
 
    “Okay, so we can agree she isn’t from the Green Glass Sect, but we still need to be careful, right?” I asked, and several heads nodded in response. “Good, let’s see where she takes us.” 
 
    I led the group back over to the woman, who was tapping her foot with impatience. 
 
    “Well?” she asked as she threw her arms out. 
 
    “We have decided to follow you to Kana,” I declared. 
 
    “As if you would find it any other way,” she replied and rolled her eyes. “Will you let me out of this thing, then?” 
 
    “Don’t try anything else,” I warned. “I didn’t come here with the intention of killing anyone, but I won’t allow you to hurt any of my people.” 
 
    “I won’t,” the mage muttered. 
 
    I reached out and put my hand in the fire, and the flames returned to my body as though I’d called them home. The warmth surged through my veins before it returned to normal, and then I dropped my arm. 
 
    “How did you do that?” the woman asked, and wonder colored her raspy voice. 
 
    “I know a few things.” I smirked. “My name is Lord Evan of--” 
 
    “I’m Naomi,” she cut me off as she averted her gaze. “The rest doesn’t matter to me. Now, come this way.” 
 
    She turned on her heels and walked away toward the vast desert. As her hair swished around her head, I realized I could see the curves of her hips through the black robes, and I could almost imagine the swell of her round ass as her hips swayed back and forth with each step. 
 
    “Uh, where exactly is the city?” I asked. 
 
    Naomi turned back and smiled as she lifted her hand and flattened her palm. Suddenly, the image of the desert wavered and disappeared completely to reveal a gated city. The beige walls stood high above us, and a large metal gate covered the entrance into Kana. A turret sat to the right of the gate, and I could sense someone peeking over the edge to see what was going on.  
 
    That explained my wayward fireball earlier. 
 
    “Mirage magic to defend an entire city,” Alyona breathed, and her amethyst eyes widened. “Brilliant.” 
 
    The lizard smirked and waved to someone at the top of the wall. The metal gate lifted, and we followed Naomi inside the walls of Kana. 
 
    “We’ve never seen that before,” I muttered to Alyona. 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” she said. “And it would require a great deal of power to maintain for long periods of time.” 
 
    “So, we should be on very high alert with her?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona agreed. “She could still be very dangerous if we aren’t on her good side, whether or not she knows it.” 
 
    A small, tan building stood just inside the gate, and a guard waved to Naomi as we passed through. She smiled and lifted her hood back over her head. We followed the mage down a cobbled road, and we passed by what seemed to be houses. The buildings were made from sand bricks and held together with mortar and long, wooden beams. The beams stretched from house to house, and many of them had clothes draped over them. 
 
    Most of the houses had lizard Demi-Humans outside who stopped in their tracks as we walked past, but several of them looked up and smiled. They began to gather in small groups together, and they mumbled to each other as they pointed and waved. 
 
    I was surprised by the excited whispers and attention as we continued toward Lord Vallen’s palace. Most of the cities we’d visited weren’t excited to see us when we first arrived, but Kana seemed different, even if their first representative had not been very receptive to our arrival. The other lizards seemed ready to throw a party already, and we hadn’t even done anything yet. 
 
    “Is there something going on?” I whispered to Alyona. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she murmured back. 
 
    After a few minutes, we arrived at the castle, and it reminded me of a sandcastle back on Earth with its tall, beige bastions and arched entrance. Towers stood at every corner, and the sandy face was decorated with black and gold finials. At the entrance, two lizard guards stood at attention as they held tightly on to their staffs and narrowed their eyes at our appearances. 
 
    The guards’ leathers were stitched with black and gold fibers, and their staffs were etched with carvings of various types of lizards. 
 
    “Is Lord Vallen--” Naomi started to ask, but then the doors flung open, and a small lizard Demi-Human man bounced out of the castle in front of us. 
 
    The leader of the lizard Demi-Humans stood at least a head shorter than me, and his yellow eyes were bright with excitement. He wore a cream tunic over black harem pants with a black and gold poncho draped over his shoulders. His brown scales crept over the collar of his tunic, and his head was covered with a black turban. 
 
    “Greetings! Greetings!” he chirped with a wide grin. 
 
    “Lord Vallen?” I asked and quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes!” the man confirmed with glee. “You’ve heard of me?” 
 
    “Well, I, uh--” I was baffled. 
 
    “Oh, never mind that,” he chuckled. “Come on in!” 
 
    Vallen turned and scurried back into the castle without a backward glance, and I looked over at Nike, whose face mirrored my confusion as he shrugged. 
 
    “Well, come on,” Naomi said as she rolled her eyes, took off her hood, and trudged inside. 
 
    With her features exposed up close, I finally got a good look at the lady mage. Her deeply tanned skin contrasted with the scar over her eye, and her magenta scales traveled up the sides of her neck into the base of her scalp where they blended into her hair. 
 
    I led my companions after Naomi, and we walked into a large room that was covered with artwork. Tapestries, paintings, and sculptures covered nearly every surface of the room. The art mainly depicted battles, but two paintings of a man and a woman hung over the fireplace. We looked around as we tried to take it all in, but there were so many pieces of art, it was almost overwhelming. 
 
    “Ah, you see my collection?” Vallen asked as he bounced from foot to foot. 
 
    “It’s hard to miss, Vallen,” Naomi scoffed. 
 
    “Oh, hush,” he scolded her and turned back to me. “I’m so sorry for Lady Naomi’s negative energy. I am Lord Vallen, and I am honored to be your host here in Kana.” 
 
    Lady Naomi? Interesting. 
 
    “I am Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash,” I replied before I gestured to the princess beside me. “This is my fiancée, Princess Alyona of the White Jade Sect.” 
 
    “By the gods!” Vallen cried and dropped to his knees in front of us, much to Naomi’s apparent disdain. “I had no idea, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Ah, it’s okay,” Alyona said with a bewildered expression. “You couldn’t have known it was us. We did not send ahead word of our arrival.” 
 
    “Word had traveled that the princess was accompanied by a dragon on some kind of mission, but I had no idea it was you outside our defenses!” the lizard wailed and put a dramatic hand to his forehead. “And alas, Lady Naomi attacked you! We are ashamed.” 
 
    “I’m not ashamed for protecting our city, Vallen,” Naomi interjected as she crossed her arms over her chest. “And you shouldn’t be, either. You didn’t even ask who he was when you invited him into the castle. Someone has to be vigilant. There is dark magic brewing, I told you!” 
 
    “I didn’t have to ask who it was,” Vallen huffed. “It was fairly obvious when we saw a dragon flying above the city as he defended himself from your little spells, which I’m sure will do nothing to the black magic you claim to feel coming.” 
 
    “Little spells?” the mage grumbled as she clenched her fists. “You have no idea--” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I cut in with my hands up. “What’s done is done. We’re here now, and no one got hurt. It’s all good.” 
 
    “I agree,” Vallen conceded as he got back on his feet. “But you are the dragon who has returned to save Rahma, yes?” 
 
    “Returned?” I echoed and raised an eyebrow. “Ah, yeah, I guess so. I mean, I have been doing a lot to help everyone since we started fixing up Hatra, but--” 
 
    “Marvelous! Vallen gushed. “The story says you rebuilt the city of Hatra from ashes. Then you stopped a civil war in Tikal and rescued the prince of Lumin! And they say you have defeated countless warriors, mages, beasts, and even a necromancer. Are they telling the truth?” 
 
    “Well, there’s at least some truth to every story, right?” I avoided answering him directly until I knew I could trust him. “So, do you know why we’re here?” 
 
    “Not really.” The lizard shrugged and lifted a finger. “But I do have a problem you can fix, since you fixed the other problems.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” Nike asked. 
 
    “Ah, you must be the other nobleman,” Vallen said with a grin. “The story says you accompany Lord Evan and his harem. What a depressing existence. You, ah, never mind. Anyway, my problem is our crops.” 
 
    Nike frowned at his description in our story, and I wondered how much the other people knew about his home city Leyte’s required commitments to a betrothal. Nike wasn’t allowed to be with other women until he’d married his fiancée, who he’d never even met. He was committed to his city’s beliefs, and he’d even turned down a beautiful warrior back in Colaruma who had tried to flirt with him. 
 
    “We need a little more details than that,” Trina pointed out. 
 
    “Are they wilting?” Marina inquired. “Dying?”  
 
    “Or dead?” Polina added. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I’ll tell you more once I’ve seen Lord Evan’s dragon skills for myself,” Vallen replied and clasped his hands together. “If he wins, I’ll even show it to you.” 
 
    “Dragon skills?” I muttered. “I’m not some kind of trick pony.”  
 
    “Oh, gods, no!” he cried out. “I meant no disrespect, Lord Evan. I simply wish to instill the faith of my people in your abilities. It’s one thing to hear the rumors, but it is a whole new thing to experience them in person, especially after the dragons’ reputation for killing anyone who got in their way. You need to make a new reputation that brings joy and hope to the people. Plus, I think you’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I grumbled. 
 
    I did enjoy a good fight. 
 
    “Should we be looking for a trap?” Laika whispered into my ear as she stepped up behind me. 
 
    “Yeah, this guy is weird,” I murmured. 
 
    Laika’s furry gray ears twitched on her head as she stepped back, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see her place her hand on the hilt of her broadsword. She was ready for action. 
 
    “Abel!” Vallen suddenly screeched. 
 
    We looked around in confusion before a young lizard Demi-Human rushed in through the back door. 
 
    He stood over six feet tall, and his features were mostly hidden by a black head scarf that left only his yellow, reptilian eyes exposed. His warrior attire reminded me of a video game I’d played back on Earth called Assassin’s Creed. The layers of cloth and leather wrapped around his muscular form, while a scabbard hung from his belt, and the silver hilt of a sword glinted in the light of the torches that decorated the walls. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” Abel boomed as he stood in front of Vallen. 
 
    “Meet Lord Evan,” Vallen said and gestured toward me. “He will be your opponent in the arena.” 
 
    “The dragon, sire?” the warrior asked as his eyes flashed with a moment of disbelief. “In the arena?” 
 
    “Oh, not to the death, Abel,” Vallen scoffed. “Only a friendly display of each of your abilities.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Abel bowed deeply and strode out the front door. 
 
    “To the arena!” the lizard Demi-Human lord cheered as he skipped after him. “Come on!” 
 
    Ravi and the dryads giggled as I rolled my eyes and sighed heavily before I followed the lizards outside. 
 
    What had I signed myself up for? 
 
    As we walked a few blocks, I saw the arena. It stood nearly as tall as the castle, and its sand block walls were decorated with carved images of war. Battle scenes were depicted on nearly every visible part of the building, and as we walked through the entrance, I realized dozens of the citizens had followed us inside. In fact, there were at least a hundred other lizard Demi-Humans who now dispersed into various sections of the arena. 
 
    “This will be over quick.” Naomi smirked at me and then led the rest of my group up a set of stairs to wooden benches placed above the arena floor. The other lizards had spread out among the seating areas and sat down, so it seemed we had an audience. 
 
    I continued walking behind Abel and Vallen, who stopped in the middle of the arena. Abel stood behind his leader, and Vallen took a dramatic breath as he put his hands behind his back and paced back and forth in front of us. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked Abel under my breath. 
 
    The open space where we stood was about as big as a football field, though the entire floor was sand. The walls of the arena stood eight feet high, and about fifteen rows of wooden benches circled around us. One of the walls featured a set of weapons from a broadsword to nunchucks to flails, and I eyed the weapons with curiosity until Abel spoke. 
 
    “The arena,” the warrior replied and cocked his head to the side with confusion. 
 
    “Yeah, I got that,” I laughed. “What do you guys use it for?” 
 
    Then Vallen turned to face the growing crowd. 
 
    “People of Kana!” Vallen called out. “Your esteemed warrior Abel will now face the legendary dragon, Lord Evan of Hatra!” 
 
    Cheers erupted from the crowd, and many began to chant our names. 
 
    “Fighting,” Abel yelled over the noise. “I’ve never lost a battle. That’s why they love me.” 
 
    Well, if it was a fight the people of Kana wanted, I’d give them just that.  
 
    I felt a rush of adrenaline at the excitement that pumped through the arena, and I bowed before I shifted into my dragon form with an extra flourish. I whipped my large tail around and slammed it down to kick up the sand around me. Then I tilted my head back and roared loud enough to echo throughout the grandiose stage. 
 
    Gasps rippled throughout the crowd, and I bared my fangs in a grin as I towered over my opponent. 
 
    Abel gulped as he drew his sword and squatted into a fighting stance. 
 
    He was about to lose his first battle, and he knew it. 
 
    “Let the fight begin!” Vallen declared as he stepped back. 
 
    I watched as Abel stared at me and calculated his first move. Then I took to the sky, hovered a few feet above his lanky form, and blew a small column of fire at his feet. 
 
    Abel hissed as he hopped backward and threw off his headscarf to expose his head. His scalp had been shaved, and his deep purple scales peeked out over the collar of his tunic and then continued up his throat onto his bare skull. The shiny layers of purple reflected the light of the sun and created patterns in the clouds of sand around his head. 
 
    Then the skin of his neck expanded outward as he hissed again. His scales were fully extended as he unfurled the skin flap around his head, and I coughed to stifle a laugh. 
 
    He was a frilled neck lizard, and he was posturing. 
 
    As I composed myself, Abel ran toward me with his sword held high and took a swing at my underbelly. 
 
    The crowd gasped as I dodged the blow and circled back around behind him. He flailed wildly with the sword, and I dipped my body just low enough for him to nick my exposed belly. 
 
    Might as well put on a show. 
 
    As my blood dripped down his sword, the crowd cheered and booed. Then I grinned and sent a wave of my healing magic down to the flesh wound. As the laceration stitched itself closed, I could hear Abel’s sharp intake of breath. 
 
    It seemed not all my skills had been passed along in the stories. 
 
    I whipped around and opened my maw to send two fireballs in front of him, but he jumped backward and then did a back handspring to land on his feet. 
 
    Abel was agile, but he was no match for a dragon. 
 
    Then I made a beeline for the warrior and funneled a wave of earthquake power that carved a jagged gash into the ground and toppled him onto his back. In the same forward motion, I slammed down on the ground next to his prone body and planted my front foot on his chest. 
 
    After a moment of dead silence, the crowd went into a frenzy, and the screams and cheers echoed off the walls. 
 
    “Oh, my!” Vallen squawked as he scurried back over to us. “What an incredible fight!” 
 
    “Are you satisfied with my abilities, my lord?” I smirked. 
 
    “Delighted!” the lizard exclaimed as he clasped his hands together. “Now, could you release my warrior?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, yeah,” I said as I lifted my foot from Abel’s chest. “My bad, dude.” 
 
    Abel scrambled to his feet and brushed the sand from his layered attire as he shot me a quizzical look. 
 
    The crowd began to dwindle as the people left the arena, and I shifted back into my human form to follow Vallen and Abel back outside. 
 
    The sun had started to set, and a few stars already sprinkled across the sky. 
 
    “Oh, drat!” Vallen said as we stopped just outside the arena. 
 
    “What?” Naomi asked, and my group walked out behind her. 
 
    “It’s starting to get dark already,” he replied with a frown. “We’ll have to go see the fields tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Polina groaned. 
 
    “We are very curious,” Trina explained. 
 
    “It sounds like something we need to see,” Marina insisted. 
 
    “I agree that the issue sounds like it’s right up your alley, but it doesn’t make sense to go look at a whole field in the dark,” I replied. “It can wait until morning.” 
 
    “And I will provide you with living quarters for the duration of your stay!” Vallen decided. “My staff will be happy to accommodate you.” 
 
    “That is very gracious of you, Lord Vallen,” Alyona said with a smile. 
 
    “I’m honored to host you!” Vallen responded and clapped his hands. “Now, I’ll have them start to prepare dinner for all of our guests. Abel, please notify the kitchen staff.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Abel replied with a nod. Then he took off in a jog toward the castle. 
 
    The rest of us began a slow walk down the stone road back to Vallen’s palace. Vallen and Naomi spoke in hushed tones with their heads close together, while the rest of us stayed back. 
 
    “Well, it certainly was not a trap,” Laika murmured as she kept a watchful eye on the lizards. 
 
    “Nope, not a trap at all,” I chuckled. “Maybe we’re just suspicious of everyone.” 
 
    “That’s how you stay alive,” Aaliyah chimed in. 
 
    “She’s right,” Ravi chirped. “We can’t allow Lord Vallen’s kindness to bring our guard down completely. That’s how we were fooled by Cesar.” 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “Just stay vigilant.” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement as we reached the castle doors. 
 
    “You may wait in the hall while I check in on the dinner preparations,” Vallen declared as he glided through the room and out another doorway. 
 
    I gestured to the chairs and couch toward the left side of the room, and my women sat down to wait. 
 
    “You were impressive in the arena,” Naomi murmured as she walked over to stand next to me, and she stood so close, I could feel her hot breath on my neck. 
 
    “I thought you’d be pretty familiar with how impressive I am,” I replied with a smug grin as I turned to face her. 
 
    “Oh, I only meant your magic,” she said with an eye roll and took a step back. “Whatever other skills you may have are of no use to me.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Anyway, you wield several types of magic,” Naomi said. “So, it must be true dragons can assimilate the powers of their prey?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “You’re familiar with dragons?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve all grown up with the stories,” she explained and shrugged. “The lizards have always had some kind of fascination with dragons. It seems most of our men would prefer to be a dragon than a lizard.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I scoffed. “We’re pretty awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah, the most badass creature,” Marina chirped. 
 
    “But Lord Evan is the most badass of all the dragons,” Trina insisted. 
 
    “Probably the most badass of all the creatures in Rahma,” Polina corrected her, and all three sisters giggled. 
 
    “It seems the dryads are quite impressed with you as well,” Naomi said, and a look of hunger flashed across her face before she returned to her blank expression. “I have something I think you’ll be interested to see.” 
 
    “Oh?” My interest was piqued. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s better to show you,” she asserted. “Come on.” 
 
    I looked over at Alyona, and she smiled and motioned for me to go. 
 
    A fleeting thought crossed my mind that the lady mage was trying to get me alone, but even if she was setting me up for a trap, I knew I could handle it. Then I turned back to Naomi, who grabbed my hand and pulled me toward an open hallway. I let the lizard lead me down the hall as she weaved around the staff and then to a staircase. We followed the winding steps, and the further we ascended, the more I could feel power pulsating around us. 
 
    We reached the top of the steps, and Naomi faced me with excitement dancing in her amber eyes. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s see it,” I replied. 
 
    Then she pushed open the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I inhaled a sharp breath as I gazed around me in awe. 
 
    Layers of jewels and gold were encrusted in the sandy walls of the room, and their colors flashed brilliantly as Naomi sent small orbs of black fire to light the torches. Gold, emeralds, and pearls filled every inch of the walls around us except the wall to our left, and I stepped further into the room to get a better view. This wall was covered from floor to ceiling by a mirror, and it gave the illusion that the room continued beyond its surface. The floor had been coated with a layer of gold, and the pathway to a pedestal of water was paved with green jewels. 
 
    I made my way to the pedestal, and I looked into its basin. The water inside glimmered a beautiful turquoise color, and a single goldfish flitted around under the surface. 
 
    “What do you think?” Naomi murmured behind me. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” I breathed. “Are you Lord Vallen’s mage or something?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she scoffed. 
 
    “Well, he obviously built this whole cultivation room for you,” I replied as I continued to look around. “You have to be pretty important to get something like this.” 
 
    “He still has faith one day I’ll bear an heir to the throne,” she explained with a scowl. “But that won’t happen.” 
 
    “You’re his wife?” I raised a confused eyebrow. The two hadn’t seemed like lovers at all, but I still wasn’t used to all the different cultures in Rahma. 
 
    “Gods, no!” Naomi wrinkled her nose in disgust. “He’s my brother.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” I sighed. “Why won’t you have an heir?” 
 
    “I have no interest in men, and you can’t exactly get pregnant without one.” Naomi smirked and tucked a magenta lock of hair behind her ear. “Men are just idiots, clumsy, and uncouth. I prefer the delicate touch of a woman. We’re soft, kind, and gentle lovers.” 
 
    “If you aren’t interested in men, you haven’t been with the right one, then,” I replied with a wicked grin. 
 
    “That’s what everyone tells me,” she sighed. “But I’ve never found a man who piqued my interest before, and women have suited my needs just fine.” 
 
    “Before?” I raised an eyebrow when I caught the word. “Before what?” 
 
    “Ah, well, I… ” Naomi trailed off and cleared her throat as she nervously tugged at her collar and exposed the swell of her breasts. Then she quickly yanked the cloth over to cover her skin and averted her gaze. 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled. “Well, why can’t Lord Vallen have his own heir?” 
 
    “He’s infertile,” the lizard replied with a shrug. “Ever since he revealed that he’d been unable to impregnate any of his mates, I’ve been coming up here for months trying to find a spell to cure him. I was hoping to find something, so he’d leave me alone about this heir thing, but I’ve had no luck so far.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about spells,” I admitted. “That’s more of Alyona’s specialty than mine, but I could use some meditation time if you don’t mind sharing the room with me.” 
 
    Naomi gestured to the space around us before she sat down and closed her eyes. Then I walked a few yards away from her and sat as well. 
 
    The moment I closed my eyes, I found myself on the beach of my spiritual sea. The dark water crashed onto the sand, and the moon reflected off the surface of the surging water. 
 
    “I started to wonder if you’d ever come back,” Miraya murmured from behind me. 
 
    I turned to see the spirit of the Sword of Healing in her nearly transparent white dress that clung to her curvy body. Her stark white hair fell in waves that grazed the sand at her feet, and her pale skin seemed to glow in the moonlight. She stood with her hip cocked to one side, and her arms were crossed across her ample bosom. 
 
    “Of course.” I smiled as I rose to my feet. “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “After your daydream… ” the spirit trailed off and looked away. Then her eyes focused on the sand beneath us as she sighed in frustration. “I figured you were embarrassed for thinking of such things about me.” 
 
    “Embarrassed?” I asked in shock. “Why in the world would I be embarrassed for imagining myself fucking a beautiful woman like you?” 
 
    “You’re just saying that,” Miraya insisted without looking up at me. 
 
    “And why would I lie?” I said softly. “Can’t you see inside my mind?” 
 
    The spirit raised her head to stare at me in silence as she searched my eyes for any signs of deceit. 
 
    “You know I’m not lying,” I declared. “But I’ll prove it to you anyway.” 
 
    I strode toward Miraya, took her face in my hands, and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. Then I felt her body weaken at the touch, and I pulled back. 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” she murmured. “Please, don’t stop.” 
 
    I grinned and kissed her harder, and she wrapped her hands around my waist to pull me in closer. I could feel every inch of her thick body pressed against mine, and my blood rushed south. Then I groaned against her mouth and ran my hands down her back. Her skin was cool to the touch, even through her dress, and I dragged my lips down her chin to her bare throat. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Miraya moaned as I reached up to the straps of her dress and pulled them down her shoulders. 
 
    “Let me take you,” I murmured. 
 
    I never thought I’d be able to have sex in my spiritual sea, but there was a first time for everything.  
 
    She nodded and relaxed against me. Her dress slid down her body to reveal her pale skin covered in goosebumps, and her pink nipples poked out like little berries that I needed to taste. 
 
    Her dress pooled at her feet, and I grabbed her naked hips to lift her out of it and laid her on the sand. I straddled her hips and kissed her again before I nibbled my way down to her bare tits. I took one nipple in my mouth as I rubbed my thumb across the other. Then I flicked and teased her breast with my tongue, and the spirit moaned with pleasure until I thought she might climax before I’d even touched her pussy. 
 
    “Have you ever done this before?” I murmured as I lifted my head from her chest. 
 
    “No,” she whispered, and her body writhed underneath me as she arched her back and pushed her tits up against my face. “I have never felt this… connection and attraction to any of my previous masters. Only you, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned and suckled her breast as she cried out. 
 
    I moved over to her other side and flicked her pert nipple with my tongue as I let my other hand drift down her flat stomach to the apex of her thighs. 
 
    Miraya gasped as I grazed over her mound with my fingers. Her pussy was hot and throbbing as I slid one finger over her lips, and they were already slick with her desire. 
 
    I met her eyes and carefully pushed a finger inside her tunnel. 
 
    The spirit inhaled sharply and then sighed as I slowly pumped my finger in and out of her soaking canal while I continued to suck on her tit. 
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan!” she cried out. “What’s happening? I feel like I’m floating.” 
 
    “You’re about to come all over my hand,” I explained with a grin, and then I pressed my thumb to her swollen clit. “Just relax and let it happen. Give yourself to me.” 
 
    “Gods!” she screamed as she hit her climax, and I rubbed my thumb in circles against her clit as she came in waves until my hand was nearly dripping with her pleasure. 
 
    “I can… see why… your women appreciate you,” she said through gasping breaths. “That was… amazing.” 
 
    “Oh, baby, that was just the beginning,” I replied with a devilish grin. “I haven’t even taken off my clothes yet.” 
 
    Miraya sat up and looked at me as though she didn’t realize I was still wearing anything. 
 
    “Wait, we didn’t have sex yet?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “But we are definitely about to.” 
 
    She smiled shyly as I yanked my tunic over my head and stood up to pull my pants down. My arousal sprang free of my trousers, and her eyes widened as I watched her mentally compare my cock to my finger. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I’ll go slow.” 
 
    Miraya nodded, and I kneeled down over her again as I spread her legs open wide and gazed down at her sopping wet pussy. My dick throbbed, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. 
 
    I slowly inched my cock into her slick tunnel, and she gasped as I spread open her virgin tunnel with my cock. Before she could feel any pain, I pulled back and then slid into her again. Her pussy was wrapped around my erection like a vise, and I groaned as I thrust in and out of her with as much patience as I could muster. 
 
    Suddenly, she wrapped her legs around my back and dug her heels into me as she forced me further inside her. 
 
    “You said you’d take me,” she whispered. “Do it.” 
 
    I growled as I shoved my cock as far into her as I could, and I pumped my hips back and forth as her tunnel tightened with every movement. 
 
    “Yes!” Miraya cried out as her walls squeezed my arousal with her climax. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned as I felt my own orgasm coming to the surface. 
 
    Then it stopped. 
 
    I pumped in and out of her tight canal, but I couldn’t fill her with my seed. 
 
    “What the hell?” I groaned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    “I can’t finish,” I explained. “I’ve never--” 
 
    “It’s because this isn’t your corporeal body,” she interjected. “You don’t really exist here.” 
 
    “Then let’s go to my body, so I can fill yours,” I muttered as I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    Then it felt like we were yanked from the sandy beach of my spiritual sea to the gold-encrusted floor of Naomi’s cultivation room. 
 
    The lizard Demi-Human was still deep in her trance, and I grinned at the idea of her waking up to me fucking Miraya right in front of her. 
 
    The image was enough to rev up my momentum, and I continued to plunge my cock inside the spirit as she moaned with pleasure. I could feel every inch of her tunnel in the real world, and my erection throbbed as I pushed deeper inside the spirit’s hot core. 
 
    Then I sensed my orgasm bubble up to the surface again, and I exploded into her pussy. Load after load of my seed poured into her soaking wet tunnel, and my orgasm crashed through my body in waves until I was sweating. 
 
    Something else felt different, though, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered when my climax finally subsided. “That was intense.” 
 
    “It was magnificent,” Miraya sighed as she shuddered beneath me.  
 
    “We can always go again.” I grinned and pumped my hips against her, and my still rock-hard cock squelched through the gallon of seed I’d just deposited into the spirit’s womb.  
 
    “Actually, I should go back… ” Miraya mumbled as I pulled back and watched my dragon seed drip down her inner thighs. 
 
    “Why?” I raised an eyebrow. “You could stay out here for a while, you know. Nike’s sword Aine used to walk around in the real world when they first came to Hatra.” 
 
    “There’s something odd about my presence here,” Miraya said as she picked up her dress and slipped it over her head. “It’s like there’s a different connection with you.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s because you’re here instead of there,” I pointed out and yanked my trousers up from my ankles. “I think it’s because I just took your virginity.” 
 
    “You did what?” Naomi’s voice called out from behind me. 
 
    I turned to see the lizard’s amber eyes wide with surprise at my half-dressed body and the gorgeous woman next to me. 
 
    “Nothing,” I muttered and picked up my tunic to slip it back on. 
 
    Naomi’s gaze traveled past me to Miraya, and she stared at the spirit’s still-red nipples as they pressed against her dress. The spirit of the sword breathed heavily, and her skin was still flushed from our little tryst. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like nothing,” the mage said, and then she sniffed the air. “It also doesn’t smell like nothing.” 
 
    These damn Demi-Humans and their sense of smell. 
 
    “Well, how about it’s nothing that you’re interested in, as you already told me,” I shot back. 
 
    “Ahhh, yes, I have no interest in hearing about the lovemaking between a man and a woman,” Naomi said with an eyeroll. “I definitely wouldn’t imagine myself in that woman’s place. Who is she, by the way?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t?” I raised an eyebrow, but I decided to let it go. “This is Miraya, the spirit of the Sword of Healing.” 
 
    Miraya stepped closer and curtsied. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you.” Naomi smirked. “Now, how did you get into my cultivation room?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Miraya apologized. “I came back to this world with Lord Evan after he entered his spiritual sea.” 
 
    “Yeah, we had to finish what we started in my head,” I added with a wink. 
 
    “I see,” Naomi muttered as she looked away from us with an odd expression. “Well, I certainly don’t want any of the details, so I suppose we should make our way back downstairs. I smell dinner.” 
 
    With that, the lizard rose to her feet and strode out the door. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to go back to your sea?” Miraya asked as we watched the Demi-Human stalk out of the room. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I murmured. “Did she seem jealous to you?” 
 
    “Perhaps a bit,” the spirit replied. “Maybe she hasn’t been sexually satisfied in a while.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I conceded. “Were you satisfied?” 
 
    “With you?” Miraya asked in surprise, and then a shy smile spread across her beautiful face. “I just had my first two orgasms. I believe that is a sign of much satisfaction.” 
 
    “True,” I chuckled. “You’ll probably be a little sore, but it won’t always be like that.” 
 
    “Will I always feel this… connection?” she wondered as she tugged on a strand of her long, white hair. “It is an odd feeling, like a piece of string is tied between us. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed and ran a hand through my hair. “But I don’t just feel your string. I feel several of them. What does it mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the spirit admitted. “It doesn’t happen every time for you?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “This is the first time I’ve experienced something like this.” 
 
    “I hope there’s nothing wrong,” she said as a worried frown creased her face. 
 
    “I doubt there’s anything wrong,” I replied. “It doesn’t feel wrong. It actually feels like the strings are all supposed to be there, like my soul is anchoring multiple ships.” 
 
    Then a deep rumble echoed through the chamber. 
 
    “What in the world was that?” Miraya asked as she pressed her hands to her stomach. “My belly feels horrible.” 
 
    “You’re hungry,” I chuckled. “Sex uses up energy, and now you need to replenish. And so do I. Let’s go downstairs and eat.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a nod. 
 
    I grabbed her hand and led her back down the winding staircase to the main floor of the castle. I could hear quiet voices coming from the same direction as the aroma of food, so we followed the sounds into a dining hall. 
 
    Nike and my women sat around a table with their empty plates in front of them. Lord Vallen sat at the head of the table, and Lady Naomi was leaned over his shoulder as she pointed to a few lines in a textbook in front of them. 
 
    Miraya and I walked into the room, and the conversation ceased as everyone stared at the sword spirit. 
 
    “Everyone, this is Miraya,” I introduced her. “She is the spirit of the Sword of Hatra.” 
 
    “Hello,” she greeted the group, and a warm smile spread across her face. 
 
    “Miraya,” Alyona breathed as she returned the smile. “Now, I understand.” 
 
    “Understand what?” I asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “The soul bridge,” the princess replied. “I felt its beginning stages a little while ago. Did you two make love?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “What is a soul bridge?” 
 
    “It’s binding magic between souls,” Alyona explained. “It’s difficult magic to activate, but your connection to the spirit put it into motion. We each feel one bridge to you, but you likely feel a bridge to each of us. Does that sound right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered as I began to understand. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “Our souls are now bound to you as our mate,” the princess said as she gestured around the table. “We all felt the pull to you, and now we belong to you fully, in both body and soul.” 
 
    “I mean, weren’t you already mine?” I chuckled. “We’ve certainly consummated our relationships enough.” 
 
    “Yes, my love.” Alyona smiled as a blush spread across her porcelain cheeks. “But now it is truly official. We can no longer take other mates, our very souls would reject it.” 
 
    “Really?” I arched an eyebrow. “That… sounds kind of awesome. Are the rest of you alright with this?” 
 
    The dryads, Laika, Ravi, and Aaliyah nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    “Being magically yours makes me feel all tingly inside,” Polina giggled.  
 
    “In the best way possible,” Trina added.  
 
    “The absolute best,” Marina sighed as she batted her green eyelashes at me. 
 
    “I am rather horny.” Aaliyah smirked as her yellow gaze drifted over my body.  
 
    “It does feel really good.” Ravi smiled shyly and twirled a strand of orange hair around her finger.  
 
    “Yes.” Laika cleared her throat and averted her gaze. “I hope this pleases you, my lord.” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” I grinned. “You know I love all of you. Having my permanent mark on you just makes it even better.”  
 
    “Amazing,” Miraya murmured as she glanced at my other mates. “This world is so strange.” 
 
    Then her stomach growled again, and I redirected my thoughts from spiritual bridges to the scraps of food left on the table. 
 
    “Have you ever eaten before?” I asked Miraya. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “What do you do?” 
 
    “Put it in your mouth, chew it up, and enjoy it,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    “Don’t forget to swallow,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “Yes, swallowing, very important,” Trina snickered. 
 
    “Don’t spit it out,” Marina added with a chuckle. 
 
    Aaliyah and Ravi stifled their giggles as Miraya looked at them in confusion. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them.” I smirked. “Just chew and swallow your food.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Vallen murmured. “Your women are very interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I’m a pretty lucky guy.” 
 
    Naomi whispered something under her breath, but all I heard was “luck.” 
 
    “What was that?” I asked loudly. 
 
    “Nothing,” the lady mage muttered as she focused on her plate. 
 
    I snickered as I looked over the food that remained on the table and saw a plate of rabbit meat that had been seasoned with a bright red herb. It didn’t smell spicy, so I put a few pieces on Miraya’s plate and piled a heap onto my own. Then I added a few fried frog legs and a scoop of peaches to each plate before I set her plate in front of her and plopped down in front of my own. 
 
    The spirit looked at me with doubt written all over her face, so I grabbed a fork and stabbed a piece of meat before I shoved it into my mouth and chewed slowly. The flavorful meat melted on my tongue, and the herbs and spices nearly overpowered my senses as I closed my eyes to enjoy it. 
 
    I opened my eyes as I swallowed the bite, and Miraya was covering her smile. 
 
    “Was that good?” she giggled. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed with a wink. “Your turn.” 
 
    Miraya cleared her throat and poked at the rabbit meat with her fork. Then she slid the tongs into the flesh and picked it up to examine it. She sniffed the meat before she delicately put it on her tongue and slid it off the fork with her teeth. 
 
    “Well?” Vallen asked as Miraya closed her mouth around the bite. 
 
    Suddenly, she moaned as the flavors hit her tongue, and she began to chew the food as she closed her eyes and relished the taste. 
 
    “This is fantastic,” she mumbled through her full mouth. 
 
    “Told you.” I smirked and forked another bite into my mouth. “And that’s just the first thing on your plate.” 
 
    Miraya grinned at me before she stabbed another piece of meat. 
 
    “She’s never eaten before?” Naomi asked and raised a magenta eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” I replied. “She’s mostly lived in her spirit form with the owner of the sword.” 
 
    “Many new experiences, then,” the lizard giggled as she took another bite of her meal. 
 
    We ate the rest of our food without another word, and then it seemed as though everyone was yawning more than they were talking. 
 
    “Are you nearly finished, my lord?” Alyona asked as she stifled another yawn. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied and then turned to Miraya. “Are you full?” 
 
    “My stomach is no longer growling, my lord,” the spirit confirmed. “But I feel like I can barely keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “We’re all tired,” I chuckled. “Let’s go to bed. We can eat more in the morning.” 
 
    “We will discuss the plague first thing tomorrow,” Vallen announced. “I think we could all use some rest after such an exciting day. I have already shown your wonderful ladies where you all will sleep, so I hope the accommodations are to your liking, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed. 
 
    “Goodnight, everyone,” the dryads said in unison as they stood from the table, and then the sisters filed out of the room to their chambers down the hall. 
 
    “We’ll be in the room next to yours,” Laika murmured and then nodded to Aaliyah and Ravi as they followed the dryads to bed. 
 
    “And if you wouldn’t mind, try to keep your exploits to yourself this time, Lord Evan.” Naomi smirked as she rose from her chair. “I don’t want to hear your heavy breathing as you slide in and out of your beautiful lovers tonight.” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” I said with a cough. 
 
    Miraya blushed next to me, and Alyona squeezed my hand with a giggle. 
 
    Then Naomi turned and stalked out of the room. 
 
    “I apologize for Lady Naomi,” Vallen sighed. “She tends to come across rather harshly.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m quite close to a woman like her,” I chuckled as I thought of Valerra and her hostile attitude. “She’ll warm up to me eventually.” 
 
    “I hope so,” the lizard replied with a worried frown. 
 
    I wondered if he was more concerned with her offending me or her lack of desire to be with a man. Either way, I had two other women to get to bed, so I dipped my head to Vallen and gestured Miraya and Alyona toward the door. 
 
    The three of us followed the hallway to the last door and went inside. The room was larger than I expected, and it had a large dresser that stood in the corner of the room. Black and gold curtains hung over the window, and the bed was big enough for five or six people. 
 
    “Lord Vallen said he saved this room for you,” Alyona giggled. “I can see why.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t let it go to waste,” I said as I waggled my eyebrows. 
 
    Alyona and Miraya giggled as I pulled them both onto the bed. 
 
    When we awoke the next morning, I could see tiny shafts of sunlight peeking in through the sides of the curtain. The sky outside was a little pink, so I knew it was shortly after sunrise. 
 
    I turned my head back to face my women whose naked bodies laid sprawled out across the giant bed. 
 
    Miraya’s face was covered with a thin sheen of sweat, while Alyona snored softly next to her. The spirit’s arm was crossed over the princess’ narrow waist, and I had a perfect view of my fiancée’s bare ass and a glimpse of her pussy that still dripped with my seed. 
 
    As my cock rose to attention, I heard a light tap on the door. 
 
    “Who is it?” I growled as my women began to stir. 
 
    “Naomi,” the lizard mage’s voice came through the door, and I groaned as I rolled off the bed and made my way toward the doorway. 
 
    Then I yanked it open and stared at her. She’d traded her big black robes for a soft green dress that wrapped around her lithe body and dipped at the collar to reveal the swells of her breasts. Her magenta hair swayed as she tilted her head to the side, and she peeked past me into the room. 
 
    “Like what you see?” I smirked. 
 
    “It appears you have pleased them,” Naomi murmured and then shook her head to focus on me again. “Vallen is waiting for you downstairs.” 
 
    “I did,” I confirmed. “Several times, in fact. But I’ll head down there and talk to Vallen once I get dressed.” 
 
    “Good.” Naomi dipped her head. “Because I don’t need to see your sweaty, naked, fit body anymore today.” 
 
    She put her nose up into the air and strode down the hall. 
 
    I smirked and shut the door. 
 
    “Lady Naomi seems to try very hard to be uninterested in you, Lord Evan,” Miraya said as I turned back to the bed. 
 
    “What can I say?” I laughed. “I’m an interesting guy.” 
 
    “Apparently,” she giggled. “I know last night was certainly interesting for me.” 
 
    “I think it formed more of the bridges, too,” I pointed out. “Each of the strings I felt before with both of you now seems more like a rope.” 
 
    “I agree,” Alyona said as she turned her head toward us. “The soul bridges are becoming stronger. It probably happens when you make love to us.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Miraya murmured. 
 
    “Before we spend too long thinking about those, we need to get downstairs,” I said. “Lord Vallen is waiting for us, and I assume it’s to tell us more about this plague.” 
 
    The women nodded and rose from the bed to get dressed. 
 
    Miraya slid into her thin, white robe, while Alyona pulled a violet robe out from her trunk and wrapped it around her shoulders. She left the front open for a moment, and my dick throbbed at the sight of her mound before she wrapped her belt around her waist and covered her shapely figure. 
 
    I grunted and pulled my own clothes and boots on before I led the women downstairs to the dining hall. Lord Vallen sat at the head of the table with Naomi to his left, and he grinned and motioned to the seat at his right. 
 
    The aromas of rabbit meat, peaches, and eggs filled the air, and my mouth watered as we sat down at the table. Before I could start to make my plate, though, Vallen held up a hand. 
 
    “This is not all,” he declared with a happy smile. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow as I leaned back into my chair. 
 
    Within seconds, a group of his staff glided into the room carrying more trays of food. As they set the steaming hot trays onto the table, I noticed fried frog legs and another kind of meat I hadn’t seen before. It smelled like rosemary and basil, and it was drizzled with a peachy juice. 
 
    “My lord, we have rabbit and badger meat, frog legs, roadrunner eggs, peaches, figs, and, of course, yucca petals,” one of the servants announced as he gestured toward the trays. “Is there anything else you require?” 
 
    “No, Frederick,” Vallen replied with a wave of his hand. “That will be all. Thank you.” 
 
    Frederick bowed deeply and signaled for the rest of the staff to leave the room. The lizards hurried out with him, and Laika, Nike, Ravi, Aaliyah, and the dryads piled into the room as the servants left. 
 
    Laika’s furry gray ears twitched as her alert, gray eyes scanned the room before they all sat down. I could tell she was still concerned the lizard Demi-Humans were tricking us somehow, which was reasonable after our last encounter with one of their kind back in Colaruma. 
 
    As we all loaded up our plates, Vallen looked around at everyone before he cleared his throat dramatically. Everyone turned to him and began to eat as we waited for him to speak. 
 
    “My dear friends, you are enjoying the fruits of labor we can provide outside of our disastrous fields,” the lizard declared. “The crops have been overrun with some sort of disease that has left the plants the color of night.” 
 
    “They all look dead,” Naomi deadpanned with a roll of her yellow eyes. “I can’t explain it. The beans, peppers, squash, even the cacti are struggling to survive, and they can usually withstand just about anything.” 
 
    “Have you had any bad weather recently?” Polina asked. 
 
    “Or extreme heat?” Marina suggested. 
 
    “Possibly even a bug infestation?” Trina shrugged. “There are many possible reasons for the issue.” 
 
    “Our weather rarely changes,” Vallen replied. “As for the bugs, I haven’t seen any, and our farmers are completely baffled. We’ve determined it must be magical.” 
 
    “Typical Green Glass Sect move,” I murmured to Nike. “They eliminate a means of survival for the city, and then they go after whatever it is they really want.” 
 
    “That begs the question,” Nike replied under his breath. “What is it they really want?” 
 
    I shrugged as I rubbed my chin and refocused on the conversation about the plants. 
 
    “Have you tried a rejuvenation spell?” Marina asked. 
 
    “Or perhaps a saturation spell?” Trina offered. 
 
    “Well, just tell us what you have tried,” Polina suggested. 
 
    “I have tried the aqualin, floodwater, and pluvia spells,” Naomi answered. “I have even tried a few cleansing spells I found in old spell books, but nothing has worked so far.” 
 
    “Cleansing spells are harder than you might imagine,” Miraya pointed out. 
 
    “Especially if you aren’t a pure being,” Ravi added. 
 
    “I think we’ll need to see it for ourselves, then,” Alyona said, and I nodded in agreement. “We need to get fresh eyes on the problem and find a solution together.” 
 
    “Let’s finish this delicious breakfast, and then we’ll go,” I decided. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Aaliyah mumbled as she shoveled more food into her mouth. 
 
    I chuckled as we all finished our plates and rose from the table. 
 
    “This way,” Vallen said as he and Naomi guided us out a side door and onto a road that led behind the castle. “The gardens are just inside the rear wall of the city.” 
 
    We followed the lizard as the path led us past several different buildings, and we passed a masonry, a pottery shop, and a bakery. The smell of the fresh pies on the counter emanated out to us on the street, and I decided to stop there once we fixed the field issue. 
 
    The road led up a sand dune, and once we reached the top, Vallen stopped and pointed below us. As we looked out across the field, I could see rows and rows of various crops and cacti, but halfway across, the stalks changed from a fresh and healthy green to a stark black. The plants on the left almost looked burnt, but there was no damage to the leaves, and the disease stopped without damaging the next row over. 
 
    “It started off as one row turning black overnight,” Vallen explained. “Then every couple of days, another row or two would change. Now, it’s taken over nearly half of our crops out here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t smell like miasma,” Laika murmured into my ear. 
 
    “True, but it smells like something,” I replied and turned to face my companions. “What spell could the Sect be using to cause this slow damage? Their nexus spells typically travel much faster than this.” 
 
    “We should get a closer look,” Alyona suggested. “We may be able to see something they missed or aren’t familiar with.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded and turned back to Vallen. “Let’s go down and take a peek.” 
 
    Vallen dipped his head and strode down the dune. He slipped a few times, but Naomi finally took his elbow to help keep him on his feet. 
 
    As we followed them down to the field, the strange smell got stronger. It wasn’t miasma, but it was a bittersweet scent, like someone put too much sugar into their coffee. We reached the edge of the fields, and I could see the soil on the left side was blackened as well but didn’t appear burnt or damaged. In fact, the crops and soil looked completely normal except for their color. 
 
    “Has anyone eaten the diseased crops?” Nike asked as he rubbed a black leaf in between his fingers. 
 
    “No, no,” Vallen answered, and he shook his head vehemently. “Not one. I’ve ordered the farmers to only harvest from the other end of the field or from the smaller gardens within the city until we figure this out.” 
 
    “I’d like to take one of the plants back to the castle to examine it,” Alyona said. “I want to do some research and test my theories out on just one at first. I’d hate to damage your crops any further.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful, milady,” Vallen said with a clap. “Thank you!” 
 
    Alyona smiled as she took a step closer and reached out for a plant. 
 
    Then I noticed the stalks two rows over began to rustle, as though something pushed them aside. 
 
    I grabbed Alyona around the waist and pulled her back from the edge of the crops just as a large black form emerged from the stalks with a screech. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    A crow the size of a goat spread its wings as it opened its mouth and let out another screech. Its wingspan looked to be about four feet wide, but it was the bird’s beak and claws that looked ready to cause some damage. Its long, black talons flexed in the dark soil, and its hooked beak gleamed in the sun as it cocked its head back and forth. The bird’s piercing call echoed around the sand dunes, and it flapped its black feathered wings with anger. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I shouted as I slid in front of the princess. 
 
    “It’s a rambrook,” Polina called out from behind me. “They usually travel in--” 
 
    Another screech cut her off as a second bird scampered out behind the first and crouched into an attack stance. 
 
    “Pairs,” Trina finished matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Of course,” I muttered as I looked for the mark of Gamma on the beasts’ chests, but no green symbol appeared on their bodies. “They aren’t marked. Do they normally attack?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marina answered as she and her sisters clustered together. 
 
    Then the rambrooks gave another high-pitched shriek before they sprinted at me with their jagged beaks hanging open. Their wings were spread wide, and the ebony feathers whistled in the wind as they picked up speed. 
 
    I wondered for a split second if I could still use the Sword of Healing since Miraya was out of my spiritual sea and in the real world, but I’d just have to try. 
 
    So, I reached into my spatial storage and felt around for the Sword of Hatra as Nike rushed forward with the Sword of Light. I finally gripped the handle of the blade, though, and it felt like I had a whole new connection with my weapon. I could feel every inch of its blade pulsating in my hand, and it begged for the chance to rid the people of these creatures. It must have been the soul bridge that created the tight bond between me and my sword, since I felt like the weapon was an extension of my own arm as I watched the sun glint off the silvery edge. 
 
    Then I grinned as I swung the blade around into an offensive position and rushed the gigantic birds. 
 
    “Oh, but don’t let them touch you!” Ravi cried out from behind me. “Their feathers can cause paralysis.” 
 
    The fuck kind of bird was this? 
 
    “How can we help?” Aaliyah shouted from back where the others waited. 
 
    “Just stay back!” I called out over my shoulder. 
 
    The lioness growled in frustration, and I knew it was difficult for her to sit back and watch, but she relied on her ability to jump on her prey and swipe her claws ferociously through the victim, and that obviously wouldn’t work on the rambrooks. 
 
    I shook my head and signaled to the women to keep their distance. I’d never tried to heal paralysis with my magic before, and I didn’t want to try today. Nike and I could handle this with our swords. 
 
    As I came within inches of the first beast, it took flight and soared over my head. I growled as I pictured myself in dragon form and considered lighting the creatures on fire, but a fire would put the whole field at risk, and we already had to find a way to heal the crops, so I needed to stay focused and find a different way to defeat the birds. 
 
    As I shuffled through all my magical options, I looked over to see Nike had just experienced the same defensive maneuver and was shaking his head in annoyance at the birds flying overhead. 
 
    “So, how do we kill them if we can’t touch them?” he asked as his silver eyes remained on the birds circling above us like vultures preparing to dive onto roadkill. 
 
    Suddenly, an idea dawned on me. 
 
    “We let them think they’ve touched us,” I said with a grin.  
 
    It was time to try one of my newest skills. 
 
    Then I lined myself up with the first bird’s flight path before he dove down, and his black eyes stared at me with rage as he plummeted straight at me. 
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Skill: Displacement 
 
    I watched as the light around me bent and molded to the image in my head. I pictured myself a few feet to my right, and the space around me seemed to shift. It was like watching the world around me move in a kaleidoscope, and I brought my sword up just above my head. 
 
    Then the rambrook’s beady eyes focused on the spot to my right, and the bird-beast opened its pointy beak only to grasp nothing.  
 
    So, I stabbed my sword into its side and dragged my blade from its neck to its hindleg, and the beast’s strangled cry filled the air as its dark red blood poured out from the wound. Then it gave a measly flap of its wings to carry it back toward the field. 
 
    “Don’t let it get away!” I ordered. 
 
    The dryads nodded and plunged their hands into the sand beneath their feet. Suddenly, roots sprang up from the ground in front of the crops and weaved together to form a wall in front of the bird. The creature slammed into the wall and shook the roots, but they held together against its angry attempts to bust through. 
 
    As the bird squawked in anger, the dryads pulled more roots from the ground and formed a cage around the rambrook. The beast turned and slammed its head into each side and reminded me of a pinball machine as it bounced from side to side to find a weakness in the cage. It let out another squawk, but this time it was weaker, and the bird heaved a sigh as it gave up its attempt to escape. 
 
