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 Chapter 1 
 
    As soon as Lord Vallen announced his search for the perfect mate, it seemed like tons of the lizard Demi-Human women came from every corner of the city in droves. My fiancée Alyona had restored Vallen’s virility with a spell, and now he was on the hunt for a lady lizard to make babies with.  
 
    I felt like I was witnessing a fairy tale where the suitors, or in this case suitresses, showed up to the ball in their fanciest clothes to impress the prince. 
 
    I stood in Vallen’s chambers and looked out the window onto the line of women that stretched into the road leading to the castle. Some wore puffy ball gown dresses, while others might as well have worn lingerie. Obviously, none of the women knew what would impress the leader of Kana, so they were pulling out all the stops. 
 
    “Are there many females outside, Lord Evan?” Vallen asked with a twinge of nerves in his already high-pitched voice. 
 
    “You’ll have plenty of options,” I chuckled before I released the curtain and stepped back toward the lizard leader. “Just depends on what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure…” Vallen was a short lizard Demi-Human with chocolate brown scales that decorated the side of his neck and disappeared into the collar of his fancy white robe with gold and black embroidery. The lizard’s tailor was currently wrapping a white and black turban around Vallen’s bald head, and then he tucked in the ends. 
 
    “I know a bit about women,” I snickered. “Maybe I can help you out. What is more important to you?” 
 
    “I need a strong woman by my side,” the lizard leader replied as the tailor continued working on his outfit. 
 
    “And one with a lot of patience,” Naomi quipped. 
 
    I looked over to see Vallen’s sister leaning against the doorway, and her hot pink robe fell open just enough for me to catch a glimpse of her tan muscular leg crossed over the other. Her magenta hair was cut in a blunt line at her jaw, and her matching lizard scales crept over the collar of her robe. I pictured the way the scales curved around her naked body, and I had to readjust my trousers before anyone else noticed. Then I dragged my eyes up my lizard lover’s body, and her arms were crossed over her chest as she smirked at Vallen’s attire. 
 
    “I can’t be too picky now, Naomi,” Vallen huffed. “Since you’re leaving with Lord Evan, I have to make sure I have an heir to the castle. The last thing we need is for Gabriel to try to stake his claim.” 
 
    Vallen referred to their oldest brother who’d attacked Naomi and gave her the scar that stretched from her brow to her cheekbone. She’d stood up against Gabriel’s angry outburst when their parents named Vallen the next lord of Kana, and the bastard had tried to kill her, but Naomi put him into a magical paralysis with her mage skill.  
 
    I would have preferred to cut out his eyes and shove them down his throat, but she was satisfied with his current state. 
 
    “He doesn’t have a leg to stand on,” Naomi replied with an eye roll. 
 
    “Literally,” I added. “Because they don’t work.” 
 
    Vallen gave me a curious look, but Naomi nearly fell over laughing as I grinned and walked over to Vallen. 
 
    “You think I’ll find someone?” he asked as he wrung his hands. 
 
    “I know you will.” I patted him on the shoulder. “Just be yourself.” 
 
     “Who else would I be?” Vallen raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled. “I’m going to check on my women and get dressed. I’ll see you downstairs.” 
 
    “See you there.” The lizard leader nodded and turned to stare at his reflection as the tailor finished up. 
 
    I held my elbow out to Naomi as I reached the doorway, and she looped her arm through mine as we strolled out into the hallway and down the stairs to the guest chambers. When we got closer to the rooms our group occupied, I heard the giggles and squeals I’d grown accustomed to when my women were getting ready for anything. 
 
    “Not that one!” Polina shouted, and I heard a crash as something was thrown across the room. 
 
    “What about this one?” Trina asked, and Marina giggled maniacally. 
 
    “Ridiculous!” Polina scoffed, and another crash echoed down the hall. 
 
    I poked my head into the room to see the three dryad sisters wearing matching long emerald dresses that draped to the floor. My jade-skinned lovers were dressed more conservatively than usual for the ball, and I missed their plunging necklines and thigh-revealing slits, but they probably didn’t want to be mistaken for possible mates.  
 
    My inner dragon growled at the thought, but I knew Vallen would never think such a thing. He knew better than to cross me. 
 
    “Everything alright in here?” I wondered with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Marina laughed as she waved her arms around the messy room. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Trina agreed with a smile. “We’ll clean this up.” 
 
    “After the ball, of course,” Polina added, and she twirled around like a ballerina. “We wouldn’t want to be late.” 
 
    “Okay, just come find me when you’re ready,” I chuckled as I stepped back into the hallway. 
 
    “We will!” Marina called out from the room. 
 
    “What was all the noise?” Naomi asked when I rejoined her. 
 
    “I don’t even want to know.” I shrugged and grinned as we continued down the hall to Aaliyah and Ravi’s room. 
 
    The door was open, and I could see Ravi pulling her smoky orange hair up into a messy bun on top of her head. The phoenix wore a simple gold dress that fell just below her knees, and she watched herself in the mirror as she twirled around to check out her outfit. 
 
    “Oh!” she exclaimed when she saw me in the doorway. “Lord Evan, I didn’t realize you were there.” 
 
    “You look great,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    “You really do!” Naomi chirped as she peeked around me. “Beautiful!” 
 
    “Thank you both.” Ravi blushed and turned to look over her shoulder. “Aaliyah, are you almost ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the lioness grunted from the other side of the room. “I’m just going to braid this damn mane. It’s not cooperating at all.” 
 
    I leaned further into the door to see Aaliyah pulling a comb through her curly dark blond hair. The ringlets cascaded down over her shoulder to her hip, and her crimson robes were covered in more of her hair. 
 
    “It looks fine!” Ravi insisted. 
 
    “If you say so,” Aaliyah growled and slammed the comb down on the dresser. “I’m just going to put on my dress, and we’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I chuckled. “I’ll see you shortly.” 
 
    Naomi followed me out of their room and down the hall to Laika and Miraya’s room, and the lizard mage waited next to me as I rapped on the door. 
 
    “Who is it?” Laika called out from the room. 
 
    “It’s me,” I answered. “Can I open--” 
 
    Laika yanked the door open with a grin. “We’re ready, my lord.” 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human wore a deep blue dress that contrasted perfectly with her gray fur and hair, and the silky fabric was tight across her hips and ended at her mid-thigh. Laika was built like a warrior with her sinewy muscles flexing with every step, and I could just barely see the outline of a dagger strapped to her thigh. 
 
    Fuck, that was hot. 
 
    “Indeed,” Miraya agreed with a smile. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if she agreed with my thought or with being ready, and the spirit of my sword stifled a giggle. Miraya wore a long white dress that grazed the floor, and it was hard to tell where her dress ended and her hair began. The spirit’s colorless locks flowed over her shoulders to her feet, and her ethereal features were bright with amusement. 
 
    “Okay, ah, yeah.” I cleared my throat. “Let me go check on Alyona.” 
 
    “We’ll round up everyone else,” Laika offered. “We’ll meet you in the great hall.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed. 
 
    “I’ll go change as well,” Naomi said as we stepped back into the hall. “I’m just putting on a dress, and then I’ll meet you, too.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “I guess I should wear something fresh.” 
 
    “Probably,” the lady lizard giggled. “You’re wearing the same clothes you wore while you cleaned up the gates earlier. They might smell a bit like sweat and dead bandits.” 
 
    “Ahh.” I scrunched up my nose. “Good call.” 
 
    Naomi laughed and skipped back toward her chambers as I continued on toward my own, and then I pushed the door open and walked inside to find Alyona brushing out her long white hair in front of the mirror.  
 
    My fiancée looked startlingly beautiful every time I saw her, and this time was no different. She wore a long lavender dress that hugged the curves of her hips and ass. The pale purple seemed to brighten her amethyst eyes, and they looked like gems peering into my reflection as I walked into the room. 
 
    “I have a robe on the bed for you,” she said sweetly as she continued to brush her hair. “I was hoping you’d come change clothes.” 
 
    “Yeahhh,” I chuckled. “Naomi reminded me of my stench earlier. I’ll change. Are you almost ready?” 
 
    “Yes, just my hair,” she replied. “I’m not sure what to do with it.” 
 
    “Aaliyah had some struggles, too,” I laughed as I walked up behind her and put my hands on her shoulders. “No matter how you do it, though, you’ll look fantastic.” 
 
    “Of course, you think so,” Alyona giggled. “I could go bald, and you’d still say that.” 
 
    “And I’d still mean it,” I insisted. “You could wear a trash bag with your bald head, and I’d still want to throw you on that bed as badly as I do now.” 
 
    “Oh?” The princess gazed at my reflection through hooded eyes. “How badly do you want to do that, my lord?” 
 
    “Really fucking bad,” I growled and scooped her up as she squealed. 
 
    After I’d shown my fiancée how incredibly sexy I found her, we got dressed, fixed her mussed hair, and headed to the great hall. The huge room was filled from floor to ceiling with Vallen’s beloved artwork. Statues, paintings, and tapestries lined every inch of the walls, and a few of them creeped me out with eyes that seemed to stare at us as we walked in. 
 
    “Good of you to join us.” The low voice of my best friend Lord Nikolaus was accompanied by a twinkle in his silver eyes. 
 
    Lord Nikolaus, or Nike as he’d told me to call him, was a fellow Noble of the Sword. He wore black robes with a white emblem of the sun on the breast pocket, his black hair hung over his young face, and the Sword of Light hung at his hip.  
 
    “It’s about time!” Aaliyah said with a dramatic hand to her forehead. “We’ve been waiting for ages.” 
 
    “Aaaages,” Polina agreed and winked. 
 
    “And no invitations for anyone else,” Trina pouted, and Marina sighed. 
 
    “I’ll definitely have to make that up to you,” I laughed. “For now, we have a fancy party to go to.” 
 
    “I believe it’s called a ball,” Laika corrected me with a playful smirk. 
 
    “Well, then let’s go to the ball,” I chuckled and held out my elbows to my women. 
 
    Alyona and Laika scooped their arms into mine first, and my other lovers paired up as we walked in a line toward the ballroom with Nike close behind. As we approached the entryway, I saw Abel was standing guard outside. The lizard Demi-Human towered over us, and his typical black headscarf was lowered more than usual to reveal most of his young features. He was one of Lord Vallen’s most talented warriors, and he greeted us with a broad smile and a twinkle in his yellow eyes. 
 
    “Lord Evan, we have quite the turnout,” Abel announced and clasped my forearm. “I think Lord Vallen will be able to find a suitable mate in no time.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” I snickered. 
 
    Abel chuckled and opened the doors for us to enter the ballroom. The room was huge with ceilings that soared at least twenty feet high, and the floors were polished and gleaming. As I looked closer, I could see the ground was actually glass, and the sand underneath was visible through the transparent surface and sparkled in the light of the enchanted lanterns that hung at random intervals in the air above us. 
 
    A long wooden table full of finger foods took up the entire wall to our right, while a female lizard Demi-Human played a piano in the corner next to it. A man sat to her left and played a stringed instrument that looked like a guitar with open sides, and the sound reverberated through the room and melded perfectly with the twinkling piano. 
 
    Round tables and chairs were staggered around the left side of the room, and a few people sat around to eat and talk. The rest of the room was open for dancing, and dozens of well-dressed women circled around Vallen and another lizard woman spinning in the center. 
 
    The lizard leader’s face was tightened into a grimace he tried to disguise as a smile. His long, clawed feet slapped loudly on the floor with each step he took, and he kept looking down from his partner’s face to avoid her feet. She was several inches taller than Vallen, too, so his head whipped all the way up and then all the way back down with every uncertain step. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Alyona murmured as we watched the dancing debacle until the last note hummed through the room. 
 
    “That was… something,” I agreed. 
 
    “See, I’m not missing out on anything by being betrothed,” Nike muttered. “This looks horrendous.” 
 
    “Vallen is a terrible dancer,” Naomi giggled. “He probably wouldn’t be so bad if he would stop looking at his big feet.” 
 
    “Maybe he needs a little confidence booster,” the princess replied with a smile. 
 
    As the next song started, another woman made her way to Lord Vallen in the center of the circle, and they began their dance. Then Alyona murmured a few words under her breath, and suddenly, Vallen perked up. He stood taller, like he had when the virility spell kicked in, and he grabbed his new partner’s hand and waist as his grimace eased into a smile. 
 
    “Much better.” I grinned. 
 
    “I help where I can,” Alyona giggled. 
 
    “Now, let’s party!” Marina exclaimed, and the other women cheered. 
 
    We walked to the other end of the dance floor, and I joined my lovers for a few songs. Then my women twirled and spun around me and with each other for what felt like hours before I finally excused myself to the food table. 
 
    I crossed the dance floor and avoided the expanding line of lizard females as I strolled toward the table. Once I finally stood in front of the delicious buffet, I looked over the food options and finally settled on a big, meaty turkey leg. I felt a little barbaric as I bit a chunk of meat from the bone, but I didn’t care when the savory flavor filled my mouth, and my stomach growled for more. So, I walked along the table and ate my turkey leg, and then I picked up a sweet honey and cinnamon muffin. 
 
    “Quite the turnout,” Vallen suddenly breathed beside me. 
 
    I looked over to see the lizard leader had joined me at the table, and he was heaving from his dancing efforts. Then he grabbed a mug of wine and tossed it back with a gulp. 
 
    “You should have no trouble finding a suitable mate,” I agreed. “Anyone standing out to you so far?” 
 
    “Well, Hanna was kind, but she smelled awful,” Vallen replied and scrunched up his nose. “And Callira was a terrible dancer, but she made great jokes. I’m not sure what to look for.” 
 
    “It may sound corny, but you’ll know her when you see her,” I advised sagely. “Hell, I felt the passion and attraction for each of my women as soon as I saw them.” 
 
    “Really?” He raised an eyebrow. “Even for Lady Naomi?” 
 
    “Yeah, even though she took a bit of work,” I chuckled. “It was there.” 
 
    “So, I’ll just know?” Vallen mused and pursed his lips. “Well, I haven’t felt anything certain so far.” 
 
    “You’ve still got a long line of ladies,” I assured him. “You’ll know.” 
 
    Vallen nodded as he dreamily bit into a cupcake and chewed slowly, and after he finished, he turned and marched back to the dance floor. 
 
    Then another lady lizard moved up in the line, and the dancing continued through the evening. 
 
    By the time Vallen had danced with all the females, even I was worn out. My lovers had spent most of the night dancing as well, and as the crowd cleared out, I motioned for us to head out with them. So, we strolled toward the door, but I glanced over my shoulder to see Vallen talking eagerly with a female lizard Demi-Human. Her long black hair fell in ringlets to the middle of her back, and her lizard scales were a deep red that traveled down her neck and disappeared into a black dress that flared out from her ample hips. 
 
    The lizard leader waved his hands excitedly as he talked, and his cheeks were red as though he’d just ran a mile. I’d never seen him smile so much all at once, even when he was ecstatic to meet me. 
 
    Looks like Vallen may have found his future mate. 
 
    I smiled to myself as we traipsed down the hall to our chambers. 
 
    “Goodnight, Lord Evan!” Aaliyah grinned as she kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “Goodnight,” Ravi echoed and kissed me on the other side. 
 
    “Night, ladies,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    The dryads each gave me a kiss before they scurried to their room, and then Laika, Miraya, and Naomi followed suit. 
 
    “They must be tired,” Alyona observed as I pushed our door open for her. 
 
    “Or they know I am,” I chuckled. “I think my body’s telling me to rest up for tomorrow, which means it may be a long trip.” 
 
    “Atheson isn’t too far,” the princess replied with her head cocked to the side. “Why would it be long?” 
 
    “There’s always something happening,” I countered and pulled my boots off. “I hope I’m wrong, but I doubt it.” 
 
    “Well, I hope so, too,” she said as she slipped out of her pastel dress. “Maybe the leader’s challenge is just a big misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I doubted that was the case, but it didn’t hurt to let Alyona be hopeful. 
 
    I flopped onto the bed with a groan, and I fell asleep before my eyes were even closed. 
 
    Then my sword was suddenly in my hand, and I fought back wave after wave of hooded enemies. My sword was a perpetual flash of silver as I hacked through body after body, but it seemed like for every guy I took down, another couple appeared in its place. Blood poured across the ground like crimson rivers and soaked into my boots, and I finally shoved through the mass of cloaked enemies to seek higher ground. 
 
    As I ran past the enemy, the ground shook under my feet before it cracked open. I leaped across the gap to escape the fray, and when I landed on the other side, I could see the land my opponents stood on was floating away. 
 
    Then I looked down, and I wondered if they were floating away or if I was. 
 
    My eyes shot open before I could figure out the answer, and I sat up with a gasping breath. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Alyona whispered as she sat up beside me, and she put her hand to my heaving chest. “What’s wrong? What happened?” 
 
    “It was just a dream,” I muttered as I shook my head. “I’m not sure what it means, but I keep having similar ones.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” the princess said in a quiet but firm voice. 
 
    “I’m fighting people, but I can’t see who they are,” I recalled. “Then there’s this big earthquake, and the ground starts splitting into pieces. Some pieces float away, and there’s blood everywhere.” 
 
    “Gods,” Alyona murmured. “How long have you been having this dream?” 
 
    “A few nights now,” I grunted and rubbed my eyes. 
 
    “Since my father gave us his orders?” she asked softly. 
 
    Alyona’s father was King Rodion, the ruler of Rahma. He’d asked us to go talk to the leader of Atheson for the next stop on our campaign, but rumor had reached the palace that the leader wanted to challenge the king for his seat. This was a problem in itself, but we already had the Breach to deal with, and the king spent most of his time and energy keeping it closed, so demons couldn’t travel from the underworld to ours. If the king was forced to leave that position for a challenge, it left the rest of us compromised, so he’d told us to either convince the other leader to pledge his loyalty to the crown or remove the entire peninsula from Rahma. 
 
    The ultimatum had eaten away at the princess, and despite my determination to avoid the latter option, it seemed it had been bothering me as well. I couldn’t fathom the thought of just sending a chunk of land out to sea with people still living on it. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” I sighed. “So, it’s been bugging me. Why would the king want to just get rid of the whole peninsula?” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering that myself,” Alyona murmured and frowned. “He’s always been a strict leader, but he’s never been… heartless.” 
 
    “There has to be something we don’t know about the area,” I said as I ran my fingers through my black hair. “He can’t be okay with possibly killing thousands of people for no reason.” 
 
    “Perhaps he’s compared the thousands to the millions,” she mused. “If ten thousand people fight against us and open the Breach, then millions of people could be killed by anything that comes through.” 
 
    “I can see the logic,” I muttered, “but I still don’t like it.” 
 
    “Me, neither.” Alyona twisted a black forelock around her finger as she chewed on her bottom lip. “I just don’t know what to do about it.” 
 
    “We just have to convince this guy to stay loyal,” I decided. “Whatever it takes to satisfy him, we have to do it.” 
 
    “I trust you to find the best solution,” the princess replied with a firm nod. “You’ve proven yourself time and again to be both a warrior and a diplomat, even if your words aren’t always diplomatic.” 
 
    “Yeah, the talking part isn’t my favorite,” I chuckled. “I think I’m getting a little better, though.” 
 
    “Indeed, you are,” Alyona giggled. “Now, let’s get some sleep. We still have a few hours before sunrise.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed and laid back on the pillow next to her. Then I wrapped my arm around the princess’ waist, and she snuggled up to my warm body. Within seconds, I could hear her soft snores, but I laid awake. 
 
    My fiancée trusted me, and so did the king. I had to find a way to make them both happy, and I knew sending the peninsula out into the open sea wasn’t the solution. King Rodion was a great leader, but I couldn’t sign up to kill a few people to save more.  
 
    That wasn’t the type of leader I was. 
 
    I drifted in and out of sleep, and I tossed and turned for a few hours until the sun peeked over the horizon and shone into our room. Finally, I rolled over to see the light cross Alyona’s face, and her bright violet eyes opened slowly and blinked a few times. 
 
    “Good morning,” she whispered and pressed her body against mine. 
 
    My cock throbbed at the sudden pressure, and I pulled her closer. 
 
    “It’s about to be,” I murmured with a smile as I kissed her. 
 
    “Yessss… yes, it is.” She was already moving her leg over my hips, and we both gasped when my tip slid against the dripping entrance to her pussy. 
 
    “My, my, my,” I chuckled. “Someone is ready for me.” 
 
    “I’m always ready for you, my dragon emperor,” she purred, and then we both gasped as she slowly impaled her quivering body on my spear. 
 
    Our love making started urgently, but then we relaxed into our usual tempo and positions. My fiancée came a good eight times on my cock, and when I finally erupted into her, she cried out as I flooded her womb and tunnel with my hot dragon-seed.  
 
    About an hour later, we rolled apart with gasping breaths and sprawled out on the bed. 
 
    “We really should get ready,” I said after a moment. 
 
    “Yes, we shouldn’t keep everyone waiting,” Alyona agreed and scooted to the edge of the bed. 
 
    She stood up, and I had the perfect view of her creamy smooth skin. Her back muscles rippled as she leaned from side to side to stretch, and then she bent over to pick up her clothes from the floor, and I could see her slit still dripped with my pearly seed.  
 
    The sight was enough to get me ready for another round. 
 
    “But then you have to put on clothes,” I groaned. “I like you much better without them.” 
 
    “Silly dragon,” she giggled and tossed my clothes on the bed next to me. “We need to go. Atheson awaits!” 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” I grumbled. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We finished getting dressed and headed out into the hall. The rest of my lovers’ doors were already open, and the rooms were empty. They must have already headed down to the dining hall for breakfast, and the aromas of fresh food wafted toward us as we walked. 
 
    Alyona and I entered the dining hall to find Nike and my women seated at the table with Lord Vallen and Abel. The kitchen staff had already brought a few baskets of bread out to the table, and I slid into the seat next to Nike as the servants scurried in from the kitchen with more trays. 
 
    Thin brown wafers the size of dinner plates were drizzled with honey and topped with red and blue fruit, while dozens of fried eggs were piled onto a plate and covered with salt and pepper. My mouth watered at the variety of smells, and I piled wafers and eggs onto my plate. 
 
    “Mmm, I love these!” Aaliyah exclaimed as she finished the first wafer. “What is it?” 
 
    “Flaps,” Vallen answered with a confused expression. “You don’t have them in Tikal?” 
 
    “Nope,” the lioness replied and forked another bite into her mouth with a sigh. 
 
    “I’ve never seen them, either,” Ravi chimed in. “But desert food is pretty limited.” 
 
    “Almost everything is new to me.” I smirked. “These are delicious, though.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to let the cooks know you like them,” Vallen chuckled. 
 
    “So, who did you pick?” Naomi blurted out. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” her brother gasped with a dramatic hand to his chest. 
 
    “Oh, hush.” The lady lizard rolled her eyes. “We don’t have to be so formal now. We all saw you talking to that lady.” 
 
    Vallen looked around to see the other women giggle and nod. 
 
    “Soooo, who was she?” Trina prodded with a grin. 
 
    “She was beautiful,” Polina added. 
 
    “So curvy,” Marina pointed out and motioned with her hands. 
 
    “Oh!” Vallen gasped and then sighed dreamily. “That she is. She’s perfect. Her name is Martina.” 
 
    “Lady Martina has a nice ring to it,” Ravi observed with a smile. 
 
    “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Naomi interjected, and her amber eyes narrowed. “I still have to meet her.” 
 
    “Getting a little protective?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, um, we’re talking about the future of Kana, so, yeah,” the lizard mage hedged as she fidgeted in her seat. “It’s, you know, important that I ensure she has the best in mind for the whole city.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Vallen agreed with a wave of his hand. “You’ll meet her next time you come back from your adventuring. Shouldn’t you be leaving by now?” 
 
    “Yeah, we should,” I cut off Naomi’s argument. “In the wagons, we should make it there by tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “And the earlier we start, the sooner we can get through the desert to the cooler ocean air,” Laika sighed as her wolf ears drooped atop her head. “It isn’t as hot by the water.” 
 
    The image of Laika and all my other lovers in bikinis flitted through my mind, and I gritted my teeth as my cock reminded me I was a dragon and should be breeding with my harem every hour or so. 
 
    “Let’s get going, then,” I decided as I stood from the table. 
 
    “Good idea,” Alyona agreed and rose to her feet. “It will be so nice to get to feel the breeze from the sea.” 
 
    The other women stood, and we filed toward the door to the hallway. 
 
    “Wait!” Naomi called out. “We need to check on Equoth before we go.” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Alyona gasped. 
 
    “He should be in the courtyard,” Abel told them. “He’s practicing his sword techniques.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Naomi replied before she raced out the door to find her pupil. 
 
    Equoth was the oldest of Naomi’s mage students, and she’d taken him and several others under her magical wing to teach them about controlling their abilities. The young lizard Demi-Human was nearly twenty, but the defensive magic he’d learned had helped us win a battle in Kana only a few days ago. 
 
    So, we followed Naomi outside and found the teenage mage in the courtyard brandishing his blade as he jumped around in the sand. His blue eyes were focused on his imaginary enemy, and his bright blue scales gleamed in the early sunlight with every move he made. Then he noticed our approach, and he stopped quickly to stand in front of Naomi. 
 
    “Milady, I’ve been working on my warrior ways,” the boy announced as he lifted his chin. “I’m ready to guard the city.” 
 
    “You’re ready to work with your team,” Naomi corrected him. “Being the only mage guard does not mean you’re the best. It means you’ve brought a new element to the entire guard. It’s a great honor.” 
 
    “Indeed, milady,” Equoth said with a bow. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she replied. “Now, we’re about to leave for Atheson, and I need to ensure you’re ready to set up the mirage.” 
 
    “I am!” he exclaimed. “I’ll show you.” 
 
    Equoth closed his eyes and clenched his fists as he began the spell Naomi and Alyona had taught him. It took him longer than the women, but in less than a minute, a shimmery curtain began to fall over the city. From inside the mirage, it was like looking out of a glass window while it was raining. The sky above us seemed to waver and move, but the spell stayed strong. 
 
    “Great job,” I murmured. “We’ll double check it from the outside when we leave.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Equoth replied and gave another bow. “I’m happy you’re pleased.” 
 
    “Just keep them safe while we’re gone,” I said and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “That’s your main focus.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” he responded with a solemn expression. 
 
    The guards brought our horses and wagons over from the barns behind the castle, and Ravi and the dryads climbed into the second one, while Miraya, Naomi, and Nike hopped onto the third one. Laika pulled herself onto the lead wagon, and I lifted Alyona up behind her before I crawled in next to them. Then Laika grabbed the reins, and we all waved and called out our goodbyes as she gave a quick tug to set the horses into motion. Then our steeds clip-clopped down the road and out the open gates into the desert.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder as we passed through the magic curtain, and I could no longer see the city behind us. Equoth’s mirage spell appeared perfect, and I turned back around as Laika angled the horses to head north. 
 
    The sun was bright overhead, and I closed my eyes and leaned back in the seat. I’d slept like shit, and the warm sunlight seemed to lull me back to sleep as we traveled along the sand. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Alyona shook me awake sometime later. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as my eyes shot open. Then I sat up and realized the sun was already halfway across the sky. It had to be at least noon, and I’d been asleep for hours. The desert was giving way to grasslands around us, and the stray shoots swayed in the hot wind.  
 
    “Listen,” the princess whispered and pointed ahead of us. 
 
    I followed her finger and listened, and maybe a mile or so ahead of us, I could just make out the sounds of grunts and the banging sounds of swords hitting wood. 
 
    Then a bloodcurdling scream filled the air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Step on it,” I ordered Laika, and her confused expression had me correcting my Earthly slang. “Hurry!” 
 
    The wolf-warrior nodded and whipped the reins. Our wagon careened across the desert toward the sounds, and within seconds, I could see a group of about a dozen hooded men pounding their swords and fists on a wagon while the horses in front whinnied and neighed with fear. 
 
    “You might as well let us in!” one of the men jeered. “We’re a little nicer when we don’t have to work so hard.” 
 
    “Yeah, we might only take one of your daughters!” another one called out with a laugh. “But we’ll definitely take anything else you have in there!” 
 
    “Hey!” I shouted. 
 
    The men’s heads whipped around to see us barreling toward them, but I realized we were too far away to engage them just yet, so I leaped from the wagon and sprinted toward them. My swiftness carried me the last half-mile in seconds, and I used my momentum to plow into the first attacker. My shoulder cracked against his sternum, and I felt his bone shatter with the impact. 
 
    My high-speed tackle carried us both about ten yards from the wagon before we crashed into the sand, and I landed on top of the bastard as he coughed and groaned. 
 
    “What the--” he started before I punched him square across his jaw. 
 
    The human’s mouth burst open as blood spattered across the sand next to his face, and he looked up at me with a mixture of anger and confusion before he reached up and tried to grab my head. His fingertips barely grazed the skin of my neck, and he curled his fingers to scratch me. My adrenaline quickly overruled the pain of his nails digging into my throat, and I wrenched his hand away from me and pinned it next to his body with my knee. 
 
    “Piece of shit,” I spat out and yanked the Sword of Hatra from my belt. 
 
    Then I lifted it with both hands above my head and plunged it into his chest. The man’s brown eyes went wide with shock, and then his face fell slack as blood poured from his gaping wound. 
 
    “Why?” the human gurgled, and another rivulet of blood trickled from the edge of his mouth as he struggled for air. 
 
    “Because I don’t like bullies,” I hissed and yanked my sword out from his chest before I drove it into his gut. 
 
    He bellowed in pain, and I twisted the blade with a devilish smile. Then I pulled my sword out a second time, but the man had lost too much blood already, and his eyes rolled back into his head as he died. 
 
    So, I jumped up and turned around to see Laika had stopped our caravan about ten yards away from the victims’ wagon. Aaliyah dove from her carriage and sprinted across the sand with a roar before she dug her claws into another man’s gut and ripped her arm to the side. The man’s organs dumped out onto the ground below him as he released a guttural cry, and the lioness pulled her hand back as the man fell to his knees. 
 
    “Evisceration,” I murmured with approval. “Nice touch.” 
 
    “Kill them!” one of the men ordered. 
 
    I searched the remaining ten men for the one giving orders, but they dispersed to try to take us on. Most of the men were human, but I could also see a monkey Demi-Human with his long brown tail hanging out from under his robes. 
 
    “Oh, well,” I muttered. “Guess they’ll all just have to die.” 
 
    I swung my blade around in an arc before I sliced it through the enemy rushing toward me. His face fell as the top half of his body slid from the bottom half, and a puddle of blood formed beneath him. Then I turned and grabbed another bastard by the collar and threw him onto Laika’s waiting broadsword. The silvery blade plowed through his back, and the tip dripped with blood as it protruded from his chest. 
 
    “You make me sick!” I heard a familiar voice screech. 
 
    I looked over to see Ravi wielding a fiery sword, and she slashed at another hooded figure with murderous rage in her blue eyes. Then she threw her head back and screeched before she yanked the blade back and stabbed it into the man’s crotch. The flaming sword pierced through his man-parts like butter, and my own crotch burned a little as she pulled her sword back again.  
 
    The man howled with pain as he collapsed on the ground in front of her, and Ravi finished him off by plowing her sword through the back of his skull. 
 
    It seemed I wasn’t the only one who got pissed at the men’s threats to steal daughters. The bandits had set off a pack of dynamite with my lovers, and the idiots were going to pay for it. 
 
    I glanced around to check on my group, but they seemed to be taking care of themselves. The dryads had another bandit’s face pressed into the sand while he choked and sputtered for air, and Nike drove the Sword of Light through another enemy without even breaking a sweat. Even Alyona, Miraya, and Naomi had some magical rope tied around another guy that squeezed so hard his eyes bulged from his face. Then the magical rope slithered away, and the man’s body fell to the ground in a heap. 
 
    My party was good, so I focused on the last two bandits who’d backed up toward their original target and held their quivering swords out as though it would protect them. Then I stalked across the sand toward them, and they gasped and shook like leaves as I got closer. 
 
    “Who are you?” one of the men shouted. “What do you want?” 
 
    I noticed their hoods had fallen off, so I could see their faces. One was another human, and his long dark blond hair hung straight to his shoulders like a curtain. His cheeks were flushed a deep red, but his knuckles were white as he gripped his blade tightly. The other bandit was a crow Demi-Human, and his beady dark eyes flitted around as he looked for an escape. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to run,” I growled. “Nowhere to hide from the fate you brought to yourselves.” 
 
    “W-We were just, um, following orders,” the human man stuttered. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, just doing what he said,” the crow added with a sideways glance at his human companion. 
 
    “Ahhh,” I sighed and stared at the human. “So, you’re the leader of this little band of merry men, huh?” 
 
    “What? Me?” He pointed at his own chest with wide eyes. “No, sir, you are mistaken.” 
 
    “No, you’re not!” the crow Demi-Human cried out. “He runs our troupe. Take him! The rest of us will just be on our way.” 
 
    “You coward,” the human hissed as he whipped around to glare at his companion. “I should tear your throat out.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” I cut in. “I’m going to take care of both of you, just like we’ve already taken care of the rest of your group.” 
 
    Before they could react, I opened my maw and released a plume of orange and red flames that poured over the men like lava, and their screams filled the air as their robes caught fire. The flames licked at the bastards’ skin, and they tried to run out into the desert, but the fire overtook them within seconds. Both men collapsed to the ground, and their bodies continued to burn before I turned to check on my companions. 
 
    Aaliyah licked her claws clean of her opponents’ blood, while the dryads brushed sand from their emerald bodies. Nike and Laika sheathed their swords, and Ravi’s fire blade returned into her palm. Then Alyona, Miraya, and Naomi joined hands and walked over to me as I stepped closer to the victims’ wagon. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I called out. “You can come out now.” 
 
    “You just lit them on fire,” a male voice rang out from inside the wooden vehicle. “How do we know it’s safe?” 
 
    “Because they were trying to hurt you, and we came to save you,” Aaliyah replied with a humorless laugh. “It seems pretty obvious to me.” 
 
    A lock clinked, and the doors to the wagon swung open slowly. We all stood back to give them room, and a family of Demi-Humans stepped out into the sunlight. Their brown robes were tattered and smelled as though they’d been worn for several days. They were all large, but the father was huge. He towered over me and was double my width, and thick, cream and black striped horns protruded from his hairline and curved around next to his face. 
 
    “What are you?” he asked as he peered down at me with suspicious brown eyes. 
 
    “Don’t be rude, honey,” the woman chided and elbowed him in the side. “He saved us.” 
 
    His wife stood as tall as me, and she was also thick with muscles that flexed and rippled as she moved. Her horns were shorter and straighter than her husband’s, and they came to a sharp point about six inches from her head. The two young girls were small copies of their mother, though their horns looked like small nubs. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “I was going to ask you the same thing.” 
 
    Laika and Aaliyah stifled laughs as Alyona gave me the stink eye. 
 
    “Well, then,” the man boomed a laugh. “My name is Rophin, and this is my wife Dana. These are our daughters Lorna and Laken. We’re bighorns from, ah, the peninsula.” 
 
    “I see.” I raised an eyebrow at his hesitation when he said where they were from. “I’m Lord Evan of Hatra, a dragon.” 
 
    “A dragon?” Rophin’s eyes widened in surprise. “From Hatra? I thought both were extinct.” 
 
    “We’ve rebuilt the city, and I’m clearly not extinct,” I chuckled. “I’d heard the peninsula was out of the loop, so I’m not surprised you haven’t heard yet. What did those guys want from you?” 
 
    “They wanted our money,” he replied and looked down at his feet. “I told them we don’t have any, but they said they would settle for one of my daughters instead. Thank the gods you arrived when you did.” 
 
    “Fucking bandits,” I spat out in disgust before I focused again on Rophin. “Where are you traveling to?” 
 
    “Um,” the sheep hesitated again with his response, and his brown eyes darted away from me. “To, ah, visit some family south of here.” 
 
    “Really?” I narrowed my eyes. “In what city? We’ve been traveling all over Rahma the past few months. Perhaps we can help you.” 
 
    “I, ah…” Rophin trailed off and looked at his wife. 
 
    “To be honest, Lord Evan, we are looking for somewhere else to live,” Dana filled in carefully. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the peninsula?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she answered quickly, but now her gaze darted away like her husband’s. “Just need a fresh start.” 
 
    “Away from the mean people,” the little girl named Laken squeaked. 
 
    “Hush, child,” Rophin scolded her before he looked up at me again. “We don’t want any more trouble.” 
 
    “Why would there be--” I started to ask. 
 
    “We can certainly understand that,” Alyona interjected with a kind smile. “I think we know a city that would welcome you if you’re willing to travel a few days.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side and wondered why the princess wasn’t interested in their information, but she knew more about Rahma than I did. So, I just had to trust in her judgment and ask more later. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Dana agreed as she nodded fervently. “Where?” 
 
    “The city is called Lexavo,” Alyona answered and took Dana’s hands in her own. “Do you know where Hatra is?” 
 
    “The ruins?” Dana asked with a cock of her head.  
 
    “Hatra is ruins no longer.” Alyona smiled. “It is a thriving city.” 
 
    “My apologies, milady,” Dana murmured and bowed her head. “But yes, I believe I know where it is located.”  
 
    “Well, continue southwest from Hatra, and you shall soon find Lexavo,” my fiancée explained.  
 
    “You don’t want to send them to Hatra?” I asked under my breath. 
 
    “Lord Torrin needs fresh bloodlines in Lexavo,” she answered softly before she turned back to Rophin with a smile. “Tell Lord Torrin that Lord Evan and Princess Alyona sent you, and he will be thrilled with your arrival.” 
 
    Lord Torrin had ruled Lexavo for many years, but his father’s penchant for conquering and pillaging other cities loomed over the city. Torrin had struggled to make deals for trade, even though he didn’t want anything to do with the treasure his father amassed. So, Lexavo consisted of a human population, and even with Torrin’s best efforts, they’d struggled to expand their people since most other places were scared of them. 
 
    “Princess Alyona?” Rophin gasped, and his mouth fell open. “You are the daughter of the king?” 
 
    “I am,” my fiancée confirmed. “And Lord Evan is my betrothed, the future king of Rahma. We care for our people, and you will find safe passage in Lexavo.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness,” Dana nearly whispered, and tears welled up in her brown eyes. “Your kindness means the world to us.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” Alyona replied and hugged the sheep woman. 
 
    “Be careful on your journey,” I advised as I stuck my hand out to Rophin. 
 
    “You as well,” he answered and clasped my forearm with a meaty hand. 
 
    Dana ushered the young Demi-Humans back into the wagon while Rophin climbed into the driver’s seat and picked up the reins. Then he tugged on the leather straps, and the horses set off into a trot south toward Hatra and Lexavo. 
 
    When they crested the first dune and were out of earshot, I turned to Alyona with a questioning look. 
 
    “I’m sorry I interrupted you,” she apologized quickly. “But they weren’t going to give you any helpful information.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I wondered. “They seemed kind enough.” 
 
    “And terrified,” she answered with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Of what?” Laika asked, and she shielded her eyes from the sun as she gazed in the direction of Atheson. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Alyona admitted. “Obviously, someone mean, according to the child, and Rophin had many scars on his horns.” 
 
    “And Dana kept looking around as though someone would sneak up on them,” Trina pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, they did seem afraid.” Marina frowned. 
 
    “Even after we killed the bandits,” Polina added with a solemn nod. 
 
    “Wait, who would they be afraid of?” I growled. “They were huge and muscular. I’m surprised they didn’t kill those thieves on their own.” 
 
    “They’ve been conditioned to be in fear,” Nike observed and rubbed his chin in thought. “I’ve seen such behavior before, but it’s typically in a home where the husband abuses the wife. Yet, they both acted abused, which seems impossible.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out what the hell is going on,” I decided. “We have to get to Atheson.” 
 
    “We still have several hours before we reach the city,” Laika said, and her furry gray ears twitched in agitation. “We won’t be getting any answers tonight.” 
 
    I looked up to see the wolf-warrior was right. The sun had descended even further, and the sky started to darken to the east. 
 
    “We need to find a place to camp soon,” I agreed. “Apparently, we may need to set up shifts to keep watch since there are thieves running around here, too.” 
 
    “Right.” Laika nodded. “Let’s keep going and find somewhere we can guard safely.” 
 
    So, we loaded up into the wagons and continued toward the mysterious city of Atheson. Within the hour, the sun was low on the horizon, and the three moons of Inati were visible in the deep blue sky. The sandy desert had transitioned into pale yellow grasses with various plants and animals hiding among the tall blades, and the air was definitely cooler. 
 
    We slowed our pace to find a good spot to camp out, and after a few minutes I noticed a copse of trees about fifty yards away from the main road. 
 
    “What about there?” I pointed to the trees. 
 
    “Good idea,” Laika agreed and redirected our caravan. 
 
    As we stopped next to the trees, I noticed a small pond about ten feet from the edge of the tree line, and several small furry creatures at its bank. The animals scattered as soon as we began to get down from the wagons, and I gestured to the open beach for us to set up camp. We grabbed the tents from the wagon and planted the posts into the soft ground, and then Aaliyah carefully wrapped the animal skins around the posts to create our temporary sleeping quarters. 
 
    “I’ll start a fire,” Naomi volunteered and conjured a fireball in her hand. 
 
    “You’ll need some kindling,” Ravi giggled. “The fire won’t stay on the ground without wood.” 
 
    “Good point,” the lizard mage said as she pulled the fire back into her palm. “I’ll get some from over there.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Ravi offered. 
 
    Naomi grinned, and the two women walked toward the trees to scour for firewood. Nike and Laika scouted the area to make sure no more bandits hid in the shadows, and Miraya and the dryads pulled dishes out from the wagon to bring over to the camp. 
 
    “I believe the cooks packed up some food for us,” Alyona said as she grabbed a large knapsack from the back of our wagon. 
 
    She set it on the ground next to the tents and spread it out to reveal a pile of fruit. Blue, red, and yellow berries were mixed together, and they tumbled out on the open fabric. 
 
    “Is that it?” I eyed the fruit suspiciously. “No meat? No flaps?” 
 
    “This is all I found,” Alyona giggled. “I suppose they aren’t used to feeding a dragon.” 
 
    “Definitely not.” I frowned and then looked up to see Nike and Laika returning to the camp. “All clear?” 
 
    “Nothing amiss,” Nike replied and looked down at the fruit. “What’s that?” 
 
    “A side dish after we catch dinner,” I laughed. “Time for a hunt.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” the noble said with a grin. 
 
    Ravi and Naomi returned with the firewood, and the other women piled around them to get a fire started while Nike and I headed off into the grasslands to find some meat for dinner. Our camp was close enough to the water that there had to be some animals close by. 
 
    “So, Miraya said you experienced Videnia,” Nike murmured quietly after a few minutes. “How was it?” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” I breathed. “I can’t wait to go back in and see more of my ancestors’ memories.” 
 
    “You can see their memories?” the noble asked as he looked over at me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, like I’m living it,” I explained. “They said it’s related to the knowledge gained by the sword. Have you ever tried it?” 
 
    “No.” Nike shook his head and frowned. “I rarely even go to my spiritual sea. I’m probably not that good at it.” 
 
    “You just have to practice,” I said with a shrug. “It gets easier every time until it’s as natural as breathing.” 
 
    “How did you learn?” my companion wondered. 
 
    “My father taught me,” I replied. “I’m sure I could help you. I don’t know if everyone’s Videnia is the same, but somehow, yours could help you access the knowledge of the nobles who held the Sword of Light before you.” 
 
    “I would very much like that,” Nike agreed. 
 
    After that, we crept through the tall grasses in silence and watched for movement as we pressed further. The sky had darkened even more, and I wondered if I could find a creature with some night vision to kill and assimilate.  
 
    That would be a badass ability. 
 
    A whisper through the grass ahead of us interrupted my thoughts, and Nike and I halted as we watched and listened for the source of the sound. Then I heard a light squishing sound, as though something slowly stepped into the dirt, followed by a huff. 
 
    I looked over at Nike and pointed in the direction of the sound, and he nodded and followed me closer to the noise. I conjured a fiery dagger in my hand and gripped the handle as we approached the creature. The quiet huffs turned into snorts, and then I could hear something drag itself through the dirt. 
 
    Before I could figure it out, a boar the size of a pony barreled out of the grass headed straight for us. 
 
    “Watch out!” I shouted to Nike just as the giant pig leaped forward with its enormous tusks gleaming in the moonlight. 
 
    I dropped to avoid its first strike and rolled to my back with an upward thrust of my dagger. The fire blade plunged into the beast’s belly, and its forward momentum dragged the dagger from its sternum to its groin. 
 
    The boar squealed as the blade parted its flesh, and it landed on the ground behind me and gave another yip before it teetered and fell to the ground. 
 
    “I suppose that saves us some time to drain it,” Nike chuckled as he walked over to the carcass. “This is a huge boar.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that will make up for the damn fruit tray,” I muttered. “I could eat all those berries with one bite.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t doubt that, my lord,” Nike laughed and pulled a rope out from his spatial storage. 
 
    He squatted next to the boar, wrapped the rope around all four of the creature’s hooves, and tightened the loop into one big knot. Then he grabbed one end of the rope and threw it over his shoulder. 
 
    “Think you can cook all that?” I smirked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Nike replied with a grin as he handed me the other end of the rope. 
 
    So, we pulled on the rope to lift the hog off the ground and began the walk back to camp. The boar swung back and forth between us as we made our way through the tall grass, and I could hear the crackle of the fire and some giggling ahead of us. 
 
    We walked into the clearing to see Aaliyah pouring wine into each of the other women’s cups. They were gulping it down with laughs and burps, and I looked at Nike to see him shaking his head in amusement. 
 
    “I’m going to clean this up,” he chuckled as I let go of the rope. 
 
    “Thanks, brother.” I nodded and turned to face my lovers, who had finally noticed our arrival. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Polina squealed and held up her mug. “Look what Aaliyah brought us!” 
 
    “Where did you get all that wine?” I wondered as the lioness poured Ravi another cup. 
 
    “Forsythe told me to take it before we left the Lunar Palace,” Aaliyah replied, and her wide grin bared her long canines. “He said we needed to test this batch for the, ah, what did you call it?” 
 
    “Hangover,” I filled in with a smile. “Hopefully, this one works, or tomorrow is going to be a long ride for you.” 
 
    “It’s worth the risk,” Marina giggled. “It’s sooooo good!” 
 
    “It really is quite delicious,” Miraya agreed and took a dainty sip from her mug. 
 
    “And, of course, we must do our part to support Hatra,” Trina pointed out with a cheeky grin. 
 
    “Oh, yes, you’re quite the patriots,” I snickered. 
 
    “Just doing our part,” Polina agreed with a salute. 
 
    The rest of the women cackled until Nike made his way over to the fire with the boar. He’d skinned and cut the pig into smaller pieces, and Naomi pulled several large pans from the bag of dishes and laid them over the fire. As Nike dropped the meat into the pans and sprinkled on his various herbs and spices, the aroma of the roasting pork filled the air, and my stomach growled in response. 
 
    It seemed like it took hours to cook the food, and when it was finally done, I could barely resist dumping a whole pan into my mouth. The meat smelled heavenly, and my mouth watered as I plopped a chunk of the meat onto my plate. As soon as I took a bite, the mashup of flavors was like fireworks in my mouth, and I groaned long and loud. Then I chewed each bite slowly to savor the taste, and for once, I was the last person done eating. 
 