    I nodded to the sisters and turned back to find the other bird. It had continued to circle around above us while its partner attacked, and Nike tracked it with the Sword of Light held high. 
 
    “It must be scared to come down now,” the noble suggested. “We need to bring it within reach.” 
 
    “Well, get ready, then,” I chuckled as I aimed for the bird and shot a massive web at it. 
 
    The sticky webbing wrapped around the rambrook’s wings, and it plummeted to the ground like a stone as it squealed and nipped at the web. When the bird crashed into the sand dune, it struggled against the tacky bindings and rolled downhill to land at my feet. Sand had stuck to the web as well, and the bird looked like a heap of sand and feathers when it finally came to a stop before me. 
 
    I took a step back and glanced over the creature as it tugged and grappled with my web. Then I lifted my sword and dragged it across the beast’s neck to end its struggle. Another pool of the dark red blood formed under its lifeless body, and when I looked up, Nike plunged his own blade through the dryads’ birdcage and into the other rambrook. 
 
    I waited for the familiar words to flit across my vision, but no predation message came up. Maybe because I didn’t have any feathers to take their paralysis skills. Damn, I’d never wanted feathers before now. 
 
    “Why would rambrooks be here?” Ravi asked as the women gathered around to look at the corpse before me. “They’re carrion birds. They only feed on dead things.” 
 
    “And they weren’t marked, so they must not have been sent here,” Aaliyah added with a frown. “Are we sure the Sect did this?” 
 
    “Maybe the plague in the fields made the plants look dead,” Alyona offered. “They certainly defended the crops like it was their source of food.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” Polina agreed as she and her sisters joined us. 
 
    “Yes, rambrooks will attack if their food source or partner is under attack,” Marina confirmed. “And the princess reached for one of the stalks.” 
 
    “So, the birds thought Alyona was stealing their food,” I murmured. “They just happened to get caught up in whatever spell is taking over the crops.” 
 
    “It seems that way, my lord,” Nike replied. “Ah, where is Lord Vallen?” 
 
    “Over here,” Naomi muttered, and she tossed a wheelbarrow aside to reveal her brother cowering and shivering underneath it while his hands tightly gripped the turban on his head. 
 
    “Ah, good, you’ve defeated the beasts!” Vallen cried out as he stood up and brushed the sand from his robes. “I’m not much of the warrior type, you see.” 
 
    “I do see that,” I chuckled. “So, we’ll be taking a sample plant back to the castle now that the rambrooks are gone. Have you noticed any other creatures or people lurking around here we should know about?” 
 
    “I haven’t, but we should check with the farmers to be certain,” the lizard replied as he scurried over to a shed at the corner of the field. “Jasper!” 
 
    “My lord!” a voice rang out from inside the shed. “Hurry and get inside! There are beasts in the crops!” 
 
    “Oh, come now,” Vallen soothed him. “They have been slayed.” 
 
    The door to the shed creaked open, and a slender lizard Demi-Human poked his face out to peer at us. Then he sighed with relief and stepped out into the sunlight. His brown and cream robes were tattered and frayed, and his turban was askew on his head. A long, brown ponytail peeked out of the back of his headwrap, and the scales on his neck were a bright green. His yellow eyes searched our group and then widened as he saw the two dead rambrooks on the ground behind us. 
 
    “You killed them?” Jasper gasped as he adjusted his turban. “The beasts nearly killed me when I came to check on the fields. They were squawking and clashing their beaks at me, so I ran into the tool shed where they couldn’t get in.” 
 
    “Lord Evan and his comrades took care of them,” Vallen explained as he gestured toward us. “They are working to cure the plague as well, but he has some questions for you first. Please help him the best you can.” 
 
    “Of course,” the farmer drawled as he dipped his head. “Anything I can do to help.” 
 
    “Is this the first time you’ve seen the rambrooks?” I asked as I stepped closer to the farmer. 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed and nodded his head vigorously. “There were no giant birds here yesterday. I can tell you that.” 
 
    “Okay, and they are the first creatures you’ve seen in the fields?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Jasper nodded again. “I would have noticed any other ones. I’m here every day to check on the crops for the city. We provide most of the food for Kana, so I’m the one who found the disease.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied with a smile. “Have you seen anyone else here who doesn’t belong? Even someone from the city who normally doesn’t come down here?” 
 
    “Not a soul,” the lizard answered and shuffled his feet nervously. “I’m not a guard or anything, though. I could have missed something.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re doing a great job,” Alyona assured him. “We only want to get as much information as possible to find out what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Thank you, milady,” Jasper said with a smile. “I do try my best.” 
 
    “Jasper is the leader of our farmers,” Vallen said as he puffed out his chest proudly. “He has overseen the fields for years. He has great knowledge of the land, and everyone in Kana respects him.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” the farmer nearly whispered and dipped his head. “That is kind of you.” 
 
    “Well, unless Lord Evan has any further questions, we should be returning to the castle,” Naomi interjected. “The sooner we begin on research, the sooner we can fix the crops and get food back to our people.” 
 
    “Okay,” I confirmed. “Laika, you, the dryads, and Ravi help Alyona collect her samples without getting attacked. Nike, Aaliyah, Miraya, and I will collect the rambrook corpses and burn them. We don’t need any more of those things coming for the dead bodies.” 
 
    Laika nodded and ushered the other women back over to the blackened crops, and I watched as her bushy gray tail swished back and forth while she jogged behind them. Her hips swayed from side to side in her tight leather pants, and I stared with appreciation for her muscled body as she headed toward the field. 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe to touch them yet?” Miraya asked as we walked over to the dead birds, and her blue eyes drifted over the lifeless bodies with concern. 
 
    “I don’t want to risk it,” I answered. “I only want you two to clear out the sand around the birds, so I can burn them without the fire spreading to the fields. Try to make a big circle like a moat around the pyre.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aaliyah said with a nod. 
 
    The two women began to circle the beast that was still wrapped in the webbing, while Nike and I pulled on the roots of the birdcage to free them from the ground. Then we each grabbed a side of the cage and used it to drag the second bird’s corpse away from the crops and next to the other carcass. 
 
    “Should we move the cage to burn them?” Nike asked as we dropped the load inside the sand circle. 
 
    “No, we don’t know if their blood carries any kind of diseases,” I pointed out. “We should just burn what we know got their blood on it, which means I’m going to burn those two blood pools as well.” 
 
    Once the two corpses were close together and nothing but the root cage was around them, I blew a small column of flames onto the bodies and waited until they caught fire. 
 
    As the flames licked across the carcasses and melted the dangerous feathers, I walked over to the puddles of rambrook blood and sprayed fire over the liquid until only black ash marred the sand. Then I returned to the birds’ pyre and leaned over Miraya’s shoulder. 
 
    “So, I can use the sword even when you’re out here?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Miraya replied and turned to face me. “I’m only the spirit of the sword, so the blade is still a physical object. It doesn’t hold my magic when I’m not within your sea, but the sword is still a dangerous weapon in your hands.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that worked out,” I chuckled. “I definitely needed it in that fight.” 
 
    Miraya was still giggling as Alyona and the others joined us. The princess held several black sprouts up where I could see them before she dropped them into her spatial storage. 
 
    A few minutes later, the rambrooks had become piles of black ashes, and the flames fizzled out. Then Vallen scuttled closer with his face scrunched up in disgust. He looked down on the ashes, and his skin turned a pale shade of green. 
 
    “Do they always smell like that?” he asked as he pinched his nose shut. 
 
    “Like burning flesh?” I chuckled. “No, they didn’t smell like that before we lit them on fire.” 
 
    “Well, they certainly have a stench now,” he muttered and cleared his throat. “Come, come! We shall return to the castle.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said with a smile. “We need access to any historical or magical information you may have.” 
 
    “We have a library of history books,” Vallen replied with a frown. “But the magical books… ” 
 
    “Magic is more my specialty than Vallen’s,” Naomi said as she focused her amber eyes on Alyona. “I’ve accumulated a little collection of magical stories and spells over the years. I’d be happy to show it to you.” 
 
    “I’d love that!” Alyona grinned like a kid in a candy store, and, really, the princess in a book collection was basically the same thing, especially books related to magic and spells. 
 
    As we trudged up the dune back toward the city, I walked between Alyona and Naomi while they talked about the lizard’s magic. 
 
    “You’re a natural-born, right?” Alyona asked Naomi. 
 
    “Yes,” the lizard Demi-Human said with a nod. “My magic manifested early, so I’ve spent most of my life learning how to wield it.” 
 
    “And your teacher?” The princess raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Myself and my books.” Naomi shrugged. “I may not be to your level of skill, Your Highness, but I’ve acquired enough knowledge to keep my people safe. It has been enough for me so far.” 
 
    “That is the highest honor in magic,” Alyona said with a smile. “To be able to protect one’s people is better than any other kind of power.” 
 
    “I’ve never thought of it like that.” The lizard mage returned Alyona’s smile. “I’ve been the city’s protector for so long, it seems natural to me now.” 
 
    “So, where do you get the books and stuff you learn from?” I asked. 
 
    “Various places,” Naomi replied. “Sometimes, I see a new one on a trader’s cart. Other times, I hear of something interesting in a nearby city, and I go get it for myself. I used to send the warriors to appease Vallen’s constant worry that I’ll get maimed somewhere, but last time they brought back textbooks for children instead of spell books. So, he agreed I should go since I know exactly what I’m looking for, and the trip won’t be a waste of time and resources.” 
 
    “And then you just read them?” I quirked an eyebrow with curiosity. “You’ve learned as much as you have from that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. “Read it, then try it. If it fails, I start over. If it works, I’ve learned something new.” 
 
    “You should be very proud of that accomplishment,” Alyona praised her. “Many mages require a teacher to understand the nuances of magic. You seem to have a natural gift for it.” 
 
    “Thank you, milady, but how could you tell that I taught myself?” Naomi asked. 
 
    As Alyona considered how to answer the lizard’s question, we stepped over the edge of the dune and back onto the flat ground that would lead us back to the castle. 
 
    “Your focus is offensive magic,” the princess finally explained. “Those spells are great, but your defense was purely physical, like when you dodged Lord Evan’s fireball. It seemed you couldn’t tell what was coming because you haven’t learned about others’ magic.” 
 
    “I don’t even know how to learn that,” the lizard grumbled. 
 
    “It isn’t anything to be ashamed of,” Alyona reassured her. “Many mages learn how to control their own magic first.” 
 
    “I’ve only really understood which spells would work for my magic,” Naomi said with a frown. “How do you understand someone else’s?” 
 
    “Meditation helps strengthen your defensive skills,” Alyona replied. “But understanding the magic from other beings comes from research and reading.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Naomi nodded as we reached the palace steps. “And I do love to read.” 
 
    “As do I,” my fiancée chuckled. 
 
    “Then you’ll love this,” the lizard mage said with a smirk as she led us down a different hallway of the castle. 
 
    “Oooh, where are we going?” Trina asked as she rubbed her hands together. 
 
    “The library,” Alyona replied. 
 
    “Sounds, ah, exciting,” Marina murmured, but her lips turned down into a pout. 
 
    “It could be,” Polina offered, but she didn’t sound entirely convinced, either. 
 
    Naomi grinned as she pushed open a door and led us into a room that seemed more like an alcove. Two bookshelves stood against the walls to our left and straight ahead, and a single chair stood against the other wall under the open window. 
 
    “Ahh, the history books!” Vallen exclaimed. “You should find some good information here.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can all fit in there, my lord,” Laika muttered as she peered over my shoulder into the tiny room. 
 
    “Don’t run off just yet,” Naomi chuckled as she lifted one of the books on the back shelf. 
 
    Suddenly, the entire wall seemed to shift as the shelf slid back with a groan. 
 
    A hidden fucking room. Badass. 
 
    The dryads looked impressed as we followed Naomi into the dark room. She flicked some of her fireballs out and lit the torches that clung to the walls, and as the room lit up, I heard several gasps of shock and awe. 
 
    The real library was nearly as big as the great hall, and two walls were covered by shelves lined with hundreds of books. Some looked old and ragged, while others looked as though they’d just been written, but each book was carefully stored and organized into groups sorted by topic and lined up in alphabetical order. 
 
    On the other wall, two narrow shelves were filled with jars and beakers that displayed liquids of various colors, and a few of the jars had small creatures and plants floating around in their murky interiors. It almost looked like a science lab for testing out some new concoction, but I figured they were more likely to be potions. Next to the shelves, dozens of maps had been plastered onto the wall, and they showed places as small as cities around Rahma up to the entire world of Inati. 
 
    I was mesmerized by all the places we’d yet to explore as I stared at the colorful images of cities and countries in my new world. I dragged my finger along the papers and traced along our journey, and it left me with a hunger for more. I wanted to see every inch of this world I now called home, and then I would be able to rule it all as the Dragon Emperor. 
 
    My inner dragon preened at the thought of ruling over my people and building up my world as I had since I’d arrived in Hatra. I would be adored and respected by millions for my compassion and strength. 
 
    “Your collection has grown,” Vallen interrupted my thoughts as he spoke to his sister and gazed around the room in surprise. “I suppose I didn’t realize how much more you’ve gathered.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been trying to get everything I can,” Naomi replied and waved around the room. “I’ve only read some of it so far, but I won’t let a single page go to waste.” 
 
    “Do you have any books about magical diseases?” Ravi asked as she ran her fingers along the spines. 
 
    “I have so many books about so many things,” the lizard answered with a sigh. “Plus, I don’t know what’s in every single one, of course. I’m not sure how we’ll narrow it down.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alyona assured her. “We’ll figure it out. Let’s look together.” 
 
    She took Naomi by the hand and started at the A section of books. Ravi and the dryads followed them, and the women began to search the rows of books for anything helpful to the issue at hand. 
 
    Vallen shook his head as he walked over to the maps and potions next to me, and Nike strolled over to join us while the women searched for the books we would need. 
 
    “So, do you have any idea who could have cursed your field?” I asked bluntly. “We need to know what we’re up against.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Vallen replied with a frown. “We mostly keep to ourselves, and I hope no one is trying to start a war with the Breach situation going on. That would be terrible for everyone.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve noticed a group that is involved with a few negative events lately,” I explained as I chose my words carefully. “Are you familiar with the Green Glass Sect?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them, but not for many years,” he answered, and he cocked his reptilian head to the side. “Why? Did they do this to our fields?” 
 
    “We can’t say with any certainty, but we’ve found a few of them were responsible for several issues like poisoning water supplies and cursing animals,” Nike replied. “Is the plague the only issue like that you have experienced?” 
 
    “Other than those nasty birds, yes,” Vallen said as his yellow eyes widened. “You think they cursed our crops and sent the beasts?” 
 
    “I don’t think they sent the beasts,” I clarified. “But it wouldn’t surprise me if they’re responsible for your plague.” 
 
    “Oh, heavens!” Vallen squeaked. “Why are they doing these things? What could they hope to gain from such horrid acts?” 
 
    “It seems they’re interested in opening the Breach,” I answered with a frown. “What do you know about it?” 
 
    “Only that the king is protecting us from demons trying to break through to our world,” he said. “Why would they want that? And what does that have to do with us?” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Naomi muttered suddenly, and I turned around to find her behind us. “I think I know.” 
 
    “What is it, dear sister?” Vallen cried out. “Why are the people of Kana the focus of their heinous plan?” 
 
    “It’s not our people, Vallen.” The lady mage clenched her fists and took a breath. “It’s the Sundex.” 
 
    “The Sundex of Abala?” Alyona asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes,” Naomi confirmed, and her expression was grave. “We’ve had the Sundex in Kana for as long as anyone can remember.” 
 
    “Well, that could easily be what the Sect is hunting,” Miraya pointed out. “The light bringer could be used to bring light to the Breach. It is said that with light, the demons could see the path to escape.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Vallen wailed as he began to pace back and forth, and his voice rose higher in pitch. “How do we fix this? This is a disaster! We’re going to be the reason Rahma gets overrun with demons from the underworld! What do we do?” 
 
    “First, we remain calm,” I advised. “It doesn’t help anyone if we freak out. Second, we need to learn more about the Sundex thing. What is it?” 
 
    “It’s an ancient artifact from the human era,” Miraya answered. “The lore says there was a time when only humans walked the earth and gods remained above. The humans became frustrated when the gods stopped answering their calls, so they created the Sundex to light the path to the heavens.” 
 
    “Did it work?” I asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Well, there are more than just humans here now, aren’t there?” Naomi smirked. “Anyway, after the gods severed the connection, the Sundex was brought to Kana. We’ve kept it here for years, and few people even knew about it when it got here. So, why are they here now?” 
 
    “The Sect leader must be getting desperate,” Laika murmured. “He has tried countless options for strengthening the Breach, and we’ve foiled all of his plans. He’s tried assassinating leaders to ignite civil war, kidnapping and sacrificing people, poisoning--” 
 
    “I think they get the idea,” I interjected quickly as Vallen’s mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    “He’s likely checking out every story or tale at this point,” Nike added, and he rubbed his chin in thought. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the plague is his first step to weaken the people.” 
 
    “Me, either,” I agreed. “Though we killed their strongest mage in Colaruma, so either Olivier is doing his dirty work himself, or they’ve trained another mage to curse the fields here.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alyona said as she held up one of the books. “It may not require much strength to perform the curse. This says it could be a Blanche Curse.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Laika asked, and her furry gray ears twitched atop her head. 
 
    “It means the crops look diseased, but the curse simply drains their color,” the princess explained. “It’s not a complicated spell.” 
 
    “But without color, the plants will die anyway,” Marina pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, the color comes from chlorophyll, which plants must have to absorb sunlight correctly,” Trina added. 
 
    “Without sunlight absorption, the plants will wither away and die,” Polina finished with a frown. 
 
    “Well, does the book say how to get rid of it?” I asked as I looked over the princess’ shoulder at the glyphs on the page. 
 
    “No,” Alyona said and grimaced. “But we may be able to experiment with a few things that could reverse it.” 
 
    “Okay, you get started on that,” I decided. “Laika and Ravi, stay with her and keep watch. We don’t need whoever started the plague to come try to stop us from fixing it.” 
 
    “Could we stay, too?” Polina asked. 
 
    “We might be able to use our nature magic to help,” Trina said. 
 
    “And we can kick some ass if anyone comes in,” Marina huffed and crossed her arms like she was a bouncer. 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “I know how much the plants mean to you. So, that means Aaliyah, Nike, and Miraya, you come with Naomi and me to see the Sundex.” 
 
    “And I’ll be going as well,” Vallen chipped in. “It’s been some time since I was in the catacombs, and I should make sure all is well, too.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded as his sister rolled her eyes. “Naomi, lead the way.” 
 
    The lizard mage whipped around, and her short, magenta hair swirled around her face as she marched out the door. 
 
    We followed her and Vallen down another hallway and looped around a corridor until they stopped at a blank wall. Before I could ask why we stopped, Naomi waved her hand in front of the wall, and the image shimmered away to reveal a door with a sun carved into the wood. Its yellow rays of light burst out in every direction from the bright, golden circle in the center, and I admired the gold inlay with a keen eye. 
 
    Naomi brushed the cobwebs from the door’s corners and knob, and then she twisted the knob and pushed open the door to reveal a set of stairs that disappeared into complete darkness. Then she turned and looked at us with an odd smile before she stepped down into the stairwell as if she were daring us to follow after her.  
 
    I took a breath and followed her, but I took care to step on each stair even though I could see where my feet would land. 
 
    I might have dragon sight, but the people of Kana seemed to like their mirage magic. 
 
    After about twenty steps down, we came to a landing that spread out into almost a full circle. I lit a fireball in my hand, looked around us, and saw at least ten different openings into tunnels that spiderwebbed out under the castle and the city. Each of the passageways was just as dark as the stairs we’d just come down, but then I saw a few torches that hung from the walls between the tunnels and tossed my fireball onto one. 
 
    “It’s like Colaruma all over again,” I muttered. “So many damn tunnels.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Nike agreed. “This is quite extensive.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, gentlemen,” Naomi teased. “I know exactly where to go.” 
 
    The lady mage picked up the torch I’d lit from the wall and pointed toward one of the tunnels. 
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked as I cocked my head curiously. 
 
    “Trust me.” She grinned and strode into the tunnel. 
 
    So, I took another deep breath, and we followed her into the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Naomi’s torch lit our path down a winding tunnel, and we changed direction so many times, I’d lost track of which way we were facing. It seemed like we’d walk down one tunnel only to veer off into another random one. I started to wonder if the mage actually knew where she was going, but she never hesitated as she took each turn. So, I focused on the tunnels that surrounded us instead. The sandy walls seemed to crumble as I touched one with my finger, and I questioned how stable this structure was with the whole city sitting on top of it. 
 
    “Are these walls made from sand?” I asked as a small cascade of sand poured down the side of the tunnel when we passed. 
 
    “Yes,” Naomi confirmed without turning around. 
 
    “And they won’t cave in on us?” I raised a doubtful eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course not!” Vallen replied cheerfully. “Lady Naomi has whipped up one of her magical concoctions. She came down here soon after she began to learn her magic. Once she did her little thing, the walls became much tougher.” 
 
    “A spell, Vallen, not a concoction thing,” Naomi insisted. “It’s a fortress spell. It’s typically used for war to strengthen the walls against an enemy, but I put it in place down here a long time ago, and it seems to be holding up well.” 
 
    “I see.” I hoped she was right, and I dipped my head as we continued down the labyrinth of tunnels that seemed to go on forever. The path was complicated, and I found myself thinking about how the Sect could have figured out what was hidden down here. A fleeting thought crossed my mind about another traitor, but it quickly vanished. 
 
    As we passed another opening, I stopped. I felt a familiar pull that called out to my inner dragon, and I focused on the opening next to me. It felt like a string was attached to my chest and yanked my inner dragon toward something we craved with a burning passion. 
 
    “What is it, Lord Evan?” Vallen asked with a note of concern. The small lizard put his hand over his heart, and I realized I could hear it thumping from the effort of going this far. 
 
    “I need to go this way,” I replied as I gestured toward the tunnel. 
 
    “There’s nothing for you there,” Naomi said and waved her hand dismissively. “The Sundex is over here--” 
 
    “Isn’t that the one that goes to the Copen treasure?” Vallen asked as he peered past me into the tunnel. “Or is it the Saint Martin treasure?” “I can never remember where anything is down here.” 
 
    “That must be what’s calling me,” I murmured. “The gold.” 
 
    Images flashed through my mind of finding a cave filled with enough gold to swim in, and I licked my lips hungrily at the thought of adding to my growing horde. My chest began to throb with excitement as my heart thumped against my ribs, and I found myself turning in the direction of the treasure. 
 
    I had to get down there. 
 
    Then I took a step toward the tunnel, but Naomi jumped over in front of me. 
 
    “Milady, be careful,” Aaliyah warned. “Lord Evan isn’t a fan of anyone getting between him and treasure. I learned that already.” 
 
    I grimaced at the memory of Aaliyah’s gift of a ruby and how I’d reacted to her near it. Thank goodness we were mates now, and the feelings of protecting my horde also applied to my women. 
 
    “It isn’t your treasure,” Naomi argued without looking at Aaliyah. “It belongs to Kana. Our people recovered it and kept it safe. You can’t have it!” 
 
    A low growl rumbled in my chest as Nike put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “She makes a good point, brother,” he murmured into my ear. “You may have to let this one go.” 
 
    “I need it,” I grumbled, and my inner dragon grumbled with me. “It’s calling me.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Nike soothed me. “But you said you want to be more diplomatic, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed. “More diplomat, less dragon instincts.” 
 
    “Yes, my brother,” the noble agreed. “We need to focus on the Sundex and how we’re going to keep it out of the wrong people’s hands. It’s the reason we came down here.” 
 
    The pounding in my chest softened at his logical argument, and I shook my head to regain my senses. 
 
    “Yeah,” I exhaled. “Okay. Thanks, brother.” 
 
    “Anytime.” Nike grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to Naomi and gestured toward the tunnel we were supposed to be following. 
 
    The lizard mage narrowed her amber eyes at me with suspicion and then strode back to her position at the front of the group and continued down the path without a word. 
 
    “So, Lady Naomi,” Miraya broke the silence softly. “How do you know the way down here? It seems very complex.” 
 
    “I made a sort of memory spell,” Naomi answered. “Instead of erasing a memory, I imprinted the exact memory of walking to each location in the catacombs. So, whenever I come down here, I simply recall the memory of the location I’m heading to. It eliminates the risk of having a map, so even if someone does get down here, I’m not sure how they would figure out where to go. They can’t just steal a map that’s in my head.” 
 
    “What if anyone else wants to come down here?” Aaliyah wondered. “Do you implant the same memory?” 
 
    “No.” The lizard shook her head vehemently. “No one comes in here without me. As you may have noticed, my brother tends to trust anyone and everyone, so I must be the protector of our city’s greatest secrets and treasures. Most of the time, we don’t have any issues, but there are some people I don’t trust, especially not with that secret.” 
 
    “I do not trust everyone!” Vallen claimed with an offended look on his face. 
 
    “You literally just told a dragon about a secret stash of gold.” Naomi gave her brother a look that dared him to argue. 
 
    She did make a valid point. I was a dragon, and dragons do love gold. 
 
    “Well, he’s helped us already,” the other lizard mumbled as he crossed his arms. “He could have robbed us by now if he wanted to. I was just trying to be helpful.” 
 
    “That isn’t the point, Vallen,” his sister said with a roll of her reptilian eyes. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    We walked the last few yards, and I could feel the sand under our feet transition into smooth stones that covered the floor. As we all entered the cavern, Naomi set her torch into a sconce on the wall, and as she flicked small fireballs toward the other sides of the room, the fiery spheres took their shape on top of their mounts. 
 
    The cavern lit up in the flickering glow of her fire, and I stared in confusion at the empty room with gray and white stones covering the floor. Black shadows danced in the corners, and the little cascades of sand continued to drip down the walls randomly. A dozen other tunnels led away from the spacious cavern, and the fiery torches hung on the walls between them to light the room. 
 
    As I looked over at Nike, Aaliyah, and Miraya, they all shrugged as we tried to figure out where the Sundex was in the big empty space. There were no secret bookshelf doors in here, and it looked like there was absolutely nothing except the fires burning on the walls. 
 
    Naomi smiled to herself as she walked to the center of the room and placed her hand on the ground. She mumbled a few words, and then I could just make out a hexagon-shaped stone larger than the others. The lizard mage stood up and stepped backward. Then the hexagon stone rose up from the ground, and a stone pillar followed it up. The movement shook sand and pebbles from the pedestal as it came to a rest, so the top of the hexagon stone stood about as high as my waist. 
 
    Then the stone split straight down the middle and slid down the sides of the pillar. As the stone pieces went down, another piece of rock ascended and held a shiny gold object on its surface. The golden object gleamed in the light of the flames, and I could see shapes and stones decorated the sides. When the stones finally stopped moving, I stepped forward to get a better look. 
 
    The four-sided pyramid stood about a foot tall, and each face was covered with writing that looked oddly familiar. I squinted as I got close enough to see the scrawls and recognized a language from back on Earth, and I took in a sharp breath at the familiar letters. 
 
    How was this possible? Everything else I’d seen in Inati had been in languages I only understood because of a magical earring Alyona had given me, but these words I could read for myself. 
 
    “Latin?” I asked as I looked up at Naomi. 
 
    “You can read it?” she gasped. 
 
    “Well, I only know some things in Latin,” I replied with a shrug. “Carpe diem, veni vidi vici, and all that.” 
 
    “No one knows the ancient human language,” Miraya whispered. “It’s been dead for thousands of years. You may have a hard time explaining this.” 
 
    “Ah,” I sighed as two pairs of yellow eyes waited for an explanation. “I, um, I’ve read it before.” 
 
    “Where?” Naomi eyed me suspiciously. “Your spirit is correct, you know. The language of the human era was lost long ago. Explain yourself.” 
 
    Damn Demi-Humans could always hear the quietest things. At this moment, I missed having Miraya in my head where no one else could hear her. Even Vallen looked shocked as I racked my brain for a viable explanation and finally decided to go with the truth. 
 
    “I don’t know why the language is lost to you,” I started carefully as I combed my fingers through my hair. “But where I’m from, it’s an old language for philosophers, certain religions, some schools, and stuff.” 
 
    “In Hatra?” Naomi raised a magenta eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” I said as I shook my head. “I am not originally from Hatra… I’m not from Inati at all.” 
 
    “W-Where, um, where else could you be from?” Vallen asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “I was born on a world called Earth,” I explained. “In that world, there is no magic, no Demi-Humans, no intelligent species other than humans. There are animals, plants, countries, but many of the animals and plants that are here do not exist there.” 
 
    “Impossible!” the Demi-Human lord cried out. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Well, I’d already started, so I might as well go all in with my explanation.  
 
    “One normal day, I was there just hanging out with my aunt, and a moment later, there was a flash of light, and I was here,” I continued. “Well, I was in a cave near Hatra in my dragon form. I didn’t know anything about magic, but Laika and the dryads helped me get to the city and begin to learn how to control my powers. I’ve learned many things about my magic, and I’ve used it to help everyone I can. I still don’t know how I got here, but I’m confident I was brought here to help with the war against the Breach.” 
 
    “How can you know this?” Naomi hissed, and her forked tongue flicked out with agitation. “You are a stranger to this land!” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Miraya argued, and she lifted her chin in defiance. “He may not be born of Inati, but he is certainly tied to it. His destiny is here.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” the lizard mage scoffed. “You’re not an Oracle.”  
 
    “I have been the spirit of the Sword of Healing for countless generations, child,” Miraya scolded, and somehow her tiny voice boomed around the cavern. “I can sense his destiny, his future, and his soul. You may have studied magic for most of your life, but I have lived a thousand lives within the sword, and I know Lord Evan is meant to be here.” 
 
    Damn, she was a little badass when she was pissed. 
 
    Naomi’s mouth fell open in shock, and Vallen covered his own gasp at Miraya’s outburst. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to her as I wrapped my hand around her clenched fist, squeezed her gently, and then I turned back to the lizards. “Now, only a select few people know the truth about my origins, and I’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Why?” Vallen asked after a moment. “Your story is like nothing we’ve ever known. People would come from far and wide just to meet you and hear of your unbelievable adventure!” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “No one will believe it, and I’ll lose my credibility with my people. There’s too much at stake for the people not to have trust in me. I live here now, and I’ve accepted I won’t be going back to Earth. I have things to do here.” 
 
    “Okay, so you were brought here by some kind of magic, and you aren’t going anywhere,” Naomi said with a dismissive wave. “Fine, we won’t tell anyone else. But what does the pyramid say?” 
 
    I took another step closer and wiped the thin layer of sand from the carvings in the gold. On the side that faced me, a black onyx was set in the gold at the bottom of the pyramid, and as I circled around the pedestal, I noticed each side featured a different colored jewel below the writing. The onyx, white pearl, bright blue sapphire, and rainbow-colored opal shone with the reflection of the dancing flames behind me, and then I came back to the onyx side and blew the rest of the dust from the face so I could see the writings. 
 
    “Lucis adfert,” I read slowly. “Lux autem semita tua.” 
 
    Before I could move on to the next line, a coldness spread through my body from my head to my feet. The freezing ache soaked through to my bones, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of dread and impending doom as I stood in place and shivered. 
 
    “Are you alright, my lord?” Nike asked as he stepped next to me and peered at my face. “What is it?” 
 
    “Something is wrong,” I murmured as another chill shook my body. “This isn’t supposed to be here. It isn’t supposed to be anywhere. Why is it here?” 
 
    “The Sundex?” Naomi asked and looked down at the pyramid. “It’s been here for ages. What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I growled. “It just shouldn’t exist. I can feel it. We need to get rid of it. I’ll melt it.” 
 
    I took a deep breath to summon my fire magic, but Naomi grabbed the Sundex and held it to her chest. 
 
    “You can’t do that!” she cried out. “Even if we wanted to get rid of it, no one knows how.” 
 
    “I’ll try a few things,” I grumbled, and the familiar heat of my fire rose to the surface of my hands and eased some of the cold ache that had settled in my body. “We have to try something.” 
 
    “It’s been here for generations,” Naomi argued. “Why do we have to destroy it all of a sudden? What could possibly happen now?” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to ask that,” Aaliyah muttered. “It always brings bad luck. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “If Lord Evan is worried, maybe we should be, too,” Vallen pointed out as he wrung his hands nervously. “He was obviously brought to our world for a purpose or a destiny, as the Lady Miraya said. What if his destiny is to stop something from happening with the Sundex?” 
 
    “Gods, not you, too!” Naomi exclaimed as she clutched the relic closer to her bosom. “You’re being ridiculous. It has been fine this whole time.” 
 
    “The Breach has never been open before,” Miraya reminded her. “It brings a whole new set of dangers to our world that may not have existed before.” 
 
    “Plus, if the Green Glass Sect has figured out the Sundex’s location, it’s not safe here anymore,” I added as I clenched my teeth with frustration. “If we don’t do something, we’re putting all of Rahma at risk. I understand you don’t want to destroy it, but we can’t just sit on our hands.” 
 
    “How do we know these Green Glass people are even after it?” Naomi asked with a raised brow. “They could be after any one of the hundreds of treasures that are hidden down here. Or it could be anyone coming after the gold and jewels you wanted just a few moments ago.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, and my companions looked at me in surprise. “So, let’s set a trap and find out for ourselves.” 
 
    “A trap?” the lizard repeated as she stared at me incredulously. “What do you want to do? Hang a net from the ceiling?” 
 
    “I was thinking more like an anvil.” I smirked at my Wile E. Coyote reference. 
 
    “A what?” Vallen asked with a bewildered frown. 
 
    “Earth joke,” I chuckled. “Anyway, the net isn’t a bad idea, though I think my web magic will work a little better, but we can’t risk them actually getting away with the Sundex. They’re too smart to fall for something obvious.” 
 
    “I could cast a trap spell,” Naomi murmured as she set the artifact down and paced around the Sundex’s pedestal. “Do we want them dead or alive?” 
 
    “They typically have at least one mage in every attack,” I countered. “So, they might be able to see it coming, and we need at least one alive so we can ask how they knew it was here. What else?” 
 
    “What about a trap door as they come through the tunnel?” Aaliyah suggested. 
 
    “That could work,” I replied as I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “But we don’t know how many will be coming, so if the first guy falls in, the others will just avoid it and could still get to the relic.” 
 
    “What if you use your displacement magic on it?” Nike offered. “You make it look like it’s in one spot, so they go there instead of to the real one.” 
 
    “I think we’re on the right track, but I don’t know how to use that on another object,” I said. “And if they figure it out, we’re still leaving the real Sundex out in the open for one of them to get their hands on it.” 
 
    “What if they think it’s right here, but it’s actually not there?” Naomi proposed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    The lady mage whispered a few words and then waved her hand out, and a replica of the Sundex on the pedestal appeared a couple feet away. 
 
    “Mirage magic,” Aaliyah whispered. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” I agreed with a broad grin. “We can put the real one back underground, so even if they get all the way in here, they won’t be able to take it.” 
 
    Naomi nodded and placed her hands on the split stones around the Sundex, and the blocks began to shift back over the top of the pedestal as the stone holding the relic slid back down into the pillar. Then the whole column started to descend into the ground, and the stones thumped back into place in the smooth floor. Then the mage motioned toward the fake pillar, and the magical image shifted over to cover the real hexagon on the floor. 
 
    “Amazing!” Vallen exclaimed. 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” I nodded. “Now, the most important part of this trap is that they have no suspicions anyone is here. So, Lord Vallen, you should return to the castle and act natural.” 
 
    “And miss out on the action?” he replied with a nervous giggle. “Well, if you insist!” 
 
    “How is he supposed to get back if I’m staying here?” Naomi asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m about to send a message to Alyona,” I replied. “Just follow the little dragon.” 
 
    I chuckled at Vallen’s wide eyes as I conjured my silver magic dragon in my palm. 
 
    “Go to the princess and tell her we’ve set a trap in the catacombs to catch the Sect when they try to steal the relic,” I murmured. “She and the others should stay upstairs and continue their research. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    The tiny beast nodded and expanded its wings. 
 
    “Oh,” I added before it zoomed away. “Go slow enough that Lord Vallen can follow you out.” 
 
    I swore it sounded like the little dragon chuckled as it hovered above my hand and flapped its wings in slow-motion before it flew toward the tunnel we’d used to get here. 
 
    Vallen looked at me, and I dipped my head in the direction the dragon had flown. Then the lizard gasped and scurried after my messenger. 
 
    “Do you think we should just wait down here?” Aaliyah asked with a doubtful look. 
 
    “The lioness makes a good point,” Naomi agreed. “We have no idea when your Sect people will get here.” 
 
    “Perhaps some kind of magical barrier?” Miraya suggested. 
 
    “Yes, I could cast a spell that notifies us when someone crosses it,” the lizard mage said as she looked over the tunnel entrance. 
 
    “The Sect mages are extremely knowledgeable with magic,” I argued. “They could sense a barrier spell.” 
 
    “Even if I did one over the door to the stairs?” Naomi asked. 
 
    “I doubt it matters where it is,” I replied as I rubbed my chin in thought. “They seem to be a step ahead of everyone’s magic.” 
 
    “What else could we do?” Miraya wondered. 
 
    “We should keep watch in shifts,” I decided. “Two of us will stay down here for a few hours at a time, and I think Alyona could create a portal upstairs, so we wouldn’t have to keep using the tunnels to get here.” 
 
    “Just stand guard here in the cavern?” Naomi raised an uncertain eyebrow. 
 
    “No, that would make us easy targets,” I answered. “Each person would pick one of the tunnels. Other than the one they’ll come in, of course. We can sit just inside them and stay out of the light, but we should still be able to see in here.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to take back my fireballs like you do,” Naomi said as she pointed at the bright torches. “We should make it a little darker, so they definitely can’t see us hiding.” 
 
    “Okay, let me show you,” I offered as I walked over to the torch I’d lit. “I learned with touch first, and I put my fingers next to the flames.” 
 
    I lifted my arm and put my fingers at the edge of the fire, and she sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it won’t burn,” I chuckled. “Get close enough to feel the heat, and then call to it. To me, it feels like the fire wants to come home.” 
 
    Then I pulled the fire back in, and the flames disappeared into my fingertips as the warmth soaked back into my skin. It was a welcome relief from the cold I’d felt with the Sundex. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try it,” Naomi murmured, and she walked over to one of the torches she had lit. “Just reach in there?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t go all the way in yet,” I laughed. “Just on the edge where you can feel it.” 
 
    She nodded and lifted her hand next to the black flame. Then she closed her eyes, and the fire flickered for a moment before it rushed into her hand. She gasped as the flames returned to her, and then she looked at me with a grin. 
 
    “I did it,” she said. 
 
    “Yep.” I grinned back. “So, take out as many as you like.” 
 
    Naomi nodded and made her way around the cavern. 
 
    “So, what did the Sundex say?” Nike murmured once he walked over to me. 
 
    “‘Bringer of light,’” I replied. “Then it said, ‘to light your path.’” 
 
    “We knew those things,” he said with a confused expression. “Why did it worry you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly the words,” I explained as I tried to piece it together. “It was more like they activated this feeling of foreboding. This deep chill settled in my bones, and honestly, I still feel it. It isn’t as bad with the Sundex going back underground, but I can definitely tell something is off. It’s weird.” 
 
    “It’s not weird,” Nike replied. “You should have learned by now that your understanding of magic goes even deeper than some people who were born here. If you feel something sinister will happen with the relic, then I believe you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured. “At least one person doesn’t think I’m crazy. Well, one person besides Vallen. His favor doesn’t seem to mean much with Naomi, though.” 
 
    “Yes,” the noble chuckled. “He is a bit of a character. And his sister is something else entirely.” 
 
    “Whose sister?” Naomi asked as she popped up behind me. 
 
    “No one,” I replied with a smirk. “Everything ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered and tucked a lock of her magenta hair behind her ear. “We just need to decide who will take the first shift.” 
 
    “I will take it,” I volunteered. “Would you like to join me?” 
 
    “I, ah, yes, I should be here first,” Naomi stammered. 
 
    “Okay, then--” I stopped as my dragon instincts perked up. 
 
    I could feel a shift in the air as someone entered the tunnel. The change was slight, and it seemed no one else had noticed. I glanced at the Sundex, and I wondered if it had an effect on my senses. 
 
    Then I lifted a finger to my lips and pointed to the tunnels. 
 
    “Hide now,” I whispered. “I guess we got lucky, because they’re already coming.” 
 
    Each of us hurried into the tunnels around the cavern to wait. 
 
    Now, I was ready to catch these Green Glass Sect bastards red-handed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    We sat in our separate tunnels and waited for the Green Glass Sect members to come and try to take the Sundex. As time ticked by, my stomach growled, and I realized it had to be evening by now, and we’d missed dinner. There was no sunlight in the catacombs, so it was hard to tell when night finally fell, but I shushed everyone when I heard the faintest whisper of footsteps on the sandy floor of the tunnel. 
 
    Someone, or several someones, tried to take silent steps down the path to the cavern, but my dragon hearing picked up on the gentle strides of at least three, maybe four, people as they crept toward the Sundex. 
 
    I stuck my hand out of the shadow of my tunnel and signaled the others with three and four fingers. I couldn’t see them respond, but I hoped they could see me enough to have a heads up. I planned on taking these guys out all by myself, but it didn’t hurt to have backup ready. 
 
    I pulled myself into a squatting position and waited as the footsteps grew louder. Finally, a man wrapped in a creamy robe with a leather strap around his hips snuck into the cavern. A long saber dangled from his belt, and he gripped a small dagger in one hand and a torch in the other as he took slow, small steps into the open space. His long brown hair was tied back into a ponytail at the base of his neck, and he wore a cream-colored bandana around his head. 
 
    By his unfamiliar garb, the human was clearly not a member of the Sect, and I was taken aback as I tried to figure out who he was. 
 
    The man’s dark eyes widened when he saw the imaginary Sundex on its pedestal in the middle of the room, and when he turned back and motioned to someone, two more men and a woman strode in behind him. The men looked odd, and their faces were set into a grimace as they trotted into the room, but the woman took the lead and strolled past the first man. 
 
    The mysterious woman wore a headwrap that covered all of her face except for her bright green eyes, and a thin, white outfit clung tightly to her curves. A small leather belt circled her waist and accentuated an hourglass figure, and her eyes darted around the dimly lit room briefly before they settled on to the Sundex. 
 
    The men followed behind her as she approached the pedestal, and a broad grin stretched across her face. 
 
    As she reached out to touch the mirage, though, she nearly fell forward when her hand touched only air. 
 
    “What the--” she cried out. 
 
    Before they could react, I shot my webs at the cluster of thieves in the middle of the room. 
 
    The woman whipped her head around in time to see the web flying toward them, and she grabbed one man’s hand and dove to the side. 
 
    Then my web wrapped around the other two men and squished them together as they yelped in confusion. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as the other two thieves searched wildly for an exit. 
 
    They seemed to realize they would get lost if they picked another random tunnel, and they turned to see me emerge from my tunnel with my fire magic simmering on the surface of my hands. 
 
    “Get out of here, Sila!” one of the trapped men shouted. 
 
    “Don’t run,” I warned her. 
 
    “Fuck you,” the woman spat. “What are you going to do to stop us?” 
 
    I growled and bellowed a column of fire at their feet. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Sila cried out as she took a step back and pushed the other man in front of her. 
 
    “He’s a dragon,” the man gasped. “You said no one guarded the Sundex!” 
 
    “Guess you were misinformed,” I chuckled. 
 
    Aaliyah and Nike emerged from their hiding places and stood over the men who struggled against their web prison. 
 
    Then I smirked as Naomi stepped out of her own tunnel on the other side of the two remaining thieves. 
 
    “Nowhere to run now,” the lizard hissed. “Might as well surrender.” 
 
    “Never!” Sila screeched, and suddenly, she conjured a ghost-like creature that resembled a large hawk. The winged beast was nearly transparent, and its caw echoed through the cavern as its beady eyes searched for its prey. Then Sila giggled wickedly as she pointed at me. 
 
    Uhh, the fuck? 
 
    The ghost bird shrieked and leapt from her hand to fly toward me. It stretched its giant talons out and flew straight for me, but I dodged the apparition just before the claws could sink into my chest. Then I reached into my spatial storage and pulled out the Sword of Hatra. 
 
    “Don’t let them escape!” I yelled at Naomi. “I got this thing.” 
 
    Naomi quickly muttered a spell, and the sand in front of each tunnel turned into a murky liquid. 
 
    Quicksand? Nice touch. 
 
    Sila and her male companion were effectively trapped in the cavern with us, and I turned to see the magical hawk had looped around and was headed for me again. 
 
    This time, I was ready. 
 
    I rushed toward the incoming beast and gripped my blade above my head, and as the hawk reached for me, I thrust the sword up and into its chest. 
 
    But nothing happened. It was as though my sword had gone through the empty air without touching the beast at all. 
 
    The hawk’s talons tore across my shoulders, though, and I could feel blood trickle down onto my chest. 
 
    The transparent bird could attack me, but I couldn’t strike it. So, how the hell did I kill this thing? 
 
    I growled as I considered my options, and I looked up to see Sila grinning with satisfaction at my dilemma. 
 
    “I can go back in and help you,” Miraya offered quietly from beside me. “Our connection should strengthen the blade even more.” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” I nodded. 
 
    In a flash of white light, Miraya returned to my spiritual sea. Her purity rejuvenated my body, and I grinned at her serene expression in my mind’s eye. 
 
    I regripped the Sword of Hatra and faced the ghostly hawk again as it screeched before it took another dive at me. Then I felt the hot sensation of Miraya’s power as it combined with mine, and I thrust the blade into the plunging bird’s chest. The strengthened sword sliced into the beast’s transparent body, and it squawked with pain and rage as it struggled against the blade. A clear liquid like water poured out from the wound, and I twisted the sword inside the bird’s body as I finished the job. 
 
    The ghostly beast disappeared in a flash of light, and Sila screamed in frustration. 
 
    Take that, Miraya chuckled in my head. 
 
    “I can take her,” I called out to Naomi. “Get him.” 
 
    The lizard nodded and conjured a black fireball to throw at the male thief. As the orb flew at his chest, he dodged it and nearly fell into the quicksand, but he caught himself on his toes and flung himself away from the sinking pit. 
 
    I turned and focused on Sila, who began to mumble a spell and threw her hands out at my feet. The sand in between the stones started to shift and move in waves until a man rose from the ground and stood before me. His sandy features were set in a grim stare, but his dark eyes seemed like black holes as he stood motionless. 
 
    “After him!” Sila ordered the sandman. 
 
    He grumbled and took a big step toward me. The ground shook with his movement, and more sand slid down the walls of the cavern. 
 
    I swung the blade around and sliced through the sand creature’s torso. I thought it would cut him in half, but the sand merely separated and then came back together after my sword passed through. 
 
    Okay, new plan. 
 
    So, I opened my maw and released a plume of flames over the beast’s body from his head to his feet, and I continued to push the fire over him as he released a strangled roar. 
 
    When I couldn’t hear any more noise, I closed my mouth and chuckled at the glass figure that stood before me. The once emotionless features were now hardened with the sharp angles of glass, his black eyes had become clear, and the lights from the torches seemed to dance within his body. Then I elbowed the translucent form and watched as it shattered into pieces on the ground. 
 
    “No more beasts,” I grumbled as I turned back to Sila. “Surrender now.” 
 
    “No!” she screamed. 
 
    Naomi continued to throw fireballs at the man who had leapt backwards and now stood with his back to Sila’s side. Then the lizard mage conjured a larger fireball the size of a basketball and launched it at the man. 
 
    He grunted and ducked, and the black fire landed on Sila. She screamed as the black flames engulfed her white clothes, and a moment later, she fell to the ground in a smoldering heap. 
 
    “I surrender!” the man cried out with his hands raised. “Don’t burn me!” 
 
    “And why shouldn’t we?” Naomi said with a threatening grimace as she held another fireball in her hand. 
 
    “I’ll tell you whatever you want!” he begged. “Please, just don’t do that to me. Sila would never have surrendered. That’s why I ducked. I want to live.” 
 
    “Tie him up,” I ordered Naomi. “We need to get some answers.” 
 
    The lizard cocked her head at me and twirled a finger in the air, and swirling black wisps of magic encircled the man and held his arms down to his sides.  
 
    Then I nodded to Aaliyah, and she sliced through the webbing that held the other two thieves together. 
 
    As Naomi tied them up with her magic tendrils, too, I conjured another messenger. 
 
    “Find Vallen and Alyona,” I instructed the kaleidoscope-colored beast. “Let them know we’ve captured the traitors. Lead them back to us.” 
 
    The little dragon dipped his head and zoomed down the tunnel. 
 
    With that taken care of, I stepped forward and tested the bindings on one of the men, and the magical rope held tight. The man grimaced at me but didn’t say anything. His brown eyes looked up at me with little interest as I put my face close to his, and I had the oddest sensation that he smelled like nothing. A man who was on a mission should smell like sweat or the sand he sat in, but he had no scent at all. 
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded. 
 
    The man gave me a blank stare as he sat on the ground before me. 
 
    “Why did you come here?” I prodded. 
 
    He continued to sit in silence, and I grunted with annoyance. 
 
    Maybe he is mute? Miraya suggested. 
 
    “They aren’t real,” the man who had surrendered spoke up. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” I growled as I turned to him and whipped the scarf from his head. 
 
    The bandit’s tan skin was wrinkled from the sun, and his dark brown eyes looked me up and down before he took a deep breath. 
 
    “Sila was a manipulation mage,” he explained. “She could turn one thing into another and tell it what to do. Like she turned the sand into that guy you turned into glass.” 
 
    “So, these guys are like the sandman?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “They’re made of sand, water, and clay.” 
 
    “Like a golem?” Naomi suggested as she peered at the two blank-faced captives. “I’ve never seen one before.” 
 
    “They only did what Sila ordered,” the thief said. “So, you won’t get anything out of them.” 
 
    Just then, Alyona, Vallen, Ravi, Laika, and the dryads rushed into the cavern and stared at the captives. 
 
    “Everyone is alright, then?” Vallen asked as he wrung his hands. 
 
    “Well, everyone except for that one.” Naomi smirked and jerked her thumb at Sila’s dead body. “And it turns out those guys aren’t even real people.” 
 
    “They’re golems,” Alyona breathed, and her amethyst eyes widened. “Very well made. Which of them is the mage?” 
 
    “It was the woman,” I replied. “But this guy claims he’ll tell us everything we need to know.” 
 
    “I said I would!” the thief insisted. “Listen, my name is Byron. I was born in Zura, and I don’t want to die!” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I paced in front of the thief. “Why did you come here?” 
 
    “The Sundex,” Byron replied with a shrug. “Sila said they wanted it. We came with her.” 
 
    “They?” I asked. “Who are they, and what did they want it for?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered as he looked down at his feet. 
 
    “Ohhh,” I scoffed. 
 
    “You really did it now,” Trina chirped. 
 
    “You made the badass dragon angry,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “And now you’ll pay,” Marina finished in a singsong voice. 
 
    I called on my terra magic and splayed my fingers in front of Byron’s face, and he gulped as the turquoise tendrils of magic left my fingertips and headed toward his mouth. Then the coils pushed past his lips and dove down his throat. 
 
    “Agh!” he groaned as he swallowed several times and then coughed up blood that spattered on the ground in front of him. 
 
    “Let them take the truth out,” I advised. “It doesn’t hurt as much.” 
 
    He shook his head, and his eyes bulged while his face turned an angry shade of red. 
 
    “I can’t look!” Vallen groaned as he covered his eyes and scurried back into the tunnel that led to the castle. 
 
    Then the terra magic escaped Byron’s mouth, but nothing else came out. 
 
    “What the hell?” I growled. 
 
    “What happened?” Alyona asked as she walked over next to me. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied and studied the thief, who averted his gaze. 
 
    He may be under a protection spell, Miraya said as she rubbed her chin thoughtfully in my mind’s eyes. If Sila cast something on him, it had to be fairly strong to withstand her death. 
 
    “Makes sense,” I answered. “The golems survived her death as well.” 
 
    “What makes sense?” Naomi asked as she glanced at me. 
 
    “Miraya thinks he’s under a protection spell,” I replied with a nod at Byron. “It’s preventing my magic from working somehow.” 
 
    I think I can help, Miraya offered. If you don’t mind my taking human form again. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied and then did my best game show host voice. “Come on down!” 
 
    There was another bright flash of white light, and then Miraya stood before us with her white hair pooled in the sand at her feet. 
 
    “Gods,” Byron breathed with wide eyes as he took in the spirit’s beautiful form. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I growled and spewed sparks that hissed and crackled at his feet. “She’s mine.” 
 
    “And you won’t like me, once I’m finished anyway,” Miraya added with a Cheshire cat smile. “Tell me why Sila wanted the Sundex.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Byron grumbled and looked away from her. 
 
    “Hmm,” she murmured, and she took the few steps forward to place her fingertip delicately on his forehead. 
 
    “Noooo!” he bellowed as a ray of pure white light pierced the skin on his head. 
 
    The smell of burning skin filled the air, and gentle tendrils of smoke rose from his face. 
 
    “Try again,” the spirit coaxed. 
 
    “She said they wanted to sell it to the highest bidder!” Byron gasped as he scrambled to scoot away from Miraya. “I don’t know who, I swear!” 
 
    “I believe you,” the spirit replied as she tapped her finger against her plump lips. “But I also need to know how she found the Sundex’s location.” 
 
    “Well, uh--” Byron stammered and coughed again. 
 
    “Come now,” Miraya murmured as she pressed her finger against his head again. 
 
    This time, the laser light of her magic burned through the rest of his skin and meat until we could see the creamy surface of his skull underneath. 
 
    “Fuck, okay!” he screamed and jerked his head back. “Sila never told us for sure, but I saw her talking to some guy when we were in Peoria a few weeks ago. She never told us who he was, and I knew better than to ask.” 
 
    “So, why the disease on the crops?” Miraya pushed. “Is it a Blanche Curse?” 
 
    “Yes,” Byron panted, and his chest heaved up and down. “Sila said if the people were worried about the crops, no one would be guarding the Sundex. She said it would be even easier to steal it… ” 
 
    “And?” I asked after he remained silent for a moment. 
 
    “And no one would care if we stole it because everyone is worried about the Breach,” he finished, and he dropped his chin down to his chest. 
 
    “So, you’re just a bunch of thieves?” Alyona breathed. “And you took advantage of an impending war with the demons?” 
 
    “It sounds bad when you say it like that,” he muttered. 
 
    “It is bad, dumbass,” I replied. “How do we get rid of the curse?” 
 
    “Sila kept a journal with all her magic in it,” Byron answered as he jerked his head toward her body. “It’s in a pouch on her belt.” 
 
    I nodded to Nike, and he crouched down next to Sila’s burnt corpse to find the book. A moment later, he lifted a small journal from her belt and held it up. The cover was badly burned, but as he flipped through the pages, they seemed to have remained intact. Probably another protection spell. 
 
    “Alyona, see if you can find the spell so it can be reversed,” I directed her.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” she murmured as Nike handed her the journal, and she immediately stuck her nose in its pages.  
 
    “Let’s get these idiots upstairs and find somewhere to hold them,” I added and gestured to our captives. 
 
    “We only have one prison cell,” Naomi cut in. “I’d recommend keeping the one that actually has a brain.” 
 
    “Good point,” I agreed. “How do we get rid of a golem?” 
 
    “Like this,” Miraya replied and stepped over to the silent creatures. 
 
    She spread her palms over their heads, and suddenly, their bodies seemed to melt until only two piles of rubble remained. 
 
    “That works,” I chuckled. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Should we bandage his head?” Naomi asked as she gestured to the seared mark Miraya’s magic had left on Byron’s brow. 
 
    “Fuck no,” I snorted. “If it becomes life threatening, I’ll patch him up, but he can suffer for now.” 
 
    The lizard mage arched a magenta eyebrow, but she didn’t argue.   
 
    So, Aaliyah and Nike grabbed Byron under the arms, and they dragged him behind us as Naomi led our group back up the winding path to the castle. 
 
    The return seemed to take less time, and we arrived at the bottom of the stairs quickly. Then we climbed the steps and followed Naomi into the castle, where Vallen paced back and forth and chewed on his claws. 
 
    “Oh!” he exclaimed when he saw us. “You, ah, you only have one left.” 
 
    “Yeah, the others were golems,” I answered. “So, we destroyed them. Where can we take the prisoner?” 
 
    “Oh, of course, ah, right this way,” Vallen stammered as he gestured toward the front hallway. “It’s near the castle.” 
 
    “Aaliyah, Nike, go ahead and take Byron to the cell,” I instructed. “Make sure it’s secure before you leave.” 
 
    The two nodded and followed Lord Vallen down the hall to the front door. 
 
    “I found it!” Alyona cried out suddenly and held up the journal. “She made her own version of the Blanche Curse, so none of the things we tried on the samples would have worked anyway.” 
 
    “So, what do we need to do?” Trina asked. 
 
    “Yes, how do we save them?” Marina pressed as she clasped her hands beneath her chin. 
 
    “I hope this one works,” Polina said with a frown. 
 
    “It will,” Alyona reassured her. “Sila’s instructions are clear, so the reversal should be easy. I’ll need Naomi’s help, though.” 
 
    “My help?” Naomi said with wide eyes. “What could you need me for?” 
 
    “You’ll have to help the plants recall their normal state,” the princess explained. “I can’t do that on my own.” 
 
    “Um, okay, sure,” the lizard muttered, and her brow furrowed. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Great.” Alyona smiled and gestured to the hallway. “After you.” 
 
    Naomi strode through the hall and out the front doors of the castle, and then she turned and led us down the path to the field. 
 
    As we followed the lizard mage, something nagged at the corner of my mind, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I pushed the thought away as we approached the dunes above the field, and we walked down the side of the dune and stood in front of the blackened crops. Even since this morning, some of the curse had crept into the next row of plants, though it was harder to see which ones were healthy in the darkness of night. 
 
    Alyona stepped forward and took Naomi by the hand. 
 
    “Now, concentrate on the mental image of what the fields normally look like,” Alyona directed her. “I’ll say the spell, and you repeat each line. I’m basically pulling out the curse while you fill in their memories. Okay?” 
 
    “Plants have memories?” Naomi breathed. 
 
    “Of course!” Polina gasped. 
 
    “They live and breathe, don’t they?” Trina said with a confused expression. 
 
    “I guess--” the lizard began to answer. 
 
    “Yes!” Marina answered for her. “They aren’t meant to speak, but they live lives just the same.” 
 
    “Now, I know, I suppose,” Naomi murmured, and her face was thoughtful. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do this,” I said to refocus the women. 
 
    I was tired and hungry, so the discussion over plant life would just have to wait. 
 
    Alyona giggled and turned back toward the field, and then she gripped Naomi’s hand tighter as she lifted her arms into the air and began to chant. 
 
    The white light of her pure magic radiated from her hands, and then Naomi repeated the first line. Suddenly, her black magic beamed out of her hands, and the colors bounced off each other as the beams emanated out of their clasped palms. The rays of white and black looked like a strobe light, and it washed over the field as though it were water dumped from a pitcher. 
 
    The blackened stalks glowed and then faded before they lit up again from the combination of Alyona and Naomi’s magic. 
 
    Then the curse began to peel away from the crops like a second skin and melted into the air. Ebony chunks fell faster and faster until it was hard to see where the crops began and the curse ended. 
 
    “Keep the vision in your head,” Alyona reminded Naomi through gritted teeth. “Picture it in your mind’s eye as though what is here never was.” 
 
    Naomi nodded silently and clenched her jaw as she concentrated. 
 
    The black and white rays of magic swirled around and formed a funnel that shot up toward the night sky, and it reminded me of a lighthouse as it sliced through the few clouds in the air and seemed to go on forever. 
 
    Then it disappeared. 
 
    I looked back down at Naomi and Alyona, and they were both doubled over and breathing hard. Then I glanced past them at the field, and the crops were back to normal. The blackened skin had been replaced with their normal emerald covering, and the leaves and crops looked healthy and ready for harvest. 
 
    “You did it!” I heard Vallen’s voice from behind us as he scuttled and slid his way down the dune to join us. “They’re back to normal!” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona confirmed, and she wiped beads of sweat from her brow. “They weren’t actually poisoned, but they were designed to look like they were. Then you would spend your time trying to get your crops back to normal instead of guarding the Sundex.” 
 
    “What a dastardly plan!” Vallen exclaimed as his eyebrows turned down with anger. “I’m glad you were here!” 
 
    “We’re happy to help you,” I replied. “And now, I think we all need some food and rest.” 
 
    “And tea,” Ravi suggested as she took Alyona under her arm. 
 
    “Yeah, you look a little pale, princess,” I agreed before I checked her status. 
 
    Classification: Divinity 
 
    Condition: Fatigued due to overuse of power 
 
    Priority: Sufficient rest will aid recovery 
 
    Danger: Low 
 
    Status: Fatigued 
 
    “I’m okay,” Alyona replied with a gentle wave of her hand. 
 
    I looked over at Naomi, and she took in several deep breaths before she looked at me with a weak smile. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll be even better with some tea,” I said firmly. “The dryads can make you both some tea to drink with your dinner.” 
 
    “Okay,” the princess agreed and smiled sweetly at me. 
 
    I reached over and lifted her into my arms to carry her up the hill. 
 
    “She’ll be alright?” Laika asked as she fell into step next to me. 
 
    “Yes, I checked her health status,” I confirmed. “The tea and some rest will get her back to normal. 
 
    Laika nodded and continued the walk next to us.  
 
    “We already had the full dinner,” Vallen said with a frown as we walked. “But I can wake up the cook to prepare more for you.” 
 
    “I hate to wake someone up,” Alyona mumbled against my chest. 
 
    “You need to eat, though, princess,” I reminded her and looked back up at Vallen. “Do you keep leftovers?” 
 
    “Leftovers?” he repeated with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, like, if there’s food left after everyone has eaten, do you keep it?” I clarified. 
 
    “Um, I’m not sure,” Vallen replied as he narrowed his yellow eyes. “Do you?” 
 
    “It’s traditional on Earth, yes,” I chuckled. “I’m not sure how normal it is here.” 
 
    “Then I will find out,” he declared and hurried ahead of us to the castle. 
 
    “He really doesn’t know much about what other people do,” Naomi explained with a yawn. “He knows how to run the city, charge taxes, all the big picture things, but he doesn’t usually pay attention to the little details.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged. “If not, I’ll find something. I’m starving.” 
 
    On cue, my stomach grumbled loudly enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “You worked up an appetite doing badass dragon things?” Polina teased. 
 
    “Too bad you don’t have more energy,” Trina giggled. 
 
    “Oh, yes, we love when you have lots of energy,” Marina said and waggled her jade eyebrows. 
 
    “I also love when I have energy,” I growled as I pictured the three sisters naked on my bed, and I had to calm myself down. “But I do need to eat and make sure the princess eats.” 
 
    Just then, we reached the castle, and Ravi rushed forward to open the door. 
 
    “Oh, we understand,” Trina replied with a smile. 
 
    “Yes, milady will always come first!” Marina added. 
 
    “It is our duty,” Polina chirped as she nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the dryads. “I’ll make it up to you, don’t worry.” 
 
    “We know.” Marina winked, and her sisters giggled as they skipped down the hall to their chambers. 
 
    “Good news!” Vallen cried out when we entered the great hall. “We do indeed have leftovers!” 
 
    “Great,” I laughed. “Let’s eat.” 
 
    “One of the cooks is warming the food over the fire, and then it will be ready,” the lizard said cheerfully. “Just have a seat in the dining hall.” 
 
    We followed Lord Vallen into the room, and I gently placed Alyona down into the seat next to mine. 
 
    Aaliyah and Nike strode into the room behind Naomi, Ravi, and Miraya. Everyone was exhausted, so we all sat at the table in near silence. It was only our first day in Kana, and we’d already been in two fights.  
 
    And neither of the enemies was the Green Glass Sect. 
 
    Maybe I was wrong when I thought they’d come here, but so far, they’d been intensely focused on Alyona and trying to get rid of her. Maybe we had beaten them here. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Aaliyah moaned as Vallen’s staff brought out a set of trays with steaming food on top. 
 
    There weren’t as many trays as this morning, but I wasn’t going to complain. My stomach rumbled again as the scent of rabbit meat filled my nose, and I made a small plate for Alyona and set it in front of her before the rest of us made our own plates. 
 
    Then the dryads rushed in with a mug of herbal tea, a trick we’d picked up in Tikal to help heal Alyona when she was fatigued from overusing her magic for a large spell. As soon as the princess lifted the mug up to her lips and took a sip, I could see some of the color return to her face. 
 
    “You look better already, milady,” Miraya said with a smile. 
 
    “Yes, should we get you some more?” Trina offered. 
 
    “No, this will be fine, thank you,” Alyona assured the sisters. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll see you in the morning, then!” Marina squeaked, and the dryads rushed out of the dining hall to go to bed. 
 
    “This tea is divine,” the princess moaned as she closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    The sound of her moan sent my blood south as I imagined her curvy body underneath mine. I thought about how my fiancée never wore panties, and I knew I could reach under the table right now and feel her hot core. 
 
    A growl rumbled in my throat, and Miraya looked at me with alarm before she peeked down and noticed my cock standing at attention. 
 
    “Ohhh,” she exhaled. 
 
    My inner dragon roared at the chance to take both women into my bed, and it took everything I had to wait until the princess finished eating. I shoveled my own food into my mouth and emptied my plate in only a few minutes. 
 
    Now, I was a different kind of hungry. 
 
    I slid my hand under the table to Miraya’s thigh and squeezed. She gasped at the touch, and her nipples pressed against her white dress. 
 
    Then I reached over and laid my other hand on Alyona’s bare leg, and she giggled as I trailed my fingers around to her inner thigh and rubbed at her creamy skin. 
 
    “You’ve regained your energy, my love?” she asked in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “I have,” I rumbled, and then I pushed my chair back and held out my hands to Alyona and Miraya. “We have many successes today to celebrate, over and over.” 
 
    My women giggled and took my hands to stand up. 
 
    “You might be thinking I’d want to celebrate with you, but you’d be wrong,” Naomi interjected out of nowhere, and I glanced over to find the lizard mage watching me intently. 
 
    “I wasn’t actually thinking that,” I chuckled. “You said you preferred women.” 
 
    “Exactly, yes,” the lizard replied as her forked tongue caressed her lips. “So, I’m not going to mate with you.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect--” I started. 
 
    “Or join your harem,” she added. 
 
    “Well, right,” I said with an arched eyebrow. “You’re a beautiful woman, but I have my own--” 
 
    “Good, because I would rather have one of them than you and that very large bulge in your pants,” Naomi cut me off and turned her nose up into the air. 
 
    “Glad you noticed,” I laughed. “You seem quite concerned with my women, and my pants, though. Anything else you’d like to tell me you really don’t want?” 
 
    “Nope,” she replied without looking at me. “Go ahead and give them hours of pleasure. I’m sure you can do that.” 
 
    “Damn right,” I growled as I pulled Miraya and Alyona toward the door. 
 
    “Have a good night!” Aaliyah called out. 
 
    “Glad to see you feel better, milady,” Laika chuckled. 
 
    “We’ll see you in the morning!” Ravi chirped. 
 
    “Goodnight, brother,” Nike snickered. 
 
    After we walked out of the room, I led the women upstairs. 
 
    “Naomi sure seemed… interested,” Alyona giggled as I pushed open the door to our room. 
 
    “She said she likes women.” I shrugged. “But so do I.” 
 
    I picked up both women around their waists and carried them to the bed as they squealed and fell back onto the blankets. 
 
    Alyona rolled over onto her stomach and then crawled to the edge of the bed. She tugged on the strings of my trousers until they dropped to my ankles, and then she dragged her tongue along my shaft as chills ran down my spine. 
 
    “Oooh, you must have liked that,” Miraya murmured as she clambered up to her knees and kissed me. “Should I try?” 
 
    “Yessss,” I hissed. 
 
    Miraya smiled and dropped down next to Alyona. Both women took turns licking and sucking on my hard cock, and I ripped off my shirt as sweat started to run down my chest. Then I leaned down and reached across their slender bodies to grab each of their asses. I pulled them closer to me, and Alyona hummed against my throbbing arousal before she took the entire shaft into her mouth. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned as Miraya sat up and let Alyona take over, and then I reached over Alyona’s bobbing head and slid Miraya’s dress up over her head. 
 
    The spirit’s pink nipples poked out as her perfectly round breasts were exposed, and I licked my lips hungrily as she rubbed herself and thumbed her nipples. 
 
    Then Alyona thrust my cock deep into her throat, and I groaned as my climax hit. I emptied my load into her mouth, and she sucked up every drop of my seed while my orgasm racked my body. 
 
    “Your turn,” I murmured as she sat up and licked her lips. “Why don’t you both kiss each other.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan,” Alyona giggled, turned to Miraya, and kissed her, and my cock rose again as I watched their tongues mingle together while Alyona slid her robe off her shoulders to reveal her creamy naked body. 
 
    “I can see now why Naomi enjoys women,” Miraya whispered with a giggle as she looked over at me. 
 
    I stared at the women through hooded eyes and then growled as I pounced onto them. I laid them side-by-side on their backs and slid one finger inside each of their steaming hot pussies. Both of them were slick with their desire, and I quickly added another finger as they moaned with pleasure. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Miraya cried out as I rubbed my thumb across her clit, and the spirit’s back arched off the bed while I massaged the most sensitive part of her newly awakened body. 
 
    Then she orgasmed on my hand, and her juices poured over my fingers as waves of pleasure rippled through her. 
 
    “Yesss!” Alyona moaned when she saw Miraya’s orgasm, and then she followed the spirit’s lead. Her thighs quivered with her climax, and soon her pussy gushed just as much. 
 
    As my women caught their breaths, I slid over to straddle Miraya’s hips, and then I thrust my erection between her trembling legs and deep into her tight tunnel. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she squealed as I pumped in and out of her spasming body. 
 
    “Ohh, you two look wonderful while you make love,” Alyona purred as she rolled to her side to watch us. “I can sense the strong connection you share. It’s so beautiful.” 
 
    “You’re next,” I growled, and then the princess gasped, dropped one hand to her pussy, and began to finger herself.  
 
    I nearly climaxed again as I watched my fiancée get off while she watched me fuck another woman, but instead of cumming, I reached under Miraya’s hips and lifted them from the bed. My cock slid even further inside her tight body, and she moaned as her pussy walls tightened around my dick. 
 
    “I’mmm… ohhhh! Evan!” Her orgasm sent me over the edge, and I allowed my second release to pour from my body.  
 
    “You feel sooo gooooodddd,” I growled as I thrust my cock deep into her throbbing sheath, and after I’d emptied what felt like a cup full of my essence into her fresh womb, I slid back out and left a trail of my dragon seed dripping from her pussy lips and down her thighs. 
 
    Then I turned my attention to Alyona as she slid her fingers in and out of her sopping wet apex. Her violet eyes gazed at me with desire before she pulled her fingers away and opened her thighs to me. 
 
    “Your turn now,” I growled as I flipped her over onto her hands and knees and then thrust my slick cock into her tight pussy from behind. Her ass jiggled against my hips as I pumped back and forth, while Miraya laid on the bed and watched. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Alyona cried out as I grabbed her hips and pulled her even harder against me. Then her walls squeezed my cock hard as her back arched, and her fingers clenched the blankets while her orgasm racked her body.  
 
    But I was just getting started.  
 
    I slowed my pace, and then I let my thrusts plow deeper into her. Then, just as Alyona was about to climax again, I changed my tempo and the motion of where my cock scraped against her velvety walls. After what felt like thirty minutes, and several different changes, her entire body was trembling with the need for release. 
 
    “Are you ready to come for me, Princess?” I growled into her ear as I bottomed out in her tunnel.  
 
    “Yessssss! Pleaseeeee! Evannnnn!” She moaned with pleasure. 
 
    “Take all of my seed,” I moaned as I shoved my arousal deep inside her tight walls and unloaded my dragon seed into her pussy. 
 
    “Ohhh! It’s so warm and… so muchhhh!” Alyona bucked back against me, and our bodies stayed frozen together as one while she accepted the endless spray of my sperm into her divine womb.  
 
    “Fucccck,” I groaned as I finally pulled out of her. Then I rolled to the side with a sweaty plop, and I relaxed on the bed as I crossed my arms behind my head. 
 
    “That was fantastic,” Alyona murmured as she nestled against me.  
 
    “Mmmhm,” Miraya agreed with a hum. “I also love watching the both of you take pleasure in each other. It makes me so happy. Our bond has strengthened again. Can you feel it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered as I felt the magic that bonded the two women to my soul. “It’s great. Feels like I possess both of you.” 
 
    “And we love being yours,” Alyona sighed.  
 
    Within minutes, both women were asleep, and Alyona’s soft snoring was the only sound in the room. 
 
    I sighed as I tried to fall asleep, but the nagging thought from earlier kept tugging at my brain. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d missed something important. 
 
    Then I sat straight up in bed as the realization hit me. 
 
    Byron had said Sila told him “they” wanted the Sundex to sell to the highest bidder. Byron hadn’t known who “they” was, which wasn’t exactly the Green Glass Sect’s M.O. Plus, the thieves didn’t bear the green leaf tattoo. Could this mean the Green Glass Sect wasn’t in on this problem? They always seemed to be pulling the strings when something went wrong, but if they weren’t the ones who told Sila to steal it, who was? 
 
    As I tried to grasp the idea that there were more thieves involved, I looked out the window at the pink shades of light that signaled sunrise. 
 
    Then a crack of thunder split the sky, and a torrent of black rain fell down from the heavens. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The rain poured from the sky without warning, and I could hear the thick, black droplets as they splashed onto the sand below. 
 
    I rolled out of the bed and rubbed my eyes, and I walked across the room, opened the window, and peered outside. The black rain flowed all over the city like spilled ink. I looked out across the buildings and saw that most of them already had black puddles on their roofs, and some of the sand on the sides appeared to have onyx-colored rivers that flowed down the sides. 
 
    Was I dreaming? 
 
    Then I reached my hand out the open window and let a droplet land on my skin. The oily black liquid landed on my palm with a plop and trickled down, and I turned my hand over and watched the droplet travel across my skin at a crawling pace. 
 
    Definitely not a dream. 
 
    And whatever it was, it definitely wasn’t normal rain. 
 
    I walked back to the bed and gently shook Alyona and Miraya awake. 
 
    “Hey, come look at this,” I said as their eyes slowly opened, and I returned to the window to show them. 
 
    The women yawned and rose from the bed to shuffle over to the window. Then I watched as their eyes widened with surprise. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t say for certain,” Alyona mumbled. “There are many spells that can look something like this.” 
 
    “We need to wake everyone up and figure this out,” I decided. “You two get dressed, and I’ll go get the others.” 
 
    They nodded as I turned and jogged out to the hallway, and I knocked on the dryads’ door and then Aaliyah and Ravi’s door. Before I could knock on Laika’s, though, Aaliyah poked a sleepy head out into the hall. 
 
    The lioness’ long blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she wore a crimson and gold nightgown that clung to her athletic form. She rubbed at her eyes with a clawed hand and then yawned. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she muttered. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Polina opened her door and stuck her head out just as I answered. 
 
    “Well, there’s some kind of black rain pouring outside, so I’d say no,” I replied as I rapped on Laika’s door. “We need to get downstairs.” 
 
    Polina gasped and ran back inside for her sisters. 
 
    Meanwhile, Aaliyah straightened up and dipped her head before she returned to the room to rouse Ravi and get dressed.  
 
    “What is it, my lord?” Laika asked as she opened her door, and she gazed at me with her alert smoky gray eyes and put her hands on her hips. The wolf-warrior wore nothing but a long blue tunic that ended at her mid-thigh, and her gray hair fell around her shoulders in big curls.  
 
    “Black rain,” I said as I moved on to Nike’s door. “We have to figure out what to do.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready in two minutes,” Laika replied and went back into her room. 
 
    I knocked on Nike’s door, and the noble pulled it open almost immediately. I was a little surprised to see he was already dressed and looked like he’d had a morning coffee. He stared at me with silver eyes, and he could tell something was going on. 
 
    “We need to get downstairs, now,” I said. 
 
    Nike nodded and stepped out into the hallway with me, and within a few minutes, all of my women were dressed, and they followed Nike and me down to the dining hall. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Abel’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as he set his mug down on the table. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You need to get Lord Vallen and Lady Naomi in here immediately,” I ordered. “We have a situation.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the lizard guard said as he rose from the table and dropped into a quick bow. 
 
    Then Abel took off at a sprint toward their chambers while the rest of us gathered at the table. I didn’t want to sit down, so I stood at the end of the table and leaned against it as we tried to figure out what exactly was going on. 
 
    “So, what the hell could be causing black rain?” I asked. “It’s thick, too, not like regular water.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Nike’s silver eyes widened. “Did you touch it?” 
 
    “Well, I stuck my hand out the window,” I replied with a shrug. “I figured if it was acid or something, I’d heal myself, but it didn’t hurt at all. I’m really not sure what it is.” 
 
    “Could it be a nexus spell?” Ravi asked as she twisted her fiery orange hair into a braid behind her head. 
 
    “If it isn’t damaging anything, I doubt it,” Alyona replied and tapped her fingers on the table. “They’re designed for destruction.” 
 
    “And this storm seems different,” I added. “It’s more like what the thieves like to do. This seems more intended to scare people.” 
 
    “The people are probably terrified of anything out of the ordinary after the crops,” Trina pointed out. 
 
    “Especially if they don’t know the curse wasn’t poisonous,” Marina added. 
 
    “We have to help them!” Polina cried out. 
 
    “We will,” I assured the sisters. “We just need to figure out what we’re dealing with, first.” 
 
    “Lord Evan, what’s going on?” Lord Vallen asked as he scurried into the room and finished pulling his turban onto his head. 
 
    The lizard leader wore a long black robe that pooled at his feet, and he frowned as he took in all of our worried faces. 
 
    Naomi followed closely behind him, and then I saw she wore the large black robe she’d been wearing when we fought outside the gate. She was certainly more ready for a fight than her brother. 
 
    “There’s some kind of black rain falling outside,” I explained. “That’s not normal, right?” 
 
    “What?” Naomi blinked. “No, we don’t normally have black rain.” 
 
    “Well, you do right now,” I snorted. “And we aren’t sure what it is.” 
 
    “Obviously, it’s some kind of spell,” the lady mage scoffed with a roll of her amber eyes. “So, let’s just do what we did with the crops.” 
 
    “It’s not the same spell,” Alyona replied. “You can’t use one reversal spell for everything. We have to figure out what the spell for the rain is, especially if it’s another unique one like Sila’s version of the Blanche Curse.” 
 
    “But Sila’s dead,” Aaliyah pointed out, and the lioness cocked her golden head to the side. “How could it be another one of her spells?” 
 
    “I realized something about that,” I interjected. “Byron said Sila had ordered the attack because they wanted the Sundex. So, there is someone else involved in this bandit group. Maybe several others.” 
 
    “More bad guys to destroy,” Trina said with a devilish giggle. 
 
    “We needed some practice,” Polina declared. 
 
    “Yes, it’s been too quiet the last couple days,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “Do you think there could be another mage in the group?” Alyona gasped. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” I replied with a shrug. “But I don’t really know. I think the Sundex was more about money than magic for her.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Miraya mused, and a frown marred her beautiful face. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t guarantee anything about potential buyers. They could have sold it directly to a member of the Green Glass Sect without us ever knowing, and then we would be in even more trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “So, we need to go handle this weird ass storm and handle whoever is causing it.” 
 
    “We could look at Sila’s journal,” Ravi suggested. “She might have this spell in there, even if someone else is using it.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said before I turned to my fiancée. “Alyona, do you still have it?” 
 
    “Yes,” the princess answered and reached into her spatial storage to pull out the journal. The small brown book was already worn, but it seemed Alyona had been trying to take care of it as she gently placed it on the table in front of herself. 
 
    Then she thumbed through the pages while the rest of us waited anxiously for what to do next. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “Not so far,” Alyona sighed. 
 
    “I feel like we’re running out of time,” I said. 
 
    “Do you think it felt heavy like tallow?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Yeah, definitely thicker than water,” I confirmed. 
 
    “I think I found it,” Alyona said as she pointed to a page in the book. “It sounds like her version of an Oleum spell, but it sounds like it can only be cast from a place where you can see the whole sky.” 
 
    “So, a roof?” I asked. 
 
    “Or one of the towers?” Laika suggested as her gray wolf ears flickered back and forth. 
 
    “Basically, they could be anywhere outside,” Naomi huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “How do we stop it?” 
 
    “It looks like the only way to stop it is to kill the mage who is casting it,” Alyona read with a frown. “The spell thrives off his or her energy.” 
 
    “We’ve had to kill bad guys before, princess,” I soothed her. “We can do this. We just have to find them first, but the use of one of Sila’s spells seems to confirm that the same bandit group is behind this. I don’t think the Green Glass Sect is involved. At least not yet.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nike said with a nod. “It seems these people simply want to take advantage of the unrest in the kingdom with the Breach open.” 
 
    “Okay, so we know we’re up against greedy bastards with magical abilities,” I murmured. “Now, we have to find them and take them down.” 
 
    “I’ll get my men to help you look,” Vallen offered. “Abel!” 
 
    The young lizard Demi-Human rushed in through the door as though he’d been standing just outside the dining hall. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” Abel asked with a bow. 
 
    “Round up the guards,” Vallen ordered. “We have to search the city.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” his warrior replied. “Several men are already here. They came when they saw the rain.” 
 
    “Get everyone into the great hall,” I said. “We’ll come give everyone their instructions in a few minutes.” 
 
    Abel dipped his head and then ran out of the room. 
 
    “I don’t want them to actually go after the mage,” I told Vallen. “If they find him or her before I do, they need to report it to me.” 
 
    “My guards are skilled warriors!” Vallen insisted as he puffed out his chest. “They can handle some bandits. We’ve had them come to the city before.” 
 
    “Which is why I put up the mirage,” Naomi added, and then she scowled and grumbled. “I should have put it back up after I let you in.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I think they were coming regardless,” I assured her. “But for this situation, you need to let us handle it.” 
 
    “We’ve lived many years without a powerful dragon to keep us safe.” Naomi smirked. “The guards and I have handled everything that has come our way before.” 
 
    “I understand that, but without magic, we’d only be putting them into danger,” I argued. “Are any of them mages?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Vallen admitted. “Only Naomi.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I declared and ignored Naomi’s huff of frustration. “Do you have a map of the city on hand?” 
 
    “In the great hall,” the lizard leader replied. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, and I led the group into the great hall, where a dozen lizard Demi-Human warriors stood with spears and bows. The other guards wore the creamy layers of robes like Abel, and most of them wore the same dark-colored turbans to cover their scaly heads. 
 
    “My lord, what can we do to stop this dark magic?” one of the warriors asked as concern wrinkled his face. 
 
    “Lord Evan is going to tell you what you need to do,” Vallen replied with a dismissive wave before he opened a cabinet to pull out the map. 
 
    He laid the map out onto the table, and Nike and I leaned over it to make a plan. The city stretched out about three miles north to south and two miles east and west. The fields were marked on the south end, and small Xs marked wells in various places across the city and throughout the housing additions. The castle was the largest building in Kana, and it took up about an eighth of the map. 
 
    “The city is much smaller than Tikal’s jungle, so we shouldn’t need as many people,” Nike said as he scanned the parchment. “It is bigger than Colaruma, though. I think maybe six groups of four or five would suffice. You and Ravi can fly overhead and tell us when you see someone. It would probably save us quite a bit of time.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah,” I agreed. “Then if we split the groups into sections, at least one group can be close enough to respond within a few minutes when one of us sees them. Then no one would need to face the mage or thieves or whoever alone.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the noble said and nodded. “But it doesn’t make sense to try to climb up every building and check the roofs, so we need to make sure we find a location in each sector to post the group to wait for the signal.” 
 
    “Okay,” I announced as we turned back to the others. “We will divide into six groups. Alyona and Laika, you two stay together. Polina and Miraya, you stay together, and Trina and Marina, you’ll be together as well. Aaliyah, Nike, and Naomi will each be in their own groups, and two of the guards will be in every group.” 
 
    “What about me?” Vallen squeaked. 
 
    “You stay here,” I said. “You don’t need to be put into any danger for this. We can handle it.” 
 
    “Oh, if you insist,” the lizard leader sighed as color flooded back to his cheeks. 
 
    The idea of Lord Vallen in the middle of a magical fight was almost comical. He had already shown his true colors when the rambrooks came out of the crops. 
 
    “Ravi and I will fly overhead,” I continued. “When we see whoever is casting the Oleum spell, we’ll call for the closest group. You’ll be divided into territories of the city, so we can make sure to get a quick response. Everyone else can catch up as soon as they hear the signal as well, but we need to make sure at least a few people are close enough to help in case they see Ravi or me in the air, which is pretty likely considering she’s bright orange and I’m huge.” 
 
    “So, if I understand you correctly,” Naomi cut in, “you expect us to wait around and do nothing while you and the phoenix girl go do all the searching?” 
 
    “I expect you to be smart and not waste your energy.” I smirked. “Why run around like a chicken with its head cut off when you have people able to fly above and see everything?” 
 
    “Well, I, uh--” Naomi stuttered a response. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I cut her off. “Just trust me.” 
 
    “Plus, he needs us to go kick ass as soon as they find the bastards,” Polina pointed out. 
 
    “So, we really aren’t doing nothing,” Marina chirped. 
 
    “And Lord Evan knows what he’s doing,” Trina scolded Naomi. “He’s the dragon lord after all.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” the lady mage huffed with her hands raised. “I get it. Lord Evan knows everything.” 
 
    “Exactly!” the three dryads said in unison.  
 
    “Well, not everything,” I chuckled. “But Lord Nikolaus and I are pretty good with strategy. Now, here are the sections we need to have covered.” 
 
    Nike and I pointed out each group’s territory on the map to give us the best coverage. It put at least one group within a minute’s run of any part of their section, and the sections were just small enough any of the Demi-Humans should be able to hear when one of us signaled that we’d found the culprits. 
 
    “So, we should fly east and west patterns then?” Ravi asked after I finished. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “You’ll take the northern half, and I’ll take the southern. We should find these guys in no time. The sun has almost completely risen now, so they should be easy to spot.” 
 
    It was hard to believe that only about twenty minutes had passed since I’d seen the rain outside my window. We didn’t need to give them any more time, though. It was time to go take care of business and get these bastards out of this city for good. 
 
    “Let’s kick some ass!” Aaliyah growled and flexed her long feline claws. 
 
    “Yessss,” Abel hissed, and the frills of his neck swelled as he got excited for the fight ahead. 
 
    “Any questions?” I asked the group, and after a moment, I pointed to the door. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    We walked out of the castle, and I quickly noticed the raindrops had gotten even bigger. Instead of being their normal size, the black drops were now the size of golf balls. The large black beads hit the ground and splattered sand along with the oily black substance, and black rivers of the rainwater carved paths through the sandy ground as the wind began to howl with the power of the storm. 
 
    The sky should have been brightening with the sunrise, but instead, dark clouds formed over the city as the storm grew, and a purple and yellow glow tinted the sky. It looked like a giant bruise had bled into the air above us. Several lizard Demi-Humans ran around to gather livestock and bring clothes in from the clotheslines outside while other citizens yelled and screamed, and it seemed the plan to terrify them had worked so far. 
 
    I growled as I strode out into the storm to transform. I focused on my natural draconic form, and I could feel the power surge through my body as my magical transition began. The shiny black scales on my forearms spread out to cover the rest of my growing body, and I felt my wings pop out of my back as I towered over the group. 
 
    “Wow,” one of the warriors breathed before he turned to face Abel. “You fought him like that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Abel murmured. “You see why I lost now?” 
 
    “I do,” his comrade confirmed. “He’s rather large.” 
 
    “And he has magic,” Abel added. “I didn’t have a chance.” 
 
    “It was all for fun,” Vallen insisted. “I wanted to see if he lived up to the tales we’ve heard.” 
 
    “Oh, he did,” his warrior replied with an eye roll. 
 
    “And then some,” the other guard muttered as he gazed up and down my whole body. 
 
    Abel and several other guards nodded, and I chuckled to myself before I shook my head and refocused. 
 
    “Okay, let’s split up,” I boomed. 
 
    Ravi stepped out into the rain, and a column of fire shot up from her feet as she took her beautiful phoenix form. When the fire went out, she stood with her wings spread and ready to fly. Her orange feathers fluttered with the growing winds, but the oily rain seemed to run off her body as though she could wick it away, so at least her feathers wouldn’t get heavy in the rain. 
 
    I nodded to her, and we both took off into the sky. 
 
    As I flew south toward the fields, I could see more people as they screamed and ran into their homes. I flew high enough to see the rooftops of houses and shops, and I swept back and forth from the east to the west then back to the east. I soared over a neighborhood of small huts and then back over toward the masonry and other trade shops. After that, I looped back around to pass over the market, where people pushed their carts under the protection of the buildings. 
 
    Then I heard a sound that was less of a scream and more of a whimper.  
 
    I looked down to see two lizard Demi-Human children huddled under a food cart at the edge of the market, and I glanced around the area but didn’t see anyone who paid any attention to them at all. The other Demi-Humans were still screaming as they tried to find cover for their goods. 
 
    I knew we had to find the mage, but there was no way I would leave kids out here alone and terrified. So, I cursed as I looped around and carefully brought my large body down between the buildings next to the cart. Then I peered underneath the cart to find a boy who looked about ten and a girl who looked no older than five. 
 
    “Hi, there,” I said gently. 
 
    The older child gasped, and he pulled his little sister closer to him. 
 
    “I know, I probably look pretty scary, right?” I asked. 
 
    Both children nodded but stayed silent. 
 
    “Well, I promise I’m a very nice dragon,” I said and smiled as best I could with my dragon mouth. “In fact, I came all the way here to Kana to help. Did you know that?” 
 
    “I heard you fought Abel in the arena,” the boy nearly whispered. “He’s a very skilled warrior, one of Lord Vallen’s best guards.” 
 
    “I did,” I chuckled. “And, yeah, I won, but it was all for fun. Now, where are your parents? Are you out here alone?” 
 
    “We came to surprise our mama,” the girl chirped. “She loves flowers, and the nice man at the market said he would have some new ones for us this morning if we came early.” 
 
    “Ahh, I see,” I sighed. “Okay, you may have to go home without flowers today, but I want to help you get home. Does that sound alright with you?” 
 
    They both nodded vigorously. 
 
    “So, normally, I’d just give you a ride on my back, but I need to keep you out of this rain,” I said. “You point in the direction you need to walk home, and I’ll fly above you to keep the rain off. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the boy replied as he gripped his sister tighter around her shoulders. “I have to get her home.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do the easy part.” I smiled. “You make sure she gets there with you. Lead the way.” 
 
    The boy pointed to his left, and I flapped my wings to hover above them as they crawled out from underneath the cart. Then they took off running to the left, and I shielded them from the black droplets as they ran. 
 
    I moved slower to keep their pace, and the oily drops hit me harder as I flew. The liquid was thick and greasy, and it began to cloud over my eyes so I could barely see ahead of me. I blinked over and over, but the thick drops continued to block parts of my vision. 
 
    Would my healing magic help protect my vision like it did my hearing? 
 
    I sent a wave of my healing magic to my eyes in a thin layer to keep the black drops out of my way. Within seconds, my vision was clear, and the oily rain seemed to roll right off the surface of my eyes. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    The boy pointed right just before they took a turn into a small housing area. 
 
    A moment later, I could hear a woman shouting from the front door of the hut-style home that was three houses down the road. 
 
    “Luna!” she screeched when she saw them. “Astro!”  
 
    Then the woman saw me flying above them and ran outside to wave her arms at me. 
 
    “He’s our friend, mama,” Luna giggled. “He helped us get home without the yucky rain.” 
 
    “You did?” Their mother squinted her eyes up at me with doubt across her features, and she wrapped up her children in a bear hug. 
 
    “Of course, ma’am,” I replied. “I wanted to make sure they got home safely. I have to get back to finding whoever is doing this. I’ll come back and give them a ride, if that’s okay with you. Bye, kids!” 
 
    “Bye, dragon!” Astro and Luna called out as they waved goodbye. 
 
    I chuckled as I gave a flap of my wings and tore back up into the sky. Then I returned to my sweeping pattern as I searched back and forth on the rooftops in the southern part of the city. 
 
    Nothing looked out of place, though, other than the obvious black rivulets streaming down the cobbled roads and sandy ground. It seemed everyone had made their way inside since there were no more screams or carts on the main roads of town, and I’d nearly made it all the way out to the fields without seeing anything when I heard Ravi’s caw. 
 
    I flipped around and made a beeline for the northern part of the city. 
 
    As I got closer, the rain fell even harder than before until it seemed like I was flying through a sheet of thick black oil. It slipped off my scales and dumped onto the ground as I flew, and I slowed down when I got close to the castle and listened for Ravi.  
 
    I could barely see, and it wouldn’t do me any good to fly blind into the storm. I had to make sure I was headed in the right direction and didn’t crash right into her. So, I focused my dragon hearing out into the storm and tried to tune out the sounds of the water whipping past my ears and crashing into the ground. 
 
    Then I heard her wings as she flapped about fifty yards ahead and to my right, and I grunted and headed in that direction as I heard her cry out. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Ravi yelled. “They’ve seen me!” 
 
    I snarled and flew into the black curtain of rain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The rain poured down over my eyes and rolled down my snout as I pushed through the sheets of liquid toward the sound of Ravi’s voice. I could barely see ahead of my nose, and I grunted as I pushed through the oily downpour. 
 
    Then it was like the rain simply disappeared as I broke through into a clearing. It was the eye of the storm, and the mage who had cast the spell stood inside it along with five other bandits. They were crowded together on the flat roof of one of the three-story buildings near the jail, and they were definitely trying to keep the phoenix away from the mage. They had encircled the mage while he continued to cast the Oleum spell, and they threw water spells across the roof at Ravi like Germans at a world finals dodgeball game.  
 
    “I can’t get to him!” she called out as she dodged the balls.  
 
    I growled as I decided to fight his water with my fire. Then I swooped down closer to the roof and opened my maw to release a plume of flames over the whole group of bandits. I had no problem roasting all six of them for attacking one of my women. They’d learn about the Dragon Lord soon enough. 
 
    But the flames hit a transparent wall and flowed down the sides of the magical bubble. 
 
    Another damn protection spell. 
 
    This mage must have learned some tricks from Sila. And he would end up like her, too. 
 
    “We’ll have to get inside their spell to cause any damage,” I told Ravi as I flew back up to her. 
 
    “I could fit on the roof, but I think it’s too small for you,” she replied as we hovered over the roof together. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll shift on the way down,” I agreed. “Let’s get rid of these bastards.” 
 
    Ravi nodded, and we both plunged down toward the roof, but before we landed, I transformed into my human body and cushioned my fall with my healing magic. 
 
    As soon as we crossed the magical barrier, Ravi shifted into her human form as well and conjured fiery daggers in each hand. 
 
    I stood from where I landed, drew the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage, and looked down the blade at each of the thieves who had watched our entrance with shock. Then I smirked as I watched them scramble to figure out what to do next.  
 
    They had no idea what they had gotten themselves into. 
 
    Suddenly, Alyona and Laika crawled over the side of the roof from a ladder on the other side of the platform, and two of the lizard guards climbed over behind them. Laika pulled her broadsword from the scabbard at her waist, and the guards gripped their spears with their long-clawed hands. 
 
    The mage who was casting the Oleum spell stood in the middle with his hands held high as he controlled the storm. His long burlap-colored robes covered him from his neck to his feet, and I could see he was a wolf Demi-Human, but his fur was jet black instead of gray like Laika’s. His hood was down to reveal long, black hair that billowed in the wind from the storm, his black ears were flattened to his head, and his large, dark eyes were filled with rage as we began to surround the group. 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” he shouted to his comrades. “Get them!” 
 
    I bolted toward the mage, but one of the other bandits jumped into my path to protect him. I plunged my sword into his gut without missing a beat, and a curse bubbled from his throat as I pulled my blade back. He stumbled toward me with dark red blood pouring out from his wound, and Ravi launched two of her fire daggers at his face. The tiny fire blades pierced his eyes, and he screamed as the flames caught on to his face and licked across his skin before he fell to the ground in a heap. 
 
    “Nice,” I murmured, and I looked up to see Laika as she realized the mage was another wolf. 
 
    She growled deep in her belly before she charged at him with her broadsword held high above her head, but the mage who had thrown the water orbs at Ravi cut her off. 
 
    The other mage was a human, and he wore the same robes as the wolf mage, but he had tattoos along his neck that peeked out of the collar of his robes below his ears. His white hair was shaved almost to his head, and his eyes were a piercing blue. He grinned as he lifted his palms and pushed them forward toward Laika, and a surge of the oily black water rushed in from the air above him and into the wolf-woman’s chest. The force of the water knocked her back, and she slid to a stop about fifteen yards away. She shook her head to clear the daze, and I started toward the man. 
 
    Suddenly, Alyona’s amethyst eyes filled with rage, and she screamed a spell at the human mage. A gust of wind poured across the platform and slammed into the mage’s body, and his eyes bulged before he went flying across the roof and slammed into the three-foot ledge. His eyes rolled back in his head as he took a few hard breaths and then passed out cold. 
 
    Don’t fuck with the princess. 
 
    As I grinned and turned back toward the other bandits, one of them rushed me. He was another human, but he was no mage, and he lifted a long, curved saber as he ran toward me and swung it wildly. 
 
    He had no idea who he was dealing with.  
 
    I dodged his first attempt and lifted my arm to clothesline him. Before he fell backward, I used his momentum to swing around behind him into a headlock, and then I quickly conjured a fiery rope and wrapped it around his neck as his fingernails dug into my forearms. He tore at the rope, but the fire burned his fingers, so he tried to reach around and claw at me instead. His hands swiped the empty air between us as I craned my neck away from him, but I kept my hands locked onto the fiery rope as it squeezed his throat. 
 
    After a few moments, his body went limp, and I dropped his corpse onto the ground. Then I looked over to see the two lizard guards in hand-to-hand combat with two more bandits. One of the lizard Demi-Humans got the upper hand and drove his spear into a bandit’s chest, and the man’s body crumpled as he fell to the floor. 
 
    The other lizard was not as skilled, though, and his opponent was a cheetah Demi-Human who quickly gained the advantage. The giant cat extended his long feline claws and slashed the lizard guard across the face from his forehead, across his nose, to his jawline. Streams of his deep burgundy blood dripped down his face as he groaned and tried to recover from the stunning blow, but he could barely see through the blood that poured out from his forehead over his eyes, and the cheetah Demi-Human reared back to deliver another strike. 
 
    I sprinted toward the bandit and swung my blade in a quick chop to remove the cheetah’s hand. Blood arced through the air as the appendage flopped to the ground, and the cheetah screeched as he held his bleeding arm next to his body and tried to run away.  
 
    I wasn’t about to let that happen, though, so I took another long swing with the Sword of Hatra, and the blow nearly cut the Demi-Human in half. He was dead before he landed, and the lizard guard looked at me with surprise and gratitude. 
 
    “Here, let me see that,” I said as I grabbed his chin and turned his face up. 
 
    I sent a wave of healing magic over the lizard, and within a second, the skin had begun to stitch itself back together. 
 
    He nodded his thanks as he wiped the blood from his face, and I flipped around to find the wolf mage again. 
 
    “We have to stop him!” I called out to the rest of my group. “Stand back!” 
 
    While my group took several steps back, I opened my maw and released another column of flames, this time inside the mage’s protective barrier. 
 
    The wolf mage’s deep brown eyes widened at the sight of the flames as they surged toward him and licked at the bottom of his robes. 
 
    “No!” he screamed as the fire traveled up his clothes in a rush. 
 
    The protective barrier that surrounded us wavered as he tried to beat the flames that had almost reached his neck. Then the protection spell disappeared, and the new source of oxygen hit the flames with a vengeance. The fire rose until the flames were as tall as the wolf mage, and he bellowed at his men for help. 
 
    “They’re dead!” I called out over the roaring flames. “Just like you’re about to be. Say hello to Sila for me!” 
 
    Then he groaned one more time before he collapsed onto the roof while the flames continued to ravage his corpse. 
 
    Suddenly, the storm disappeared. One minute, the sound of the wind howling through the town was nearly deafening, and the next, it was completely gone. The silence was almost as deafening as the storm, and I took a deep breath as I looked up at the sky. The clouds dissipated and floated away, while the sky returned to its normal pale blue. 
 
    “Now, let’s get to the fun part,” I muttered to myself as I turned back to the human mage. I was going to get some answers out of him, and he wouldn’t like how it happened if he had his own protection spell as well. 
 