    We sat around the fire in silence until Trina let out a burp that seemed to echo across the grassland, and her belch set off a chain reaction as the other women all laughed and poured some more wine. 
 
    “So, do you think those sheep came from Atheson?” I asked once the laughter had died down. 
 
    “It would make sense,” Alyona agreed. “They love the mountains, and there’s a small range near the port.” 
 
    “I’m still confused about what they’re so scared of,” I murmured. “They looked like they could take down just about anyone. Rophin was even bigger than me, but he acted the size of a mouse. What could have taught him to be so afraid?” 
 
    “Or who,” Ravi pointed out. “The scars on his horns could have been from a person.” 
 
    “How would we find that out?” Naomi wondered. “I doubt anyone in Atheson is going to volunteer to tell us who beat him up.” 
 
    “Unless he’s not the only one,” Miraya chipped in. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned. 
 
    “She’s right,” Laika said. “If there are others getting beaten, we might be able to figure it out for ourselves.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll get to behead someone again.” I smirked. “I don’t like whoever it is that hurt Rophin and scared his daughters.” 
 
    “I agree,” Alyona said with a solemn smile. “At least they’ll be safer in Lexavo. And Lord Torrin will be thrilled to have some non-humans.” 
 
    “Yeah, especially if they spread the word,” I agreed. “They’ve had such a bad reputation, it will be good for people to hear about the changes he’s made.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Alyona replied and then hiccupped. “Oh!” 
 
    “Enjoying the wine?” I chuckled. 
 
    “It really is fantastic,” she giggled. 
 
    “Drink up, princess,” I encouraged her with a smile. “At the very least, I bet it will help you sleep well.” 
 
    “I’m not tired at all!” Trina squeaked. 
 
    “Me, either,” Aaliyah laughed and took another swig. “Maybe whatever they put in it for hangovers wakes you up.” 
 
    “Great, coffee wine,” I quipped. “I don’t know if I’ll survive the night with you girls.” 
 
    “You might not.” Polina gave me a devilish grin and winked. 
 
    The dryad’s jade face was set in an expression that sent my blood rushing south, and I thought I may become a fan of this wine after all. After Naomi had gotten drunk enough to finally let me in, I wondered what it would do to the dryads who wanted to fuck me at least ninety-nine percent of the time we spent together. 
 
    Then it seemed like hours passed as my lovers continued to pour what was apparently an endless jug of wine, and eventually I could barely keep my eyes open. 
 
    “Ladies, please enjoy the rest of your wine,” I announced over their laughter. “I’m ready for bed.” 
 
    “I’ll take the first watch,” Nike offered. 
 
    “I napped most of the way here.” I smirked. “I can take the first shift.” 
 
    “You fell asleep a few times already,” the noble chuckled. “I’ll take the first one. I’ll wake you up in a few hours.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed with a yawn. “But whenever you’re ready, just come tell me.” 
 
    “Will do,” Nike replied as he stood up and headed for the edge of the camp. 
 
    “Goodnight,” I said to the women, and I realized they’d gathered even closer together as they drank and traded stories. 
 
    “Goodnight!” they called out as I headed for my tent. 
 
    I pushed open the flaps of animal skins and noticed the dryads had made a bed with their nature magic. A thatch of the tall grass had been knitted together to form a cushion like a mattress, and I grinned as I flopped onto the squishy surface. I bounced once and then sunk into the grass with a sigh. 
 
    I could still hear my lovers outside, but their voices combined with the crackle of the fire and my full stomach sent me into a deep sleep almost immediately. 
 
    I could feel myself tossing and turning as I slept, but the earthquake dream didn’t make another appearance. Instead, I walked around a black landscape looking for something, but even with my enhanced vision as a dragon, it was like being blind. The darkness was as deep as a black hole, and it was everywhere around me. I couldn’t tell where I was going or what I was looking for, but I knew it was here somewhere. 
 
    Then something rustled in the air at my feet, and my eyes shot open as I heard someone lifting up the flap to my tent. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I held completely still, so I wouldn’t alert the intruder, and I waited for him to make his move. I knew I could conjure a fire dagger in less than a second, and I held my breath as I listened for his next steps. 
 
    “Ouch!” a female voice suddenly whispered, and I blinked in confusion. 
 
    “Well, don’t stop in the doorway,” another woman responded and then giggled. 
 
    “Um, hello?” I leaned up to my elbow and peered into the darkness. 
 
    Then the tent flap was lifted again, and a shaft of moonlight lit up the tent to reveal the dryad sisters sneaking inside. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Polina slurred. “We were looking for you.” 
 
    “I was right here,” I chuckled. “Did you ladies enjoy your wine?” 
 
    “Very much,” Marina answered with a firm nod. “Now, we’d like to enjoy you.” 
 
    I purred at the dryad’s blunt reply, and I sat up to drink in the sisters’ perfect bodies. Polina had undone her braid, and her emerald hair flowed over her shoulder in waves, while Trina’s belt was askew and left her robes barely covering her bare torso. Marina chewed on her bottom lip as she waited for my reply, and my cock throbbed at the sight. 
 
    “Then get over here so I can fuck all three of you,” I growled. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the sisters were on top of me. Trina got to me first and straddled my hips, while the other two plopped down on either side of my body. Marina dragged her tongue up the side of my neck and nibbled on my ear, and Trina pressed her hot lips to mine with a sigh. Then Polina kissed the other side of my throat and rubbed her hand across my chest and down my belly. 
 
    I gripped Trina’s hips and pulled her closer to me as I kissed her, and she began to grind her sweet pussy against my throbbing cock. My inner dragon begged to be inside her, but I wanted to savor my time with the trio, so I pushed back the urge. Still, I lifted my hips from the bed, and my dick pressed against Trina’s warm center through my pants as she slid back and forth. 
 
    “Ohhhh, Lord Evan,” Trina moaned and threw her head back as the cloth of my pants rubbed against her. 
 
    Suddenly, Polina’s hand drifted down to graze my cock before she pressed her thumb to Trina’s clit. Trina kept dry humping me while her dryad sister rubbed circles on her pulsating mound, and her breath came in gasps. Then Marina reached over and slipped Trina’s robe down her shoulders until the jade-skinned woman was completely naked on top of me. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m done waiting,” I grumbled as I lifted my hips enough to release my throbbing cock. 
 
    Trina’s pussy was ready and waiting as she slid down over me with a moan. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Marina sighed into my ear. “Fill her tunnel with your massive cock, Lord Evan. Then fill her womb with your dragon seed” 
 
    “Then you can fill ours,” Polina murmured from my other side. 
 
    My cock flexed inside Trina’s tight canal, and she shivered as the tip scrapped against her deepest insides. Then she slid her hips back and forth as she rode my dick, and I could feel every inch of her tunnel as she squeezed and flexed around me. 
 
    Marina and Polina slipped out of their own robes and began to fondle Trina’s bare tits, and they rubbed their sister’s nipples between their fingers. Then they dipped their heads down and took her breasts into their mouths, and I watched as Trina’s green eyes widened and then rolled back as both my cock and her sisters pleased every part of her smooth body.  
 
    “Lord Evaaaan,” Trina whimpered as her tunnel began to spasm against my shaft. “I’m about to cum!” 
 
    “Yessss,” I hissed. “Take all of my cock!” 
 
    “Ohhhhh! Cum in me, my lord dragon! Fill me up with your seed!” Then she screamed as her pussy walls squeezed my dick, and her orgasm shook her body as her sweet nectar poured down to my thighs. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned and released what felt like gallons of my dragon seed into her hot core.  
 
    Electricity raced down my spine as my hot semen flooded Trina’s trembling body, and I gripped her hips as my climax rippled down my spine until our juices dripped between us. 
 
    “Oooh, me next!” Marina squealed as she released Trina’s tight nipple from between her lips. 
 
    “As you wish,” I growled, and Trina climbed from my lap on trembling legs before I turned toward Marina. 
 
    I pushed her back onto the bed and kneeled down between her thighs. Marina squirmed underneath me as she waited impatiently for me to fill her, and I teased her slippery lips with the head of my cock.  
 
    “Please, Lord Evan!” she begged and wrapped her legs around my waist to pull me closer. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned and plunged inside Marina’s wet pussy. 
 
    Her walls were slick with desire, and she nearly climaxed as I filled her tunnel with my erection. 
 
    Trina and Polina climbed onto the bed on either side of Marina, and they began to play with Marina’s round tits as they jiggled back and forth with my deep thrusts.  
 
    “I want to taste Lord Evan while he fills my womb!” Marina grabbed Trina’s hand and pulled her up toward her face. 
 
    “Oooh!” Trina giggled as she straddled Marina’s face with her back toward me. 
 
    Then Marina delved her tongue between Trina’s sopping lips, and the two women moaned at the touch.  
 
    “Don’t forget about me!” Polina squealed and crawled over to kneel in front of Trina. 
 
    Trina and Polina started making out while Marina tongued Trina’s pussy, and I pounded into Marina’s tight tunnel. I slammed my hips against hers over and over as the other two women pulled each other closer with every kiss, and a growl of desire rumbled deep in my chest.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” Marina moaned and dug her nails into Trina’s thighs while her pussy walls tightened around my cock.  
 
    The dryad’s orgasm crashed over her, and her back arched away from the bed as I pushed my penis deeper inside her clenching walls. Her sweet juices cascaded over my dick and onto the mattress, and her body shook with swells of pleasure.  
 
    “Yes!” Trina cried out as her second climax sent her own nectar trickling down into Marina’s mouth.  
 
    I could see goosebumps dimpling the bare skin on her back as she grinded her hips on Marina’s face and shuddered with her orgasm. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I groaned, and another climax rippled through my body like a tsunami as I began to spray a load of cum into Marina’s hungry little pussy.  
 
    My body spasmed in waves as stream after stream dumped into the dryad’s womb, and I dug my fingers into the grassy bed to keep pumping in and out of her warm tunnel. 
 
    “My turn,” Polina announced in a sultry voice as soon as both Marina and I had stopped twitching and moaning.  
 
    “Well, get over here, then,” I growled as I slid out from between Marina’s quivering thighs. 
 
    Polina crawled across the mattress with a grin and turned around with her round ass facing me. Her perfect slit dripped with anticipation, and I grabbed her hips and pulled myself toward her. Then I plowed my cock into her waiting pussy, and she cried out with pleasure. I thrust my hips back and forth and felt every inch of her drenched tunnel as I pushed as deep inside the dryad as I could go. Her ass jiggled against my thighs with every pump, and I playfully slapped the smooth jade skin as I continued to fuck her from behind. 
 
    “My lord!” she gasped and giggled. “Oh, gods, it all feels so goooood!” 
 
    “Spank her again!” Marina cried out. 
 
    “Yes, do it!” Polina begged and lifted her ass just a little. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I moaned and smacked her bare ass again. 
 
    “Ooooh!” Polina’s green skin wiggled at the contact, and she pressed her hips back against me to take even more of my thick cock inside her.  
 
    “Don’t just sit there,” I growled to her sisters. “You can have fun together.” 
 
    “Of course,” Marina giggled and tugged Trina closer to her. 
 
    “As our lord commands,” Trina purred.  
 
    The two dryads wrapped their arms around each other, and they quickly became a tangle of emerald-skinned arms and legs as they kissed each other while I thrusted in and out of Polina’s warm tunnel.  
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan!” Polina screeched as she clawed at the mattress.  
 
    Her toes curled up next to my legs, and then she tumbled over into an orgasm that shook her body like an earthquake. Her pussy squeezed my cock like a vise as her juices flooded her tunnel, and it felt like a dam had broken as the warm liquid rushed over my shaft.  
 
    I could feel every drop of her climax, and it sent me over the edge. My dick shot out a warm load of my seed that filled her warm canal and mingled with her sweet juices. Then I gripped her waist as I pounded into her while my body was wracked with waves of my orgasm until her pussy overflowed. My seed and her nectar dripped down her inner thighs because of my rough thrusts, and a sense of satisfaction filled my chest at the sight of my mark on her body. 
 
    Polina dropped to her stomach with a contented sigh, and the other two dryads laid down next to her. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Polina breathed. 
 
    “The best,” Marina agreed and grinned. 
 
    “Now, I’m finally tired,” Trina said with a yawn. “We just needed Lord Evan’s seed to warm us up for bed.” 
 
    “I’m actually wide awake,” I chuckled. “I want to take each of you again, but I do need to go check on Nike. It should be close to my turn to take over watching the camp.” 
 
    “Awwww, I want you to fill me again,” Polina sighed, but then she yawned. 
 
    “You can barely keep your eyes open, Polina,” Trina chuckled as she closed her eyes and snuggled next to the other woman. “Lord Evan needs you riding him so you can milk all of the seed from his magnificent cock.” 
 
    “It’s okay, ladies,” I laughed. “You all had a long day. Get some rest.” 
 
    “Be careful guarding” Marina murmured with her eyes closed. “We love you, Lord Evan. So much.” 
 
    Her sisters were already asleep on my bed, and their wine-induced snores soon filled the tent. 
 
    I snickered to myself as I pulled my pants and boots on to go outside. Then I pushed open the flap and stepped into the night. The fire crackled, though the flames had died down with no one to stoke them. The occasional cricket chirped, and the three moons of Inati reflected on the still surface of the pond. A furry little creature froze at the edge of the water, and it stared at me for a long moment before it scurried back into the grass.  
 
    It was so quiet and peaceful out here, it made me want to stay a little longer before we headed to a city that I just knew would be a pain in the ass. Between a known challenge to the king and the terrified sheep family, Atheson was likely to be stimulating, but I knew it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle.  
 
    I looked around for my fellow noble, and finally, I saw him crouched between the trees keeping watch. His sword was on his belt, but his hand rested on the exposed hilt while his silver eyes stayed on the open fields around us. 
 
    “I can guard a little longer if you need more time,” Nike said as I got closer. 
 
    “They’re all asleep now,” I chuckled. “And I got a hell of a nap earlier, so you get some rest.” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” he replied and stood up with a stretch. “The most exciting thing out here was a herd of goats, so don’t fall asleep.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I laughed. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” Nike said as he walked toward his tent. 
 
    I looked out into the night sky and inhaled a breath of the fresh air. There were a few things about Earth I missed, like my Aunt Emma and television, but there weren’t many places there that smelled clean and felt natural. So far, most of Inati had felt like home. I compared and contrasted my two worlds for a long while, but my thoughts were interrupted by a rustle in the grass behind me. I reached for the hilt of my own sword, but then I sensed Miraya’s familiar presence get closer as she walked through the trees toward me. 
 
    “Your turn to keep watch?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed as I looked over my shoulder at the sword spirit. “Couldn’t sleep?” 
 
    Miraya looked ethereal as she glided across the ground in her nearly transparent white dress. Her white hair was twisted back into a braid that grazed the dirt at her feet, and her blue eyes were wide awake. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head and looked down. “I’m not sure why not. I’m usually quite tired at the end of our days when I’m in my physical form.” 
 
    “Is something on your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Miraya cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Like, are you thinking about something a lot?” I clarified. “Something that’s bothering you, maybe.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she replied with a frown. “I always have so many thoughts in my head. My duties as your guide, memories from previous nobles, my own thoughts and feelings. In truth, it would be difficult to pick out one thing that keeps reappearing.” 
 
    “What about what Mollo said?” I prodded. “About you helping me when I was fighting the Triad.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s no need to worry about that,” she sighed with a dismissive wave of her hand. “If anything even comes of it, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I raised an eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t you be fine?” 
 
    “There are certain punishments for such actions,” Miraya explained carefully. “It’s nothing you should worry about.” 
 
    “I do worry if it concerns your safety,” I growled. “Do I need to keep you away from something? What am I missing here?” 
 
    “Nothing, my lord,” the spirit replied and offered a smile before she turned to the east. “Oh, look! The sun is coming up.” 
 
    I frowned at her obvious effort to avoid the conversation, but I decided to let it go for now. It was hard to rein in my protective instincts, especially when it came to one of my women. Whatever it was, Miraya wasn’t worried about it, so maybe I shouldn’t be, either. Besides, I needed to wake everyone up now to continue to Atheson. We still had several hours left on our trip, and I wanted to know what had been going on with Rophin and his family. 
 
    Miraya followed me back through the trees to the campsite, and I pulled open the flap to my tent where the dryads laid sleeping on my grassy mattress. 
 
    “Up and at ‘em, ladies!” I called out. 
 
    “What does that even meeeeean?” Trina groaned and rolled over to snuggle up with Marina. 
 
    “No clue,” Marina mumbled and wrapped Trina’s arm around her waist.  
 
    “It means the sun is up, and you should be, too,” I laughed. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Polina groused and then peeked out of one eye. “I suppose we can’t complain about having little sleep.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” I agreed with a wink. 
 
    The dryads giggled and began to roll out of the bed, and I walked over to each tent and woke up the rest of my lovers and then Nike. Within a few minutes, everyone was crowded around the fire as Nike warmed up the remaining chunks of boar meat for breakfast. The aroma of the warm pork filled the air, and it seemed to wake everyone up for the day. 
 
    Alyona opened another knapsack of the tiny multicolored berries and put them in one of the pans. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I wondered. 
 
    “Making a fruit drizzle for the meat,” she replied as she grabbed a pestle from her spatial storage and began to smash the fruit. 
 
    “Clever.” I grinned and turned back to everyone else. “So, how are you ladies feeling this morning?” 
 
    “Truly, not bad,” Aaliyah answered with a smile. “Most certainly better than the last time we had the wine.” 
 
    “I can agree with that,” Laika chimed in, and her gray eyes were bright and alert as her ears twitched back and forth on her head. “I’m just oddly hungry.” 
 
    “Starving,” Ravi added, and the phoenix’s stomach rumbled loudly in agreement. 
 
    “I’d say Forsythe’s new blend was a success,” Alyona chuckled. “We’ll make sure to let him know.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Valerra when I send her a message before we leave,” I decided. “I just need to eat first. For some reason, I’ve worked up quite an appetite.” 
 
    The dryads giggled and winked dramatically at my feigned surprise. 
 
    “Breakfast is ready,” Nike announced. 
 
    So, we quickly piled food on our plates and scarfed it down. The meat was just as good the second time around, and I finished my plate in record time.  
 
    While the women finished their food, Nike and I took down the tents and rolled them up before we tossed them into the wagon. Then he stomped out the fire, and I gathered the roasting pots and put them back into the knapsack. Finally, Laika led the horses from the water back to the lead wagon and prepped them to travel, and once we had the campsite cleaned up, everyone piled back into the wagons. 
 
    As I settled on the bench of the lead wagon, I conjured a messenger dragon in my palm, and I leaned down to give it my message. 
 
    “Go to Valerra,” I instructed the tiny beast. “Tell her we’re heading to Atheson now, and everything is good so far. Also, Forsythe’s new wine was a hit. How is Junior? I miss you both already.” 
 
    The dragon purred softly in my hand before it took off toward Hatra. 
 
    “Ready?” Laika asked as she lifted the reins. 
 
    “Yep, let’s see what these port cities are all about,” I replied. 
 
    Laika nodded, tugged on the reins, and set the horses into motion.  
 
    Before we’d left Hatra, Alyona had used a spell to link all the wagons together, so we only needed two horses to pull as many wagons as we needed in our caravan. I had a pretty good handle on my own magical abilities, but the princess’ ability to cast spells with her magic had been priceless in our journey around Rahma. From kicking ass to fixing Lord Vallen, Alyona knew her shit, and she was always trying to learn more. 
 
    Even now as we rode toward Atheson, my fiancée pulled a text out from her spatial storage and was reading through every line. She was a little bookworm, and it came in handy when we needed to research something. She felt right at home in the secret archives we’d found in Hatra. The underground storage held thousands upon thousands of books from spell books, histories, bestiaries, and who knows what else, so Alyona loved it down there. 
 
    Her love for discovery was contagious, too, as several of my other lovers had dug through the archives with her any time we were in Hatra. It was one of the many things I loved about my harem. They always wanted to hang out together, and we were one big happy family.  
 
    I smiled to myself as I remembered how uncertain I was about the whole harem thing at first. I knew I loved Alyona after the first night we met, but I was confused about how I could still have feelings for Laika. Then the dryads introduced me to the idea of more than one lover, which was a total shock compared to how relationships worked on Earth. I was pretty sure Hugh Hefner was the only guy there who could get away with so many girlfriends.  
 
    Now, here I was with a fiancée, nine lovers, an egg, and a centaur queen who would be having my child.  
 
    Shit was crazy. And fucking awesome.  
 
    After a moment of consideration, I decided to summon another messenger to check on Mona in Lumin. She hadn’t updated me on her pregnancy, and I didn’t know how long a centaur-dragon baby needed to bake. Another kaleidoscope-colored messenger appeared in my hand, and the little creature spun in a quick circle and waited for my directions. 
 
    “Go to Lumin,” I instructed. “Ask Mona how the pregnancy is going and how long it takes. Then wait for her response, so you can bring it back to me.” 
 
    The tiny dragon dipped its head and zoomed away in the direction of the centaur city.  
 
    “I can’t wait to see the baby,” Alyona gushed as my magical messenger disappeared into the sky. “She will be beautiful.” 
 
    “As long as she takes after her mother,” I quipped. “And as soon as we’re married, I want to make a lot more beautiful babies that look like you.” 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona blushed and put her hand over her mouth. “I was hoping for sons who looked like you!” 
 
    “Let’s just have a few of each to be safe.” I smirked and winked at my future bride. 
 
    “I like that plan,” she giggled. 
 
    My inner dragon roared at the thought of growing our family and having a bigger pack to protect. I’d never had these instincts as a human, but as a dragon, I always wanted to mark my women as mine, gather as much treasure as I could, and to protect the ones I loved. 
 
    I intertwined my fingers through Alyona’s, and we bumped along for a few more miles before a familiar feeling tugged at my subconscious.  
 
    “Hold on,” I told Laika, and she pulled back on the reins to bring us to a stop. “Wait here.” 
 
    I hopped off the wagon, stood in the tall grass, and homed in on my instinctual desire.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Aaliyah asked as she skipped over next to me. 
 
    “Oh, I remember that look,” Ravi giggled when she sidled up on my other side. “Our dragon has found a treasure.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I chuckled. “Follow me.” 
 
    The two women stayed close behind me as I jogged through the shoulder-high grass toward the treasure that called to me like a beacon. As I got nearer, the pulses of energy became stronger, and finally, we reached a small campsite nearly hidden in the grass. 
 
    A long canvas tent stood about ten feet wide and just higher than the yellowy plants, and I held up my hand for everyone to stop while I looked for a sign of anyone inside. A light breeze blew across the campsite, and the flaps of the beige tent billowed in the wind but didn’t reveal enough about its interior. 
 
    I conjured a fiery dagger in my hand, crept closer to the side of the tent, and listened for any sounds inside. Not even a whisper of a breath came from the shelter, so I grabbed the flap and yanked it open. The tent was empty except for piles of blankets and a few lanterns, and I stepped inside and pulled one of the blankets from the ground. The scent was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it and held it out to the women as they walked in behind me. 
 
    “The bandits from yesterday,” Aaliyah answered my silent question after she took a quick sniff. “It smells like them.” 
 
    The lioness was a keen hunter, and her sense of smell was much more honed than mine after years of tracking her prey. 
 
    “This must have been where they stayed when they weren’t out attacking people,” Ravi observed as she touched a lantern. “It’s cold, so it hasn’t been lit for a while.” 
 
    “Then it’s probably also where they kept the things they stole,” I murmured. “That’s why my instincts called me here, but where could they keep it in this place? It’s wide open, and I don’t see anything that looks like treasure.” 
 
    “What does your dragon sense tell you?” Ravi asked as she blinked her large blue eyes at me. “That could help.” 
 
    My dragon senses were practically screaming at me to get the treasure, so it was obviously close, but there weren’t any chests or boxes or even coin purses laying around.  
 
    I paced around for a moment before I realized the answer was right in front of me.  
 
    Well, below me, really. 
 
    The ground under the tent was mostly the same as the grass outside, though they had trimmed it down to only a few inches, but only one place about five feet from the entrance had been cleared all the way down to dirt. 
 
    So, I strode over to the bare spot and crouched to dig through the soil, and I clawed into the dirt until I hit something hard a couple feet underground. Then I pushed the other dirt out of the way until I could see a large box about two feet wide and pulled it out of the hole. The box was plain and looked like it was built haphazardly. The wooden slats on the sides were wilted and cracked, and the bottom almost fell off before I set it on the ground. 
 
    “Wow, their carpentry skills need some work,” Aaliyah deadpanned. 
 
    I chuckled as I wrenched the lid from the box, but the wood nearly disintegrated in my hands. So, Ravi and Aaliyah squatted next to me to help pull the remaining chunks of wood from the sides to expose the box’s contents.  
 
    The crate was about three-quarters full of gold, jewelry, books, and a few other miscellaneous items the bandits had hidden away. I scooped handfuls of the treasure from the box and slipped it into my spatial storage with the rest of my horde. My inner dragon preened as I realized how much my pile had grown over the past few months, and I knew it would only continue to expand as we traveled around Rahma on our campaign.  
 
    I emptied the box while Ravi and Aaliyah stayed back. They knew my dragon instincts for treasure had a tendency to make me protective over my horde, and it wasn’t a good idea to get too close. Then I stood up and brushed the dirt from my knees. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get back on the road,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Should we just leave the tent here?” Ravi asked and gestured to the empty space. 
 
    “I’d like to burn it down,” I grumbled as I recalled the thieves’ threat toward Rophin’s daughters. “But there’s a lot of grass around here that would just go up in flames, so I guess I could settle for shredding the place.” 
 
    “I can help with that.” Aaliyah grinned and extended her long claws until they reached nearly six inches in length. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I chuckled. 
 
    We spread out and tore up the canvas walls of the bandits’ tent, and shreds of the cream-colored fabric tumbled to the ground as sunlight poured inside. Even the phoenix joined in and yanked the walls from their posts with a fury, and within a minute, the tent was reduced to a few poles and scraps of canvas scattered between them. 
 
    “That felt pretty good,” the lioness giggled as she inspected her claws. “And less messy.” 
 
    “True,” Ravi agreed with a smile. 
 
    With that taken care of, we traipsed back toward our caravan, and Naomi eyed me curiously. 
 
    “Dragon stuff.” I smirked. 
 
    “Can I join you on the next one?” the lizard mage asked with a hopeful smile. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied and pulled myself up on the wagon next to Alyona. 
 
    “Did you find what you were searching for?” the princess wondered without looking up from her book. 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “And you?” 
 
    “I’ll know it when I see it,” she murmured, and a smile curved her lips as she read through the page.  
 
    Laika looked over with a knowing smile and then tugged the reins to set the horses into motion. We continued along the grasslands, and then the landscape transitioned into forests, hills, and valleys. The fresh scent of the ocean lingered in the air from the other side of the hills, and I could tell we were getting closer. 
 
    By the time the sun was directly above us, we reached a corridor. The forested walls climbed high above us on both sides, and the path to the peninsula was open through the valley in between.  
 
    “I don’t like having the low ground like this,” I muttered as Laika slowed to enter the ravine. “Anyone could be up there.” 
 
    “We do have a slight disadvantage,” the wolf-warrior agreed. “But they would have to come down to our level to finish a fight.” 
 
    “True,” I murmured, but I kept my eyes moving as we traveled down the path. 
 
    The further we traveled west, the corridor narrowed until it was only about thirty feet wide. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I could tell someone was watching us now. So, I searched the trees above us, but I couldn’t see anything but greenery. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” Laika whispered without turning her head. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied under my breath. “We must be close.” 
 
    No sooner had I spoken the words did the corridor narrowed even further and took a sharp turn to the right, where a tall iron gate blocked our path.  
 
    The gate was anchored into the stone walls on either side, and it split open in the middle. Six men stood behind the entrance in full armor from head to toe with their swords gripped tightly in their hands, and they each stood over six feet tall and were wide as a fridge. Then another four large men crept out from behind the trees along the wall, and they held bows with arrows aimed straight for us. 
 
    “Who are you?” one of the men inside the gate shouted. “What do you want?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell which one was speaking since they wore full face helmets and stood completely still in their defensive positions, but I decided to take the nice approach, at least for now. 
 
    “I’ve come to speak with the leader of Atheson,” I announced as I got down from the wagon with my hands held up in surrender. “We mean you no harm.” 
 
    “Our lord is not expecting any visitors,” a man in the middle replied and stepped forward to address me. “You will request his audience, and you may return if he accepts.” 
 
    “That’s really not how I do things,” I chuckled. “See, when I want to see someone, I see them. Besides, no one has heard from Atheson in months. How am I supposed to get a message here if you don’t respond?” 
 
    “If you did not receive a response, then your request was denied,” the man sneered, and I could feel his frustration radiate from his heavily armored body. “You have no right to assume otherwise, and you disrespect His Lordship by appearing without an approval.” 
 
    “Well, he can come tell me himself,” I shot back. “If he doesn’t, then he is disrespecting me, and that just won’t work.” 
 
    “And who are you to demand respect from His Lordship?” the man laughed, and the others joined in. “He has no time for foolish games.” 
 
    The man’s petty words ignited a rage in my chest, and my inner dragon roared as I clenched my fists and stormed closer to the gate. Then I opened my maw and roared a column of flames into the air above me. 
 
    “I am the Dragon Lord,” I thundered as I conjured a fireball in my palm. “And he will see me now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The guards lifted up their shields and laid their swords across the top with the blades pointing directly at me, and I could hear the bowstrings pulled tight as the archers above me prepared to fire. 
 
    “Your blades and arrows are useless on me,” I called out. “I’m not leaving until I speak with the lord of Atheson, and anyone who tries to stop me will be met with the same force.” 
 
    A man pushed through the guards at the gate and stood next to the man who had spoken to me before. This second man was slightly taller than the rest, but he wore no helmet, so I could see who I was dealing with. His face was half-covered by a thick brown beard, and he had round brown ears poking out of his dark hair. A scowl stretched across his tan face, and he held up his giant furry hands in front of the other guards. 
 
    “Stand down,” he ordered his comrades in a rumbling voice. “We have no desire to begin a fight today. We will let the travelers enter.” 
 
    “Good choice,” I growled as I eyed the newcomer. 
 
    The guards hesitated for a moment before they lowered their weapons, and I called the fireball back into my hand with a smirk. The leader’s eyes widened for a moment before he collected himself and returned to his stoic expression. Then he leaned down and whispered to one of the armored guards, and the smaller man nodded and sprinted away from the gates and into the city. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself,” the leader addressed us with a stiff bow. “My name is Gregorio, leader of the Atheson guard. I will make your presence known to His Lordship, so you may speak with him. We wouldn’t want you to have wasted your trip.” 
 
    A smirk flitted across Gregorio’s face as he signaled to the guards to open the gate, and I stepped back toward the wagons and gave my group a stern look that I hoped they understood.  
 
    We needed everyone to be on alert. This guy was fishy. 
 
    “My lord,” Laika whispered. “Have you dealt with grizzly bear Demi-Humans before?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “I wasn’t even sure what they were.” 
 
    The fur and size made sense for the grizzlies, and I wondered what other things they had in common with the giant mammals. Gregorio definitely seemed less friendly than Yogi Bear. 
 
    “They’re known for being ruthless in battle,” the wolf-warrior continued quietly as she drove the caravan through the gates. “We no longer allow them in the Blue Tree Guild because they had a tendency to, ah, pillage the cities we were supposed to be helping. It was like once they got into a fight, they didn’t know how to stop. We should be careful.” 
 
    Laika referred to the guild she led, and they often contracted to help cities with their problems. In fact, it was on one of her adventures with the guild that she found me in a dark cave after a dragon mask from Earth transported me to Inati. 
 
    “Noted,” I agreed with a nod. “These guys can be assholes.” 
 
    I walked next to the wagon and watched carefully while we followed Gregorio and two other guards further into the city. The rest of the guards remained at the gates, and they watched us through the slits of their helmets while we passed by. 
 
    The sun had begun its descent toward evening, but there weren’t droves of people heading home from work or going to the market for dinner. The city should be bustling with people, but it looked like almost no one lived here. 
 
    I kept my head on a swivel as we followed the three grizzlies, and I wondered where their citizens were. In every other city, people watched us enter with a variety of emotions. Some had been curious, some excited, and even some had been afraid. Yet in Atheson, no one stood outside except for the guards. The place looked almost deserted, and several of the buildings were in shambles. 
 
    The majority of the buildings were made from logs, likely from the surrounding forest, but some of the structures looked like they’d been set on fire, and several others were simply falling down and dilapidated. I wondered briefly if it was just the old part of the city, but the quality didn’t improve the further we traveled. We walked through what was clearly a marketplace with carts and shops full of items for sale, but no one stood with their wares to sell them. The shop doors were all closed, too, and no torches or lanterns lit them from inside. 
 
    We passed through another area that seemed to be a neighborhood, and the only sign of movement was a curtain falling into place as we passed by, as though someone was trying to watch us without being seen. It was like a creepy old movie about an apocalyptic town. By the time we got through the city to the castle, I was on edge, and the only building that didn’t look like it should be condemned was the palace. 
 
    The lord’s home was at the other end of the city from the corridor gates, and it was built like a giant log cabin. The roof soared high above the other buildings, and the logs were weaved tightly together in a detailed pattern. Green and black flags hung from a beam that stuck out from the top floor, and the palace was surrounded by a covered porch that wrapped around the entire building. Lanterns hung from the rafters, and two guards stood at the front door. The entrance itself was insanely tall, and it was carved with a giant bear standing on its hind legs with a pawprint on its chest. 
 
    When we got closer, another grizzly Demi-Human walked down the front steps with four more guards accompanying him. He was dressed in layers of thick forest green robes with jewels dangling from his bear ears and adorning each finger. A wide gold chain hung from his neck, and a green and black pendant shaped like a bear decorated the necklace. The pendant had the same design as the door, and I assumed it was the city’s crest. Like Gregorio, this man also had a beard, though his was less like a scruffy lumberjack and more like a wizard as it draped to his chest just above the bear pendant. 
 
    “Lord Kyro, you have visitors requesting a presence with you,” Gregorio announced. “Are you available for such a meeting?” 
 
    Kyro glanced at our caravan and waved Gregorio closer. The two began to whisper to each other for a moment, and then Kyro stepped away and took a grand bow. 
 
    “Welcome to Atheson, travelers,” he declared. “As you know, I am Lord Kyro. And you would be?” 
 
    “Lord Evan of Hatra,” I introduced myself and then gestured to my party as everyone climbed down from the wagon and stood behind Alyona and me. “This is my fiancée, Princess Alyona of the White Jade Sect, and, ah, the rest of our royal guard.” 
 
    I decided against giving the bear leader all our names. I already knew he couldn’t be trusted based on King Rodion’s information, but everything about Atheson and Kyro sent up dozens of red flags. Something else was going on here, and I was going to find out what it was. 
 
    I held out my arm to shake with our introductions, but the bear leader looked down at it awkwardly and then daintily squeezed my fingers with his huge paw for a moment before he released the light grip. I pulled my hand back and had to resist a laugh at his feminine shake, which was nothing like the strong forearm greetings I’d become accustomed to. 
 
    “Hatra?” Kyro repeated and twisted his beard around his finger. “And the princess? You must be the royal dragon entourage I heard about, but why come to my city? The king has had no interest in the peninsula for ages.” 
 
    “He’s been a little busy with the Breach, in case you haven’t heard.” I smirked. 
 
    “I heard of such a rumor many years ago,” he replied and narrowed his golden-brown eyes. “Does it still exist?” 
 
    “It does,” Alyona confirmed. “And it is a great threat to our country. Do you know why we’re here?” 
 
    “If you expect me to help the king in this demonic battle, I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time,” Kyro said, and his lips curled up into a fake smile. “We are perfectly safe here, far from the Mihireti Mountains. We’ve done well on our own.” 
 
    A burning rage bubbled in my chest at the Demi-Human’s selfish response, like they were the only city that mattered if it all came down to a demonic battle for Rahma. I wanted to tear his throat out, but Alyona seemed to feel my anger emanating from my body because she gently squeezed my arm before she responded. 
 
    “Perhaps we can discuss matters of state more thoroughly in private, Lord Kyro,” she suggested in a quiet but firm voice. 
 
    “I suppose we could prepare enough dinner for you and your, ah, entourage,” the bear grumbled and then turned to Gregorio with a scowl. “Go tell the staff we have… guests.” 
 
    Gregorio dipped his head and jogged toward the castle. 
 
    “Thank you for your kindness,” Alyona said with a smile. 
 
    Her ability to remain cool and calm despite the grizzlies’ terrible attitudes was nothing short of angelic, because my dragon instincts told me to roast this furry prick on the spot. 
 
    “You’re welcome to eat and rest here for the night,” Kyro responded curtly. “One of my guards can show you to your rooms. Then I’m sure you’ll want to continue your work in the morning.” 
 
    The bear Demi-Human turned on his heels and marched toward the palace doors with three of his guards behind him, but the fourth guard looked at us expectantly as we all turned to stare at each other in bewilderment. 
 
    What the fuck was this guy’s problem? He really hated the king that much? And his people didn’t seem surprised at all with how he treated us. They seemed to want us gone just as much as he did. 
 
    “Are we following you?” I asked the guard, who replied with a short nod. “Alright, and our horses?” 
 
    The guard wordlessly pointed to a smaller wooden building to our right, which I assumed was a barn or stable. Its doors were open, and a small paddock had been fenced in around the side. Two goats roamed around the enclosure while they ate grass, and they made little noises to each other. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, and Laika and I led the horses and wagons toward the building. The stable was large and open with only three stalls against one wall and a trough of water on the other. The opening to the paddock was blocked with a half-door, and the goats trotted over to it to look at us curiously. We put the horses in two of the stalls, and Laika put food in front of them once they were inside. The horses whinnied and nuzzled her hand affectionately before they lowered their heads to eat. 
 
    “So, Kyro seems pretty friendly,” I joked as the horses chewed. 
 
    “About as friendly as a cobra,” the wolf-warrior countered with a wink. “What do you think of the city?” 
 
    “Seems a little dead,” I replied and filled a bucket with water. “Every other place we’ve visited, at least a few people came out to see what was going on. I saw someone try to peek out their window, but whoever it was hid behind a curtain before I could see.” 
 
    “Not a single person was watching from outside, and they were trying to hide away inside,” Laika murmured. “Especially with their isolation, you’d think they would be very interested in newcomers, much like Colaruma. We barely stepped foot in that city before people became curious.” 
 
    The wolf-woman referred to the underground city we’d visited a couple months ago. The moment we’d appeared in Colaruma, everyone took notice and asked us a million questions, including the corrupt council. 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “Something’s definitely wrong here. Maybe we should have gone undercover here, too.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she mused. “We should be ready for anything. After I removed our last grizzly guild member, he was furious. I was a little surprised he didn’t try to come back to challenge me.” 
 
    “They can do that?” I raised a surprised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” Laika confirmed. “The warriors of a guild can challenge the leader. Most people choose not to, since a loss means permanent banishment from all legitimate guilds, but occasionally, the challenger will win. Then it’s his decision if the leader can stay with the guild.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “I guess that keeps a tyrant from staying in charge forever, but what if the rest of the guild doesn’t like the new leader?” 
 
    “They can always resign.” The wolf Demi-Human shrugged. “It’s frowned upon among other guilds, and they may not be able to join a new one, but it’s an option.” 
 
    “Challenging leaders seems to be a pretty common thing around here,” I observed as I thought back to my conversation with King Rodion. “In my old country, if you didn’t like the president, you just had to wait four years, vote for a different one, and hope your choice won.” 
 
    “Four years?” Laika’s eyebrows shot up. “The leader is only in charge for four years?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, unless he gets picked again,” I explained. “Then he can be in charge another four years, but that’s it.” 
 
    “That’s such a small amount of time,” she mused. 
 
    “Well, the average life span is only, like, eighty years,” I chuckled. “Four years doesn’t seem long to the people here who live hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Ahhh, that makes sense,” Laika sighed. “It seems like a few of the lords around Rahma need a limit on their ruling time, too.” 
 
    I nodded as she patted the horses’ snouts, and we walked out of the barn to join the others.  
 
    “Is everything alright, my lord?” Alyona took my hand and gave me a questioning look. “You were gone longer than I expected.”  
 
    “We figured we’d better care for the horses tonight,” I said. “I don’t think they have a stable boy hiding out in there.” 
 
    “Good idea,” she agreed and then faced the guard. “We’re ready now.” 
 
    The silent guard turned and climbed the steps into the log cabin castle, and we followed him up the stairs and into the front room. It reminded me of ski lodges from Earth with a huge fireplace crackling in the corner, four large wooden chairs arranged to face the fire, and twenty-foot high ceilings with polished beams stretched across them. A small coffee table held a set of tin mugs, and the drinks inside them were still steaming.  
 
    It seemed our arrival had interrupted Lord Kyro’s evening tea. 
 
    The guard veered to the left and led us down a hallway with doors on either side. We passed six rooms until we were almost to the end of the hall, and I could see a bathroom straight ahead of us. 
 
    Suddenly, the guard stopped and pointed to two rooms across the hall from each other. The doors were open, but I couldn’t see much inside. 
 
    “Just two rooms?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “There are eleven of us.” 
 
    “What Lord Evan is asking is if it would be possible for us to have three or four rooms,” Alyona interjected in a sweet voice. “It would be more accommodating for our rather large party.” 
 
    The guard huffed and took two steps further down the hall. Then he pointed to the next pair of rooms and waited pointedly, and when we didn’t complain, he stormed past us to presumably return to Lord Kyro. 
 
    “The hospitality here is great,” Aaliyah muttered, and her golden lion’s tail flicked back and forth with irritation. 
 
    “I don’t expect any chocolates on our pillows in the morning,” I agreed. 
 
    “Well, they certainly don’t want us to stay long,” Ravi observed as her blue eyes narrowed. 
 
    “And I’m glad the princess asked about more rooms,” Polina added when she looked inside the first one. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s only one bed in each one,” Trina giggled. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have to do some cuddling,” Marina chimed in with a grin. 
 
    “Well, Nike can have his own room,” I decided. “The rest of us will just have to triple up. And a few cuddles never killed anyone.” 
 
    My women giggled as they divided up into the rooms. The dryads claimed the first room, while Ravi, Aaliyah, and Miraya went in another. That left Alyona, Naomi, Laika, and I in the last room. I had no problem sharing a bed with all of my women, but we wouldn’t get any sleep if that was the case. It would be hard enough with the three I had. 
 
    We walked into the last room, and I could see the dryads had made a good point. While the bed was king-sized, it was entirely too small for five or six people to share. Especially given that one of those people was Nike, and even though he was my best friend, he wasn’t sharing with one of my women. 
 
    Other than the bed, the room featured a single bedside table and a small window three-quarters up the wall, so if anyone wanted to look outside, they would have to be at least seven feet tall or have a stepladder. The rest of the room was bare, and even the nice wood floor did nothing to warm up the space. It felt similar to a jail cell, except the bathroom was down the hall instead of inside. 
 
    “How lovely,” Naomi deadpanned as my lovers looked around the nearly empty room. 
 
    “Yeah, just like grandma’s house,” I chuckled. 
 
    We all set down our bags and returned to the hallway, and I decided to check out the bathroom and strode down the hall toward the open door. The feeling of a ski lodge continued into the wood paneled room with metal troughs for sinks and giant metal tubs in bathing stalls across the back wall. Smaller buckets lined the wall behind the door, and I frowned at the obvious stench of urine in the buckets. As I looked more closely, I noticed brown fur was stuck to the sides of the tubs, but it wasn’t quite as dark as the grizzlies’ fur. 
 
    “Who else lives here, then?” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “What was that?” Alyona asked as she came up behind me. 
 
    “See?” I pointed to the tubs. “There’s another kind of fur in there. It doesn’t look like the bears’ fur.” 
 
    “That is odd,” the princess agreed. “Maybe Atheson is not only grizzlies?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe it’s like Colaruma,” I mused. “There were several different species there.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Alyona smiled. “Let’s just continue to observe for now.” 
 
    We strolled back toward the others who had finished putting their things in their rooms. Then the smell of dinner wafted in from the kitchen, and I recognized the strongest scent. 
 
    “Is that fish?” Aaliyah asked as she scrunched up her nose. 
 
    “Smells like it to me,” I agreed and then smirked. “I’m guessing it’s their normal bear food since they haven’t gone out of the way to do anything special for us so far.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree.” Alyona nodded. “It may be harder than we thought to reach an agreement with Lord Kyro. He’s rather stubborn.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a grump.” Trina frowned. 
 
    “A furry grump,” Marina added. 
 
    “Maybe he’s the mean guy the little sheep girl was talking about,” Polina suggested. 
 
    “Maybe,” I agreed. “Which means we need to find out as much as we can during dinner before they kick us out in the morning. If someone is in trouble here, we can’t leave until we help them. And I’ll be damned if we leave any other kids behind if some bastards are mistreating them.” 
 
    “How are we going to find that out?” Aaliyah wondered as her orange eyes narrowed. “There weren’t exactly lines of people waiting to talk to us when we got here.” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, “but that doesn’t mean we can’t go explore tonight.” 
 
    “Sneak out of the castle?” Miraya asked. 
 
    “It worked in Tikal,” I replied with a shrug. “Well, kind of. Besides, if they try to hurt any of us, I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Badass dragon style,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “Exactly.” I smirked. “They won’t know what hit them. So, tonight after we go to bed, we’ll meet back here about thirty minutes later. That should give Kyro and his people time to be in their own chambers, which I imagine are as far away from us as possible.” 
 
    Suddenly, a thump sounded behind one of the other doors down the hall, and we all turned to see what it was. 
 
    Nothing else moved, though, so I looked back at everyone else and was met with shrugs all around. 
 
    “That was strange,” Alyona observed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “Anyway, let’s plan on the thirty minutes after lights out. Then we’ll go check out a few things for ourselves since I doubt we’ll get any straight answers at dinner.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and we returned down the hallway to the main room. I couldn’t see anyone in there, so I followed the smells of dinner and found the dining hall. 
 
    Kyro and Gregorio were already seated at a long table that looked to be cut straight from a tree, and I could still see the rings from inside the trunk spread out in concentric oblong shapes. On the table, three trays were set out, and each held slices of a large fish. I couldn’t smell any kind of seasoning, and the fish seemed to be straight from the water. They still had their head and eyes, though the staff at least removed the scales. Next to the fish were a few baskets of sliced bread with cups of butter next to them, and finally, two baskets of freshly picked apples and peaches accompanied the other food. It wasn’t the big spread we were used to, but at least Kyro wasn’t refusing to feed us.  
 
    I’d take the little victory. 
 
    Instead of chairs, each side of the table had a long wooden bench made from split logs, and the bench was open on both sides, so whoever sat on it couldn’t lean back. In fact, only Kyro’s chair looked decent to sit in, and it was made for one large person. His seat had a tall back and cushy arms, and I suspected he wanted to ensure he was the only comfortable person in the room. It was a control freak thing to do, and I was starting to see exactly how the grizzly worked. 
 
    “Sit wherever you like.” Kyro waved a careless hand at the benches, and his rings rattled against each other on his giant paw. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied and sat on the end of the bench closest to him. 
 
    I knew my seat choice made him uncomfortable, which made it even better for me. 
 
    The bear’s scornful expression only lasted a second before he reset his emotionless face while Alyona sat beside me. While Kyro was clearly trying to look as though he didn’t care, it soon became obvious that he desperately wanted to be rid of us. I wasn’t sure if it was because we were here on behalf of the king, or if he had something else to hide, but everything we’d seen so far told me it was the latter. 
 