    My inner dragon roared at the idea of chopping off his limbs until the mage removed the spell. 
 
    Then I realized that the man was no longer crumpled up next to the ledge, and I whirled around to find him. 
 
    “Looking for me?” the human mage asked and then laughed maniacally. 
 
    He stood on the edge of the building with his heels hanging over the ledge, and he laughed again as we all turned to face him. 
 
    Oh, hell, what was he about to do? Another spell? 
 
    “Wait!” I heard Naomi shout as she climbed over the ledge from the ladder with two guards in tow. 
 
    “We’ll get the Sundex sooner or later,” the mage continued. “You’ll never stop us!” 
 
    “Just come down and--” I tried to reason with him, but then he spread his arms and leaned back from the ledge. “Shit!” 
 
    I reached for him, but the mage’s grinning face disappeared from the ledge before he crashed into the ground below with a sickening plop. 
 
    “What have you done?” Naomi shrieked as she ran across the platform and peered over the edge. 
 
    “It looks like I’ve just saved everyone in Kana.” I smirked. “And I can’t help it if that guy would rather kill himself than talk to us. Maybe he heard about our interrogation techniques.” 
 
    “Well, how are we supposed to stop them now?” she wailed. “He said there are more of them.” 
 
    “First, we go back to the castle,” I decided. “We can update Lord Vallen and figure out the best way to find the rest of the bandits together.” 
 
    “Fine,” Naomi pouted as she stomped toward the ladder, and then we all climbed down to the ground where the rest of my group had gathered. 
 
    “What happened?” Aaliyah asked. “We must have missed the fight since the storm stopped.” 
 
    “Ugh, we missed sexy badass dragon time,” Trina huffed. 
 
    “Yeah, we love seeing you kick ass,” Polina said and poked out her bottom lip. 
 
    “Not fair,” Marina added and crossed her arms. 
 
    “We handled it pretty quickly,” I chuckled. “Ravi can update you on what happened. I need to make a quick stop, and then I’ll meet you at the castle.” 
 
    “What could possibly be more important than finding these bandits?” Naomi hissed. 
 
    “Come with me.” I shrugged as I turned and began to walk. “You can find out for yourself.” 
 
    The lizard mage narrowed her amber eyes and huffed before she jogged to catch up with me. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
    “You’ll see,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    We walked down the main road through town before I veered off to the left into the neighborhood of small huts. We stopped at the third house down, and Naomi eyed me curiously as I knocked on the door. 
 
    Two sets of small feet pounded to the door and whipped it open. 
 
    “Hello,” Luna said shyly. 
 
    “Children, who is it?” I heard their mother call out before she joined them at the door. “May I help you?” 
 
    The children’s mother was likely a beautiful lizard Demi-Human at one point in time, but now she looked exhausted. Her pale skin had purple bags under her eyes, and wrinkles creased her forehead as her yellow eyes studied me with confusion. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I look a little different in my human form,” I chuckled. “My name is Lord Evan. I was here earlier and-- 
 
    “Lord Dragon!” Astro cried out. “You came back!” 
 
    The boy bounced back and forth on his feet, and his little black ponytail swayed from one shoulder to the other as he moved. 
 
    “I’m sorry I had to rush off like that,” I said. “But I had to stop the bad guys, and look, now the rain is gone.” 
 
    “Yes, thanks to you, I presume?” their mother asked with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m just glad I could help,” I replied. “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to take Luna and Astro on the ride I promised.” 
 
    Naomi raised a magenta eyebrow but said nothing. 
 
    “Please, mother!” Luna squealed and tugged at her mother’s dress. 
 
    “Oh, please, let us go!” Astro begged. 
 
    “Is it safe?” A worried frown creased the older lizard’s face as she looked me up and down. 
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to them,” I promised as I put up two fingers. “Dragon’s honor.” 
 
    “Okay,” their mother chuckled. “One ride.” 
 
    “Yay!” the children cheered as they sprinted outside. 
 
    “Stay by the door for a moment,” I directed them as I backed up toward the road to give myself plenty of room. 
 
    I looked over at Naomi and winked as I shifted into my dragon form. She rolled her eyes, and I saw the hint of a smile before she walked over to stand by the children’s mother with her arms crossed. 
 
    “Ready?” I grinned and returned my gaze to Astro and Luna. “Hop on my back and hang on tight to a spike.” 
 
    Astro lifted his sister on first and then climbed up behind her. The two little lizards gripped my spikes tightly, and I slowly rose from the ground and flapped my wings to lift us into the air. Now that the storm had stopped, the air was warm, though a little humid, and the fierce winds from before were now gentle breezes that cooled us off as we climbed up higher into the sky. 
 
    The children squealed and held on even tighter as I glided over the houses and around the neighborhood. I took them on a loop around the entire city, and I could see the sun was slowly drying the Oleum spell. Only a few large puddles of the oil spots remained, and many of the Demi-Humans were outside trying to cover the rest with sand, but the black rivers that had poured through the streets less than an hour ago had soaked into the ground and disappeared. 
 
    Suddenly, I had an idea, and I angled our flight path to go to the market. The lizards had pushed their carts back into the open, and many of them were setting their wares up for sale again, including a few carts with flowers in their displays. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I swooped down and came to a soft landing near where I’d found the children before. 
 
    “Where is the flower cart you mentioned earlier?” I asked as I craned my neck around to the brother and sister on my back. 
 
    “Right over there!” Astro replied as he pointed to the first cart at the edge of the market. 
 
    The lizard Demi-Human at the cart stared at us in amazement, and then he seemed to recognize the children and offered them a small wave. 
 
    “Okay, go grab your flowers, and we’ll take them back to your mom,” I said. 
 
    “Mama will be so happy!” Luna squeaked as she slid down my scales and ran toward the cart. 
 
    Astro followed after her, and they returned within minutes with a huge bunch of blue and yellow flowers in an array of shapes and sizes. The sweet-smelling bouquet was wrapped in burlap with a pink ribbon tied around the middle, and Luna gripped the flowers like a vise as Astro lifted her onto my back again. 
 
    “Aren’t they pretty, Lord Dragon?” Luna squealed. 
 
    “Almost as pretty as you,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    The girl giggled and squeezed my spike as her brother joined her. 
 
    After he clambered up to his seat, I lifted into the air again and lazily glided back to their neighborhood. 
 
    I’d barely landed on the sand in front of their home when they slid off my back and sprinted toward their mother as I shifted back into my human form. She and Naomi stood together as the children presented the flowers to her. 
 
    “Oh, these are wonderful!” their mother said with a grin. 
 
    “That’s why we were out early, Mama,” Luna explained. “We were supposed to get these for you, but the scary storm came.” 
 
    “My sweet children, you didn’t have to do that,” she replied as tears welled up in her eyes. 
 
    “We wanted to surprise you,” Astro said as he hugged her. “You always take good care of us.” 
 
    “I love you both,” their mother murmured before she looked up at me. “Thank you, Lord Evan. I don’t know how to repay you.” 
 
    “No need to worry about that,” I replied with a wave of my hand. “I don’t want my people to fear me, so if anyone asks about me, you just tell them I care for you and your children. That is all I ask.” 
 
    “I will tell everyone I know,” she said with a curtsy. 
 
    “We need to get back to the castle,” I told her. “But if you need anything, please come and find me.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the lizard mother answered with a smile and turned to Naomi. “My lady.” 
 
    “See you around, kids,” I said as I ruffled Astro’s hair. 
 
    “Bye, Lord Dragon! Bye, Lady Naomi!” Astro laughed as he pushed my hand away. 
 
    “Thank you!” Luna said and grinned while she waved. 
 
    We waved and began the short walk back to the castle. 
 
    I could practically hear the lizard mage’s wheels turning as she thought about what had just happened. 
 
    “Those flowers were beautiful,” Naomi murmured. “Their mother was so happy. That was nice of you.” 
 
    “It was what the kids wanted to do for her,” I answered and shrugged. “It seemed important to them, so I wanted to help. I also kind of have a soft spot for kids.” 
 
    “I’ve never known a man to be so kind, especially to children,” she said as she avoided my gaze. “And without expecting anything in return.” 
 
    “I told you,” I chuckled. “You hadn’t met the right kind of man--err--dragon. Now, you have.” 
 
    A flicker of heat whispered through my body as Naomi looked straight into my eyes. Her mouth opened ever so slightly, and my blood rushed south at the look in her amber eyes. 
 
    Then she tucked a lock of magenta hair behind her ear and jogged ahead to go inside the castle, and she passed the guards outside without a word. 
 
    I chuckled again as I walked in behind her and found Lord Vallen inside with the rest of my group, and the lizard leader paced back and forth as he listened to Ravi replay our rooftop battle. 
 
    “So, all of the bandits are dead?” he asked with his hands clasped together hopefully. 
 
    “Only the ones causing the storm, unfortunately,” I answered. “The last mage on the roof told us there were more, but he jumped before we could find out anything more. It sounds like the bandits really want that relic.” 
 
    “For what?” he gasped. “Why is it worth all this trouble?” 
 
    “Profit,” Laika huffed. “They don’t care who they sell it to as long as they get paid for it.” 
 
    “This level of greed is dangerous,” Miraya warned. “Especially at this time of turmoil within our country.” 
 
    “Yes, with the Breach open, anyone who knows the Sundex’s purpose could become a threat,” Alyona added. 
 
    “So, how do we find the others?” Vallen asked with a worried frown. 
 
    “Well, you’ll have to help us with that,” I answered. “Where could a group like that be hiding?” 
 
    “Oh, gods, any number of places,” he groaned and furrowed his brow. “They have magic.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Naomi agreed. “Even if we only searched the places we can think of, they could be using magic to conceal themselves further.” 
 
    “Do you think they have more mages than we’ve already seen?” Ravi wondered. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I grunted. “They can’t get to the Sundex without magic. They had to have figured that out already, but with the storm spell, they had to be out in the open. Now, they could be hiding anywhere.” 
 
    “If their goal is the Sundex, maybe we should put a guard there,” Nike suggested. “Then we can search aboveground and keep the relic safe in the meantime.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “Lord Vallen, can you arrange for that?” 
 
    “I’ll have to accompany the guard,” Naomi interjected. “I told you, I’m the only one who can get to the Sundex.” 
 
    “Would you consider copying the memory to one guard?” Alyona asked. “We could really use your magical knowledge here while we try to find where and how the bandits are hiding.” 
 
    “Who could I possibly trust?” the lizard mage hissed. 
 
    “What about Abel?” Vallen asked. “He’s been a loyal guard for years, and he was basically raised within the castle.” 
 
    “True… ” Naomi murmured as she brushed her fingers through her hair nervously. 
 
    “We need someone there,” I insisted. “And we need you here.” 
 
    “Fine,” she finally answered. 
 
    “Abel!” Vallen screeched. 
 
    I would never get used to his quirks. 
 
    Abel rushed into the room from the front door and bowed to Lord Vallen. 
 
    “We need you to stand guard at the Sundex,” the lizard leader ordered. “I think we should have another guard accompany him, right, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Yes, though only Abel needs to know the path,” I agreed. “Sound good, Naomi?” 
 
    “I suppose,” she grumbled. 
 
    Abel nodded and jogged back out the door, and then he came back in with another guard. The second lizard looked as young as Abel, but he was not as tall, and his scales were a dark brown color and thicker across the exposed part of his neck. His turban was royal blue, and it wrapped around his head neatly as he stood before us with a solemn expression. 
 
    “Lord Evan, this is Maze,” Abel introduced the other warrior. 
 
    “Maze, a fitting name for someone about to guard part of the catacombs,” I chuckled. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise, my lord,” Maze replied with a dip of his head. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Naomi mumbled as she stepped forward and placed her hand on Abel’s forehead. 
 
    She muttered a few words, and a dark glow emanated from her palm against the lizard warrior’s skin. Then Abel blinked a few times and stepped back. 
 
    “What an odd feeling,” he said with amazement. “The path is just there. I can remember it clear as day, though I’ve never been there.” 
 
    “You know what to look for, though, right?” I asked and grew concerned that the plan wouldn’t work if he didn’t know what to protect. 
 
    “Yes, I included an image of the Sundex and how to open the pedestal in his memory,” Naomi replied. “I knew he had never seen the relic.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said with a smile. “Do you have any questions, Abel?” 
 
    “We’re going to protect it from anyone, right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, no one should be trying to remove it,” I said. “If that changes, you’ll hear it from me or Lord Vallen.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Abel replied. 
 
    Then he and Maze turned and headed for the door down the hall that would lead them into the treasure-filled catacombs. 
 
    “I need to know how to make one of those magical messengers,” Naomi declared as she stared at me. 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled. “You already know how to cultivate, so it shouldn’t be too difficult for you.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a spell for it, so I’ve never tried,” she replied. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a shrug as I thought back to when Tristan, my grandfather, had shown me how to create my little dragon. “Right now, you try to control your magic, but you have to let it take its own form to build your messenger. You don’t have to imagine what form it takes, it will do that on its own. Just picture a bit of your magic outside your body and let it form.” 
 
    Naomi squeezed her eyes shut and nearly shook with her efforts before she finally grunted. “It’s not working!” 
 
    “You’re trying way too hard,” I explained. “It’s not a spell you use your magic to cast. It’s a release of some of your magic into a physical form. Then you ask it to do what you want. Hold your hand out and relax. Picture your magic sitting on your palm.” 
 
    The lizard mage took a deep breath and lifted her hands with her palms exposed. She closed her eyes and took a few more slow breaths before a small black spark erupted on her palm. She gasped in surprise, and then the spark leapt to the floor in a wisp of gray smoke. The smoke billowed out before it disappeared, and in its place was a smoky lizard. It was bigger than I’d expected, more like a Komodo dragon than the tiny desert lizards I’d seen before. 
 
    Naomi looked down at the reptile with her mouth hanging open as it rubbed around her ankles like a cat. Then it looked up at her and flicked its forked tongue as it waited patiently for her instructions. 
 
    “Now, tell it who to go to and what you want it to say,” I instructed her. “It will follow your every command.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll test it,” she said uncertainly and looked directly at the lizard. “Go to Lord Vallen and tell him to come see me.” 
 
    The lizard dipped its head and scuttled across the room to Vallen. Then it sat back on its hindlegs and opened its mouth. As Naomi’s message projected from its open mouth, both of the lizard Demi-Humans’ eyes widened. 
 
    “It worked,” Naomi breathed as the lizard finished its message and then disappeared in a smoky poof, and the mage was nearly bouncing up and down as she summoned another lizard. 
 
    “What do you want to use it for?” I asked with curiosity. 
 
    “I want it to be able to let us know if the guards run into any trouble in the catacombs,” she replied. “I’m sure they would tell us if something happened, but I have a feeling.” 
 
    “Don’t dismiss your feelings,” Alyona advised. “You should do whatever you feel is right.” 
 
    “I’ll send the lizard,” Naomi replied with a nod and then turned to her little beast. “Go to Abel and wait with him. If he runs into any trouble, you come back to me.” 
 
    The lizard flicked its tongue and scurried down the hall toward the catacombs. 
 
    “I hope that works,” the lizard mage murmured. 
 
    “I’m sure it will,” Alyona reassured her. “Messenger magic is a pure form of your magic, a physical representation of your power. It abides by your desires.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Vallen sighed. “Hopefully, your worries are for naught, and we can catch these bandits before it’s too late.” 
 
    “For sure,” I agreed. “Do you have that map of the city handy? We can narrow down some options for where to look.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said with a nod as he walked over to the cabinet and unrolled the parchment. 
 
    Vallen laid out the map on the table, and Nike and I stood on either side of him as we peered over the area. 
 
    “Here’s the market,” I said as I gestured toward the large opening. “I don’t think they could hide in the open very easily, but there are several shops near it.” 
 
    “Many of the stores have storage areas they don’t touch for days,” Naomi pointed out. “Those could make a good hiding place.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s start a list of where we should check,” I suggested. 
 
    Alyona reached into her spatial storage and pulled out a small leather-bound book and a quill. Then she scribbled the shops Naomi pointed to on the map. 
 
    “What about in the houses?” Polina asked. 
 
    “If anyone is gone or has moved,” Trina agreed. 
 
    “Or even if they took it by force.” Marina frowned at her own suggestion. 
 
    “That opens up another thousand possibilities,” Vallen groaned. “Do you think we’ll need to search each of them?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “We may need more of your warriors to cover the most ground.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Nike pointed to a large triangle on the eastern end of the map near the city wall. 
 
    “It’s a watchtower,” Vallen replied. “We have at least one guard in there all the time since it is tall enough to see over everything.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I murmured. “I wonder if--” 
 
    Suddenly, Naomi’s lizard galloped into the room and opened its mouth. 
 
    “Trouble,” the mage’s voice replayed the partial message. 
 
    Then Abel and Maze sprinted into the room after it. 
 
    “The Sundex!” Abel gasped as he held his sides to catch his breath. “It’s gone!” 
 
    So much for guarding the relic. 
 
    The bandits had already made their move. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Naomi led us on a sprint through the hallway and down the stairs into the pitch-black opening to the catacombs. She weaved back and forth down the path that led to the Sundex, and we all had to run to keep up with her. Her magenta hair stuck out behind her as she rushed through the tunnels, and then she finally skidded to a stop. 
 
    By the time we reached the cavern that held the Sundex, even I was breathing a little harder than normal. What had been a mysterious ten-minute stroll previously had turned into a three-minute race to an empty pedestal today. The hexagon stone had been raised from the floor, but the Sundex was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Gods!” Naomi hissed as she circled the pedestal in the center of the room and waved her fists around. “How could we let this happen?” 
 
    “They must have used the storm as a distraction,” Nike said as he ran his fingers through his black hair with frustration. “We focused all of our attention on that and left the castle unguarded.” 
 
    “We are fools!” the lizard mage shouted and began to pace the length of the room before she turned and pointed at me with fire in her amber eyes. “And you led the way!” 
 
    “Be careful, my lady,” I warned with a growl. “I have only helped you since our arrival. I understand you are upset, but keep in mind, the curse had already begun before we got here.” 
 
    “He is right, Naomi,” Vallen agreed with his hands raised between us. “We had the issue with the crops long before they arrived.” 
 
    “Not to mention, we helped get rid of the first group that tried to steal it,” Polina scoffed and folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Yeah, and then we finished off the group that started the storm,” Marina pointed out. 
 
    “And we’ll help find the others,” Trina finished with a smirk. “We never leave people alone in their time of need.” 
 
    “Do not question Lord Evan’s honor, my lady,” Miraya said in a soft tone that somehow still commanded attention. “He is more honorable than any man you have ever known, I promise.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Naomi muttered, and I imagined she’d remembered our little adventure after the storm. 
 
    She was upset about the relic’s disappearance, but she knew I had nothing to do with it. I had no ill intentions here, and she needed someone to blame. 
 
    “My lord, I hate to bring more bad news, but there are more footprints over here,” Abel called out from a different tunnel. 
 
    “What is it now?” Vallen sighed as he turned to face his young warrior. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Naomi groaned before she stomped over to the tunnel and followed the tracks. 
 
    We could hear her huff and growl for several minutes, and then she returned a moment later with her hands clenched down at her sides. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Some of the texts I stored in the next cavern are gone as well,” the lizard mage replied. 
 
    “What kind of books?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “Mostly old magic and history,” Naomi answered with a sigh. “The spells weren’t of any use to me, and there was hardly any room for the history books upstairs, so I stored them here.” 
 
    “What kind of old magic?” Miraya raised a stark white eyebrow. 
 
    “Really basic things,” the lady mage said and shrugged. “How to create an orb of your power, how to begin meditation, how to read spells, things like that. Most of those I had figured out on my own, but I didn’t want to get rid of the books.” 
 
    “Basic spells can be used for building your own spells,” the princess murmured. “The bandits must be trying to write more magic as Sila did. They must have at least one more powerful mage who is able to use those skills.” 
 
    “Why do they want the Sundex so badly?” Laika wondered. “This is an extremely intricate plan to gain one artifact.” 
 
    “It’s priceless,” Naomi said without meeting her eyes. 
 
    A doubtful thought flickered across my mind, but it was gone before I could focus too much on it. 
 
    “Then we must find it before they leave the city,” I decided. “Surely, they wouldn’t try to leave in the middle of the day.” 
 
    “No, they’ve probably found somewhere to hide until nightfall,” Nike replied. “We’ll need to search the places we discussed earlier, especially anywhere we know is abandoned.” 
 
    “How are we going to look through all of those buildings in one day?” Vallen asked in a worried tone. “That is a lot of ground to cover, even if I send all of my men.” 
 
    “We don’t want to send all of them anyway,” I said. “Otherwise, we may be playing exactly into their plans. If all the guards are on the ground searching, they could easily walk out the front gate without anyone seeing them.” 
 
    “True,” Aaliyah agreed, and the lioness flicked her long golden tail back and forth as she thought. “We have to keep some of the guards in place while the rest of us search.” 
 
    “But how do we search everywhere so quickly?” Naomi asked. 
 
    “I have an idea,” I said as a thought struck me. “We need the guards to talk to the people in the houses. The citizens may talk to familiar faces more easily if they’ve noticed anything odd. And the guards can search the homes of anyone who should be answering the door but isn’t.” 
 
    “I’ll have them start at once,” Vallen declared and turned to Abel. “You go talk to the guards out front. Tell them to follow Lord Evan’s plans immediately. We need to ensure our people are safe and that no bandits are hiding among them.” 
 
    Abel nodded, and he and Maze rushed back out of the cavern to the stairwell. 
 
    “As for my group, we will split into four smaller groups, but I will take on the biggest section of the city,” I said. “I’ll use my magic to search the buildings quickly.” 
 
    “How do you plan to do that?” Naomi asked with a look of doubt on her face. 
 
    “I have a few tricks up my sleeves,” I replied as I waggled my eyebrows. 
 
    The lizard mage scoffed before she turned to lead us back upstairs.  
 
    The walk back to the main level was quiet, and I focused on how to move forward even though I was annoyed the bandits had stolen the Sundex right out from under us. I knew we’d get it back, but the first step was to figure out how they even knew where it was. 
 
    Once we reached the castle floor, I took the lead and headed to the front door, and as we stepped into the sunshine, I divided our party into groups. 
 
    “Nike, Laika, and Miraya, you search the shops east of the market,” I ordered. “The dryads will search the west side. Naomi, Aaliyah, and Ravi, you can search the buildings north of the jail, and Alyona and I will search the south side of it. We’re focusing on abandoned or otherwise empty buildings right now. The bandits are most likely hiding somewhere no one will happen to run into them. Does everyone know where to go?” 
 
    “Why can’t I be in your group?” Naomi asked and crossed her arms. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you wanted to be.” I smirked. “I think Aaliyah and Ravi can handle their section on their own if you’d like to join Alyona and me.” 
 
    “It’s not like I want to be with you,” the lizard said quickly. “I just want to see what your magic can do to find them. That’s all. I’m curious.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I chuckled. “Well, let’s go, then.” 
 
    We split up, and Alyona, Naomi, and I headed for the jail and then turned south. The one-room jailhouse that contained our friend Byron was small compared to the abandoned buildings around it. They stood two or three stories high, and the beams that connected the buildings were stretched over the top of the jailhouse. The buildings were close together here, but it seemed to be an architectural preference due to the sand they used to build their houses. 
 
    “What did these used to be?” I asked as I gestured to the buildings. 
 
    “They have served many purposes, but typically, these were used to assemble various things,” Naomi replied. “Many of the people who make a large number of their products like dishes, clothes, or blankets decided to move their whole operations to the market as more shops were built there. Then they didn’t have to transport their wares halfway across the city. They could simply move them from their upstairs facility to a downstairs shop.” 
 
    “So, these buildings were just left untouched?” I looked up at the three-story building we’d fought the bandits on earlier and then glanced around to look for the human mage’s body. It seemed someone had already moved the corpse, probably to avoid upsetting the locals. 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. “We haven’t found a new use for them yet.” 
 
    “My money is on one of these,” I muttered. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    I led the women around to the door at the back of one of the buildings and pushed it open. Cobwebs floated to the floor, and a layer of dust had settled on the couple of tables and chairs that had been left behind. The first floor was almost completely open, as though it had been a lobby of some sort for whatever had been built upstairs. I could see from the door to the windows at the front of the building, and if it wasn’t for the dust, I could have probably seen the street. The layers of grime had built up on the glassy surface and made it impossible to see outside, though, so it could be a good hideout due to the cover the dirt provided. 
 
    I listened intently, but I couldn’t hear any sign of movement, so I opened my maw and released the sound wave that I used for my echolocation magic. The wave rippled through the building and reflected back to me, and in my mind’s eye, I could see the shapes of every box, chair, and table on the entire floor, and the images confirmed no one hid in or behind any of them. I could even see the details down to the tiny mites of dust that rested on the ground, and it was clear this place hadn’t been disturbed in months. 
 
    “No one is in here,” I announced as I pulled the door shut and stepped back into the sun. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Naomi narrowed her amber eyes. 
 
    “I used echolocation,” I replied with a grin. “I can send out a sound wave, and it creates a map of the area when it reflects back to me.” 
 
    “Like a bat?” she asked as her eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “Exactly.” I smirked. “So, I can see no one is in here, and I can even tell the dust is undisturbed. Let’s try the next one.” 
 
    We searched each of the three other empty assembly buildings south of the jail, and the bandits were nowhere to be found. We only found more abandoned projects and furniture with layers of dust on their surfaces.  
 
    As we approached the fifth building, Naomi looked discouraged at the lack of progress. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my lady,” I told her. “We’ll find them.” 
 
    “You’re very confident, Lord Evan,” Naomi muttered and folded her arms across her chest. “What if they’ve already escaped the city?” 
 
    “Someone would have seen them,” I insisted. “You have a guard on the watchtower, as well as several at the gate. They couldn’t have simply walked outside the walls.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” she replied with a sigh and let her arms flop to her sides. 
 
    “He is right,” Alyona assured her. “Lord Evan is very skilled with such things. Trust me, we have seen many kinds of enemies, and he has always known exactly what to do.” 
 
    “You have quite a bit of faith in him,” Naomi said with a slightly confused expression. “He has never disappointed you?” 
 
    “Not once,” the princess replied firmly. “And he will not disappoint you, either.” 
 
    Naomi looked lost in thought as her hand drifted up to the scar on her face, and she didn’t seem to realize what she was doing as she traced the harsh, pink line from her forehead to her cheek while she stared at nothing we could see. 
 
    For a moment, I wondered who gave her the scar, and I wanted to tear that person limb from limb. I considered asking her, but I decided she would tell me when she was ready. 
 
    Then I stepped up to the next building, a smaller two-story with glass windows that looked like they were nailed shut, and the sign above the door indicated it was a library. 
 
    “No one uses the library?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Not this one,” Naomi answered as she focused on me again. “It was damaged by a sandstorm a while back, and the owners decided to build a different structure closer to the market. They said the new building would be better protected there and more people would come.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as we reached the door, and I leaned against it so I could gently push it open. Just inside the door was a half-wall and then row after row of shelves, and I could see the pile of sand that had leaked in through a large gash in the side of the building. Someone had tried to cover the gash with a cloth, but the adhesive had started to fail, and the cloth lifted with each burst of wind outside. While this building didn’t have the cover of the more stable structures, it could be a good place simply for its ability to look like a bad place to hide. 
 
    I released the sound wave into the space, and it reverberated back with the image of three people crouched behind the shelf furthest from the door. I listened with my dragon hearing, and I could just barely make out the slightest sounds of their breathing. Without the echolocation, the sounds could have been mistaken for the cloth blowing in the breeze. 
 
    I leaned back out to the women and held up three fingers, but as Naomi made a motion to push inside, I held my arm out. I had another idea I wanted to try out, and this seemed like the perfect time to do it. 
 
    I opened my maw to release the sound wave and added my petrification magic to the wave. It floated over the half-wall and into the room of shelves, and as the sound reflected back, I could feel the petrification slam into the thieves who were hidden away. The trio grunted when the magic washed over them, and I grinned as I felt their bodies stiffen from the power of my magic. Then I gestured for the ladies to come inside now that I’d handled the bandits. 
 
    I led them over to the three thieves who laid on the ground with their rigid bodies piled on top of each other. All three men appeared to be human, though one of them had a strange scent I couldn’t place. It was almost salty, like ocean air when you were standing on the beach. 
 
    “Are they dead?” Naomi asked as she peered around me at the bandits. 
 
    “No,” Alyona answered. “Lord Evan has the power of petrification.” 
 
    “A useful skill,” the lizard murmured. “Now what? We can’t exactly question them.” 
 
    “Let’s look for the Sundex,” I suggested. “If they took it, it has to be here somewhere.” 
 
    “We should have everyone help look,” Naomi replied as her gaze dragged over the empty shelves. “It could be anywhere in here.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed with a nod. “I’ll send a messenger.” 
 
    “No, let me do it,” the lizard mage said with a shy smile. “I’d like to improve that skill.” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Naomi summoned her lizard messenger, and the reptile appeared in a puff of gray smoke. Then the creature almost seemed to smile up at her when she bent down to pet it as she spoke. 
 
    “Go to Lord Vallen and Lord Nikolaus and tell them to come here and help us search,” she commanded. “Tell them we’ve found some bandits.” 
 
    The lizard dipped his head and then split into two lizards before they disappeared through the wall of the library. 
 
    “W-What, ah, why?” Naomi stuttered through her question as her wide eyes continued to stare at the space on the wall where the lizards slipped out. 
 
    “Why did it split in two?” I clarified, and she turned back to me and nodded. “The two people you wanted him to go to are not in the same place, so your magic creates a second version of the same message for each of them.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” she exhaled. 
 
    I grinned at her, and the three of us began to comb through the room and the bandits’ pile of belongings. I ripped through several knapsacks and found survival supplies like food and canteens, a compass and map, and some clothes. There was nothing personal inside, no pictures or letters, and I couldn’t decide if that was because they thought they might get caught or because they didn’t have anyone they cared about. The bandits somehow seemed to only care about money, so it was probably a mixture of both. 
 
    Alyona and Naomi dug through the piles of destroyed books and papers from the old library. Many of the boxes had mounds of sand piled inside, and the women had to sift through them to get to the things underneath. Then Nike, Laika, and Miraya came into the building and looked around. 
 
    “What are we searching for?” Laika asked as she came around the half-wall. “You said you found the bandits?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I gestured to the pile of petrified thieves on the floor. “We found these guys hiding in here, but no sign of the Sundex yet.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll help you look,” Nike replied. “Have you been upstairs yet?” 
 
    “Nope, just started down here,” I answered. “We need to check everywhere.” 
 
    “I’ll go up there,” he said. 
 
    “Could I go look up there as well?” Miraya asked as she gazed up at the shelves on the next floor. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” I replied. “Just give a shout if you guys find anything.” 
 
    Nike dipped his head and then led Miraya up the winding staircase to the second-floor loft. A balcony overlooked the first floor, and the wooden spindles of the railing appeared dusty but stable. 
 
    I could hear my friends as they rifled through boxes and shelves to find the relic, and I continued to search through the area where the bandits had hidden. I wondered if they could see me in their petrified state as I searched their belongings for the Sundex. I hadn’t used my power on any people yet, and it wasn’t like I could have asked the bats. 
 
    Once I finished the immediate area, I expanded outward and searched along the walls and shelves around them. Every book I grabbed felt like it would decay into dust the moment I moved it, and the boxes seemed to be filled with trinkets and useless items. Then I found a box high on the shelf that was nearly hidden in the shadows. 
 
    I pulled it down and glanced at the petrified bandits for a reaction. Not even an eye twitch. I shrugged and opened the box to find a stack of books in nearly pristine condition. Then I began to read the titles. 
 
    Sandy Love, The Beauty and the Lizard, and a dozen cheesier romance novels. I’d found the librarian’s secret stash of love stories, but no Sundex. 
 
    I searched the last few rows of the bookshelf and groaned. 
 
    Nothing. Not even one of the books that had gone missing. 
 
    “Any luck?” I called out to the others. 
 
    A chorus of no’s replied, and I growled in frustration. 
 
    Where the hell could it be? 
 
    “Naomi?” Vallen called out as he scurried into the building. “Are you in here?” 
 
    “Yes, brother,” she replied from behind a shelf. “We found some bandits, but so far, we’ve yet to find the Sundex.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” he wailed. “What shall we do?” 
 
    I looked outside to see the sun beginning its descent. We would be losing daylight soon, and the lizards wouldn’t like the next steps. We were unlikely to find anyone else tonight, so we would have to change the plan. 
 
    “Okay, don’t freak out,” I advised him as I walked over to where Vallen stood with his face in his hands. “We just have to put the guards on high alert for the night.” 
 
    “You said we would find them!” he moaned. 
 
    The rest of the group gathered around us as I consoled the lizard leader. 
 
    “And we will,” I said firmly. “But it would be easier to lose them in the dark if they managed to get past us while we searched. At this point, we should call it a night and get some rest. Tomorrow, we’ll divide up and look some more.” 
 
    “I suppose there is a bright side to the current situation,” Naomi nearly whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alyona asked and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “She’s referring to the other part of the Sundex lore,” Miraya answered when Naomi hesitated. “Right?” 
 
    The lizard mage nodded and looked down at her feet. 
 
    “What other part?” I demanded. “We need to know everything.” 
 
    “The lore talks about the Sundex to light the path, but it also talks about two other relics,” Naomi explained without looking up. “The Bow of Wellston and the Eternal Flame would complete the story’s triad, but they haven’t been seen for centuries.” 
 
    “So, what’s the bright side?” Laika growled, and her furry gray ears flattened against her head. 
 
    “Well, the bandits only have one of the three parts,” Naomi answered and shuffled her foot around as she stared down. 
 
    “Why would you keep that from us?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know if you could be trusted,” she replied simply. “Once I realized your true nature, I wasn’t sure how to bring it up again. Besides, we don’t have them in the catacombs, so the bandits wouldn’t be going after those.” 
 
    “They may not be going after them here, but they could have found them already,” I argued. “Where are the other two relics?” 
 
    “I, um, I’m not sure,” Naomi mumbled. 
 
    “I believe she’s telling you the truth, my lord,” Miraya murmured. “Neither of those artifacts have been seen in ages.” 
 
    “I still don’t like surprises,” I grumbled. “But it’s a bit of good news, I suppose. If they don’t have those two parts, the Sundex may hold less value to a buyer. So, how do we find the other two?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Naomi replied. “I swear.” 
 
    “We’ve only ever had the Sundex,” Vallen added. “I didn’t even know about the other two relics.” 
 
    “Very few people do,” Miraya said. “It is rare lore for anyone to know.” 
 
    “Then we have to figure out a way to find the other two pieces before they do,” I decided. “First thing tomorrow, we will learn everything we can about them. For now, let’s get back to the castle, eat, and get rested up.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and we all filed out the door. 
 
    It was a quiet walk back to the castle as we followed the cobbled road through the main part of town. The remnants of the Oleum spell had completely disappeared, and the lizard Demi-Humans appeared to have gone home for the night. 
 
    I pulled Miraya away from everyone else as we continued to walk. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me Naomi was hiding something?” I asked softly. 
 
    “Even on this side of your mind, I can’t simply give you answers,” Miraya replied with a frown. “I can only guide you. Just as when you learned other ways to use your powers.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I grunted. “I don’t like it, but I understand.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she sighed. “I am grateful to have such an understanding master.” 
 
    I smiled at her and then realized we had nearly reached the palace, so I looked around the group and caught up with the lizard leader. 
 
    “Lord Vallen, you need to tell your men to watch for anyone trying to leave the city tonight,” I advised the leader once we arrived at the castle. “Since we don’t know where the Sundex is, we have to assume they’re hiding with it in Kana somewhere.” 
 
    “Of course,” he agreed and stopped to talk with the guard out front. 
 
    The rest of us continued inside, and I could smell the start of dinner. My stomach growled angrily, and I realized I hadn’t eaten at all today, since the Oleum storm had fucked up our whole day. 
 
    “I think I’ll go upstairs and clean up before we eat,” Alyona said as she gestured toward her oil-stained robes. 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed, and my cock pressed against the seam of my trousers at the idea of her taking off her clothes.  
 
    I grabbed my fiancée’s hand to lead her toward our chambers. Then I paused as I saw Laika and Naomi watching us intently, so I leaned over to whisper into Laika’s ear just loud enough for Naomi to hear me. 
 
    “I’m grateful for your help in the fight today,” I murmured as I stared into the lizard’s amber eyes. “I’d like to thank you personally.” 
 
    A blush crept up Laika’s cheek as she took my other hand. 
 
    “No need to thank me like that,” Naomi scoffed. “I’m not interested.” 
 
    “So you keep telling me,” I chuckled. “You could always watch.” 
 
    I winked at her shocked expression and then led the two women to my room. Before I could even get the door shut, Alyona had untied her robe and reached for Laika’s leather belt. 
 
    “Mmm, I like it when you do the work for me,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Alyona giggled and untied the wolf warrior’s belt with a flourish. Within seconds, both women stood naked before me, and I growled as I wrapped my arms around their waists and pulled them in close. 
 
    Then I paused.  
 
    “Should I take a shower first?” I rumbled and nodded my head to my clothes.  
 
    “No,” Laika purred as she dragged her nose up my neck. “I love when you smell of sweat and magic and combat. It’s so… intoxicating.” 
 
    “And manly,” Alyona giggled. 
 
    “Alright, then.” I grinned, leaned over to kiss Alyona, and pushed my tongue into her hot mouth while I slid my hand down Laika’s back to stroke her bushy gray tail. The wolf-woman moaned as she dragged her lips across my collarbone. 
 
    “Over here,” I murmured as I guided them to the bed. 
 
    The women laid back, and I took a moment to drink in their beautiful bodies. Alyona’s creamy pale skin glowed in the dim light of the sun setting outside the window, and her round pink nipples peeked out at me from in between her fingers as she kneaded her breasts. Laika’s lithe, bronze body was tight with muscle, and the apex of her thighs glistened with her desire. 
 
    I grinned as I dropped my trousers and pulled my tunic over my head, but as I turned to lay them on the dresser, I caught a glimpse of magenta hair near the doorway. Then I craned my neck to see Naomi in the hall just outside the door. 
 
    “Go ahead and watch,” I said just loud enough for her to hear me. “Women aren’t the only gentle lovers.” 
 
    I heard her sharp intake of breath before I turned back to face the women on my bed. Then I dropped to my knees next to the bed and kissed Laika’s inner thigh. I nibbled my way up to her pussy, and the heat from her tunnel washed over my face before I dragged my tongue from the bottom of her mound up to her clit. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Laika cried out as a shiver passed through her body. 
 
    Then I reached over to Alyona and rubbed my thumb over her clit in circles, and she moaned as she continued to massage her tits. I flicked and sucked on Laika’s pussy before I slid a finger inside her. Her warm tunnel throbbed against me, and I slid a second finger in and slowly began to pump them in and out while I licked. 
 
    Then I pushed two fingers inside Alyona and began to finger the women at the same time as I continued to lick Laika’s pussy. The wolf Demi-Human’s back arched away from the bed, and she shuddered as her orgasm rippled through her body. Then I lapped up her juices as she poured over my hand and tongue with a moan. 
 
    I kept my fingers inside Laika while I slid over and tasted Alyona, and I put my mouth over her clit and flicked it with my tongue. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the princess squealed before her climax hit, and I felt her wet canal squeeze my fingers as she came. 
 
    I stood next to the bed, and my arousal throbbed at attention as I stared down at the two dripping pussies in front of me. Then I looked back over my shoulder to see Naomi’s hooded eyes before she blinked and pulled the door shut. 
 
    I chuckled to myself as I hopped onto the bed and spread Alyona’s creamy thighs. She looked up at me with her violet eyes while she wrapped her legs around my waist, and then I slid my cock into her soaking wet tunnel and groaned as I felt every inch of her tight pussy grip me tightly. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I murmured as I drove my hips back and forth. “You are so tight and wet, my love.” 
 
    “All for you, my lord,” the princess panted. “I was made for your pleasure.” 
 
    I looked over to see Laika rubbing her pussy as she watched me fuck Alyona, and I grunted as I continued to plunge in and out of the princess. Her tits bounced up and down below me, and she cried out as she dug her heels into my back and shoved me in deeper. 
 
    Then her walls tightened around my cock as she climaxed again, and I continued to thrust into her for a moment before my own orgasm bubbled over. I poured a load of my dragon seed into her soaked pussy, and shudders rippled through my body. 
 
    “Are you ready for my cock?” I turned toward Laika, and the wolf warrior looked at me through hooded eyes before I crawled over to her.  
 
    “Ohh, yes, please, Lord Evan,” she giggled up at me as I growled and lifted her feet up over my shoulders. Then I plunged my hard cock into her wet tunnel and felt her tail whip around underneath her as she squirmed with pleasure. 
 
    “You feel amazing,” I growled as I scraped my tip against the wolf-girl’s velvety walls.  
 
    “Yes!” Laika moaned, and I could see her toes curl out of the corner of my eyes. 
 
    The Demi-Human shuddered, and I could feel her on the brink of another climax, so I reached under her and ran my hand up her tail. 
 
    Laika screamed as her orgasm crested, and her walls squeezed my dick while I thrusted in and out of her. Then I climaxed with her, and I dumped what felt like a gallon of my hot seed into her pussy. My orgasm continued in waves, and I continued to move my hips back and forth so that every part of her womb and tunnel was packed full of my sperm.  
 
    Then she collapsed onto the bed under me, and her trembling legs slid down from my shoulders to the bed on either side of me. 
 
    Both of my women gasped for air as I flopped onto the bed between them. 
 
    “I really like thanking you,” I murmured. 
 
    “We really like being thanked,” Laika giggled. 
 
    “Laika,” I said as I reached my fingers over to stroke her pretty face. “Do you feel like our bond has strengthened some?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the warrior-woman closed her eyes for a moment, took a deep breath, and then nodded before she opened her eyes again. “Yes! I do feel… closer? It’s as if I can feel your needs and desires… well… I suppose I feel your satisfaction now, and that makes me satisfied.” 
 
    “It seems that the bond of ownership strengthens when Lord Evan pours his seed into us,” Alyona said. “So, we should continue to pleasure him.” 
 
    “I have no problem with that,” Laika stated as she looked into my eyes. “Whatever my lord wishes of me. I am eager to serve him in all things.” 
 
    “Yes, we all are eager to please him,” Alyona agreed as she rolled over onto her side and raised up to her elbows. “Though I am getting quite hungry.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Laika’s stomach growled, and she chuckled. 
 
    “I suppose we should go back downstairs,” I muttered. 
 
    “What do you think Lady Naomi will say?” Alyona asked. “Do you think she enjoyed what she saw?” 
 
    “How could she not?” Laika laughed. “I don’t think she knew what to expect with you, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “I tend to surprise people.” I smirked as I rose from the bed. “Well, come on. I don’t want my women to starve.” 
 
    The women laughed as they stood up and got dressed, and I smelled the aromas of dinner as they wafted down the hallway. 
 
    Fuck, yes. I’d satisfied one appetite, and now it was time for the other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    As we made our way to the dining hall, the scent of the sweet rabbit meat drifted into my nostrils and made my mouth water. We walked into the room, and a huge array of trays were spread out on the table. Several trays were piled high with slices of badger meat seasoned with a spicy pepper sauce, and the rabbit meat had been drizzled with some kind of sweet fruit juice. The yucca petals were stacked in neat little circles, and their sugary scent smelled delicious. Squash and potatoes were sliced and roasted with various herbs, and I could hardly wait any longer to make my plate. 
 
    I pulled out chairs for my women, and as I grabbed plates, Lord Vallen strode into the room with Nike right behind him. We all offered quiet greetings, and the rest of our group trickled in and sat down as we began to dig into our meal. 
 
    Finally, Naomi strolled in, and I had to do a double take as she walked to her chair and sat. Her face was flushed and sweaty, and her magenta hair was matted to her forehead. Her robe was slightly unkempt, and she straightened the belt around her waist before she plopped down into her seat. Then she pulled a plate to the space in front of her and gripped her fork in silence. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Lady Naomi?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Nothing at all, Lord Evan,” she replied and stared at her plate without meeting my gaze. “Thank you for asking.” 
 
    “You have an unusual scent on you,” Vallen observed. “Did you spill something on yourself?” 
 
    “I recognize the scent,” Trina giggled. 
 
    “As do I,” Marina agreed and put a jade hand over her mouth. 
 
    “It smells a bit like desire, my lord,” Polina said with an innocent bat of her eyelashes. “It is a common scent for a woman who desires to be pleasured.” 
 
    “Or who already has reached her climax,” Aaliyah pointed out, and the dryads began to snicker. 
 
    “I do not know what you mean,” Naomi huffed and reached for the food to fill her plate. “I simply spilled one of my potions on myself.” 
 
    “A love potion?” Marina twittered. 
 
    “Or perhaps one has already been activated,” Polina suggested. 
 
    “We certainly know how that feels,” Trina said and winked at the lizard mage. “Who’s the lucky woman, my lady?” 
 
    “I’d like to eat my dinner in peace, if you don’t mind,” Naomi scoffed as she brushed her hair back from her face. 
 
    It seemed her peep show had left her with a desire she couldn’t contain, and my cock twitched at the idea of satisfying her needs. I wanted today to be the last time she felt the need to pleasure herself, so that I could meet her needs as she’d already witnessed. 
 
    As an awkward silence filled the room, I chuckled at Vallen’s bewildered expression. Naomi’s brother was completely clueless. 
 
    “Well,” Miraya said and cleared her throat. “Perhaps we should discuss the other relics and how we’re going to find them.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed and shifted in my chair to hide my arousal. “What else do we know about the Bow and the Flame?” 
 
    “The Bow of Wellston gives a certain power to its wielder,” the spirit explained. “It allows the hunter to always catch his prey.” 
 
    “Always?” Laika raised a gray eyebrow. 
 
    “That is the tale,” Miraya confirmed. “The legend says the one who hunts with the bow will always hit his mark, even if he is the worst of all hunters.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “Okay, what about the Eternal Flame?” 
 
    “The Flame is said to provide eternal life,” Naomi replied. 
 
    “Impossible!” Vallen exclaimed. “Without cultivation or magic? Absolutely not! That is blasphemy!” 
 
    “The gods agreed with that sentiment,” Miraya said. “That is why they banished the flame to the place it now hides.” 
 
    “Why not just put it out?” I asked. 
 
    It seemed rather obvious one of the gods could send a gust of wind to take out a fire. 
 
    “They couldn’t,” she replied with a shrug. “It isn’t a simple fire. I’ve never seen it for myself, but the story says it has a hardened physical form. No matter what they tried, the Flame returned to life, so they hid it away.” 
 
    “And all three of these artifacts were made by humans?” Aaliyah spat out. “How were they able to create such powerful objects before magical beings walked the ground with them?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Miraya answered. “It is a great mystery of humankind.” 
 
    “I just can’t believe even the gods couldn’t destroy them.” Vallen shook his head. “Do we even know if the story is true? Would we be risking our men’s lives for nothing if it isn’t?” 
 
    “We can’t really risk leaving the relics unguarded in case the story is true,” I pointed out. “We have to keep them out of the wrong hands since someone has already spilled the beans.” 
 
    “Spilled what beans?” Vallen’s perplexed expression made me chuckle. 
 
    “It’s an expression from my old world,” I laughed. “I just mean someone has already told the secret of one hiding place, so now we have to make sure no one else gets them.” 
 
    “That was the gods’ goal when they separated them,” Naomi said. “They didn’t want anyone else in Inati to have that much power, especially not the humans back then.” 
 
    “The story says the gods feared the humans would combine the objects and be able to destroy the heavens,” Miraya added. “Then the gods would be forced to live on land, and the rest of us would suffer greatly.” 
 
    “So, how do we protect the artifacts if they’re hidden from man?” Laika asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I replied and frowned as one of the guards walked in and whispered into Vallen’s ear. “They could be anywhere. What’s going on?” 
 
    “It seems we have another problem on hand,” the lizard leader announced as the guard stood and strode from the room. “Many of the plants that were cured of the curse have died.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “The reversal returned them back to normal.” 
 
    “It could be the curse had already brought them to the brink of death,” Polina replied. 
 
    “And they were unable to recover,” Marina added. 
 
    “Especially since the spell was simply reversed,” Trina pointed out. “None of us used any healing power on the plants.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “I didn’t even think about that.” 
 
    “So, in addition to the ones that didn’t recover from the curse, there are the ones we tried to save before you got here,” Vallen continued. “The loss has left us with less than half of our normal food supply.” 
 
    “The ones you tried to save?” I repeated and lifted an eyebrow. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I experimented with some spells to reverse the plague,” Naomi answered. “I wasn’t successful, as you saw, and many of the crops died from my efforts.” 
 
    “Jasper says we’ll be scrounging for food within a month if we don’t find a solution,” Vallen said as he wrung his hands. “We need to resolve this situation, or my people will starve. We cannot live only on what we hunt.” 
 
    “We can help replant in the areas that have lost their crops,” I suggested. “It would be small at first, but it could grow as the fields do.” 
 
    “There are not enough supplies to replant and be able to feed our people,” Vallen replied. “We have enough for one or the other. How is anyone supposed to choose between those two options?” 
 
    “We may be able to help, but we would have to see the areas to be certain,” Polina said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s finish up here and get down there before it’s completely dark,” I decided. 
 
    Everyone nodded, and we finished our meal in silence. The only sounds I could hear were chewing and the occasional rumble in a stomach. 
 
    As soon as our plates were empty, I stood from the table and gestured for Vallen to lead the way. He and I walked in front as the rest of our group followed us out of the castle on the road, then down the dune to the fields where Jasper paced back and forth in front of the toolshed. 
 
    “Lord Vallen!” the farmer cried out and loped over to us. “Lord Evan! Thank the gods you’ve come. I’ve tried everything to save our crops. I’m out of ideas.” 
 
    “Okay, what have you done so far?” I asked as the dryads walked closer to listen. 
 
    “We tried to use the plants you fixed to plant some sprouts, but they won’t hold in the soil,” he explained. “It seems to be different now in some way, and I’m not sure how. I’ve tried several different plant foods, I’ve tried creating some new rows to plant the sprouts in, and we even tried to pull one stalk from the healthy section and use it to replant, but when it didn’t work, I didn’t want to keep taking from what was growing well.” 
 
    “I can certainly understand that,” I agreed. “We wouldn’t want you to continue to risk the good crops and leave your people with absolutely nothing. Let me speak with the dryads. We’ll do something.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Jasper clasped his clawed hands together. “I will be grateful for your help.” 
 
    I dipped my head and motioned for the dryads to follow me closer to the fields. Then I reached out and ran my fingers across the leaves of one of the stalks. The crispy leaf crumbled as soon as I touched it, and the dryads gasped. 
 
    “This is much worse than we imagined,” Trina murmured. 
 
    “Our magic can’t bring the dead back to life,” Marina nearly whispered. “These are…” 
 
    “Dead,” Polina finished with a sigh. “I’m not sure how we can help. Our magic essentially moves the life cycle forward. If we move forward from death, the crops will only return to the soil to provide it with the nutrients. It won’t create any more stalks for the lizards.” 
 
    “I’ve never tried to heal something dead,” I muttered. “Can you tell what’s going on with the soil right now?” 
 
    All three of the sisters crouched and placed their hands on the ground between the stalks. Then they closed their eyes and focused on the soil in silence. 
 
    I wondered what they saw as they peered into the nature below us, so when I put my hands on Polina and Trina’s shoulders, I took a sharp breath as the images from the root system underground appeared in my mind’s eye with incredible clarity. It was almost like looking at the nervous system of a human body, and it reminded me of the classes I’d taken as an EMT back on Earth. I could see root areas that seemed to be inflamed, and some of the infection had bled into the soil around them. 
 
    Suddenly, I knew what to do. 
 
    I poured my healing magic into the pathways I could sense through the sisters’ nature power. The glittery wave of my power flowed into the ground, and I could see it travel along the root systems in my mind’s eye. The injured roots began to knit themselves back together, and the infection dissipated without a trace. The pathways began to glow, and it seemed like I could feel the life flow back into the ground.  
 
    It felt like rejuvenation. 
 
    “You did it,” Trina whispered. 
 
    “The land is healed,” Polina murmured as she rose to her feet. 
 
    “Amazing,” Marina agreed with a sigh. “Lord Evan is amazing! He’s a god!” 
 
    “Well, I dunno if I’m a god yet,” I snickered. 
 
    “But you healed the land!” the three sisters said in unison as they gave me wide-eyed looks of complete adoration.  
 
    “How did you do that?” Jasper’s mouth hung open as we watched life flow back into the crops. 
 
    “Dragon magic and dryad magic make a pretty tough duo, I guess,” I replied. “I’m glad it worked.” 
 
    “Me, too!” Lord Vallen chirped. “Now, we can continue with harvest plans as normal, right, Jasper?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the farmer confirmed. “Everything will be back to normal in no time at all.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Vallen grinned. 
 
    “Now, we all need some rest,” I said. “It’s been one hell of a day.” 
 
    We climbed back up the dune to the stone path and began the walk back to the castle. 
 
    “That was an interesting idea,” Alyona murmured as we walked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve never seen anything like that,” I replied. “I could see the roots underneath the land like the sisters see it. It was amazing.” 
 
    “Well, it seems Lord Vallen is grateful,” she said with a smile. 
 
    We both looked up to see Vallen nearly skipping his way back to the palace. 
 
    “I suppose so,” I chuckled. “I’m just ready for some sleep. I don’t think I even got a wink last night, thanks to you.” 
 
    Alyona giggled as I winked at her. 
 
    We arrived at the castle and made our way to our chambers without a word. It seemed everyone was exhausted from the day. 
 
    As soon as we walked into the room, Alyona and Miraya sat on the edge of the bed, and they’d barely taken off their slippers before both women had tipped backward and fallen asleep. I started to lay down next to them, but I reeked of oil and sweat from today’s events, so I had to get cleaned up. 
 
    I sighed as I grabbed some fresh clothes and made my way to the bath. 
 
    When I reached the door, I could hear giggles from inside, and I gently pushed the door open to see the dryads naked and covered in soap. The white bubbles left little to my imagination, and heat rose up in my chest as I stared at the beautiful sisters and their bare bodies. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Marina squeaked. 
 
    “We just had to clean up before bed,” Trina said as she rubbed more soap across her ample bosom and kept her eyes on me. 
 
    “Care to join us?” Polina winked and grabbed the washcloth from her sister. 
 
    I growled as I closed the door behind me. 
 
    A while later, I walked the dryads to their room, and the three satisfied women sighed as I pushed open the door for them. 
 
    “Goodnight, ladies,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Goodnight, Lord Evan,” the sisters replied in unison. 
 
    I chuckled as I made my way back to my own room and walked inside. Alyona and Miraya were still asleep, and the moon outside the window was high. I was just happy to see the sun wasn’t out yet, so I could get a little bit of sleep this time. I had to recharge just in case more shit popped up tomorrow, and my mind wandered over the possibilities in the bandits’ plans. 
 
    Before I could even finish my thoughts, I passed out. 
 
    When I awoke the next morning, I heard a shrill ringing sound. I reached for the nightstand to grab my cell phone and felt nothing but empty air as the sun streamed in through the open window. Then I blinked a few times and remembered there weren’t any cell phones here in Inati. 
 
    So, what the hell was that noise? 
 
    Alyona stirred next to me, and she sat up and looked around. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” she mumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, I was trying to figure out what it was,” I answered as I continued to look around the room for the source of the sound. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped and reached into her spatial storage. 
 
    The princess took her white jade hand mirror out of the magical chamber and held it up for me to see. Her father had activated the mirror message, and I realized it had been several days since we’d spoken with him. 
 
    We sat up together, and she held the mirror in front of us. King Rodion’s pale face appeared on the surface, and his grim expression relaxed when our faces showed on his own mirror. His long white hair whipped around his head, and his violet eyes were alert and focused. Though the dark clouds continued to circle behind him, he seemed calm in the storm at the Breach. 
 
    “My daughter, Lord Evan, have you completed your tasks in Colaruma?” he asked. “The traitors and the Sect?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” I confirmed. “I apologize that we haven’t reached out to you again since we found the traitor. It seems the former Head Magistrate Whitaker decided to divide the rations as he saw fit. He is… no longer an issue. The new Head Magistrate is Mateo.” 
 
    “Ah, a worthy successor,” King Rodion said with an approving nod. “Mateo was raised to understand politics and navigate problems with the intention of finding a solution. Very good. And the portals?” 
 
    “Successfully sealed once more,” Alyona replied. “Though once you are able, they will probably need your final touch.” 
 
    “I will get there as soon as it’s possible,” the king agreed. “What about the Sentinels?” 
 
    “Safe and sound and back at their posts,” I answered. “We wouldn’t have left the city unguarded, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said with a nod. “Now, you appear to have made it to Kana.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We found the Sundex. You’re familiar with it?” 
 
    “Indeed,” King Rodion said and raised a white eyebrow. “Are you?” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” I admitted. “I’ve been caught up on the story, but the problem is that some bandits have stolen it.” 
 
    “Stolen it?” the king roared, and his purple eyes darkened with rage. “How? Why do the Kana people even have it?” 
 
    “Father, we’re learning more as we go, but it seems someone gave it to their people long ago,” Alyona explained. “They’ve been keeping it safe in their city ever since. Well, until now, that is.” 
 
    “As for how it was taken, the bandits used an Oleum spell to distract us,” I said with a frown. “By the time we found the mage and killed him, another group of them had taken it. We were surprised by their numbers and their determination to steal it. We had already stopped one attempt at that point.” 
 
    “This is a serious issue,” King Rodion muttered. “Do we know why the bandits wanted it? Are they in league with the Green Glass Sect? The Sundex could certainly turn the tide of the war at the Breach.” 
 
    “We captured one who said their goal is purely profit,” I replied. “It seems they want to sell it to whomever has the most money.” 
 
    “They mustn’t be allowed to complete the Celestial Triad,” he said. 
 
    “Wait, you know about the other two relics?” I raised an eyebrow. “It seems we’re the last to know.” 
 
    “Man was never supposed to know,” the king sighed. “But I do know where they are hidden, and we need to get them back.” 
 
    “Why?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “If someone has told the thieves about one, they could have told them about the others as well,” he explained. “We must find a new place to hide them.” 
 
    “Where can we hide them?” I asked. “They’ve already been found once.” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” the king replied as he stroked his beard in thought. “But you must retrieve them first. They are much safer in your hands than with anyone else, especially someone willing to sell them.” 
 
    “Do you think they know what the relics can do?” I wondered. 
 
    “I would imagine not,” he said. “No one would want to sell them if they understood the power they would have with them, but it doesn’t matter. If the Green Glass Sect gets a hold of them, it would be catastrophic. I am most certain Olivier is aware of the Triad’s power and how the gods feared the relics.” 
 
    “I thought they preferred demons to gods,” I muttered. 
 
    “If the Sect uses the Triad to open the Breach, they could send demons to the heavens,” the king declared. “The war would most certainly be lost, and the world as we know it would be destroyed.” 
 
    “Gods,” Alyona gasped. 
 
    “Okay, so we have to save the world,” I said. “No biggie. We do this all the time. Where do we get the other two relics?” 
 
    The king looked around behind him and grimaced. He was clearly not alone, and he seemed uncomfortable at my bluntness. 
 
    “We can’t be too careful with this information,” he nearly whispered. “I’ll send you the locations in code. You’ll have to decipher it together, but we must ensure no one else can figure it out, especially these bandits.” 
 
    “So, you’ll send it to us?” I narrowed my eyes. “How?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” King Rodion replied with a humorless smile. “Take care of my daughter.” 
 
    “Always,” I vowed. 
 
    The king gave us a nod before he severed the connection, and the surface of the mirror rippled and then reflected our own worried expressions. 
 
    “How strange, I’ve never heard him discuss the Triad before,” Alyona murmured as she rose from the bed and began to pace the room. “It seems we happened upon quite the secret.” 
 
    “What I want to know is how the bandits happened upon it as well,” I pointed out. “If it’s such a big secret, how did they know where to go?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she replied. “But as soon as we receive the locations, we must hurry there in case the bandits have that information as well.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “We should update Lord Vallen and the others. It smells like breakfast is cooking, so at least they may already be in the dining hall.” 
 
    The princess nodded and slid her feet into her slippers. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on my boots as Miraya rolled over and gazed at me with her pale blue eyes. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” she murmured. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The spirit had silently slept through our entire conversation, and I’d almost forgotten she was in the room. Now, she rubbed her eyes as she looked at me with an innocent, sleepy expression. 
 
    “Come downstairs with us,” I replied. “We’ll fill you in along with everyone else.” 
 
    Miraya nodded and slid off the bed with a yawn. 
 
    “You slept well?” Alyona asked and smiled. 
 
    “I did,” the spirit confirmed. “Though I wasn’t aware that I could sleep. I’ve never done so when I lived in my masters’ spiritual seas.” 
 
    “It’s probably your physical body that was tired,” the princess suggested. “You aren’t used to so much activity.” 
 
    “True,” Miraya murmured as she bent down to strap on her sandals. 
 
    I led the women down to the dining hall, and only Vallen, Naomi, Nike, and the dryads were sitting at the table as they waited for breakfast. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Vallen chirped. “Did my cooks wake you?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “The king did, and he had some interesting information.” 
 
    “The king?” the lizard leader repeated with wide yellow eyes. “This must be serious. Does he know about the missing Sundex?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “Now, I’d like to get everyone else down here before we go through it all.” 
 
    “Of course,” Vallen said, and he dipped his head. 
 
    I nodded and returned to the hallway to find Laika and Aaliyah as they walked back from the bath. 
 
    My eyes drifted down their loosely clothed bodies, and a deep growl rumbled in my chest as I imagined taking them back into the bath or maybe even just right here in the hall and marking them as my own. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Laika asked, and her hand fluttered up to the collar of her robe. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Ah, no, um… ” I shook my head to clear it of the images of the two naked women writhing beneath me. “We all need to get downstairs. Grab Ravi, too.” 
 
    “Okay,” the wolf warrior replied with her head cocked to the side. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” Aaliyah offered as she went into their room, and I watched her long, golden tail sway from side to side while she walked. 
 
    Then Laika hurried into her own room to get dressed. 
 
    Minutes later, all three women emerged and followed me back to the dining hall. After everyone was seated, I opened my mouth to speak, but the staff bolted into the room with trays of food, so I held my tongue and waited for them to finish. I wasn’t sure who to trust here yet, and I didn’t want anyone else to know the situation at hand. 
 
    The staff set mugs of cactus juice down for each of us, and sliced badger meat was paired with scrambled eggs and thick, fluffy slices of bread with dollops of whipped butter on each slice. My mouth watered at the sight of the breakfast foods, and we quickly made our plates. 
 
    Once the servants left and everyone began to eat, I started again. 
 
    “We spoke with King Rodion about the missing relics,” I began. “He was unaware Kana held the Sundex, but he knows the other two relics’ locations.” 
 
    “How?” Naomi asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “He’s a divinity,” Alyona offered. “That could be how he knows, but he didn’t say for certain. Either way, he has a plan for us.” 
 
    “So, how do we know his information is legitimate?” The lizard mage narrowed her amber eyes as she stared at me. “Do you know without a doubt?” 
 
    “I have faith in my king,” I replied. “Anyway, he wants us to go get the other two, and then we will find new hiding places for all three pieces.” 
 
    “How noble,” Naomi scoffed. 
 
    “It isn’t noble,” I shot back. “It’s what the king wants. It’s my duty to carry out his wishes, as it is yours and everyone else’s in his kingdom.” 
 
    Naomi shifted uncomfortably and returned her gaze to her food. 
 
    “So, where do we go?” Nike broke the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing,” I sighed. “We aren’t sure yet. He’s sending the locations to us.” 
 
    “What if the bandits get his message first?” Ravi tugged on her long orange braid as she spoke. 
 
    “He said it will be sent in code, so even if they intercept it, they won’t know what it means,” I replied. “But we’ll have to figure out the code once it arrives.” 
 
    “Great,” Polina said with a frown. 
 
    “A puzzle,” Marina sighed. 
 
    “We can put our heads together,” Trina said and smiled. “We’ve solved many problems together.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I agreed. “As soon as the messenger arrives, we--” 
 
    I was cut off by the cooing sound of an approaching bird, and suddenly a white-feathered dove flew in through the open window and over to our table. It let out another high-pitched caw before it released something it carried in its talons, and a rolled-up piece of parchment hit the table with a small thud as the bird flew back out the window. 
 
    “Ah, that was quick,” Vallen observed. 
 
    “I suppose His Eminence wants us to start working on these immediately,” I chuckled as I unrolled the parchment and spread it on the table. 
 
    “Well, that explains how he protected the information,” Alyona breathed. “Not just anyone would be able to decipher the locations.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked as I scanned the document. 
 
    Alyona pointed to a section of the paper, and I sighed. 
 
    The locations were in riddles, and we had to solve them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    King Rodion’s response was scrawled across the page with giant letters that flourished in fancy swirls and loops, but it was definitely hard to read. He either had very regal handwriting, or he was meant to be a doctor in another life. 
 
    Two riddles were written on the parchment, one for each hidden artifact’s location. I skimmed the poems and realized I wasn’t sure how much help I’d be since I was still learning about this world. Riddles were designed to describe the answer in a roundabout way, and I only knew about a handful of places.  
 
    I frowned as I read the first one. 
 
    Find me in an eternity, mayhap two 
 
    I am barren of all but timber and frond 
 
    Inside me you’ll find only ones like you 
 
    Where a valuable shelter has surely spawned 
 
    “Eternity seems like a bit of a long time to travel for one relic,” I remarked. 
 
    “It is a reference to an old joke of ours,” Alyona chuckled. “When I was a child, he teased me for my impatience.” 
 
    “You?” Aaliyah looked at her with surprise. “You used to be impatient?” 
 
    “Of course,” the princess replied and giggled. “All children are impatient, my lady. He would tell me he needed to work for only one more hour, and I would pout and say, ‘but an hour is an eternity!’ It became a regular joke when something would take an hour or so, and he would say, ‘you must only wait one more eternity.’” 
 
    “So, the first location is an hour or two from us?” I guessed. 
 
    “That would make sense.” Alyona nodded with a fond smile. “He said we would need to work together to decipher his message, so he had to know I would understand the reference.” 
 
    “Okay, we can assume it’s less than ten miles from here, then,” I said as I calculated the travel time. “And barren means nothing growing, right?” 
 
    “Well, it says barren except for timber and frond,” Nike pointed out. “That would indicate a place with only trees growing in it, so no animals or other plants, I assume.” 
 
    “A forest without animals?” Polina gasped. 
 
    “Those poor trees would be so lonely,” Marina said in a dejected tone. 
 
    “What a grim place,” Trina agreed with a frown. “It must be so sad there.” 
 
    “Very strange,” Alyona commented. “Of course, the last line indicates the relic is hidden there, but we’ll only find ones like you? What does that mean?” 
 
    “More dragons?” I suggested with a shrug. “The king knew I’d be reading these with you, right? I’m the only one of us who doesn’t have a whole city of my kind.” 
 
    “Yes, I thought they were basically extinct except for the Crimson Dragon,” Naomi said. “Well, and you, of course.” 
 
    “The Crimson Dragon said the same thing,” I murmured as I thought back to my conversation with Valerra about her family. She’d told me a mage had killed or helped kill all of her family, as well as dozens of other dragons around Rahma. I suspected that mage was Olivier, and I intended to help my lady dragon take her revenge on the bastard. 
 
    “Wait, you know the Crimson Dragon?” Naomi’s eyebrows shot up. “Is she horrible? Cruel? Did she try to fight you? The stories say she’ll roast and eat anyone who comes near her canyons. They’re right by Hatra, right?” 
 
    “Well, she’s not that bad.” I smirked. “She likes me enough to be my mate.” 
 
    As I thought about our little egg, I realized I hadn’t spoken to Valerra since I’d accidentally created the soul bridges, so I made a mental note to send her a message as soon as I got the chance. 
 
    “Mate?” Naomi squeaked, and her eyes widened comically. “She allowed you to mate with her?” 
 
    “What can I say?” I chuckled. “I have my ways, and she just couldn’t resist. I have that effect on women. Anyway, the type of beast in this forest doesn’t matter. We’ll slay whatever gets in our way and take the relic.” 
 
    “Why would we take it before we have a new hiding place?” the lizard mage asked. “Shouldn’t we have a hiding place already chosen?” 
 
    “Because that is how the king wants us to proceed,” I replied with a raised eyebrow. “Still questioning his orders?” 
 
    “No, I, ah--” Naomi fumbled for words. 
 
    “We also don’t know if the bandits have all the locations already or only that of the Sundex,” Alyona said. “So, the best option is to ensure we keep it safe with us until we find a new hiding place. We don’t want them to steal it out from under us like they did with the Sundex.” 
 
    “Either way, we have to find it first,” I declared. “And we will take it as His Eminence has decided.” 
 
    “Of course,” the lady mage replied with a sullen expression. 
 
    Naomi didn’t seem to be used to someone else telling her what to do, but she would have to get used to following my lead, especially when it came to what King Rodion had ordered. 
 
    “So, what forest is within a couple hours of travel?” I diverted the conversation back to the riddle. None of the arguments would matter if we didn’t have the relics in hand to protect them. 
 
    “Kawai Forest is within that distance, but it is not barren,” Lord Vallen answered with a sigh. “Our people hunt there often, so it is filled with many different creatures.” 
 
    “What about the Bileu Forest?” Naomi suggested. “No one has been there in ages because of the stories of beasts who dwell among the giant trees. I don’t know for certain if it is completely barren with no one to venture into it, though.” 
 
    “I don’t believe the beasts are dragons, but everything else fits,” her brother replied as he rubbed at his chin. “That could be it.” 
 
    “Then we need to go there,” I decided. “We don’t know for sure the riddle was referring to dragons, so if the rest of the riddle makes sense for it, we have to go and check it out. Nike and Aaliyah, you stay here with Lord Vallen and keep an eye out for the thieves. They already have the Sundex, but that’s not the only thing of value in the catacombs.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of them,” Aaliyah growled as she flexed her claws. 
 
    Nike nodded gravely. “They won’t touch anything else in this city.” 
 
    “And Lord Vallen, you make sure the guards are still on high alert,” I ordered as I turned to face the lizard Demi-Human. “We should be the only ones leaving or coming into the city right now.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Vallen agreed with a nod. “I’ll tell them at once.” 
 
    With that, the lizard Demi-Human scurried out of the room and out the front door to speak with the guards. 
 
    “The rest of us can load up in a couple wagons and head out to the forest,” I said. “Naomi, I assume you can lead us there?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she replied with a smirk. “I know this land like the back of my hand.” 
 
    Nike and Aaliyah followed us outside but stopped to talk with the guards at the door. The rest of us waved and continued past the castle grounds and onto the road. A few of the guards rushed over with two of our wagons and our horses in tow, and the lizard Demi-Humans began to attach the horses to the wagons and laid the reins on the front seat. 
 
    I lifted Alyona into the first wagon, and Laika climbed up next to her and grabbed the reins. Then I looked over at Naomi, who stared at the wagon with uncertainty. 
 
    “It’s just to ride on,” I chuckled. “You need to be in the front with us, so you can tell us where to go.” 
 
    “I’ve never ridden behind a horse,” she replied as she gazed at the creatures. “Do they listen well?” 
 
    “Yes, Laika is great with them,” I confirmed. “What do you normally use?” 
 
    “Camels,” Naomi answered. “They travel well and don’t require much maintenance.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have those.” I smirked. “Now, hop on. We need to get going.” 
 
    I held my hand out to help her into the wagon, but she clenched her jaw and grabbed the side to pull herself up. Her foot slipped, and I leapt forward to grab her waist. She squirmed out of my grip and up onto the seat, and then she turned to face the front and crossed her arms over her chest without looking back at me. 
 
    I stifled a laugh as I climbed up after her, and Ravi, Miraya, and the dryads hopped into the second wagon. 
 
    Laika turned and raised an eyebrow at me before she whipped the reins, and we rode down the bumpy street to the gate. Several of the lizard Demi-Humans stood outside their homes and watched our small caravan leave with confused expressions until Naomi smiled and waved. Most of them seemed to relax when they saw her with us, and I wondered if they thought we would leave before the bandits were taken care of.  
 
    The people of Rahma would soon learn that was not my way, though. 
 
    Naomi waved to the guard at the top of the wall, and the gate out of the city creaked open. We continued through the opening into the desert and then headed toward the Bileu Forest. 
 
    As we began our trip, I conjured a messenger dragon in my palm, and the kaleidoscope-colored creature preened himself in my hand as he awaited my orders. 
 
    “Go to Valerra and Ruslan,” I commanded the tiny beast. “Tell them we’ve made it to Kana, and everything in Colaruma has been fixed. Make sure they’re alright.” 
 
    The little dragon nodded, lifted from my hand, and zoomed toward Hatra. 
 
    Naomi watched the dragon with mild interest and then returned to staring out the side of the wagon. 
 
    The sun beat down as we bumped along in the sand. Alyona had pulled Sila’s journal from her spatial storage and began to read through all of her spells, and Naomi peered over her shoulder and followed along. 
 
    Every once in a while, I thought I could see the forest ahead, but it seemed the desert continued to play tricks on my eyes as we traveled on. I thought about how the bandits seemed to keep coming in waves, and I wondered how we would cut the head off the snake. Groups like this always had a leader, just like the Green Glass Sect had Olivier, so I’d like to cut his head off, too. 
 
    My inner dragon roared in approval. He enjoyed all the bloodshed, and we grinned together as we remembered cutting the head from Whitaker’s traitorous body when I learned about how he’d been stealing from the people of Colaruma. 
 
    Finally, I saw a copse of trees that didn’t disappear. 
 
    “There,” Naomi said as she pointed to the forest. “That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    The Bileu Forest loomed over the wagons as we got closer to the edge of the trees. The trees themselves were huge, and I suddenly felt like a dwarf. The trunks were wide enough to drive two cars through, and the tops were so high above us, I couldn’t pick out individual leaves. It looked like a thick, green tent had been stretched across the space, and the result was a dark, ominous forest ahead. Not one drop of sunlight dripped through the canopy of leaves, and it seemed the trees prevented any grass or plants from growing.  
 
    It looked like we might have found the right place. 
 
    I hopped out of the wagon and glanced around. I couldn’t hear anything from inside the forest, and it made me a little wary, but it was another confirmation about the barren part of the riddle. 
 
    “I’m going to fly overhead and check it out,” I announced. “I don’t like the quiet.” 
 
    Alyona nodded, and I stepped back from the wagons and shifted into my dragon form. Once my big body took shape, I flapped my wings and hovered above the caravan, and then I took off above the forest. I looked down at the huge trees, and I realized the leaves were so thick I still couldn’t see the forest floor. Even from up here, I could only see a big, emerald blanket draped over the trees. There looked to be one spot about a quarter mile in that had some tiny gaps in the canopy, but I couldn’t see through the small holes. 
 
    I growled as I looped around and came back to my group at the edge of the forest. I landed with a thud and shook my large body with annoyance. 
 
    “Can’t see a damn thing,” I grumbled as I shifted back into my human body. “The trees and leaves are too thick.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to go in and look,” Naomi replied and hopped off the wagon. She landed in the sand without a sound, and her amber eyes glowed with excitement at the idea of the adventure. 
 
    “Carefully,” Laika reminded the mage as she climbed down from the wagon. “We have no idea what beasts are guarding the artifact or how to stop them. We must proceed with caution.” 
 
    “But we do have a badass dragon,” Trina pointed out as she, her sisters, and Ravi walked over from the other wagon. 
 
    “The most badass dragon,” Polina agreed. 
 
    “So, any dragons that might be in there won’t stand a chance!” Marina added as she smashed her fist into her other palm. 
 
    “Let’s just stay together and follow the path,” I suggested with a laugh and pointed to the opening between the trees. “But don’t worry. I’ll handle anything that comes our way.” 
 
    I winked before I led the women into the dark forest, lit a fireball in my palm, and glanced over my shoulder to see Naomi do the same. The path was dark, and the further we got from the entrance, the darker it became. Soon, our fires were the only things that illuminated the path at all. The sand quickly transitioned into soft soil, and moss covered the sides of several trees. Creeping vines wound up the sides of the gigantic trees, and it was the only signs of life in the forest. 
 
    There were no birds cawing, no bugs skittering across the ground, and no creatures hopping from tree to tree. It was a bit eerie to be in such a large place with no sign of any animals, and it seemed the beasts Naomi had mentioned must have scared off anything that could have been living here. The further we walked, the bigger the trees seemed to become. Then I could see a glint of light up ahead, and I motioned for everyone to be on the lookout. The light was small and unmoving, but I wasn’t sure what I’d seen just yet. 
 
    As we got closer, I realized the light was from the sun, but only a few small beams poked through and lit the forest floor with small dots.  
 
    This must be the place I’d caught a glimpse of when I flew above the forest. 
 
    We stopped at the edge of the clearing, and we could see the largest tree so far. The trunk was the size of a house, and it stood in the middle of the clearing. The branches soared up to the top of the forest, and it felt like we stood under a skyscraper. 
 
    “This must be it,” I whispered in awe. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Naomi murmured back. “No dragons, no guards, nothing.” 
 
    “Let me get a closer look,” I said, and I stepped out into the clearing as I pulled my fireball back into my hand. The beams of sunlight gave me just enough light to see by, and I didn’t want to make myself a target. 
 
    I took another step toward the giant tree and paused when I heard the slightest sound of scuffling feet. I decided to send out a wave of echolocation, but then someone stepped out from behind the tree, and my mouth fell open. 
 
    It was me. 
 
    The creature blinked his deep amethyst eyes, the exact color of my own, and stared at me with a sense of curiosity. His dark brown hair hung just past his ears, and I realized I hadn’t cut my own since I’d arrived. Was it really that long already? 
 
    It was like looking into a mirror. 
 
    What the fuck was going on? 
 
    “The riddle,” Alyona hissed from behind me. “It must have meant the doppelbeast, not a dragon.” 
 
    A doppelbeast, that was a new one. 
 
    I nodded as I took another step closer, and the beast did the same without dropping its gaze. I stepped forward again, and now I stood within a few feet of the giant tree. I was close enough to see it had a large door carved into its trunk, and I knew the relic had to be inside, since I could practically feel its magic emanating from inside the tree. 
 
    As soon as I tore my gaze from the beast to look at the door, though, he growled and revealed rows of dagger-like teeth. It was such an odd thing to see my face on this creature as his mouth opened much further than my own to expose his fangs. He gnashed them together as I jerked my head back toward him, and then he crouched into an attack position. His clawed hands clenched and opened while he kept his eyes on me. 
 
    So, I wasn’t going to be able to just stroll in and grab the artifact. 
 
    The dryads rushed out of the trees behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Laika had pulled out her broadsword and stood in front of Alyona. Then two more of the doppelbeasts strode around the other side of the tree, though they had taken the appearance of Trina and Polina. 
 
    “Ha, they aren’t as good looking as the real things,” Polina scoffed. 
 
    “Never agreed with you more.” Trina scowled. 
 
    “Let’s get the party started.” I grinned and rushed my lookalike as I conjured a fire sword. 
 
    I could tell I took the beast by surprise, but he recovered quickly and lengthened his sharp claws like a cat. I swung the fiery blade at his neck, but he blocked it with his razor-like nails. Then he slashed his other hand at me, and I ducked the blow and heard his clawed hand whistle above my head. 
 
    The doppelbeast growled in frustration before he sidestepped my next strike and reached for the base of the tree, where he pulled out a long, wooden weapon shaped like a cricket bat. The flat part of the board was covered with intricately carved designs, and the handle was wrapped with some kind of leaf as he gripped the odd sword and swung it at my face. 
 
    I met the blow with my own blade and swung it around as Laika had taught me. As I sliced down, the beast stepped back, but my sword nicked his arm. He howled in agony, and gray blood dripped down to the forest floor. 
 
    As my doppelbeast stumbled back, I looked over to see Trina and Polina in a desperate battle with their lookalikes, while Marina stood back. The third dryad’s emerald features were scrunched into a frown, and I could tell she didn’t know who to fight. 
 
    Then I saw movement out of the corner of my eyes, and my opponent looked up with rage in his eyes before he swung his blade across my body. I tried to turn away, but the glancing blow reverberated hot pain through my right shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, no,” I growled. 
 
    I had to take advantage of the weapon I’d chosen for this fight. 
 
    The beast lifted his wooden bat above his head and brought it straight down, but I took my fire sword in both hands and lifted it to block the beast’s. Then I focused on the fire and imagined the flames growing higher. 
 
    Suddenly, the doppelbeast’s wooden weapon caught fire, and the flames licked across the blade toward the handle. 
 
    He dropped it in surprise, and before he could react, I swung my blade once more and sliced through his neck. I took a sharp breath as I watched the head that looked like mine roll across the ground and land at the base of the tree, and then the head almost seemed to melt as it took on a different shape. 
 
    The beast’s head transformed into a gray blob, though its sharp teeth still protruded from its open mouth. It resembled an alien with its odd color and wrinkly skin, but then the body before me crumpled and took on the same gray shade as it hit the ground. 
 
    Suddenly, words flashed across my vision.  
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Skill: Mimicry 
 
    Badass. 
 
    I turned to check on the dryads, and I jogged over to Marina, who stood silently off to the side as her sisters wrestled with the doppelbeasts. 
 
    “Who do we help?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she murmured. “I got pushed back, and when I looked up, I couldn’t tell who was who anymore.” 
 
    The beasts didn’t have their large teeth revealed, and I couldn’t see any clawed hands as they punched and flipped each other around. 
 
    “The doppelbeasts can only mimic looks!” Miraya called out from the tree line. 
 
    “Only looks?” Marina repeated with a blank stare. 
 
    Ravi sprinted over to us from where the others waited and pointed at the four women in combat. 
 
    “They don’t have your sisters’ memories or anything,” the phoenix said. “You have to use something they know.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” Marina murmured, and I could nearly see the gears turn in her head as she tried to figure out what to say. 
 
    “Anything your sisters would know,” I prodded. 
 
    “Who do you love?” Marina suddenly shouted. 
 
    Two of the dryads looked up in complete confusion, but the other two continued to fight as they responded. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the two cried out. 
 
    I conjured a fiery bow and arrow, and Ravi created her fire daggers. Then we launched our weapons at the two imposters, and the doppelbeasts caught fire within seconds. 
 
    As the flames leapt up their bodies, the beasts began to howl and screech before they turned the same gray color as my look-alike. Their burnt bodies fell to the forest floor, and the dead silence of the forest returned. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. “That was weird.” 
 
    Polina stood over the dead doppelbeasts and stuck out her tongue. “See, I told you they weren’t as good looking.” 
 
    “Very true,” I chuckled. “It seems like they were guarding this tree.” 
 
    “The relic is probably hidden inside,” Naomi said as she jogged over to us. 
 
    We stared at the huge tree with dark brown bark shaded by leaves the size of dinner plates. A man-sized door had been carved into the trunk, and I took a few steps closer to investigate. The portal nearly blended in with the tree, and it had no handle or obvious way to open it. 
 
    “Any ideas?” I asked as the women began to crowd around the door. 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona affirmed, and then she stepped forward next to me and pushed gently on the wood. 
 
    The door swung open without a sound. 
 
    “Ah,” I exhaled and rolled my eyes at myself. 
 
    Inside, the tree was just as dark as the forest, and I lit another fiery orb as I stepped into the room, but my eyes had barely adjusted when I felt a familiar tug. 
 
    Then I bolted toward a hallway to my left amidst the surprised sounds of the women. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I whispered over my shoulder. 
 
    I walked a few steps into the hall and then leaned against a door to my right. The call came from inside, so I twisted the knob and pushed into the room. Its interior was nearly bare. No decorations hung from the walls, and only one piece of furniture adorned the room. The table sat against the far wall with a bare wooden chest on its surface, so I lifted the lid to the chest, and my eyes widened at the contents. 
 
    Gold. The narrow wooden box was filled with the piles of gold coins and jewelry, and each piece of jewelry contained several gems. Rubies, emeralds, diamonds, and sapphires glimmered in the light of my fireball, and a grin stretched across my face as I tossed the lid to the side. The box had no designs etched into the wooden surface, nothing to indicate the gold and jewels belonged to anyone. 
 
    Finally, a treasure I could take. 
 
    I opened my spatial storage and began to dump piles of the treasure into my horde, and hundreds of gold coins and jewels sparkled in the light of my fireball as I lifted handfuls into my storage. 
 
    When I had emptied the box, I backed out into the hallway and returned to the others. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” Naomi asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Nothing that concerns you,” I replied and clenched my jaw. 
 
    “Ooookay,” the lizard mage said, and her hands lifted in surrender. “Just wondering if you found the relic.” 
 
    “Not yet,” I muttered. “There were a few more rooms down that hallway.” 
 
    I led the women back down the hallway, and we opened several doors that led to empty rooms before we reached the last room in the hall. The door was plain like the others, but an odd sense of dread radiated from behind the closed portal. The feeling seemed to penetrate my bones, and it reminded me of the coldness I’d felt at the sight of the Sundex. 
 
    “It’s here,” I murmured, and then I twisted the knob and pushed into the room. 
 
    The Bow of Wellston hung on the opposite wall of the large room, and an orb on the ceiling bathed the bow in a golden light. The simple wooden weapon curved in a perfect arc with a long, thick string anchored into each end, and the stark white grip stood out against the deep mahogany of the rest of the wood. I peered around the room, and it seemed to be empty except for the bow. Dozens of large, flat stones covered the floor and walls, and the air seemed colder in this room than in the rest of the tree. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Laika breathed with wide, gray eyes. 
 
    “And incredibly dangerous,” I added. “I can feel it. Can’t you?” 
 
    “I can feel its neutrality,” Ravi murmured. “Like it is from magic, but it pays no mind to who is wielding it. It does not choose sides.” 
 
    “That makes sense with the lore,” Miraya agreed, and the spirit brushed a lock of silvery-white hair from her face. “The bow simply gives its power. It is neither pure nor dark.” 
 
    “Well, we better get it back before someone we don’t want to have it gets that power,” I replied. 
 
    I stepped into the room, and the feeling of dread became stronger. I felt it so powerfully, I almost didn’t hear the walls make a clicking sound. 
 
    I ducked just as four arrows from each side whistled above my head and crashed into the opposite walls. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I growled. 
 
    “It’s protected,” Alyona replied. “It isn’t magic, though.” 
 
    Ahh, old school human traps. 
 
    “So, I need to know which of these stones to step on,” I said as I recalled some Indiana Jones movies. “If it moves, then it’s part of the trap.” 
 
    “I can try something,” Miraya suggested, and she pointed her finger at the stones ahead of me and murmured a few words. Then a wisp of white magic left her fingertip and swirled around to the floor. The smoky coil spun around for a moment, and then it blew back and forth over the stones and left a trail of its path until it reached the stone directly in front of the bow. 
 
    “What’s it doing?” I asked. 
 
    “It found the first path to the bow,” Miraya answered. “It’s the only one that was completed, so no one else has been to the bow since it was placed here. If you follow the trail, you should be able to reach it.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said, and the spirit raised an eyebrow but didn’t respond. 
 
    I stepped gently onto the next stone with the wispy white magic floating above it. The stone didn’t move, so I continued to the next one. I hopped back and forth along the zigzag trail Miraya’s spell had left for me until I reached the final rock, and then I stood in front of the golden light for a moment before I leaned forward and pulled the bow from the wall. 
 
    As soon as it touched my fingers, a nearly godlike feeling of energy vibrated through my hand down to my feet. I felt more powerful than I’d ever imagined, and I knew in that moment no one else would take this from me. I would be the ruler of anyone and everyone I desired, and not one person would be able to stop me. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Alyona’s soft voice pierced through the images of conquering and taking everything in this land. 
 
    I shook my head and looked over at her innocent, violet eyes as they stared at me with concern. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “We can’t let anyone get this,” I growled. “I’m putting it in my spatial storage. No one can get to it there.” 
 
    “You don’t want to carry it, my lord?” Laika asked in surprise. 
 
    “It would make you an even more formidable opponent,” Ravi agreed. 
 
    “No,” I rumbled. “No one should have this. I’d destroy it if we knew how.” 
 
    The women looked at me with open mouths, except Miraya who seemed to know exactly why I was bothered by the weapon. 
 
    I slipped the bow into my spatial storage without another word and strode from the room, and my women followed me out of the tree hideout and back into the forest. 
 
    We had to figure out how to keep the Bow of Wellston out of the hands of anyone else. 
 
    This weapon was more dangerous than anyone had ever realized. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    We followed the path out of the Bileu Forest and climbed back onto the wagons in silence. Miraya sat with us this time, and she put her hand on my leg and squeezed. She seemed to know how much the Bow had bothered me.  
 
    Laika flipped the reins, and the wagons started forward with a jolt, but no one spoke for the first few minutes as we traveled along the sand back to Kana. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why no one else feared the weapon. I’d felt the cold dread from the moment we neared its hiding spot. I wondered if I would have noticed it earlier if not for the doppelbeasts and the treasure. Even now, the Bow seemed to be calling out to me from my spatial storage. 
 
    Evan, conquer this land. 
 
    We both know you want to rule over it. 
 
    Just fire one shot, I can help you. 
 
    I could see why the gods weren’t fond of humans possessing such a weapon. It would lead to a war that no one could win. Luckily, I was strong enough to resist the Bow’s calls, plus it was tucked away inside my storage. A human would have to carry it rather than use spatial storage, and I doubted they could refuse the Bow’s invitation for long. 
 
    I was lost in my own thoughts about the Bow until Naomi finally broke the silence as she turned around in her seat to face me. 
 
    “So, what does it feel like?” the lizard Demi-Human asked, and her amber eyes stared at me with genuine curiosity. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and looked away. The last thing I wanted was to talk more about it. 
 
    “I mean, was it like holding raw magic?” Naomi continued. “It seemed to have a strong effect on you.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond then closed it. I didn’t want to fight with her, but I also didn’t want to explain the power I’d felt with the Bow in my hand. I wasn’t worried one of them would want to take it from me. I was more concerned I’d talk about the power and remember how strong it was, and then I’d want to keep it for myself. The Bow was too powerful for any one person to handle, even a dragon like me. 
 
    So, I shook my head and kept the thoughts to myself. 
 
    Naomi raised a magenta eyebrow at me and then huffed before she turned back around. 
 
    Miraya squeezed my leg again, and Alyona laid her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t want to be tempted,” I murmured to the two women next to me. “It calls out to me. And if I’m worried for myself, I’m even more concerned for everyone else. No one should hold that kind of power in their hands. It could corrupt anyone.” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain yourself, my love,” Alyona whispered back. “You know what’s right for our people.” 
 
    “I agree.” Miraya nodded her head. “You have proven yourself time and again. You have a pure heart, and if you say no one should have the Bow, then we will help you make sure that’s what happens.” 
 
    I dipped my head and closed my eyes as I laid my head back. The sun beat down on my face, and beads of sweat gathered on my brow. It seemed even hotter out here when I knew I had the fate of the world on my shoulders and the voice of the Bow in my head. 
 
    I wondered if I could escape the calls in my spiritual sea. So, I focused on the water and the beach in my mind’s eye, and suddenly, I sat on the sand. The dark water of my sea drifted up the beach, and the calm waves brushed against my feet. The movement of the water soothed me, and the Bow’s voice didn’t reach me here. 
 
    Then I looked out on the water and noticed something had changed. Several white ropes were anchored into the beach and then pulled tightly out over the surface of the water. I counted eighteen ropes that glowed in the light of the moon overhead, and I frowned in confusion. 
 
    What the hell were those? 
 
    I stood up and walked over to the spot where all of the ropes met on land. Then I reached out and touched the closest rope. Suddenly, images of my memories with Alyona appeared in the night sky as though I watched a movie projected onto the black canvas. I watched as the first time I saw her, the first time I kissed her, and the first time I healed her rolled across the screen. 
 
    Holy shit, what was going on here? 
 
    I pulled my hand back and reached for another rope. The next series showed Laika in the cave when I’d first woken up in Inati, then the night she and Alyona had introduced me to the harem life. 
 
    I touched another rope and then another, and I watched as my times with Valerra and Ravi played across the night sky. 
 
    Then it clicked. 
 
    The soul bridges that formed when I’d finally taken Miraya. In my spiritual sea, the soul bridges appeared as actual connections. The more I stared at the ropes, the easier it was to see each woman had a set of two ropes so far, with Alyona, Miraya, and Laika’s being this thickest, so I deduced the bridges were in progress and the time I spent making love to them strengthened our bonds. 
 
    I wondered if the bridges would continue to build every time I filled one of my women with my seed? Was there an end to the bond? Would my women gain some of my power? 
 
    I’d have to ask Miraya about this later. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I realized we’d finally arrived back at the city walls. I blinked a few times to adjust to the sunlight as the guard opened the gate and waved our caravan through, and we ignored the waves and shouts from the people we passed while we quickly made our way to the castle. 
 
    As we climbed out of the wagons, Lord Vallen, Nike, and Aaliyah rushed outside, and Vallen embraced Naomi for a moment before he stepped back. 
 
    “Is everyone alright?” the lizard leader asked as he looked over the group. 
 
    “We’re fine, brother,” Naomi replied with a hint of annoyance. 
 
    “Yes, all is well, my lord,” Alyona agreed and smiled. “It was indeed the Bileu Forest we needed to find.” 
 
    “We should go inside to continue our discussion,” Laika suggested as she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    I looked past her to see several of the Kana citizens had made their way closer to the castle. They didn’t seem angry that we’d ignored them, but many looked curious about our venture outside the walls. 
 
    “Laika’s right.” I nodded. “We don’t need a crowd while we talk about this. Let’s go inside.” 
 
    Vallen gestured toward the open door, and we all walked inside. Then he scurried in behind us and shut the door before we sat down in the great hall. It felt like all his paintings and sculptures watched us as we settled into the chairs, and Abel strode into the room and leaned against the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “So, you made it to the forest?” Vallen prodded. 
 
    “Yeah, it was definitely barren,” I confirmed as I kept a watchful eye on the young guard. “Except for the doppelbeasts.” 
 
    “Doppelbeasts!” the lizard leader repeated with wide eyes. 
 
    “They were guarding the Bow of Wellston,” I said. 
 
    “So, that’s what the riddle meant,” Nike mused as he narrowed his silver eyes. “King Rodion is quite clever. And one looked like you, I presume?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “One mimicked me, and two mimicked Polina and Trina.” 
 
    “Three of them?” Vallen gasped. 
 
    “I didn’t like it,” Marina pouted. 
 
    “You figured out how to tell us apart,” Polina soothed her. 
 
    “We knew you would,” Trina said with a grin. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Vallen murmured. “And you weren’t afraid?” 
 
    “No,” I scoffed. “I told you it didn’t matter what beast showed up, we could handle it. And we did. Once we killed them, we found the Bow inside a large tree.” 
 
    “So, you did find it!” the lizard leader squeaked. “Can I see?” 
 
    “No,” I growled before I cleared my throat and tried again with some diplomacy. “No, my lord. It is much too dangerous to be handled. It must be hidden forever. No one should have it.” 
 
    “Where can we hide it forever?” Vallen narrowed his yellow eyes. “That seems like a large task.” 
 
    “For now, it’s in my spatial storage,” I replied. 
 
    “My lord?” Miraya nearly whispered. “Could I speak to you for a moment?” 
 
    “Um, sure,” I answered, and I knew my confusion was written all over my face. “Like, right now?” 
 
    “Yes,” the spirit confirmed as she rose from her seat and gestured toward the hallway. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I informed the group. 
 
    Several pairs of bewildered eyes watched me walk over to the hallway where Miraya stood, and the spirit wrung her hands as concern etched across her features. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know about what is up,” the spirit replied carefully, “but I don’t want you to be offended by what I say, my lord.” 
 
    “You won’t offend me,” I reassured her. “Just spit it out.” 
 
    “I worry about the Bow staying in your storage for too long,” she murmured after a pause. 
 
    “Why?” I cocked my head to one side, and she chewed on her lip before she answered. 
 
    “Your spatial storage is still an extension of you,” the spirit sword explained carefully. “It is a pocket created by your magic that only you can access, so it is a part of you. That’s why you hear its voice when it calls out to you. I worry the Bow will continue to tempt you, as you mentioned before, and the longer it has access to you, the harder it will be to ignore.” 
 
    “You think it would keep trying?” I asked. “I haven’t even said no or anything. I’ve just ignored it.” 
 
    “I’m not certain, of course,” Miraya replied. “But I do believe it’s quite likely.” 
 
    “Then it needs to stay far away from anyone,” I grumbled. “We have to find somewhere away from everyone who could be tempted. I understand magic, and I’ve been able to fight it off so far, but it would be much harder for someone without magic or self-control. So, let’s tell the others that it can’t stay with me, but not exactly why. Okay?” 
 
    Miraya nodded, and I turned around and walked back into the great hall. 
 
    “Change of plans,” I announced. “We need to find a temporary location that we can heavily guard with magic until the permanent hiding place is decided. Any ideas?” 
 
    Alyona tilted her head to the side in a silent question, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Ah, why are we changing?” Naomi asked as she narrowed her amber eyes at me. 
 
    “Because we should,” I replied shortly. “Do you have a place where we could protect it?” 
 
    “Obviously not the catacombs,” Aaliyah interjected. “We learned that lesson already.” 
 
    “Well, not the catacombs I built,” Naomi countered. “But we have an older set of tunnels that extends past the rear side of the castle. They could work, right, Vallen?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe so,” her brother agreed as he began to pat himself down in search of the keys. “I just need to find the key. Where did I put that darn set?” 
 
    “Is there only one key?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Vallen replied as he pulled a ring of keys from inside one of his layers of clothing. “I have it here. The old catacombs haven’t been opened for decades. The lord of Kana is the only one who holds the key to the entrance.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod. “Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    We rose from the chairs, and Naomi, Vallen, and Abel led us down a hallway behind the living quarters. It seemed the young lizard guard accompanied Lord Vallen almost everywhere he went. Soon, we arrived at a wooden door with a large metal lock that dangled from the latch. The lock was clearly old, and Naomi blew on its face to clear away the dust from the keyhole. 
 
    Vallen lifted the lock to insert his key, and the lock responded with a piercing squeal as everyone jumped to cover their ears. Even Vallen grimaced at the noise that reverberated down the hallway. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” the lizard leader said. “I told you, it’s been decades since anyone even tried to open this door.” 
 
    I nodded, and he pushed a skeleton-style key into the lock and tried to turn it, but the key didn’t budge. 
 
    “Ah, wrong one,” he muttered. 
 
    Vallen fumbled with the keys on the ring before he shoved another one into the keyhole. This time, when he turned the key, we could hear the gears as they clicked into place. Then the shackle popped open with a loud click that echoed throughout the hall. He pulled the lock from the latch, and the door creaked open. Dust drifted to the floor from the top of the door, and cobwebs stretched from the bottom of the door to the top stair. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say it’s been a while since anyone was here,” I chuckled as I peered past them down the stone steps. “Are you sure you know your way around down here?” 
 
    “I do,” Naomi replied and lit a fireball in her palm. “Follow me.” 
 
    I shrugged and followed her down the stairs into a dark tunnel that smelled old and musty, and the lizard mage used her fireballs to light the torches on the wall as we walked. I wasn’t sure if she did that to help us see or so we could find our way back to the entrance. Either way, these old tunnels were quite different from the others. 
 
    This maze of tunnels wasn’t nearly as complex as the new one, and the sand that cascaded down the walls seemed to fall in larger groups. More sand piled up on the floor, and we kept tearing through cobwebs to follow the path. 
 
    “Is it safe down here?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so, but no one has used these catacombs since our grandfather was the lord of Kana,” Naomi answered over her shoulder. “Our parents didn’t really like to use it, and then we found out I had been born with magic, so they let me create the new ones as part of a project. They wanted to build a legacy together, rather than just pass down what was already here. I didn’t care about all that at the time, though. I was just happy to use my magic.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured. 
 
    As we walked down the path, only a few tunnels branched off the main one we were on. Rather than the winding maze of paths we’d seen before, this one seemed more like an office with evenly spaced halls to its other areas, and I knew it would be pretty simple to figure out how to get around here. 
 
    “This seems less complex,” Nike observed as if he’d read my thoughts. “There aren’t as many off shooting tunnels.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that make it easier for someone to find the Bow?” Ravi pointed out. “We don’t want to make it easy. The Sundex tunnels were really hard, and they still managed to get to the cavern.” 
 
    “Maybe we could cast a disorienting spell somewhere near the entrance,” Alyona suggested. “Then anyone we weren’t expecting would become confused.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “We can do that on our way out. We don’t need to be lost and confused down here.” 
 
    “We aren’t lost,” Naomi huffed. “I know where I’m going.” 
 
    Alyona stifled a giggle and took my hand. 
 
    We arrived at a fork in the path, and Naomi took a left that directed us away from the castle. We continued to walk underneath the city, and I wondered how easy it would be for someone to dig their way down instead of going through the tunnels. 
 