    And tonight, I’d find out exactly what he was keeping from us. 
 
    “So, Lord Kyro, how long have you been in charge of Atheson?” I asked as I made myself at home and dropped a chunk of fish on my plate. Then I stabbed my fork into the meat and tore a bite from its flesh.  
 
    “A while,” he replied as a look of disgust flitted across his furry face. “And you’ve been a lord of Hatra for…?” 
 
    Kyro didn’t seem to like me, and I didn’t mind one bit. 
 
    “A few months.” I shrugged and smiled as though I didn’t have a worry in the world. “It was kind of falling apart when I got there, but we’ve worked hard to restore the city to her former glory.” 
 
    “And what of the former ruling family?” Kyro sneered. “Foxes, I believe?”  
 
    “Oh, my dad?” I raised an eyebrow. “Ruslan is doing great. He’s an Elder of Hatra, though my grandfather died in a battle with the miasma and demons.” 
 
    “Ruslan is your father?” Gregorio nearly choked on his food and then cleared his throat. “I mean, how is that exactly?” 
 
    “A blood adoption,” Alyona answered smoothly. “I performed it myself.” 
 
    “So, then you are not from Hatra?” the guard pressed. 
 
    “Not originally,” I hedged. 
 
    I didn’t trust these bears at all, and there was no way I was sharing anything about my past life with them. I didn’t need them to use it against me somehow in the future. I only needed them to fear what I could do if they didn’t pledge their loyalty to the king. 
 
    “And the people of Hatra are perfectly fine with non-royal blood sitting on the throne?” Kyro asked as his eyebrows shot up his forehead. “And a new citizen, at that.” 
 
    “It’s not a throne,” I snorted. “Besides, I’m a Noble of the Sword. My people know what I’ve accomplished for them, and they love me.” 
 
    “They even put up dragon decorations all around the city,” Trina pointed out. “And had a party for him and his dragon mate.” 
 
    “Dragon mate?” the bear leader gasped. “There are two of you?” 
 
    “Yes, and everyone loves Lord Evan and Lady Valerra!” Polina answered with a vigorous nod. 
 
    “Hatra is forever grateful for how he’s helped the city,” Marina added. 
 
    “I see,” Kyro murmured and tugged on his beard. “It sounds much different than when I was a boy.” 
 
    “Yeah, so I’m trying to do the same things for Rahma,” I segued into our goal. “We want every city in Rahma to feel loved and cared for.” 
 
    “Why?” the bear leader scoffed. “So your king doesn’t have to feel guilty for neglecting them?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Alyona replied. “Our king already feels sorry for the time he’s had to spend at the Breach. He simply didn’t have a way to reach out until he met Lord Evan. Once we were engaged, my father decided we could announce our engagement and future leadership status to each city on our journey.” 
 
    “So, you’ll be the future king, then?” Kyro eyed me suspiciously. “This is the real reason you’ve come to my city?” 
 
    “There’s no hidden agenda here, Lord Kyro,” I answered in a tight voice. “I will be King Rodion’s successor, and I want to get to know my future people. I want them to know what I’ve done for Hatra and do anything they need as well.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t need anything,” the bear said and clenched his jaw. “As I mentioned, we’ve done just fine on our own for years now.” 
 
    “Well, I noticed a few buildings need some repair,” I replied carefully. “We can help with things like that--” 
 
    “Those aren’t used anymore,” Kyro interjected. “No need to repair something that no one lives in.” 
 
    “I see,” I hummed. “And you haven’t had any miasma or demon attacks here? The rumor was all the port cities were attacked within days of the Breach’s first appearance.” 
 
    “We handled it,” Gregorio replied with a frown. “I was new to the guard then, but my father led us. We lost a few in the battles, but the demons soon retreated.” 
 
    “Without magic?” Alyona asked in surprise. “You beat them without any magical defenses?” 
 
    “What makes you think it was without magic?” The bear guard raised an eyebrow. “We may not have any more mages now, but magic was more prevalent back then.” 
 
    “You have no mages in Atheson?” Naomi chimed in as she cocked her head curiously. “That seems odd given the way the magic can be passed down if you had it in your bloodlines before.” 
 
    “No one knows why.” Kyro waved his hand dismissively. “And we’ve continued to survive without it, so it means nothing to us now.” 
 
    Miraya leaned over and whispered something to Alyona, who nodded in understanding. Then the spirit’s voice suddenly sounded in my head as she stared at me. 
 
    Magic is neutral, but if the gods determined the grizzlies were only using it for evil, they could have removed it from their blood, she advised me. 
 
    Why can’t they do that for everything evil that uses magic? I wondered. 
 
    Because not every type of magic is inherited, she clarified. Some creatures are born of magic, others are born with it. 
 
    I pondered the spirit’s explanation for a moment and shook my head in frustration. Kyro was keeping something from us, and I wasn’t leaving until I figured out what it was. 
 
    “Not all cities have magic,” I agreed. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. Have you reached out to the king to help with your defenses against more demons? They haven’t left Rahma.” 
 
    “I have no need to speak with King Rodion,” Kyro growled. “He did nothing for us then, and he would do nothing for us now.” 
 
    “He’s held back the Breach, so no more demons can come through,” Alyona replied with a gasp. “That is considerably more than doing nothing.” 
 
    “Do you think you could do a better job?” I quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “I know I could,” the bear leader scoffed with an arrogant air. 
 
    “Is that why you’ve familiarized yourself with the Old Edict?” I pushed. 
 
    Kyro’s mouth dropped open in surprise, but before he could answer, one of the guards sprinted into the room and leaned over to whisper to him. 
 
    Though they kept their voices quiet, the guard had left the front door open, and we could all hear yelling from outside. 
 
    “Know your place!” 
 
    “Treasonous bastards!” 
 
    Well, that didn’t sound good.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” I demanded as I stood from the table. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” Kyro said quickly and shooed the guard out of the room. 
 
    “I’ll decide what I will or will not worry about,” I growled, and then I stalked toward the door.  
 
    Gregorio followed the other guard outside, and I ignored Kyro’s demands to return to the dining hall. 
 
    Then I led my group out the front doors and saw the bloodshed had already begun. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The grizzly guards cursed and roared as they swung their swords in wide arcs at their opponents. The other group defended themselves with wooden clubs and other makeshift weapons, but they were quickly losing the battle.  
 
    I took a step forward to help the guards defend the palace, but something held me back. 
 
    Why would anyone break into Atheson to attack with bats and iron bars when they knew they’d be facing warriors with blades? It was a guaranteed death sentence. Even the thieves we’d defeated before carried blades, and they were avid fighters. These people swung their weapons wildly, some even with their eyes closed, and hoped to hit their targets. 
 
    It didn’t make sense, so I used my swiftness to look at all the details of the fight in less than a second. My eyes flitted from the heavily armored guards to their attackers wearing only ratty robes and no shoes, and I quickly counted the dozens of guards facing only a handful of the others. 
 
    During this deeper inspection, I realized the second group consisted of a familiar race. Bighorn sheep Demi-Humans fought the bear Demi-Human guards as though their lives depended on it, and it seemed they did. Two sheep Demi-Humans laid dead on the ground in puddles of their own blood, while another gasped for air and clutched the gaping wounds in his belly and leg. He dragged his body across the ground before he collapsed, and I sent out a status check to assess his injuries. 
 
    Classification: Bighorn sheep Demi-Human 
 
    Condition: Concussion, stab wound to torso, stab wound to femoral artery, lacerations, contusions 
 
    Priority: Critical, will die without healing 
 
    Status: Requires immediate healing 
 
    I quickly sent a wave of healing magic onto the wounded sheep, and the glittery dust settled over the Demi-Human’s skin like a sheet. He sat up in surprise as his body began to recover from the injuries, and blood stopped dumping from his wounds. Then the skin under his torn shirt knitted together, and his eyes returned to focus as he stared at his healing body in confusion. 
 
    Dozens of other sheep Demi-Humans stood just outside the fray, and they shouted at the guards and waved their fists with anger. 
 
    “Stop hurting them!” 
 
    “They’ve done nothing wrong!” 
 
    “Stay back!” one of the guards shouted at the crowd and held out his sword with a menacing scowl. “Unless you’d like to end up like your friends, that is.” 
 
    The sheep nearest his extended blade cowered back against the others before he shouted again. 
 
    “Just let them go to their homes!” the sheep Demi-Human yelled defiantly. “You mangy cowards don’t have better things to do?” 
 
    “Homes?” I repeated in shock. “They live here, too?” 
 
    I turned to Kyro for a response, but the bear leader stood with his arms crossed over his chest and a grimace on his face as he watched his guards destroy the other people. He seemed to have no plans of stopping the fight, and I fought back the urge to grab him by the throat. 
 
    “It would seem so,” Alyona murmured when Kyro didn’t respond. “How would you like to proceed, my lord? It doesn’t seem as though the guards have any intention of letting them go.” 
 
    “I’ll make them stop,” I growled as I stepped down into the melee. 
 
    Then I grabbed one of the guards by the collar of his breastplate and tossed him behind me. He landed with a metallic crash, and a few of the other guards whirled to gape at my interruption. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” one of the guards bellowed. 
 
    Without a word, I closed the gap between us, grabbed his helmet from the bottom, and ripped it from his head. I tossed it to the ground, and he lifted his sword to face me. So, I took a quick sidestep and grabbed his wrist. Then I twisted until I felt his joint pop, and his sword dropped to the ground. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he screeched as I wrenched his arm toward his back and pushed him to his stomach. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” I retorted as I stomped on his back and then noticed movement from the corner of my eye. “Hey!” 
 
    Several of the grizzlies had stopped fighting once I started taking them out, but one was still crouched over a sheep Demi-Human who laid unconscious on the ground. The guard was beating the sheep with the handle of a dagger, and the sheep’s face was bloody and bruised. 
 
    The bear Demi-Human clearly had no intention of stopping his attack, and I rushed over to grab his arm before he swung again. Instead of trying to fight me for another swing, he threw his arm back and jabbed the dagger into my forearm. The blade sunk into the skin under my black scales, and I could feel blood start to soak the sleeve of my shirt. 
 
    “Did you just fucking stab me?” I demanded as I ripped the dagger from my arm and tossed it on the ground. 
 
    My arm immediately began to heal, and my scales were already back in one piece within seconds. 
 
    “You’ve done it now,” Aaliyah sang out. 
 
    I leaned my head back, opened my mouth, and roared a column of flames into the sky. The grizzly guard froze as my roar echoed around us, and I wrapped my arm around his torso and flipped backward. We tumbled ass over teakettle until we were a few yards from the sheep Demi-Human, and as soon as I stood up, I conjured another wave of my healing ability and sent it toward the unconscious sheep. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the bear guard asked as he stood up and faced me with a scowl across his furry face. 
 
    Then he clenched his fists and lifted them into a boxing stance as he bounced from foot to foot. He seemed to be itching for a fight, and I was happy to oblige. 
 
    “Someone who doesn’t think the guards of a city should be killing the people who live here,” I shot back. 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” he hissed before he charged me with his giant paw clenched into a fist. 
 
    I easily dodged his first blow and used his momentum to grab his arm and flip him over onto his back. Then I kept my grip on his arm, flipped him to his belly with his arm pinned behind him, and wrenched his hand up until it nearly touched the back of his head, and he howled in pain. 
 
    “Unhand him!” Gregorio snarled as he stormed over to me. “You are a guest in this city, or at least you were. You’ll be leaving soon, and until then, you will not put your hands on my men!” 
 
    “Your man stabbed me.” I smirked and held up my arm. “I was defending myself.” 
 
    “Yet you don’t have a single wound on you,” he replied in a sinister voice. 
 
    “I healed,” I chuckled. “You’ve never met a dragon before?” 
 
    “No, and I’d rather not meet any more of you,” Gregorio huffed before he turned back to his men. “Finish what you started. I’ll handle this one.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the bear’s thinly veiled threat, and his guards followed the order. They restarted their attack on the sheep Demi-Humans, and Aaliyah, Ravi, Miraya, and the dryads leaped from the stairs to help defend the sheep.  
 
    I nodded in approval as they battled the guards while Laika, Naomi, and Nike kept watch over Alyona. 
 
    As the fighting continued, the crowd began to get restless. While mostly sheep stood outside the melee, a handful of grizzly Demi-Humans watched as well. I couldn’t figure out why the bears were all too afraid to help the sheep, especially when they were unconscious and defenseless. I would never sit back and allow someone to hurt someone else like that, but I’d always been that way. 
 
    I had to focus on the task at hand, though, which was currently Gregorio who slid his sword from his scabbard and held it in an attack position. I bared my teeth in a barbaric smile as I pulled out the Sword of Hatra and gripped it the way Laika had taught me. Just for shits and giggles, I conjured a fiery shield and held it with my forearm, but I knew I wasn’t letting the bastard get anywhere near me. 
 
    Gregorio swung his sword over his head and then around toward me for his first strike, but I blocked it with my own blade and countered with a lazy swipe at his chest. My sword sparked and squealed as I dragged it across his metal breastplate, and the bear looked down at the scratch my blade left behind. Then he growled in anger before he took an angry jab at my belly. 
 
    I sidestepped the blow and shoved against his arm with the fire shield. He roared as the blazing surface connected with the skin of his exposed forearm, and I could feel his skin sizzle and burn at the contact. 
 
    “Bet you wish you could heal now, too, huh?” I smirked. 
 
    “I’ve had worse,” Gregorio hissed and shoved back against my shield to reposition himself before he swung his blade at my throat. 
 
    I blocked the strike with my shield, took a step closer, and slammed the handle of my blade into the side of his head. I’d used just enough force to split his skin, and the bear’s mouth dropped open with the attack. 
 
    “Gods!” he cried out as his eyes rolled back into his head. 
 
    Gregorio stumbled backward and shook his head to regain his focus, but I’d already seen my opportunity to get the upper hand. 
 
    I dropped the shield, rushed forward, and tackled the bear to the ground. We hit the dirt, and the force knocked the air from his chest. The bear gasped and sputtered for a breath, and I forced my knees into his belly just below his breastplate. Then, as I kneeled on top of him, I held my blade to his throat. 
 
    “Thought you were going to take care of me,” I muttered before he finally caught his breath. 
 
    “You insolent weasel!” Gregorio scowled and started to push up with his elbows. 
 
    “Not a chance,” I rumbled as I slid the blade across his skin. “One move, and you’re dead.” 
 
    The bear Demi-Human glared at me with a fiery hatred as he dug his claws into the soft dirt beneath him. He was pissed, but he seemed to value his life. 
 
    “Hey!” Aaliyah growled from over my shoulder. 
 
    I looked up to see Aaliyah, Nike, Miraya, and the dryads change course to cut off guards who had come at my back. It seemed they hadn’t enjoyed watching their leader get his ass kicked.  
 
    Meanwhile, Laika, Ravi, and Naomi stood protectively around Alyona, and while I knew the princess could hold her own, I was glad to see she had backup in case shit hit the fan. 
 
    “Let us through, wench!” one of the guards yelled at Aaliyah. 
 
    “What did you call me?” the lioness snarled, and I could feel her rage begin to build from several feet away. 
 
    “You heard me,” he sneered. “Now, move!” 
 
    Aaliyah’s claws elongated until they reached the dangerous length I’d seen her use to eviscerate our enemies, and she charged him with a roar that echoed around the square. Even the bighorn sheep in the crowd covered their ears, and I knew everyone in the city had to have heard it. She’d told me once a lion’s roar could be heard from up to five miles away. 
 
    Though the guard was covered almost completely in metal armor, Aaliyah managed to find the gap between his breastplate and tasset. Her claws ripped through the opening, and the guard’s blood spurted out onto the grass in front of him. Then the lioness shredded the bear’s stomach until his skin hung in blood-soaked tatters. His mouth was open wide, and more blood trickled down his chin before he fell forward at Aaliyah’s feet. 
 
    The rest of the warriors stood agape for a moment before they began to sprint toward Aaliyah with their weapons in hand, and Nike, Miraya, and the dryads ran to back her up. 
 
    As I held the blade to Gregorio’s throat, my companions fell into hand-to-hand combat with the guards. Nike swung the Sword of Light like a windmill, and a grizzly’s forearm fell to the ground with a thick plop. The one-armed guard roared with pain and clutched his bloody nub before he fell to the ground. I watched him try hopelessly to staunch the bleeding from his amputation, and I decided to at least help him with that part. 
 
    There had been enough life lost already, but he had a lesson to learn. 
 
    I focused on my goal and then sent a wave of healing magic to the guard. I watched as the glittery magic that accompanied my healing flowed over his limp body, and then I saw his face grow confused when he realized his arm was not growing back in. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” the guard grumbled. “What kind of healer doesn’t heal the wound?” 
 
    “I did heal it.” I smirked. “I could have restored the whole limb as well, but then you might have forgotten the lesson you learned today.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” The guard scowled. “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Not to mess with Lord Nikolaus,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    Gregorio growled and tried to push against me again, but I pressed the sword into his skin until a trickle of blood ran down the silvery blade. 
 
    “Don’t fucking move,” I hissed. “If one of your little guards even comes close to hurting one of my people, I’ll slice your head from your body.” 
 
    “My men don’t need me to fight you,” the bear sneered up at me. “Take my head if you want it.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” I rumbled and dug my knee into his belly. “I could use a bearskin rug, too.” 
 
    Gregorio narrowed his eyes but kept his mouth shut this time. 
 
    I smirked and looked up to see the dryads had used their nature magic against two of the guards as a tree a few feet from the brawl extended its branches and wrapped around their torsos. The grizzlies were yanked back into the trunk, and the dryads laughed maniacally as the tree whipped the men back and forth while they beat against the branches with their fists. 
 
    “Nature doesn’t like it when you’re mean!” Polina called out. 
 
    “And we don’t, either!” Trina added with a devilish grin.  
 
    “So, you better step back or we’ll kill you!” Marina nodded with her arms across her chest. 
 
    Even Miraya held another grizzly at bay while Aaliyah yanked the armor from his chest, and the lioness was just rearing back her clawed hand when Kyro’s deep voice pierced through the fray. 
 
    “Stop this at once!” he bellowed. 
 
    Aaliyah glanced over at the bear leader and then looked to me for what to do next.  
 
    I shook my head gently, and she lowered her hand with a scowl. 
 
    “You only want it to stop now that your people aren’t winning!” I shouted back. “You were fine with them beating the hell out of the sheep who barely had weapons to defend themselves! Now that they face a real threat, you want to talk?” 
 
    “The sheep attacked us!” the one-armed guard argued. 
 
    “You mean, we finally stood up for ourselves,” the sheep I’d healed laughed mirthlessly as he climbed to his feet. “Which is why you have swords, and we have whatever we could find. You’re nothing but bullies!” 
 
    The one-armed guard bellowed and charged the sheep, and they were back at it again as the other sheep rammed into the bears. The sound of their large horns slamming into the guards’ armor was like cymbals were dropped on the ground, and the crowd began to cheer and clap. 
 
    “We won’t stand for it anymore!” 
 
    “Take the bears down!” 
 
    Suddenly, the grizzlies and the sheep all rose from the ground. Gregorio’s body began to lift out from under me, too, and I slid out of the way of his abrupt rejection of gravity. Even Lord Kyro and the guards next to him on the porch took flight, and the Demi-Humans floated about a foot over our heads before their ascent came to a stop and they all looked around in bewilderment.  
 
    It was like watching a scene from Willy Wonka as they floated and twisted above us. 
 
    “I have had enough!” Alyona shouted. “No more of this fighting! Two lives have already been lost with this wicked endeavor!” 
 
    I whirled around to see the princess and Naomi holding hands, and their violet and amber eyes blazed with fury. They must have cast some kind of spell, and I was grateful. I didn’t want any of my people hurt, since the grizzlies outnumbered us three to one, and the sheep were determined but had already been losing their own fight. It was probably better we didn’t kill all of the bears, either. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    “Your own people,” Naomi hissed at the bear leader, and her forked tongue slithered out of her lips with rage. “You should be ashamed of yourself. I don’t know how you can call yourself a leader.” 
 
    “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” Kyro glowered from where he still hung in the air. “We’ll make you pay for your insolence.” 
 
    “You dare to threaten the family of your future king?” Laika rumbled, and her furry gray ears flattened against her head as she bared her fangs in anger. 
 
    “If you so much as look at one of my women again, I will rip your heart out and feed it to you while your people watch!” I roared and stared up at Kyro. “Now, you tell me what the hell is going on here!” 
 
    The bear leader lifted his chin in defiance as he refused to answer my question, and the other grizzlies and even the sheep averted their gazes as I stared at each one to wait for a response.  
 
    I growled in annoyance, and Alyona, Laika, Ravi, and Naomi walked down the steps to join me in front of the crowd. 
 
    “You all have the courage to fight in front of the castle, but no one has the courage to speak up about why?” I continued. “I don’t understand it. What are you hoping to accomplish?” 
 
    “Can’t accomplish much with a chunk of wood, anyway,” Aaliyah muttered as she picked up a homemade club to inspect it and then tossed it to the ground. 
 
    “You might as well leave, Lord Evan,” Gregorio spat out as he kicked his legs uselessly in the air. “No one wants to help you on your little quest. We were all perfectly fine before you came along.” 
 
    “I’d say some of the sheep Demi-Humans might disagree with you,” I retorted and turned to face the crowd. “They seem sick and tired of your shit. Or am I wrong?” 
 
    The bighorns who weren’t in the fight backed away and clustered together. Their hands trembled, and their eyes darted around the odd, magical scene as though I was going to attack them next. 
 
    “They’re just as scared of you,” the leader of the guards laughed. “Yet, you’ve barely spoken to them. Don’t you think it may just be how they are?” 
 
    “I think it may be how you’ve taught them to be,” I growled, and his eyes widened at my statement. 
 
    “We mean you no harm,” Alyona said before Gregorio could respond, and I realized she’d seen the same look of fear in the sheep’s eyes. “We came for one purpose, but if we can help anyone with something else, please, now is the time to tell us.” 
 
    Murmurs rippled through the crowd, but no one stepped forward. 
 
    “Please, Lord Evan and Princess Alyona helped my people,” Ravi spoke up, and when everyone turned to look at her, she took her phoenix form. 
 
    Shocked murmurings exploded through the crowd.  
 
    “A phoenix?” 
 
    “They’re extinct!” 
 
    “Killed by the demons!” 
 
    “We thought all was lost when we couldn’t battle the evil forces at hand,” the phoenix continued as she hovered in the air. “And we traveled the desert in secrecy for over a hundred years. Now, we are free to live as we please, because of Lord Evan and Princess Alyona. They can help you.” 
 
    “They helped my city, as well,” Aaliyah agreed as she stepped forward. “I’m from Tikal, and if it wasn’t for the princess and Lord Evan, I’d still be a prisoner of a rival tribe who took me as leverage to get their own citizen back. Now, all the houses work together to run the city.” 
 
    The sheep and a few of the grizzlies began to talk to each other more, but still no one stepped forward to speak with us. 
 
    “They say nothing because there’s nothing to say,” Kyro sneered from his invisible floating prison. “Everyone in Atheson is fine without you, dragon.” 
 
    He spat out the last word as though it disgusted him, and I resisted the urge to bake him on the spot when the sheep began to talk amongst themselves again, though this time it was much more intense with fear and anxiety. 
 
    “Dragon?” 
 
    “He’s a dragon!” 
 
    The crowd’s dread became almost palpable as they took a few more steps back from me, and they whispered while they clutched each other tightly. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not like the old ones,” I called out. “I don’t want to pillage your city. I came to help, I swear.” 
 
    “They’re very nervous,” Miraya observed and twisted a lock of white hair around her finger. 
 
    “And scared,” Laika agreed. “Do you have any other ideas?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “So, let’s try a different question. Who knows Rophin?” 
 
    The murmurs became shocked whispers and bleating as the sheep clearly recognized the name. 
 
    “Do you know him?” a female voice pierced through the crowd. 
 
    “I met him, well, we saved him,” I corrected myself as I peered through the crowd for the source of the voice. “On our way here, we found that he and his family were under attack by thieves. They’re now safely continuing their journey, and the thieves won’t be bothering anyone else.” 
 
    “You helped him?” The woman finally stepped from the crowd and into my line of sight. 
 
    She was a beautiful bear Demi-Human. Her reddish-brown hair was thick and wavy down to the middle of her torso, and her deep brown eyes stared directly into mine without blinking. Her furry ears were the same auburn color as her hair, and she wore a simple gray dress that cut straight across her ample bosom to reveal the perfect amount of cleavage. The dress draped the ground behind her but angled up the sides, so the front exposed her cream-colored skin to her mid-thigh. She was as tall as I was, and she took long languid steps as she approached me carefully. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed with a nod. “We helped him and his family, and we gave them a destination. It seems they didn’t have anywhere to go, but they were determined to leave here. Do you know why that is?” 
 
    “I do.” The bear hesitated before she cleared her throat and continued carefully. “If I tell you what you want to know, you have to swear to keep me and my family safe, too.” 
 
    “You better shut your mouth, you stupid sow!” Gregorio threatened from his floating jail. “You--” 
 
    “I won’t let anyone or anything harm you,” I cut him off with a vow. “Even that prick. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Rebecca,” the lady bear replied and curtsied. “And I’m not afraid of him for myself. I worry about those he would harm simply to hurt me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Gregorio and his men are quite cruel,” she hedged. “I have seen the most unspeakable horrors done to some of the people in this city under his or Lord Kyro’s orders. It sickens me to imagine what they would do if I told you everything.” 
 
    “Have they hurt someone just now?” I prodded. 
 
    “Yes,” Rebecca confirmed and then took a shaky breath. “As punishment for someone else’s crime. It’s their way of keeping control.” 
 
    “Why do they need such control?” Alyona asked with a frown. “The king’s laws and punishments are sufficient for order. There’s no need for brawls with barely armed citizens.” 
 
    “If the lord chooses to follow the king’s laws,” the lady bear muttered. “If he doesn’t, he thinks he can do whatever he pleases.” 
 
    “Is that what started this fight?” I wondered. 
 
    “Not exactly,” she murmured. “Could we go somewhere more private?” 
 
    “Of course,” Alyona answered with a smile as she stepped forward and took Rebecca’s hand. “Let’s go inside. They aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rebecca said with an uncertain smile of her own. 
 
    Alyona and the other women guided Rebecca inside the palace, and Nike and I took one last look at the floating prisoners before we followed them in. I could hear the rest of the crowd whispering to each other again until we were in the sitting area, and even though they’d been reluctant to speak out, I hoped we could help them. 
 
    Alyona, Naomi, Rebecca, Laika, Ravi, and Aaliyah sat in the chairs around the fire, while the rest of us gathered around close enough to hear the lady bear’s information. 
 
    Naomi mumbled a few words and waved her hand over the tea tray. Then she poured fresh hot tea from the carafe into one of the mugs on the table. She handed the drink to Rebecca, who took a long slow drink as she gathered her thoughts. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” I encouraged her gently. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she sighed after she swallowed the tea. “I think I’m ready.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the way the warm liquid flowed over her pink lips, and I imagined it being my seed instead of tea. The image sent my blood rushing south, and I had to readjust my trousers as we waited for Rebecca to speak. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Alyona said softly. 
 
    “The family you rescued, Rophin, Dana, and the girls, they weren’t just moving to a new city,” Rebecca began. “They were running away from this one.” 
 
    “And Lord Kyro punished someone they cared about for running away?” The princess furrowed her brow. “Anyone should be free to leave the city and find another. We’re a free country.” 
 
    “That is what the king has decreed,” the lady bear agreed. 
 
    “But not what Lord Kyro believes,” Naomi interjected. “Right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rebecca replied as her eyes dropped to her lap. “He has his own rules.” 
 
    “That is treason!” Alyona gasped. “To go against the laws of the king is punishable by death.” 
 
    “And Lord Kyro deserves that and more,” Rebecca murmured. “He is an awful person. Rophin’s family is not the first to desire to leave Atheson. They were just the first to succeed.” 
 
    “What happened to the ones who did not succeed?” Ravi nearly whispered, and her blue eyes were wide. 
 
    “If they were lucky, they were hanged.” The female bear released a sigh of sadness. “Those who were not hanged suffered much worse…” 
 
    “Why were they running away?” I asked after she hesitated again. 
 
    “Because…” the bear Demi-Human took a deep breath. “Because they were slaves.” 
 
    In that instant, I wanted to burn down the whole city. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say they’re slaves?” Naomi repeated as her mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Yes,” Rebecca confirmed with a frown. “All of the bighorn citizens are owned by grizzlies.” 
 
    “Owned?” Alyona murmured, and her violet eyes blazed with hatred. 
 
    I took a few deep breaths to calm myself. Demi-Human slavery had been outlawed in Rahma for centuries, but for one group of Demi-Humans to enslave another race of Demi-Humans was sickening. 
 
    Fuck no. Not on my watch. Sounds like it was time for some motherfucking dragon justice.  
 
    “At first, Lord Kyro decreed the bears to just be of a higher status,” Rebecca explained. “He wanted the sheep to be our workers, but many of them dissented. They wanted to split city responsibilities evenly with the grizzlies.” 
 
    “What did he do to the ones who dissented?” Laika asked as her furry gray ears flattened against her head. 
 
    “Threw them into the pit,” the bear answered with tears glistening in her eyes. “He made the others watch while his guards threw rocks at the dissenters until they all agreed to stop fighting it.” 
 
    “So, does everyone have a slave?” I asked. 
 
    I wondered how she would answer my question if they all did because that would mean she took part in the enslavement as well. Something told me she had too good of a heart to do such a thing, but I needed to be sure. 
 
    “No.” Rebecca shook her head. “Many of us hate Lord Kyro and his rules, including me. He is a cruel man.” 
 
    “How did he get to his position anyway?” Nike asked as his silver eyes narrowed. “He’s clearly not a noble or a diplomat of any sort.” 
 
    “We had a kind leader, Lord Favel,” the female bear replied with a fond smile. “He treated everyone fairly, and he was always just. One day, someone robbed several homes of their food, and Lord Favel’s guards’ investigation led them to a man named Kohen, Kyro’s father.” 
 
    “Why was he stealing food?” Alyona wondered. “Why not gold or jewels?” 
 
    “He was poor,” Rebecca answered with a shrug. “Most people would get a job, but he chose to steal. When he was brought before Lord Favel, he begged for forgiveness. He said he was only trying to feed his family.” 
 
    “Kyro,” I muttered. “What did Lord Favel do?” 
 
    “He agreed to allow Kohen to work off his debt,” she replied. “He was sent to work for each of the families’ businesses. He spent a few days working for the bakery, then the stonemason, and lastly, for the farmers.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty fair to me,” Ravi observed as she cocked her head in a bird like gesture. “So, what happened after that?” 
 
    “Kohen tried to find a job for a few days, but it wasn’t easy.” Rebecca shrugged. “People didn’t trust him anymore, and they didn’t want to allow him to work in their shops. Within a week, he returned to his old ways.” 
 
    “He only tried to find a job for a week?” I narrowed my eyes. “That’s not very long.” 
 
    “Kohen wasn’t known for his patience,” the bear Demi-Human snorted. “It was one of many things that made him a terrible person. Once Lord Favel’s guards learned of the new string of thefts, Lord Favel told him to decide between losing his hand or losing his citizenship to Atheson and being banished.” 
 
    “Which did he choose?” Polina asked, and all three dryads stared at Rebecca with wide green eyes as she told us the history of her city. 
 
    “He never decided,” the lady bear answered. “While he was in the jail waiting for his time in front of Lord Favel, he fought with another prisoner. He killed the other man with his bare hands and nearly beat a guard to death. Lord Favel took his option away and sentenced him to death.” 
 
    “Also sounds deserved,” Aaliyah muttered, and her long golden tail flicked with annoyance. “He seemed like a menace.” 
 
    “He was,” Rebecca agreed. “And, as you can see, he didn’t raise his son to be any better than himself. Kyro waited a few years to seek his revenge, but then he assassinated Lord Favel and assumed his role.” 
 
    “And no one questioned it?” I raised an eyebrow. “What about the true heir?” 
 
    “Lord Favel had not yet married when he was killed,” the bear Demi-Human replied. “He believed in waiting for love, rather than marrying for unity with another city. I always told him he should at least have a will in place, but I don’t think it would have mattered with Kyro.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I muttered and then looked at Rebecca again. “Wait, how do you know so much about Lord Favel?” 
 
    “He was my cousin.” The bear Demi-Human took another shaky breath before she continued. “We were raised like siblings, and Favel fit in with my brothers and me perfectly. Once Kyro took over, though, he kicked us out of the palace.” 
 
    “How horrible!” Miraya gasped, and she glanced at the Sword of Light on Nike’s hip with a look of despair. “I cannot imagine losing one of my sisters.” 
 
    I knew she was thinking about Aine, her fellow sword spirit. Aine was the spirit of the Sword of Light that Nike carried. I wondered about the other spirits for a moment, and I realized each of the Noble Swords must have its own. I made a mental note to ask her later how many swords there were, because it might be helpful to know more of my fellow nobles later on. 
 
    “It was quite devastating,” Rebecca said as tears welled up in her russet eyes. “I don’t want him to hurt any more of my family, but I can’t let this continue. These poor sheep have lived in despair and under constant attack for too long. You must help them.” 
 
    “We will,” I vowed as I knelt before her and took her hand in mine. “I, Lord Evan of Hatra, will ensure the safety and wellbeing of the citizens of Atheson.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” she murmured and closed her eyes. “Your words will bring great relief to our people.” 
 
    “Before I tear that grizzly to shreds, who should we be ready for?” I asked as I planned Kyro’s punishment. 
 
    “Yes, we need to know if Lord Kyro has gained any allies since becoming the lord of Atheson,” Nike agreed, and I knew he was strategizing our next moves as well. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say they are allies exactly.” Rebecca frowned and tapped the arm of the chair with a long, clawed finger. “The rest of the peninsula follows his lead. Veta and Imunving have their own leadership, but they just do what Kyro says, so I’m not sure how loyal they would be in the case of a coup.” 
 
    “Hopefully not at all,” I replied. “Do they keep slaves, too?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “We aren’t allowed to go outside Atheson now, so I haven’t been there since I was a child.” 
 
    “We’ll have to go see for ourselves,” I decided and pressed my mouth into a thin line. 
 
    If the entire peninsula was ridden with slave owners, I would be more tempted to follow through with King Rodion’s ultimatum. It made me sick to think so many people were okay with owning another person like that. The image of Rophin’s damaged horns flitted through my mind, and I wondered who or what had inflicted those wounds. Then a burning rage filled my chest as I thought about Rophin’s daughter’s words about the mean people. 
 
    Had they abused her father in front of her? Or had their owners abused her, too? Both thoughts made me want to pull Kyro’s limbs from his body while all his slave-owning friends watched. 
 
    “For now, we need to free the sheep Demi-Humans from the floating Valstrik spell,” Alyona reminded me as she gently interrupted my angry thoughts. “They won’t be able to get out of it on their own.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, yeah,” I grunted. “They’ve been held against their will long enough.” 
 
    I stormed out of the palace with the rest of my group right behind me, and then I stalked over to Kyro’s air prison and eyed him for a moment. 
 
    The bear Demi-Human glared down at me with pure hatred in his brown eyes, and I wanted to scoop them out of his head. My inner dragon roared in agreement, but I resisted because we needed to do things right to get Kyro out of his position of power. 
 
    So, I moved on to the bighorn Demi-Human I’d healed of his belly and leg wounds, and he floated above me with mixed emotions etched across his face. 
 
    “Release,” Alyona commanded. 
 
    The sheep floated easily to the ground, and he looked around in disbelief. He stood nearly seven feet tall, and his cream horns curled around his face and behind his ears. His gray-brown hair looked like it hadn’t been washed for weeks, and his body odor suggested he hadn’t bathed in that time, either. 
 
    “Y-You freed me?” he asked with wide brown eyes. 
 
    “I have a few questions for you,” I replied. “What is your name?” 
 
    “I am Shem, my lord,” the bighorn answered and bowed nearly to his knees, and I could hear his joints pop and creak as he lowered his large body. 
 
    “Well met, Shem,” I said before he rose back to his full height to tower over me. “What do you know of the laws of Rahma?” 
 
    Despite Shem’s enormous height, he cowered when he stood, and his shoulders rolled forward while his back slumped over. 
 
    “I-I don’t know much, my lord,” the sheep stuttered. “We aren’t allowed an education unless…” 
 
    “Unless what?” I prodded when he trailed off and looked around anxiously. “No one will hurt you now, Shem. You have my word.” 
 
    “He means it, Shem,” Rebecca chimed in as she stepped forward to stand next to me. “Lord Evan is here to help you.” 
 
    “We aren’t allowed an education unless our master family provides it,” the bighorn Demi-Human murmured. “Mine allowed enough for me to learn to read and write, so I would be of use in the market. You can’t buy food at the best price if you can’t read it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for what you’ve experienced at the hands of Kyro,” I said, and a gasp rippled through the crowd as I deliberately dropped his title from his name. “The laws of Rahma strictly forbid slavery.” 
 
    “They do?” Shem chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment. “But Lo--uh, Kyro said he makes the laws, and we have to follow them or face the consequences.” 
 
    “Consequences,” Alyona spat out, and her beautiful porcelain face twisted with rage. “For being living creatures trapped by a cold-hearted bastard. It’s a disgrace to everything our king has built. And Kyro is no king.” 
 
    “So, we don’t have to continue this way?” Shem asked as he straightened up hopefully. “We can be… free?” 
 
    “Yeah, you are free as of now,” I rumbled. “How many of you are there?” 
 
    “Um, I’m not sure, my lord,” he replied with a frown. “Most of the bear families have at least one servant.” 
 
    “This way of life is not that of a servant,” Nike said, and even his silver eyes were alight with anger. “Servants are given the things they need, and they aren’t beaten for misbehavior. It is a job, not a sentence.” 
 
    “So, we are not servants?” Shem’s face twisted with confusion. 
 
    “No, what Kyro has done here is slavery, not servitude,” Alyona replied before she looked around and released the other sheep from the spell. “I’m so sorry to have trapped you like this. We simply had to investigate what was happening.” 
 
    The other sheep nodded their understanding and scattered among the crowd. 
 
    “What started this fight anyway?” I wondered. 
 
    “Kyro discovered Rophin escaped the city,” Shem answered. “He was rather angry about the escape, but he was even angrier that several of us had assisted in their plan.” 
 
    “So, his response was to have the guards beat you?” I growled. 
 
    “Well, originally, our punishment was to be dropped into the pit.” The Demi-Human shrugged. “But we decided enough was enough. Rophin’s children were in danger by their master, and we’d had no choice but to help them escape.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alyona demanded as I searched the crowd. “Why were the children in danger?” 
 
    “Their birthday is next week,” he explained. “When the children turn seven, they must be put to work. The masters can choose to keep them or sell them.” 
 
    As Shem spoke, I noticed a male grizzly stoop down and try to creep away from the rest of the onlookers. 
 
    “You!” I called out and pointed to him as he froze in place. “Get over here.” 
 
    The bear Demi-Human stood back up and painted a look of confusion on his face as he pointed to his chest. 
 
    “That was Rophin’s master,” Shem nearly whispered. “He used to beat Rophin for hours. One time, he nearly ripped a horn from his head.” 
 
    “I-I, ah, don’t know what this man speaks of,” the grizzly stammered. “I know nothing of this Rophin.” 
 
    “I will not tell you again to come forward,” I snarled. 
 
    As the bear hesitated to respond, the sheep in the crowd grabbed him by the arms and began to drag him closer to me. He dug his heels in the dirt and howled his innocence, but they pushed and pulled him until he tumbled forward out of the crowd and landed at my feet. 
 
    “My humblest apologies, my lord,” the bear groveled as he stayed low to the ground. “I did not know about the laws of the king.” 
 
    “Ignorance is a fool’s excuse,” I hissed before I grabbed his collar and lifted him into the air. “You’re lucky you didn’t have a chance to hurt those girls, or this would be a much longer death.” 
 
    “Death?” he gulped. 
 
    “Indeed,” I confirmed as I lifted the Sword of Hatra. 
 
    Then I swung the blade in a wide arc and sliced through the bear’s torso, and his bottom half dropped to the ground as I held his bleeding top half high in the air. The crowd erupted into cheers and screams, and I waited until they had calmed down enough to hear me. 
 
    “This will be the result of anyone who tries to defy my orders to end slavery today,” I declared and was met with more cheers. “On behalf of King Rodion, you are all free!” 
 
    The sheep bleated their excitement, and the cacophony was so loud, I thought I might go deaf. The bears grumbled in both frustration and happiness, depending on which side of the slavery fence they had been on, while the guards cursed and gave me hateful stares. 
 
    “You can’t do this!” Kyro screamed as he struggled in the air above me. “I am the lord of this city! You have no right!” 
 
    “You have the balls to bring up who has rights?” I thundered before I glanced over my shoulder at Alyona. “Let him out.” 
 
    “Are you sure, my lord?” the princess asked. “We shouldn’t kill him. We need to speak with my father.” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t kill him.” I smirked. “He might wish I had once I’m done, though.” 
 
    Alyona nodded and released the former bear leader from the spell. His fall was not as kind as that of the sheep’s, and he crashed to the ground with a grunt before he clambered up to his feet. 
 
    “You cannot walk into my city as though you own it,” he grumbled and brushed the dirt from his robes. 
 
    “I can, and I have,” I shot back with a malicious grin. “Now, you’ll get a taste of your consequences.” 
 
    Before he could respond, I called on my terra magic, and a whirlwind of dirt erupted from the ground underneath Kyro and surrounded him like a rich brown glove. As the fingers squeezed his body, he gasped for air and pounded his fists against the enchanted soil, but my magic held tightly. Then I closed the gap between us and dragged my sword along his cheek, and the blade left a thin line of his red blood that dripped down into his beard. 
 
    “You’re against slavery, but yet, you torture a fellow noble?” he sneered. “Some lord you are.” 
 
    “While we’re on the subject of torture,” I said before I hissed into his ear, “tell me about the pit.” 
 
    “I, ah, don’t know,” he stuttered as his eyes glanced around wildly. 
 
    “No one is coming to help you,” I snorted. “The guards are still trapped, and the people hate you.” 
 
    Kyro’s eyes traveled over the crowd. They stared at him with pure loathing evident in their faces, and his eyes widened again as he seemed to realize I was right. No one would help him. Now that they had a chance to be free, any loyalty or compassion had dissipated. Finally, his gaze returned to me, and his sneering smirk dropped down into a thin line. 
 
    I grinned as I reached out and laid one hand against his shoulder, and as the bear looked down at my hand with confusion, a bolt of lightning cracked from the sky and connected with his arm underneath my hand. 
 
    “Gods!” Kyro screeched as the electricity coursed through his body. 
 
    “And there’s plenty more,” I murmured after the first round of lightning finally stopped. “Tell me about the pit.” 
 
    “I… can’t…” he gasped. “I… won’t.” 
 
    “You’re making a mistake, Kyro,” Aaliyah hissed as she bared her fangs. “Lord Evan has many ways of getting information from you.” 
 
    “Easy ways and hard ways,” I added. “And I’d enjoy the hard ways much more.” 
 
    Kyro pulled his lips into a thin line and furrowed his brow. 
 
    So, he wanted to be the tough guy now? More lightning, then. 
 
    I called on my lightning power again and conjured another bolt that crackled from the sky. The white line zigzagged down and poured electricity into the bear’s body, and he shook violently and screamed in pain until I stopped the lightning again. 
 
    “Fine!” he bellowed after a few deep breaths. “I’ll… tell you.” 
 
    “I’m waiting,” I rumbled. 
 
    “The pit is covered by a grass patch,” Kyro finally responded. 
 
    “I don’t care how you hide it,” I growled. “Where is it? What do you use it for?” 
 
    “It is a consequence of disobeying the laws of Atheson,” he muttered and then pointed to the back corner of the square across from the palace. “Over there.” 
 
    “You don’t get to create laws for your city that override the laws of the king,” I said, and I had to dampen the familiar heat building in my chest. “Especially not laws that hurt people.” 
 
    “They only got hurt if they didn’t obey,” Kyro scoffed. 
 
    “That’s not true!” one of the sheep from the crowd shouted. “Our masters could beat us for any reason they pleased! You decreed it!” 
 
    “I cannot speak for every master,” the former leader replied with an eye roll. 
 
    “Show me the pit,” I ordered before the sheep could respond. 
 
    I needed to punish Kyro, but I didn’t want the bighorns to be responsible for it, and they all looked about ready to slaughter him where he stood. 
 
    So, I pulled the terra magic back enough to release the bear’s body, and he fell to the ground in a heap. Then I used my web power to wrap the silky bindings around his hands behind his back. 
 
    “I suppose I don’t have a choice,” he muttered as he shakily rose to his feet. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I growled. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Kyro stumbled forward and walked toward the corner of the square, and Alyona and Laika followed us over, while the others stayed behind to keep the angry crowd at bay. Finally, the bear Demi-Human stopped near the edge of the grass and gestured to the ground with his head. 
 
    “There,” he said. “It’s under the grass.” 
 
    I looked over the area and almost missed the edge of a grassy cover, but I grabbed the end of the disguise and ripped it off to reveal a twelve-foot deep hole in the ground. The floor of the pit was covered with sharp rocks of all sizes from pebbles to boulders, and the sides were dug out wider at the bottom, so there was no way for someone to climb out. 
 
    “This is what you do to people who don’t listen to your stupid rules?” Laika growled, and her furry gray ears were flat against her head as she shook with anger. “You are a monster.” 
 
    “I’m a leader,” Kyro snorted. “I do what I must to keep our city running.” 
 
    “Thousands of cities don’t enslave, abuse, or kill their citizens,” I snarled. “I should throw you in here right now, but I have other plans for you. Instead, your mindless sycophants can go in here for their role in killing the bighorns outside your palace.” 
 
    “I’ll bring them over,” Alyona said with a nod before she turned to face the imprisoned guards. 
 
    She waved her hand in the air, and the grizzlies drifted over toward us as though they were balloons in the breeze. Then she allowed them to hover over the pit for a moment, and they all looked down at the rocky pit with looks of fear and despair. 
 
    “We only followed orders!” one of them shouted. 
 
    “It was all Lord Kyro!” another agreed in a desperate voice. 
 
    “Cowards!” I roared. “Each of you could have argued, chosen not to do something you knew was wrong. You could have led an uprising for the people, but you chose to participate in the deaths and destruction of those who should have had just as many rights as you. That falls on your shoulders.” 
 
    With that, Alyona released them from the spell, and two dozen grizzly guards, including Gregorio, crashed into the pit below. I knew their armor would protect them from deadly injuries, but their landing wouldn’t be pleasant. The guards growled, roared, and yelled as they hit the rocks and tumbled into each other, and I grinned in satisfaction. 
 
    “You can’t treat my men like this!” Gregorio bellowed from the bottom of the hole. 
 
    “You’ll learn soon enough.” I smirked down at him. “I don’t take kindly to hurting innocent people. Don’t get too comfortable down there. You might have more masters joining you later.” 
 
    Gregorio’s eyes narrowed as he glared at me, but he didn’t say another word. 
 
    Then I turned to Kyro and grabbed his ear to drag him back to the palace. 
 
    “What are we doing with him?” Laika asked as she and Alyona followed me back to the square. 
 