    “How far underground are we?” I asked as I stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Oh, probably fifty feet or so,” Naomi answered. “Why?” 
 
    “Just making sure it was too deep for someone to go digging,” I replied. 
 
    “I think so,” the lady mage said with a half-smile. 
 
    Then we turned right at another opening and stepped into a large cavern. It was plain, no fancy stones on the floor or jewels on the wall. It was inconspicuous, which would be helpful in concealing the Bow. I noticed a heavy wooden door opposite the tunnel entrance, but the rest of the cavern was bare except for a few dark torches that hung on the walls. 
 
    Naomi and I tossed fireballs onto the torches to light the room. I could see the door a little better, but it just looked like a dark wood slab with a single brass knob. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as I strode to the door and twisted the knob. 
 
    It didn’t budge. 
 
    “Locked, apparently.” Naomi smirked. 
 
    “Well, we need to figure out how to unlock it, so we can make sure this room is covered completely,” I shot back. 
 
    “What if it’s just a closet?” she asked as she joined me at the door. 
 
    “What if it’s not?” I argued. “I don’t want to risk it.” 
 
    I knocked on the door, and the sound echoed on the other side. I smirked back at her as we both recognized the sound as another tunnel, rather than a small room, and I knew she couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    The lizard mage put her hands up and stepped backward. 
 
    “We need to figure out where it leads,” I said. “Do you know another tunnel that would reach the other side?” 
 
    “I believe a couple of them do,” Naomi replied and tucked a lock of magenta hair behind her ear. “I can’t remember which one, though.” 
 
    “Okay, that will be our next step, once we secure a place for the Bow,” I decided. 
 
    “What if we put up some kind of case on the wall?” Miraya pointed at the bare wall to the right of the tunnel entrance. 
 
    I walked over to examine the area. It was a slightly indented section of the sandy wall, and if we hung up the Bow, we could put a cover over it to make it look flush with the wall. Even someone looking for it might miss it if we did it right. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I agreed. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Alyona, Miraya, and Naomi began to discuss their magical tactics to create the case that would hold the Bow. They started to mutter the words of a spell, and then golden threads began to knit themselves together in mid-air. It looked like someone had drawn lines in the air in front of them, and the threads wound together in a tight knot as they formed straight lines and created a box shape just big enough to fit the bow inside. Within a few minutes, a gold framed glass case hung from the wall, and the women held the door open as they waited for me. 
 
    “We’re ready for it, my lord,” Miraya said. 
 
    I took a deep breath and opened my spatial storage, and as my fingers grazed against the wood of the Bow of Wellston, the familiar rush of power hummed throughout my body. 
 
    Now is the time. 
 
    Take what is yours. 
 
    The world belongs to you.  
 
    I can help you if you let me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, grabbed the weapon, and pulled it out into the open. 
 
    Vallen and Abel gasped at the sight of the Bow, and I grunted as I strode over to the case and hung the Bow inside. Before anyone could say anything else, I shut the door and listened for it to click shut. Then I leaned with my back against the door for a moment and listened for the Bow. 
 
    I could feel its attempts to draw me back in, but the voice was gone, and the temptation was considerably easier to ignore. Miraya was right about getting it out of my spatial storage. I didn’t need that thing to follow me around for one more second. 
 
    Then the three women murmured a few more words, and the glass door shimmered for a moment before it changed into the same color as the sand around it. I took a step back to view their handywork. It almost looked like another mirage, and it camouflaged the Bow’s case perfectly. Even from the side, it was hard to tell the case was on the wall. 
 
    “It’s not enough,” I muttered as a chill passed through my body. “They figured out the Sundex. They could figure this one out, too. We need something else.” 
 
    “What do you suggest, my lord?” Miraya asked. 
 
    “I think we need to somehow cover the entrance to the cavern as well,” I replied with a frown. “Do you know how to do that?” 
 
    “Of course, my love,” Alyona replied and took my arm. 
 
    We walked over to the entrance, and the others followed as we looked all around the arched opening for ideas. 
 
    “If we used a seal here, it might work,” the princess mused as she placed her hand on the wall. “Just like the seals on the portals keep the demons in, we could put one here to keep people out. Well, most people, at least.” 
 
    “Most?” I questioned with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, a mage could eventually--” 
 
    Alyona was cut off by a loud rumble that shook the whole tunnel. Clouds of dust rained down from the ceiling, and then suddenly, the entrance to the cavern collapsed. I grabbed Alyona and Miraya and yanked them into my arms, and then I fell backward and slammed into the tunnel. Giant chunks of the hard, wet sand crashed to the ground, and a plume of dust filled the air. 
 
    Everyone started coughing to clear the dust and sand from their throats as they waved the debris from the air, and I spat the dry dirt from my mouth as I stood up. The princess and the spirit hadn’t landed next to me, and I looked around anxiously to make sure they hadn’t been hurt. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” I called out over the noise and reached out to feel for the women who had just been standing next to me. 
 
    I felt Miraya’s hand slip into mine, and when I lit a fireball in my other hand, she looked around with wide eyes. 
 
    “What was that?” she gasped. 
 
    “The walls on either side of the entrance collapsed,” I muttered and looked up at the pile of debris, and then I stood up and pulled the spirit up next to me. 
 
    “We’re good!” Trina yelled back as she and her sisters trotted closer to me. 
 
    “The princess and I are fine,” Laika muttered, and she brushed the sand from her leathers and Alyona’s robes. 
 
    It seemed Laika and I both had kept my fiancée out of harm’s way. 
 
    “We’re fine, too,” Aaliyah grunted, and the lioness grabbed Ravi’s hand and pulled her over to me. 
 
    All the women looked dirty, but a status check confirmed no one had actually been hurt so far. 
 
    “Nike?” I searched the settling dust for my fellow noble. 
 
    “Here,” he boomed before he stood up from the base of the rubble and waved a hand. “I had to push him out.” 
 
    “Oh, heavens!” Vallen cried as he stood and wiped the debris from Nike’s robes. “You saved my life! But where is my sister? And Abel?” 
 
    “Ah, good question,” I muttered. 
 
    The dust finally settled, and I could see up and down the tunnel. I scanned the area around us, but there was no sign of the lizard mage or the guard. 
 
    “Surely, they’re not under that pile of rocks.” Aaliyah frowned as she peered closer at the rubble and kicked one of the chunks so it crumbled under her foot. 
 
    “Lady Naomi!” I bellowed. “Abel!” 
 
    “We’re in here,” Naomi’s voice carried weakly through the debris. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I yelled back, and Vallen scurried closer to the former cavern entrance. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” the lizard leader moaned. 
 
    “Yes, we’re fine,” Naomi answered, though her voice was muffled. “We were looking at the locked door, so we weren’t near the collapse, but I can’t see a way to unlock this thing so we can get out.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll just move the rocks,” I said as I began to call on my stone power. 
 
    “Wait!” Nike grabbed my shoulder and pointed to the top of the debris pile. “Look.” 
 
    I peered up to the top and noticed that small sections of sand continued to pour down onto the rubble. The rocks were piled up against the ceiling, and it was impossible to tell if they were holding it up at this point. 
 
    “Shit, it could cave-in even more,” I muttered. “We can’t move them yet.” 
 
    “I could try the same spell Lady Naomi used on the other catacomb walls,” Alyona suggested. “It would strengthen the walls to avoid another collapse, but it will take some time.” 
 
    “Okay, you work on that,” I agreed. “We need to find the other way in.” 
 
    “I’ll stay and guard her,” Laika said as her wolf ears flattened against her head. 
 
    “And we might be able to help with our magic,” Polina added. 
 
    “We do connect with all types of nature,” Trina agreed. 
 
    “Plus, we can help keep the princess safe if anything happens,” Marina said and furrowed her brow with determination. 
 
    “Okay, the rest of us will make our way to the back entrance,” I decided. “Vallen, you stay here with them.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the lizard Demi-Human replied as he wrung his hands. “I will stay right here and, ah, keep watch?” 
 
    “That would be great,” I chuckled before I returned my attention to Naomi. “We’ll have to try from the other side, but don’t worry. We’ll get you out.” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” her muffled voice huffed, and I could practically feel her eye roll from here. 
 
    “See you soon,” I snickered, and then I motioned for the others to follow me further down the tunnel. 
 
    I lit a fireball, and we walked for several minutes before we found another tunnel that led in the right direction. We followed it back around in the direction of the cavern only to run into a dead end. 
 
    “That’s annoying,” Aaliyah muttered, and her long golden tail swished back and forth in irritation. 
 
    “Agreed,” I grumbled as we turned back around and returned to the first tunnel. 
 
    So much for this set of catacombs being easy to navigate. 
 
    We continued a few more minutes and found another tunnel, and this one looped around but took us in the right general direction. As we got closer and closer to the cavern, I could feel the energy of the Bow again, but I still couldn’t hear its voice. 
 
    We were definitely going the right way. 
 
    Then I tripped over a large pile of sand and nearly face planted. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I grumbled and stepped back. 
 
    I’d been so focused on finding the door that I didn’t look at where we were walking. There were at least eight piles of sand that stood about two feet high, and they were clustered around in a circle with a flattened section of sand in the middle. 
 
    I started to kick my way through the weird piles when Ravi stopped me. 
 
    “My lord, those aren’t just sand,” she murmured, and she pointed to a set of large three-toed footprints headed away from the sandy circle. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked as I looked down at the footprints. 
 
    “Shh,” she suddenly hissed with a finger over her lips. “They’re nests.” 
 
    “Nests for what?” I whispered back. 
 
    “Most likely, they’re drovians,” the phoenix replied as her eyes darted around the tunnel. “They live in desert environments, and they build a little nest for each youngling. The mother drovian sits in the middle of the piles to keep an eye on her babies. I saw them all the time on our travels. Drovians are very protective of their young.” 
 
    “What do they look like?” I grunted. 
 
    Before Ravi could answer, a loud, angry squawk echoed down the tunnel, and a pair of beady black eyes reflected the light from the flames in my hand. 
 
    It seemed I was about to find out for myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Little pink heads with orange pointed beaks popped up from the sand piles. The baby drovians had woken up at the sound of their mother’s call, and they began to squeak and screech in response. The noise was quiet at first, but then their cries became louder and higher until the cacophony echoed in the tunnel around us and became nearly deafening. 
 
    “Shit, what are they doing?” I called out over the noise, and I sent out a layer of my healing magic to protect our ears. 
 
    “They’re trying to guide their mother to the danger,” Ravi answered and shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “I’m guessing that means us?” I asked as I looked around with a frown. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied and grimaced. 
 
    Suddenly, a big dinosaur-looking bird emerged from the darkness of the tunnel ahead and barreled toward us. The mother drovian had beige and white feathers that billowed behind her as she ran, with her wings halfway extended so they nearly touched the walls. Her orange curved beak was considerably larger than her younglings’, and it looked ready to tear into any one of us. Her long neck was covered with white scales that reflected the orange light of my flames, and her shape reminded me of an emu or an ostrich. She ran on thick pink legs that supported her fat feathery body, and her black eyes were focused on our group as she screeched in fury.  
 
    I didn’t want to kill a mother that protected her younglings, but I wasn’t about to get my eyes pecked out, either. It was only a matter of seconds before she reached us and happily tore into our flesh. So, I grudgingly reached for the Sword of Hatra, but Nike placed his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “My lord, do you think we could use the drovian to help our cause?” he asked as the beast got closer. 
 
    “Everyone against the wall!” I shouted as I raised an eyebrow and then dodged the bird like a matador with a bull. “What do you mean? I don’t think she’s looking to do us any favors. We seem to have pissed her off.” 
 
    The drovian tore through the tunnel between everyone who had plastered their backs to the wall, and they had to duck under the edges of her wings. Then she skidded to a stop with a squawk and turned around to face us again.  
 
    “I can see that, but we need a guard for the Bow, so what better than a creature that would kill anything that came close to her younglings?” the noble suggested as he kept his silver eyes on the beast. “Drovians are instinctual creatures, so we wouldn’t exactly ask her to help, but we could move the nest wherever it suited our cause. From there, she would do all the work naturally.” 
 
     She certainly looked ready to tear us apart for standing too close to her babies, and Nike’s idea sounded way better than hurting her. All we had to do was put her younglings near the entrance we wanted to guard. I wasn’t sure yet if that would be the door or the tunnel entrance, but for either one, it would be helpful to have the drovian on our side, even if she didn’t know it. 
 
    “Good call,” I agreed. “Let’s capture her instead. We can decide how we want to set her up after she’s not trying to kill us anymore.” 
 
    As the bird geared up for another strike, I shot webs at her feet. I hoped to tangle her up just long enough to get everyone else out and move the younglings, but it didn’t work out that way. 
 
    Instead of wrapping around her scaly three-toed feet, the web was torn into shreds by the drovian’s claws. She slowed long enough to rip through the sticky webbing and then continued to barrel toward me with her deadly beak. I stepped to the side again, and she blew by me, but this time, she let out a heated, angry squawk. 
 
    Nike was right about her instincts. She wasn’t much of a fighter, but she didn’t look like she would stop until she shredded me or I got away from her babies. 
 
    “I’ll try to help you,” Nike offered as he drew the Sword of Light. 
 
    Suddenly, a beam of white light burst out from the blade, and I had to shield my eyes from the blinding glow. It lit the entire tunnel like a camera flash, and the bird screeched again as she closed her eyes and sprinted straight for us.  
 
    She really was going to try to attack us with her eyes closed. 
 
    We dodged her blind attack easily, and Nike sheathed his sword. 
 
    “She won’t stop on her own,” I muttered. 
 
    “Maybe I can guide her somewhere else, and you can trap her?” Ravi suggested. 
 
    “Okay, try to get her closer to the wall, and I’ll use the web to pin her to it,” I replied. 
 
    Ravi nodded and then disappeared into a column of fire as she took on her phoenix form. Her tiny orange body flitted up to the ceiling as she zoomed closer to the drovian, and she tried to herd the beast to the wall, but the drovian mother snapped at Ravi’s feet. 
 
    The phoenix heaved a frustrated sigh and flew back to us. 
 
    “This isn’t working,” she muttered. “We’ll have to try something else.” 
 
    So, I searched through my magic to see how to stop her without killing her. Earthquakes were too dangerous down here, especially after having one collapsed wall. Fire, stone, and water were all useless in this scenario, and I didn’t need echolocation to find the screeching bird in front of me. 
 
    “My lord, maybe try your petrification,” Miraya suggested as I watched the bird with a careful eye and then nodded. 
 
    Petrification was my last option that didn’t involve killing her. 
 
    The drovian dug her feet into the sand like she was preparing for another sprint. Then she took off at me again, and her beak opened wide enough to take a bite out of my throat as her enraged squawk echoed throughout the chamber. 
 
    So, I stood in the middle of the path and activated my displacement magic to appear slightly to the left. I watched as the drovian’s eyes diverted to the side, and she adjusted her path. As she got closer, I opened my maw and activated my petrification magic, and a surge of power burst forth from my mouth in a yellowish-green cloud. It looked like a nasty storm that billowed toward the bird, and she continued her run as she cocked her head to the side in confusion. 
 
    The magic rolled out of my mouth and plowed into the beast. She froze in mid-step, and her momentum carried her rigid body forward to crash into the dust before me as a puff of sand blew up into the air. As the sand settled, we could see the drovian’s large wings were still partially extended, and her muscular legs stuck out at odd angles from under her feathers as though she were still running. Her beady black eyes stared at nothing, and if I wasn’t familiar with my magic, I would have thought she was dead. I knew a little healing magic would set her back to normal, but she still looked creepy, like a taxidermist had stuffed her feathery body. 
 
    Then I realized it was suddenly very quiet in the tunnel, so I looked down at the little drovians, and their tiny heads were rigid as they poked out of the sand hills without moving. Their dark eyes were still focused in the direction of the mother drovian, but they couldn’t see anything as the petrification cloud had settled on them, too. They looked like tiny statues of birds which had been buried in the sand. It wasn’t my plan to petrify them, but it would probably make them easier to move. Besides, I didn’t know how sharp their little beaks were, and they hadn’t been happy to see us, either. 
 
    “Looks like we have a guard,” I declared. “And a few future guards, I suppose.” 
 
    “We’ll have to dig them out,” Ravi said as she squatted next to one of the little birds with a worried expression and dragged her finger lightly across its bald pink head. “Their heads are the only thing above the sand. They can breathe and everything, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I agreed. “I didn’t want to hurt them, and once we figure out where we want to put them, we can dig them out and move them. Then I can heal them like I did the bats in Colaruma. For now, they aren’t hurting anything, and we don’t want to just carry them around. We don’t know what else is in these tunnels, so we can leave them there until we’re ready to move them.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ravi nodded and stood up before she brushed the sand from her robes. “I just don’t want to harm these little creatures. They aren’t predators, only protective of their younglings.” 
 
    “I understand,” I assured her. “I didn’t want to just kill their mother, either. I thought Nike’s plan for them being guards was the best option for keeping them all alive.” 
 
    “You have a kind heart, Lord Evan,” the phoenix said with a smile, and she reached over and squeezed my arm. “The people and creatures of Rahma are lucky to have you.” 
 
    I grinned as I stepped around the mother drovian and continued down the path, and the rest of my group followed behind me as we got closer to the cavern. The pulsating energy of the Bow became stronger, and I was glad it wasn’t in my spatial storage anymore. Miraya was right to suggest hiding it somewhere else. The voice of the Bow was powerful, and I had to focus on taking care of these relics instead of fighting one in my head. 
 
    As we curved around the tunnel, the big wooden door appeared on the right. Though the cavern side of the portal was plain, this side was much more interesting. The wide wood panels were a deep chestnut color with a round brass handle on the left edge, but it was the design that drew my attention. 
 
    Numbers and letters in various languages were carved into four large wooden circles that stretched the entire width of the door. The concentric circles were made of a lighter brown wood, and the letters and numbers had been painstakingly dug out of each section with care. The figures were separated by deeply cut lines, and they were etched in an intricate font with loops and swirls in each section of the circles. Each of the circles was divided into three parts, and each part in the smallest circle featured a letter, while the sections in the other circles had a number. 
 
    Symbols I didn’t recognize were painted all around the circles in a variety of colors. Some looked like flowers, some like stick figures, and others like abstract art. They were painted in golds, blues, reds, and greens, though some appeared to have faded a bit over time. In the middle of the smallest circle was a simple painting of a green lizard. Though the design was plain, the reptile seemed to watch our every move as we investigated the door, and I had the distinct feeling it could pop off the door at any moment. 
 
    There was no keyhole or lock, so the way to get in had to be something related to the door’s decorative face, but the door was anchored into the sandy walls from floor to ceiling and didn’t budge when I ran my fingers along the edge. There were no gaps in the design, and I couldn’t see any way to break it down, so we just had to figure out how to open it. 
 
    I ignored the lizard painting as I reached out and touched one of the light-colored circles, and I could feel the wood shift slightly under my touch. I dragged my finger down over the carvings, and the circle moved with me. The circles appeared to be on some kind of swivel and could be spun either way. 
 
    “What are those?” Nike asked as he looked over my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I murmured as I spun the circle back and forth, and each of the wooden circles swiveled around while I tried to understand what we were looking at. 
 
    “Do you think it’s some kind of puzzle?” Miraya wondered as she stepped forward and fingered one of the circles. “I don’t see any kind of pattern. It looks rather random, and I’ve seen quite a few intricate puzzles in my time.” 
 
    “I imagine it has to be,” I replied and watched her move the circles back and forth. “But I don’t see any patterns, either. How do we solve something that has no meaning?” 
 
    “It has to have some meaning to someone, even if it doesn’t to us,” Ravi pointed out. “Maybe Lady Naomi could help.” 
 
    “She can’t see it,” Aaliyah said doubtfully. “How can she help solve a puzzle she can’t see?” 
 
    “Maybe we could describe it to her,” Miraya suggested. “She likely knows something we do not.” 
 
    I reached down, grabbed the knob, and tried to twist it. No dice. It was locked from this side as well. So, whatever the puzzle was, we would have to solve it to get through to the cavern. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” I heard Naomi’s voice through the door. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “It’s locked from this way.” 
 
    “Great,” the lizard mage huffed. “Did you take Vallen’s keys with you? Can you open it with one of those?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “That would have been a good thought, but it doesn’t matter. There’s nowhere to put a key. Just the knob and some spinning circles with shit on them.” 
 
    “So, how do you unlock it?” she grumbled and then cursed under her breath. “I don’t particularly want to be stuck in this cavern forever.” 
 
    I could hear the lady mage as she paced back and forth in the cavern while taking deep breaths. Abel was nearly silent, though I imagined he stood with his arms crossed over his chest as he watched her move around. 
 
    “It must have something to do with these symbols,” I answered. “I’m not sure how it works, though. It looks like a puzzle of some sort, but I don’t know what everything means.” 
 
    “What do they look like?” Naomi asked, and I could hear her creep closer to the door. 
 
    “There are a few letters and a bunch of numbers,” I told her as I scanned the door. “They’re all carved into these four big circles that spin around. The letters are on one circle, and the other three circles just have the numbers. And there’s a lizard painted in the middle of the circles, plus some other art all around the circles. It looks like a bunch of gibberish.” 
 
    “Gibberish?” the lizard mage repeated in a confused tone. 
 
    “Nonsense, nothing that makes sense,” I explained. “I’m not sure what it could possibly mean.” 
 
    We all stared at the symbols as we tried to find a reason to the carved scrawls. It seemed like they were completely random, and I had no idea how to put them together.  
 
    I didn’t like feeling so damn clueless. 
 
    “Okay, let’s think about what we know about the catacombs,” Nike suggested. “How long have they been down here?” 
 
    “Hundreds of years,” Naomi answered with a sigh. 
 
    “But this door is not that old,” I murmured. “It’s in great shape, not warped or dilapidated. The paint is a little faded, but that’s it.” 
 
    “I agree.” Nike nodded. “The door can’t be more than forty or fifty years old.” 
 
    “So, who would have installed the door that recently?” I wondered. “You said you helped build the new catacombs, right, Lady Naomi?” 
 
    “Yes, I worked on them with my parents, but that wasn’t until I was a teenager,” she replied. 
 
    “So, did they use these catacombs before that?” I questioned. 
 
    “It’s entirely possible,” the lizard mage sighed. “But I don’t know what they would have used it for.” 
 
    “Well, that part may not be important,” I pointed out. “If it was your parents who used this, then they could be the ones who put in this door. So, the pattern would mean something to them.” 
 
    “Wait, are the letters N, G, and V?” Naomi asked suddenly. 
 
    “Um,” I hummed as I looked over the circles. “Yeah, that’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “Great!” she chirped. 
 
    “What does it mean, my lady?” Ravi wondered. “Have you figured it out?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she replied, and I could feel her energy start to rise. “Are these the numbers?” 
 
    As she listed off nine numbers, we checked them against the figures carved into the circle. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what it has here,” I confirmed. “How did you--?” 
 
    “Just line them up,” she cut me off. “The N should go with the two, ten, and twenty-five, then put the G with six, twelve, and forty-one. The V goes with the seven, thirteen, and thirty-eight.” 
 
    Naomi gave us the list of letters and numbers, and we turned the circles according to her pattern. As the last circle clicked into place, we heard a loud sucking sound and then a click. I reached down and twisted the knob, and the door opened easily in my hand so our parties were joined once more.  
 
    “That was it!” Ravi cheered. “My lady, how did you know?” 
 
    “Lord Nikolaus pointed out the time this door could have been used by my parents, so I just thought of what was important to them,” Naomi explained as we stepped back into the cavern. “The initials are from each of us children and our dates of birth. Once I realized it, the pattern was simple.” 
 
    Well, I felt less clueless now. Naomi and Vallen were probably the only ones who could have figured out the pattern. 
 
    “Ahhh, very clever,” Nike conceded with a nod. “Good thinking, milady.” 
 
    “Wait, so you and Vallen,” I said as I narrowed my eyes. “But who is the G?” 
 
    “No one to worry about,” the lizard mage replied and waved a dismissive hand. Then she unconsciously traced the scar on her face as she stared out across the cavern, and she seemed lost in her own thoughts. 
 
    “Did he do that to you?” I growled as I gently touched the hand that grazed her face. 
 
    “He won’t do it ever again,” she hissed as she dropped her hand and stormed over to the debris pile. 
 
    I was already pissed at the thought of someone doing that to her, but the idea that it was her own brother was enough to make my face burn with anger. I needed to know who this guy was. 
 
    “Is he dead?” I rumbled as I stormed after her. “If he’s not, I’ll make sure he gets there.” 
 
    “He’s not dead,” Naomi mumbled. “He just wishes he was.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened, milady,” I said with a softer approach. “I only want to ensure you’re safe. That’s all.” 
 
    “He… He was the oldest,” she began slowly, but she wouldn’t meet my eye. “He thought he would automatically take over the role of the lord when my father died. It was tradition for the eldest to assume the lord position, but the law says the lord must choose before his death who will take his place.” 
 
    “Why didn’t your brother take over?” I prodded when she paused. 
 
    “He was cruel and hateful,” the lizard Demi-Human scoffed. “He wasn’t just a teasing big brother. He was mean and a bully who criticized and belittled Vallen and me every day. He would take my books and pretend to throw them into the fire until I cried so hard I could barely breathe.” 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Naomi shrugged. “None of the people respected him, and my father knew it. When my mother told us our father had decreed that Vallen take his place, Gabriel lost his mind. He tried to attack our mother, then Vallen. You can see Vallen isn’t a fighter, so I jumped on Gabriel’s back and tried to pull him off. I didn’t want to hurt him.” 
 
    “You were protecting your family,” I argued. “You did the right thing.” 
 
    “Well, he didn’t think so.” Naomi frowned. “He pulled a dagger from his robes and swiped at me. Blood poured into my eye, and I thought I’d gone blind.” 
 
    “He tried to kill you?” I balled my hands into fists. 
 
    What kind of piece of shit does that to his own sister? I had a hard time containing my anger, and my inner dragon was ready to tear out Gabriel’s eyes and shove them down his throat. Let’s see who felt blind after I was done with the rotten bastard. 
 
    “Tried, yes,” she confirmed. “But he obviously failed. At the time, I was just starting to get control of my magic, so I lashed out with a spell I barely knew. The next thing I remember is my mother crying over his limp body. He was breathing, but he couldn’t move. And he hasn’t moved since. He lays in a bed all day every day.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “He’s paralyzed?” 
 
    “I suppose,” she replied thoughtfully. “He breathes and eats when someone puts food into his mouth, but I’ve never tried that spell again. I’d like to say he learned from the experience, but he’s still hateful when I try to go visit. He truly thinks he did nothing to deserve what happened, and after he screamed his hatred for me over and over, I finally stopped going last year.” 
 
    As I cracked through Naomi’s tough outer shell, I realized why she put up such a wall between herself and everyone else. She was a warrior. I imagined the young lizard Demi-Human as she fought through the family battle, and then I pictured her oldest brother burnt to a crisp. The second image was much more pleasing, and I wondered if I could heal him from her paralyzing spell, just so I could finish the job myself. Gabriel deserved nothing less than death for the treatment of his family. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Alyona’s voice pierced through my mental ramblings and the debris pile. “You made it through the door?” 
 
    “Yeah, Naomi figured out the code,” I replied. “Did you get the spell to work?” 
 
    “Well, we were able to strengthen the walls, but I’m afraid the physical structure of the area requires we leave the debris pile where it is,” she replied. “Otherwise, we risk bringing an entire section of the city down into the catacombs. It will stay where it is with my spell, but we can’t move anything else.” 
 
    “Shit,” I grumbled. 
 
    “On a more positive side, now we only have one entry we have to ensure is safely covered,” Laika pointed out from the tunnel. “The door will be the only way in without collapsing the city.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if it gets locked with someone in here, they have no way out,” I replied. “That door can’t be unlocked from the inside. I don’t like it, but it will have to work for now. This isn’t the permanent solution for hiding the Bow, so we’ll have to take our chances with the structural issue.” 
 
    “Good point,” Nike agreed. “But no one should be coming down here to visit it anyway.” 
 
    “Especially not alone,” Miraya added with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “For sure,” I said as I dipped my head. 
 
    Even now, the Bow’s power tried to pull me closer to the case just to take it out for a moment. I couldn’t hear its voice anymore, but I felt waves of emotion in its power. At the moment, the Bow longed to be free from the cage we’d built, though it also wanted to be used and kill its prey. I understood the feeling all too well, and the similarities further confirmed that I didn’t need to be near it. My inner dragon seemed confused at my determination to stay away from the weapon, as though I should respect my natural instincts to take any advantage I could. I wasn’t sure how much of my dragon instincts had been overruled by my human morals, but I wouldn’t become some kind of barbaric predator. 
 
    It reminded me of early conversations with Valerra, who couldn’t understand my desire to help the people of Hatra. She was perfectly content with scaring people away and hurting anyone who didn’t listen, though she protected what she had thought was the last egg of our kind. She’d calmed a little with our conversations, as well as our own new egg, but she still didn’t have much fondness for anyone else. It was ironic that I’d come from my Earth life where I trained as an EMT to save people and became a dragon in a place where my species was known for being ruthless and dangerous. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and continued to ignore the Bow as I looked around the cavern. The largest entry was sealed by the rubble, and the door would be impossible for anyone who didn’t know Lord Vallen’s siblings and their history to unlock. It would work for now. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Aaliyah placed a clawed hand on my arm. “Should we go back now? We still have the other riddle to solve.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” I replied and shook my head. “We can put our guard in place as well. That will make it more secure anyway.” 
 
    Abel’s head snapped in my direction, and he looked concerned at the mention of a guard here at the cavern. 
 
    “Not you,” I assured him with a chuckle. “We have someone else in mind. Alyona, you all can head for the stairs. We’ll meet you over there shortly.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll wait for you at the steps,” the princess called out through the debris. 
 
    “My lord, who is your new guard?” the lizard guard asked as the frills of his neck swelled. “Who else could you trust with such a duty? I have been loyal to this city for my entire life. There is no one else who could take on such a role.” 
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you,” I said, and I grinned as I led him and the others back down the tunnel to the petrified drovian. 
 
    The mother bird and her babies hadn’t moved, of course, and Abel and Naomi stared at the array with shocked expressions. 
 
    “Drovians?” Naomi gasped. “This is a small flock.” 
 
    “This is your guard?” Abel raised an eyebrow. “Do you have the power to bring creatures back from the dead?” 
 
    “They aren’t dead,” I laughed. “I can see why you’d think that, but they’re just petrified.” 
 
    “You can petrify your enemies?” Abel asked with wide eyes. “That is typically a skill used by a basilisk. You didn’t use that in the arena.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I chuckled. “I only wanted to put on a show for Lord Vallen and the people. It wouldn’t be any fun if you couldn’t move.” 
 
    “True,” he replied and nodded. “I also appreciate not being petrified. It doesn’t look very appealing.” 
 
    “Where did you get them?” Naomi asked as she walked around the stiff body of the mother. “You couldn’t have left the catacombs in the time it took for you to reach the other side of the cavern. Not only that, but we don’t ever see these creatures inside the city walls.” 
 
    “They were already here in the tunnel.” I shrugged, and she looked up at me with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t know much about the wildlife here. All I know is we stumbled across the babies, and the mother attacked. I petrified her, and now we’re going to move the babies by the door, so if anyone gets close to it, she attacks them, too. She won’t let anyone close to it without a fight.” 
 
    “Quite an ingenious plan,” Abel commented as he rubbed at his chin. “Drovians function based on their natural desires, one of which is to protect their young for future generations. It’s a survival technique.” 
 
    “It was Lord Nikolaus’ idea,” I said. “He is our strategic specialist.” 
 
    A blush crept up the noble’s face, and I grinned at his embarrassed expression. He didn’t get enough credit for what he did for us, so I had to call him out a little bit, especially since he would never have taken credit for the plan on his own. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Nike rumbled and dipped his head. 
 
    “Nike and I will handle moving the birds around,” I decided. “The rest of you can meet the others over by the stairs, and we’ll join you after we get them ready by the door. Once we have them set up, I’m going to heal them, so the fewer people we have, the less likely she sees one of us and attacks again. I don’t know if a creature can be petrified and healed more than once.” 
 
    Naomi, Aaliyah, Miraya, Ravi, and Abel agreed and headed up the tunnel toward the entrance to the catacombs. 
 
    We crouched next to the baby drovians and began to dig their petrified bodies out from the sand piles. As I pushed sand away from one tiny form, I could see the same light sandy feathers as the mother, but they only covered their little wings. The rest of their bodies were still pink, which was probably why they stayed in the sand. They needed the warmth until their feathers and scales grew in. 
 
    The baby birds were light, and we carried them down the tunnel to the intricately carved door. I pushed eight small piles of sand together, and we gently set the birds in them and scooted the sand back up to their necks. Then we went back for the mother. She was heavier than I’d imagined, so I grabbed her large body while Nike picked up her legs. Then we brought her down the tunnel and laid her next to the baby drovians.  
 
    I stood back to assess our work, and besides the whole petrified thing, it looked pretty close to the way their old nests were arranged. 
 
    Then I remembered the flat area, presumably where the mother laid when she returned to the nest, so I walked to the middle of the sand hills and stomped around in the sand to flatten it out. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Nike chuckled. 
 
    “I’m making sure the mother feels right at home,” I laughed. “I just figured it should look the same as the other one.” 
 
    “If you say so.” The noble stifled another laugh as he watched me stomp around like an idiot for a few more seconds. 
 
    Once I was done, I crept through the sand hills to the door and pulled it shut. Then I spun the wheels out of order, and a thud echoed through the tunnel as the lock mechanism slammed back into place. I tested the knob, and it refused to budge. The door was successfully locked, and the drovian guard was in place. The bandits wouldn’t get close to the Bow without a lot of firepower, and I doubted they had as much as I did. 
 
    Then we walked around the curve of the tunnel out of sight of the birds. Once we were a safe distance away, I opened my maw and blew a wave of healing magic down the tunnel and onto the drovians. As we peeked around the edge, we could see the mother drovian shake her body as she stood up, and her feathers quivered while she looked around her and tried to regain her bearings. The baby drovians squeaked and cooed at their mother, and as she diverted her attention to her younglings, it was as though she’d already forgotten about our battle. 
 
    I wondered if the petrification was like being frozen in time for the beasts I used it on or if they realized what was happening around them. It was weird to think about the mother drovian being able to see as we had carried her rigid body to her new nest. I couldn’t exactly ask her, so I shook my head to clear the thought and looked over at Nike. 
 
    We nodded at each other and made our way around the tunnel to the main path back to the stairs. It seemed the tunnels all intersected in some way, so it was relatively easy to find our way back. We hiked along the sandy trail until we reached the end of the tunnel, and the rest of our group waited at the bottom of the steps expectantly. 
 
    “Well?” Naomi asked. “Did it work?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “The mother drovian is focused on her younglings again, and we moved their nest in front of the door. No one will get to it easily, especially if they trip over a sand pile like I did. Those drovian babies are a better alert system than the bats were.” 
 
    “They did squeak a lot,” Aaliyah agreed with a grin. 
 
    “I bet they were so cute!” Marina squealed. 
 
    “Did they have their feathers yet?” Trina asked. 
 
    “Or their scales?” Polina questioned. 
 
    “Only wing feathers,” Ravi answered as she clasped her hands under her chin. “They were adorable!” 
 
    I chuckled as the women cooed over the young drovians, and I was just glad none of them tried to bring one back with us. 
 
    “So, what’s next?” Lord Vallen asked as he wrung his hands together nervously. “What if they come for the Bow, too?” 
 
    “We have to deal with one problem at a time, Vallen,” I replied before I turned to Alyona. “What about that disorienting spell you mentioned? Can you put it in place before we go back upstairs?” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” she said with a smile. “I can activate it here, so if anyone starts to head down the stairs, he or she will be confused by the time they reach the bottom. At the very least, they won’t know where they’re going, and it can even make someone forget what they came here for. It just depends on the person, their mental strength, and their magical abilities.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I nodded. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Can I help?” Naomi asked Alyona. “I’d love to learn a new spell. I think disorientation would go well with my mirage defenses.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” the princess answered. “The stronger the spell is, the more likely it could disorient multiple people, even if they have magic. Since the bandits seem to be in little groups, it would be helpful if the spell affected as many of them as possible.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll follow your lead,” the lizard mage conceded. 
 
    The rest of us climbed a few steps up to stay out of their way. Also, I didn’t feel like testing their disorientation spell by being on the other side of it, but my curiosity was definitely piqued, so I couldn’t help pausing and glancing over my shoulder. 
 
    The two women joined hands at the bottom of the stairs, and Alyona began to murmur the words of the spell while Naomi repeated them. They chanted the words over and over until Naomi seemed to remember the spell, and then they began to chant in unison. A moment later, the air in front of us started to waver as though a transparent curtain was drawn from the ceiling to the floor. It reminded me of the mirage magic, but it was slightly different. The colors of the sand behind the curtain seemed to shift darker and then lighter in ripples. It was kind of like watching waves flow over the sand on a beach, and I thought back to my spiritual sea and the soul bridges that had begun to form over the water. 
 
    Then I snapped back to the moment as the ripples slowed until the scene before us was still again. I could barely see the magical curtain that separated us from the catacombs, but I doubted anyone who wasn’t looking for it would see it. 
 
    “There,” Alyona concluded. “Now, the tunnels will confuse anyone who tries to enter without one of us.” 
 
    “You and Naomi?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. “Our magic won’t disorient us, but we will have to deactivate it for anyone else who wants to enter, even one of you.” 
 
    “Well, that won’t be for a while, and no one needs to be down here without you,” I said. “Will they remember what they’re doing if they come back to the other side of the spell?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Alyona replied with a frown. “Typically, the spell won’t wear off that quickly, but we’re up against a group of people who work to understand magic and write their own spells. It may not be a perfect solution.” 
 
    “Nothing is perfect, princess.” I grinned. “You did great. And right now, we have another riddle to solve. We need to find the other relic before they do.” 
 
    “Do you think they know where it is?” The lizard leader began to wring his hands with worry again. “What if they’ve already gotten it?” 
 
    “Then we’ll take it back when we get the Sundex back,” I declared. “They have no idea what they’ve started.” 
 
    And I’d make sure they realized how badly they’d fucked up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    We piled into the dining hall and spread the king’s letter out on the table to go over the other riddle. The parchment rolled out with a crackle, and Naomi set large rocks on each corner to hold it down as we all crowded around the table. 
 
    “I’ll have the cooks prepare dinner,” Vallen chirped as he scurried into the kitchen. 
 
    On cue, my stomach growled. It felt like days since we’d eaten breakfast this morning, and then we’d been so busy with the Bow, we hadn’t eaten lunch. Now, it was late in the afternoon, and the sun had begun its descent into evening. Food sounded like a phenomenal idea, and I was looking forward to pretty much anything they brought out for us to eat. Before I’d arrived in Rahma, I was a fairly adventurous eater, but now I’d tried meat from animals I’d never even heard of and had yet to be disappointed. 
 
    I sat down in front of the letter and leaned over to read the king’s second riddle. His dramatic handwriting flourished across the page, and I read the same four lines over and over. 
 
    I’ll wash away your worry and stress 
 
    Yet when you’re looking, I can’t be found 
 
    The bountiful fire is in my depths 
 
    But you must search without a sound 
 
    “Okay, it mentions wash and depths, so my first clue would be water,” I pointed out. 
 
    “We’re in the desert,” Nike replied with a frown. “What body of water could it mean?” 
 
    “I’d guess there aren’t any oceans around here,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Where would you look for water if you were in the desert?” Alyona asked. “I don’t know very much about desert terrain.” 
 
    “You can look for an aquifer,” Ravi explained as she narrowed her blue eyes in thought. “It could be in a canyon, an old river, or even rock features. There are actually more options than you’d think, but most people don’t know where to look.” 
 
    Her phoenix tribe had spent a century hidden away in the desert under the guise of being extinct, so she was likely the most knowledgeable about surviving the hot, sandy terrain. 
 
    “Why would there be water in rock features?” I raised a confused eyebrow. 
 
    “Because they’ll hold whatever rainfall comes in,” the phoenix answered with a shrug. “They don’t absorb the water like the sand will.” 
 
    “Ahh,” I exhaled. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Okay, food is on its way!” Vallen announced as he rushed back into the room and sat in his seat. “So, where are we?” 
 
    “But there hasn’t been rain for weeks,” Naomi argued as though the conversation hadn’t been interrupted. “Unless you count the Oleum spell, of course, though I wouldn’t recommend that as a water source. You might as well look for an oasis.” 
 
    “Wait, an oasis?” I asked as an idea formed in my head. “When you’re lost in the desert, you’d probably want an oasis, right? It would have water, shade, maybe even something to eat.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” the lizard mage huffed and rolled her amber eyes. “They’re a great water supply when you can find one, but they aren’t exactly all over the place.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said as I pointed to the riddle again. “If you’re looking for an oasis when you’re hot and thirsty, it seems like you can’t find one. Even if you feel like you’ve found one, it could be a mirage. It has to be an oasis.” 
 
    “There are several oases out there,” Naomi sighed. “And they’re in very different directions. We’ll have to use the other clues to narrow it down, or we’ll be searching the entire desert for days.” 
 
    “Okayyy,” I replied with a frown. “So, the Eternal Flame is somehow underwater in the depths, so it has to have an actual body of water like a lake or a pond, probably not a river or a stream. Does that help?” 
 
    “That rules out one or two, but most of them have at least a pond, if not a lake in them,” the lizard Demi-Human said, and her brow furrowed as her frustration mounted. “The animals drink from them, so there has to be enough water for a whole pack of animals to survive on.” 
 
    “And it’s probably far away from the cities,” Polina said as she cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “True,” Marina agreed. “You wouldn’t want someone to accidentally find it on a short trip.” 
 
    “Or be able to go back to their city and talk about it,” Trina added. “I doubt anything called the Eternal Flame is anything less than bright.” 
 
    “Well, what about the water itself?” Aaliyah asked, and her golden tail swished back and forth as she thought. “Why would you have to go through it without sound?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s near a rock formation that could fall on top of you?” Naomi wondered. 
 
    “Or something must not like to be messed with,” Polina said with a frown. 
 
    “A water creature, maybe,” Trina agreed. 
 
    “Or several water creatures,” Marina pointed out as she held up a jade finger. “It could be a pack of something.” 
 
    I looked over at Laika, who had traveled much of Rahma as the leader of the Blue Tree Guild, but she looked lost in thought as she chewed on her bottom lip and stared at the riddle. I wondered what she was thinking about, but she was the type to let it out when she was ready. 
 
    “There are a lot of water creatures it could be,” Alyona murmured and twisted her raven forelock around her finger. “Leviathan, Kraken, even Ponaturi all live in water and wouldn’t want to be approached by anyone. Not to mention, it’s incredibly dangerous when someone tries to enter their waters.” 
 
    “Those need a large body of water, though,” Ravi disagreed. “An oasis lake wouldn’t be nearly large enough for those creatures.” 
 
    “Good point,” Alyona sighed. “There are so many factors to consider.” 
 
    “So, something smaller,” Naomi murmured as she brushed her magenta hair away from her face. 
 
    “What about water sprites?” Aaliyah suggested. 
 
    “They do hate noise.” Trina nodded as she considered the idea. 
 
    “And they’re fierce when confronted,” Polina agreed. 
 
    “Especially if they’ve found a treasure,” Marina added. 
 
    “Or if they’ve been asked to guard one,” Alyona mused thoughtfully. “My father said you must search without sound. He knows we could easily defeat a group of water sprites, but he doesn’t want us to disturb them. Why do you think he would want that?” 
 
    “To protect them,” Laika murmured, and her furry gray tail swished behind her as she looked out the window. 
 
    Something must be on her mind. 
 
    “So, a horde of fierce water sprites are guarding the Flame, and we have to get it without hurting them?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” the princess replied and lifted a delicate shoulder. 
 
    “How do we do that?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” Alyona admitted. 
 
    “Okay, where would we find an oasis with water sprites, then?” Nike asked and looked around the group. 
 
    Silence fell over the table as everyone considered possible locations, but just then, the cooks brought out several steaming trays of food. The badger meat smelled tangy this time, and it reminded me of a Chinese buffet with its almost teriyaki-like scent. Next to the badger meat was a giant bowl filled with squash soup, and a hint of cinnamon wafted from the bowl. Then the servants set down a tray full of some kind of yellow fruit with fat orange seeds in the flesh, and I sighed as another servant set down a basket of fluffy white rolls that nearly overflowed onto the table. The staff left a tub of a butter and honey mixture next to the rolls, and suddenly, my stomach growled loud enough that even Lord Vallen turned to look at me. 
 
    I avoided his awkward gaze as I began to pile food onto my plate and pour some of the soup into a bowl. Everyone started to eat, and I stuffed a bite in my mouth until Laika suddenly slapped her hand on the table. We all jumped at the loud thud and looked at her, and the wolf-warrior’s gray ears were perked up on her head. 
 
    “The Montague Oasis,” she finally said, and her voice quivered with excitement. “I’ve never been there, but my comrades have, and they say it has a lake.” 
 
    “Well, that seems reasonable,” I replied slowly. “But what about the water sprites part? And is it far from a city?” 
 
    “People have disappeared there,” Laika explained, and her gray eyes lit up with exhilaration. “One of my people was one of them. The rest of the group said he got close to the water, and then he was gone. The sprites could have pulled him under. He was obviously too close to the Flame. We don’t usually venture that far from a city without the airship, but it was a special mission.” 
 
    “Water sprites are very protective of their treasures,” Trina said, and her sisters nodded in agreement. “It wouldn’t be too much to expect for them to lead someone to their death in the water.” 
 
    “Then we’ll send all of my best men,” Vallen declared. “We will not allow the creatures to drown our people. I have some of the best warriors in Rahma, and--” 
 
    “My lord,” Alyona cut him off as he stood to call the guards. “If the king has asked the water sprites to guard the relic, then we shouldn’t hurt them to get it. We must simply be silent like he said. The Green Glass Sect and this bandit group are causing enough bloodshed on their own. We shouldn’t add to it if we don’t have to.” 
 
    “So, we have to be stealthy,” I agreed. “No army, no large group. Only a few of us should go. We need to get in, grab the relic, and get out without disturbing them. We can’t do that with an entire army.” 
 
    “If you’re certain,” Vallen murmured and sat back down. 
 
    “Okay, we got that settled, but we should hurry before the sun sets,” Naomi pointed out. “It will be nearly impossible to find it in the dark.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said and pushed my chair back from the table with a loud squeak. 
 
    I tossed the last bite of my sweet roll into my mouth and headed for the front door, but as we walked outside, I could hear a child sobbing and wailing. 
 
    “But he’s gone!” the boy cried out. “He wouldn’t leave me!” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded as I pushed through the guards who had formed a circle around the boy. 
 
    He was a young lizard Demi-Human, and he looked no older than seven. His dirty blonde hair hung in a limp ponytail at the nape of his neck, and his yellow eyes were bright with tears. His face was red from crying, and the tears had left light tracks down his cheeks to the yellow and gold scales on his neck. 
 
    “My father!” he sobbed as he clutched a guard’s tunic. “He’s missing!” 
 
    “I told you, son,” the guard said as he carefully unwrapped the boy’s fingers from his clothes. “You have to wait--” 
 
    “I want to speak with Lady Naomi!” the boy howled. “Please!” 
 
    “Hush now, sweet Israel,” Naomi said and placed a hand on the guard’s shoulder. 
 
    The other lizard Demi-Humans stepped to the side to allow her through to the boy, and the woman squatted down in front of him and took his hands in hers. 
 
    “Milady, you must help,” Israel nearly whispered as he gasped for breath. “Please, he’s the only one I have left!” 
 
    “Okay, take some deep breaths first,” the lizard mage murmured, and the boy began to inhale deeply. “Good, remember, control is key. Now, tell me what happened.” 
 
    “My father went to the market for bread two hours ago,” the boy replied as he began to regain his composure. “He never came back. The market has closed, and no one has seen him! He would never leave me alone for so long. Never!” 
 
    “I know he wouldn’t,” Naomi soothed him as she brushed his hair away from his face. “Let me talk to my friends. They’re very good at this kind of thing, and I know they’ll want to help you. Do you see that man?” 
 
    Israel nodded when Naomi pointed to me. “Who is he?” 
 
    “That is Lord Evan,” she explained and then lowered her voice as though telling him a secret. “He’s a dragon, and dragons never let bad things happen to us. Okay?” 
 
    Israel nodded and smiled softly as she stood up to face me, and then she gestured for us to step away from the boy. 
 
    “We have a problem,” Naomi muttered as we walked back over to the rest of our group. 
 
    “Listen, I know I have a soft spot for kids, but the guards can find him,” I said with a frown. “Kana isn’t that big, and we need to get to the oasis before it gets dark. This isn’t a high priority right now.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” she grumbled with frustration. “His father is Parrish, and he’s an architect who helped build new parts and fix old parts of the city. He knows every inch of Kana.” 
 
    “You mean all of it?” Ravi asked as we all started to realize the problem. 
 
    “All of it,” Naomi confirmed. “Even the catacombs. If he’s been kidnapped, it is either very unfortunate timing, or--” 
 
    “Or they know we have the Bow, and they want to find it,” I finished with a grunt. “We must have just beat them to the Bileu Forest. So, the bandits are trying to get that, too. They already have the Sundex, and we don’t know if they have the Flame or not yet. We can’t let them get any closer to completing the Triad, so we have to ensure they don’t get the Bow.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Laika asked, and her furry gray ears twitched with agitation. “Rescue the architect? What if he’s already told them about the city?” 
 
    “Parrish is stronger than that,” Naomi argued. “He wouldn’t just give up that kind of information. You don’t know him.” 
 
    “They have mages,” the wolf-warrior shot back. “I’m not saying anything about his character. They could have used magic to get answers from him, much like Lord Evan has used in the past.” 
 
    “That terra magic isn’t a regular spell,” Naomi insisted. “We need to find him before they get angry enough to kill him.” 
 
    “It could be another distraction,” Aaliyah pointed out. “Just like the Oleum spell. If they draw us away from the castle to look for him, they could get in and look for the Bow.” 
 
    “It could be,” I agreed, “but we can’t risk Parrish’s life on a guess. We need to find him. We just have to think of a way to find him quickly and not waste time by searching everything.” 
 
    “You could always ask the prisoner,” Vallen murmured, and I was both impressed and surprised at the lizard Demi-Human’s idea. 
 
    “Ahh, Byron could know what they’re up to with Parrish,” I conceded. “Thank you, Lord Vallen. We’ll go there first.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here with Israel,” the lizard leader volunteered. “I’m sure I’d be much better company to him than you, in case you have to, um, interrogate Byron again. I’d rather leave that to you, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I chuckled. 
 
    Vallen didn’t have the stomach for my truth magic, so it was probably even better that he hadn’t witnessed the Blue Tree Guild’s tactics. They made my terra magic look like a card trick. 
 
    “Nike, you and the dryads should stay and keep the boy safe,” I decided. “If the bandits know about him, they might try to use him for leverage on his father. Not to mention, we need to make sure no one else goes into the castle until we know what’s going on. Just tell Israel we’re going to find his dad. He doesn’t need to worry about the rest.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nike agreed as we walked closer to the boy and the guards to let them know we were working on finding Parrish. 
 
    “Israel, we’ll find him,” Naomi promised. “We’ll be back before you know it. Stay with Lord Vallen.” 
 
    “I will,” the boy replied with a solemn stare. 
 
    As we strode to the jail, I peeked over at Naomi whose face was set in a grim line. 
 
    “He asked for you by name,” I stated. 
 
    “Yes,” she said without looking at me. “He did. Brilliant observation, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “You also take care of the children you meet,” I murmured as I ignored her sarcasm. “There’s nothing wrong with caring.” 
 
    “I know that,” Naomi snapped, but then she took a deep breath to compose herself. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. Israel is just one of the children who has shown early signs of magic. His mother was a mage, but she died when he was a baby, so I’ve been working with him. He should learn from a person, not from books like I did. He needs encouragement and understanding. His father was scared at first, but he’s come around to Israel’s studies.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” Alyona said with a smile. “He is lucky to learn from you, Lady Naomi.” 
 
    Naomi nodded once, and I caught a small smile as she waved at the jail guard to let us in. She obviously didn’t want to continue the conversation, but I thought she was surprised every time we cracked through her tough shell.  
 
    She would eventually give in. I knew it. 
 
    The jail guard dipped his head and opened the door for us. We strolled into the space in front of the cell door, and the guard slammed the outer door shut behind us. The jailhouse only had one narrow window near the ceiling. The rest of the room was fairly dark, and the floor was covered in the same stones as the road. The cell door was made from thick metal bars with small gaps between each one, and there was an open square in the middle for food to be given to the prisoners. 
 
    Byron looked up from his prone position on the cot once the door shut, and he rose up to a sitting position and chuckled when he saw us. The three petrified bandits from the abandoned library had been tossed on the floor next to him, and their rigid bodies remained in the same crouched position as when they’d hidden behind the shelves. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Evan,” Byron said as he stood from the cot. “Kind of you to stop by. Would you like a tour of my new home? I recently acquired some new statues.” 
 
    He nudged one of the other bandits with his toe and laughed. 
 
    “Stop playing games, Byron,” I growled. “We need to know why the rest of your crew is still here.” 
 
    “Oh, that, uh,” Byron stammered through his answer. 
 
    “Does your memory require more assistance?” Miraya asked as she sashayed closer to the cell door and lifted her finger. 
 
    “No, it does not,” the bandit answered firmly and backed away from the cell door. “I didn’t mention the whole mission before. That was my mistake. I’ll fix it, I promise.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I rumbled. “What is the whole mission?” 
 
    “To obtain the entire Celestial Triad,” he replied as his chin dropped to his chest. 
 
    “You know about it?” Alyona gasped and covered her mouth. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Sila told me some of the story,” Byron explained as he lifted his head and grabbed the bars. “She said some idiots tried to fight the gods with them forever ago, and the gods hid them away, but she said there’s no way they even work anymore.” 
 
    “How could she possibly know if they work?” Laika’s gray ears twitched with annoyance. “You put a lot of faith in this woman.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one,” he scoffed. “Besides, all she cared about was the money we’d get if the whole Triad was together. So, that’s what we were doing.” 
 
    “So, never mind that the gods didn’t want people to have them,” Naomi said with a scowl. 
 
    “It will bring a lot more money if all three pieces are together,” Byron pouted. “I was just following orders.” 
 
    “You stupid bastard!” I shouted and slammed my hands into the cell door, and it echoed around the cold, dark room. “I could burn you alive! Or petrify you forever, like your friends.” 
 
    “Yes, you could,” the bandit agreed, slowly cocked his head, and stared at me. “But then you wouldn’t know where my people are hiding.” 
 
    His expression changed from slightly apologetic to sly as he realized his leverage to keep his life. My inner dragon growled at the idea of keeping him alive, and I wasn’t too fond of it myself, but we needed the information. 
 
    “Well?” Naomi prodded. “Where are they?” 
 
    “I’m guessing you found some of them already,” he said as he began to pace back and forth with his hands clasped behind his back. “The Oleum spell was stopped, which can only happen with a death. These guys aren’t mages, so it had to be another group.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” I snapped. 
 
    “So, they always want us to travel in small groups,” he replied. “We aren’t permitted to travel alone. It keeps people from stealing.” 
 
    “No honor among thieves,” I muttered. “How many more are there?” 
 
    “I don’t even know.” Byron shrugged. “Sila and Milo have a large following. Everyone wants to make money.” 
 
    “Who is Milo?” I asked. 
 
    “Sila’s brother,” he replied. “Actually, he’s probably really pissed at you for killing his sister. I’m sure he’s figured out by now that she’s dead.” 
 
    “So, why take Parrish?” I questioned and narrowed my eyes. “Why not come after me, then?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s why you came to me?” he chuckled and stopped while he rubbed his chin. “Parrish was a backup plan. That means we don’t know where you’ve hidden the rest of the relics. The plan is to extract that information from him. He built quite a lot of this city, you know.” 
 
    “And where are they planning to perform their extraction?” Naomi asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Well, Milo isn’t a patient man,” Byron murmured as he resumed his pacing. “It has to be somewhere they could work without being seen.” 
 
    “We aren’t patient, either,” Naomi hissed as she took a menacing step closer to the cell. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it also have to be quiet?” I pointed out as I held out my arm to stop her. “I assume they aren’t planning to ask him nicely.” 
 
    “Nah,” the bandit scoffed. “Milo has a spell to block noise. One time, he tortured this guy in a tent for a few hours, and the rest of the guy’s camp didn’t even know until they found him the next morning.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let you know if we need more information,” I said, and I motioned for everyone to follow me back outside before Naomi completely lost her cool. “Where would there be few windows and very little foot traffic?” 
 
    Naomi considered her response as we made our way back to the castle. 
 
    “Well, several areas would be free of people walking by,” the lizard mage finally answered and tucked her magenta hair behind her ear to calm herself down. “But no windows, that really only leaves one type of place.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “A cellar,” she replied. “No windows, and very unlikely that someone would happen to walk by.” 
 
    “How many cellars are there?” I asked and pictured dozens of underground structures across the city. 
 
    This could take hours, and we didn’t have much time. 
 
    “Two,” Naomi said and laughed at my surprised expression. “And one of them is right by the market, so it can’t be that one. They wouldn’t be able to go in and out without at least a few people noticing.” 
 
    “So, where’s the other one?” I wondered. 
 
    “It’s an old bakery,” the lizard mage answered. “Right behind the old library where we found Byron’s new statues.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we go,” I decided as we reached the front of the castle. 
 
    Nike and the dryads still stood outside with the guards, and I motioned for them to come over to us. 
 
    “Did you find out anything?” Nike asked. 
 
    “We think we know where they are,” I answered. “You come with us to check it out. Polina, Trina, Marina, stay with Israel and Lord Vallen. We need to make sure no one gets to them or into the castle.” 
 
    The dryads dipped their heads and returned to the boy. Then they led him and the lizard leader into the castle, murmured a few words to the guards, and shut the large wooden doors. 
 
    As the rest of us walked the two blocks to the old bakery, I considered the cellars I’d seen back on Earth. There were typically two entrances, and we would have to cover both of them to make sure we got to Parrish in time. We couldn’t risk them killing him once we entered. 
 
    When we got closer to the building, I could see I was right about the cellar setup. One set of doors poked up from the ground on the side of the building, and the angle suggested the stairs would lead directly under the former bakery. The ground floor featured two large windows in the front, but there was only a plain wall on the side where the cellar entrance stuck out. It had two large wooden doors with big metal handles to open and close them, and no lock was in sight. 
 
    “Okay, we need to split up,” I directed. “Nike, Laika, Aaliyah, and Ravi, take the front entrance and find the door down to the cellar. Miraya, Alyona, Naomi, and I will go through the in-ground door over here. We’ll all count thirty seconds, and then we’ll go in together. Everyone understand?” 
 
    There were several nods, and then we divided into our groups. We crept over to the large doors, and I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage. As soon as I hit thirty, Alyona and Miraya pulled the big brown cellar doors open, and we rushed down the steps into the underground room. The room was dark and musty, and I had to blink several times to look around. It smelled like stagnant water and dust, and jars lined the shelves along two walls. They were filled with old rotting fruit and jams, and the smell was enough to make my full stomach do a few flips. Flies buzzed around the room, and at first, I worried I was also smelling a dead body. 
 
    Then my eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I could see a lizard Demi-Human man had been tied to a chair in the corner of the room. His face dripped blood onto his pants, and he sat hunched over with his arms tied behind him. His feet were roped under the chair and connected to his arms in a hogtie, and his head whipped in our direction, but his eyes were covered with a black cloth. 
 
    “Who is that?” Parrish asked, and fear colored his voice. 
 
    “It is Lady Naomi,” she replied as she hurried over to him. “I’m going to take off your blindfold and then untie you.” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” the prisoner sighed with relief. “Where is Israel? Is he alright?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” Naomi answered and sliced through the ropes with her clawed hand. “He was very brave, and he told us you were missing. We knew we had to come find you. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Nothing major.” Parrish shrugged and rubbed his wrists as the ropes fell loose around his chair. “They asked a lot about where Lord Vallen would hide something valuable. I told them I had no idea, but I knew they were asking about the catacombs. I didn’t tell them anything, though!” 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t,” Alyona reassured him and turned to give me an I-told-you-so look. 
 
    “I thought about it a few times,” he admitted with a frown. “I didn’t want to dishonor the city I helped build, so I told them I couldn’t even remember anything specific. I said I’d worked on too many projects, and it was so long ago.” 
 
    “And they believed you?” I asked uncertainly. 
 
    “They seemed to,” Parrish said. “They stopped torturing me at least. That blond character seemed to be enjoying himself, so I didn’t know if it mattered what I said anyway.” 
 
    Then I heard a crash from above us. 
 
    “You, get to the castle through those doors,” I ordered Parrish. “Your son is there with Lord Vallen. We’ll handle these guys.” 
 
    Parrish nodded and sprinted for the stairs that led outside without question. 
 
    I, on the other hand, growled and stormed up the stairs to the fight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    We tore up the stairs into the old bakery and burst through the door just in time to see Nike flip a man onto a table. The guy’s body crashed through the wood, and dust flew up into the air like a cloud of smoke. 
 
    I looked over to see Aaliyah had a snake Demi-Human by the throat and pinned against the wall. She reared back with her left hand and drove her claws into his chest, and he hissed in pain as blood poured down the front of his cream-colored robes. 
 
    Another bandit started to run toward Aaliyah’s back, and I snarled as I rushed to cut him off. I slammed into him like a linebacker, and we hurtled through the fray and into the front wall of the store. His head crashed through the window, and shattered glass spilled out onto the road in front of the bakery. 
 
    I started to shove him further out the window when I heard screams from outside. A handful of lizard Demi-Humans ran by the building in terror, and I couldn’t see what was going on past the grimy window that remained. 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” I growled. 
 
    “Just give us the rest of the Triad,” the bandit I held by the collar said in a scratchy voice, and blood poured down his face from the wounds on his head. “You do that, and we leave them alone.” 
 
    “No one can have the whole Triad,” I snarled. 
 
    “Then we… will continue to… search for it,” he gasped. 
 
    “And you will all die for hurting my people,” I warned. “Are you sure you want to keep trying?” 
 
    “You… are one man,” he chuckled and then coughed. “You can’t possibly kill every single one of us.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked with a devilish grin as I conjured a fireball in my hand and let the flames dance in front of his shocked face. “I’m more than just a man.” 
 
    The bandit gasped as I smashed the fireball onto his face. 
 
    They fucked with the wrong dragon today. 
 
    “We have to help them!” Alyona cried out as she cast a spell on a bandit, and he crashed to the floor in a heap. 
 
    “We will,” I agreed. “First, we have to handle these guys.” 
 
    The princess nodded, and I looked over to see Ravi take her fiery daggers to a female bandit’s chest. Her robes caught fire, and she bled from the stab wounds as the flames licked up her clothes to her long, black hair. 
 
    I pulled my sword back out of the scabbard and drove it into the chest of the nearest thief. Nike and Aaliyah knocked down their opponents, and my fellow noble quickly sliced the Sword of Light across their prone bodies. 
 
    The bandits inside were done, but we had a whole hell of a lot going on outside the building. 
 
    We jogged out the front door just as a lizard Demi-Human woman screamed and ran past us. I looked in the direction she ran from, and I saw groups of thieves as they tore into houses and buildings to look for the relics. Doors had been ripped from their hinges, and even children ran by and screamed for help. I could smell smoke from a fire, and I scanned the city to see a plume of smoke curling up into the evening sky. 
 
    “These bastards are going to pay,” I growled. “Alyona, Miraya, and Naomi, can you create a protection spell around the castle that doesn’t let anyone in?” 
 
    “Yes,” Miraya confirmed. “All three of us should be enough to maintain the power.” 
 
    “But what about the people?” Naomi asked as she fingered her scar. 
 
    “We’ll send them to the castle for safety,” I replied. “You keep them safe, and I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Alyona said as she ushered the other two women toward the castle. “We can probably use a seal protection, so it allows Kana’s citizens to enter but no one else.” 
 
    As they jogged toward the castle, I turned back to find the thieves. One group had noticed our exit from the bakery, and they ran toward us with their own swords held high. 
 
    I sprinted toward them and plunged the Sword of Hatra into one bandit’s gut, and then I yanked it out and spun to slice the second thief in half. As the two crumpled to the ground, a third bandit pulled up short and stared at me in disbelief. He took a breath and then lunged for me with his sword extended, but I blocked his strike and swung my sword in a loop before I drove it into his chest. 
 
    A pair of navy-blue eyes gazed at me with surprise before the man fell to his knees and then keeled over flat on his face. Blood formed a pool underneath him, and I smirked at the dead body before I looked around for my next opponent. 
 
    My eyes focused on Ravi as she fought a few feet away. She conjured a fiery rope and lassoed two more bandits around their waists, and they struggled against the binding and bellowed for help as the flames began to engulf their clothes. 
 
    I was happy to help. 
 
    Ravi whipped them toward me, and I slung the blade in a large arc and slashed through the two thieves. As their bodies fell to the ground in pieces, the flames continued to travel across their robes until they looked like little campfires in the middle of the street. 
 
    I looked around us and noticed the bandits’ bodies had begun to litter the streets as we defeated each little group. Nike and Aaliyah had just finished off another pair of bandits, while Laika had taken out a whole trio on her own. But still more thieves seemed to come from all directions as they continued to rip through the houses and stores of Kana. 
 
    As I glanced to my right, one of the bandits tossed a lizard Demi-Human woman out of the front door of her shop before he ran inside. The woman landed on the road with a squeal, and my face burned hot with fury.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked as I ran over to help her and pulled her to her feet. Then I sent out a status check for injuries. 
 
    Classification: Lizard Demi-Human 
 
    Condition: Bruising to right hip and arm, high levels of anxiety, increased heart rate 
 
    Priority: Relaxation and rest will aid in recovery 
 
    Danger: Low 
 
    Status: Scared, non-critical 
 
    “That man is attacking my store!” she moaned. “Why are they doing this?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of them,” I grunted and then turned to Ravi. “Help her get to the castle. It’s time to teach these bastards a lesson.” 
 
    Ravi dipped her head and linked arms with the woman to lead her to the palace. 
 
    “What should we do, my lord?” Laika asked as she, Aaliyah, and Nike made their way over to me. 
 
    “I need to get them all to come to me,” I muttered. “You get the rest of the citizens to the castle.” 
 
    They nodded and dispersed among the few lizard Demi-Humans who were still trying to escape the destruction. Now, I just had to figure out how to draw them all closer to me. 
 
    Byron said they were looking for the rest of the Triad, so they assumed we had both of the other relics. It would be hard to fake a bow, but it wasn’t too difficult for a dragon to make a fake version of the Eternal Flame. 
 
    I conjured a fireball in my hand, and I focused on creating tall, impressive flames. If it were the real Flame, it was probably bright and would catch attention. 
 
    “Hey!” I bellowed. “You want the Flame?” 
 
    Several bandits peeked out of the buildings they had been searching and stared at me in surprise. 
 
    “There!” one of them shouted. “That man has it!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed with a grin. “So, come and get it.” 
 
    Suddenly, nearly two dozen bandits poured from the buildings and surrounded me. They were drawn to the fake relic like moths to a light, and as their circle advanced closer and closer, I scanned the group. The thieves were mostly humans, though a few Demi-Humans were scattered among them. None of these guys were mages, though, or they would have already tried a spell to take the counterfeit flame. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    The bandits crept closer with grins stretched across their dirty faces, but they wouldn’t be smiling for long. 
 
    When they were just out of arm’s reach, I slapped the flame with my other hand. A circle of fire burst out around me in an explosion, and my dragon magic consumed the bandits in flames. Their yells and screams tore through the evening sky as they stumbled around until eventually, they all laid still on the cobblestoned street. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the lizard guard named Maze shouted from further down the road, and I squinted to see him through the smoke that filled the streets. “There are more of the thieves running toward the market and the fields!” 
 
    “I’ll end all of them,” I snarled. 
 
    Then I took off at a sprint in the direction Maze had pointed and shifted while I ran. My dragon form took up nearly the entire width of the road, and I flapped my wings and lifted my heavy body into the sky. Then I soared over the market, and I could see two more bandits try to kick in the door to one of the stores. 
 
    While I wanted to shower the entire area with flames, I had to be more precise. 
 
    So, I roared and drew their attention, and as the bandits stepped away from the door to get a better look at me, I opened my maw and dispatched a narrow column of flames directly onto them. 
 
    The thieves yelled in surprise and then in pain as the flames overtook them before they fell to the ground. 
 
    I didn’t care about catching anyone to interrogate right now. These bastards would pay for attacking the city.  
 
    And I had no mercy for thieves. 
 
    Then I flew further from the market to the fields, and another pair of bandits had grabbed Jasper as he tried to get into the toolshed. One of them held the lizard Demi-Human’s arms, while the other had already kicked the door down. 
 
    “Please! Don’t destroy my tools!” Jasper pleaded as he struggled against his captor. “We need those!” 
 
    “You need to tell us where your leader has hidden the artifacts!” the bandit who held him bellowed as his partner exited the shed. 
 
    “We’ll find it, one way or another!” the other thief threatened as he reached out to grab the lizard. 
 
    “Think again,” I boomed as I dove down toward the sand, grabbed the second thief with my claws, and launched him over the fields. 
 
    The thief crashed into the sand with a yelp and didn’t move. 
 
    The man who held Jasper took in a sharp breath and dropped his captive. Then he sprinted away from the toolshed and up the sand dune, though his feet slid out from under him as he tried to hurry up the sandy slope. 
 
    I snarled and looped around to chase him. Then I released a barrage of fire up the hill, and the bandit tumbled back down the dune with his clothes ablaze. I laughed almost maniacally as I turned back around to finish the other one. He still laid on the ground, though his eyes widened as he saw me fly closer. He slowly rolled over to his back as he tried to get up, but I was faster. 
 
    I slammed my body down on top of his and plunged my talons deep into his chest, and blood gurgled from his mouth and down his torso to pool onto the sand underneath his limp body. 
 
    Then I flew back into the air and swung over Jasper. 
 
    “Is that all of them?” I asked. 
 
    “Y-Yes, my lord,” the lizard stammered as he stared at me with wide eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    I dipped my head and then took off back into the city. Several lizard Demi-Humans used buckets of water to try to put out the flames that plagued their shops and houses, but the fire was too strong for their meager efforts. I could tell most of the buildings would soon fall, and they had already lost a few of them. So, I flew over them and called to the fire, and the flames leapt from the buildings and were absorbed into my body. The lizards waved with their gratitude, and I nodded as I adjusted my path for the palace. 
 
    Just ahead, I could see a giant bubble had formed over the castle, and the opaque film arced over the turrets of the palace and rounded down to the ground. As I flew closer, I could see three mages against the wall, and they were casting spells that smacked into the protective barrier and sparked but didn’t go through. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if my flames would get through the protection spell, and I didn’t want to risk the people who stood by the castle. So, I dove like a missile and swiped the three mages with my massive talons, and their bodies flew across the road and crashed into the sand. 
 
    One of them stood up quickly and muttered a spell that sent me spiraling backward, and my spine slammed into a building that trembled with the force. I shook my head to clear the fogginess of the impact, growled as I got back to my feet, and then charged the mage as he stared at me in utter shock. 
 
    Before he could utter another spell, I flapped my wings, leapt above him, and then showered him with a burst of fire. 
 
    As he fell into the sand in a burning heap, another mage threw off her hood and started another spell, and her eyes burned with rage as she maneuvered her hands in front of her and then plunged them into the sand. 
 
    Suddenly, a funnel of wind circled and scooped up sand in its path. The sandy tornado billowed toward me, and specks of debris and stone clouded my eyes and filled my mouth. I coughed and dipped down closer to the ground. I couldn’t see to fly, and I sent a wave of healing magic over myself just before I shifted into my human form and landed on the ground in front of her. Then I pulled my sword from its sheath and plunged the blade into her belly. 
 
    “No,” she choked out, and the sandstorm behind me died down as she crumpled to her knees. 
 
    I yanked the sword back, and she fell facedown into the sand. 
 
    Then I stepped back to search for the other mage. 
 
    “There!” Alyona called out from the steps of the castle and pointed back toward the city. 
 
    I turned to see the last mage as he sprinted away from the battle. He looked over his shoulder, and I homed in on his familiar green eyes. 
 
    It had to be Milo, Sila’s brother. 
 
    “Come on, Milo!” I shouted as I took off after him. 
 
    He huffed as he turned back around and continued to run. 
 
    Fuck all this chasing. 
 
    I conjured a fireball and launched it at the thief’s back, but just as it was about to connect, he disappeared in the blink of an eye. 
 
    One minute, he was running away. The next minute, he was gone. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I turned back to face the castle. “Damn mages.” 
 
    I trudged over to the protective barrier, and the magical women looked at me with concern before they released the shield. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Alyona gasped as she ran over and touched my face. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I replied. “But Milo got away.” 
 
    “We’ll find him,” she assured me. “He won’t get far.” 
 
    “He was the last one of the group,” I said. “Who knows where he’s going alone?” 
 
    “Not far if he was already willing to take these risks for the rest of the Triad,” Naomi pointed out as she walked over to join us. “He wants the other two relics badly.” 
 
    Laika, Aaliyah, and Ravi sauntered over with the dryads, Nike, and Vallen close behind them. 
 
    I looked out onto the street, and the flames were the only thing lighting the sky. A few houses had continued to burn, but I’d pulled the fire from most of them on my flight overhead. The flames on the bandits’ bodies had almost died out, and the sun had finally set. 
 
    Darkness laid over the city like a heavy blanket. 
 
    “I’ll send the guards out to help clean things up,” Vallen offered. “The people will want to return home, and they should at least be able to have their doors intact.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement and sighed as I looked up at the night sky. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “We won’t be able to search for the oasis tonight,” I replied. “It will have to be in the morning.” 
 
    “At least we know they don’t have the Eternal Flame,” Laika pointed out with a smile. 
 
    “How do we know that?” Naomi raised a magenta eyebrow. 
 
    “Because Lord Evan fooled them with his own flame,” Aaliyah answered with a giggle. “They flocked to him, and then he burned them up. They had no idea it wasn’t the real flame.” 
 
    “How did you know that would work?” the lizard mage asked and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t.” I shrugged. “But I had to try something. And not only did it work, but they showed us their hand.” 
 
    “What hand?” Naomi’s confused expression was enough to make me laugh. 
 
    “Ah, never mind,” I chuckled. “They told us more than they intended to, which was that they didn’t have the Flame yet, either. So, we can get it in the morning. With Milo having lost his entire army, I doubt he’s going to make the trip on his own, even if he does know where it is.” 
 
    “Good, then we have time to get some rest,” Laika sighed. “I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “I think we all are,” Alyona agreed as she hooked her arm through my elbow. “Let’s get some sleep.” 
 
    We walked slowly back into the castle as the last of the lizard Demi-Humans dispersed to go home, and Vallen and Naomi peeled off toward their chambers as we approached the hallway to our rooms. 
 
    A few murmured goodnights, and we all went into our chambers. Alyona sat on the chair next to the table and gracefully slipped her feet out of her shoes, and I yanked off my tunic and boots with absolutely no grace before I flopped down onto the bed. My body was worn out from the day, and I could barely keep my eyes open. 
 
    “Goodnight, my love,” the princess murmured into my ear as she curled up next to me. 
 
    “Mmm, night,” I mumbled as I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Images of fire and magic raced through my head as I slept. Then I was drawn into my spiritual sea, and my body finally relaxed as the soothing waves drifted onto the beach next to me and faded back into the sea. 
 
    When I awoke the next morning, drool had pooled on my arm underneath me, and I sat up and wiped it away as I stretched. The sun had just peeked over the horizon, and I could smell eggs and bread from downstairs. 
 
    “Morning,” I whispered into Alyona’s ear. 
 
    “Good morning,” she giggled as she rolled over to face me. 
 
    Her amethyst eyes sparkled in the low light of the sun, and as she turned, the blanket shifted to reveal her perfect creamy breasts and tight pink nipples. 
 
    My cock immediately stood at attention, and I growled as I ripped the blanket off and indulged in my first, second, and third meal of the day. 
 
    The sun was a little higher in the sky when Alyona and I made it down to the dining hall. Everyone else was seated at the table, so I pulled out the chair next to Naomi for the princess, and Alyona sat down and helped herself to the eggs, fruit, and rolls. 
 
    I sat down on the other side of her and prepared my second breakfast. 
 
    “I hope you slept well,” Naomi murmured as I took my first bite. 
 
    “Sleep was great,” I said after I swallowed the egg. “The sex was even better.” 
 
    Vallen choked on his bite and began to cough before he took a swig from his mug. 
 
    The dryads giggled uncontrollably, and even Nike covered a laugh with his hand as Naomi blushed and looked back down at her plate. 
 
    No smartass comebacks this time? The pretty lizard Demi-Human was at a loss for words, and I knew she was remembering her peep show from the other day, since I could feel the heat radiating from her body as she pushed the food around on her plate. 
 
    “So, we have a long trip ahead,” Laika announced when the laughter finally stopped. 
 
    “Long trip?” I repeated. “How far is it to the Montague Oasis?” 
 
    “It’s at least a day on the wagons,” Naomi replied as she stood, grabbed the map of the city from a shelf, and rolled it out onto the table. Then she pointed to a spot far out in the desert. 
 
    “We don’t have time to travel for a whole day,” I said. “If Milo does have more people in his army, or even if he decides to go alone, he could have left last night. Plus, we don’t know how long it will take to get past the water sprites.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” the lizard mage asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll fly there,” I decided. “Alyona and Laika can go with me. With just a few of us, the water sprites may not feel as threatened, and we can keep quiet more easily.” 
 
    “My lord, could I accompany you in spirit form?” Miraya asked softly. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a smile. “I can always use your guidance.” 
 
    She dipped her head and returned my smile as she forked a cube of fruit into her mouth. The juice dribbled down the corner of her mouth, and she licked the juice with a quick flick of her tongue. 
 
    My dick pressed against the seam of my trousers, and I had to look away from her beautiful face before I jumped across the table. 
 
    “What would you like the rest of us to do?” Aaliyah wondered. “We can’t just sit around.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “I think it would be helpful if everyone else talked to the townsfolk and asked what we can do to help them rebuild. A lot of businesses and homes were destroyed last night, and it will take some work to help put things back together.” 
 
    “What a wonderful idea!” Vallen exclaimed and clapped his hands. “I can help with that!” 
 
    “Yeah, you should definitely check in with everyone,” I advised. “The people need to know we’re taking care of things. I’m sure it didn’t feel like a total win to have half the city broken into, but we defeated nearly all of the thieves. Our people can feel a little safer now.” 
 
    The lizard Demi-Human nodded in agreement, and we stood up from the table. Then we filed out of the dining hall and out to the sandy lawn of the castle. I shifted into my dragon form, and my shiny black scales glistened in the sun. It was early, but the temperature had already risen in the desert terrain. 
 
    Miraya smiled before a quick flash of light nearly blinded me, and then she had returned to my spiritual sea. I could feel her relax as she laid down on the sand and closed her eyes, and a sudden thought came to mind. 
 
    “Hey, while you’re in there, I want you to study the ropes,” I said. 
 
    The soul bridges connecting you to your mates? Miraya asked as she opened her eyes and looked around before her gaze settled on the white lines anchored in the sand. 
 
    “Do you see the images when you touch them?” I asked. 
 
    I do, she confirmed. I wonder if you can travel the bridges once they’re complete. 
 
    The thought hadn’t even occurred to me, and I blinked a few times to refocus on the mission as Laika and Alyona walked over to my side. 
 
    Laika helped Alyona onto my back, and then the wolf-warrior climbed up behind her. Each of them gripped one of my spikes and waved to the others on the ground. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” I rumbled before I lifted into the air and took flight toward the vast desert. 
 
    We soared over the sandy ground, and I closed my eyes as I let the warm breeze drift over my body. I always felt so free when I was flying, and it seemed even better with my women on my back.  
 
    I could fly like this for days. 
 
    “There!” Alyona called out after about an hour. 
 
    I opened my eyes and peered ahead of us to see a small copse of palm trees next to a pile of large rocks and the glint of water. So, I slowed down and came to a gentle landing just outside the tree line. 
 
    The women slid off my back to the sand with a soft plop, and I shifted into my human form. Then we crept closer to the trees and peeked around the oasis. 
 
    Nothing moved but the palm leaves that blew softly in the breeze. I took a few more steps in the sand past the trees, and still nothing moved. So, I signaled for the women to follow me closer to the water, and we tiptoed through the sand to the edge of a clear, beautiful lake. 
 
    The water was completely transparent, and I couldn’t see anything swimming in its depths, but I did see a glow at the bottom. It was bright, and it almost looked like the sun reflected off the surface, but the light definitely came from under the water. 
 
    I pointed to the glow, and Alyona and Laika nodded. 
 
    Now to figure out how the hell to swim to the bottom of a lake without making a sound. It seemed impossible. 
 
    I took a step closer to the edge of the lake, and the water lapped up the beach to touch the toe of my boot. 
 
    Suddenly, dozens of tiny droplets of water burst from the surface of the lake with a hum. As I got a better look, though, I realized they weren’t water drops, but they were tiny fairies, no bigger than six inches tall. 
 
    These must be the water sprites. Their tiny wings flung water as they flitted above the surface and stared at us with deep blue eyes. They all had long white hair, and their naked bodies were covered with almost transparent skin. At first, they looked harmless, but then they began to screech and drew thin, shiny swords that glistened with water. 
 
    “Hey! Whoa!” I yelled as Laika and I stepped in front of Alyona, and I put my hands up in a surrender position. “I didn’t even make any noise.” 
 
    “You don’t belong here,” one of the tiny voices cried out. 
 
    My eyes scanned the sprites for the speaker, but they all glared at me with the same angry expression. 
 
    “His Eminence sent us here for the Eternal Flame,” I replied. “How else would we know it was here?” 
 
    “You lie,” another sprite hissed. “The king decreed that no man should ever have the Flame. It is too dangerous.” 
 
    “I agree no man should have it,” I said gently. “But some very bad men have already found out about the Triad. The Flame is in danger, and King Rodion has given us orders to move it before the others find it.” 
 
    “Why should we believe His Eminence would send a dragon?” the first sprite scoffed, and I finally picked him out near the front row of hovering creatures. “Your kind is known to collect treasures by any means.” 
 
    “I understand, but--” I tried to find an explanation. 
 
    “You can believe the dragon because I am with him,” Alyona announced as she stepped forward between Laika and me. 
 
    The water sprites gasped and began to whisper among themselves in their quiet, high-pitched voices. 
 
    “Is that her?” 
 
    “She has her father’s eyes, so it must be her.” 
 
    “She is supposed to be in the cave.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” the sprite leader called out over the noise, and the others stopped their talk. “We didn’t know you traveled with the dragon.” 
 
    “This is my fiancé, Lord Evan,” the princess introduced me. “And this is my guard and confidante, Laika of the Blue Tree Guild. We need to retrieve the Flame immediately, or we risk further danger at the hands of thieves.” 
 
    “Can your dragon be trusted?” the leader asked as he narrowed his navy eyes. “They are evil creatures bent on destruction. The Flame would give him the power to conquer the world and become a god.” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” she replied certainly. “He has already saved more lives than you could imagine, and he will continue to do great things for Rahma. He is your future king.” 
 
    More whispers erupted among the sprites until the leader held up his hand to quiet them. 
 
    “You may enter our waters, dragon,” he said. “But you must not contaminate them with any impurities. You can only enter in your purest form.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and looked at Alyona. 
 
    “You must be naked,” she explained in a whisper, but then she paused and furrowed her brow. “Actually… I think you might need to be in your draconic form. You are a dragon, after all, my love.” 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled. “Got it.” 
 
    I pulled off my boots, trousers, and tunic and laid them on the beach. Then I spun in a circle with my arms out to show them I carried no weapons and nothing to contaminate their water. All that remained on my body was the black scales of my dragon form that decorated my forearms like tattoos. 
 
    “You may continue,” the leader murmured. 
 
    I nodded, shifted into my dragon body, and gently stepped into the crystal-clear water. The water was warm, and it felt amazing on my scales as I walked further down the slope into the lake. Just before my head was submerged, I took a breath and plunged under the surface. Then I opened my eyes, and the glow of the Eternal Flame was nearly blinding underwater. 
 
    I slowly began to paddle closer to the Flame, and my lungs started to burn with the need for oxygen. I sent a wave of healing magic inside myself, and the burning ceased as I continued to swim. 
 
    When I was only a few feet away, I could see the Flame was enclosed in a clear cylindrical case with a rounded top. The Flame flickered and danced behind the glass, and it seemed to reach out for me as I got close enough to touch it. It licked the glass as I put one claw on the case, and I wondered if I could open it for a moment. If the gods couldn’t destroy it, surely it would be fine underwater. 
 
    No! Miraya ordered. It calls out to you just as the Bow did. You must resist. 
 
    I started to argue, but it was kind of hard to talk underwater, so I gritted my teeth and shook my head to clear my thoughts. Then I curled my claws around the Flame’s case and swam back to shore. 
 
    As I emerged from the water and shifted back into my human form, Alyona and Laika gasped at the sight of the Eternal Flame. 
 
    “It reaches for you,” the sprite leader observed. 
 
    I looked down to see the Flame leaned to the side I carried it on, and it was nearly flat against the glass as it tried to touch me. 
 
    You already know fire. 
 
    I won’t hurt you. 
 
    I stared at the flickering light for a moment, and then Laika cleared her throat. 
 
    “We should probably get back now, my lord,” she suggested. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I agreed as I shook my head and looked at the sprites, who still hovered over the water. “Thank you for your understanding. We will keep this safe.” 
 
    “You must also keep yourself safe, dragon,” the sprite leader warned. “It is not easy to let the Flame go once it has called for you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I huffed as I set the case down next to me and pulled on my clothes. 
 
    The fabric stuck to my still-wet skin, but I was ready to get out of here. The water sprites had started to give me the creeps. 
 
    The sprite leader nodded, and the fairies floated back down to the water and disappeared under the surface. 
 
    Then I picked up the case and stomped through the sand past the trees. As the women hurried to catch up with me, I glanced at the case in my hand and back to them. I wasn’t sure how to hold it while in my dragon form, and we couldn’t just walk back to Kana. 
 
    “I’ll hold it, my love,” Alyona volunteered. “You shouldn’t put it in your spatial storage again.” 
 
    She’s right, Miraya agreed before I could answer. The Flame seems to be even stronger than the Bow. Let her carry it. 
 
    “Fine,” I grumbled as I handed her the case. “Just be careful.” 
 
    The Flame flickered in my direction again, and then it returned to a normal shape as Alyona gripped the case. 
 
    I grunted and transformed into my dragon body, and as soon as my wings took shape, Laika and Alyona climbed onto my back and held onto my spikes. Before I took off, though, I craned my neck back to get a glimpse of the case. 
 
    “I have it, my lord,” the princess reassured me. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “I just feel like we aren’t done yet.” 
 
    “Well, we still have to find the Sundex,” Laika pointed out. “We have two of the three pieces.” 
 
    “I’d bet my last dollar Milo has it,” I grumbled. 
 
    “So, now what do we do?” Alyona asked. 
 
    I turned back to look out onto the sand. 
 
    “Now, we get it back.” 
 
    And I took off into the hot, desert sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    As we flew over the gate into Kana, I could see small groups of lizard Demi-Humans work together to rebuild their homes and buildings. Even the homes that had caught fire were already being cleaned out, and boards had been nailed over broken windows. The streets were clear of dead bodies, too, though the sickly smell of burnt flesh still lingered. 
 
    I shook my head and continued down the road to land on the warm sand in front of the castle, and Laika and Alyona slid off my back to the ground. Then I shifted into my human form and reached for the glass enclosure that held the Eternal Flame. 
 
    Alyona pulled the case back and gave me a sideways stare. 
 
    “I can carry it now,” I chuckled and reached out again. 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” the princess replied in a cautious tone. “The water sprite leader even said it would be hard for you to let it go, so you have to let me help you.” 
 
    I agree, Miraya murmured from my spiritual sea. The Eternal Flame is not to be trifled with. It knows of your power and will try to entice you.  
 
    “Okay, I’m outnumbered,” I said with my hands up. “Just be careful. I don’t want you to have to deal with it, either.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Alyona smiled and tucked the Flame’s glass case under her arm with her robe draped over it. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunted before I turned to lead them in. 
 
    We walked through the front door of the castle, and Vallen paced nervously around the great hall. His hands twisted together as he flitted from one art piece to another, and he whirled toward us when the door opened. 
 
    “Lord Evan! My ladies!” the lizard leader squeaked as we walked inside. “You have returned! And you were able to obtain the relic?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “We have it. Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Oh, the dryads and Ravi are upstairs taking a bath,” he replied. “And Lord Nikolaus and Lady Naomi just went into their rooms to get ready for lunch.” 
 
    “Lunch sounds great,” Laika sighed and licked her lips. 
 
    “What about Lady Aaliyah?” I asked. 
 
    “She wanted to help one more family,” Vallen answered. “She should be back any minute now.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll go over everything once the whole group is back,” I decided. “I’d rather not repeat myself. I’m going to take a shower while they’re preparing lunch. I need to get this weird lake water smell off. Then we can talk while we eat.” 
 
    “Whatever you’d like to do, my lord,” Vallen said with a nod. 
 
    “And what should I do?” Alyona raised an eyebrow and looked down at her arm. 
 
    Tell her you can take me. 
 
    You know we should be close. 
 
    Think of what we can do together.  
 
    “You should hold on to it for now,” I replied after I took a deep breath. “It doesn’t seem to affect you like it does me. And no one else should test it out.” 
 
    “Do you think I could put it in my spatial storage?” she wondered. 
 
    “If it’s not calling to you already, I think it’s safe,” I said. “Miraya?” 
 
    Miraya started to answer in my head, but then she shook her head before she disappeared from the sand in my mind’s eye. With a brilliant flash of light, she appeared in the great hall next to us. Her white hair fluttered in the breeze she’d created, and she stared at the flame. She moved her face closer to the glass cylinder, but the Flame didn’t react. It didn’t push closer to the transparent covering as it had when I was close to it. 
 
    “I agree, my lord,” she said without moving her gaze. “The Flame does not reach for anyone else. Very interesting.” 
 
    “Very,” Alyona agreed as she slid the case into her spatial storage. “I don’t know why it is so interested in you, my lord, but it is. We should be careful.” 
 
    I nodded as the seam to her magical storage stitched closed. 
 
    As soon as the Flame was tucked away, I could no longer hear its voice call out to me. It was a bit of a relief, and I exhaled a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Ignoring the Flame was much harder than ignoring the Bow. 
 
    “I’ll stay with the princess while you bathe, my lord,” Miraya volunteered. “I’d like to ensure the Flame continues to leave her alone. I cannot see her spiritual sea if it gets disturbed, but I can stay close just in case.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on her, too,” Laika added. “Don’t worry, my lord.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I nodded. “I won’t be gone long.” 
 
    As I turned toward the dormitory hallway, the dryads and Ravi skipped into the room, and they each had a new flower tied into the long braids that dripped down the backs of their robes. The sisters wore violet robes and matching flowers, while Ravi’s orange robe contrasted with a bright blue flower twisted into her fiery orange hair. 
 
    “You’re back!” Marina sang. 
 
    “And not torn apart by water sprites!” Trina pointed out with a grin. 
 
    “So, you have the Flame?” Polina added. 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “And I’ll tell you all about it after I clean up.” 
 
    “We just finished our bath,” Trina pouted. 
 
    “Or we would join you,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “And help you get nice and clean like your last bath,” Polina giggled. 
 
    My cock pressed against the seam of my trousers at the memory, and I cleared my throat before I responded. 
 
    “My timing must be off,” I replied with a wink. “I’m sure we’ll meet in there again soon.” 
 
    The dryads nodded, and then the women and Vallen headed into the dining hall. So, I took a deep breath and headed to the bathroom. 
 
    I walked into the large open room and headed straight for the tub on the far end of the space. It looked more like a shallow hot tub, and it had enough room for four or five people. The stone exterior held in the heat well, and I was looking forward to staying in the hot water for a little while. 
 
    Then I started a scorching hot bath and watched as the coils of steam rose into the air. As soon as enough water had filled the tub, I climbed over the edge and sat down. The warm water rushed over my body, and my muscles started to relax almost immediately. I hadn’t realized how tense my body was until I was submerged in the hot liquid.  
 
    I sighed and thought I could lay here for days. 
 
    I slid down into the water until it touched my collarbone and spread my legs out in front of me. 
 
    This part was much better than Earth. No tiny ass tubs that made you choose between your legs staying underwater or your torso. I took deep breaths and let the water turn my skin pruny as I relaxed. I dozed in and out for close to twenty minutes before I snapped awake, because I could feel the heat of someone standing behind me. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt two clawed hands on my shoulders, and I jumped before I heard the lioness in my ear. 
 
    “Feeling tense, my lord?” Aaliyah purred as she kneaded the muscles in my shoulders and upper back. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” I groaned with each dig of her muscular hands. 
 
    “I can give you a little more relief if you’d like,” she murmured into my ear. 
 
    “I always enjoy that,” I agreed. 
 
    I turned to see the lioness was already naked, and her coppery skin glistened with sweat from her work in the city today. Her long, dirty blonde hair was twisted back into a braid that swung just above her round ass. Her brown nipples stood at attention, the apex of her thighs was already slick with desire, and her golden tail flicked around behind her as she patted the ledge of the tub. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and rose to sit on the edge. Then I caught a glimpse of magenta hair near the doorway, and I had to squint through the steam in the air to see Naomi. The lizard Demi-Human stood just inside the bathroom door, and her nipples pressed against her robe. Her belt was askew, and the front of her robes revealed the swells of her bosom and the tops of her inner thighs. Her hand drifted from her side to her mound, and she rubbed her clit in circles as she stared at us. 
 
    Naomi watched as Aaliyah got down to her knees in front of me and slid my hard cock into her mouth. Her rough, cat-like tongue flicked against my shaft, and she dragged her lips from the base to the tip. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned as I leaned down to massage her round tits while I stared at Naomi. 
 
    The lizard Demi-Human continued to play with herself as she watched us, and my cock throbbed at the thought of her enjoying the view. 
 
    Aaliyah purred on my cock as I thumbed her nipple, and the vibrations tightened my balls as my dick jumped in her mouth. Then she moved back and forth to take my whole erection in and out of her mouth. She licked the tip again and then shoved her head all the way down as she took my sack in her hand and massaged my balls. The combination sent me over the edge, and my body stiffened. 
 
    I climaxed into her mouth and poured my seed down her throat, and the lioness drank it down with greedy gulps. After my body shuddered with the release, I grunted as I pulled her up to her feet and slid off the edge. I winked at Naomi, bent Aaliyah over the side of the tub, pushed her shoulders down, and then I growled as I slid my wet cock into her slick tunnel. 
 
    “Gods!” the lioness shrieked as I entered her. 
 
    I thrusted my hips back and forth as her tail flicked around in front of my face. I grabbed it and stroked her furry appendage as I shoved my cock deep inside her over again and again. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she squealed before her pussy walls tightened around my cock, and her orgasm rippled through her. Her clawed fingers dug into the side of the tub until I thought they might crack as the waves of her climax racked her body, and I felt a gush of her juices splash against my thighs. 
 
    Then I sensed my own orgasm coming, and I grabbed her hips to lift her just enough to plunge my cock all the way inside her. I thrusted my hips back and forth until I hit my limit. 
 
    “Yessss,” I moaned, and I dumped a load of my dragon seed into her dripping pussy. The orgasm came in waves as I poured more and more of my essence inside her, and Aaliyah purred as she took in my sperm. 
 
    “Our bond strengthens,” I growled into her ear as the last drops of my cream filled her womb. “You are mine now, can you feel our soul connection?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan,” the lioness panted. “I think I can. This is amazing. It is like I feel your passion wrapped around me. Thank you for giving me your seed. It feels so warm and wonderful inside me. I want to keep it there forever. Just like this new bond you have captured me with.” 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled, “I can fill you up whenever you need, don’t worry.”  
 
    “What if I need more now?” 
 
    “That can be arranged.” I grinned. 
 
    Aaliyah took a few deep breaths before she turned around to face me and pressed her lips to mine. Then she became more aggressive as she nipped at my lip and shoved her tongue into my mouth. I ran my hands up and down her back as we kissed long and hard, but then she slowed down. 
 
    “Come sit down in the tub,” she murmured against my mouth. 
 
    I gave her a devilish grin and followed her directions. As I stepped back into the warm water, she climbed in after me, and I could feel my dick harden at the sight of my seed dripping down her inner thighs. 
 
    Then Aaliyah slipped into the water and put her knees down on either side of my legs. She wrapped her arms around my neck and leaned in for another kiss as she slid down onto my cock. 
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped into her mouth as she began to ride me. 
 
    Her tits bobbed up and down in my face as she lifted her tight pussy up and down, and I could feel every inch of her dripping canal. The water rippled and bubbled around us, and I slid my hands around to feel her thick and muscular ass bounce up and down on my thighs. 
 
    “Mmmm, yes!” the lioness cried out before she climaxed again. “Lord Evan, fill me up again! Please! I need your seed. I need to be overflowing with it.” 
 
    Her walls tightened around my cock, and I gripped her ass and felt the waves of her orgasm as she shuddered against me. Then she changed direction and grinded her hips back and forth. The change in direction sent tremors through my dick, and I moved my hands up to her hips to push her harder against me. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” I groaned, and I could feel myself close to the edge again as my cock went deeper and deeper inside her. Then I couldn’t hold back, and I released my orgasm with another load of dragon seed into her sopping wet pussy. 
 
    After I finished, the lioness leaned over and pecked me on the cheek. 
 
    “Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” she purred. 
 
    “I am, too,” I laughed. “I can smell some of that rabbit meat from here.” 
 
    “Lunch is ready,” Naomi’s hoarse voice called out from the doorway. 
 
    “Great news.” Aaliyah put her elbows on the side of the tub and let her wet tits hang against the edge. “Thank you, Lady Naomi. Care to join us?” 
 
    “I’ll take my bath later,” the lizard Demi-Human huffed as she straightened her robes. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” I chuckled. “We’ll be in there soon.” 
 
    “Fine,” Naomi said and spun around to leave without another word. 
 
    “She is rather stubborn,” Aaliyah pouted as she slid back into the water and grabbed a bar of soap. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “She’ll warm up to us soon enough.” 
 
    Aaliyah and I finished our baths and got dressed. Then we walked down to the dining hall, where everyone else was seated around the table. There were several trays of sliced bread and cheese, as well as a couple trays of various sliced cold meat to make sandwiches. Another tray was filled with cubes of orange fruit, and each place at the table had a mug of some fruity-smelling wine. 
 
    I walked around to my seat next to Alyona and looked across the table at Naomi, but the lizard mage avoided my gaze as she began to assemble her sandwich and stabbed some fruit onto her plate. 
 
    “I assume the trip was a success?” Nike broke the silence. 
 
    “Yes, we have the Flame,” I confirmed with a nod. “Now, we just have to find the Sundex and new hiding places for all three artifacts.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s it, huh?” the noble chuckled. “Nothing we can’t handle.” 
 
    “Nah,” I agreed with a grin. 
 
    “How was the oasis?” Naomi asked as she finally looked up with interest. 
 
    “It was, ah, interesting,” I replied as I recalled the naked water sprites and my own naked dip in the lake. “The most important part is we got the Flame, and we can’t let anyone else have it. We think it may actually be more of a threat than the Bow.” 
 
    “How?” Ravi wondered as she cocked her head in a bird-like gesture of curiosity. “The Bow is an actual weapon.” 
 
    “Well, the Flame seems to have stronger magic,” I explained. “It, ah, yeah, seems stronger. Not sure why yet.” 
 
    I considered going into more detail about how it moved in my direction, but I decided against it. No need to worry all of them. Besides, we didn’t even know why it reached out to me like that, so there was no use telling everyone else about it right now. Maybe Alyona could do some research for me. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Vallen asked with worry in his yellow eyes. 
 
    “Now, we find Milo and take back the Sundex,” I growled as I thought of the thief. “Then, we can take care of the Celestial Triad before anyone else comes for it.” 
 
    My inner dragon roared at the idea of another opponent. 
 
    We would tear apart anyone who came after the relics again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Once I finished eating, I sat back against my chair with a full belly, but my hunger to take back the Sundex only grew. It was part of my treasure now, and Milo would pay dearly for taking it from me.  
 
    “My lord, we should probably update my father,” Alyona suggested and interrupted my hoarding fantasy. “He doesn’t know we solved his riddles yet.” 
 
    “Good point,” I agreed. “Let’s call him, but we should talk to him somewhere a little more private. I need to tell him everything.” 
 
    That is a good idea, Miraya interjected. The king may be able to help you. 
 
    Alyona nodded, and we stood up from the table. 
 