    “Let’s see what King Rodion thinks we should do,” I grumbled before I stopped to speak with Nike, Rebecca, and my other women. “Talk with the others about new housing arrangements. I have a feeling we have a lot of work to do here.” 
 
    “Of course.” Nike dipped his head, and they spread out to talk to the citizens. 
 
    I dragged Kyro by the ear into the palace and tossed him into a chair, and Alyona looked at me for a moment before she mumbled a few words to activate a binding spell. Violet tendrils of smoky magic dispersed from her fingertips and wrapped around the bear Demi-Human until he was strapped tightly to the chair. He tugged and squirmed under the bindings, but he only succeeded in lifting one chair leg from the ground, so I shot webs at each of the four legs to hold the chair down. 
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere,” I told him. “You might want to conserve your energy for whatever punishment the king decides to dole out for you.” 
 
    Kyro scowled and averted his gaze to stare at the crackling fireplace. 
 
    “Let’s step over here to call my father,” Alyona suggested as she motioned toward the dining hall. 
 
    “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on this one,” Laika offered. 
 
    “If he moves, just cut off a limb,” I replied. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the wolf-warrior agreed and licked her chops. 
 
    “She can’t do that!” Kyro yelped. 
 
    “She’s the leader of the Blue Tree Guild,” I snorted. “She can do whatever she deems necessary. You know, for the city and all.” 
 
    Kyro squeezed his eyes shut and then dropped his head to his chest while Alyona pulled the white jade hand mirror from her spatial storage. Then she murmured the words of the spell that would activate the communication portal to her father’s own mirror. 
 
    Within seconds, the reflective surface shimmered and waved until the image of King Rodion appeared in the glass, and his powerful presence seemed to pierce through the glass as his violet eyes peered into his mirror. The king’s flowing white hair blew around behind his head, and I could tell the storm surrounding the Breach had intensified. The black and purple clouds flashed with lightning, and the claps of thunder were loud even through the mirror.  
 
    “Father, we have news,” Alyona announced, and she turned the mirror to face Kyro and give the king a view of the Demi-Human tied to the chair. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t intend for you to capture him,” King Rodion chuckled as the princess brought the mirror back to us. “What exactly happened?” 
 
    Over the next few minutes, we pieced together what we’d discovered about the slavery and abuse Kyro had allowed in Atheson since taking over as lord. 
 
    “This Kyro person has written his own laws?” Rodion roared and slammed his fist on something next to him that cracked and shattered in the distance. “And to bring back the slavery I myself abolished! I should hang this parasite! This is treason!” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said with a nod. “He killed the previous lord to take over the city and rule it his own way.” 
 
    “He killed Lord Favel?” The king shuddered. “He was a good man. What a terrible loss for the city. I wondered who had taken his place when I heard news of the challenge, but I didn’t realize he’d been assassinated for his seat.” 
 
    “According to the woman who told us everything, the other peninsula cities are basically under his rule as well,” I continued. “He probably threatened to throw them in the pit where his guards currently await your sentence.” 
 
    “The pit?” King Rodion repeated with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Alyona confirmed. “The pit is a large hole in the ground with lots of rocks. Rebecca told us sometimes the guards would throw more rocks at whoever had been put down in it.” 
 
    “Inhumane,” he muttered. “Like a pack of wild dogs. And you still think you can overcome this situation without the extreme measure I told you?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to overcome,” I replied. “We’re simply going to start over. I believe we should talk to the people and figure out who is the rightful heir to the lordship. If that person wasn’t part of the slavery, he or she can take over with the pledge to the throne of Rahma.” 
 
    “And what of Kyro?” the king asked. “If we simply kill him now, it looks as though I am avoiding his Old Edict challenge.” 
 
    “We can confirm with the other peninsula cities,” Alyona pointed out. “If they all say Kyro is guilty of treason, then he can be put to death by law. You can stay completely neutral, Father.” 
 
    Rodion rubbed his chin in thought as he considered the princess’ suggestion. 
 
    “Let us investigate there first, Your Eminence,” I offered. “You can consider the options while we work. We have much to do here in Atheson, and I imagine it could be a similar situation in Veta and Imunving.” 
 
    “Very well,” Rodion agreed. “Find out everything you can about what this levereter has done, and he will be punished justly.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    “I’ll speak with you soon,” the king said before he gave a quick wave and ended the call. 
 
    The mirror soon showed our faces again, and we looked up as the front door creaked open. Rebecca and the dryads strode in the door, and Alyona and I met them in the front hall. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “The people are getting restless,” Rebecca explained. “They want to know what’s going to happen to Kyro.” 
 
    “I’ll come explain everything,” I replied. “We just spoke with the king, and we have a plan. First, we need to free everyone who has been held under Kyro’s slavery rules. Let’s go outside.” 
 
    I started to walk out the door when the bear Demi-Human’s voice stopped me. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Evan.” Rebecca tapped on my shoulder, and I turned to face her. “Kyro kept his slaves locked up in the palace. I can show you where.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I replied with a firm nod, and we followed Rebecca down the hall where our bedrooms were. 
 
    “Down here?” Trina asked in confusion. 
 
    “Kyro didn’t want the slaves near him at night, but he wanted to be able to keep an eye on them,” Rebecca explained before she stopped at the first set of doors. “They’re locked in these rooms.” 
 
    “The thump we heard earlier,” Laika murmured. “It must have been one of the sheep.” 
 
    “Also explains why the rooms were so bare,” Polina pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, he didn’t want them to have anything nice,” Marina said with a note of sadness. “And we nearly left them here.” 
 
    “Not today,” I grunted before I kicked open the first door. 
 
    Inside, four bighorn Demi-Humans cowered in the corner of the room. The females didn’t have the large horns like their male counterparts, but they still had the large, muscular builds and deep brown eyes. 
 
    “What’s going on?” one of them asked in a shaky voice. 
 
    “You have been freed,” Rebecca replied with a smile. “Come on out. Join the others.” 
 
    The sheep didn’t have to be told twice. 
 
    They scurried from the room and ran down the hall away from the rooms. I continued to break down the doors and free the sheep until we reached the rooms we’d been assigned. When it was all said and done, at least two dozen of the Demi-Humans had been released into the city. 
 
    I stalked back out of the castle and into the square where the sheep reunited with friends and family as their tears poured down like rivers. While their happiness was worth all the trouble so far, I knew there was much more to be done in this city. I had to find out how many more families kept these people hidden away to do their bidding. 
 
    I was going to free every last one of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Let me have everyone’s attention!” I yelled over the congregation of people that had nearly doubled after the release of Kyro’s prisoners. “The king is furious about your treatment at the hands of this man, and we will work tirelessly to make up for that.” 
 
    “Hail the king!” one of the sheep shouted with his fist in the air. 
 
    “And Lord Evan!” another yelled. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said graciously. “Our next step is to free everyone else and round up anyone who tries to fight the end to slavery. I will deal with them myself, and I do not want any vigilante justice from anyone else. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Where should we bring all the servants?” a woman called out from the crowd. 
 
    “No one is a servant or slave anymore,” I corrected her. “Anyone who is now free but does not have a home will be escorted here to the palace for the night. We will find more permanent housing tomorrow, but I won’t have anyone else sleep in a house where they have been mistreated. Lord Nikolaus will now explain how to proceed.” 
 
    Nike stepped forward and stood tall next to me. He brushed his shaggy black hair from his face to reveal his silvery eyes, and I realized we both needed haircuts in a bad way.  
 
    “We will begin in the neighborhood south of the castle,” he announced. “I’ve already been told the houses near the gates are empty, but we will work our way east toward them until we have stopped at every home.” 
 
    “Even if you don’t know a sheep is being held there, knock on the door,” I continued. “We won’t leave anyone behind.” 
 
    Several of the sheep gave determined nods and set their faces into grim lines. They were ready to free their fellow bighorns, and so was I. 
 
    So, we split the sheep and their grizzly supporters into groups and headed south. Ravi, Aaliyah, and Alyona walked with me, while Nike and my other lovers joined other groups, since it was better for us to spread out and make sure no one tried to take punishment into their own hands. 
 
    As we walked through the homes, I noticed they were nicer than the abandoned ones by the gates, but they had nothing on the palace. It seemed Kyro only cared a little more for his fellow bears than he did for the sheep.  
 
    I knocked on the first door in our section, and I heard the thud of large feet crossing the wood floor before the door creaked open.  
 
    “Who are you?” the grizzly woman asked with narrowed eyes. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “My name is Lord Evan,” I replied. “By order of the king, I’m here to free anyone who is currently working as a slave in your household.” 
 
    “I-I, ah, don’t know…” the woman stammered as she averted her gaze. “I don’t have any slaves here.” 
 
    “Then you won’t mind if I check that for myself,” I retorted as I pushed past her to step inside.  
 
    I considered tearing apart her house, but we didn’t have all night, so I decided to activate my echolocation ability. I pushed a soundwave through the house, and I detected someone in a closet under the stairs.  
 
    I grunted and stalked through the house to the closet. Then I slid the lock from across the door and opened it to reveal a bighorn girl who looked no older than thirteen. She cowered in the corner of the closet, and she ducked her head as I stepped closer and knelt next to her. 
 
    “I’m here to free you,” I murmured and held out my hand. “Come with me.” 
 
    “Free?” the girl repeated with wide brown eyes. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” I replied softly and gestured to my women behind me. “We’re all here to help. Come on.” 
 
    The girl slowly slipped her hand into mine, and I pulled her to her feet and out the door. She stood to her full height, and even at such a young age, she was nearly as tall as me. Her dirty blonde hair was tied back into a messy ponytail, and she looked and smelled like she hadn’t bathed in days.  
 
    I guided her over to my women, who escorted her outside, and then I turned back to the bear woman. She stood with her hands on her hips and a look of disdain on her face. 
 
    “Well, I suppose that’s that,” she muttered. 
 
    “You lied about having a slave,” I snarled. “And a child slave at that. How do you live with yourself?” 
 
    “I had a servant,” she scoffed. “I’m no worse than anyone else here with a servant.” 
 
    “Servants are not terrified of their employers,” I hissed and took a step closer to the Demi-Human. “And they don’t live in closets. You are just as vile as Kyro, and you will be dealt with accordingly.” 
 
    “Dealt with?” she gasped. “I was only following his laws! Just like everyone else!” 
 
    “Not like everyone else,” I growled and closed the gap between us to put my face in hers. “Some people had a conscience and refused to keep people as slaves.” 
 
    The bear woman opened her mouth to argue but closed it again. She knew I was right, and I stared at her a moment longer before I stepped back and turned for the door to leave. 
 
    “What happens to me now?” she asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “I’ll decide soon,” I muttered over my shoulder. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    Then I stomped outside and slammed the door shut behind me.  
 
    “Are you alright, my lord?” Aaliyah asked and put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I will be once everyone is free,” I grumbled. 
 
    “I’ll take her back to the palace,” Alyona volunteered as she held the girl close to her and stroked her hair. “She has no idea who her family is. She’s been with that woman for as long as she can remember.” 
 
    “Yes, take her,” I agreed. “You can catch up with us later.” 
 
    Alyona wrapped her arm around the girl’s shoulders and walked her toward the castle, but the rest of us continued on our search and knocked on every door. Most of the slave owning families didn’t argue, but a few put up a fight. The ones that resisted the movement were noted, and I would deal with them later, since I didn’t want any other citizens to take the law into their own hands as Kyro had done for his entire time in leadership.  
 
    By the time we finished, night had fallen over the city. We’d gathered a few hundred sheep from the grizzly masters, and they clustered together outside the castle as Ravi, Aaliyah, and I walked into the square. The sheep Demi-Humans cried, laughed, and hugged while families and friends found each other.  
 
    Alyona stood on the front steps with the girl we’d found first, and the girl clung to the princess’ hand while they both scanned the crowd. 
 
    “Any luck on her family?” I asked as we climbed the steps. 
 
    Alyona frowned and shook her head. “It’s getting too dark to even see everyone.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s find somewhere in the castle for them to go for now,” I suggested. “I’m sure Kyro would love to give us some ideas.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” the princess chuckled as she, Ravi, and Aaliyah followed me inside. 
 
    Then I strode over to where Kyro was still bound to the chair while Laika paced back and forth in front of him. 
 
    “Did you find them all?” the wolf-warrior asked. 
 
    “I think so.” I nodded. “Now, we need to find somewhere for them to stay for the night.” 
 
    “Not in my castle,” Kyro spat out. “The filthy creatures can sleep in the stable.” 
 
    “Why would you want them to sleep where you’re going to sleep?” I smirked. 
 
    “The stable!” he gasped as his eyes widened. “It is not fit for a royal.” 
 
    “But it is fit for a rodent,” I replied and bared my teeth in a malicious grin. “So, it’s perfect for a rat. And you’re no royal.” 
 
    “I challenged Favel, just like I’ll challenge the king,” the bear sneered. “And then the laws will be whatever I make them.” 
 
    “You honestly think you’re just going to walk away from this treason unscathed?” I asked in disbelief. “Even if I didn’t kill you, do you think the other people here would continue to stay under your rule?” 
 
    “They’ll do whatever I tell them to,” Kyro huffed and rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Not anymore,” I thundered. “And you wouldn’t have a chance against the king anyway. Now, I need to know what room is big enough for a few hundred people.” 
 
    “Nothing,” he muttered and looked down at his feet. 
 
    “Then I suppose I’ll let them all pick their own spaces,” I said with a shrug before I turned to Alyona. “Let’s make another Duplexity box. Laika shouldn’t have to stand guard over this shitbag all night.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Laika said with a giggle.  
 
    Alyona pulled the enchanted sheet from her spatial storage and murmured the words of the spell, and the teenage bighorn watched in fascination as the sides of the box appeared and took shape.  
 
    “What kind of sorcery is this?” Kyro squeaked.  
 
    “The kind that you’ll get to know real well,” I laughed. “You’ll be in it all night.” 
 
    “This is cruel punishment!” he argued. “It is against the law!” 
 
    “Your law or the king’s?” I raised an amused eyebrow. “You seem to think you can do whichever ones you please.”  
 
    “You are absurd, dragon,” the bear hissed. 
 
    “And you are out of line, Kyro,” Alyona shot back. “You’re speaking to the future king of this land, and you will treat him as such or speak no more.” 
 
    Kyro closed his mouth and snorted just as Nike, Rebecca, and the other women walked in the front door. 
 
    “Everyone is waiting for your orders, my lord,” Nike announced.  
 
    “Let’s put this idiot in the box,” I instructed them. “Then we can search the palace for places to sleep.” 
 
    “There’s always the barracks, Lord Evan,” Rebecca pointed out. “The ones the guards use? Unless you’re planning to release them from the pit tonight.” 
 
    “Nah, they can stay,” I chuckled. “Where are the barracks?” 
 
    The lady bear pointed down a hallway opposite the slave hall, and I nodded in agreement. The bighorns could stay there for the night, and we would get everything else figured out tomorrow. We still had to go to the other two peninsula cities, and I didn’t want to wait for them to find out we’d taken over here. 
 
    Alyona and Naomi used the binding spell to drag Kyro into the box, despite his yells and cries for help, while the rest of us went outside to round up the newly freed Demi-Humans and bring them into the barracks. 
 
    Rebecca led us down the hallway, and we reached a door at the end of the hall. Then she pushed the door open, and I could see nothing but darkness. 
 
    “Oh, it has torches,” she said as if she could read my mind. 
 
    “Where are they?” I asked. “Just point them out.” 
 
    “Along every wall, about two feet apart,” Rebecca replied as she indicated the sides of the room. 
 
    I conjured several small fireballs and tossed them in the direction she’d pointed. The fireballs landed on the ends of the torches to light the room, and I could finally see the huge interior.  
 
    Row after row of bunk beds spanned the length of the room, and I saw exactly why Rebecca had suggested this place. There was space for nearly double the people we’d rescued, though I hoped we didn’t need it.  
 
    “Is this where the guards sleep?” I wondered as sheep poured into the room. 
 
    “They used to,” Rebecca answered. “Now, the army isn’t as large as it was under Lord Favel, so only some sleep here in case Kyro needs them. The rest go to their night shift posts.” 
 
    “I see,” I hummed before I turned to the bighorns spreading out to the bunks. “Everyone, find your place to sleep for the night. We have a few things to take care of tonight, and we’ll find new homes for you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, and there’s a communal bath over there,” Rebecca said as she pointed to the left side of the room. “In case anyone hasn’t been able to bathe recently.” 
 
    “I’ll stay in case anyone needs anything else,” Nike offered.  
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “It’s probably pretty emotional in here right now. We don’t want anyone to feel alone.” 
 
    Shouts of thanks and excitement echoed around the large room as the rest of us walked out into the hallway and rejoined Alyona and Naomi in the living area. 
 
    “Is our friend secure?” I asked as I peeked into the Duplexity box. 
 
    “Oh, he’s not going anywhere.” Naomi smirked. 
 
    “We can leave the guards in the pit,” I decided. “There isn’t enough room for them in the box with Kyro, but we might want to go set up some defensive spells for the pit and the city since we don’t have any guards now.” 
 
    “I know plenty,” Naomi volunteered with a grin. 
 
    “I figured,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Ravi offered, and the phoenix bounced up and down on her toes. 
 
    “And me!” Aaliyah chimed in as she flashed a fangy grin. 
 
    “Okay, the rest of you can go get some sleep,” I said. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Goodnight, my lord,” the dryads replied in unison before they skipped down the hall to their room. 
 
    “See you in the morning.” Miraya waved with a yawn and traipsed down the hall after them. 
 
    “I’m going to try to find her family,” Alyona murmured and gestured to the bighorn girl who sat in a chair by the fireplace. “Her name is Ura. She has to have someone here.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed and leaned down to kiss the princess’ forehead. “We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Laika nodded as we walked outside, and I knew she wouldn’t go anywhere without Alyona, even if she was exhausted. The two were nearly inseparable, and it had been their bond that really opened up the whole harem. I hadn’t been expecting Alyona to invite another woman into our bed, but the two of them together had been fucking amazing. 
 
    We walked out into the now empty square, and I could hear the guards grumbling to themselves in the pit, so I led the women over to the hole and looked down inside. 
 
    “How’s it going in there, Greg?” I called out. 
 
    “Gregorio,” he corrected in a low rumble. “And we could use some food and water.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could,” I snorted. “We’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    My reply was met with curses and a few angry growls, but no one dared to argue, since I’d shown them how I dealt with the people who pissed me off. 
 
    “Ready for me?” Naomi asked with a grin. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied. 
 
    “Your darkness binds, my light contains,” the lizard mage murmured. “Inside you remain.” 
 
    A filmy layer of black magic seemed to float from the air above us and land over the pit like a transparent tarp, and it settled on the ground and sealed into the grass around the hole. 
 
    I leaned over to see the guards inside yelling and fighting to try to climb the sloped walls, but I couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    “It traps sound, too?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought that might be a helpful addition,” Naomi giggled. 
 
    “Smart,” Aaliyah laughed. 
 
    We continued around the edge of the city as Naomi enchanted the walls and gates to prevent anyone from coming in or going out. I didn’t like the idea of trapping the sheep again, but I also didn’t want any of the grizzlies to sneak away from whatever punishment the king decided for them.  
 
    As we climbed the steps back to the palace, it was quiet except for the occasional voice of a bighorn from the barracks, and Alyona was asleep in one of the chairs by the fireplace with Ura laying across her lap. 
 
    “They fell asleep about an hour ago,” Laika whispered as she stood from the chair next to them. “I didn’t have the heart to wake them.” 
 
    “Still no sign of Ura’s family?” Ravi asked, and tears glimmered in her blue eyes. 
 
    “No.” The wolf Demi-Human shook her head and frowned. “And the girl barely speaks. We aren’t sure if she just doesn’t know how or if she’s shy.” 
 
    “Shem did say their education is limited,” I murmured. “We’ll try again tomorrow. For now, we should all get some rest.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m rather exhausted,” Naomi agreed, and the lizard mage stifled a yawn. “I rarely use so much magic in one day. It’s draining.” 
 
    “I can make you some of the tea we brought from Tikal,” Laika offered. 
 
    “It would really help,” Aaliyah agreed. 
 
    “Okay, then straight to bed.” Naomi smiled as she followed Laika down the hall. 
 
    I scooped up Alyona and Ura and carried them to our room. I laid both of them gently on the bed, and then I tiptoed back out of the room and nearly bumped into Aaliyah and Ravi. 
 
    “There’s room with us,” Aaliyah whispered, and her golden tail flicked around behind her. 
 
    “Oh, plenty of room,” the phoenix agreed with a vigorous nod. 
 
    “Mmm, lead the way.” I grinned and followed them next door to their room. “Where’s Miraya?” 
 
    “She went to bed with the dryads,” the lioness purred. “So, it’s just the three of us.” 
 
    “I am definitely good with that,” I said as I pushed the door shut behind me. 
 
    Then I turned to face my lovers, and they had already started. 
 
    Ravi untied the belt on Aaliyah’s robes while the lioness kissed down her throat. Then the phoenix reached up and slid Aaliyah’s robe down her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    Aaliyah’s bronze skin seemed to shimmer in the dim torchlight, and her amber eyes glanced over at me with hungry desire before she returned her attention to Ravi. Then the lion Demi-Human stripped Ravi’s robe down, and the two women wrapped their arms around their naked bodies and kissed.  
 
    My cock throbbed as I watched their tongues dip in and out of each other’s mouths while their hands traveled along each other’s smooth skin.  
 
    “Why do you still have clothes on?” Ravi giggled as she looked over at me. 
 
    And just like that, I was done being a spectator. 
 
    I tore my shirt over my head and dropped my pants to the floor. Then I strode across the room, wrapped my arms around their naked waists, and tossed them onto the bed. The women bounced and giggled in a flurry of bare tits and wild hair, and I climbed onto the bed between them. 
 
    Ravi grabbed my face and pressed her lips to mine with a soft moan, while Aaliyah dragged her rough, catlike tongue across my jaw and down my neck. Then the lioness slid from the bed and kneeled between my legs. 
 
    “I’ve missed your cock, Lord Evan,” she murmured as she licked up my inner thigh. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned, and the anticipation nearly killed me as she kissed and licked all around my throbbing arousal. 
 
    Finally, Aaliyah licked her lips and shoved my length into her warm mouth, and she bobbed up and down as she sucked on every inch of my shaft while Ravi delved her tongue between my lips.  
 
    I slid one hand down between the phoenix’s legs to her slick entrance and pressed my thumb to her throbbing clit. 
 
    “Oh!” Ravi cried out as I began to rub circles against her warm lips until I could feel her juices start to trickle down. 
 
    “Come here,” I growled and laid back on the bed. 
 
    Ravi climbed over and straddled my shoulders to give me the perfect view of her pink pussy. The smell of her sweet nectar filled my nose, and I grabbed her ass to pull her closer to my face. 
 
    Then I plunged my tongue into the phoenix’s tight tunnel and felt her body writhe on top of me while Aaliyah sucked my cock. I dragged my tongue up and around Ravi’s soaking lips before I suckled and flicked her clit. Her thighs quivered next to my head, and I could tell she was close to her orgasm. 
 
    So, I reached a hand around her thigh and slid one finger inside her. Then I curled my finger to graze her sensitive tunnel, and her climax spilled over the edge.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” Ravi screeched as her orgasm vibrated her body on top of me.  
 
    She gripped her breasts as waves of climax rippled through her, and my own climax started to rise as her body squirmed above me. 
 
    Then Aaliyah dragged her sandpaper tongue up my shaft and sucked on the tip of my dick, and I couldn’t hold it in anymore. 
 
    “Yesssss,” I groaned as I sprayed a hot load of my dragon seed into the lioness’ mouth. 
 
    Aaliyah slid up and down while a current of pleasure crackled through my veins and shot down her throat. I gripped Ravi’s waist as we both finished together, and then Aaliyah sucked the last drops from my cock before I shuddered and sighed.  
 
    “Don’t get tired on me yet, my lord,” the lioness giggled as she stood next to the bed. “I need much more of your seed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I chuckled. 
 
    Ravi scooted over as I slid up higher onto the bed, and Aaliyah straddled my hips. Without a word, the lioness grabbed my cock and rubbed it against her sopping pussy before she dropped her hips onto me. 
 
    I slid inside her hot canal with a groan, and the lion Demi-Human started to ride my dick. Her bronze tits bounced up and down with every move, and I could see her tiny brown nipples were hard as she rolled them between her fingers. 
 
    “Let me,” Ravi murmured as she rolled to her knees beside Aaliyah. 
 
    The phoenix took Aaliyah’s breast in her hand and kneaded the soft skin, and the lion Demi-Human began to roll her hips back and forth on my cock. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I moaned. 
 
    I could feel the walls of her sweet pussy rub my length as she moved, and Ravi lowered her head to take one of Aaliyah’s tits into her mouth. I watched the phoenix’s tongue flick around my other lover’s tight nipple, and then I saw her hand slide down to her pussy and rub herself while she played with Aaliyah. 
 
    “Lord Evan, your cock feels so good!” Aaliyah purred and threw her head back. 
 
    Then her tunnel tightened around my cock, and she released a wild cry as her sweet juices rained down over my shaft like a waterfall. Her back arched, and she opened her hips even wider with her cries of ecstasy, so my cock reached even deeper inside her womb. 
 
    As I felt even more of her tight canal, I released another load of my hot sperm into her waiting womb, and I dumped load after load of my seed inside the lioness while tremors of pleasure shook my body.  
 
    “I need your seed, too,” Ravi said in a husky voice after she released Aaliyah’s breasts. “I want you to fill me, my lord.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” I murmured. 
 
    Aaliyah flopped onto the bed next to me, and I stood up and grabbed Ravi. Then I rolled her to her hands and knees, and I had the perfect view of her dripping slit between her creamy white thighs. 
 
    God, damn, her pussy was so pretty.  
 
    I plowed my cock inside her, and she squealed as I drove as deep into her as I could go. Then I grabbed her hips and pulled her against me while I fucked her from behind. 
 
    “Aaliyah,” Ravi nearly whispered and patted the bed in front of her. 
 
    The lioness crawled over to the spot and laid before Ravi. Then the phoenix dropped her head between Aaliyah’s thighs, and I could hear the gentle sucking sounds of her tongue on Aaliyah’s dripping pussy.  
 
    I pounded into Ravi’s tight canal while she tongue-fucked the lioness Demi-Human, and my lovers’ moans of ecstasy filled the air. I felt every inch of the phoenix’s canal pressing against my cock, and then they squeezed even tighter as Ravi shuddered. 
 
    “Oh, gods, yeeeeees!” the phoenix cried out, and her orgasm arched her back as goosebumps dimpled the skin down her spine. 
 
    Aaliyah’s nails dug into the bed before she grabbed Ravi’s head and pressed it against her pussy. 
 
    “Fuck!” the lioness screeched before her juices poured down her slit, and Ravi lapped up the sweet juices as she shuddered through her own orgasm.  
 
    “Godsssss,” I groaned and poured my own seed into the phoenix’s warm pussy. The shock rippled down my back, and I could feel my toes curl as I thrust my hips back and forth against Ravi’s jiggling ass until our juices mingled together, flooded her womb, and then dribbled down her thighs. 
 
    Ravi collapsed on the bed underneath me, and I rolled to the side to lay down next to her while Aaliyah laid on my other side.  
 
    “You both ready for round two?” I growled as I pulled Aaliyah’s mouth to my lips.  
 
    “Ummm… yesssss,” the lioness purred as I kissed her, and then I moved her voluptuous body over my hips so she could sink down on my cum-slick penis.  
 
    An hour or so passed as I brought each of my lovers to half a dozen more climaxes. I filled them up a few more times with my seed during our passion, and we eventually collapsed into a pile of moaning limbs and well fucked pussies that dripped my cum onto the bed.  
 
    “That… was… amazing, Lord Evan,” Ravi sighed. “I’m stuffed full of your seed. I’m trying to hold it all in, but it keeps leaking out.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Aaliyah purred. “Delicious.” 
 
    “You both satisfied me as well,” I yawned, and before I knew it, I was barely keeping my eyes open, and my lovers had already passed out.  
 
    I remembered the young bighorn was asleep in my bed anyway, so I closed my eyes and was out like a light. 
 
    When morning came, I looked over to see Aaliyah and Ravi had already started getting dressed. 
 
    “What are you doing up so early?” I yawned and stretched out across the bed. 
 
    “We realized since we freed all the people who worked here, we have to figure out breakfast before it’s time to go to Veta,” Aaliyah replied, and her stomach growled low and angry.  
 
    “Apparently, you really need breakfast,” I snickered. 
 
    “Well, you used up all our energy last night,” Ravi giggled and shrugged into her robes. “We need to fill back up.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I sat up, found my clothes on the floor, and began to tug them on. “I’m famished anyway.” 
 
    “Let’s go see what they have in the kitchen,” Aaliyah suggested. 
 
    So, we finished getting dressed and then walked out into the hallway. The doors to the dryads’ room, Nike’s room, and my and Alyona’s room were already open, and the rooms were bare.  
 
    “I guess they’re already on their way,” I observed.  
 
    We continued down the hall, and I could hear the clanging of pots and pans and the thump of cabinet doors. As we walked into the sitting area, I saw the Duplexity box was still in one piece and sitting next to the wall. Then we strolled into the dining room to see a bighorn Demi-Human as he set down a tray of toast in front of Alyona, Laika, Ura, Nike, Miraya, and the dryads. 
 
    “Hey, whoa, what’s going on here?” I demanded. 
 
    “Since there’s no longer a kitchen servant, ah, I mean, slave, we decided to cook for you,” the sheep replied before anyone else could answer. “It’s the least we could do after you saved us and gave us a place to sleep for the night.” 
 
    “Oh.” I frowned. “You know you don’t have to, though, right?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” The bighorn grinned and took a bow. “We are thankful for what you’ve done. It won’t be anything fancy, but we’re preparing your food as we speak.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” I said with a nod. 
 
    The sheep scurried back into the kitchen, and I sat down in Kyro’s big comfy chair. 
 
    “We tried to talk him out of it, but they all insisted,” Alyona giggled. “I know they feel better giving back to you somehow.” 
 
    “They don’t owe me anything,” I growled. “It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Herd gratitude,” Ura whispered so quietly I almost didn’t hear her. 
 
    “Is that what you call it?” I asked with a smile, and the young bighorn nodded. “Then I suppose I’ll accept the gift.” 
 
    Ura offered a tiny smile in return before she looked back down at her hands in her lap. 
 
    Within minutes, more of the bighorns scuttled into the room with trays of scrambled eggs and cubed ham. The meat smelled fresh and savory, and though the sheep hadn’t used any seasoning, the aroma still evoked another angry growl from my stomach.  
 
    After they set down the trays, the Demi-Humans stepped back and waited anxiously, so I dumped several of each item on my plate and dug in. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said after I swallowed the first bite. “It’s all fantastic.” 
 
    The sheep released a collective sigh of relief and then rushed back into the kitchen. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan for today, my lord?” Nike asked before he took a bite of his own breakfast. 
 
    “I was thinking about it,” I murmured. “We have two main things that need to be accomplished: One is to go to Veta and Imunving. We have to make sure no one else is being held captive. And the other is to find new housing for the bighorns here in Atheson. While they probably enjoyed a fresh bed and bath here, they can’t live in the castle forever.” 
 
    “I can help with the second half,” a female voice called out. 
 
    I looked up to see Rebecca leaned against the doorway with her arms crossed over her ample breasts. Her smooth round hip jutted out to the side, and her golden-brown eyes were filled with determination. She stood up from her position, and I got a good look at her change in attire. She wore black riding pants that were tight along her muscular thighs and a deep blue tunic with a V neck.  
 
    “You know where they can live?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to do a little work first,” the bear Demi-Human admitted, “but I’m sure the sheep would be willing to help.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take your word for it,” I agreed. “Alyona, Laika, and I will fly to Veta first while the rest of you work with Rebecca to get this place livable.” 
 
    “What if you need help in Veta?” Naomi asked in a worried tone. 
 
    “Our sexy badass dragon can handle anything,” Trina pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry,” Marina soothed the lizard mage. 
 
    “Besides, we may need your magical skills here,” Polina added. 
 
    “Oh, magic would help a lot,” Rebecca agreed with a grin. “I’m sure you’ve noticed this is the only building Kyro bothered to keep in good repair.” 
 
    “We noticed,” I chuckled. “So, it’s settled, then. We’ll go speak with the lord over in Veta first, and as long as everything goes well, we’ll move on to Imunving.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Nike agreed. 
 
    So, we finished up our last bites of breakfast and pushed away from the table. Then we filed outside where a few dozen of the sheep mingled in the square. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan!” a few of them called out to me. 
 
    I waved and turned back to Alyona and Laika. “Let’s get a little further out before I shift. I don’t want to freak them out.” 
 
    “Of course,” Laika chuckled.  
 
    We started down the steps when Ura tugged on Alyona’s sleeve, and her teary eyes were filled with worry. 
 
    “Oh, sweet Ura,” Alyona sighed and grabbed the girl’s hands. “We’ll return soon. For now, can you stay with my family? They’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    “We’ll keep you safe, Ura,” Ravi vowed with a gentle smile. “You can stay with us.” 
 
    Ura’s eyes darted back and forth between Alyona and Ravi before she let out a sigh and took Ravi’s hand. 
 
    “Good girl,” the princess said in a motherly voice. “I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    Ura nodded and curled her head against the phoenix’s shoulder. 
 
    I continued down the steps with Laika and Alyona right behind me. The sheep cleared a path, and I made sure we were far enough away from everyone before I took my dragon form.  
 
    My arms and legs grew and stretched as my scales rippled down my skin, and my nails turned into talons. My wings and spikes popped out of my back next, and I watched the ground move further and further away as I grew taller. 
 
    The bighorns gasped and pointed, so I gave them a wink as Alyona and Laika climbed onto my back. Then the women gripped the spikes along my spine and waved as I kicked off and took flight. 
 
    I could hardly wait to take to the sky, and the cool ocean wind felt amazing on my face. So, I closed my eyes as I drifted over the last part of the city and zoomed west toward Veta.  
 
    “You know where you’re going?” Laika yelled over the wind blowing by us. 
 
    “This way!” I called back with a laugh. 
 
    I flapped my wings and beelined for Veta. As much as I loved to fly, we had a lot to do today, and I wanted to free everyone that I could as soon as possible. 
 
    It seemed like only a few minutes had passed when I noticed another set of gates ahead. The city was tucked away in a narrower section of the peninsula with water on two sides, but from up here, it looked like a typical city. I could see people moving around, and there was a large wooden building in the middle that I suspected was the lord’s palace. 
 
    I slowed to hover above the city in case anyone tried to attack, but no arrows flew up at us, and I didn’t see the gleam of swords in the sun. Then I floated down to land in the grassy area in front of the palace, but as my shadow began to grow on the ground below me, I could hear screams of panic and cries for help. 
 
    I landed on the grass and looked around, and bear, sheep, and moose Demi-Humans scattered in every direction to get away from me. Several of each race wore pieces of armor as though they were guards, but they held their hands up in surrender. 
 
    “Take what you want!” one of the guards cried out. “We won’t fight you!” 
 
    “Fight me?” I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not here to fight.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, he came to kill us!” another guard moaned and covered his face. “We’re doomed!” 
 
    “I--what?” I was bewildered. “No, I just--” 
 
    “Take our gold!” the first guard begged. “We have plenty!”  
 
    “Welllll, I do like gold,” I chuckled, and Alyona nudged me in the back before she slid to the ground with Laika right behind her. 
 
    “We aren’t here to hurt you!” the princess called out with her hands raised. “Please, just listen.” 
 
    “We’ll do whatever you say,” a moose Demi-Human sobbed. “Just let us live!” 
 
    I’d never seen his kind before, but the large rounded antlers gave it away. He also had an unusually round nose, and I shook my head to focus on calming them down. 
 
    “You’re all going to be fine,” Alyona assured the moose  
 
    “No one is here to take your gold or your lives,” I grumbled and then shifted into my human form, which was met with gasps and screams. “See? I’m just a dude now. Well, I’m still a dragon, but I can look like a regular dude.” 
 
    “We need to speak with the lord of Veta,” the princess cut off my struggling ramblings. “Where might I find him?” 
 
    “Here,” a man’s low voice answered from the palace doors. 
 
    A feline Demi-Human walked out into the sunshine, and I had to blink a few times to take in what I was seeing. The man had long gray hair that draped down to his waist and a gray beard that looked like it was divided down the middle. His furry gray ears poked out of his head and stood tall, while his intense green eyes stared at us. He wore a long multi-colored robe, and his clawed toes dug into the dirt as he walked over to us. 
 
    “You are the lord of Veta?” Laika asked as she furrowed her brow in confusion. 
 
    “Eh, I suppose I’m kind of like the lord, but titles aren’t really my concern,” he breathed, and I was reminded of the guys I’d seen smoke pot back in high school. “I just make sure things work here, man.” 
 
    “Your manners need some work,” I growled. “These are ladies, and you will address them as such.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, sorry, man,” the cat breathed. “I don’t talk to many people.” 
 
    “So, if you’re not the lord of Veta, who is?” I ignored his apology.  
 
    “I’m, like, the lieutenant, I think,” he drawled. “My name is Kendy, but the lord of the peninsula is Kyro. Surely, you met him on your way here. You can’t get to Veta without going through Atheson.” 
 
    “They flew, sir,” one of the guards pointed out. 
 
    “Ohhhh, right, right.” Kendy nodded. “Well, welcome to Veta! Sorry, I didn’t catch a name.” 
 
    “Lord Evan of Hatra,” I replied and stuck out my hand. 
 
    “Don’t take this wrong, Lord Evan,” the Demi-Human started and then stopped as he gathered his thoughts. “Full disclosure, if I shake your hand, I’ll know everything about you.” 
 
    “How’s that?” I frowned. 
 
    “It’s this, uhhhh, magical ability I have,” Kendy replied with a shrug. “I can tell everywhere that person or object has been when I touch it.” 
 
    “Neat trick,” Laika scoffed. 
 
    “For sure!” Kendy agreed, and I was certain he missed her sarcasm. “We’re much more relaxed here.” 
 
    “By relaxed, you mean not holding slaves hostage?” I asked bluntly. 
 
    “Definitely not doing that,” the Demi-Human said with a shake of his head. “I stay out of the politics as much as possible.” 
 
    “Makes sense to me.” I shrugged. “So, why aren’t you the lord? You live in the castle.” 
 
    “Well, I just did what Kyro said,” he replied. “Make sure people work for what they get, and you don’t ever promise the people anything.” 
 
    “So, you do what he says except for have slaves?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t really like the idea of owning others.” Kendy frowned. “Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    “Part of it, yes,” Alyona confirmed. “The rest will be determined later.” 
 
    “So, if you don’t have slaves, your city is in great shape,” I advised him. “In Atheson--” 
 
    Suddenly, bells started tolling around us in a frenzy. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not good,” Kendy announced in a strangely calm tone. “We need to get inside before the raid.” 
 
    “Wait, why?” I asked. “What raid? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The only thing I worry about here,” the Demi-Human sighed. “Kyro’s men.” 
 
    Then the sound of dozens of boots stomping across the dirt echoed around us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “How are Kyro’s men here?” I demanded. “We captured them all in Atheson already.” 
 
    “You may have defeated the men there, but he has guards stationed all over the peninsula ready to do his bidding,” Kendy replied. “He believes it keeps us on our toes.” 
 
    “And what do you usually do when they come?” I prodded. 
 
    “Move quick!” Kendy exclaimed. “Get inside the castle!” 
 
    “You go inside,” I told him. “We’ll handle this.” 
 
    “There are a lot of them.” The cat frowned. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “You saw me fly in as a dragon, right?” I smirked. 
 
    Kendy’s long fuzzy ears twitched in amusement before he dipped his head and ushered everyone else inside. 
 
    “He is a most unusual lynx,” Laika murmured as the other Demi-Human sashayed toward the castle. 
 
    “Is that what he is?” I asked. “I wasn’t sure what kind of cat he was. Aren’t lynxes normally a little more predatory?” 
 
    “Exactly,” she replied. “He is rather… tame.” 
 
    “Mellow,” the princess added. 
 
    “So, he’s a hippie?” I chuckled. “Make love, not war.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a hippie is, but its catchphrase sounds about right,” the wolf-warrior snorted. 
 
    “I’ve never met a feline quite like that,” Alyona agreed with a laugh. “And his guards are a bit flimsy as well.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I snorted and looked around. “They all ran inside, too. They must be some pretty fierce warriors.” 
 
    My lovers’ laughter was interrupted by the arrival of Kyro’s raiders. The bear Demi-Humans wore the same breastplates as the other guards, but they wore no helmets. Instead, their furry faces were streaked with black war paint in hard slashes across their cheeks, and they carried daggers with eight-inch blades and green and black jewels encrusted in the handles. 
 
    They trotted in two lines of about twenty men, and they halted as they entered the empty courtyard. The leader at the front of the pack eyed me with suspicion before he gripped his dagger and called out. 
 
    “Who are you?” he demanded. “Where is Kendy?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I growled. “You can talk to me.” 
 
    “Our orders are not for talking,” he sneered before he yelled over his shoulders. “Take what you want! They won’t be needing it.” 
 
    “Hey!” I bellowed. “You’ll have to go through me first!” 
 
    “Then go through you, we will,” the leader scoffed. 
 
    With that, he pointed his dagger at me, and the bears charged past him toward us. 
 
    Laika unsheathed her broadsword, and I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my belt. The first two big raiders were met with our blades to their bellies, and we shoved them to the ground as the rest continued their attack. 
 
    Meanwhile, Alyona conjured a swirling white orb and threw it at a trio of bears headed her way. The ball split open as it hit them, and a white smoke poured out from its interior. The men coughed and spat blood on the ground before they tipped over and landed in a pile. 
 
    I loved when the princess went all badass priestess. 
 
    Then I swung my blade over my head and brought it down with a furious vengeance through the next raider’s torso. My sword slid through his body like butter, and I spun and stabbed another bear before the first one’s corpse hit the ground. 
 
    As Laika and I laid waste to the first dozen raiders, the rest began to slow down and strategize their next moves. We’d proven to be more of a threat than they’d imagined, and I could practically see their gears turning as they tried to figure out how to beat us. 
 
    “Don’t get scared now!” I called out with a laugh before I conjured a fiery whip. 
 
    Then I lashed out at the four Demi-Humans in front of me, and the flaming rope wrapped around them and squeezed them into a heap. 
 
    Laika rushed forward, leaped into the air, and sliced her broadsword across the whole group, and body parts flopped to the ground as she landed with a fiendish grin. 
 
    “Come on!” I heard a raider whisper to his companion, and I whipped around to see a pair of bear guards scurry away from the battle toward the city. 
 
    “Not today, assholes,” I muttered and called on my fire bow and arrows. 
 
    I activated my target ability that I’d assimilated from the Bow spirit, and then I fired two arrows at once for the runaway raiders. The projectiles flew across the courtyard, lifted over the melee, and plunged into their backs, and the men stumbled into each other and crashed to the ground in a heap. 
 
    “How did you do that!” the leader demanded in a hoarse voice. “How did you make arrows move that way? He’s a sorcerer!” 
 
    “Kill the sorcerer!” the other raiders began to yell and chant as they focused their attention on me. 
 
    “I’m much more than a sorcerer,” I growled and took my dragon form again before I turned to Laika. “Stay with the princess. I’ll handle this.” 
 
    The bears sucked in a collective gasp as my giant body towered over them, and I threw my head back to bellow a column of flames above us. 
 
    “A dragon!” 
 
    “They’re real!” 
 
    “Very real,” I rumbled. “And this is your last chance to surrender.” 
 
    “Our orders do not include surrender,” the leader snarled and then screamed at his men. “Attack!” 
 
    After a brief hesitation, the men rushed me with their daggers raised, but I swiped the first wave with my huge foreleg and sent them flying into the wall of the next building. Five men crashed through the wooden wall and into some kind of store, while the next wave of raiders skidded to a stop just out of my reach. 
 
    “Dumb fucks.” I opened my maw and released a wave of flames that poured down onto the bears and engulfed their clothes, and their screams filled the air as ten grizzlies stumbled around aflame and set their companions on fire as well. It was almost comical to watch, and I bared my teeth in a devilish grin at the leader before I flapped my wings and took off above them. 
 
    Then I hovered over the raiders and called on my lightning power, and thunder rolled overhead before the cracks of electricity snapped and popped to the ground. Bolts of lightning etched jagged lines in the morning sky and dove down onto the raiders below, and the ones who weren’t already on fire soon joined their brethren in flaming death until only a handful of guards and the leader remained. 
 
    “You still wish to obey the orders of a disgraced lord?” I rumbled and looked down toward the leader. 
 
    “Disgraced?” he repeated with a confused expression. “Lord Kyro is the greatest lord in the peninsula, and soon he will be victorious in his challenge against the King of Rahma!” 
 
    “No, Kyro isn’t anything anymore.” I smirked. “I’ve made sure of that.” 
 
    “Treason!” the bear growled and reared back to launch his dagger at me. 
 
    The blade nicked my soft underbelly, and I narrowed my eyes at the leader before I plunged down with my talons extended. My razor-sharp claws pierced his chest, and I landed on top of the other raiders with a thump followed by the cracks of bones breaking underneath my huge body. 
 
    “You had your chance,” I snarled close to the leader’s face. 
 
    Then I flung his body from my talons and searched the courtyard for any more raiders. Piles of the bear guards’ bodies were strewn about the grassy area, but nothing moved. 
 
    So, I grunted in satisfaction and transformed into my human body again as Kendy scurried out of the palace. 
 
    “That was wild, man,” he sighed in his raspy voice. “Unbelievable. You took them all out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I gave them a chance to surrender first. They didn’t take it.” 
 
    “Those guys are crazy,” Kendy replied. “Their raids have been a pain in my hindquarters for a while. Kyro is the worst. I’m not surprised he told them they can’t surrender for anything.” 
 
    “And just to raid your city?” I quirked a surprised eyebrow. 
 
    “He’s something else, dragon man--uh, I mean, my lord,” Kendy corrected himself. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember if we finished our introductions.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m Princess Alyona, and this is Laika of the Blue Tree Guild,” Alyona offered and held out her hand before she took it back. “Sorry, I forgot about your skill.” 
 
    “It’s a blessing and a curse, Your Highness,” he sighed. “Why is the princess of Rahma way out here?” 
 
    “My fiancé and I have been traveling on a campaign to familiarize ourselves with our people,” she answered. 
 
    “Well, come inside and eat some lunch,” Kendy said with a wave of his furry hand. “I’ll tell you all about us.” 
 
    We followed Kendy inside the castle, and it looked similar to Kyro’s, though it wasn’t as large or as decorated. A few brightly colored candles lit the entryway and living areas, while torches lined the walls of the hall to the dining room. Paintings were hung on nearly every wall, and I had a flashback to Lord Vallen’s palace and its creepy artwork covering all the surfaces.  
 
    A handful of paintings was much better than all his moving statues, though. 
 
    Kendy led us into the dining room, and a long wooden table with homemade wooden chairs nearly filled the room. He started to sit at the head of the table before he turned and looked at me awkwardly. 
 
    I gestured for him to sit in his usual seat with a chuckle and then took the seat to his right. Alyona and Laika sat in the next two chairs by me, and within a minute, a few servants brought out bowls of salad. 
 