    “Please, excuse us,” she said to the rest of the table with a small bow. “We will return shortly.” 
 
    Then we walked out of the dining hall and into the living room, and the sculptures and paintings kept a watchful eye on us as we sat down in the chairs near the wall. The princess reached into her spatial storage and pulled out the white jade hand mirror. Then she murmured a few words, and the shiny surface began to shimmer and ripple before King Rodion’s face appeared. 
 
    The king’s white hair was tied back into a ponytail, and the tumultuous sky circled around behind him. The black clouds looked ready to pour rain down on him, and his features were creased with worry before he looked down at his own mirror. 
 
    “Daughter, did you receive my message?” the king asked with a hopeful expression. 
 
    “Yes, and we have retrieved the relics,” Alyona replied. 
 
    “Already?” King Rodion looked surprised before he shook his head. “That was… quick.” 
 
    “We didn’t want to take any chances,” I chuckled. “Though the artifacts seem to be a little more powerful than we even expected.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked as he leaned closer to the mirror and raised a white eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, they call out to me,” I answered with a shrug. “The Bow has been begging me to use it, and the Flame reaches for me any time I’m near it. When we saw the Sundex, I felt overcome with feelings of dread, but I haven’t been close enough to hear its voice. Is that normal?” 
 
    “Hmmmm,” King Rodion hummed before he cleared his throat. “Not exactly. To be honest, I’ve never heard of that at all. It’s very strange indeed. Have you answered them?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I’ve been doing my best to just ignore them.” 
 
    “And how is that going?” the king asked as he shifted in his seat, and I could practically feel his laser gaze through the glass. 
 
    “Uhhh,” I hesitated as I ran my fingers through my hair. “It’s going well as long as they’re not in my spatial storage. I can’t hear them as well when they’re outside of it.” 
 
    “So, where are they?” He sat straight up and stared into the mirror. 
 
    “The Bow is hidden beneath the city with a rather unconventional guard,” Alyona answered with a smile. “It would take some work to get to it right now. And I have the Flame in my spacial storage. I don’t hear its voice as Lord Evan does, so it doesn’t bother me in there. We’re going to retrieve the Sundex next.” 
 
    “Good,” King Rodion said as he leaned back. “You shouldn’t put them in the same place. We don’t need to combine them. It could end in a disaster. What is your plan to get the Sundex back from the thieves? Are you sure they haven’t sold the relic yet?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve killed nearly all of them already.” I smirked. “I believe there’s only one mage left, so we just have to find that Milo bastard and finish him off. Then we’ll take it back. It seems the bandit is quite desperate to have all three artifacts before he makes his deal.” 
 
    “Milo?” the king repeated and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “The name seems familiar, but I can’t quite place it. Anyway, we cannot let him sell it to the Green Glass Sect or anyone else who would help the demons. This war is hard enough without giving the demons any help.” 
 
    King Rodion glanced over his shoulder at the black and purple clouds that swirled in the air behind him. The wind had died down some since the last time we’d spoken, but it was obviously still a turbulent atmosphere. A gust of air billowed the king’s white robes around him, but it settled within a few seconds, and the king stared at me expectantly. 
 
    “We will find it,” I confirmed. “We aren’t sure how yet, but we’ll get it back. I promise.” 
 
    “Have you tried magical help?” The king turned slightly to focus on Alyona. 
 
    “You mean a spell?” the princess asked as she twisted her black forelock around her finger. “I wasn’t sure what to try. And I didn’t want to make things worse by experimenting.” 
 
    “There must be something you can find, my daughter,” King Rodion replied. “I have faith in your magical ability, and so should you. Just read carefully over each spell before you perform it. The power is in the words, so you simply must ensure the words will find what you need.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Alyona said with a blush. “I will start my research immediately.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Lady Naomi has a huge collection of books and magical stuff,” I told the king. “I’m sure we can find something useful in there.” 
 
    “Perfect,” he responded, and he looked over his shoulder again as sprinkles of rain began to leak from the black clouds. “I must return to my post. Good luck to you both.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said with a nod. “We won’t disappoint you.” 
 
    “I know.” The king dipped his head in return, and then his face shimmered and disappeared. 
 
    The mirror’s surface returned to a shiny reflection of our faces, and Alyona returned the hand mirror to her spacial storage with a sigh. 
 
    “Looks like we have some work to do,” I declared. 
 
    “I’m just not sure what to look for,” Alyona admitted. “I’ve never needed such a spell before. What if I do something wrong? What if I accidentally help Milo use the Sundex to escape? There are so many things that could happen if I don’t do this right.” 
 
    “Listen, if you can bring a random dude from a whole other realm over to Inati with a spell, I’m sure you can do anything,” I chuckled. “I’m your living proof of your skill.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t know that’s what I was doing,” she giggled and blushed. 
 
    “Then it’s time to go try some stuff,” I said and stood up. “I know you can do this.” 
 
    I turned to my fiancée and held out my hand. She grabbed it with a smile, and I pulled her up to her feet. Then I squeezed her hand and led her back to the dining hall. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Nike asked as he narrowed his silver eyes at Alyona’s worried expression. 
 
    “All good, brother,” I replied. “We just have some work to do.” 
 
    “What kind of work?” Naomi asked and cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Actually, we would like to use your library, if that’s alright,” Alyona answered. “My father said there should be a spell that can help us find Milo and the Sundex.” 
 
    “Any idea what you’re looking for?” The lizard mage raised a magenta eyebrow. “You saw for yourself how many texts are in there, and I have barely skimmed the surface of the information inside. It could take quite some time.” 
 
    “Not really,” the princess admitted. “I think with all of us working together, we should be able to find something that could help, though. I should be able to figure out which spell will serve our purpose.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Naomi replied with a shrug as she pushed her chair back from the table. “Let’s go see what we can find.” 
 
    The loud squeaks and scrapes of table legs across the floor echoed around the dining hall, and everyone rose to follow after Naomi to her magical library. We walked down the hallway to the small door and into the plain antechamber, and as Naomi opened the secret passage to her room, we followed her inside. 
 
    “Where would you like to begin, milady?” Vallen asked Alyona as he wrung his hands and gazed over the shelves of books. 
 
    “We should divide up and take sections to read,” the princess replied and traced the spine of a book with her delicate fingers. “If it sounds even slightly helpful, I’ll look at it.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Ravi chirped as she headed for the “P” section. 
 
    So, we spread out across the books and started our search. 
 
    I plucked a book from the shelf and opened to the first page. 
 
    To Learn How to Use Your Voice 
 
    Well, as interesting as that sounded, I didn’t think it would help us find the Sundex. 
 
    To Find Your True Nature 
 
    To Explore Your Spiritual Sea 
 
    I flipped through all the pages of what was apparently a book of spells for self-discovery with an annoyed grunt. Then I slammed the book closed and returned it to the shelf. 
 
    It was fairly unlikely that you’d find the correct spell in the first book, Miraya giggled as she sat on the beach of my spiritual sea near the anchors. I know you’re ready to handle Milo, but you must keep trying. 
 
    “I know,” I sighed quietly. “I just want to find the Sundex now. We have to make sure it’s safe.” 
 
    We will, Miraya replied in a firm voice as she traced the ropes of the soul bridges. 
 
    Vallen whistled as he skimmed through the pages of his own text and then slid it back onto the shelf, while the dryads tittered over the spells they found. 
 
    “Love spells,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “Why would anyone want a magical love?” Marina rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Not everyone gets to fall in love with a sexy dragon,” Trina pointed out with a grin. “Though, I’m sure everyone wishes they could.” 
 
    “But what’s a Fruitful Seed spell?” Marina asked as they turned through the pages. 
 
    “Could I see that?” Alyona asked, and she peered over the dryads at the page as she read through the spell. “It won’t help right now, but let’s save that one for later.” 
 
    “Of course, milady,” Polina replied as she marked the page with a flower from her hair. 
 
    The princess smiled and returned to her own section, and I wondered what she was up to. 
 
    “Oh!” Aaliyah suddenly gasped and pointed excitedly at the spell in her book. “What about this?” 
 
    “Let me see.” Alyona hurried over to the lioness and scanned the page. “A location spell could help … oh, darn. You need a replica of the item you wish to locate. And it has to be exact. We would need to get the inscriptions, the color, even the shape perfect.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for that,” I grunted as I grabbed another book. “Let’s see what else we can find.” 
 
    Aaliyah dipped her head with a sigh and continued looking through the book. 
 
    I slammed my book about soulmates closed, and I reached for another, turned the first page, and flipped through another forty pages. I had nearly given up on the book when I reached the last page and saw an interesting title. 
 
    To Find a Magical Object 
 
    “Alyona?” I asked as I pointed to the page. “Would this work?” 
 
    The princess craned her neck around me to read the page. 
 
    “Yes, finding a magical object,” she murmured as she read. “Any object which contains magic… using only a few items… oh!” 
 
    “What?” I asked as I tried to find what she’d read. 
 
    “It, ah, it requires a blood sacrifice,” she replied in a near whisper. 
 
    “Fuck that,” I growled and ripped the page from the book. “No one needs that one.” 
 
    Alyona nodded as I conjured a small flame in my hand and torched the page. I watched the flames lick up the parchment and wondered for a moment if this was the kind of spell Olivier had used when he left behind scores of bodies in the caves near Hatra. The thought of the children he’d killed for his blood magic made my stomach turn, and a growl rumbled in my chest as the spell turned to ash in my hand. He had yet to pay for his crimes, but he would.  
 
    And I would enjoy every moment of ripping out his throat. 
 
    I gave myself a mental shake to return to the present and placed the book back onto the shelf with a soft thud. 
 
    Another hour passed, and spell after spell sounded good until it required some ridiculous ingredient like blood from the first prince or needed days to create it. 
 
    “There has to be something!” I grunted as I slammed another book closed. “We need to find the fucking spell.” 
 
    You will find it, Miraya assured me. 
 
    Before I could answer, Naomi stood up with an open book. 
 
    “Wait, my lord,” she murmured. “I may have something here.” 
 
    Alyona hurried over to the lizard mage and took the spell book. The princess hummed through the page, and her amethyst eyes brightened with excitement. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she cried out. “This could work! It’s used to find power.” 
 
    “Okay, what do we need to do?” I asked and placed my book back onto the shelf. 
 
    “We need a few things,” the princess replied. “There’s only one I’m not sure about. Do you have any tacca flowers near here, Lady Naomi?” 
 
    “There are rumors of rare plants growing in the Kawaii Forest where we hunt,” Naomi answered as she scanned the page. “I can’t say for certain because we’ve never looked for them, but it would make sense for tacca flowers to grow there. It’s the right environment for them to flourish.” 
 
    “Well, it seems like we need to look for them now,” I said. “What else do we need?” 
 
    “In addition to the seed of a tacca flower, the spell requires bones of a raven, the tears of a phoenix, a pure sapphire, and the blood of a dragon,” Alyona read off the ingredients and giggled. “I’m sure the writer of this spell thought a couple of those would be hard to find.” 
 
    “Guess they didn’t see us coming,” I chuckled. “Okay, Naomi and Aaliyah, come with me to the forest. Miraya is already with me, and she can help. We’ll get the flower. Lord Vallen, please help Lord Nikolas and Laika find a pure sapphire. I imagine you have one in your treasures?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure we do,” the lizard Demi-Human agreed. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Ravi and the dryads can collect some raven bones, while Alyona stays in here to start the spell. Sounds good?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the phoenix replied with a smile. 
 
    “Perfect, let’s get to it,” I directed, and then I led Naomi and Aaliyah out of the library and down the hall. 
 
    “I can have the guards prepare a wagon for us,” Naomi offered as we walked into the great hall. 
 
    “No time,” I replied. “We’ll fly.” 
 
    “Fly?” the lizard mage repeated as her jaw dropped open. “I can’t fly.” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled, “but I can.” 
 
    We stepped out into the afternoon sunlight, and I motioned for the women to stop as I continued out onto the street. Then I grinned as I shifted into my dragon form, and my black scales glistened in the bright sun. 
 
    Aaliyah grinned back as she skipped over to me and grabbed a spike to pull herself up onto my spine. 
 
    “Uh, is it safe for both of us?” Naomi asked with a doubtful expression. “I can always stay and help find the sapphire.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s safe,” I laughed. “I would never put you into any danger, but we do need your help to find what we need in the forest.” 
 
    “You should have joined us earlier,” Aaliyah purred with a Cheshire cat grin. “You’d be more used to riding Lord Evan.” 
 
    Naomi blushed so deeply, her face nearly matched the magenta scales on her neck, and she climbed onto my back without another word. 
 
    Oh, your women can get used to being with you? Miraya asked in surprise. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to you. 
 
    Another laugh rumbled in my chest, and I waited until the women gripped my spikes tightly before I took off into the sky. The sun beat down on us as we flew over the city gates and into the desert, and the warmth felt good on my scales. 
 
    “Head east,” Naomi called out, and she held onto me even tighter as I picked up speed. 
 
    “You got it,” I replied before I zoomed across the sand toward the copse of trees ahead. 
 
    It took about ten minutes to reach the edge of the trees, and I landed in the sand with a gentle thud. The women slid down from my back, and then I shifted back into my human body. 
 
    “Wow,” Naomi breathed with wide amber eyes. “That trip takes all morning on a wagon when we go hunting.” 
 
    “Flying is much better.” I winked, and the lizard mage turned away as another blush colored her cheeks. 
 
    We walked into the Kawaii Forest, and the sounds of various creatures were comforting after the time we’d spent in the Bileu Forest. Birds chirped and sang as they fluttered from tree to tree, and the flashes of yellow, red, pink, and white were a welcome change to the thick green canopy. A few lemurs leaped overhead, and I could just barely hear the hiss of snakes as they slithered in the dense grass next to the path. 
 
    “So, what do these tacca flowers look like?” I asked as I looked around at the various plants. 
 
    “They won’t be out here,” Naomi replied and continued down the path. “The petals are deep purple, almost black, and the stalks are blue and green.” 
 
    “Sounds like they will stand out,” I murmured. “Where do we go?” 
 
    “I’ve always heard the rare plants are just over that hill near some kind of water source,” she answered and pointed about fifty yards ahead of us. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go find some flowers,” I said as the mage led us closer to the hill. 
 
    As we reached the top, I could see a large clearing with a perfectly circular pond spread out below us. The water was a pale turquoise, though not as clear and pure as the water of the oasis, so I hoped this one didn’t have any water sprites. 
 
    In the middle of the pond, a small islet poked up through the water, and a white bridge spanned the distance between the land and the tiny island. In the middle of the island, surrounded by tall, dark green grass were three purple-black plants. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s it?” I asked and pointed to the islet. 
 
    “It would seem so,” Naomi replied as she headed down the hill to the clearing. 
 
    Aaliyah and I followed behind the lizard mage into the clearing and around the edge of the water, and large blue and yellow fish swam lazily under the water’s surface and left tiny ripples in their wake. 
 
    Then we reached the end of the bridge, and I had to do a double take. 
 
    A small man with a long white beard sat at the entrance to the bridge. His green skin matched the color of the grass in the forest, and his face was mottled with bumps and splotches of gray. His white eyes peered into the air in front of him, but he never looked directly at us. 
 
    “He’s a troll,” Naomi whispered. “And he’s blind.” 
 
    “But he still can hear you,” the troll said in a raspy voice, and I caught a glimpse of his pointy, yellow teeth. “Who wishes to cross my bridge?” 
 
    Nasty creatures, Miraya grumbled. 
 
    Holy shit. Trolls actually guarded bridges? I had to stifle a laugh as I remembered my diplomacy lessons. 
 
    “My name is Lord Evan of Hatra,” I introduced myself. “I’ve come for the tacca flowers. That’s all.” 
 
    “Lord Evan of Hatra,” the troll scoffed. “Do you think a fancy title with your name scares me?” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to impress you,” I muttered. “I’m on a mission from His Eminence, King Rodion.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, the king!” the troll cackled maniacally. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” 
 
    The troll stood, and it sounded like every bone in his fragile body cracked as he rose. 
 
    “Sir troll,” Naomi interjected. “I am Lady Naomi--” 
 
    “You are of no interest to me,” he cut her off with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Don’t speak to her like that,” I growled as I took a step closer. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk,” the troll clucked as he turned his attention back to me. “The tacca flower is quite rare. Why should I allow you to have one?” 
 
    “Allow me?” I scowled as I began to lose my patience with the troll. “If you don’t allow me, then I’ll just take it.” 
 
    I strode onto the bridge and was nearly past the troll when he grabbed my arm. 
 
    Aaliyah growled, and she took a step toward the creature. 
 
    “Oh!” he gasped as he released me, and he stumbled back a few steps as his eyes went wide. “A dragon? This is impossible!” 
 
    “Clearly not.” I smirked. “I’m right here.” 
 
    “And he wants that flower,” Aaliyah added with another low growl. 
 
    “O-Of course, ah, yes,” the troll stammered as he dropped to his knees next to me. “I’m so sorry, sir dragon. Please, accept my humblest apologies.” 
 
    He felt around in the air for my arm again and grabbed my hand, but as he leaned his head down closer to my fingers, I ripped my arm away. The thought of him kissing my hand was enough to make me want to barf in the pond. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I muttered. “It’s all good. We’re just on a bit of a time crunch here, so I need to get that flower now.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, please!” the troll cried out. “Just, please, if it isn’t too much to ask, only take one. Ah, unless you need more, of course, sir dragon.” 
 
    “One is all I need,” I replied and continued over the bridge to the island. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see the troll’s long spindly fingers grip the handrail of the bridge tightly, and he stared at the water while he took deep breaths to calm himself. 
 
    Fucking trolls were weird. 
 
    I stepped off the bridge and onto the islet. The ground was soft beneath my boots, and it squished down with every step I took toward the flowers. I plucked one of the purple-black plants and carefully tucked it away in my spatial storage. Then I turned and walked back across the bridge, and the troll bowed to me as I passed him. 
 
    “Thank you, ah…” I hesitated as I realized he’d never given us a name. 
 
    “Franklin,” the troll finished with another bow. “My name is Franklin.” 
 
    “Thank you for your help, Franklin,” I said. 
 
    “The pleasure is mine, sir dragon,” Franklin replied as he sat back down on the bridge. “All mine.” 
 
    I offered an awkward smile before I remembered he was blind anyway, and then I grabbed Naomi and Aaliyah’s hands to pull them back toward the path. As soon as we were out of earshot, Aaliyah began to giggle uncontrollably. 
 
    “He tried to kiss your hand,” she snickered. 
 
    “Yeah, no thanks,” I laughed. “Why was he so scared of me? I mean, it worked out, but it was weird.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Naomi sighed. “You don’t know about the troll and dragon wars. They were several thousand years ago, but I’m sure you can imagine who won.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I chuckled. “I don’t know how those little things could have beaten dragons.” 
 
    “The trolls were very arrogant,” the lizard mage giggled. “They truly thought they had a chance.” 
 
    “And now they get to guard bridges?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “They obsess over little treasures,” she explained. “Rare objects or plants, the occasional artifact.” 
 
    I shook my head as we crossed the edge of the trees and stepped onto the sand. Then I transformed into my dragon body, and the women climbed back on with no question this time. 
 
    As we headed back toward Kana, I thought about all the history before I arrived in Inati. It was so odd to think about all the centuries of events that occurred here that I’d never even heard about. On Earth, we had years of history education, but I knew so little about the things that had happened here. I didn’t even know how Inati came to exist. Did they believe in the Big Bang Theory? Or were the gods the creators of the universe? 
 
    My eyes focused on the walls surrounding the desert city, and I dipped lower to fly just over the tops of the buildings before I landed in front of the castle. Naomi and Aaliyah hopped down to the sand, and I took on my human form again to walk inside. 
 
    We made our way to the library, and everyone else was already there. Nike and Laika leaned against the bookshelves with Vallen, while the dryads and Ravi peered over Alyona’s shoulder at the spell book. My fiancée sat cross-legged with the book open on the floor in front of her, and the pale blue sapphire was perched on a stand over a plate. A small transparent cauldron sat on the floor next to the book, and I could see the bubbles that rippled on top of a black liquid in the pot. Black and purple smoke curled out of the cauldron, and the wisps twisted around in front of Alyona’s beautiful face. 
 
    The princess looked up as we walked in, and a smile stretched across her face. 
 
    “You found it?” she gasped. 
 
    “Did you doubt me?” I teased as I reached into my storage and produced the tacca flower. “How’s the spell going?” 
 
    “Great!” the princess replied. “The bones have already dissolved, and Ravi gave us her tears. Now, we need the seed and your blood.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said and handed her the flower. 
 
    Alyona peeled back the purple-black petals to reveal a cluster of glowing white seeds. The seeds seemed to pulsate with light, and the petals curled in to cover them again. She peeled the petal away once more and plucked a seed from the clump. Then she dropped the seed into the cauldron, and it popped and fizzled with the addition. 
 
    “You’re next,” Alyona murmured as she stirred the foaming mixture with a large wooden spoon. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied and conjured a small fiery dagger. 
 
    I walked over to the cauldron and dragged the blade across my palm. Then I turned my hand over and squeezed until my blood dripped into the potion. The liquid sizzled, and a cloud of steam escaped into the air. 
 
    “A vision clear as day from night,” Alyona began the spell from the book. “With more than meets the prophet’s eye, pure and rare, a beam of light, the energy pours into the sky!” 
 
    As the princess finished the last line of the spell’s incantation, she poured the potion over the sapphire, and suddenly, a brilliant blue light shot out of the gem in a wide beam aimed at the ceiling. 
 
    The hell? 
 
    Before I could ask what was going on, I was surrounded by the same blue light as though someone had shined a spotlight on me. I looked around the odd cerulean beam and noticed that the same light surrounded Alyona. 
 
    “It’s illuminating all power,” the princess declared. “You and I have powerful magic, so it located us, too.” 
 
    “What about the Sundex?” I asked, and I examined my hand in the blue light. 
 
    Maybe try to look outside the castle, Miraya suggested. 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “Outside.” 
 
    I led the group out to the front of the castle, and we looked around. 
 
    “There,” Naomi said as she pointed to another beam of the pale blue light as it flowed down from the clouds toward the ground just behind the castle. 
 
    “I think that one is the Bow,” I murmured as I pictured the underground location of the powerful weapon. 
 
    “That must be it,” Nike announced and motioned toward a beam of light that landed somewhere in the area beyond the fields. 
 
    “What’s over there?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Vallen replied as he squinted his yellow eyes at the beam. “It is simply more desert between the field and the wall of the city.” 
 
    “No more catacombs or secret treasures?” I prodded. 
 
    “Not at all,” Naomi answered. “Nothing underground, and nothing on land.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I declared as images of Milo flashed through my head. 
 
    “I’ll, ah, stay here and guard the sapphire,” Vallen volunteered. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” I said with a nod. 
 
    Then we took off down the road toward the bottom of the pale blue light. 
 
    As we crested the dune just ahead of the field, I could see the light had cast down over a group of people. 
 
    So much for the element of surprise. 
 
    I motioned to the others, and then we sprinted down the dune and around the fields toward the circle of light. 
 
    When we finally reached the group, I could see there were a dozen men who stood in a circle with grim expressions. 
 
    The same grim expression was on every single face. The men looked exactly alike. 
 
    “More golems,” Alyona groaned. 
 
    I peered past the sandman creatures, and I finally caught a glimpse of Milo. 
 
    The mage’s nearly bald head glowed in the cerulean beam, and a flicker of fear passed through his bright green eyes. He held the Sundex in his arms, and he pulled it closer to his chest as we approached. 
 
    Suddenly, the light disappeared, and we all stood in the waning sunlight and glared at each other. 
 
    “Give us the Sundex,” I demanded. 
 
    “You can’t have it!” Milo screeched. “Get them!” 
 
    Without a word, the golems spread out from the circle into a line that stretched out to form a barrier in front of the mage. 
 
    Then the sandmen advanced toward us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    I drew the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage, and I could feel the strength of its power course through my body since Miraya was in my spiritual sea again. I squeezed my hand around the hilt, and the spirit took a fighting stance as I faced our newest opponents. 
 
    Then Nike pulled the Sword of Light from his belt, too, and we rushed the two golems in the center of the line. We lifted our blades and sliced through their torsos in unison. Their halves separated for a moment, but then the sandy skin knitted back together as the golems continued to storm us. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted as I remembered the last pain in the ass golem I’d faced in the catacombs. 
 
    I looked over to see Aaliyah as she jumped on another golem and ripped her claws through his chest. Sand poured out like blood from a wound, but the golem didn’t stop moving toward us. 
 
    I hated these things, but I’d already kicked one’s ass before. I just had to do it again.  
 
    Times twelve. 
 
    So, I took a step back, opened my maw, and released a column of fire onto the row of golems. The sandman in front of me slowed, and I focused the flames on his sandy body. Within a few seconds, he’d turned to glass, but the others continued on. They moved slowly, but they clearly had one goal in their minds. 
 
    Killing us. 
 
    “I can’t get all of them at once,” I growled as I took another step back. 
 
    “Let me help!” Ravi called out as she conjured two of her fiery daggers. 
 
    The phoenix launched the daggers at another golem, and the blades pierced his chest and stomach. Then the sand around the wounds began to heat and shimmer as it turned into glass around the holes. 
 
    The golem slowed for a moment as he looked down to inspect his wounds, but then he continued toward us. 
 
    “I got this!” Naomi shouted and created one of her black fireballs in her palm. She threw the fireball at another golem, and the flames seemed to almost melt as they crashed into his body. Then the fireball dissipated, and the golem didn’t even blink as it marched closer. 
 
    “We have to figure out a way to get all of them to stop,” I said as I glanced along the line and racked my brain for a solution. “Since they can’t be killed exactly, we need to think of something else… Like not killing them.” 
 
    Nike looked at me with a confused expression, and I opened my maw again to release a cloud of yellow-green smoke. The petrification magic billowed toward the golems, but they maintained their steady march through the cloud, so I realized the petrification didn’t faze them at all. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I grumbled and clenched my fists. 
 
    They don’t exactly feel anything, Miraya explained. And they’re made of sand, so their muscles can’t freeze. You’ll have to keep trying, my lord. 
 
    “Okay, so what the hell can I use on them?” I muttered as we continued a slow retreat. 
 
    They’ll only listen to their master, the spirit replied and paced the beach of my spiritual sea. He can control them with a single word. They will do anything he orders them to. 
 
    “So, I just have to get him to tell them to stop,” I thought out loud with a touch of sarcasm. “No big deal, right?” 
 
    Then an idea struck me like a bolt of lightning. 
 
    Actually, I could do that. 
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Skill: Mimicry 
 
    I gazed over at Milo, who continued to hide behind his magical guards with a smug expression, and I grinned as his green eyes widened while I took on his form. My shaggy, black hair shortened into his nearly bald style, and my arms and legs thinned out to mimic his wiry figure. I could tell I was still myself, but looking down to see someone else was eerie, almost like when I’d woken up in my dragon body. 
 
    Then I turned to the golems and held up my hand. 
 
    “Stop!” I demanded. 
 
    The marching line of sandmen halted immediately and waited for my next command. They didn’t even question how their target had suddenly turned into their master. 
 
    Badass, and I kinda didn’t think the idea would really work.  
 
    “Now, kill each other,” I cackled. 
 
    The golems hesitated for a brief moment and then turned to each other and began to rip their bodies apart. Some tore off the arms of other golems, while others yanked heads from their opponent’s bodies. Their destruction was quick and nearly soundless as they plucked their body parts from each other. 
 
    “No!” Milo screeched, but it was too late. 
 
    Sandy appendages littered the ground before they slowly dissolved into the desert floor. Then the golems’ torsos faded into larger piles of sand, and we stepped over the new sand hills to get to Milo. 
 
    He clutched the Sundex to his chest and stumbled backward. 
 
    “Stay back!” he ordered. “I’ll kill you all!” 
 
    “What a dumbass.” I shimmered back into my own form as I stalked closer to the mage. 
 
    “You can’t take it!” he screamed, and then he tossed a handful of small pebbles at the ground between us. 
 
    I stopped and scanned the rocks a few steps ahead of me, and everyone else stayed back as I conjured a fireball and threw it at one of the pebbles. A small explosion burst from the ground, and the heat warmed my face as the flames rose over my head and then shrunk down toward the sand. 
 
    “Nice try.” I smirked. “Naomi, let’s take out the rest.” 
 
    The lizard mage stepped up next to me with a devilish grin, and we tossed fireballs at each of the remaining land mines. The small bombs burst into flames and then receded into the ground. Then we crossed the row of detonated mines, and I stormed closer to Milo. 
 
    The mage’s green eyes widened as he turned to sprint away, but I shot webs at his feet. Milo fell face first into the sand, and the Sundex tumbled out in front of him and skidded a few feet before it rolled to a stop. 
 
    “No!” he cried out as he reached for the relic. “I need it!” 
 
    I stepped on his outstretched hands, and I felt his fingers break underneath my boots as he screamed in pain. Next, I twisted my boot as I sneered down at his reddened face. 
 
    “You don’t need shit,” I muttered. “You’re done.” 
 
    Then I sent more webs out to wrap around his squirming body, and the webbing squeezed his arms to his sides and left only his head exposed. He grunted as he pushed against the silky bindings, but they held him tight. 
 
    Then I walked over to the Sundex and pulled it from the sand. I brushed the debris from its sides, and I could feel the cold negative energy begin to fill my body as my fingers touched the surface. I turned it over in my hands and examined the writing on each side. Nothing had changed, though I felt a new understanding of the artifact’s inscriptions, so I opened my spatial storage and quickly slipped the relic inside. 
 
    The feeling of dread remained with me, but the cold faded away. Then I heard a gentle voice float through my mind, as though someone had whispered into a breeze. 
 
    I just want you to see. 
 
    Let me help you. 
 
    The voice of the Sundex was softer than the others. It spoke to me more like a lover asking a favor rather than a warrior demanding action. Despite the calmer personality, though, I still wanted to kick its ass and shut it up. 
 
    “What should we do with this one, my lord?” Polina asked as she nudged Milo with her toe. 
 
    The mage gave her a hateful glare and rolled to face the other direction. 
 
    “We can leave him for more rambrooks to find,” Marina offered. “They love to eat trash.” 
 
    “Or we can toss him into one of the forests,” Trina suggested with a shrug. “Maybe we missed a doppelbeast that wants to tear him to pieces.” 
 
    “I want to talk to him first,” I replied with a chuckle. “After that, we’ll see.” 
 
    The dryads giggled as Marina and Polina grabbed Milo’s feet and began to drag him back to the city. 
 
    The mage coughed and spat as the sisters dragged him through the sand with his head sliding around behind them. Every sand hill and dune sent more streams of sand up his nose and into his mouth, and I chuckled as the dryads diverted their path to hit every single one. 
 
    “We can take him to the jailhouse,” Naomi said as we reached the top of the dune above the fields. “We already have one of his comrades there.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. 
 
    “Who do you have?” Milo spat out. “I already know you killed my sister!” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied. “She could have been the captive instead, but ol’ Byron didn’t want to die. So, he let her take the fireball to the face.” 
 
    “You killed her with a fireball?” the mage shrieked. “You’re a monster!” 
 
    “No worse than a thief who steals priceless artifacts while his country is under siege from demons,” I growled. “You selfish bastards only care about yourselves and money. I don’t like people like you. And people like you always hate people like me. And I’m okay with that.” 
 
    Milo scoffed and spat out another mouthful of sand as we reached the cobblestone path through the city. 
 
    “Lady Naomi?” a small voice whispered as we passed through the edge of the market. 
 
    I turned to see a young boy, maybe four years old. His black hair fell over his yellow reptilian eyes, and his small gray scales peeked over the edge of his collar. His jaw was clenched, though I could see the fear in his eyes as he stood as tall as his tiny frame would allow. 
 
    “Jove, get back,” Naomi ordered the small lizard Demi-Human. “This is a dangerous man.” 
 
    Jove cowered behind a flower cart and eyed Milo suspiciously as we continued to drag him through the streets. The whispering crowd that had gathered parted down the middle, so we could make our way out of the market and past the castle. 
 
    “Another of your students?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” Naomi confirmed as she glanced over her shoulder. “Jove is the youngest of my little ones. He is only five, but his understanding of the magical world is remarkable.” 
 
    “I hope I’ll get to meet all your little proteges before we leave Kana,” I mused. 
 
    The thought of the little mages intrigued me, and I thought of my Asuran companions back in Hatra. I decided to check up on them, and I conjured a messenger dragon in my hand. 
 
    “Go to Ilya and Ilyushina,” I directed the shiny dragon. “Tell them I’ve had so many amazing adventures, and I can’t wait to share all the stories with them as soon as I’m back home.” 
 
    The small dragon dipped its head and zoomed off into the direction of my city. 
 
    “What was that?” Naomi asked as she cocked her head to the side with curiosity. 
 
    “Just a little note for my smallest friends,” I chuckled. “I’m sure you’ll meet them, too.” 
 
    Naomi narrowed her amber eyes at me, but she didn’t say anything as we continued on our way toward the prison. 
 
    We trudged the rest of the way over to the jail as the sun began to set behind us. I nodded to the guard at the entrance, and he pulled open the door for us to step inside the dark stone interior. Then the dryads dragged Milo into the room and tossed him on the ground with a thud. 
 
    “Y-You, ah, caught Milo?” Byron stammered as he walked over to the cell door and gripped the bars. “And you brought him here? With me?” 
 
    “You’re the one they kept as a captive?” Milo bellowed. “You’re the reason Sila is dead!” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” the bandit groaned and leaned his head against the cell door. “Is he staying with me?” 
 
    “For now.” I smirked before I turned back to Milo. “You have approximately ten seconds to answer my questions. Got it?” 
 
    Milo curled his body away from me, and he looked like a helpless worm as he struggled to scoot across the floor. 
 
    I put my boot on his side, rolled him over onto his back, stood over him, and let out a column of flames that poured against the ceiling. 
 
    The mage gasped and chewed on his lip as he waited for me to speak. 
 
    “Who is your buyer?” I growled. 
 
    “I don’t have anything to say to you!” Milo spat out. His voice had gotten much higher since I’d shown him my flames, and his green eyes were filled with both terror and defiance. 
 
    “I’m assuming you’re under Sila’s protection spell, too,” I murmured as I paced in front of him and considered the terra magic truth spell. 
 
    “Ha!” the mage laughed sarcastically. “Sila’s spell, yeah.” 
 
    “Is it your spell, then?” I raised an eyebrow. “Do you want to take all the credit?” 
 
    “It doesn’t even matter.” Milo rolled his eyes and averted his gaze. 
 
    “Then I need nothing else from you,” I muttered with annoyance. 
 
    I conjured a flame in my palm, and then I blew it onto the mage’s sticky web bindings. He gasped as the fire traveled along the web and engulfed his body, and his gasps quickly turned into cries of agony. 
 
    “It’s only fitting he dies the same way as his sister,” Naomi said with an approving glint in her amber eyes. 
 
    Milo’s screams echoed around the jailhouse, and Byron covered his ears and scrunched his eyes shut as his body began to tremble with fear. 
 
    “You aren’t enjoying the show, Byron?” I chuckled once the flames died down. 
 
    Only a pile of ashes and bones remained where Milo’s body had laid, and Byron opened his eyes to stare at them for a solid five seconds before he lost his shit. 
 
    “You just burned him alive!” Byron shrieked and began to search the cell for an exit. “He’s dead! Ashes! Oh, gods. This was much worse than Sila. Oh, no, I can’t be here anymore!” 
 
    The bandit paced back and forth as he pulled at his hair and chewed on his nails. Then he rushed forward and grabbed the bars of the cell door, and he yanked and pulled on the metal bars while he screamed and bellowed for help. 
 
    “Do we need him?” Aaliyah asked with a lazy flick of her golden tail. “He’s kind of fucking annoying.” 
 
    “Nope,” I replied and shrugged. “We cut the head off the snake now. We don’t need anything else from him.” 
 
    “Wait!” Byron gasped and backed up against the wall. “I know more stuff! I swear!” 
 
    “Where are you going?” the lioness chuckled as she sauntered closer to the door. 
 
    “Allow me,” Alyona offered with a sly smile and reached out her hand. 
 
    Then she cast her binding spell, and the white tendrils of magic burst forth from her fingertips and coiled around the bandit. She closed her hand into a fist, and the magical ropes pulled Byron toward the door and slammed his face into the bars. 
 
    “Oh, gods, please!” the bandit begged as tears streaked down his dirty face. “Don’t burn me!” 
 
    “I won’t.” Aaliyah grinned and then plunged her long claws into his chest through the bars. She dragged her nails down his torso until blood poured out of the gaping wounds to the floor. Then she pulled back, and the bandit’s lifeless body crumpled to the floor. 
 
    “Now, we’ve gotten rid of the whole snake,” Laika chuckled and swished her furry gray tail. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Naomi muttered before she turned, walked out of the jailhouse, and spoke to the guard. “Please get that mess cleaned up.” 
 
    “Of course, milady,” the guard replied with a nod. “We’ll have it done immediately.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the lady mage said and curtsied as she stepped into the sunlight. 
 
    The rest of us filed out after the lizard mage and headed back to the castle. 
 
    “So, tell us about the Kawaii Forest,” Ravi chirped. “Was it better than the Bileu Forest?” 
 
    “It was beautiful,” Aaliyah answered. “There were birds everywhere, and they were in so many bright colors. And the trees were filled with animals and their songs. It was much more exciting than the Bileu Forest. Not to mention, Lord Evan met his first troll.” 
 
    “A troll?” Laika repeated with wide gray eyes. “How? Why was it in the forest?” 
 
    “He was guarding the bridge to the tacca flowers,” Naomi replied with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Guarding it?” Alyona wondered. “I thought the trolls gave up guarding things after the wars. Their treasure obsession didn’t bode well against the dragons back then.” 
 
    “He was obsessed with the flowers,” the lizard mage explained. “He even tried to stop Lord Evan from getting them, but he settled for asking him to take only one.” 
 
    “He actually tried to stop you?” Ravi snorted. “What was he thinking?” 
 
    “Well, he was blind.” I smirked. “But he quickly realized his mistake.” 
 
    “Oooh, he got scared of the sexy badass dragon?” Marina giggled. 
 
    “One touch was all it took,” I replied with a wink. 
 
    “We’d like to touch you more than once,” Trina said in a husky voice, and I looked over to see her jade eyes were hooded with desire. 
 
    “You should put your money where your mouth is,” I teased them. 
 
    “We’d rather put you where our mouths are,” Polina nearly whispered. 
 
    Naomi’s eyes widened as we reached the front door of the castle, and I grabbed the sisters by the hand to lead them to my chambers. 
 
    “Would you like to join this one?” I chuckled. “Or just watch from the doorway again?” 
 
    “I-I, um, don’t--” Naomi stammered and then huffed as she strode through the great hall toward the dining hall. 
 
    The dryads chortled and then began to push me toward the hall. 
 
    We burst into my room, and the sisters hurriedly began to untie the belts from their robes. 
 
    “Slow down, ladies,” I chuckled. “We have all evening now.” 
 
    “True,” Polina mused as she let go of her belt, and her robe fell open to reveal her smooth, emerald skin. 
 
    I could just barely see the swells of her breasts, and then my gaze traveled down to the apex of her thighs. The droplets of her desire were already glistening against the thatch of jade hair on her mound, and a growl rumbled in my throat. 
 
    I licked my lips at the thought of tasting her juicy core, but before I could move toward her, Marina wrapped her arm around my waist and untied my trousers. My pants fell to the floor, and my erection sprang free. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Marina moaned as she dropped her hand to my cock and began to stroke the shaft. 
 
    Trina stepped in front of me and lifted my shirt over my head. Then she offered a sultry smile before she bent down in front of me and dragged her tongue along the tip of my arousal. 
 
    “Fuckkkkk.” A shiver passed through my body as she teased my cock while Marina continued to rub her hand up and down my shaft. Then Polina sauntered closer and straddled Trina, and she stood up on her toes and pressed her lips to mine. 
 
    I gently grasped her face and pulled her in for a deeper kiss. Then I plunged my tongue into Polina’s mouth and felt her sigh against me. Our tongues intertwined as I wrapped my fingers through her hair and then slid my hands down her shoulders to slide off her robe. Her perfectly round breasts popped out as the robe slid down, and her green nipples were hard and ready for me. 
 
    Then I cupped her tits in each hand and gently kneaded the soft flesh as the dryad moaned into my mouth. 
 
    “Would you like some help?” Marina whispered into my ear. 
 
    Then she released my shaft and reached up to rub her thumbs across Polina’s hard nipples. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Polina moaned and arched her back as I nibbled down her jaw to her throat. 
 
    Suddenly, Trina opened her mouth wider and slid my whole cock into her mouth. Her teeth grazed along the tip of my erection, and her tongue flicked along the base as my head pressed against the back of her throat. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuck,” I groaned as she began to move her head back and forth. 
 
    Trina sucked and licked on my arousal as I dragged my tongue along Polina’s long slender throat, and I could feel Marina’s breasts pressing into my back as she leaned against me to tease Polina’s nipples. 
 
    Then Trina reached up and cupped my balls in her hand before she began to massage them in time with her mouth. 
 
    I looked down to see her jade eyes peer up at me with desire, and my body went over the edge. My climax sent ripples of pleasure down my spine as I poured a hot flood of my dragon seed down Trina’s eager throat, and my legs shook as she gently massaged my balls while I came.  
 
    “Mmmmmmmm.” Trina slid up and down my shaft as wave after wave of my semen filled her mouth, and then she sucked my tip dry while my shudders continued. 
 
    “Fuck!” I rumbled, and I picked up Polina by the waist as she giggled against me. 
 
    “What are you doing, Lord Evan?” she squealed. 
 
    “Putting my mouth wherever I want to,” I murmured as I laid her down onto the bed. 
 
    Then I turned, grabbed Trina’s hand, and pulled her against me. I sat on the edge of the bed, and Trina straddled my legs. I yanked her robe off her shoulders as she slid her warm pussy over my cock, and she was practically dripping on my thighs as she started to ride me. 
 
    “Ooooooh, Lord Evan!” Trina gasped as she threw her head back. “That feels sooooo gooood. You fill me up perfectly with your huge cock. Gods!” 
 
    “Good girl,” I rumbled as I slapped her on the ass, and Trina cried out before she started bouncing even faster on my shaft. Then I laid back and pulled Polina over my face. Her pussy was soaked, and I grabbed her thighs to guide her warm core to my mouth. I dragged my tongue along her pussy lips, and I felt her body shiver in response. Then I plunged my tongue into her hot canal, and she cried out with pleasure. 
 
    “Fuck, Lord Evan!” Polina whimpered as she ground down against my tongue.  
 
    “You will,” I chuckled as I pulled back for a moment, and then I drove my tongue into her slit once again.  
 
    “Marina, come here,” Polina panted in a silky voice. 
 
    Marina crawled across the bed to her dryad sister, and Polina motioned to the bed in front of her. Then Marina slid her robe off before she laid down, and I turned my head to see Polina’s head dip down between Marina’s thighs. Her thick jade tongue delved into the folds of Marina’s core, and her juices began to pour down her thighs. 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I growled as I grabbed Polina’s ass and pulled her pussy closer to my mouth. 
 
    I traced her throbbing lips with my tongue in long, slow arcs, and I could feel her body shiver above me. I sucked on her clit as Trina bounced up and down on my cock, and I could feel her warm canal tighten as she slowed to a grind against my hips. 
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan!” Trina cried out as her orgasm crashed over her, and then the warm, wet juices of her climax poured over my cock as she thrust her hips back and forth to hit her soft center with my arousal. 
 
    “Yesss, cum for me,” I growled and then continued to suck and flick Polina’s hot pussy as her thighs quivered on either side of my head. 
 
    “Oh, gods, I am!” Polina shrieked, and then her own orgasm poured all over my mouth and face. 
 
    I lapped up her sweet juices as her body shivered over me, and I could feel her head bobbing up and down as she continued to suck on Marina’s pussy. Then I heard Marina’s sharp intake of breath before she orgasmed into Polina’s mouth. I peered up to see her juices flood onto the blankets, and the vision sent my climax crashing down. 
 
    My hips lifted from the bed as I poured another load of my hot seed into Trina, though this time I filled her soaked pussy instead of her warm mouth. Her walls were still tightened from her orgasm, and they squeezed my cock as the waves of my climax emptied my cum into her hot core until both of our juices ran down my inner thighs. 
 
    Trina lifted from my lap and kneeled down in front of me to lick the warm liquid from my thighs. She grinned as she stood up and then flopped down onto the bed next to Polina. 
 
    “My turn!” Marina squealed and rubbed her round tits as she bit her bottom lip. 
 
    I wiped Polina’s juices from my chin as she rolled over to lay next to Trina. Then I crawled up the bed to Marina’s still-dripping pussy and plunged my cock inside her without any hesitation. 
 
    “Yes!” Marina cried out as I began to pump my dick in and out of her sweet tunnel. “I want your seed! Please, Lord Evan!” 
 
    “You can taste it for now,” Trina giggled as she clambered up the bed to Marina’s head and straddled her face. 
 
    Marina gasped and began to lap up the juices that still dripped from Trina’s core, and Trina began to moan with pleasure as Marina licked every fold of her pussy. 
 
    I continued to fuck Marina, and then I reached over and dragged my thumb across Polina’s throbbing clit. 
 
    “Come over here,” I murmured. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she sighed as pleasure rippled throughout her body. 
 
    Then she climbed up to her knees and straddled Marina’s torso. She grinded her hips back and forth on the other dryad’s tits, and I could smell her juices begin to flow again as she leaned over and took Trina’s breast in her mouth. 
 
    Polina flicked Trina’s nipples with her tiny green tongue, and Trina’s back arched as both of her dryad sisters tasted and teased her with their mouths. Then Marina shoved two fingers inside Trina’s pussy as she suckled her clit. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Trina moaned as she climaxed on her dryad sister’s face. Her sweet juices poured down Marina’s chin and dribbled onto her neck as the waves of her orgasm shook her body. 
 
    Suddenly, Marina’s pussy walls tightened around my cock, and she let go of her sister to grip my thighs as I continued to plunge deep inside her hot tunnel. Her hips pressed against mine, and her nails dug into my skin as she moaned with pleasure.  
 
    “Lord Evan, I-I-I’m coming!” she whimpered. I could feel the warmth of her hot liquid as it washed over my arousal, and I couldn’t hold back as I climaxed with her. 
 
    A surge of pleasure rushed through my body as I drenched Marina’s pussy with what seemed like a gallon of my seed. It poured out of me and filled her waiting core as she tightened her thighs around my hips and pulled me even further inside her. 
 
    “Fill me, Lord Evan!” Marina squealed. 
 
    It was like her words restarted my orgasm, and my cock continued to unload wave after wave of my dragon seed. The hot rush of my climax sent shudders down my spine, and I gave one more thrust into Marina’s warm pussy as I emptied my load into her. 
 
    “I want your seed, too!” Polina pouted as she slid from Marina’s belly and turned to face me. “Fill me up, Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Abso-fucking-lutely,” I growled as I pulled my dripping cock from Marina. 
 
    Then I flipped Polina onto her hands and knees, and I slid over behind her. I grabbed her hips and plowed my erection into her waiting core. 
 
    “Yes!” Polina cried out. “Fuck me, my lord!” 
 
    I looked over to see Trina and Marina caressing each other as they kissed and plunged their tongues into each other’s mouths. 
 
    “Make each other cum,” I said hoarsely as I thrust my hips back and forth and watched Polina’s round ass jiggle with every lunge. 
 
    Marina and Trina looked at me with sly grins and then flipped into a sixty-nine position. As the two women licked and sucked on their dripping pussies, I pushed Polina’s shoulders down into the bed and plunged down to reach the deepest part of her core. 
 
    “Ohhhh, fuck!” Polina shrieked as my cock slammed into her warm tunnel over and over again. 
 
    Then she tumbled over the edge of her climax, and her pussy hugged my arousal tighter and tighter as her body shook with pleasure. 
 
    “Don’t… stop!” Polina panted between heavy breaths, and I grinned as I fucked her even harder from behind while she climaxed over and over again. 
 
    I glanced over at the other two dryads, and they had pushed two fingers inside each other as they licked each other’s clits and finger-fucked their pussies. The sweet creamy juices poured from their tunnels and dripped down to the blankets as the two women moaned together. Then Marina’s back arched away from the bed as Trina pushed her tongue between Marina’s velvety folds, and the two dryad sisters orgasmed in unison. The shockwaves rippled through their emerald bodies, and more of their juicy cum poured on each other and onto the bed. 
 
    The sight of their dripping pussies sent me into another climax, and I bellowed as my cock unleashed another cup full of dragon seed into Polina’s trembling canal. I thrust my hips against her wiggling ass again and again as what felt like an endless stream of my hot sperm dumped into her accepting pussy. 
 
    Polina collapsed onto the bed with heaving breaths, and Trina and Marina rolled over to lay next to me. All three of the sisters’ bodies dripped with sweat, and the smell of our hot, wet sex permeated throughout the room. 
 
    “My lord, I feel so full, yet I only want more,” Trina sighed as she thumbed at her own pert nipple. 
 
    “I know exactly what you mean,” Marina said in a throaty voice. 
 
    “I think we have plenty of room for more of your seed, my lord,” Polina added and batted her emerald eyelashes at me. 
 
    “Well, lucky you,” I teased. “I have plenty of seed to go around.” 
 
    Then I growled as I pounced on top of the three women once more. 
 
    A few minutes later, while I pounded my hard cock into Marina’s sopping pussy, I glanced up to see a pair of amber eyes looking in through the doorway. 
 
    My gaze slipped down to see Naomi’s robe was untied, and her hands slid around at the apex of her thighs. I could smell her sweet cream from across the room, and she knew it. 
 
    I kept my eyes locked on hers as I plowed into the dryad’s canal and felt her walls tighten around my arousal, and then I sprayed another huge load of my dragon cum into her overflowing pussy. Shudders rippled across my shoulders and down my back as my semen flowed like a waterfall, and I shoved my cock forward hard one last time to ensure most of it flooded into her womb.  
 
    Naomi’s eyes widened as she stared at me, and I could feel the heat from her body in waves as she came onto her own hand. Her juices flowed over her fingers, and she stifled a moan as her breathing became heavier.  
 
    I winked before I continued to pleasure the dryads. 
 
    The supposedly lesbian lady mage was nearly mine. 
 
    And I knew just how to nudge her right over the edge.  
 
      
 
    End of Book 10 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Dragon Emperor 10! I hope you really liked it. I’ll start working on the next Dragon Emperor as soon as this book has 100 reviews, so leave a review right here! 
 
    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. 
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