    I stared down at the leafy dish and tried to keep the look of disappointment off my face. 
 
    Maybe it was just an appetizer. 
 
    I slowly forked bites of the lettuce into my mouth, and the leaves crunched between my teeth with an unsatisfactory bite. 
 
    “I hope our chef’s work is pleasing, my lord,” Kendy said as he wiped his mouth. 
 
    “Ah, yeah, it’s the first salad I’ve had in a while,” I murmured. “It sure tastes… healthy.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied with a toothy grin. 
 
    I bit my tongue and slowly finished the bowl. 
 
    “So, what are Kyro’s men looking for when they raid the city?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “Whatever they want.” The lynx shrugged and licked his furry hand absent-mindedly. “They take the most valuable things we have, so we have to struggle for a few weeks afterward. Half our crops, building supplies, gold, fish…” 
 
    “Then you have to rely on them,” I mused. “Clever. And manipulative.” 
 
    “He also has the raiders destroy other resources like the forge,” Kendy continued. “Then we can’t make weapons to fight back or even decent shields to defend ourselves with.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Laika muttered as her gray ears flattened against her head. “Why don’t they use swords when they come? I noticed they had daggers instead.” 
 
    “Another of Kyro’s cruel preferences,” the leader replied with a frown. “He likes to cause slow, painful deaths. He knows with few resources, even a small stab wound would take time to kill whoever fights back, and we wouldn’t have what we need to treat them.” 
 
    “He uses smaller weapons to cause slow deaths?” I growled.  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. The grizzly leader was even worse than I’d thought. 
 
    “Yeahhh, he’s known around here for his cruelty,” Kendy drawled. “So, his men just do whatever he says. They know everyone is afraid of them.” 
 
    “I suppose that group of guards had already left Atheson when we arrived,” Alyona murmured. “We must have flown right over them.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” the lynx interjected. “Sometimes they, like, make their way to Imunving. Machezneda always gives the guards safe passage.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Laika wondered. 
 
    “Machezneda is the one in charge of Imunving,” Kendy explained. “He’s an old friend of Kyro’s, and they grew up together in Atheson. They were really not much more than thugs, according to the people I’ve talked to. They learned from Kyro’s father, I suppose.” 
 
    “We heard about his deal with Lord Favel.” Alyona’s face creased with sadness at the mention of the former grizzly leader. “It seems he was more than fair in his judgment.” 
 
    “Oh, he was way nicer than anyone could have been,” the lynx agreed. “I couldn’t believe he got a good offer and then messed it up with that fight. Kyro blamed Lord Favel, but he’d done his best to help. The whole thing was crazy, man--uh, milady.” 
 
    “And no one questioned when Kyro killed him and assumed his place?” I pursed my lips as I pondered the chain of events in Atheson. 
 
    “More like, no one who questioned it survived,” Kendy replied. “We tried to revolt a few years after the assassination, but it ended with almost all of my guards dead and half of both cities burned down. That’s why it’s so difficult for me to find guards.” 
 
    “No one wants to sign up for a death sentence,” I said with a frown. “So, you’ve just settled for letting him rule the peninsula?” 
 
    “Indeed,” the Demi-Human purred. “I’d rather keep my people alive than fight with Kyro.” 
 
    Our conversation was interrupted as the servants returned to the dining room to clear away our dishes. I looked around hopefully for another course, but it seemed I was doomed to settle for a salad. All I could think about was a big ass ribeye and mashed potatoes, maybe some rolls with butter… 
 
    “Were you in charge before he came to rule?” Laika asked and interrupted my short daydream. 
 
    “Ah, not exactly,” Kendy murmured as he dropped his gaze. “Veta was led by a council, but Kyro’s men slaughtered all but me.” 
 
    “Why did he let you live?” I furrowed my brow as the lynx hesitated. “Come on, spit it out.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” he sighed and shrugged. “He let me live because he said I was weak and would bow to his will unlike the other council members. And he was right. I don’t like to fight, and I didn’t want to force my people to fight, either. When we tried to start the revolution, it was because many of my people wanted to.” 
 
    “Did something happen to make your people want to attack him?” Laika pressed. 
 
    “Kyro suddenly lost his mind for a while,” Kendy answered and tapped his claws on the table. “He kept stalking around Veta randomly and started talking about sacrifices and demons, so my people worried he would start sacrificing us. When we lost the battle, it seemed to put him at ease, like he knew he could take us whenever he wanted to. The revolution lost all its steam.” 
 
    “Why would he be talking about demons?” Alyona twisted a raven forelock around her finger. “King Rodion contained them to the Breach a century ago.” 
 
    “No idea.” Kendy shrugged. “I stay out of such things as much as possible. I would rather keep my people safe than get involved in Kyro’s crazy ramblings. Are you sure he’s contained? I don’t want him to, like, come after me for telling you all this.” 
 
    “He isn’t going anywhere,” I confirmed. “But without him ruling over all three cities, we’re going to have to establish a new government for them. Would you be interested in becoming the new lord?” 
 
    “Eh, let the people decide,” the lynx replied with a dismissive wave. “I have no desire to simply sit in the seat because I was already here. There could be someone with better ideas than me out there.” 
 
    “So, an election?” I asked. 
 
    “What’s an election?” Alyona arched a white eyebrow in confusion. 
 
    “You know, where everyone comes and puts in their vote for who they want,” I answered. “Whoever has the most votes at the end of the election becomes the new leader.” 
 
    “That’s a great plan, m-my lord!” Kendy grinned. “How do we do it?” 
 
    “We need some kind of voting system,” I murmured and thought back to the handful of times I’d voted on Earth. “Maybe just paper ballots, but that would be a lot to write.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “Each citizen would need a ballot with the names of whoever is competing for the position,” I explained. “So, if there are a few thousand people in Veta--” 
 
    “Eight thousand, seven hundred twenty-two, as of this morning,” Kendy said with a note of pride. “I may not be the best leader, but I know my people.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “We would have to write over eight thousand pages of the same thing.” 
 
    “What about the Duplexity spell?” Laika pointed out. “You could make one ballot and then copy it for each person.” 
 
    A magical copy machine, of course. 
 
    “Great idea.” I nodded to the wolf Demi-Human before I turned back to Kendy. “Do you have any mages here?” 
 
    “We have a few,” he replied. “I don’t know their skill level, but I’m sure they could help.” 
 
    “The Duplexity spell is only as complex as the object being repeated,” Alyona said. “For a piece of paper, it shouldn’t take much skill at all.” 
 
    “Great, so we can set that up before we leave.” I grinned. “See, we can make things work. We also need to figure out who else is interested in running against you.” 
 
    “A race?” The lynx’s catlike features twisted into confusion. 
 
    “Not a real race,” I laughed. “Just the election. Most elections have at least two candidates for a position, so the people can decide between them. Since we’ll need to tell everyone about the election anyway, we can also ask who is interested. Do you think the guards would go around the city and talk to everyone?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kendy replied with a shrug that made his rainbow robe shimmer in the light. “You aren’t sending them into battle, so they’ll do it.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “The only other thing to do is have a meeting with all the candidates present. Each one should talk about the stuff that’s important like taxes and trades and all that.” 
 
    “What would the candidate say about them?” the lynx wondered. 
 
    “Whatever they think about them.” I shrugged. “Like, if you think taxes should be raised, you’d say by how much and why.” 
 
    “But I don’t think about higher taxes,” Kendy murmured. “We haven’t been needing money for anything with the raids. Everyone just does their part.” 
 
    “Then you tell them that,” I replied. “Whatever you think about each thing, you say it in the meeting. Then the people decide if they want to vote for you or your opponent, based on your information and beliefs.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty easy.” The lynx frowned. “It’s easy, right?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I confirmed. “Now, we’ll probably have to do the same thing in Imunving since Machezneda isn’t likely to take our side.” 
 
    “Yeahh, they’re just as bad as Atheson,” Kendy sighed, and his frown deepened. “They might even be worse. They don’t just keep bighorns as slaves. They enslave anyone who isn’t a grizzly.” 
 
    “That’s horrible!” Alyona gasped as she covered her mouth. “What makes them feel so important?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the lynx muttered. “Since I’m not a grizzly, Machezneda hates me, but he won’t dare defy Kyro. He mostly leaves us alone.” 
 
    “He doesn’t send raids, too?” Laika squinted her gray eyes and scrunched up her face with confusion. 
 
    “Nah.” Kendy shook his head. “He has magic, so he conjures whatever he wants. And no one attacks him because he has defensive spells guarding the city. He just lets Kyro’s men in and out.” 
 
    “He’s a mage, but he still listens to Kyro?” I was surprised the other grizzly hadn’t taken over the whole peninsula with his magic. 
 
    “Machezneda probably could rule over everyone here,” Kendy agreed, “but everyone is scared to make Kyro angry. He likes to have your friends and family killed if you make him mad.” 
 
    My blood boiled in my veins as I pictured the grizzly’s snooty face, and I wanted to rip it from his skull for his crimes. 
 
    “Does Kyro have any family?” Alyona wondered. “Surely, someone could have talked sense into him by now.” 
 
    “I’m really not sure,” the lynx admitted. “The story of his uprising centered on his father, but he’s dead, obviously.” 
 
    “I bet Rebecca knows,” Laika offered. “She seems to know a lot about him.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet Rebecca!” A broad smile stretched across Kendy’s face. “She was always so lovely. How is she?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” I growled as my protective instincts kicked into overdrive. 
 
    The lady bear wasn’t part of my pack, but I realized in that moment how badly I wanted to claim her.  
 
    Alyona glanced over at me and smiled, and I knew she would happily welcome another beautiful woman into our family. 
 
    “Oh, uh, okay,” the lynx stammered. “Anyway, she could probably answer more about Kyro’s life before he became a murderous criminal.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll ask her,” I agreed after a moment. “Well, let’s get your guards and mages together to set up for the election. We need to leave for Imunving sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Yes, if Machezneda hears of our arrival, we could be ambushed,” Laika pointed out. “We need to keep the element of surprise in our favor.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded and turned back to Kendy. “Gather a few of your guards and at least two mages.” 
 
    “At once,” he replied before he stood from the table and rushed into the kitchen. 
 
    “Do you think you can teach the Duplexity spell to them?” I asked Alyona. “We don’t have much time to sit around and make sure they know it eight thousand times.” 
 
    “As long as they can do it once, they can do it for all of them,” the princess replied. “I’m sure if they’ve had any practice at all, they can use the spell.” 
 
    “Okay, this is your area of expertise,” I teased. “I just breathe fire and kick ass.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s it, huh?” Laika laughed. “Just a simple badass dragon?” 
 
    “Nothing special here.” I winked. 
 
    Laika and Alyona giggled as Kendy walked back into the room with moose, lynx, and bear Demi-Humans on his tail. 
 
    “Lord Evan, Princess Alyona, and Laika of the Blue Tree Guild,” he announced with a flourish. “May I present to you, Parker, Sophia, and Zander.” 
 
    He gestured to each of the Demi-Humans who took a bow at their names. 
 
    “Nice to meet each of you,” I replied with a smile. “So, who is the guard?” 
 
    “I am,” Parker, the moose Demi-Human, said as he stepped forward and nearly clocked Kendy with his huge antlers. “I’m happy to serve you.” 
 
    “You’ll be serving your city, but I’m greatly appreciative of the work,” I said. “You need to spread your loyal men and women out in different areas of the city to speak with every citizen. Let them know Veta will have an election for the lordship. Tomorrow evening, each candidate will present his or her thoughts on how to run the city, and the votes will be cast the following morning. We need to have a leader in place within two days. Questions?” 
 
    “No, my lord,” Parker replied. “That is a great plan.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “Now, Sophia and Zander, you two are mages?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the female lynx answered, so I motioned for Alyona to take over. 
 
    “I’m going to teach you a simple spell,” the princess told them. “You will use it quite a bit today and tomorrow to prepare for the election, but I believe in you.” 
 
    Both of the mages smiled so big, I thought their faces would crack. Alyona had a way with people, and she was great at making them feel important and useful. She was also a great teacher, and I knew the Duplexity spell plan would work just fine. 
 
    Alyona guided the mages to the end of the table and pulled a sheet of paper from her spatial storage. 
 
    “Wow,” Zander breathed and pawed at the air next to him. “How did you do that? Can we do that?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Alyona giggled. “I can teach you that, too, but first, the one you need for the election.” 
 
    The princess spent about twenty minutes teaching the two young mages how to copy the paper and then how to access their space magic. It was a trick she’d taught me several months ago, and it certainly came in handy, especially when I found treasures I wanted to take home to Hatra. 
 
    While Laika and I waited, I found myself tapping the table impatiently. I knew this part was important for Veta, but I wanted to see what the hell was going on in Imunving.  
 
    And if I had to capture another asshole grizzly, that would just make things even better. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by a silvery fox that fluttered into the room and stopped at my feet, and I recognized my father’s magical messenger just as it opened its mouth and relayed his message. 
 
    “Valerra said she and the eggs are fine,” Ruslan’s voice played through the fox. “And she said--hey! I’m telling him! She said to stop worrying so much, but she misses you a little bit. There! See? Okay, your mother and I love you. See you soon!” 
 
    The fox disappeared in a puff of smoke, and Laika and I chuckled at my dragon mate’s message through my father. She was tough, but her hard exterior had begun to crack a bit since our soul bridges formed.  
 
    The soul bridges were a mystical connection between me and my women that had begun when I brought Miraya into my harem and slept with her. The bridges were a special bond that connected all of us, and each of my women were forever tied to me and to each other with them. 
 
    It was pretty badass. 
 
    “Okay, I think they have it,” Alyona announced. 
 
    “Great, let’s get going,” I said and pushed my chair from the table. 
 
    As I rose to my feet, my stomach growled loud enough for everyone to hear, and I stopped to see if they’d noticed. 
 
    Sure enough, Kendy was looking at me as though I’d suddenly grown a third eye in the middle of my forehead. 
 
    “Ah, dragons, they have such big appetites,” Laika advised him and patted my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re never really full,” I agreed as my cheeks flushed. 
 
    That damn salad was going to be the death of my diplomacy. 
 
    I led my women and Kendy toward the front door and pushed it open just as another messenger appeared on the porch. I recognized Naomi’s silvery lizard, and it plopped down in front of me and opened its mouth. 
 
    “What in the name of the gods--” Kendy gasped. 
 
    “Shh!” I held out my hand so I could listen. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” The lizard played back Naomi’s voice. “Something is wrong, very wrong! You must come back immediately!” 
 
    Well, it seemed our plans had changed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    A growl rumbled in my chest, and I bolted out the door with Laika and Alyona hot on my heels. They knew better than to ask any more questions, and I knew they were just as worried as I was about what Naomi’s message could have meant. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Kendy called out from behind us. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’ll be back!” I yelled over my shoulder and stopped in the courtyard. “Just keep working on the election!” 
 
    “Should I--oh!” he gasped in the middle of his question as I shifted into my dragon form. 
 
    I cut it a little close to my women, and they both jumped back as I pulled my growing body away from them so they didn’t get squashed.  
 
    We had to find out what was going on, though. Naomi wasn’t the type to be dramatic, and she’d sounded terrified in her message, so it had to be something serious for her to call us back to Atheson when we were trying to save people here in Veta. 
 
    “We’ll let you know what’s going on soon,” I rumbled while Laika and Alyona pulled themselves onto my back. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Laika muttered, and both of my lovers gripped my spikes to their chests. 
 
    I made sure they were hanging on tight, and then I took off like a bat out of hell. My wings flapped in a frenzy, and Kendy’s bright robes fluttered in the wind of my takeoff. The lynx waved awkwardly, and his face was still twisted into confusion as we set out toward Naomi and whatever problem awaited us. 
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant flight this time, and I couldn’t even enjoy the feeling of the cool wind in my face like I normally did. Even the feeling of flying through the clouds didn’t bring me any of its normal joy, since I was too busy running through every scenario of what could have gone wrong in Atheson. 
 
    Maybe the demons Kyro talked about had attacked, and there were people with miasma poisoning running around like zombies. Or maybe Kyro escaped and set the log cabin castle on fire. Or maybe something had happened with Rebecca or Ura.  
 
    The anxiety of an innocent person being in pain sent jolts of pain through my chest, and thousands of possibilities raced through my mind as I flew at jet-setting speeds back to Atheson.  
 
    I dodged a flock of birds, and Alyona and Laika squeezed my spikes as I veered off course for a moment. We made it back to the city in less than half the time it had taken to reach Veta this morning, and I slowed down as we reached the palace. The courtyard was bare, and I could see the guards still sat in the pit with Naomi’s spell over the top of the hole. A few stragglers walked around on the roads, but nothing seemed disastrous yet.  
 
    No zombies, at least. 
 
    I finally saw where everyone stood on the beach behind the castle, and they waved at me to come down into the sand near them. It looked like all my people were there, and I braced myself for a quick landing. Then I dive-bombed closer to the ground and slowed just before I hit the ground and skidded to a stop. 
 
    As my clawed toes settled in the sand, I waited impatiently for my women to slide down from my back, and I quickly shifted back into my human form as Naomi rushed over to us.  
 
    “Lord Evan, thank the gods,” the lizard mage gasped as she wrapped her arms around me and sighed against my chest. “You have to come over here. We don’t know what to do.” 
 
    The lizard mage motioned for us to follow her closer to where Nike, Ravi, Aaliyah, Rebecca, and the dryads stood in a circle around Miraya. 
 
    The sword spirit was sitting cross-legged in the sand with her eyes closed. Her white hair blew in the soft ocean breeze, and if I didn’t know better, I would have thought she was just another girl relaxing on the beach.  
 
    But Miraya didn’t do things like that. She was the spirit of the Sword of Hatra and my guide on my journey as a noble dragon. She didn’t take naps on the beach, especially if everyone was here trying to wake her.  
 
    Something was definitely up. 
 
    “What happened?” I demanded. 
 
    “We don’t know!” Ravi squeaked with a frown. “Miraya said she wanted some time to meditate, so we left her alone out here. Then it was time for lunch, so I came to tell her.” 
 
    “But we can’t wake her up,” Aaliyah finished, and her golden tail swayed behind her in frustration. “It’s so strange. She seems to know we’re talking to her because her eyes move every time one of us touches her, like she’s looking around under her eyelids.” 
 
    “We’ve tried tapping her,” Trina said and looked down at her feet in the sand. 
 
    “And shaking her,” Polina pointed out. 
 
    “And yelling at her,” Marina added. “Nothing has worked. She’s just been sitting like this for over an hour.” 
 
    “She didn’t respond at all when I first arrived,” Ravi continued, and the phoenix wrung her hands in concern. “But now she seems comforted by us all being here. I mean, I think she is. We’re worried, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “We have no idea what to do,” Naomi moaned. “Please, find out what’s wrong with our sister.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said and held up my hands. “Let me see her.” 
 
    The dryads took a few steps back to allow us into the circle, but even as I got closer, Miraya didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    I snapped my fingers next to her ear, and her eyelids twitched like Aaliyah described, but nothing else moved. Her palms were laid across her knees, and her body looked completely relaxed, so I leaned closer and whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Miraya, wake up,” I murmured. “It’s me, Evan. You have everyone very worried right now.” 
 
    The spirit’s eyes trembled again, but they didn’t open, and the rest of her body remained completely still. 
 
    “What do you think?” Alyona breathed next to me. “She almost looks asleep.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I muttered and stood up. “I don’t know enough about spirits to really have any ideas. I just know she can change her form, she’s part of the sword, and she can hang out in my head. And speak into my head, it turns out.” 
 
    “Can you speak into hers?” my fiancée wondered. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat. The princess was brilliant. 
 
    “Let me try,” I murmured. 
 
    I remembered our telepathic conversation last night and focused on emitting my thoughts into Miraya’s head. I wasn’t sure how to do it at all, but I had to try something. 
 
    “Has this ever happened before?” Rebecca asked quietly. 
 
    “No,” I answered and frowned. 
 
    When we’d spoken in my head before, Miraya had initiated the conversation, and I’d only replied. My attempts to get into her head now were infuriatingly unsuccessful. It was like she could go into my head, but I couldn’t go into hers. Our conversation must have only existed within my mind, where she could come and go as she pleased. 
 
    “Maybe you need a physical connection since you’ve never done that before?” Laika suggested, and her furry gray tail swished around anxiously behind her. 
 
    “Good idea.” I nodded and stepped closer to the spirit again. 
 
    I dropped to a knee and put my hand on her shoulder, and suddenly, a gust of wind knocked me off-balance. I landed on the sand with a grunt and then inhaled a sharp breath as I looked around. 
 
    I was no longer on the beach of Atheson. 
 
    The light brown sand beneath me was replaced by a perfectly balanced mixture of black and white grains, and the sky was dark with deep gray clouds that swirled as a harsh wind blew. The crack of thunder echoed, and a flash of lightning hit the water to my right. I glanced over at the water and realized it was dark, nearly black, and it was rushing like rapids. Huge waves towered over the water’s surface and then crashed into it, while gray froth rose to the top. 
 
    Then I could hear Miraya crying, and I whipped my head around to see my lover standing with her arms over her chest as she sobbed in front of three cloaked figures. Their hoods draped low enough to completely cover their faces, and their hands were clasped together in front of them. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could tell it was upsetting the sword spirit. 
 
    Holy shit. Was I in Miraya’s spiritual sea? And who the fuck were these guys making her cry? 
 
    “Hey, you fucks!” I thundered as I stomped over the sand to them. “What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    “What in the name of the gods is going on here?” one of the hooded men demanded. “What is he doing in your spiritual sea?” 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Miraya gasped and turned to face me. “What--how are you here?” 
 
    The sight of tears streaming down her face was nearly enough to send me into a full-blown rage as I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her head. 
 
    “I’m not sure how I got here, but I’m damn sure glad I am,” I grunted before I softened my tone. “Miraya, are you okay? Who are they?” 
 
    “The Iudices,” she whispered against me. “They--” 
 
    “We can speak for ourselves, Miraya,” one of the men hissed. “And you still have not answered how your ward is able to enter your spiritual sea.” 
 
    “I don’t know, dear cicerone,” Miraya replied as she released me to curtsy. “I’ve never experienced such a thing.” 
 
    “His presence has no bearing on our decision,” another one snorted. “We will continue the trial as planned.” 
 
    The Iudices stood so still, I couldn’t tell which one was speaking each time, but I could tell I didn’t like them. 
 
    “I understand,” Miraya conceded and bowed her head. “Lord Evan will be here to support me or answer questions if needed.” 
 
    The three figures leaned together and whispered for a few seconds before returning to their stock-still posts. 
 
    “Oh, I have my own questions to ask,” I scoffed. “Like, why the hell are you in Miraya’s spiritual sea?” 
 
    “Spirit business is nothing to concern yourself with,” one of the men answered and followed it with a dramatic sigh. “Though, you are the reason we have come.” 
 
    “Why come to Miraya, then?” I demanded. “Why not come to me?” 
 
    “The Iudices are judges of spiritual power,” one of them answered. “You are the reason we are here, but that is because Miraya used her power to assist you, which is strictly forbidden. Spirits are not allowed to meddle.” 
 
    “She saved my life,” I argued. “It was necessary, and I wouldn’t call her ability to help me meddling.” 
 
    “No,” the man thundered back, and the air seemed to vibrate with his power. “Spirits have the duty of guidance, not interference. If you were meant to lose your battle, we are not to change your course. Your destiny is set.” 
 
    “Who’s to say I was meant to lose the battle?” I asked and crossed my arms over my chest. “Perhaps her actions are exactly what was meant to happen.” 
 
    The three spirit judges took in a collective gasp. 
 
    “Lord Evan, you cannot suggest that spirits can take such actions,” Miraya whispered. “We are only meant to guide you on your path, not change the path you’re on. I told you, I broke the rules. It was only a matter of time before they issued judgment.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” I scoffed. “Even guiding has a ripple effect on the future. If she hadn’t found me in the archives, I would never have found the Sword of Hatra. Without that, the king wouldn’t have healed Valerra of the death curse, and she wouldn’t have laid our egg. That’s an entire creature who was born thanks to Miraya’s guidance without taking any real action and only guiding me. There is no way for anyone to exist in any world without having an effect on someone else. To believe someone can exist without affecting anything is ludicrous.” 
 
    “You speak of things you do not understand, young dragon,” one of the judges snarled. “We have existed since the dawn of time. We know how our kind is supposed to work in this world, and Miraya has defied our laws. For that, she shall be punished.” 
 
    “I won’t let you hurt her,” I growled and called the Sword of Healing to my hand. “She’s done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “You cannot stop the Iudices,” another one hissed. “We have the power of the High Heavens to support us.” 
 
    “And I have the power of the Celestial Triad to stop you,” I shot back with a smirk. 
 
    “Leave this place!” The judge who bellowed threw his hood back and revealed his face. 
 
    The Iudice had pale gray skin that looked dried out, like a crumbling statue, and I couldn’t see a single hair on his head. His eyes were a piercing blue that seemed to stare directly into my soul, and his mouth was curled up into a snarl as he glared at me. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” I said in a low voice. “She is my woman.” 
 
    “Then your fate will be the same as hers,” he sneered as a long, curved blade appeared in his hand. 
 
    He tossed it back and forth between his hands and bounced from foot to foot as though he was warming up. 
 
    “Bring it on,” I retorted and held my sword in a defensive position. 
 
    The Iudice’s lips peeled back to reveal a row of sharp, white teeth before he charged at me with his blade held high. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Miraya cried out and reached for me. 
 
    “Stay back, Miraya,” one of the other Iudices commanded. 
 
    At his words, the sand around her feet crawled up to her calves, wrapped around her pale white skin like tentacles, and held her in place. 
 
    “Bastard!” I called out and started to head for the judges, but Miraya held up her hand, since she knew I’d have to face the one who was attacking before I could handle the other two. 
 
    I stifled my white-hot rage and focused on the one coming at me as he swung his blade in a smooth circle over his head before he took a swift jab at my chest. The tip of the sword nicked my tunic, and it tore a hole in the black fabric as I stepped back from the blow. He moved fast for an old crusty guy, and he took another backhanded swing as he spun around, but I blocked the strike with my sword and shoved him backward. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I would have to kill him to get the Iudices to leave, but I would do whatever it took to keep Miraya safe. 
 
    I leaped forward with a stabbing blow to the creature’s midsection, but he flew to my left while my blade plunged into empty air with a whistle. He never slowed down as he struck again, and I blocked four or five shots from his curved blade with instinctual movements while I tried to figure out a way to get ahead of him. 
 
    With all my magical abilities, something had to throw this guy off balance. So, I activated my earthquake magic and sent a shockwave of power across the black and white beach. The ripples of energy burst through the ground toward the spirit judge, and he dove out of the path of the crack that zigzagged across the beach toward him. 
 
    “You can access your magic here?” he asked as his blue eyes widened in shock. “Impossible!” 
 
    “I hear that a lot from my enemies right before I kick their dumb asses.” I smirked. 
 
    The Iudice narrowed his eyes and charged again. This time, he conjured a second sword and whipped both blades around him before he took a swipe at my head with one and then the other, but I ducked both blows and swung the Sword of Hatra across his belly. 
 
    My blade dragged across his gray skin, and the wound leaked a yellow pus that dribbled onto his black robe. He took a few steps back and pressed a finger through the hole in his robe to touch his injury, and his face twisted into a raging scowl as he looked up at me. 
 
    “How dare you!” he roared and ripped the robe from his body. 
 
    “Because you dared to mess with my woman,” I growled.  
 
    “You’ll pay…” His gray torso looked misshapen, like pockets of fat were hidden under his skin in random places, and his black pants sagged from his uneven hips as he twirled his blades at his sides and then attacked again. 
 
    I decided to focus on the ability I’d assimilated from the Sundex, and as soon as I thought it, the golden lines of the Iudice’s path lit up before me. He wasn’t planning to attack head-on like he’d been trying to do. Instead, the path showed he would dart to my left at the last second, away from my sword. 
 
    As he sprinted closer, I waited until he was one step from his plan, and then I ducked down and kicked my leg out in front of him. 
 
    “Ugh!” he grunted as he tripped and landed face first in the sand. 
 
    I jumped on top of his back and pressed his face into the black and white grains as I dug my knee into his spine. Then I held the back of his head with one hand and my sword with the other, and I pressed the blade against the side of his neck as we both gasped for breath. 
 
    “Do you surrender?” I asked as my racing heart began to slow. 
 
    “You can’t do this!” he mumbled against the sand. 
 
    “I already have,” I growled and pressed the edge of my sword against the dry skin of his neck. “I’ll ask you one more time before I slice your head off. Do you surrender?” 
 
    I glanced up to check on the other Iudices. I’d already learned not to leave my back turned to many of the creatures in Inati, and I wasn’t convinced these guys were any better. 
 
    The other two spirit judges stood calmly next to Miraya, who still struggled against the sand bindings around her legs. 
 
    “What do you hope to accomplish with your win, Lord Evan?” one of them asked. “Do you believe you can overcome destiny? Fate?” 
 
    “I believe we create our own destinies,” I snarled. “And if you don’t release Miraya, I’ll create new dead-end ones for all three of you.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” the second judge chuckled and lifted his hood from his head. “How brazen of you.” 
 
    “It was dumb of you three to think you could attack my woman,” I growled. “Now, what’s it going to be? Are you going to fuck off, or am I going to have to start Ghostbusting some spirits?” 
 
    He looked exactly the same as the Iudice underneath my knee, and I blinked a few times to make sure I was seeing straight. Then he slowly clapped his hands, but he didn’t free Miraya, and I was losing my fucking patience. 
 
    And dragons didn’t have a lot of patience when it came to assholes that tried to hurt their women. 
 
    I jumped up and conjured a fiery bow with three arrows in one smooth motion, and I pulled the bowstring back and met the Iudice’s eyes. 
 
    “You know everything, right?” I asked. “So, you know what ability I took from the Bow of Wellston.” 
 
    The Iudice I’d defeated in battle scrambled to his feet and narrowed his eyes at me as I held the bow defiantly. 
 
    “Target precision,” the unhooded judge murmured. “Very clever.” 
 
    “It’s a useful skill.” I smirked. “And if Miraya isn’t free in the next ten seconds, you’ll witness it for yourself. Care to try me?” 
 
    “No need to be hasty,” he replied and snapped his fingers. 
 
    The sand slithered from Miraya’s skin like a snake, and she fell to the ground with a groan. 
 
    “I told you,” she muttered as she stood and brushed the sand from her clothes. “Lord Evan is unlike anyone you’ve known. I had to help him more than simple guidance in that moment. He’s special.” 
 
    “Because he’s from another realm?” the judge asked and raised a hairless eyebrow. “We have seen the occasional realm traveler before. Although, I do not recall any other having such skill in both battle and magical ability, I will admit.” 
 
    “I’m a quick learner,” I huffed, but I kept my arrows trained on the Iudices. “And I’ll use whatever skills necessary to protect what’s mine.” 
 
    The spiritual judges seemed to have lost interest in attacking me, but I still wasn’t sure what they would do with Miraya. 
 
    “We will keep our word,” the unhooded one said. “You two will share your fate. As Lord Evan has won the duel, your lives will be spared.” 
 
    “To what end?” I demanded. “You can’t just pop up whenever you feel like it and threaten Miraya with your consequences. I want her cleared of whatever laws you say she’s broken.” 
 
    “You make demands of the Iudices?” he asked with his eyes wide. “I can’t say I’m surprised, but you know not what you ask of us.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you, I’m telling you,” I hissed. “You’ve seen for yourself that I’m no ordinary dragon or realm traveler, as you say. I have great things planned for Rahma, and I need Miraya to help me do them.” 
 
    “Because she is your lover?” the one I fought hissed. 
 
    Ah, so they really could see everything. And he seemed to be pretty pissed off that I had taken Miraya as one of my women. 
 
    “You sound jealous.” I smirked. 
 
    “Your soul bridge is halfway complete.” The unhooded Iudice ignored my comment and gestured past me. “Even if we couldn’t see her actions in your world, it would be rather difficult to miss that structure.” 
 
    I risked a glance over my shoulder to see a bridge just like the ones I had in my own spiritual sea. The white ropes spanned across the water and disappeared into the horizon, and they glowed even brighter under the dark sky in Miraya’s sea. I realized the storm had slowed, though the sky remained black as night, and the waves had calmed to low swells that lapped up onto the beach.  
 
    Well, that answered one of my questions about the bridges. 
 
    “Yeah, she is my woman and my lover.” I turned back to face the Iudices again. “But that’s not why I need her. She is invaluable as a guide. She’s showed me how to access my Videnia, and she gives me strength in battle with all kinds of enemies. So, yeah, she’s pretty fucking awesome, and I need her. She is mine, and if you plan on trying to stop that now or in the future, we’re going to have some problems.” 
 
    The Iudices looked at me with absolute shock on their faces. Then they turned their backs to me and talked in low voices together. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” Miraya whispered as she walked over to me. “And I think you can lower your weapon now.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I relaxed the bow a tiny bit. “I don’t think we can trust them.” 
 
    “They’re bound by the gods,” she replied quietly. “If they decree your life will be spared, they cannot go back on it.” 
 
    “I see,” I muttered and called the bow and arrows back to me. “And, yeah, I did have to do that. I love you, and I need you by my side. There’s no way I was going to let them hurt you, especially when you were only helping me.” 
 
    “It was the right thing to do,” Miraya murmured. “They’ll see. They have to. And I love you, too.” 
 
    “You better.” I winked and kissed the top of her head. “I just fought some old crumbly spirit guy for you.” 
 
    “And you most certainly defeated him,” she giggled. 
 
    “Indeed,” the unhooded Iudice declared as they broke their huddle. “The battle clearly ended in your favor, though not all of them will. We have decided to forgive Miraya’s indiscretion in your battle with Mollo.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear cicerone,” Miraya gasped. “I will--” 
 
    “Don’t get excited just yet, Miraya,” he cut her off, and I clenched my fists at his rudeness. “We are not finished. This indiscretion is forgiven, but it is the only one that will be. You must adhere to the laws of the spirit guides, or you will be placed in Somnus.” 
 
    Miraya opened her mouth and closed it again with a nod. 
 
    “What the hell is Somnus?” I asked. 
 
    “It is the forever sleep,” he declared. “Spirits cannot be truly killed, but we have the power to put them to sleep for the rest of eternity. No dreams, no guiding, and no lovers.” 
 
    He spat the last word as though our relationship had personally offended him, and I decided he really needed to get laid. 
 
    “Okay, great, so no more interference,” I replied. “Of course, like I said, there’s no way for her or any other spirit to exist without some kind of effect on the people around them, but what do I know? I’m just a stupid dragon, right?” 
 
    “Your words speak of a great wisdom, Lord Evan,” the unhooded one boomed. “Yet, your knowledge of this world is still limited. You have much to learn, and with the right behavior, Miraya will be able to guide you to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, got it,” I muttered. “Anything else?” 
 
    “We shall see,” he replied and snapped his fingers again. 
 
    Then Miraya and I tumbled into the sand on the beaches of Atheson as several pairs of eyes stared down at us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, my gods!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Hold on, hold on,” I grumbled as I rose to my feet and helped Miraya stand as well. “Let us get our bearings.” 
 
    “Oh, we were so worried!” Alyona lamented and wrapped her arms around Miraya. “I’m so glad you’re safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, you really had us all scared,” Naomi agreed and joined the hug. 
 
    Soon, all of my women had surrounded Miraya, and they squeezed together into a group hug while Rebecca and Nike looked on. 
 
    “Everything is good now?” Nike asked as he clasped my forearm. 
 
    “Yeah, all good, brother,” I replied. “That shit was weird, though.” 
 
    “Can you tell us what happened now?” Ravi’s blue eyes were wide with curiosity. 
 
    “I think it’s better if Miraya explains it,” I suggested. “I kind of just popped in, kicked ass, and was tossed out.” 
 
    “Ooooh, whose ass did you kick?” Polina giggled. 
 
    “Some old wrinkly guy.” I shrugged. “He was an asshole.” 
 
    “He was,” Miraya agreed. “He was one of the Iudices, the council of judgment for spiritual guides.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of the Iudices,” Alyona murmured. “But why did they come to see you?” 
 
    “Because I helped Lord Evan in his battle against Mollo, the Eternal Flame spirit,” Miraya answered. “They declared me guilty of interference in mortal destiny before Lord Evan showed up.” 
 
    “Wait, showed up where?” Aaliyah asked as she cocked her head to the side. “You were both right here until you kind of tipped over.” 
 
    “In my spiritual sea,” the spirit replied. “It was fascinating.” 
 
    “You went to her spiritual sea?” Alyona repeated, and her violet eyes were round with shock as she glanced at me. “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I was trying to talk to her, like you said, and then when I touched her, I just showed up on her beach.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Trina squealed and clapped her hands. 
 
    “A miracle,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “Isn’t Lord Evan amazing?” Polina gushed.  
 
    “It was perfect timing.” Miraya smiled and grazed my fingers with hers. “I was about to receive my punishment until he stepped in, but they also seemed baffled about how Lord Evan was able to come to my spiritual sea.” 
 
    “Maybe it was because of the soul bridges,” Laika pointed out. 
 
    “What’s a soul bridge?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    The bear Demi-Human hovered on the edge of our conversation, but her eyes were focused on me. A familiar hunger warmed my body, and I licked my lips as I considered my response. 
 
    “It’s the bond that’s created between each of my women and me,” I answered slowly. “It ties the deepest parts of our souls together, and it can’t be broken.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” she breathed and ran her hand through her soft hair. “Such a bond must be special.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed and then lowered my voice. “Truly, it’s something you have to experience for yourself.” 
 
    Rebecca blushed and covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “Okay, so, then what?” Polina pressed. 
 
    “So, once Lord Evan was there, the Iudices had to figure out what to do next,” Miraya said with a dramatic storytelling flourish. “And one of the judges threatened him with a sword.” 
 
    “Idiot,” Marina scoffed. 
 
    “Exactly,” the spirit agreed and grinned. “The other Iudices trapped me with a sand spell, but Lord Evan won the duel. He, ah, kicked ass, as they say.” 
 
    The dryads tittered over Miraya’s use of the curse word. 
 
    “Did they decide not to punish you, then?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “Well, Lord Evan threatened to kill all three of them with his target precision skill,” the sword spirit explained. “Then they agreed to forgive the crime, but I’ve never heard of them letting something go. They just said we would see if there was anything else.” 
 
    “And they threatened that Somnus thing,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yes, they said another broken rule will result in Somnus for me,” Miraya said with a frown. 
 
    “Isn’t that the sleep of eternity?” Alyona asked as she pursed her lips. 
 
    “Yes,” Miraya confirmed. “It’s typically reserved for a spirit guide who has tired of the work or the occasional crazed spirit who loses their own path and breaks many laws.” 
 
    “And they threatened you with it?” Laika’s furry gray ears twitched with agitation. “That seems rather harsh.” 
 
    “I cannot speak to the ruling of the Iudices.” Miraya’s frown deepened. “I just know I was incredibly lucky today.” 
 
    “So, can they pop into your head at any moment?” I wondered. 
 
    “They can,” she replied. “But I won’t know they’re there unless I enter my spiritual sea. I’m not sure how long they were waiting for me to meditate.” 
 
    “That seems shitty,” I commented. “They just hang out in your head for as long as they want?” 
 
    “Yes,” the spirit answered. “It is one of the greatest curses of being a spirit. Our minds are forever open to the Iudices, and their power is holstered in the High Heavens, so there’s no way to fight it.” 
 
    “Well, I fought one of them today,” I said. “Does that help?” 
 
    “For now,” she murmured. “I know they can’t go back on their word, but I can’t say I’m completely in the clear.” 
 
    “Then you don’t meditate alone,” I decided. “I’ll be with you. Can they reach you in my spiritual sea?” 
 
    “I’m really not sure,” Miraya answered with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “I doubt they could,” Alyona chimed in. “They would have to cross the spiritual border, which would leave them vulnerable. So, even if they could, it would be stupid of them to do it.” 
 
    “Especially when one of them has already failed to defeat you in battle,” Ravi added. “It would be suicide.” 
 
    “Yeah, unless I stuck them inside a cage, too,” I chuckled and looked up at the sun as it descended into evening. “For now, though, let’s take a breather. If Imunving was going to hear about our arrival, they would have by now. There’s no sense in rushing off just before nightfall.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I ruined your plans,” Miraya said and looked down at her feet. 
 
    “You have absolutely nothing to apologize for,” I replied fiercely as I lifted her chin. “Those bastards tried to hurt you, and I’m glad Naomi sent for me before anything bad happened. I’m only upset I couldn’t get there even sooner.” 
 
    “I just hope nothing happens since your trip was delayed,” she pouted. “I would feel awful.” 
 
    “Let’s just hang out here for a while and relax,” I suggested and changed the subject. “Everyone else can go inside and eat dinner. We’ll join them shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, come on,” Alyona agreed and ushered everyone back up the beach to the castle, but the princess turned and gave me a wink before she followed the others into the palace. 
 
    “You really aren’t upset?” Miraya nearly whispered once we were alone. 
 
    “Of course not,” I soothed her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “You did nothing wrong. I’m glad you helped me with Mollo, and I’m even happier I was able to get to your spiritual sea in time to help you.” 
 
    “What if they come back?” she asked, and I turned to see tears glistened in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Then I’ll kill them,” I growled. 
 
    The sword spirit nodded and stared into my eyes with a clear need for comfort, so I squeezed her against my chest, and I could feel the swell of her breasts against my abs. Then she wrapped her arms around my back and dragged her fingertips along my spine.  
 
    A shiver passed through me with the touch, and I pulled back to look into her eyes again. 
 
    Now, a different light filled her eyes, and I recognized the burn of desire, so I leaned down and kissed her mouth gently at first. Then she kissed me back and explored my lips with her tongue as her fingers went from grazing to digging into my skin. 
 
    “Fill me, my lord,” she whispered against my mouth. “I need you badly. I need you to love me. Please?” 
 
    “Abso-fucking-lutely,” I agreed and reached down between us to untie her robe. 
 
    The nearly transparent material drifted to the beach at our feet, and I stepped back to drink in the spirit’s beautiful naked body. Her tight pink nipples were raised, and my gaze drifted down her toned belly to the apex of her thighs, which already glistened with desire. My eyes traveled back up her body to her hooded eyes, and she ran her tongue over her lips before she curled her finger to invite me closer again. 
 
    I closed the gap between us and picked Miraya up, and she squealed and wrapped her arms and legs around me as we kissed again. Then I gently laid her back on the sand and straddled her hips. I kissed her lips and then left a trail of kisses down her jaw to her throat before I slid down a bit more and pressed my lips to her breast. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” the spirit moaned as I took her nipple between my teeth and gently tugged. 
 
    I flicked and sucked on her rosebud until her back arched away from the sand. Then I continued my path of kissing down her belly and finally around her sensitive swollen mound. A rivulet of her sweet juices had already escaped her pussy, and I slowly licked the nectar from the bottom of her slit to the top. 
 
    “You taste so good,” I murmured. “Like cotton candy.” 
 
    I threw her legs over my shoulders and grabbed her hips before I plunged my tongue into her warm folds. Then I licked and sucked every part of her dripping pussy as she writhed beneath me. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” she cried out. “I’m about to…” 
 
    “Mmmm, yes, baby,” I coaxed her. “Come for me” 
 
    “Ohhh, Lord Evannnn!” Miraya screamed as her orgasm shook her body so hard I had to grip her hips to keep tongue-fucking her. 
 
    I sucked on her swollen clit through her climax, and wave after wave of her pleasure poured onto my tongue. The sweet nectar filled my mouth, and I couldn’t wait to fill her with my seed. 
 
    As soon as she relaxed back onto the ground, I lifted to my knees and pulled off my trousers. 
 
    “And your shirt,” Miraya gasped between breaths. “I want to feel your body on mine.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I chuckled and yanked my shirt over my head. 
 
    I knelt down between her legs again with my hard cock in my hand. I stroked my shaft as I stared down at Miraya’s trembling pussy, and then I slid the head up and down her slit. 
 
    “Please, my lord,” she begged and dug her fingers into the sand. “Fill me with your seed!” 
 
    “Gladly,” I growled and slowly plunged my cock inside her. 
 
    It took a few attempts to get her tunnel to relax around my girth, but soon I was deep inside of her, and we spent a few delicious minutes kissing while she was impaled upon me.  
 
    Then I pulled my mouth away from her, gave her a grin, and began to fuck the white-haired beauty. 
 
    And I wasn’t gentle.  
 
    “Ohhh!” she groaned as I pumped in and out of her sopping wet canal. 
 
    “You like that, don’t you?” I thrust my hips back and forth, and I could feel every inch of her tight pussy squeezing my cock.  
 
    “Yessss… my lord… my king… ohhhhh…” She wrapped her legs around my waist and lifted her ass off the ground, so my shaft pushed even deeper inside her trembling tunnel. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned as I plowed into her over and over, and I reached down, grabbed her tits, and kneaded the soft skin as I pumped my raging cock inside her. 
 
    “Oh, gods, yes!” Miraya moaned, and her nails raked down my spine. “Don’t stop!” 
 
    Suddenly, her pussy walls constricted and squeezed my dick as another rush of warm liquid poured from her flower. Her body convulsed with the climax, and she clawed at the sand while she dug her heels into my back. Her body throbbed and quivered as she came back down from her ecstasy, and the look of pure bliss in her eyes was the final straw. 
 
    “Yeeeees,” I growled as my climax hit my body like a freight train. 
 
    My cock dumped a waterfall of dragon seed into her dripping tunnel, and I slowed my hips as the waves of orgasm crashed over me. I poured my juice inside her, and she smiled as I filled her clenching pussy with my hot seed. 
 
    “My lord,” she nearly whispered after a few deep breaths. “Can we try something new?” 
 
    “New?” I repeated and shook my head to focus on her words. “Sure, what is it?” 
 
    “I was reading a book I found in Kana…” Miraya trailed off and blushed as she looked away. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Miraya, I’ll do whatever you want if it means I can fill you again,” I replied with a grin. “Come on.” 
 
    “Okay, sit down and cross your legs,” she commanded. 
 
    I grudgingly slid out of her warm pussy and did what she said, and after I sat back, she climbed over and sat on my lap with her legs around my back. My cock throbbed as it grazed her warm lips, and then she reached down between us to grab it and push it inside her. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” I groaned as my dick slipped into her dripping pussy. 
 
    “Now, you just do what you want with your hands,” she instructed me. “I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” I murmured and wrapped my arms around her back. 
 
    Then she began to rock back and forth against me. My cock pressed into the sensitive part of her canal, and she hummed with pleasure as she gently rode me. Her tits pressed against my chest, and her hard nipples dragged back and forth as she moved. 
 
    I was used to taking my women, but this was fucking sexy. 
 
    Miraya threw her head back to expose her throat as she moaned with every movement, and I leaned forward to nibble on her skin. 
 
    “Oooooh, yes, my lord,” she groaned and began to rock a little faster as she grinded her hips against mine. 
 
    “Fuck  yes, cum all over my cock,” I whispered against her throat. 
 
    “Ohhhh, gods!” she wailed, and she squeezed her arms around my neck to pull me even closer as my cock slipped further inside her warm pussy. 
 
    Then her tunnel tightened as her climax peaked, and a warm rush of her juice washed over my erection. She shuddered as ripples flowed through her body, and she continued to rock back and forth while she orgasmed on top of me. 
 
    My penis throbbed with the need to fill her again, and I dragged my hands down her back to push her ass closer to me. Then I felt my arousal slide in just enough to send another ripple of pleasure through my body before my own orgasm took over. 
 
    Miraya rocked her hips back and forth as my cock exploded inside her a second time, and we both cried out as I painted another coat of creamy white sperm on the walls of her womb. My back arched toward her while my climax sent my body into spasms of ecstasy. My orgasm was longer than usual, and I could feel our juices drip down her thighs and onto the sand as she overflowed with my seed.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered when I caught my breath. “Anything else you read in that book?” 
 
    Miraya grinned, and we made love on the beach for hours. 
 
    When she could barely keep her eyes open, I fell back onto the sand with a sigh. My body was covered in sweat, and the three moons of Inati had made their appearance long ago. I quickly realized the sand was sticking to me, though, and I looked over to see Miraya was already asleep next to me. 
 
    I chuckled as I laid her robe out on the sand and lifted her onto it. She would have some sand on her either way, but maybe she would sleep a little better with at least some layer of protection. 
 
    When the spirit was tucked in, I stood and walked over to the edge of the sea and looked out onto the water. It was a little colder up here on the peninsula, but the cool liquid splashing onto my toes felt good after sweating for the last few hours. So, I walked deeper into the water until it splashed up around my waist. Then I dipped my head under the water and rinsed the sand from my hair and body. 
 
    I stood for a moment watching the horizon, and I thought about how crazy today had gotten. We’d had a good start with the breakfast and flying, then a shit lunch, and then a wild battle with spirit judges.  
 
    I never knew what to expect since I’d arrived in Rahma. 
 
    As I chuckled to myself, I walked back over to where the sword spirit laid snoring, and I tossed my tunic on the ground next to her. Then I yawned and laid down on my tunic. It wasn’t a bed, but it was surprisingly comfortable as I stretched out and wrapped my arm around the spirit. 
 
    Even in her sleep, Miraya snuggled up next to me with a contented sigh before she returned to snoring. 
 
    The sound of her rhythmic breathing lulled me to sleep, and for the first time in a few days, I didn’t dream of earth-shattering battles. Instead, images of dozens of children playing rolled through my head. They laughed and sang as they ran through the halls of a large palace, and then my attention was focused on my women who trailed behind them with smiles of pure joy. 
 
    I could feel my heart swell with pride when I realized they were my future children with my harem, and each of the kids had a smattering of dragon scales on their forearms in various colors from blue to green to black like mine. 
 
    I awoke with a rejuvenated feeling of hope for the future, and I blinked a few times as the morning sun peeked over the horizon. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” a voice nearly whispered from somewhere above my head. 
 
    I sat up and looked around to see a sheep Demi-Human with her hands over her eyes. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked and stifled a laugh. 
 
    “Your breakfast is prepared,” she answered without moving her hands. “You can come to the dining hall whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. 
 
    The sheep dipped her head, turned around, and dropped her hands before she sprinted back toward the palace. 
 
    “Who was that?” Miraya mumbled as she rolled over to face me. 
 
    “One of the bighorns,” I replied. “Breakfast is waiting for us.” 
 
    “Ohh, I’m starving,” the spirit groaned. “And a little gross. Why do I feel gross?” 
 
    “Probably the sand,” I laughed and rose from the ground. “I rinsed off last night, but I don’t think it prevented anything.” 
 
    I looked down to see grains of sand stuck to nearly every surface of my body. Miraya’s gaze followed mine, and I had to suppress the urge to pounce on her again. We needed to get to Imunving today, and fast. While our sleep and other activities were well-deserved, we had to take care of Machezneda before he decided to make a move on us. 
 
    So, I leaned down, lifted Miraya to her feet, and led her to the water. She giggled as the cool ocean water touched her skin, and we walked into the depths to rinse the sand from our naked bodies. 
 
    Once we were clean, I brushed the sand from our clothes, and we pulled them on before we walked up the shore to the castle. Then we walked into the back door and nearly straight into another sheep Demi-Human. 
 
    “Oh!” he gasped and dropped to one knee. “I’m so sorry, my lord. Please, forgive me.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said as I pulled him to his feet. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “An accident, yes,” he agreed awkwardly. “My sincerest apologies.” 
 
    “All good, man,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    I grabbed Miraya’s hand and pulled her along behind me as we weaved through the kitchen to the dining room where the rest of our group, including Rebecca and Ura, had already begun eating their breakfasts. 
 
    I plopped down at the head of the table while Miraya rushed to the open seat next to Ravi. The spirit’s cheeks were flushed, but she looked much more relaxed than she had after the whole Iudices incident. 
 
    Mission accomplished. 
 
    “Good morning, my love,” Alyona murmured and reached across the table to squeeze my hand. 
 
    “Morning,” I greeted her and lifted her hand to kiss it. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Not as well without you, but I managed.” The princess gave me a playful wink and then picked up her fork to eat. 
 
    I looked over the spread, and I was pleasantly surprised to see a tray full of flaps. The thin pancakes were popular in Kana, and it had become one of my favorite breakfast dishes. A small jug of a honey-like drizzle sat next to the tray to pour on top, another tray was filled with cubed yellow fruit, while another featured chunks of some sort of fatty meat that smelled like chicken. 
 
    I dumped half a dozen flaps on my plate and then poured the sweet juice over the top of the pile. I forked a bite into my mouth and sighed. They were just as good as Kana’s flaps, and I ate the whole stack in just a few minutes. 
 
    As I reached for a second helping, Aaliyah tapped her clawed fingers on the table with a look of impatience. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked her before I stuck another bite into my mouth. 
 
    “I know things went a little crazy yesterday, but you never really told us what happened with Veta,” the lioness replied. “Did you have to free slaves there, too?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. “The guy in charge of Veta, his name is Kendy. He’s a Woodstock kind of guy, and he doesn’t believe in slavery, even though Kyro told him to do it.” 
 
    “Woodstock?” Ravi chirped and cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Uhhh, he’s just really calm and cool,” I clarified. “Anyway, he’s had to deal with the grizzlies raiding and attacking their city to keep them under Kyro’s thumb.” 
 
    “That’s awful.” Naomi frowned. “He didn’t try to fight Kyro’s rule?” 
 
    “Once,” I answered. “He said most of his guards died trying to fight that battle. And get this, the people only decided to attack because Kyro was rambling about demons, and they were worried he wanted to sacrifice some of them.” 
 
    “How strange,” the phoenix murmured. “Sounds like what the Green Glass Sect was talking about when we were in Lumin.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I thought.” I chewed on my bottom lip as I considered the similarities. “We would have felt a rift here by now, though, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe so,” Alyona agreed. “So far, the only evil I’ve sensed was within Kyro.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I grunted. “He’s a piece of shit. By the way, what are we going to do with the slave owners?” 
 
    “I thought your plan was to chop them all in half,” Aaliyah chuckled. “I liked that plan very much.” 
 
    “It’s pretty solid,” I agreed with a grin. “But we need to figure out how many dissenters we had.” 
 
    “Two hundred seventy-three,” Ura whispered. 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I peered around Alyona to the girl. “That would be a lot of chopping.” 
 
    She smiled and ducked her head behind the princess again, and I looked up to see my women staring fondly at the girl. 
 
    “Perhaps a different punishment, my lord,” Rebecca suggested with a smile. “Ura seems to be certain of her number, and I agree, you’d be chopping people for several days.” 
 
    “Bummer,” I huffed. “Maybe the pit for them, too.” 
 
    “It certainly seems fitting,” the bear Demi-Human agreed, and her smile widened. 
 
    Rebecca was clearly a strong woman, not to mention beautiful. Today, she wore cream-colored robes, and a perfect line of cleavage peeked out of the neck of the robe. She seemed to notice my gaze, and a blush colored her cheeks before she cleared her throat and stabbed another flap with her fork. 
 
    “Well, I suppose you all can do that while Laika, Alyona, and I fly to Imunving,” I decided. “Round them up, and toss them in.” 
 
    “With the guards?” Aaliyah raised a golden eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, why not?” I shrugged. “They can’t get out anyway.” 
 
    “Even if we fill it to the top?” Rebecca wondered. 
 
    “The spell will hold,” Naomi confirmed and nodded her head. “Even if they touch it from below, it will burn very badly.” 
 
    “Then we’ll know who’s tried,” I replied. “I like it.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Naomi answered with a soft curtsy. 
 
    “So, the four of us will leave shortly,” I directed everyone. “Miraya will join Laika, Alyona, and me. The rest of you round up the dissenters and drop them into the pit. We’ll deal with them later.” 
 
    Nike, Aaliyah, Ravi, the dryads, Rebecca, and Ura nodded in understanding and began to push their chairs from the table. 
 
    Then the piercing sound of an incoming call on Alyona’s hand mirror rang through the room, and the princess reached into her spatial storage and pulled out the mirror while everyone else left the room. 
 
    Miraya and Laika looked at me with questioning eyes, and they seemed uncertain if they were welcome to stay. 
 
    “You’re fine,” I advised them. “We just need to update the king before we head out.” 
 
    I leaned over to watch as Alyona activated the spell, and her father’s magical call came through. 
 
    King Rodion’s tired face replaced the reflective surface of the mirror, and he smiled with relief as he saw our faces. 
 
    “Daughter, you are well?” he asked Alyona. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” the princess replied, and her face creased with concern. “Are you?” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” he answered and waved a dismissive hand. “Have you made it to the other cities?” 
 
    King Rodion blatantly redirected the conversation, and even I knew something was up. I worried the king was getting tired from his constant battle at the Breach. We had to get our campaign on track quick, so we could help him close it for good. He’d been fighting the war on his own for entirely too long, and the strain had to be draining his energy. 
 
    “We were in Veta yesterday,” Alyona said as she tugged on her long white braid anxiously. “They currently have a man named Kendy in charge, but they are holding an election tomorrow to determine a permanent ruler. Once that’s established, we will go back and gain their loyalty.” 
 
    “Were they following the same rules that Kyro created?” the king wondered. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “They didn’t have any slaves, which Kyro didn’t like. He sent guards to raid the city every few weeks to make sure they couldn’t start a revolution against him. We shut down the last remaining group of them, and now, all Kyro’s guards are, ah, contained.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Rodion sighed. “And Imunving?” 
 
    “We hit a snag yesterday,” I replied, “but we’ll be going there today.” 
 
    “A snag?” he repeated with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “Ah, the Iudices came after Miraya,” I explained quickly. “I handled it, though. They’re gone for now.” 
 
    “How did she incur the wrath of the Iudices?” The king rubbed his temples and closed his eyes. 
 
    “She helped me,” I hedged. “Like I said, they’re gone.” 
 
    “They can always return,” he mused. “Yet, they are the least of our concerns right now. You’ll be in Imunving in a few hours, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona confirmed. “Lord Evan will fly us there, and we’ll speak to Machezneda.” 
 
    “Kendy told us he holds the same beliefs as Kyro, but we can take care of it,” I added. 
 
    “These slave supporters really do exist,” King Rodion sighed and shook his head. “They are unbelievable. Do you think you’ll be able to rid the peninsula of this madness?” 
 
    “Yes,” I promised and clenched my jaw. 
 
    I knew he was beating around the bush about his ultimatum, and I really didn’t want to have this conversation again. It always upset Alyona. Plus, I didn’t want to fucking do it. 
 
    “Give us a chance, Father,” Alyona pleaded. “We’ve done well so far.” 
 
    “You have,” he agreed and then hesitated. “I just need to know that you will do what’s necessary for Rahma, if it comes down to it.” 
 
    “It won’t,” I insisted. “We’ll figure out a different way to solve their problems if Machezneda won’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “I’ve put my faith in you, Lord Evan,” the king boomed, and I could feel his power vibrate through the mirror. “You must be prepared to make a king’s decision if you are to sit in this chair one day.” 
 
    “I am.” I tapped my fingers on the table impatiently. 
 
    I was done with this conversation now that he’d turned it back to the earthquake magic. 
 
    “Good,” he murmured. “Then I suppose you’ll let me know what you find in Imunving?” 
 
    “Of course, Father,” Alyona replied. “We will keep you aware.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rodion rumbled. “Now, get to Imunving.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the princess said with a smile. “We can do this.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to you soon.” The king cut off the magical transmission, and Alyona sat back against her chair with a sigh. 
 
    “I hope we can do this, my love,” she muttered. 
 
    “We can,” I assured her. 
 
    Suddenly, a sheep Demi-Human burst through the front doors, which slammed into the walls next to them as the man sprinted into the dining hall. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” he cried out. “You must come quick!” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I stood up. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Machezneda is here!” he nearly screamed. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Here?” I stared at him with a blank expression. “Why did he come here?” 
 
    “I hope it’s not one of those raids that we’ve heard about,” the sheep muttered. “We’ve dealt with enough of their nonsense.” 
 
    “Then let’s go handle it together,” I suggested. 
 
    “I don’t have a sword or anything,” the Demi-Human worried. “What could I possibly do to help you?” 
 
    “Nothing if you just stand there.” I narrowed my eyes as I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my belt. “But you know the city and her people way better than I do. So, come on.” 
 
    With that, I held my sword ready for anything, and I walked out to greet our newest visitor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    I stepped onto the big wooden porch with the Sword of Hatra in my hand and Alyona, Miraya, Laika, and the sheep Demi-Human at my side.  
 
    Then Nike and Aaliyah sprinted over from the neighborhood near the castle. 
 
    “They’re saying Machezneda is here?” the lioness asked as she scanned the courtyard. “Where?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him yet,” I muttered. “We just heard, too.” 
 
    “He’s right behind us!” Ravi called out. 
 
    The phoenix zoomed over in her bird form and plopped onto the railing in front of us with Rebecca running along the road beneath her. Then Ravi pointed her wing behind her, and that was when I saw him. 
 
    Machezneda was a huge grizzly Demi-Human. He stood well over seven feet tall, and he was built like an NFL linebacker. He wore intricately carved gold-plated armor over a black tunic, and his face was twisted into an angry scowl. The bear-men behind him wore simpler silver armor, and they marched in four lines of ten. 
 
    One of the guards leaned out from the line and pushed a sheep Demi-Human to the ground with a snarl before he returned to the line and continued to march. 
 
    “Hey!” I growled and stomped down the steps. “Leave them alone! If you want to fight, come fight me.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Machezneda sneered. “Where is Lord Kyro?” 
 
    “Kyro is safe and sound for now,” I chuckled as I brandished my sword. “Stop harassing these people, or you’ll join him.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the grizzly muttered and reached for his hip. 
 
    I realized he didn’t carry a sword, but instead, he pulled out a long wooden stick with carvings etched into the cylinder. 
 
    Was he carrying a fucking wand? 
 
    Then Machezneda pointed the wand at me and flicked his wrist, and a bolt of lightning shot out from the tip and crackled toward me. 
 
    I conjured a fire shield and stopped the shocking blow before it reached me. 
 
    “How the hell did he get magic?” Rebecca muttered from behind me. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I glanced over my shoulder to see the lady bear with her fists clenched at her sides. 
 
    “He was born here,” she replied. “I’ve known him our whole lives. He’s never been a mage.” 
 
    “Kendy said he uses magic all the time to get what he wants,” I told her. “So, he’s at least had it since he took over Imunving.” 
 
    “Well, Machezneda is not the type that should have access to magic,” Rebecca warned. “Be wary. He has no honor.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured. “But he doesn’t know what he’s started.” 
 
    Machezneda finally stopped the bolt of lightning and tried another tactic. He waved the wand around his head and cast it down in front of him. A light burst from the tip of the wand, and suddenly, a form appeared between us. 
 
    The figure stood on four thick legs, and it had big yellow horns that stuck out from the sides of its head and tapered to a sharp tip. Its thick black fur was so dark, I couldn’t make out any other features except bright yellow eyes, and they rolled around for a moment before the beast focused on me and snorted. It pawed the ground and then barreled toward me. 
 
    “Get back!” I yelled at my women and the sheep behind me. 
 
    Nike rushed forward to stand next to me, and we nodded to each other before we split off to either side of the creature. The move seemed to confuse the beast, but it veered to the left to follow me. I looked over my shoulder to make sure it stayed behind me, but I had to figure out how to attack it. 
 
    “It only has one focus!” Rebecca called out from the porch. “You!” 
 
    The bear Demi-Human was right. The beast followed me across the courtyard without looking at anything else, so I had to use that to my advantage.  
 
    “Nike!” I shouted as I looped around to take a path closer to the other man. 
 
    My fellow noble held the Sword of Light already, and it seemed like he’d read my mind.  
 
    I blew by him with the creature only a few feet behind me, and then Nike sliced his sword through the beast’s furry body. He dragged the blade from its chest to its tail, and black blood poured from the gash and dumped onto the grass. 
 
    I jumped out of the splash zone as the beast fell and slid to a stop a couple yards away. 
 
    “Nice,” I remarked to Nike. 
 
    “Thanks,” he chuckled. 
 
    Then we turned back to face Machezneda, who stared in shock at the creature’s slain body between us. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Machezneda?” I grinned sardonically. 
 
    “You got lucky,” he huffed. “No one can defeat me with my magic!” 
 
    “Your magic is nothing compared to mine,” I growled as I summoned a fireball into my palm. 
 
    The grizzly’s eyes widened as I launched the orb across the courtyard, but he ducked at the last second, and the fiery orb smacked the guard behind him in the chest. The flames engulfed the grizzly’s clothes, and he roared in pain as the fire singed off his fur. 
 
    “Ahh, a fellow mage,” the grizzly leader hissed. “A welcome fight.” 
 
    “You aren’t a mage,” I snarled. “You probably stole that wand just like you stole Imunving.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Machezneda bellowed with wide eyes before he pointed at Nike and me. “Get them!” 
 
    His guards roared and thundered toward us carrying swords and staves. 
 
    Suddenly, Naomi ran into the courtyard with Miraya right behind her, and Aaliyah, Rebecca, Laika, and Alyona rushed down the steps to stand with us, too. 
 
    Laika swung her broadsword and sliced through three of the grizzlies without slowing down, while Aaliyah roared and leaped through the air with her claws extended. The lioness pounced on another guard and plunged her claws into his exposed face, and when she released his body, he was missing an eyeball as blood ran down his face. 
 
    Even Naomi and Alyona launched spells and magical orbs at the grizzlies and took them out, while Miraya provided a defensive shield. 
 
    I grinned and brandished my sword as the guards continued to rush toward us. Then I struck the first guard to reach me in his thigh and whirled around to catch another at his throat. The two guards tumbled to the ground in a puddle of blood, and I continued the deathly blows as the grizzlies kept coming in waves. 
 
    I glanced over to see Nike plowing through the bears as well, and the Sword of Light was painted red as he sliced and chopped the attacking guards. Even the bighorn who warned us of Machezneda’s arrival had joined in the fray and struck a grizzly with a large stone.  
 
    Then my attention was caught by Rebecca. 
 
    The lady bear looked fierce in battle, and she clawed through the guards and left a trail of shredded bodies in her wake. Blood ran down her arms and splattered her face, which was tight with fury. 
 
    She was so fucking hot. 
 
    I shook my head and focused on the incoming guards, who had slowed their attack to calculate more carefully. Then the last few guards stood together and plotted their next moves. 
 
    “Why are you just standing around?” Machezneda shrieked. “I said get them!” 
 
    “But, my lord--” one of the bears argued. 
 
    “He’s no lord,” I cut him off with a growl. “Surrender now, and your lives will be spared.” 
 
    “He may spare your life if you surrender, but I do not allow cowards in Imunving!” Machezneda roared. “You will be banished!” 
 
    “Machezneda can’t banish you from a city he no longer rules.” I smirked. 
 
    “Treason!” the Demi-Human bellowed and whipped his wand at me. 
 
    Another line of electricity shot out, but this time, I had a new plan, and I stretched out my hand toward the white-blue magic. As I’d done with my fire power, I used my lightning magic to absorb the shock, and the current flowed into my palm as I began to walk closer to Machezneda.  
 
    His eyes widened into perfect circles before he growled and squeezed the wand harder. 
 
    I stalked toward him, grabbed the flimsy stick, and flung it away from the bear before I grabbed him by the throat and pressed my thumb into his windpipe. 
 
    “You… how?” he choked out. 
 
    “You should be asking how I’m going to kill you,” I muttered. “Short and sweet, or long and painful?” 
 
    “Who… are you?” Machezneda nearly blacked out in the middle of his question. 
 
    “I’m Rahma’s future king,” I snarled and tossed him to the ground. 
 
    He landed with a grunt and then moaned as he rolled to his side and clutched at his throat. 
 
    “What should we do with him?” Alyona asked as she walked up beside me. 
 
    “Let’s tie him up while I decide,” I replied. “I need to know if he’s as bad as Kendy said he is.” 
 
    “I can handle that,” Naomi said, and her forked tongue flicked out over her smiling lips before she twirled her hand in the air. 
 
    A smoky coil of her black magic sprung from her finger and encircled Machezneda, and the magical binding wrapped around his body and lifted him up until he hung in the air a few inches from the ground. 
 
    “What is this?” he demanded as he came to. 
 
    “Real magic,” I chuckled and bent down to pick up his wand. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” he muttered and rolled his eyes. “Some slab, I’m sure.” 
 
    What the fuck was a slab? 
 
    “You watch your tongue!” Rebecca hissed. 
 
    Apparently, it wasn’t anything nice. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me like that, sow!” Machezneda thundered. “If it weren’t for your magical friends, I’d teach you some manners!” 
 
    “Shut your fucking mouth,” I snarled and punched the bear in the jaw. 
 
    Spit and blood spewed from his face, and he gasped as he turned his head back to face me. 
 
    “You side with this wench?” He spat more blood from his mouth and grinned. “She’s always thought she was better than me.” 
 
    “She clearly is,” I snorted. “You’re a shit stain on Rahma, just like Kyro.” 
 
    Machezneda opened his mouth to argue when another voice cut him off. 
 
    “What did we miss?” Polina gasped for air as she and her sisters ran up to join us. 
 
    “Just everything,” Aaliyah chuckled. 
 
    “Ughhh,” Trina groaned and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “We wanted to beat up the mean bear-man, too!” Marina pouted. 
 
    “I have something you can do,” I said with a sly smile. 
 
    “What is it?” Trina perked up. 
 
    “Those last guards over there surrendered.” I gestured to the men who remained in the courtyard but had lowered their weapons. “They can go into the pit until we take care of this douchebag.” 
 
    “Ooooh, we can do that!” Polina squealed. 
 
    “Let’s go, girls!” Marina exclaimed, and the dryads scurried over to round up the guards. 
 
    “Now, I take it you have slaves in your city as well?” I raised an eyebrow as I stared at Machezneda. 
 
    “So what if I do?” He smirked. “You call yourself the future king, but you probably don’t even know the Old Edict. Lord Kyro knows it, and he will become the new king.” 
 
    “I don’t have to know the Old Edict,” I retorted. “I’m engaged to the princess, and King Rodion has already given me his blessing.” 
 
    “The princess?” the bear repeated as he narrowed his eyes. “She lives in the Cave of One Thousand Sages. You can’t marry her.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m right here.” Alyona raised her hand with a sarcastic wave. “And yes, he can and will marry me. Then he will be the king of Rahma.” 
 
    “Then Lord Kyro will challenge you instead,” Machezneda sneered. “And you will fall. He is powerful.” 
 
    “Really?” I chuckled and gestured to the castle. “Let’s just go see about that.” 
 
    Naomi tugged on the magical rope, and she and the others followed me up the steps into the palace. 
 
    Kyro’s magical prison was still against the wall, and his feet scraped against the bottom as he ran to the window at the end. 
 
    “Machezneda!” he called out through the opening. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Machezneda grunted. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “A revolution, I suppose,” the former lord scoffed. “They’ve freed all my slaves.” 
 
    “You can’t free what’s been purchased,” his buddy chuckled, and Naomi yanked on the magical rope. “Once I’m free from these bindings--” 
 
    “You aren’t getting free,” I interjected. “I just wanted you two to get one last glimpse of each other.” 
 
    “Before what?” Machezneda sneered. “You can’t kill me. I’m the lord of Imunving. That would be treason.” 
 
    “You’re guilty of a number of crimes against the crown,” I shot back and conjured a fireball in my hand. “Your title has been revoked.” 
 
    Before he could respond, I tossed the fireball at his legs, and his clothes immediately burst into flames. 
 
    Machezneda screamed and cried out for Kyro before the fire overtook him, and ashes from his clothes began to float to the ground. 
 
    “No!” Kyro yelled and banged on the side of the prison. 
 
    Naomi released the magical bindings, and the bear’s charred body fell in a burning heap onto the floor. 
 
    “I’ve heard your little friend here was even worse than you are,” I commented to Kyro. “So, what made him so afraid of you?” 
 
    “Machezneda’s wand was nothing,” Kyro spat out as he glared daggers at me. “I have allies that would make you quiver in your boots!” 
 
    “Quiver?” Ravi snorted. “Lord Evan isn’t afraid of anyone.” 
 
    “You should be,” the bear warned me. “I can tell you who it is, but only if you swear not to kill me.” 
 
    “Why should I spare your life for the names of a few of your weak allies?” I narrowed my eyes. “Do you think your friends could hide from me?” 
 
    “They won’t hide,” Kyro hissed. “They’ll come after you and everyone you love.” 
 
    “Is that where you learned that tactic?” I curled my lip in disgust. 
 
    “My lord,” Alyona whispered and motioned for me to step away from the box. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked under my breath when I was a few yards away from Kyro. 
 
    “I think it’s worth listening to,” she replied carefully. “If there are other like-minded people out here, we need to handle it now before they start an uprising against my father. It could swing the war with the demons out of our favor.” 
 
    “Good point,” I muttered. “I just kind of wanted to behead him.” 
 
    “Understandable,” the princess giggled. 
 
    We walked back over to the box, and I rapped my knuckles on the metal exterior. 
 
    “You have agreed to the arrangement?” Kyro asked and peeked through the slit in the wall. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “I will spare your life if you give us the names of your allies.” 
 
    “Give me your word,” he demanded and then softened his tone. “Please. If you don’t stop them, they’ll kill me, too.” 
 
    “Still just saving your own ass?” I rolled my eyes. “I give you my word. But if you fuck me around on this, I’ll make it a slow, painful death instead. Understood?” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” Kyro huffed. “I swear, the information I have is useful to you.” 
 
    “Well, then let’s have it,” I muttered. 
 
    “On the other side of Imunving where the city meets the water, there’s some kind of tear in the fabric of our world,” he began. “It smells of death and decay, and you feel like throwing yourself in it once you get close enough. The thought invades your mind like a parasite and leeches the desire to live.” 
 
    “A rift,” Alyona murmured loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    “Go on,” I pressed. 
 
    “Near the tear, a small guild has a camp set up,” Kyro continued as he paced back and forth in his cell. “There are maybe a dozen of them, but they have magic, so you can’t just walk in there and ask whatever you want. They’ll put up a fight.” 
 
    “Do you still doubt me?” I chuckled. “I’ve defeated more monsters than you can imagine in only a few months. I’m not afraid of some guild that hides out like cowards in the corner of the continent plotting their little schemes.” 
 
    “Their schemes are not small,” he hissed and then cleared his throat. “And they are not alone. They stay close to the tear for a reason.” 
 
    “They’re working with the demons?” Alyona gasped. 
 
    “Indeed.” Kyro took a deep breath. “They offered to help me with my challenge to the king. I was to face him near the Breach, where his power was weakened and theirs strengthened. Then if it came down to it, they would ensure that I won the duel.” 
 
    “And then what?” I prodded. “You would do whatever they wanted as the new king?” 
 
    “Yes,” he nearly whispered. “That’s all I can say. You should be able to find them now.” 
 
    “And do what?” I raised an eyebrow. “I know barely more than nothing about them. You need to tell us everything you know.” 
 
    “You kill them!” Kyro hissed. “Once you’ve handled them, I’ll tell you the rest of their plans.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, still preserving your life.” I smirked before I walked away from the cell with a frown. 
 
    I had a bad feeling about Kyro’s information. Not only was there a rift open far from the king’s protection, but there was another group of people who were helping the demons inside it.  
 
    It all sounded too familiar. 
 
    “What do you think, my love?” Alyona asked as we gathered in a circle away from Kyro’s cell. 
 
    “What guild do we know that likes schemes and demons?” I grunted. “I’d bet you anything the Green Glass Sect is involved in this.” 
 
    “It is their specialty to create such long-term plans,” Ravi agreed. “They were just a few stops ahead of us, it seems.” 
 
    “I should’ve seen this coming,” I growled. “After King Rodion told us there were dissenting groups gathering, I should have known the Sect would be one of them. They are like roaches.” 
 
    “We have to go there,” Alyona said softly. “If the rift is open, the people of Imunving are in danger, especially if Machezneda was the only protection they had from the demons.” 
 
    “And the miasma,” Laika added with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “We haven’t seen miasma here in decades,” Rebecca pointed out. “Are you certain that’s the kind of tear Kyro was talking about?” 
 
    “There aren’t many kinds to choose from,” Naomi replied and tucked a magenta lock of hair behind her ear. “A tear between worlds is the most likely.” 
 
    “Then we need to go see it for ourselves,” the lady bear decided. 
 
    “Go see what for ourselves?” Trina asked and poked her head over Aaliyah’s shoulder. 
 
    “We keep missing all the good stuff!” Marina groaned. 
 
    “Kyro says there’s a guild camped out by a rift on the other side of Imunving,” I explained. “We have to check it out.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Polina wondered. “It’s not like Machezneda is going to stop us now.” 
 
    “Nothing.” I shrugged. “We need someone to keep an eye on Kyro, though. Just in case.” 
 
    “My brothers and I can do it,” Rebecca offered and crossed her arms over her ample bosom. “I’ll make sure they don’t kill him, but if he tries to escape, he’s on his own.” 
 
    The bear Demi-Human stood tall, and her golden-brown eyes burned with determination. I could still see smatterings of blood across her forearms, and the thought of watching her clean it off made my cock throb with desire.  
 
    And her skintight leggings didn’t hurt, either. 
 
    “Where are your brothers?” I asked after I cleared my throat. “Can they get here quickly?” 
 
    “They’re outside,” Rebecca replied with a smile. “They’re protective.” 
 
    “Bring them in,” I instructed her. “Let’s see if this will work.” 
 
    “It will,” the lady bear chuckled quietly as she strode to the door and pulled it open. 
 
    Four huge bear Demi-Humans strolled inside and eyed the palace. 
 
    “Everything is good here?” one of Rebecca’s brothers asked. His voice was deep and gravelly, and he had the same auburn hair and ears as his sister. 
 
    “We’re fine.” Rebecca waved her hand dismissively. “Lord Evan requires our assistance.” 
 
    “Well, theirs, really,” I corrected her. “I want them to guard Kyro, and I’d like you to come with us to Imunving.” 
 
    “What for?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    Because I want to figure out how I can get inside you. 
 
    Nope, can’t say that one. Not smooth, Evan. Definitely clunky at best. 
 
    “You know the people here better,” I answered instead. “The citizens in Imunving should relate to you better than to me. And we want them to be ready for the actual enemy rather than using up their energy on us.” 
 
    “I see,” Rebecca murmured and paced in front of her brothers. “So, you’d like me to go as a communicator of sorts?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I answered with a nod. 
 
    “Despite the enchanted earring you wear that gives you the ability to speak and understand any language?” Rebecca chuckled. “But if you want me to go, I will.” 
 
    “How did you know…” I trailed off as Rebecca stared at me with her mouth curved into a small smile. “Someone told you.” 
 
    “I did,” Alyona giggled. “She was curious how you could speak to everyone, no matter where we went.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied and smiled before I turned to Rebecca’s brothers. “So, you four are good with being on guard duty for a while?” 
 
    “Yeah, we can do that,” the second brother rumbled. “We’re just glad you got this little levereter a more fitting home.” 
 
    “It just needs a few cockroaches, so he can be with his family,” the third brother snorted. “A bunch of useless turds with legs.” 
 
    “Don’t talk about my family!” Kyro shrieked and hit the metal wall. 
 
    “You’re in a magical box, and I’m out here,” the third brother laughed. “I don’t think I need to worry about etiquette right now.” 
 
    “Watch your tone, Isaiah,” Kyro snorted. “I can still--” 
 
    “Still what?” I demanded. “Give him the stink eye from the tiny hole in your cell? I’d block it off, but I already promised I wouldn’t kill you.” 
 
    “Did you promise we wouldn’t?” the first brother asked with a sparkle in his eyes that reminded me of his sister. 
 
    “No,” I conceded. “I only ask that you don’t kill him. He has more information I need. Right now, I just need two of you here and two of you to guard the pit. Can you handle that?” 
 
    “Of course.” The second bear-man smirked. “I’ll enjoy the image of all of their executions at a later time.” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” I decided. “Now, does anyone have any more questions?” 
 
    “Just one.” Rebecca held up a finger. “How are we going to get all the way across the peninsula quick enough to be of use?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m a fast driver, erm, flyer,” I replied with a grin. “The wagons are too slow, but I think I’ll have enough room for everyone on my back.” 
 
    “My love, that’s a lot of extra weight.” Alyona frowned. “Might I suggest a different idea?” 
 
    “Shoot,” I said. “What do you think?” 
 
    “A portal,” the princess suggested. “With Naomi here, it wouldn’t drain my power to make one large enough for all of us. Plus, then we can escape easily if we have to.” 
 
    Of course, a portal was a way better idea, and I mentally smacked myself for not thinking of it sooner. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it, then,” I decided. 
 
    Alyona and Naomi joined hands and began their spell, while Rebecca strode over to me and stood closer. 
 
    “Why are you keeping him alive?” she whispered. “You could kill him whenever you want.” 
 
    “First, he had the information we needed,” I answered and smiled. “If I drop my word, then you know whatever it is will happen.” 
 
    “I see,” the lady bear murmured. 
 
    “You may not yet,” I chuckled, “but you will. Oh, and I have a question for you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked and gazed at me with her butterscotch eyes. 
 
    “What did Machezneda mean when he said someone was a slab?” I wondered. 
 
    “It’s derogatory about the sheep,” Rebecca explained. “Basically, the phrase is because they consider the sheep Demi-Humans their property, and they can kill them and leave the dead meat wherever they want. Thousands of bighorns have been buried without a proper funeral.” 
 
    “All because Kyro hates the sheep?” I asked in surprise. “That seems pretty harsh to hate a whole group of people.” 
 
    “I told you, he is not an honorable man.” Rebecca frowned and tugged at her hair. “And what will we do after we find this secret guild and their tear?” 
 
    “I’ll keep my word,” I hedged. “But I only promised I wouldn’t kill him. He didn’t say anything about someone else.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Rebecca said with a grin as she gestured toward the opening portal. 
 
    The large ring around the portal glowed black and violet, and I could just see the outline of another city through the opening. 
 
    “Everyone, follow me,” I instructed them before I walked into the portal and then inhaled a sharp breath. 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” Rebecca muttered as she entered right behind me. 
 
    The city of Imunving was in ruins, and the familiar sweet smell of rot and decay hung in the air.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The stone wall that once surrounded the small city was crumbling, and the wrought iron gates dangled from their hinges like broken teeth. The clouds sat low in the dark sky, and they were an odd purplish gray color, as though a storm was about to break. Several stacks of smoke curled into the air from around Imunving, and the stench of death hung like the storm clouds over the city. 
 
    I walked slowly through the creaking gates to see the damage. Bodies of several kinds of Demi-Humans were strewn about the road and sidewalks, and their veins were pressed to the surface of their skin and dyed black. It looked like black spiderwebs had been etched into their corpses, and my skin prickled at the sight. 
 
    My group followed me as I wound through the path of death and stepped around the bodies. Most had been poisoned with miasma, but a few of the bodies didn’t show any signs of it. One bear Demi-Human bore cuts across her arms and a blade wound to her chest, while a moose Demi-Human’s body was covered with bruises and whip marks. 
 
    “What the fuck happened here?” I muttered. “They didn’t all die of miasma.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Nike agreed as he nudged a body with his toe. “This one’s head is nearly severed.” 
 
    “How does this happen?” Rebecca asked softly. 
 
    I turned to see tears welling up in her eyes, and I took her hand in mine. “The people who did this will pay.” 
 
    “Do you know who it is?” She frowned and swiped at her tears. 
 
    “We have a pretty good idea,” I replied with a scowl. “And it’s someone I’ve been wanting to kill for a while now.” 
 
    “Why?” Rebecca sniffled. “Has he killed before?” 
 
    My mind flashed with the images of the children sacrificed in a cave outside Hatra, then Valerra’s teary-eyed recollection of her family’s deaths, and the terror on the face of the centaur prince while he was tied up outside another rift to be sacrificed. A burning hatred filled my chest as the final image passed through my mind’s eye of Olivier waltzing into my city and claiming to be a friend. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s killed before,” I muttered darkly. “He’s a monster.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine him as being anything else,” Rebecca sighed and looked around us. “This is awful.” 
 
    Suddenly, Laika and Aaliyah’s ears perked up, and they both shushed the group as we all turned to listen. 
 
    “Heeeeelp me…” a voice nearly whispered from somewhere ahead of us, deeper into the city. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I decided and stormed closer to the voice. 
 
    “Lord Evan, wait.” Laika put a hand on my shoulder to slow me down. “It could easily be a trap.” 
 
    “Shit,” I mumbled. “What if it’s not? We can’t just let someone die.” 
 
    “I agree,” the wolf-warrior said with a nod. “But we must tread carefully.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes peeled,” I warned everyone. “We can’t help anyone else if we’re not paying attention.” 
 
    My companions nodded in agreement, and we crept forward to find the source of the voice. We stepped over more bodies in the street, and I noticed pools and streams of blood in the crevices between the cobblestones. The level of destruction here was beyond words, yet it reminded me of my recurring nightmare. I’d thought it was about using my earthquake magic against the peninsula, but maybe it was about this event. 
 
    We came upon a pile of bodies, some lynx Demi-Humans, some bears. The corpses had been tossed carelessly into a heap on the side of the road, and I heard Ravi take a shuddering breath. 
 
    “They just threw them over here like garbage,” the phoenix whispered. “Like they didn’t even matter.” 
 
    “Pleeeease…” the voice wailed again, but it was much closer. 
 
    So, we searched the area, poked our heads into buildings, and peeked behind carts and wagons, but we didn’t see anyone. Then I stared at the pile of bodies, and I looked up and met Nike’s eyes. 
 
    “You don’t think…?” I hesitated. 
 
    “It’s possible,” he murmured. 
 
    I sighed, and we stalked closer to the pile and listened. The light sound of shallow breathing hissed from below us. We shared another look, and my women gasped as we began to lift bodies slowly and carefully from the stack and lay them to the side. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Miraya gasped. 
 
    “We think there’s someone alive in here,” I grunted as we laid another body out on the ground. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Marina moaned and covered her mouth. 
 
    “I can’t look.” Trina put her hands over her eyes and curled into Polina, who wrapped her arms around her sister and pressed her mouth into a thin line. 
 
    We finally reached the last four bodies, and when we lifted a slaughtered bighorn from the pile, the Demi-Human underneath inhaled a deep raspy breath. 
 
    “You… found me,” she sobbed. “Thank the gods, you found me.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured as I pulled her to her feet. “We’ve got you now.” 
 
    As I helped her up, words flashed across my vision.  
 
    Classification: Squirrel Demi-Human 
 
    Condition: Concussion, minor bruising 
 
    Priority: Non-life threatening 
 
    Status: Requires healing for concussion 
 
    A fucking squirrel Demi-Human? This place was so weird. 
 
    I sent a wave of healing magic to settle over her tiny body. 
 
    The woman was incredibly small, maybe four and a half feet tall, and her perfectly round brown eyes shimmered with tears. She brushed the dirt from her clothes before she seemed to realize most of it was blood, and she shivered and wrapped her tiny arms around her torso. Then I noticed the big bushy tail behind her that was nearly as long as she was. 
 
    “Here,” Alyona said gently as she wrapped a blanket from her spatial storage around the girl. “Let’s get you warmed up. Then I’ll help clean you up, okay?” 
 
    “Who are you?” the girl breathed and looked up at Alyona with curious eyes. “You must be the priestess.” 
 
    “The priestess?” Alyona stepped back in surprise. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “The men who attacked us,” the Demi-Human murmured. “They kept saying, ‘The priestess will come.’ So, you must be her.” 
 
    “Alyona, stay close.” I scanned the area for the men the squirrel spoke of. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Laika growled and stood closer to the princess protectively. “We need to find these bastards now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed as my hands clenched into fists. “And finish them.” 
 
    “We won’t be able to walk the city safely until it’s purified,” Alyona pointed out. “There could be more pockets of miasma, and we’ll have to stop and treat ourselves before we can move forward.” 
 
    “What do you need for that?” I asked. 
 
    “Sage, amethyst stones, and salt,” she murmured and began to pluck the items from her spatial storage. “And plenty of power.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Ravi volunteered, and the phoenix’s azure eyes burned with determination. 
 
    “Your pure magic will be of great value,” Alyona agreed. 
 
    “Me, too,” Naomi offered as she stepped forward. “I know mine isn’t pure, but you can channel me.” 
 
    “And mine,” Miraya chimed in. “My power will add some healing.” 
 
    “Yes, that will certainly help,” the princess muttered as she poured her ingredients into a bowl and pressed them together with a pestle. “We need all the help we can get right now.” 
 
    “How about this thing?” Rebecca asked and held up Machezneda’s wand. “I took it from the courtyard when he was still alive, so he couldn’t use it against us.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” Alyona gushed with a radiant smile. “Great job, Rebecca.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The bear Demi-Human flushed a beautiful dark pink at the compliment and handed over the wand. 
 
    Alyona mixed the ingredients together and shoved the wand into the mixture with the handle down. Then she set the bowl on the ground and reached for Naomi, Miraya, and Ravi’s hands. 
 
    “Now, I’ll say the spell and channel your powers,” she instructed. “Lord Evan, please light the wand on fire at the tip.” 
 
    “Just the tip?” I chuckled and then cleared my throat. “Yeah, I got it.” 
 
    I flicked a tiny fireball at the wand, and the wood immediately caught fire. 
 
    “Evil has come, evil must leave,” Alyona intoned. “The tangled web we now unweave. From goodness comes the brightest light, cleanse this city til all is right.” 
 
    With her final word, a halo of white magic erupted out from the tip of the wand and soared over Imunving. The ivory power was nearly blinding, and I had to shield my eyes from the glow as it throbbed in waves of energy that washed over the city. 
 
    When the glow finally faded, I opened my eyes to see the sky had cleared of smoke, and the clouds returned to their normal shade of white. The stench of miasma drifted away with the ocean breeze, and I felt like a guy in a cartoon waiting for the birds to start singing. 
 
    “Wow,” the squirrel girl breathed, and her dark eyes were wide and huge in her petite face. “It’s all gone.” 
 
    “For now,” Alyona murmured with a frown. “We still have much work to do here.” 
 
    “First, though, what’s your name?” I asked the small Demi-Human. “And where are your parents?” 
 
    “My parents?” she giggled, and it sounded just like titters of the squirrels I used to hear jumping from tree to tree when I was a kid. “I’m eighty-six years old. My parents passed on long ago, but my name is Krista.” 
 
    “Eighty-six?” I repeated with round eyes. “But you’re… ah…” 
 
    “Small?” the squirrel giggled again. “I’m average for a squirrel Demi-Human, but I look tiny to most other creatures, especially the bears.” 
 
    The Demi-Human’s face suddenly contorted into a frown, as though she was remembering something she’d rather not. 
 
    “Did they enslave you, too?” Alyona asked gently. 
 
    “Yes,” Krista confirmed as she blinked with surprise. “How did you know?” 
 
    “We’ve been working on that issue,” I growled. “I only wish we’d been able to get here and free everyone before this happened. How long ago did the men come?” 
 
    “Um…” The squirrel looked up and chewed on her bottom lip. “It’s hard to say. The sky darkened within minutes of their arrival, and it hasn’t lightened until now. Maybe a day?” 
 
    “That fits with how long it would have taken Machezneda to get to Atheson this morning,” Nike confirmed. “It probably happened shortly after he left.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Now, we need to check out the campsite. I have a feeling we already know who we’re going to find there.” 
 
    “If they’re still there,” Laika chimed in. 
 
    “They seemed to think their attack would draw Alyona in,” I mused. “Maybe they’re waiting for us there.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should take the princess back to Atheson to be safe,” the wolf Demi-Human suggested, and her gray ears had flattened against her head with worry. 
 
    “I will not sit in a tower like a damsel in distress,” Alyona argued and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ll face these cowards with my head held high.” 
 
    “I’d rather keep you close to us anyway,” I conceded. “Just stay close. We’re going to have to get through the rest of the city to find the camp.” 
 
    “It should be a little easier with the purification done,” the princess pointed out. “We don’t have to worry about miasma poisoning, only people.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, these people suck,” I muttered. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We trudged on through Imunving. The purification had certainly helped with the miasma smell, but it did nothing for the stench of actual death. The number of bodies lying in the road was sickening, and it was all I could do to stare straight ahead as we walked. 
 
    As we passed the castle, I realized it had been set on fire. The flames had died down by now, but the building would soon fall apart. The wooden boards were scorched and creaking, while the roof was already leaning to one side. The tall doors featured the same bear as the ones in Atheson, but giant Xs were carved over the design. 
 
    “Someone didn’t like the bears,” Polina murmured. 
 
    “That could have been anyone here,” Rebecca replied with a frown. “Only a few of our kind were against the slavery. And here, Machezneda allowed his grizzlies to enslave any other creatures, like Krista.” 
 
    “It’s true,” the squirrel piped up. “My species was a popular slave because we’re quick. I could run from one end of the city to the other with supplies in only a few minutes for my master.” 
 
    “Master,” I spat out. “I never want to hear that word again.” 
 
    “I’m s-sorry,” Krista fumbled for a response. 
 
    “No, I’m not angry with you,” I said gently. “I’m angry this inhumane treatment happened, and it took me this long to find out and fix it. I’ll never let this happen again.” 
 
    “How are you going to stop it?” The Demi-Human’s round eyes widened even further, and I wondered if they’d pop out of her tiny head. “With the priestess?” 
 
    “She’ll certainly be part of it,” I chuckled. “By the time she and I become the queen and king of Rahma, we’ll have gained the loyalty of every large city in the country. We’ve been travelling on our campaign for months already.” 
 
    “Wait…” Krista stopped and stared at me. “Are you the dragon?” 
 
    “I am.” I smirked. “You’ve heard of me?” 
 
    “They talked about you during the attack,” she murmured as she wrung her hands. 
 
    “What did they say?” I prodded. 
 
    “Something about you stealing the Triad,” Krista replied. “And they want it back.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” I hummed. “So, it was the Sect who wanted the artifacts. I knew it.” 
 
    “They said you’re always in their way,” she chuckled. “I can see why.” 
 
    “It’s kind of my thing,” I laughed. “My name is Lord Evan, by the way.” 
 
    The rest of my group introduced themselves as we continued past the ruined castle and into the outskirts of the city. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you all,” Krista said with a smile. 
 
    We passed through the last of the destroyed buildings and found a section of the stone wall that had been knocked down to the ground. It looked like a blast had torn the stones from the foundation and blown them into the city, and I frowned at the sight. 
 
    “This must be where they got in,” I murmured as I examined the damage. “So, the camp has to be over here somewhere.” 
 
    “There’s something over that way.” Alyona pointed outside the wall to the right near the beach. 
 
    I glanced out past the wall, and I could clearly see the end of the peninsula where the ocean expanded out beyond the horizon, but I didn’t see what the princess pointed to. 
 
    “Let’s go see,” I decided and stepped over the rubble from the wall. 
 
    I led my group outside the city in the direction Alyona had indicated, and Naomi inhaled a sharp breath. 
 
    “Mirage magic,” the lizard mage whispered, and her tongue flickered in and out of her mouth nervously. “There’s something hidden here.” 
 
    So, I drew the Sword of Hatra from my belt, while Nike gripped the Sword of Light. We crept further from the wall, and I held my sword out in front of me. Then I noticed the tip of the blade disappear, and the view of the ocean seemed to shimmer. 
 
    “Found it,” I muttered, and Nike nodded before we both charged through the mirage and nearly tumbled over a smoking campsite. 
 
    Three tents stood near the recently extinguished fire, but there was no sign of anyone inside. So, we yanked the canvas from the tent poles, and we found there were blankets on the ground. Clearly, a few people had been staying here, but they were already gone, though the stench of miasma lingered in the air. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ve gone far, my lord,” Laika observed as she grazed the dirt of the campfire with her clawed fingers. “The ground here is still warm.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alyona called out from the other end of the camp. “I found the rift.” 
 
    We rushed over to the princess, who stood next to a long, jagged crack in the ground. The deep purple line stunk of miasma, and I was overwhelmed with the need to examine it closer. A light gray fog seeped out from the rift, and I wondered if I should touch it. 
 
    “My lord?” Ravi grabbed my hand, and I looked down to see I’d taken several steps toward the rift. 
 
    “Oh,” I murmured and shook my head as I stepped backward. 
 
    Kyro had told us the rift drew people in, and I’d nearly been its first victim today. 
 
    “We need to seal this,” Naomi said and clenched her fists at her sides. “How do we do that?” 
 
    “I know a few seals that should work,” Alyona replied, but her eyes were still locked on the violet rift. “I’ll teach you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Naomi agreed. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    The two women joined hands and began the spell that would seal the rift and keep the demons out of our world. 
 
    As they said the spell together, a wide ring of silver smoke appeared above the rift. It spun slowly before it sped up until it moved so fast, I could feel a gust of wind blowing down on us. Then the ring suddenly stopped and slammed to the ground with an earthshaking thud that sent us stumbling into each other. 
 
    “That ought to do it.” Alyona brushed off her hands. “I only wish we’d known about this rift earlier. We could have prevented all of that.” 
 
    The princess looked past us with a forlorn expression as she stared at the ruined city of Imunving. 
 
    “Hey,” I said gently and took her face into my hands. “Don’t give up on the city. Everyone thought Hatra was gone forever, too. We just have to do some work.” 
 
    “But all those people,” she moaned. “So many innocent lives were lost.” 
 
    “And it’s a tragedy,” I agreed and kissed her head. “One the Green Glass Sect will pay for, but for now, we need to see if anyone else survived and get them to safety.” 
 
    “Okay.” The princess nodded and looped her arm through mine. “We should stay together, though.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said with a frown. “Between the Sect waiting for you and Miraya’s council creeps, I don’t want anyone to be alone right now.” 
 
    “So, we’ll search the city together,” Nike agreed. “It isn’t a large place, so it shouldn’t be difficult.” 
 
    “And I can help you find your way,” Krista offered. “My ma--uh, old employer had business with nearly everyone in town, so I know where they lived.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied. “Lead the way.” 
 
    We followed Krista back through the demolished wall and into Imunving, but as soon as we set foot inside the city, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. 
 
    “What is it?” Nike murmured and put his hand on his sword. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied under my breath. 
 
    “Look out!” Laika yelled. 
 
    I turned to see the zombie-like approach of dozens of Corrupted Corpses as moose, bears, lynxes, and bighorn Demi-Humans walked down the road from behind the castle. The stench of miasma reeked from their crumbling bodies, and they stumbled toward us with their mouths open and eyes blank. Their rotting flesh hung from their limbs as they ambled closer while Krista stared in disbelief. 
 
    I grabbed the squirrel Demi-Human and yanked her back behind me while I pulled the Sword of Healing from my belt. Unfortunately, we couldn’t heal these people anymore, but we had to put them down. The miasma had already corrupted their bodies to the point of death, and it was a disease I already knew we couldn’t repair. 
 
    “That is Oria, my friend!” Krista yelped and pointed at one of the corpses. “What can we do?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Krista,” Alyona said and gripped her shoulder. “Your friend has passed on. The miasma is simply reanimating her body, and we must destroy these creatures.” 
 
    “Oh, gods!” the squirrel wailed and covered her eyes. 
 
    “Stay back,” I ordered her. “We’ll handle them.” 
 
    Laika drew her broadsword from the sheath across her back, and Ravi conjured a fiery sword and gripped it until her knuckles turned white. The dryads’ green eyes were focused on the corpses, and Aaliyah stretched her claws to their fighting length. 
 
    “My lord, I’ll go to your spiritual sea,” Miraya said. “To strengthen your blade against the corrupted.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I nodded, and Miraya was gone in a brilliant flash of light. I immediately felt her presence in my spiritual sea, and the Sword of Hatra kinda seemed heavier with the weight of her power behind it. 
 
    Then we stalked toward the attacking corpses, and it was on. 
 
    I swung my sword through the first row of reanimated bodies, and the blade crunched through their brittle bones like they were made of glass. Shards of bone and chunks of decayed skin flew across my vision, but the waves of corpses continued toward us. 
 
    Well, I soon realized they weren’t really paying attention to anyone but Alyona.  
 
    The Corrupted Corpses were focused completely on her, and I remembered the hive mind I’d noticed in other creatures that had been poisoned by the miasma. From the other Corrupted Corpses to the reanimated animals to the echidnas, the beasts all had one singular goal in mind. 
 
    Even one of Hatra’s citizens and one of Tikal’s guards had been corrupted and attacked Alyona, but once I’d healed them, they were back to normal. They remembered attacking her, but they were listening to some kind of mental command that told them to do it. It seemed the miasma controlled whoever it corrupted, and right now, they were going after the princess. I was sure it had something to do with the Oracle’s prediction that Alyona would be the undoing of the Breach, and we needed to make sure she could do that.  
 
    Not to mention the hell I’d unleash if anyone laid a finger on my princess. 
 
    “Protect Alyona!” I bellowed as I took another swipe at the corpses. “She’s their target!” 
 
    I gripped my sword with two hands and swung it like a baseball bat, and corrupted heads rolled away from their bodies that crumpled over each other at my feet. 
 
    I glanced over to see Ravi swing her fire sword at an incoming corpse, and the flames caught the shredded rags of skin on fire. The Corrupted Corpse didn’t even flinch as the flames licked up its arms, and the phoenix jumped back as the corpse finally fell to the ground when the fire burned through its skull. The smell of rotting flesh mingled with burning flesh, and I felt my stomach turn as the stench wafted into my nose. 
 
    Suddenly, a smattering of tree roots burst forth from the ground and shot through a few of the corpses. Their bones cracked and scattered like confetti, and I looked to my right to see the dryads with their hands planted into the soil to access their nature magic. They had much better luck using their power here with the various plants growing around us than they had in the dry desert. So, they took advantage of the numerous plants growing in the fertile soil, and more stalks blasted out of the dirt to attack the Corrupted Corpses. 
 
    They could hold their own, so I turned back around, and Nike and I plowed through a dozen corpses with staggering blows that split them into pieces. It was like chopping through a forest as we swung back and forth to clear through the creatures, but it seemed like more and more of them were popping up from out of nowhere. I started to wonder if the corpses we’d passed on the ground were being reanimated, which would be a big problem since there were literally hundreds of them. 
 
    “Stay back!” I heard Rebecca shout from behind me. 
 
    I whirled around to see the bear Demi-Human jump in front of Alyona and swipe her clawed hand across the face of a Corrupted Corpse. The reanimated beast flew across the grass and landed in a broken pile of bones and rotted flesh a few feet away from the women, and I heaved a sigh of relief that the lady bear was another warrior who could protect the princess. 
 
    “Thank you,” Alyona breathed and gripped Rebecca’s arm. 
 
    “Anything for you,” the lady bear replied, and a rush of heat warmed my body as the two women exchanged a sweet look. 
 
    “Focus, Evan,” I muttered to myself as I turned back toward my opponents. “There’s fucking Corrupted Corpses coming at you. Picturing the two of them in your bed will have to wait.” 
 
    Then I suddenly noticed a body that was different from the rest.  
 
    A lynx Demi-Human sauntered at the rear of the pack, and his skin was still intact, though it was marred by the black webbing of miasma coursing through his veins. He stared straight ahead, but his golden eyes didn’t seem to register anything. His mouth was hanging open, and a trail of drool dribbled down his lips into his blond beard. 
 
    I thought he was alive, but I had to be sure before I worked to save him. 
 
    Classification: Lynx Demi-Human 
 
    Condition: Miasma poisoning 
 
    Priority: Requires immediate healing 
 
    Status: Death imminent if not healed 
 
    “Hey!” I called out and shoved a corpse in Aaliyah’s path, where the lioness clawed through the mangled body with ease. “That one is still alive!” 
 
    I cleaved my way through the last few corpses until I reached the lynx and grabbed his shoulders. He looked up with a blank stare that seemed to look right past me, and I shook him for a moment. His head bobbled back and forth before he extended his claws and took a lazy swipe at my arm, but I dropped my hand from his shoulder and grabbed his wrist. 
 
    The Demi-Human’s movements were slow and deliberate, and I easily twisted his arm around behind him and pinned him to the ground while the others finished off the handful of corpses that remained. Then I dropped my knee into the gap between his shoulder blades and held his arms to his sides. 
 
    “That’s Pander,” Krista gasped from behind me. “He was one of the slaves for the baker!” 
 
    “We might be able to save him,” I replied over my shoulder. “I’m going to try to heal him.” 
 
    I’ll help you, Miraya murmured from my spiritual sea, and I felt her power start to amplify mine. 
 
    So, I opened my mouth and released a cloud of my healing magic with a little kick of Miraya’s power behind it. The glittery dust settled onto the lynx as he struggled underneath me, and his claws dug into the dirt as the healing power coursed through him. 
 
    I could see the veins on his arm fade from black to gray and then return to the normal pale pink lines under his skin. His labored breathing slowed, and he took a deep breath as he relaxed underneath me. Then he took another deep breath and exhaled with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Are you good now?” I asked him. 
 
    “If you’re asking whether I’m still sick from that smoke, the answer is a resounding no,” Pander muttered. “Now, could you be so kind as to release me?” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied and released his arm before I stood over him and offered a hand. 
 
    The lynx Demi-Human rolled to his side and eyed my hand for a moment. Then he reached up and let me pull him to his feet, and he immediately began to lick his furry paws and clean the pointy ears atop his head. 
 
    “I suppose I owe you thanks,” Pander murmured once he was done cleaning himself. “Sir…?” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” I filled in. “And you’re welcome. You were poisoned by miasma.” 
 
    “Ah, I thought that might be the case, though I was under the impression it had been limited to the Breach for several decades now,” he mused. “I felt the most desperate urge to harm her.” 
 
    Pander pointed at Alyona with a long, clawed finger. 
 
    “Do you know why?” I demanded. 
 
    “No.” The lynx shook his head. “I don’t even know who she is. It was just this thought repeating in my mind: ‘Kill the priestess.’” 
 
    “Exactly what I figured.” I frowned. “Could you communicate with the corpses?” 
 
    “The dead ones here?” he asked as he looked around him. “I didn’t speak to them, but it was more like we were all on the same soundwave, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “Well, the Corrupted Corpses don’t attack on their own,” I murmured. “I don’t think you’re the only live one here.” 
 
    “Plus, that campsite was freshly deserted,” Laika pointed out. “I think we may need to speed up our searching process.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as realization washed over me. “There’s a mage around here somewhere. We can’t let him get away.” 
 
    “So, do we look for survivors or for attackers?” Alyona wondered, and a look of frustration clouded over her ethereal features. “I don’t want to leave anyone behind, but I agree we must catch the culprit responsible for this horrible attack.” 
 
    “Both,” I decided after a moment. “I can use my echolocation to check for anyone moving, then we’ll figure out which it is when we find them.” 
 
    “Great idea, my lord,” Trina said with a smile, and my other women nodded with encouragement. 
 
    “Okay, lead the way,” Nike agreed. 
 
    So, I stepped over the Corrupted Corpses littered across the ground and headed for the smattering of stores just inside the city wall, and as we got closer to the buildings, I sent out a wave of echolocation that vibrated across the air. 
 
    The sound wave returned to me within seconds, and I frowned at the image of even more bodies scattered inside the stores and along the road.  
 
    There definitely weren’t any survivors in the first few buildings. 
 
    “What is it?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “Nothing we need to see right now.” I scowled. “Keep moving.” 
 
    “I understand,” the lady bear murmured as she reached out and squeezed my hand. 
 
    We hit the stores and houses in sections, and I activated my echolocation in each area. Thankfully, we found a handful of massacre survivors among the rubble, and we escorted them safely outside. I healed the wounded as we went, but we were starting to gather a crowd, and the last thing we needed was to have a bunch of civilians in a battle with a mage. At best, they would be in the way. At worst, the mage would take them as hostages. Either way, it was already clear by the bodies lying around Imunving that this mage didn’t give two shits about their lives. 
 
    “We need to find a safe haven for them,” I told Nike. “They can’t keep searching with us in case we run into the mage.” 
 
    “Yes, we shouldn’t put them back into harm’s way,” my fellow noble agreed. “Do you have any ideas for a location?” 
 
    “Krista,” I called out to the squirrel Demi-Human. “Where can we take everyone until we clear the city? It should be somewhere we’ve already gone through and can be easily protected.” 
 
    “The flower shop,” Krista replied without hesitation. “It only has one entrance, and the back is huge enough to hold all the flowers. There’s plenty of room for us to wait and heal.” 
 
    “Works for me.” I nodded and turned toward my lion Demi-Human. “Aaliyah, go with them to protect the store. We’ll be sending you anyone else we find, and then we’ll come back once we’ve cleared the rest of Imunving.” 
 
    “Of course,” she purred and rounded up the survivors. 
 
    Then Krista and Aaliyah led the small group back the way we’d come from, and the rest of us continued to search for survivors and the mage. 
 
    I wanted to sprint around with my swiftness ability and find the bastard, but there was no way I was leaving Alyona behind. There were piles of mangled bodies that could be reanimated at any time, and they all had one goal in mind. So, I just had to settle for slow and steady to find the one who’d sent the first group of Corrupted Corpses after her. 
 
    We’d just cleared another set of houses and sent a handful of survivors back to the flower shop when a flash of color caught my eye, and I whipped to the right as a black and white tail disappeared behind one of the houses. 
 
    “What was that?” I narrowed my eyes and stalked between the houses with my companions right behind me. 
 
    Then a white face peered out from behind the next house, and a pair of blue eyes widened in surprise before the mage took off running. 
 
    “Not today, motherfucker,” I snarled before I kicked up dirt as I sprinted after the cloaked figure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The runaway mage weaved in and out of the buildings, but my swiftness ability carried me right behind him in a matter of seconds. Then I reached out, grabbed the striped tail hanging from underneath his robe, and yanked it back toward me.  
 
    “Eeeek!” the mage let out a feral yelp before he tumbled backward and landed on his ass. 
 
    “Don’t fucking try anything, or I’ll kill you now,” I snarled into his ear as I jumped on top of him and wrapped my forearm around his throat. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” the mage choked out and held his hands up in surrender. “You win, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” I asked and squeezed my arm tighter. 
 
    “I-I can feel your scales,” he gasped and tapped my forearm. 
 
    “How can we help?” Rebecca asked as they all caught up with me. 
 
    “We need him tied up,” I said. 
 
    “Got it,” Naomi muttered and began her binding spell, and the smoky coils of the lizard’s magic erupted from her finger and wrapped around the mage.  
 
    I stepped back as the tendrils bound his hands behind him and lifted him to his feet then a couple inches from the ground. Then I reached out and turned him to face me. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    He was covered head to toe in white fur with black stripes along his neck and arms, and two black streaks started at the corners of his eyes and curled around his cheeks to join together at his chin. He had long yellow canines that grazed the skin below his bottom lip, and his neon blue eyes glared at me with disdain. He looked like a Siberian tiger, yet he was built like a man and stood on two legs. Even his hands were giant furry paws with the long, curled claws of a feline. 
 
    By the gods, Miraya whispered. He’s a Tiburon. 
 
    “Ah, okay, what the fuck is that?” I wondered. 
 
    They’re an ancient breed of warrior tigers, she replied. Only a few still exist, but they’ve never been known to take on magical qualities. They’re cold-blooded killers.  
 
    “So, why didn’t you fight me?” I scowled as I started down at the tiger man. 
 
    “Fight you?” The Tiburon raised an eyebrow and chuckled. “Well, why would I try to fight a big, bad dragon?” 
 
    “Because that’s what your kind is known for,” I growled. “Don’t play games. You let me capture you without a fight.” 
 
    “Perhaps my intention was to be caught,” he purred. 
 
    “Why?” Alyona demanded as she stepped forward. “Why would you want us to catch you?” 
 
    “So, I could pass on my message,” the Tiburon said as he turned to her. “The Oracle isn’t always right with her predictions.” 
 
    “You let yourself get captured for that pathetic attempt to scare us?” I smirked. “She doesn’t predict the future. She reads its possibilities. We choose our own paths.” 
 
    “Believe what you will, dragon,” the tiger mage sighed. “The Green Glass Sect will prevail, and the destruction you saw today will be everywhere in Rahma that doesn’t bow to our will.” 
 
    “You’re a sick fuck,” I hissed. “You killed all these people to prove a point? And one that isn’t even right?” 
 
    “You have no idea what’s coming.” The Tiburon scowled and looked away. 
 
    “What’s the Sect’s next move, then?” I goaded him. “Pillage a few towns like common bandits? Encourage some other shitty leader to take slaves? Yeah, real scary. You guys are the dumbest mouth-breathing-fucks I’ve ever come across.”” 
 
    “Ha, I’m not stupid, Lord Evan,” he scoffed. “You won’t be able to offend me into telling you how our plan unravels.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” I smirked. “Now, I’ll have to rip it out of you.” 
 
    “Your fancy magic won’t work on me,” the tiger sneered. “I’ve learned many defensive spells over the years. Being a warrior wasn’t enough, so I took on magic, too. I can handle myself.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I retorted and turned to face Alyona. “Can we do a cleansing spell on him to clear out any protective spells he has?” 
 
    “Hmm, I think I have an idea on that,” the princess replied and chewed on her bottom lip. “We can purify him. Then he will be magically naked.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I agreed. 
 
    “I’ll need Ravi’s help,” Alyona murmured. “I can use her purity to cleanse his aura.” 
 
    “Anything you need,” the phoenix replied and stepped closer to the princess. “I can channel again.” 
 
    “Well, it’s more like I need to borrow from you,” my fiancée explained. “I need your blood in this mixture.” 
 
    Alyona pulled another mixing bowl and several jars from her spatial storage and sprinkled a few ingredients into the bowl. Then she held the bowl out to Ravi, who conjured a fire dagger and sliced the palm of her hand without hesitation. The fire cauterized the wound as soon as she made it, and I sent a wave of healing magic for her hand. 
 
    “What’s that?” The Tiburon craned his neck to see past me. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing for a warrior-mage like you,” I chuckled. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    The Tiburon did, however, seem worried as Ravi squeezed her fist to release droplets of her golden-red blood into the bowl, and the princess mixed her concoction before she pulled the orichalcum knife from her robes and dipped the tip into her magical mixture.  
 
    Then she walked up to the Tiburon and ripped open his robe before she splattered the blood mixture onto his stark white fur.  
 
    “What the--ahhhhh!” the Tiburon howled as the potion sizzled and burned into his fur.  
 
    It looked like the potion melted a clear layer of film from around the tiger’s body, and it hissed and popped before it was completely gone. 
 
    “You should be ready now,” Alyona said with a smile. 
 
    “Let’s just see,” I chuckled and called on my terra magic.  
 
    While in Lumin, I’d met some Sola fairies who had introduced me to the ways of terra magic and how to use it to gain information. Now, the Tiburon was about to see what happened when my recipient wouldn’t answer truthfully. 
 
    “That was your attempt to get information from me?” the Tiburon laughed. “I’ve been tortured more by fairies.” 
 
    “Well, luckily, that’s who taught me this next part,” I shot back. “Now, tell me why you came here.” 
 
    As I spoke, the familiar green tendrils of magic poured from my splayed fingers and shot toward the Tiburon’s open mouth and down his throat. 
 
    “I, ah, can’t--” he choked out and coughed as blood dribbled out of his mouth. “We’ve been opening rifts all over Rahma!” 
 
    “Ahhh, see, that’s the kind of information I was hoping for,” I muttered. “Was that so bad?” 
 
    “Go to hell,” he sputtered and coughed again.  
 
    “Nah, the demons don’t seem that great.” I smirked. “How are you opening them?” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” he grumbled as another set of green magic rushed toward him from my fingers. “There’s a spell book. Olivier found it. Supposedly, he learned how to do it from there.” 
 
    “A nexus spell?” Alyona chimed in. 
 
    “I believe so.” The Tiburon nodded and frowned. “He chose the peninsula for its isolation. I don’t think he planned on you getting here already.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because he figured Kyro would already be the king before you figured out about the rifts,” he replied. “He was supposed to issue his challenge, travel to the Mihireti Mountains, and win the duel before anyone knew about the rift. Then he decided he wanted to run his city like a fool, and his people kept revolting.” 
 
    “And he couldn’t make the trip without risking a takeover,” I mused. “So, Kyro knows about what’s going on here, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Tiburon mumbled. “He knows a lot more than he told you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I raised an eyebrow, and he chuckled. 
 
    “Let’s just say, you probably could have gotten all the info from him without your magic, but he’s always been more concerned with his own life,” the mage sneered. “He’s too greedy for his own good. I have no idea why he was recruited.” 
 
    Cue the squealing brakes. 
 
    “Hold the fuck up,” I growled. “Kyro is a member of the Green Glass Sect?” 
 
    “For a few years now,” the Tiburon chuckled and rolled his eyes. “He only cared about the power Olivier offered. He’s a spineless weasel. We could have opened the Breach so much easier if he’d been the king.” 
 
    “So, that’s why he wanted us to come kill them first,” Ravi mused as she cocked her head to the side. “He thought if we took care of the rest of the Sect, they wouldn’t come after him for telling us about the rift.” 
 
    “As soon as you got to Atheson, Olivier changed tactics,” the mage said. “He knew Kyro wouldn’t keep his mouth shut, so we decided to focus on getting rid of the princess instead.” 
 
    “You didn’t capture her, though.” I smirked. “So, either way, your plan failed. And we’ve already sealed the rift.” 
 
    “I can’t say I’m surprised,” the Tiburon muttered. “I told Olivier he was underestimating you. But I do wonder who was caught in the trap.” 
 
    “What trap?” I demanded, and I raised my hands threateningly when he hesitated. “I’ll get it out of you one way or the other.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he mumbled. “It’s in the palace. I felt it activate, but when I saw her with you, I knew it had failed, so my capture was the failsafe.” 
 
    “Why are you telling us all of this?” I wondered. “Shouldn’t your tattoo be killing you by now?” 
 
    “I didn’t get one.” The Tiburon shrugged. “Too much fur.” 
 
    The dryads snorted and stifled their laughter. 
 
    “Does Kyro have one?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure he does,” he replied with a smug smile. “He’s very official, you know.” 
 
    “Then we need to get back before the curse kills him,” I muttered. “And that means your time is up.” 
 
    “I figured,” the Tiburon sighed. “After seeing all the destruction the miasma caused, I’m only sad I missed out on the demons. I bet they can take people out by the thousands.” 
 
    “You’re seriously fucked up.” I shook my head. 
 
    Tiburons have no sense of empathy or morality, Miraya explained. He probably has no loyalty to the Sect or anyone besides himself. 
 
    “So, basically, they’re sociopaths?” I muttered. “The serial killer type, got it.” 
 
    “I am what I am.” The Tiburon’s face was devoid of all emotion, and somehow, I knew he’d been the one to kill the people the miasma hadn’t taken. 
 
    “Not anymore,” I growled as I lifted the Sword of Hatra. 
 
    The Tiburon watched the blade as I swung it in an arc and sliced off his furry head. His blue eyes stayed open as his head tumbled across the ground and came to a stop near one of the houses, and then his body fell from the binding spell and laid on the ground in a heap. 
 
    “Well, he seemed like a really great guy,” Laika snorted. 
 
    “I like him better a head shorter,” I chuckled darkly. “Let’s go finish finding survivors quickly before we go talk to Kyro again.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and we cleared the remaining part of the city in record time. By the time we’d finished, we’d found another three Demi-Humans trapped in the rubble or too injured to move, and we returned to the flower shop to gather Aaliyah and the other survivors. Then we walked outside to prepare to leave. 
 
    “Wait!” Alyona gasped and grabbed my arm. “What about the trap? The Tiburon said someone set it off.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “You’re right, we need to check it out.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here with them,” Nike volunteered.  
 
    “And I’ll go with you,” Laika said. 
 
    I nodded, and the three of us set off on a quick pace for the castle. The dismantled building looked like it could finish falling apart at any minute, and I scanned it warily for the best entrance. 
 
    “Let’s try that opening,” I decided as I pointed to a gap in the wall behind the right side of the porch, but as I led Alyona and Laika to the hole, I hesitated.  
 
    What if the Tiburon had told us to come here so we would get Alyona into the trap anyway? Fucking catch twenty-two. 
 
    “Maybe we should wait here?” Laika suggested as though she’d read my mind. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll go in alone,” I agreed and crept into the gap. 
 
    As soon as I stepped inside, I could smell sweat and something else I couldn’t put my finger on. I stood up straight and took a few careful steps toward the center of the large living area. Then I saw a gaping hole in the floor closer to the front doors, and I realized the sweat smell was emanating from the hole. So, I walked slowly toward the hole, and I heard a sharp intake of breath. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. “Is someone down there?” 
 
    “Go away!” a tiny voice screeched. “I have a knife!” 
 
    “Well, I have a sword,” I chuckled. “So, let’s just skip that part.” 
 
    I closed the gap between us and peered down into the hole to see three young boys gathered together at the bottom of a twenty-foot drop. Two of them were lynx Demi-Humans, and the third was a bear Demi-Human. 
 
    “You aren’t the guys with the black robes,” one of the lynxes observed. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” I agreed. “I just killed one of them, though. Does that count?” 
 
    “If you’ll help us out, we’ll count whatever you want,” the other lynx laughed. “We’ve been stuck down here for hours.” 
 
    “You can’t climb out?” I raised an eyebrow as I remembered the agile movements of all the other feline Demi-Humans. 
 
    “Well, we can,” the first lynx replied and then gestured to the bear. “But we can’t get him out like that.” 
 
    The bear Demi-Human boy looked down at his big feet as though he was ashamed of his inability to scale walls like the lynxes. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “Let me find some rope or something.” 
 
    I turned around to scan the room and only found a set of fancy crimson curtains that hung from the sky-high ceilings to drape over the now broken windows.  
 
    That ought to do it. 
 
    I yanked the curtain down and pulled it over to the hole. Then I dropped one end down to the boys and held tightly to the other. 
 
    “You sure you can hold it for me?” the bear boy asked as he tugged lightly on the fabric. 
 
    “I can handle it,” I assured him. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    The bear Demi-Human grunted and gripped the curtain before he began to make his ascent, and after a few minutes, all three boys stood next to me with wide smiles and high-fives. Now that I saw them up close, I could tell they were probably thirteen or fourteen years old, and the lynxes were likely twins. They had matching amber eyes and dimples that appeared with their grins. The bear Demi-Human was a little chubby and not much taller than the lynxes, so his enormous bear height had yet to be reached.  
 
    “That was great!” one of the lynxes shouted. “Now, we have to go find our parents. They’re probably all worked up.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” I muttered with a wince. “Follow me first.” 
 
    The last thing I wanted to do right now was to tell some kids their parents may have died while they were stuck in a magical pit, but it had to be done. 
 
    The boys exchanged a confused look but then followed me back to the gap and out onto the porch where Laika and Alyona waited. 
 
    “Wow,” the bear Demi-Human breathed and then cleared his throat. “Let me introduce myself. I am Gio, and my parents own the bakery.” 
 
    “And I’m Polsen,” the first lynx said before he pointed to the other. “This is my brother Pratt. Our parents, ah, work for the bakery.” 
 
    “We already know about the slaves,” Alyona said gently. “Lord Evan has already announced your freedom.” 
 
    “What?” Pratt’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Wait, you’re a lord?” Polsen repeated as he narrowed his amber eyes. “Of what?” 
 
    “Hatra,” I replied. “Now, it’s my turn. Explain to me how two slave kids were waiting around with a grizzly.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not his fault his parents are the way they are,” Pratt said with a shrug. “And even if they were horrible, it’s more important for us to save a life when we can.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Alyona agreed with a smile. “Now, how long have you three been in there?” 
 
    “A day, probably,” Gio answered as he patted his rotund belly. “I could eat at least eight deer right now.” 
 
    “No deer on hand,” I chuckled. “But in all seriousness, the guys who built the trap you fell in, they opened a rift to the underworld.” 
 
    “So, there’s demons out now?” Pratt wondered with wide eyes. 
 
    “No, we took care of the rift for now,” I replied. “But between the miasma and a psychotic Tiburon, there are a lot of people who didn’t make it, so I need you to tell me where your parents were supposed to be while you were gone.” 
 
    “The bakery,” Polsen answered with a frown. “They all kept talking about some important meeting coming up.” 
 
    “We’ll go to the flower shop first,” Alyona said, and I nodded in agreement. “We can figure things out from there.” 
 
    “In the meantime, you three need to know that it looks bad on the road,” Laika advised gently. “Try to just stay with us.” 
 
    “Looks bad?” Gio repeated, and the bear’s voice raised in pitch as his eyes rolled around wildly. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They mean some people are dead, Gio,” Pratt hissed. “They just don’t want us to worry in case our families are dead, too.” 
 
    “Is that--that’s what you’re saying?” Gio stammered as he looked up at me. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “But we have a group of survivors at the flower shop, so hopefully, your parents are there.” 
 
    “What if they’re not?” The young bear’s eyes welled with tears. 
 
    “Then we’ll check the bakery before we leave for Atheson,” Alyona replied and put her hands on the boy’s shoulders. “We won’t leave them behind without knowing, okay?” 
 
    Gio nodded and sniffled back more tears. 
 
    I met Alyona’s eyes and nodded before I led them down the stairs and onto the road toward the flower shop. The boys were silent as we passed by dozens of dead bodies, and I made sure to take a path that diverted us away from the Corrupted Corpses. Seeing dead people they knew was bad enough. Seeing them as fucked up zombie versions was way worse.  
 
    As soon as we rounded the corner next to the flower shop, Pratt and Polsen took off running. 
 
    “Mom!” they shouted in unison. 
 
    A lynx Demi-Human woman scooped up the boys into her arms and wrapped them into a tight hug as tears poured down her face. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods!” she cried. “My boys, you’re alive! I was so scared.” 
 
    “Where’s Dad?” Pratt asked and peeked around behind her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, boys,” their mother murmured as tears poured down her cheeks. “He didn’t make it.” 
 
    “What about my parents?” Gio nearly whispered. 
 
    “Oh, Gio,” the lynx woman sighed and frowned. “They fought the miasma valiantly, but the poison moved so quickly.” 
 
    Gio fell to his knees and covered his head as he cried, and my heart wrenched for the boy. I started to help him up when the lynx woman squatted in front of him and lifted his face to hers. 
 
    “You’ll be one of mine now, too.” She planted a gentle kiss on his forehead and looked him in the eyes. “If you want.” 
 
    “Even after… everything my parents did?” he asked in a voice I could barely hear. 
 
    “You can be better,” she replied with a maternal smile. 
 
    Gio nodded, and the four Demi-Humans joined in a group hug.  
 
    I thanked the gods for the lynx woman’s big heart. We already had one orphan back in Atheson to help, and my emotions weren’t prepared to handle another.  
 
    I shook my head and turned to Alyona. 
 
    “Can your portal take this many people through?” I asked and gestured to the two dozen surviving citizens of Imunving. “We need to at least get them to Atheson for now until we can get things back up and running here. And I want to tear into Kyro.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Alyona nodded. “I just have to hold it open a little longer.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get back, then,” I decided. 
 
    Within seconds, the purple sparking circle appeared in the air before us, and many of the Imunving citizens gasped with surprise at the window view into Atheson. 
 
    “We’ll keep you safe in Atheson for now,” Aaliyah told them. “Trust me, we won’t let anyone else hurt you.” 
 
    The lioness seemed to have gained the people’s trust during their time in the flower shop, and they all nodded and murmured their agreement before they lined up to follow us through.  
 
    Alyona, Laika, and I crossed through the portal and stepped into the courtyard in front of the palace. The dryads and Ravi followed right behind us, and Aaliyah, Rebecca, and Naomi walked through before the Imunving citizens. Nike brought up the rear, and Alyona let the portal close behind him. 
 
    The survivors looked around the city in awe, and I realized most of them had probably never been allowed to leave Imunving since Machezneda only gave the grizzlies free reign.  
 
    “Princess?” a small voice whispered from the porch. 
 
    We looked up to see Ura peeking around the corner of the front door before she rushed down the stairs into Alyona’s arms. My fiancée hugged her close, and I looked through the crowd to find Krista. 
 
    Her tiny head was much lower than everyone else’s, so it took a minute to find her, but then I caught a glimpse of her bushy tail.  
 
    “Krista, we have a place for everyone to stay tonight inside,” I advised her. “Just have them follow us inside.” 
 
    The squirrel dipped her head and passed along the message before I led the group into the palace. I walked them down the hall to the barracks and then returned to the living area where the others stood near Kyro’s cell. 
 
    “He’s not going to be happy,” Laika muttered. 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    “You, my love,” Alyona replied with a furrowed brow. “There’s a problem.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I looked past her to where Rebecca’s brothers stood with their heads down. “What happened?” 
 
    “We didn’t know how to get word to you,” one of the bears grumbled. “There was nothing we could do.” 
 
    “Yeah, he just started screaming, and then he was gone,” another brother added. 
 
    “We didn’t do anything to him,” the third bear insisted. 
 
    Then I noticed the door of the cell was open, and I strode over to look inside the giant metal box. Kyro’s body was spread out on the ground, and a white foam bubbled out of his mouth and down the side of his face. I stepped into the cell to examine him more closely, and I pulled his robe open to reveal a green leaf tattoo emblazoned on his right pec.  
 
    The green ink had turned black and sunk into the skin, so it looked like a rotted leaf was planted under the surface. Not a single mark was on his body, but I knew his death had been from a magical cause. 
 
    The cursed tattoo, Miraya muttered. 
 
    “It’s getting to be a pain in my ass,” I growled. 
 
    I stepped back out of the box and ran my hand through my hair. I was frustrated I hadn’t made the connection earlier. I should have known Kyro was more involved than he let on, and I could’ve gotten rid of the damn tattoo. 
 
    Olivier was known for using the magical ink to kill his followers who had been captured. He’d killed several captives on the Blue Tree Guild’s airship when we captured them in Hatra, but Miraya and I could draw out the curse and prevent it when we knew it was there.  
 
    “My lord, I swear, we didn’t do this,” one of the brothers asserted. 
 
    “I know,” I mumbled. “I just wish I could’ve gotten back sooner, so I could keep this from happening and find out the rest of the Green Glass Sect’s plan.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Rebecca wondered. “I heard that Tiburon talking about it, but I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    “They’re a group of assholes we’ve been trying to get our hands on for the past few months,” I growled. “They have mages, and they’re led by a necromancer who only wants to open the Breach and free the demons into our world.” 
 
    “Why?” she gasped. “That seems like a terrible idea.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “They seem to think they’d have the demons on their side if they help free them.” 
 
    “So, why were they going after Alyona?” the lady bear wondered. “She’s not the one keeping the Breach blocked off.” 
 
    “No, but there’s an Oracle who believes she can close it for good,” I answered. “They obviously don’t want that, so they want to get rid of her.” 
 
    “How horrible!” Rebecca covered her mouth.  
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I muttered. “And now, I’m going to the next best person to get my answers.” 
 
    I stalked out the door amid the flurry of questions and headed for the pit. They would see soon enough who I wanted to talk to. 
 
    As soon as I reached the edge of the hole, I could see the barrier spell Naomi had created was still working, and the bear guards glanced up and began to yell at me. They looked like a muted TV as they shouted and screamed at the soundproof barrier.  
 
    “Do you want me to open it, my lord?” Naomi asked from behind me. 
 
    “Please.” I nodded and stared down at the person I sought. 
 
    Naomi waved her hand, and the barrier spell peeled back like a sardine can to expose the screams and curses hurled my way. 
 
    “Can we eat yet?” one of the guards begged. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “I need Gregorio,” I snarled and ignored the request for food. “Get over here.” 
 
    Gregorio’s face slumped into despair as he pushed his way through to the edge of the hole, and then he stopped at the bottom and stared at me. 
 
    I conjured a fiery rope and flipped it over the edge for the bear to grab. He hesitated and then took the burning line in his hand with a slight wince, and I pulled him up to the edge of the pit where he climbed out and stood in front of me. He brushed his palms against his trousers, but he didn’t say anything about the fire. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Lord Evan?” the guard leader asked. 
 
    “You can tell me what you know about the Green Glass Sect,” I demanded. “Don’t leave out a single detail.” 
 
    “I don’t have any details to give,” Gregorio muttered as he dropped his gaze. “I don’t know who that is.” 
 
    “Your former lord was a member of it,” I shot back. “And you’re telling me you had no idea. He’s dead now, by the way, so you can tell me whatever you want.” 
 
    “I would tell you if I knew, my lord,” he insisted. “Kyro only told me he was challenging the king, and when he won, he would take me with him to the new palace.” 
 
    “Did he tell you why he was going to issue the challenge?” I prodded. 
 
    “I assumed for more power.” Gregorio shrugged. “I never really asked why.” 
 
    “Well, let me sum it up for you,” I growled. “He wanted to challenge the king, so he could allow the demons he was planning to free from the underworld to help him get whatever else he wanted.” 
 
    “What?” Gregorio stared at me with wide brown eyes. “He was working with the demons and this Sect group?” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side as I studied the bear Demi-Human. He didn’t seem to be lying about not knowing, but Kyro had said he didn’t know things, either, yet he’d been part of the planning. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Come see for yourself.” 
 
    Gregorio raised an eyebrow before he followed me back into the palace to Kyro’s body, and then I pointed at the tattoo on Kyro’s chest and watched Gregorio’s face for a flicker of recognition, deception, anything to say he knew what was going on. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to be?” he asked as he squinted his eyes. “It looks like a blob.” 
 
    “It was originally a green leaf,” I explained. “It’s the symbol all Green Glass Sect members get tattooed on themselves. It’s done with magical ink, so the leader of the Sect can listen to his followers, track them, and even kill them when they get taken as captives.” 
 
    “What the hell,” Gregorio mumbled. “So, all his stories about wanting to take over the throne to make things better for Rahma were false?” 
 
    “Very,” I confirmed. “He only wanted that position to help the demons open the Breach.” 
 
    “I swear to you.” Gregorio dropped to his knees and clasped his hands together. “I had no idea of Kyro’s other goals.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t know his Sect would come slaughter ninety percent of Imunving?” I pressed. 
 
    “What?” Gregorio’s mouth dropped open, and he took a deep breath before he continued. “I have kids, my lord. If I’d known he was going to lay a hand on anyone else’s kids, I would have spoken up. Killing innocent children is nothing I want to be a part of.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and stared into his. He seemed to be telling the truth. He had no idea what Kyro was up to, and he wouldn’t have been involved if he had. 
 
    “Alright, for now, you’re confined to the castle,” I decided. “No leaving unless you hear it from me.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Gregorio replied with a low bow. “I am grateful for your kindness.” 
 
    “Yeah, just stay in one of the slave rooms for now,” I ordered. “I don’t think you should be around any of the people you hurt.” 
 
    “I understand.” Gregorio frowned. “I’ll stay in the first room, but you’ll soon see I’m innocent of this Sect business. I’ve done a few things wrong, but I’ll own up to them.” 
 
    “Just go before I change my mind,” I muttered. 
 
    The grizzly guard scurried down the opposite hallway toward the tiny, one-bed room I knew was available.  
 
    “He seems genuinely surprised,” Alyona observed after the guard leader was gone.  
 
    “I know,” I mumbled. “Now, I want to find the rest of these Sect bastards and tear them to shreds.” 
 
    “We can work on that part,” the princess agreed with a smile. “For now, maybe we should relax and get some rest. We won’t be able to do much before it gets dark.” 
 
    I glanced out the window next to the front door and saw the sun had nearly disappeared over the horizon. 
 
    “We could always eat and talk,” Aaliyah suggested as she rubbed her growling stomach. “And… after we talk… we can… not talk?” 
 
    “Great idea,” I chuckled as my eyes trailed over the lioness’ muscular body. “Now, what--” 
 
    I was cut off by a group of bighorn Demi-Humans scrambling into the room. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” one of the sheep cried out. “We have something to show you!” 
 
    Great, there went my dinner plans. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    We followed the bighorn sheep outside the palace and around the courtyard to an alley between the castle and the market. Candles hung from ropes strung across the alley and lit the wide space, and several tables lined the side next to the market, while one long table was stretched against the other side and filled with at least two dozen covered trays.  
 
    A bighorn Demi-Human scurried out of a back door from the castle to the alley and set another dish on the table. 
 
    “Please, have a seat.” One of the sheep who had led us outside gestured to the smaller round tables, and we walked over to sit down.  
 
    Alyona, Laika, and Rebecca sat with me, while the dryads and Ravi sat at another table. Aaliyah, Naomi, and Nike took the last table, and I gave Miraya a mental nudge to join us. 
 
    Are you sure, my lord? the spirit asked uncertainly. 
 
    Yesss, I chuckled. There’s a seat ready for you. 
 
    With a flash of light, Miraya appeared next to me, and the sheep stared for a moment as the beautiful woman glided to the empty seat next to Aaliyah and sat down. 
 
    Mugs of wine were already sitting at each table, and several of my women took sips as they listened to the bighorns’ speech. 
 
    “Thank you,” a second sheep said with a low bow. “Now, we have brought you here for an extravagant dinner. We know the other meal attempts have been, ah, sub-par, and we wanted to truly thank you for what you’ve done for us.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do this,” Alyona breathed, but her face was stretched into a wide smile. 
 
    “We did, though,” the first bighorn insisted. “Not showing our gratitude would be disrespecting everything you did. Our herd is grateful, and we brought together our best chefs to show you.” 
 
    “We have roasted duck with mango sauce, fried fish, boar bacon, and duck eggs,” the other sheep chimed in as he tapped each covered dish. “There are also a variety of fruits and vegetables for your side dishes, and you’ll soon have baskets of rolls on your table with butter.” 
 
    As he spoke, other bighorns rushed outside with the baskets and set them on our tables in silence, and then they all stepped back and watched us with curious expressions. 
 
    “Well, first of all, you have excellent timing,” I said with a smile and a stomach growl. “Secondly, thank you. We’re happy to help our people any way we can, and your appreciation is what makes all our effort worth it.” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” Rebecca called out and raised her wine mug. 
 
    “To Lord Evan, Princess Alyona, and the royal guard!” one of the bighorns yelled. 
 
    “Yeah!” the others cheered, and we raised our mugs in celebration.  
 
    Soon after, the sheep lifted the lids from the food trays, and the alley was filled with the aromas of the savory meat, sweet fruit, and buttery vegetables. I piled my plate high with a bit of everything they’d cooked and plopped back into my seat with a rumbling stomach and hungry eyes. 
 
    “So, what do you think about the Tiburon?” I asked Alyona after I chewed a few bites. “He seemed to know a lot about the Sect for not being a member.” 
 
    “He certainly didn’t care to keep their secrets,” she agreed. “It seems odd that Olivier would tell him so much knowing Tiburons are not known for any kind of loyalty. I’m curious how accurate his information was.” 
 
    “He was honest about the trap,” Laika pointed out and took a bite of her bread. 
 
    “True.” I nodded. “And what benefit would he have in lying about the rest?” 
 
    “I don’t believe he was lying,” Rebecca mused. “But it’s entirely possible he was given misinformation to distract us.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” I chewed a piece of fried fish as I considered the possibility. “It does seem like an Olivier move, to try to throw us off-track with some wacky shit.” 
 
    “Either way, we need to be prepared for more rifts,” Alyona murmured. “If they can open one, they can open many. And I’d rather not ever see another scene like the one in Imunving.” 
 
    “I can agree with that,” I muttered. 
 
    The images of thousands dead and tossed out in the road like trash would haunt my memories for a while. And it would take time to rebuild the city, so the survivors could return home. 
 
    Suddenly, a falcon cawed overhead and flew over the table. It looped around and swooped closer to the food as it dropped a piece of paper on the table in front of me before it soared away. 
 
    “What is that?” Laika wondered as I picked up the paper and unfolded it. 
 
    Dearest Lord Evan, 
 
    I am pleased to announce the pregnancy is going well. 
 
    Our child is to be born in four months if you’d like to attend her birth. 
 
    We would be happy to have you back in Lumin. 
 
    All the best, 
 
    Mona 
 
    “Mona’s going to have the baby in four months,” I announced with a broad grin. “So, we need to be in Lumin then.” 
 
    “Oh, how exciting!” Alyona gasped and clapped her hands. “I can’t wait to see her. What do you think Mona will name her?” 
 
    “Uh, I, ahhh…” I trailed off as I pondered the question. 
 
    “Perhaps she will combine family names,” Laika suggested. “She could name her Evana?” 
 
    “Or maybe Violet?” Alyona offered. “The baby will surely have Lord Evan’s eyes.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be beautiful!” the wolf Demi-Human gushed. 
 
    “Who is Mona?” Rebecca wondered as she looked around the table. 
 
    “She’s the centaur ruler of Lumin,” Alyona answered. “She and Lord Evan mated, so she could have an heir to her throne.” 
 
    “So, she is in your harem?” The bear Demi-Human cocked her head to the side with curiosity. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Laika replied and took a sip of her wine. “She has to stay in Lumin and rule the city, but she is still a part of our family, as the youngling will be.” 
 
    “That is sweet,” Rebecca sighed.  
 
    “It’s the best feeling,” Alyona agreed with a smile. 
 
    “What feeling?” the lady bear asked. 
 
    “To be loved and have a family,” my fiancée answered and winked. 
 
    “I see.” Rebecca nodded and then got up to make herself a second plate. I stood behind her at the table to refill my own, and I took the opportunity to gaze over her muscular body. 
 
    And Sir Mixalot would have definitely sang about Rebecca’s thick ass.  
 
    “See something you like, my lord?” she murmured over her shoulder.  
 
    “A few things,” I replied, and she smirked and brushed past me to return to the table. 
 
    I chuckled to myself while I piled more food on my plate and then sat down in my seat again. 
 
    As I bit off a piece of roasted duck, the meat nearly melted on my tongue, and the flavor left me devouring the entire piece in just a few seconds. 
 
    “You’re a fan of duck?” Rebecca teased, and I looked up to see the bear’s sly smile as she delicately licked a hunk of bacon on her fork. Her cream-colored silky robes were loose around her chest, and I could see the swells of her ample breasts over the collar and her pert nipples pressed against the smooth fabric. 
 
    “I’m a fan of food,” I choked out. “You like the bacon?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s great.” She dragged her tongue along the ridges of the bacon slice. “I’m sure there are better meats here, though.” 
 
    “So, Lord Evan, what do you think of the meal so far?” one of the sheep interrupted the conversation that had my cock pressed against my trousers. 
 
    “Ah, it’s fantastic,” I muttered and cleared my throat. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course.” He dipped his head. “And you’ll be leaving for Veta again tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah, as soon as we wake up,” I agreed, and I looked to Rebecca with a desperate need to finish our conversation. “We need some relaxation time first.” 
 
    “Splendid!” The sheep clapped. “And Kendy is taking over as lord?” 
 
    The lady bear giggled and finished her slice of bacon with a grin as I stifled a sigh. 
 
    “The city is holding an election in the morning,” I explained. “They’re probably holding their information meeting right now.” 
 
    “Ooooh, what’s that?” he gushed. 
 
    “It’s so interesting!” Alyona cut in and saved me with her explanation of the election process I’d helped Kendy set up. 
 
    The princess finished a few minutes later and offered me a wink as the bighorn stared blankly at her. 
 
    “Very interesting indeed, Your Highness,” the sheep said with a confused nod before he glanced over his shoulder. “Oh! I’d better go help with dessert.” 
 
    The bighorn scurried away, and Alyona chuckled. 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the princess replied with another laugh. 
 
    “Now, where were we?” I asked Rebecca. 
 
    “I believe you were asking me about what meats I like,” the bear chuckled. 
 
    “I know of a certain meat I’m sure you’d love to try,” I growled, and my blood rushed south as her cheeks flushed with desire.  
 
    “I don’t know if I could handle only having it once,” she murmured, and her eyes flicked over to Alyona. “Would I be able to have this delicious meal any time I wanted?” 
 
    “You’ll want it all the time,” Alyona warned with a giggle.  
 
    “And sometimes, you’ll be sharing,” Laika added, and I could feel the heat emanating from the wolf Demi-Human’s body. “But there’s plenty to go around.” 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    I had to squirm and readjust myself in my chair as my women discussed their regular desire for my seed, and I soon came to the conclusion that I needed to fuck them more often. 
 
    Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “Okay, we’re skipping dessert,” I growled. “Let’s go back to the castle.” 
 
    “You two go ahead,” Alyona giggled. “Rebecca should get the full experience her first time.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rebecca asked with a frown. “I don’t want to take from you, Princess.” 
 
    “We have plenty of love to give you, sweet Rebecca,” the princess replied with an ethereal smile. “You’re taking nothing from me.” 
 
    Fucking hell, I loved this woman. 
 
    So, I grinned and grabbed Rebecca’s hand. We hurried back along the road to the front door of the castle, and I started to turn left toward my room. 
 
    “Wait,” she murmured. “I know a better place.” 
 
    “After you,” I replied before I followed her down the hallway to our right. 
 
    She took a sharp left, and we began to climb the stairs to the second floor. When we were about halfway up, I tugged on her hand, and she turned around to look at me. 
 
    “It’s just right up there,” she whispered. 
 
    “That’s fine, but I’m tired of waiting,” I rumbled and pulled her toward me. 
 
    Rebecca gasped as I wrapped my arm around her waist and pressed my lips to hers. Then she sighed with pleasure, and her warm breath tasted like cinnamon and mangoes as she draped her arms around my neck and kissed me back. I dragged my tongue against her lips, and she opened her mouth to mingle her tongue with mine. 
 
    Then I spun and pushed Rebecca against the wall with my thigh between her legs. She moaned against my mouth, and I could feel her warm wet desire through my trousers. I sat her on my thigh, and I slipped one hand under her robe. Nothing stood between my fingers and her dripping slit, and I groaned as I touched the sweet juices on her throbbing lips. 
 
    “I need you,” the lady bear whispered in a trembling voice. “Mate with me, Lord Evan, please!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I grumbled. “Now, we need a bed.” 
 
    “Hurry,” she begged. 
 
    So, I picked her up, and she wrapped her legs around my waist as I continued up the stairs to the landing. 
 
    “Which way?” I demanded as I looked left and right. 
 
    “Right,” she murmured and began to nibble on my ear. “Second door.” 
 
    I nodded and pushed open the door. The room was huge, and a California king size bed was sprawled before us. Black silk sheets covered the bed, and a single torch lit the room at the perfect setting. 
 
    I kicked the door shut behind me and carried Rebecca next to the bed. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked and then shook my head. “Never mind, I don’t care right now.” 
 
    She laughed as I set her on her feet and untied her belt. Her robe slid off her shoulders to the floor, and her perfectly tanned skin seemed to glow in the dim light. Her auburn hair fell over her breasts, and I could just see dark pink nipples poking through. My gaze traveled down from her tits to her flat belly to the apex of her thighs where the dark hair already dripped with her desire to take my cock. 
 
    I was happy to oblige. 
 
    So, I grabbed her head to pull her closer, shoved my thigh between hers, and kissed her again, and now I could feel her naked body pressing against my chest. I groaned as she grinded her wet pussy on my leg before she tugged at my trousers. I let her pull them off my hips, and before they even hit the floor, she was working on my tunic. As soon as it was over my head, our lips were locked again. Now, I could feel her hot juices against the skin of my thigh, and my cock grazed her smooth belly with every movement. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I grunted and lifted her up onto the bed. 
 
    “Feisty,” she giggled and scooted back to give me room. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I growled as I yanked her legs to pull her back to the edge. “You have something I want.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Rebecca’s golden-brown eyes were hooded as she gazed up at me. 
 
    “Your sweet honey,” I whispered before I dropped to my knees and threw her legs over my shoulders. 
 
    Then I kissed up her inner thigh, and she threw her head back with a sigh. I moved up her leg until her slick lips were in front of me, and I teased her outer folds with my tongue. I licked long, slow drags up each side of her pussy before I hooked my arms around her legs and grabbed her hips. Finally, I flattened my tongue and dragged it up her slit until I reached the top and gently sucked on her clit. 
 
    “Oh, godddddds,” she moaned. 
 
    I gradually licked harder and faster until the lady bear’s claws tore at the blanket and her thighs quivered next to my head. Then I rolled her clit between my tongue and top teeth, and her back arched away from the bed as her first orgasm hit.  
 
    A flood of her sweet nectar washed over me, and I lapped up each drop as she trembled and sighed with ecstasy.  
 
    “I didn’t even get inside you yet,” I chuckled as her legs finally relaxed on my shoulders again. 
 
    “I can’t wait for that,” the Demi-Human sighed. 
 
    “You don’t have to.” I smirked as I stood and held her legs on my shoulders, so her ass lifted up off the bed. 
 
    Then I stroked my cock as I gazed at her sopping wet pussy below me before I gently slipped inside her. I could feel every little ridge and valley of her tunnel as I slid further and further down, and a growl rumbled deep in my chest. 
 
    “Oh, yessss, Lord Evan!” she moaned. “Fill me up!” 
 
    I gripped her calves on my shoulders and pounded in and out of her tight body. I could feel her toes clenching as I plowed into her over and over, and she closed her eyes and groaned while I fucked her. 
 
    Suddenly, her eyes popped open, and she gritted her teeth and clawed the bed. Then I felt her walls tighten around my cock, and a river of her juices flowed over my arousal as she shrieked with pleasure. 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I growled as I kept thrusting my hips back and forth. 
 
    “Lord Evan! Oh, gods!” Rebecca cried out. “It feels so gooooood!” 
 
    Her body trembled and shook with her climax, and I reached one hand around her leg to rub my thumb on her throbbing clit. Her moans turned to screams as she bucked against my hips, and it seemed like her orgasm would never stop. 
 
    The lady bear’s pussy walls squeezed even harder as I pleasured her inside and out, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. 
 
    “I’m going to release my seed deep inside of you,” I growled. “And you are going to take every drop of it.” 
 
    “Yesss…” she groaned. “Please, Lord Evan… fill me up. I promise to take it all. I won’t spill a drop. Just… fill meeeee!” 
 
    “Here it comes,” I growled as I released a huge load of my dragon seed inside her spasming body, and the hot rush of my liquid flooding from me to fill her womb sent shivers down my spine. My body was wracked with waves of pleasure as I climaxed, and I finally had to release her clit to grip her squirming legs as I continued to pump in and out of her. 
 
    Then I slid out of her as we both finished, and she flopped to the bed and closed her eyes with a sigh. 
 
    “That was amazing,” she gasped, and her chest heaved up and down with every breath. 
 
    “And we’ve only just begun,” I chuckled. 
 
    “What?” Rebecca’s eyes opened again to look at me with surprise. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll get used to me.” I smirked as I climbed onto the bed with her. 
 
    By the time I finished fucking her for the tenth time, the first rays of daylight had started to break over the horizon, and I noticed the pale glimmers of light just as I finally closed my eyes. 
 
    It seemed like I’d barely slept when I rolled over and looked outside, and I blinked a few times when I realized I couldn’t even see the sun anymore. I rubbed my eyes and looked out the window again, but I was right the first time. It was at least noon, and we’d been in bed for half the day. 
 
    I rolled over to see Rebecca was just starting to stir, and her auburn hair was wild against the black silky pillow. I grazed my finger along the bare skin of her collarbone, and my gaze drifted further down to her perfectly round tits with her tight nipples hard in the cool air. I wanted to suck them while she rode my cock, and as my blood rushed south with the image, she opened her pale chestnut eyes and stared into mine. 
 
    “I have the strangest feeling,” she said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked as I dragged my finger back up her collarbone to her throat. 
 
    “I can feel your desire,” she whispered and nuzzled closer to me. 
 
    “It’s our new bond,” I replied and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “We have a bond of souls.” 
 
    “Your cock against my thigh is also a good sign,” she giggled as she took my morning wood into her hand. “A very good sign.” 
 
    “Come here,” I growled and lifted her to straddle my hips. 
 
    “How… how can you keep loving me?” she gasped as my spear penetrated her cum-stuffed pussy once again. 
 
    “Because you are clever, and brave, and beautiful, and mine,” I growled as I began to slowly bounce her on my titanium-hard dick. 
 
    “I… I… meant more about your cock,” she whimpered. “It’s so hard, and you fill me up with so much seed each time you release.” 
 
    “The reasons are the same I just listed,” I snickered. “You are clever, and brave, and beautiful, and mine, so of course my body desires you constantly.” 
 
    “Well…” she purred. “I’m honored and delighted to be yours, Lord Evan.” 
 
    After another round of mutual climaxes, I laid back with my arms behind my head with a sigh. 
 
    “We probably should get up,” Rebecca whispered. “Didn’t you say Veta was doing their voting thing this morning?” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Yeah, we should get over there.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. 
 
    So, we slid off the bed and began to look for our clothes. I handed her the silky cream robe, and I sat on the edge of the bed to pull on my pants and shirt. 
 
    “I didn’t exactly give you a chance to answer last night, so what room is this?” I asked. 
 
    I’d been too distracted last night to look at much of the place, but now, I could see a black and red canopy over the bed and a fancy marble-top dresser against the wall. On the dresser sat three golden statues of bears and a small wooden box with a bear etched into the lid, and I had a feeling I knew the answer to her question before she even opened her mouth. 
 
    “It was Kyro’s room,” she replied with a shrug. “I figured he didn’t need it anymore.” 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “And he probably doesn’t need these, either.” 
 
    I walked over to the dresser and plucked the statues from the top before I opened my spatial storage and dropped them into my horde inside. Then I picked up the box to examine it. 
 
    It was a simple design, and the bear had been decorated with diamonds for its eyes and a jade overlay at the bear’s feet. I opened the box, and I found letters. At least three dozen pieces of parchment were rolled and tucked into the box, though I couldn’t tell much of anything from the outside. 
 
    I closed the lid and slipped the entire box into my spatial storage. I could go through it all later, but for now, we needed to get to Veta.  
 
    So, I turned to see Rebecca tying the knot in her belt, and I held out my arm to escort her downstairs. We skipped down the steps and turned down the hall toward the living area. It was empty, but I could hear noise coming from the dining hall. 
 
    We walked in to see everyone finishing up lunch. The bighorn Demi-Humans and a few bear Demi-Humans were cleaning up the trays, and I jogged across the room to grab a few remaining bites of ham. 
 
    “Can we get something to go?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” one of the bears replied. “We’ll wrap it up for you now.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smile before I turned back to see a room full of smirks. “What’s up?” 
 
    “It must have been a good night,” Marina commented and winked. 
 
    “It was,” I confirmed. “How was yours?” 
 
    “Not as good as yours,” Trina quipped. 
 
    “But we assume it was lovely,” Alyona cut in with a smile. “Right, Rebecca?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, lots of love,” the lady bear answered with a blush.  
 
    “No need to be coy,” Alyona giggled. “We all know how Lord Evan is in the bedroom.” 
 
    The rest of my women nodded and laughed. 
 
    “But now you’re part of the family,” Miraya said and walked over to squeeze Rebecca’s hand. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Loved,” the bear answered honestly. “Like my heart is so full, and I’d do anything for any one of you.” 
 
    “Your soul bridge has already begun.” The sword spirit grinned and turned to face my other women. “Our family has grown.” 
 
    My lovers hugged and kissed as they celebrated Rebecca’s addition to the harem, and I looked over the group with a wide smile. They really did love each other, and it was fucking awesome since I got to have each one of them whenever I wanted. 
 
    A few minutes later, the bear Demi-Human returned from the kitchen and handed me a folded-up knapsack with several pieces of the sweet ham and a dozen rolls inside. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and he dropped into a quick bow before he returned to the kitchen. “Are you guys ready to go to Veta?” 
 
    “We’ve been waiting on you, my lord,” Nike said, and he waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged. “It was worth it.” 
 
    Rebecca stifled a giggle and blushed a bright red. 
 
    “Do you want to fly again, my love?” Alyona asked as she looked uncertainly around the group. 
 
    “That’s going to be a lot more of us on your back,” Laika observed. 
 
    “I was thinking we could just portal there,” I suggested. “Then we can all go, and we can get there faster since we didn’t leave as early as I’d planned… unless not everyone wants to go?” 
 
    “We want to!” the dryads shouted in unison. 
 
    “As do I,” Aaliyah agreed, and Ravi and Naomi nodded their heads. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well, then I suppose you’re now waiting on me,” the princess giggled before she stepped back and began her incantation. 
 
    As Alyona circled her finger in the air, the purple-lined opening began to form, and I could see the square in front of the Veta palace through the window. I stepped over the threshold into Veta, and Nike and my lovers followed me into the courtyard. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Kendy called out and waved from the deck around the castle. “I’m glad you could make it. Did everything turn out alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “I had to do a little ass-kicking, but we’re all good now.” 
 
    “Good to hear, my lord,” the lynx Demi-Human purred before he turned to the bear Demi-Human. “And good to see you again, Rebecca.” 
 
    “Likewise, Lord Kendy,” Rebecca replied with a fond smile. 
 
    “So, I suppose you’re wondering how the election went?” Kendy turned back to me again. 
 
    “For sure,” I agreed. “How did--” 
 
    “I won!” Kendy cut me off, and a wide grin stretched across his face. “They all voted for me!” 
 
    “All of them?” I raised a surprised eyebrow. 
 
    “Everyone,” he confirmed. “No one even wanted to put their name in against me.” 
 
    “Congratulations.” I grinned and reached out my hand before I remembered the lynx’s gift and pulled it back. 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied without hesitation.  
 
    He was probably used to a lack of physical contact, but I felt awkward for a moment. 
 
    “Now that you’re official, we probably need to discuss a few things,” Alyona said to break the silence. “Like Imunving.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Kendy murmured, and his fuzzy pointed ears flattened against his head. “I heard the city was massacred. Was it all by Machezneda?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “There was a group there called the Green Glass Sect.” 
 
    “Never heard of them,” Kendy said with a shrug. “Are they a big deal?” 
 
    “They like to think so.” I scowled. “Anyway, they opened a rift to the underworld, and miasma was the main killer, but a Tiburon killed quite a few of the others.” 
 
    “A Tiburon?” the lynx repeated with a frown. “I didn’t think they got involved in politics. Or anything with magic, for that matter.” 
 
    “Well, this one was definitely strange,” I explained. “He told us the Sect has been working on opening more rifts throughout Rahma.” 
 
    “Why?” Kendy gasped. “The Breach is, like, already enough trouble, as I understand it.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “Unfortunately, the Sect is pretty dead set on letting the demons out. So, we need to stop them.” 
 
    “But first, we need to figure out how we can help you protect yourself and your city,” Alyona murmured. “The Duplexity spell might work for common bandits, but I doubt it would work for the Sect or any demon issues.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “We need something more powerful to keep them out. What about the mages who helped with the ballots?” 
 
    “I’m not sure they’re up for it,” the lynx replied with a frown. “They weren’t very comfortable even with the ballots even before you had to leave, but I do have another idea.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” I prodded him when he paused. 
 
    “My wife is a mage as well,” he answered carefully. “She is much more versed in her magic than the ones you met before.” 
 
    “Your wife?” My eyebrows shot up. “Well, let’s talk to her, then.” 
 
    “Okay,” he responded with a nod, and then he turned to yell over his shoulder. “Walla!” 
 
    Within seconds, a large bighorn woman sauntered out of the palace and down the steps to stand before our shocked faces. She wore the same brightly colored outfit as her husband, though her long black hair was twisted into a thick braid that swung back and forth with her steps.  
 
    When she finally reached the bottom and headed for us, I leaned over to whisper to Alyona. 
 
    “A sheep?” I wondered softly. 
 
    “It would seem so,” the princess murmured. “No wonder Lord Kendy was ready to end the slavery issue for us.” 
 
    “I know you have questions,” Kendy said as he turned to face me again. “I know I broke several of Kyro’s laws, but this one was the hardest to figure out.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I raised a confused eyebrow. 
 
    “Once I met Walla, I knew the time would come when I’d have to be brave and speak out against Kyro and his men,” the lynx explained as Walla reached us. “There was no way I’d ever have let them lay a finger on my bride.” 
 
    “And I’m forever grateful for you and your love,” Walla cooed and gripped Kendy’s hand. “You saved my life.” 
 
    “Yet somehow, you also saved mine.” The lynx looked at the sheep with a face full of admiration. “Now, we need you to help save us all, it would seem.” 
 
    “It would be an honor to learn from the princess,” she replied and curtsied in front of Alyona. “Consider me your student.” 
 
    “Well, we have some work to do,” Alyona said with a smile. “Let’s start with fortifying the city walls.” 
 
    We followed behind Alyona, Walla, Naomi, and Miraya as they discussed the magical techniques for protecting Veta. We walked to the city gates and headed out to the left to follow along the outer wall of the city. Every few steps, Alyona performed a spell, and then Walla repeated the spell on the next section. 
 
    We continued the pattern for about twenty minutes until we reached a narrow section squeezed between the city wall and the edge of the forest. An opening in the trees caught my eye, and I pointed it out to Nike. 
 
    “It looks recently traveled,” my fellow noble observed as he knelt closer to the soil and ran some of the dirt through his fingers. 
 
    “What’s over there?” I asked Kendy. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not sure, my lord,” he answered and scratched his chin. “We don’t typically venture out here.” 
 
    “Someone has been,” I muttered and signaled for everyone to be quiet and follow me. 
 
    I crept down the path into the woods, and I reached out with my dragon senses. About twenty yards ahead, there were light footsteps rushing across the soil and the sounds of fabric swishing together. If the Veta citizens never came out to this forest, there shouldn’t be anyone out here. 
 
    So, I motioned in the direction of the noise, and I slowly walked closer to the sounds.  
 
    Then I stopped just shy of a clearing in the trees, and I peered through the last part of the tree line. A handful of men in black robes were pulling tent poles from the ground and shoving them into the back of a wagon. They shuffled back and forth without speaking, and I narrowed my eyes as I realized what we’d just found. 
 
    “It’s a Green Glass Sect camp,” I mouthed to the others. “And we’re not letting them get away.” 
 
    Kendy’s face turned white with horror, while the rest of my group nodded in understanding.  
 
    I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my belt, and Nike and Laika unsheathed their blades.  
 
    I held up three fingers, then two, then one, and we leaped through the tree line to tear into the murderous bastards. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The Sect members whirled around as we sprinted toward them, and we fanned out to get as many as possible in our blitz attack. Kendy and Walla stayed just inside the tree line and crouched behind the foliage, while the rest of us looked to strike out at the Green Glass Sect bastards. 
 
    I barreled into the first man with a shoulder tackle that left him sprawled on the ground beneath me, and I dug my shoulder deeper into his chest while I gripped the Sword of Hatra and lifted it out and away from his body. Then I felt Miraya enter my spiritual sea as I jabbed my blade into the Sect member’s side under his ribs, and I twisted the empowered sword while the man howled and yelped. Finally, I stood up and yanked my sword back, and a waterfall of blood followed the blade and dumped onto the soil. 
 
    As he bled out, I turned to hear another Green Glass bastard finishing a spell. 
 
    “…as death below, bring hell forth!” he shouted with his hands up in the air. 
 
    The soil in front of him started to boil and bubble, so I ran up behind him and shoved him into the liquid pit. As soon as his body hit the magical mud, he screeched in pain. He began to sink deeper and deeper, and the more he struggled, the faster he sank. Within seconds, the mud sucked him under the surface, and a final bubble of his last breath popped before the dirt hardened and returned to normal. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I muttered and kicked a pebble that tumbled across the hard ground. 
 
    “It looked like a Caenum spell,” Alyona replied as she skidded to a stop next to me. “They’re similar to the quicksand spell Sila used against us in the tunnels. It seems we’ve found more mages who know nexus magic.” 
 
    It could be how they destroyed so much of Imunving, Miraya pointed out. Many of those spells can decimate entire populations. 
 
    “Great,” I mumbled. “Stay close. We know at least one of their goals in Imunving was to get you, and I’ll be damned if that happens now.” 
 
    “Okay.” The princess nodded and stepped closer to my side. 
 
    I turned to see Naomi cast a spell on another mage, and his lips stitched together to keep him from reciting his own spell. His eyes widened with horror as he hummed against the stitches, but no words escaped his lips. 
 
    Fucking cool. 
 
    Then Aaliyah came up behind the silenced mage and slashed her claws across his throat, and blood squirted out onto the trees and grass before she let his body drop to the ground with a thud. 
 
    Not to be outdone, I swung the Sword of Hatra and stabbed through the back of a Sect member who had crept up behind Nike and Laika. The blade pierced his skin and protruded from his belly as he dropped his sword and fell to his knees, and I put my boot between his shoulder blades and shoved him to the ground like I was peeling meat from a skewer. Nike looked up at me with a grin, and they continued to chop and slice our opponents with a fury. 
 
    I glanced over and saw the dryads had taken full advantage of the forest around us. Their hands were flat on tree trunks, and they used the limbs to beat several more of the Sect members. Meanwhile, Rebecca provided more targets as she grabbed more men and tossed them into the melee. The branches slammed into their heads and torsos, and I could hear the snap and pop of bones breaking with every hit. 
 
    I searched for Kendy and Walla and found Kendy cowered behind a tree, while Walla conjured a magical shield to protect them from a Sect mage who had cast some kind of fire spell. I recognized the jade fire spell as one of the nexus spells we’d seen in Colaruma. The green flames licked along the ground toward the sheep, and she pressed the shield out toward the fire to keep the flames away, but instead of stopping, the green fire seemed to build until it peeked over the top of her shield to continue toward its target. 
 
    “Quick!” I pointed out the fire to Alyona. 
 
    “Amoveo!” my future wife shouted and held her palms out toward the fire. 
 
    A spray of white powdery dust shot out of the princess’ hands and covered the green flames like a blanket. Her magic extinguished the fire almost immediately, and the mage threw his hood back and glared at her. Before the mage could open his mouth to start another nexus spell, I conjured a pair of fiery daggers and threw them at his face. 
 
    One fiery blade pierced his eye, and the other plowed into his throat. He gagged for a moment and tried to pull the daggers out, but he tipped over and crashed to the ground with a gurgle. His body convulsed as he struggled for air and then laid still. 
 
    “You like my move, huh?” Ravi called out as she dragged her own fire dagger across a Sect member’s throat. 
 
    “I did,” I chuckled. “You used my fire whip.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the phoenix giggled. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw another mage stalk closer to Alyona, but as he reached his hand out to grab her, I struck his arm with the Sword of Hatra, and his severed forearm fell to the ground while blood spurted from the wound. 
 
    “Noooo!” he howled and clutched his bleeding stump. 
 
    “Don’t fucking touch her!” I growled and stepped toward him again. 
 
    He looked up, and I could see his face under the black hood. He was a snake Demi-Human, and his yellow reptilian eyes flashed with anger while his forked tongue poked out of his mouth with a hiss. He waved his other arm around, and a puff of black smoke appeared on the ground between us. 
 
    Then a black rope coiled out of the cloud, and as it rose between us, a head lifted and flared out to reveal a cobra. Its fangs dripped with venom, and its hiss sounded just like the mage’s before it tried to strike. 
 
    I dodged the first blow and swung the sword to chop off its head, but my blade passed through the beast as though it was still made of smoke. I glanced past it to see the mage trying to heal his arm, and I wondered for a moment if the snake could hurt me or if it was only a distraction. 
 
    It looks like a spirit creature, but I can’t say for certain, Miraya murmured. 
 
    “Well, what’s the difference?” I demanded. 
 
    Spirit creatures can’t cause physical damage, she replied carefully. 
 
    “And I can heal myself if I’m wrong,” I muttered. 
 
    I decided to test my theory and stalked close enough for the smoky snake to bite me. Its head bobbed and then dipped to strike my forearm, and its fangs pressed against my scales but couldn’t penetrate them. 
 
    “Hmmm…” I tried to grab the creature, but my hand passed right through its scales, and I grunted in frustration. 
 
    Fuck this. 
 
    I stormed through the snake toward the mage, and he looked up in surprise as I passed through his distraction and grabbed him by the throat. 
 
    “Lord Evan, look!” Alyona pointed to the snake, and I turned to see it react as though it was being choked as well. 
 
    “Ahhh, so it is a spirit creature of yourself,” I murmured. “Well, I suppose I’ll just get rid of both of you.” 
 
    “Wait!” the mage begged and clawed at my hand. “He’s completely under my command! I can make him do what you want! Look!” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see the snake squirm around in the air, just as the mage was doing in my grip. 
 
    “Not impressed.” I smirked and squeezed the snake Demi-Human’s throat until his eyes bulged and finally closed as he gasped for air once more. 
 
    As I tossed the dead mage to the ground, the magical snake evaporated and disappeared. I whirled around to find more of the cloaked figures to hunt down, and a flash of gold caught my eye. 
 
    One of the mages wore a gold necklace over his black robe, and he was sprinting through the forest away from the fight. Only Aaliyah and one other Sect member were still engaged in combat, so I glanced over to Alyona, but she was already waving to Laika.  
 
    The wolf-warrior ran over to us and skidded to a stop. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Laika asked between gasps. 
 
    “You need to stay here with her,” I replied as I turned to give chase. “I’ll be right back!” 
 
    I couldn’t hear her response before I sprinted through the trees toward the deserter. I knew Laika would protect Alyona if any more Sect guys showed up, and I had to try to catch him. If I could catch the coward, maybe I could find out where they were planning to open more rifts.  
 
    And I had plenty of ideas for how to get the information out of him. 
 
    I followed his trail as it wound through the forest, and then I saw a break in the trees and a figure standing past the tree line. I slowed my pace when I heard the ocean close by, and I realized the man stood on the edge of a cliff. 
 
    “You can just kill me now,” the man called out without turning around. “I’m not going to hurt our cause.” 
 
    “What is your cause exactly?” I asked as I emerged from the trees and slowly made my way closer to him. 
 
    “We believe in a better life,” he replied and spread his arms wide. “It must be better than secret slaves and constant battles. Our goal is to bring peace.” 
 
    “Fear of leadership is not peace,” I argued. “Your leader is a murderous lunatic. If the Green Glass Sect was in charge of Rahma, the people would merely be afraid until they grew brave enough to fight back.” 
 
    “Fight back,” he repeated with a laugh. “They wouldn’t be able to fight back with demons on our side. The public death of a traitor would deter the rest for years until the cycle began again. Fear, bravery, death, submission. Our Great Sage has thought of everything. He is the future of our world, not the king.” 
 
    “Olivier sure thinks highly of himself, doesn’t he?” I chuckled. “You’re all insane if you think he can truly conquer Rahma like this. He may have thought of a lot of things, but he wasn’t prepared for me.” 
 
    “The dragon who thinks he can stop the inevitable,” the man sighed. “There have been many who have tried to stop the destruction the Breach will bring, but they can only slow it down. Once we have released its power, chaos will ensue until we are the only ones who can cleanse the land.” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight, you want the demons to come tear everything up just so you can fix it and threaten the people with the destruction again?” I raised an eyebrow as I took a few steps closer. “Why not just challenge the king? Oh, wait, because Olivier knows he can’t win. The whole plan seems dumb.” 
 
    “Because you are not the Great Sage,” he scoffed. “He knows exactly how to defeat the king. You cannot possibly see what his almighty power can.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” I said with a shrug. “But I also know my people already love me for helping them, not hurting them. And love is much more powerful than fear.” 
 
    “Love,” the man huffed. “What an inane idea. No one truly loves anyone.” 
 
    “I have a few lovers who love me just fine,” I pointed out with a grin. “I think it’s the Green Glass Sect’s leaders who have convinced you otherwise. They really do a good job of recruiting all the idiots in this world, but I guess that’s what cults do.” 
 
    The man looked down at his feet, and his toes hung over the edge of the cliff. A cascade of pebbles slid down the face of the cliff, and I could hear the ocean crash against the rock wall. I took another slow step, and he dropped his hands to his sides. 
 
    “If you come any closer, I’ll have to jump,” he murmured. “And I don’t know any spells for flying.” 
 
    “So, you’d rather die than admit Olivier is wrong?” I asked in surprise. “He doesn’t know as much as you think.” 
 
    “The Sage is thousands of years old!” the man insisted as he tugged at the belt of his robe. “He knows much more than a young dragon.” 
 
    “He’s an arrogant prick with a hero complex,” I spat out. “And you’re just adding yourself to his list of victims he couldn’t save.” 
 
    “Then so be it.” The man spread his arms wide again and leaned over the edge. 
 
    I sprinted forward to grab his robe, and I squeezed the black fabric until my knuckles were white. 
 
    “Stop this!” I ordered. “Give me your hand!” 
 
    The man shook his head and then finished untying the knot at his waist. Before I could react, he slipped out of the robe and fell into the crashing waves below while I held his robe in my outstretched hand. 
 
    Shit. There went my torture for information plan right off the cliff. 
 
    I peeked over the edge of the cliff, but I couldn’t see any sign of the man in the rushing water below. Blue and white waves slammed into the face of the cliff and flowed back down, but no bodies floated to the surface. 
 
    “Of fucking course,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I stormed back over to the clearing where Laika tossed the last Sect member to the side with a snort. 
 
    “He said women shouldn’t be in battle,” she huffed and wiped the blood from her sword on her leathers. 
 
    “I think it’s just because he didn’t want to lose to a woman,” Aaliyah scoffed as she licked blood from her claws. “Let alone two of us.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” I smirked and searched for Kendy and Walla, who had emerged from behind their tree. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kendy sighed. “Fighting is really not my thing, you know? But Walla, she did great. She saved my life.” 
 
    “I saw that,” I agreed. “She’ll do just fine protecting Veta, but you’ll need to be vigilant.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Walla asked, and her chubby face twisted with concern. “We got them all.” 
 
    “One of the mages jumped off that cliff,” I said as I thumbed the forest behind me. “I can’t tell if it killed him or not, but he seemed pretty sure it would. He said he’d rather die than dishonor the Sect by getting captured. Plus, there’s always more of those pricks.” 
 
    “Did he tell you anything?” Laika wondered. 
 
    “Yeah.” I frowned. “Olivier has them all convinced that they have to release the demons to destroy Rahma so they can clean it all back up and be the saviors of the country.” 
 
    “That’s… insane,” Kendy breathed. “They truly believe that?” 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “I don’t know how he gets his people, but it seems like every time we kill a dozen, twenty more are already doing some other shit. I don’t know how to stop it all until I can get to Olivier. He’s always the one pulling the strings.” 
 
    “So, what should we do?” Walla asked and clutched her necklace to her chest. 
 
    “We can train you with some more defensive spells,” Naomi offered. “Then if any of them do show up, you’ll be ready.” 
 
    “And you should probably teach the other mages as well,” Alyona pointed out. “It shouldn’t only be you defending the city.” 
 
    “Which means your guards need some work, too,” Nike added. “They can’t just run inside the palace once someone approaches the city.” 
 
    “And they learn best from their leader,” I coaxed Kendy. “I know you’re not a fighter, but you should at least be a strategist. Even if your role in battle is telling your guards what to do, they should be able to look to you for strength, not fear.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” the lynx murmured and tugged on his beard. “It would seem we have some work to do.” 
 
    “But we can do it together,” Walla reminded him with a smile. “We’ve survived many things in our marriage, and we can do this, too.” 
 
    I smiled at the couple’s obvious love for each other, and I looked over at my lovers who seemed to appreciate their bond as well. 
 
    “Let’s get back and finish the wall,” Naomi suggested. “Then we can go over some new things to use.” 
 
    “I bet we can even find some books to leave behind,” Alyona added. 
 
    “Oh, these two and their books!” Marina giggled. 
 
    “They have plenty,” Polina chimed in with a grin. 
 
    “About aaaaall kinds of stuff.” Trina waggled her eyebrows, and the women laughed as we all remembered the spell that had given Lord Vallen his virility back. 
 
    “I’ll be happy to learn all of it,” Walla replied as a smile stretched across her wide face. 
 
    I led the group back to where the path met up with Veta’s wall, and we continued around the outside of the city to build up its protections. By the time we were three-quarters around, Walla was doing the spells by herself while Alyona and Naomi dug through their books to find the best ones to give to the sheep mage. 
 
    When we walked back into the gates toward the courtyard, it was already evening. A few citizens waved to Lord Kendy and Lady Walla as we made our way to the castle, and I wondered how he’d been so successful at avoiding the slavery laws Kyro had put into place. He obviously had good motivation with his wife being a bighorn, but there were hundreds of people here who knew what was going on in Atheson and Imunving. They obviously respected what he’d done for Veta, and I was glad to have him on our side. 
 
    “We found a few books for you,” Alyona announced as we walked into the square. “I know it’s not everything you’ll need, but it’s a good start.” 
 
    “It’s a fantastic start,” Walla gushed and thumbed through the texts. “I’m grateful to have them.” 
 
    “This one shows you how to send a messenger,” Naomi said as she pointed to a page. “Then if you have more questions, you can always reach us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the bighorn sighed. “You have been of great help. I’ve studied what I can, but as you’ve probably noticed, there aren’t many reading options out here, especially when it comes to magic.” 
 
    “I certainly understand that.” Naomi nodded, and I knew she referred to having to explore well outside her home city of Kana to find books about magic when she first began to nurture her gift. 
 
    “We probably should get back to Atheson,” I suggested. “We have a few things to clean up there, and we still haven’t put anyone in charge.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who you will choose?” Rebecca wondered. 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted. “I’d hate to just pick someone without knowing much about everyone.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help,” the bear Demi-Human offered. 
 
    “I think that would be great.” I took her hand and kissed it. “Let’s go put all the pieces back together.” 
 
    We said goodbye to Kendy and Walla, and Alyona began to create the portal back to Atheson. The magical doorway appeared, and we walked through the opening into Atheson’s courtyard. 
 
    A crowd had gathered in the grassy area, and I looked around for a reason for the gathering. I couldn’t smell food or wine, so it didn’t appear to be a community dinner of any sort. 
 
    Then my attention was drawn to the porch in front of the palace, where four people stood and shook hands with various citizens. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” I turned to see one of the bighorn sheep from last night’s dinner running toward me. “Lord Evan! We did it!” 
 
    “Did what?” I raised an eyebrow as he stopped in front of me and gasped for air. 
 
    “We did the vote like you said,” he replied and bent over to catch his breath. “You said that’s what Veta was doing, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, they did,” I confirmed and looked over at the four people shaking hands. “So, who won?” 
 
    “Well, we decided to have a council instead of a lord,” he explained and then hesitated. “Is that, ah, okay?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I shrugged. “So, each of those people will be on the council?” 
 
    I noticed a male bear Demi-Human who looked familiar, a female bighorn, Krista the squirrel, and a male moose Demi-Human, and all four were talking excitedly with other citizens. 
 
    “We decided the council should have representatives from multiple species,” the bighorn said with a smile. “We’re all tired of someone feeling less than someone else because of their animal type.” 
 
    “I like it,” I agreed. “It definitely includes everyone that way.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He grinned. “Would you like to meet the new council?” 
 
    “We already know one,” I chuckled. “Thank you.” 
 
    I waved everyone over to the porch, and we walked through the crowd to approach the new councilmembers. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Krista squeaked as a smile stretched across her tiny face. “I was voted onto the council!” 
 
    “How did that happen?” Rebecca asked curiously. “You aren’t from Atheson, right?” 
 
    “True,” the squirrel agreed as she stared up at the lady bear. “But they only had three species before we got here, and they needed another representative. It made sense for all of us to choose someone from Imunving, especially since it may be a while before Imunving can even be lived in again.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Alyona murmured. “It will take some time to rid the city of miasma completely, not to mention the physical repairs.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Krista nodded. “So, I can bring in a view from another city with similar problems, and we can work on things together.” 
 
    “I like that,” Rebecca said with a slow smile. “And I see one of my brothers was chosen for the bears.” 
 
    “Ohhh, Randolph?” Krista asked and clasped her hands together. “He’s just the sweetest!” 
 
    “He can be,” the lady bear chuckled. “But he will do what’s right, that’s the important part.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed. “So, when are you having your first council meeting?” 
 
    “We just finished it,” the squirrel Demi-Human said with bright eyes. “And you need to come to the patio for the next part.” 
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. “What is it?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” she squeaked and grabbed my hand to tug me to the makeshift stage. “Hello, everyone!” 
 
    The crowd continued to murmur and chat as they mulled around the square. 
 
    Krista frowned and turned to look at Randolph, and the bear Demi-Human offered a smile and then roared. 
 
    The sound reverberated around the courtyard, and silence immediately followed as everyone turned to the patio. 
 
    “Thank you,” Krista chirped. “Now, we all know who this is, right?” 
 
    The squirrel gestured toward me, and suddenly, I felt like a game show contestant as the crowd cheered and clapped and hollered my name. 
 
    “Yeah! Lord Evan!” 
 
    “He saved us!” 
 
    “That’s right!” Krista exclaimed. “Lord Evan is the one who saved us all in some way or another over the last few days. Now, a little birdy told us he only asked for one thing in return. And the council has voted to give it to him. Who knows what it was?” 
 
    Confused whispers traveled through the crowd as they all asked what I’d asked for. 
 
    “Wait, what did I ask for?” I whispered to Krista, and she giggled maniacally for a few seconds. 
 
    “He asked for our loyalty!” the squirrel Demi-Human declared as she pumped her fist into the air. “And we say yes!” 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” 
 
    “Yeeeeah!” 
 
    The crowd went wild chanting their agreement, and their cheers echoed around the courtyard until the words melded together. 
 
    “To clarify, we agreed unanimously that you will have the loyalty of Atheson, and King Rodion has our allegiance as well,” Krista explained under her breath. “We didn’t want to specifically say ‘the crown’ until the Old Edict is replaced. If anyone else were to take over, such as when Kyro intended to do so, we don’t want to break our word. Is that okay?” 
 
    “That’s great,” I said with a grin. “Very forward thinking. It tells me your group truly considered the implications of your decision. You’ve put together a wise council.” 
 
    “Perfect,” the squirrel chirped and turned back to the crowd. “Now, it’s time to celebrate!” 
 
    The crowd cheered again, and they began to migrate past the castle in droves. 
 
    “Where are they going?” I asked. 
 
    “To the celebration, of course.” Krista cocked her head to the side before she giggled and skipped down the stairs to join the crowd. 
 
    I followed her down, and the rest of my group waited at the bottom. 
 
    “Well, that worked out,” Aaliyah chuckled. 
 
    “Indeed,” I laughed and held out my elbows to my ladies. “Shall we?” 
 
    Aaliyah grabbed one arm while Alyona grabbed the other, and the rest of my lovers grouped together to walk with me while Nike followed behind us. We followed the crowd down the road, through the alley where we’d eaten last night, and down a hill onto the beach. 
 
    We have some good memories here, Miraya giggled. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” I agreed. “Come out here, so you can enjoy the party, too.” 
 
    I could see the spirit nod from my mind’s eye before she disappeared from my spiritual sea and appeared in front of us with a flash of blinding white light. Her white hair draped past her feet and grazed the sand as she looked around her with a gratified smile. 
 
    “Ah, the air is so fresh here,” Miraya breathed. “And the ocean smells nice.” 
 
    “You don’t like the smell of my spiritual sea?” I teased. 
 
    “Well, uh, it’s just--” the sword spirit stammered for a response. 
 
    “Don’t let him bother you,” Ravi giggled. “He’s just teasing. Besides, the ocean air does smell nice.” 
 
    Miraya’s worried expression softened before she stuck her tongue out at me. 
 
    “The food isn’t quite ready yet,” Krista said as she scurried over toward us. “It will be about ten minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Krista,” Alyona replied with a smile. 
 
    “We can wait over here,” I said and pointed to the edge of the water under a pair of trees. “I have something I want to look at anyway.” 
 
    Alyona raised a curious eyebrow, but they all followed me to the beach and sat down next to me in the shaded sand. I reached into my spatial storage and took out the box I’d found in Kyro’s room, and the bejeweled lid sparkled in the waning sunlight as I opened the lid to reveal the papers. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ravi asked as she peered over my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied and pulled one of the rolls out. “That’s what I wanted to see.” 
 
    “It’s from Kyro’s room?” Rebecca asked. “I recognize the box. It was Lord Favel’s mother’s jewelry box.” 
 
    “Ooooh, a mystery,” Trina buzzed. 
 
    “We love a good mystery,” Polina chimed in. 
 
    “And we’re great at solving them,” Marina giggled. 
 
    “Well, let’s unravel this one,” I said as I unrolled the first paper. 
 
    It was a letter addressed to K, which I assumed meant Kyro. 
 
    K, 
 
    The plan is in motion, and one of the doors is already open. 
 
    You must follow through with your challenge. 
 
    We will be behind you all the way. 
 
    N 
 
    “Who’s N?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I murmured. “But it sounds like someone from the Sect was giving him updates.” 
 
    “Since he was a secret member, it makes sense the names are written in code,” Nike observed. “And since the messages were rolled up so small, I imagine they were delivered by bird, much like Mona sent hers to you.” 
 
    “Good point,” I agreed. “So, he was still in the know when we got here. And I assume the open door is referring to rifts.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” Naomi nodded. “And this one was before Kyro had actually challenged King Rodion, since the writer is encouraging him to go ahead with it.” 
 
    “So, we need to find a more recent one,” I decided. “Grab one and start reading.” 
 
    Everyone reached into the box and unrolled their own letters, and we sifted through the pages until Miraya jumped up. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she gasped. “Look at this one!” 
 
    K, 
 
    Once you leave for the mountains, stop at Pullis. 
 
    The fisherman waits for you there. 
 
    N 
 
    “Pullis?” I asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a city on the northernmost tip of Rahma,” Alyona murmured. “It’s home to almost exclusively merpeople.” 
 
    “Like mermaids?” I asked. “Like the one we met in Colaruma?” 
 
    “Leilani was kind, which is likely why she is not in Pullis,” Laika muttered. “Other merpeople are not so kind. Even her initial reaction to us was of anger, the typical demeanor of her species.” 
 
    “So, who’s the fisherman?” Aaliyah wondered. “Surely, they don’t have someone living in a fish-person city trying to catch them.” 
 
    “I have so many questions,” Naomi groaned. “This had to mean something to Kyro.” 
 
    “I think the only way to figure out what it meant is to make Pullis our next stop,” I decided. “Whoever N is, they said Kyro could stop there on his way to the mountains, and so can we.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be too difficult,” Nike agreed. “But Laika is right. Merpeople are not known for their hospitality.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to make ourselves welcome.” I smirked. 
 
    I didn’t give a shit if I offended the mermaids or anyone else that tried to stop me from getting at the Green Glass Sect. 
 
    I was a fucking badass dragon lord, and no one would stop me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The party went on for hours until the three moons of Inati were falling in the west. We ate piles of food from roasted meats to sweet rolls to some cinnamon cake thing with creamy frosting, and I was so full I thought I’d have to roll back to my chambers for the night. I definitely needed some air, so I walked away from the party and the noise to have a few moments to myself. 
 
    I stood on the beach and stared out over the ocean as my lovers danced and sang with the people of Atheson. Even Nike was partying with the newly freed sheep, and I saw the usually reserved noble crack a few smiles. I knew I should go back and join them, but I was too focused on the letters. I had to know who “N” was, especially now that it seemed Kyro had known much more than he’d indicated. The dirty bastard fooled me about being in the Sect, and I didn’t like it. I wanted to raise him from the dead and kill him myself. Again.  
 
    “Enjoying the evening?” a low voice rumbled from behind me. 
 
    I whirled around to find Randolph towering over me with a casual smile. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a nice party,” I replied to the massive bear Demi-Human, and I turned back to face the water. “My people are really enjoying it.” 
 
    “Yet, you’re way over here,” Randolph observed. “Something troubles you. Does it have anything to do with my sister?” 
 
    “Rebecca?” I raised an eyebrow. “No, she’s great. My ladies love her, and so do I.” 
 
    “Well, I wondered if you’d decided to take her as a mate,” the bear rumbled as he locked eyes with me. “She seemed rather smitten when she was talking about you earlier.” 
 
    “I don’t know how anyone could resist her.” I smirked. “She’s beautiful, smart, and a hell of a fighter.” 
 
    “In battle, Rebecca is truly in her element,” Randolph agreed and cocked his head to the side. “And I like the way you speak of her. She is not simply another concubine for you. Many men in your position keep women by the hundreds, just to say they have them.” 
 
    “Not even close,” I answered and turned to face my lover’s brother. “In my family, she is loved like she has never been before. And she gains sisters in my other lovers. No one will ever harm her. That is my promise to her and to you.” 
 
    “That makes me feel better, Lord Evan.” Randolph clapped a huge hand on my shoulder, and a soft pop told me he possibly dislocated it. “She deserves the world.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I mumbled through gritted teeth. 
 
    I could stand up for myself, but it seemed Randolph wanted me to know he would try to take me out if I ever hurt Rebecca. I knew our bond ran deep, though, and I wasn’t worried about Randolph hurting me, so I let him have his big brother moment. If I really wanted to, I could slice his paw from his arm, and he wouldn’t question my intentions ever again, but I decided to resist the urge. Still, my inner dragon growled at my decision. He always preferred the blood and guts method, while I was still learning the diplomacy shit Alyona wanted from me.  
 
    It was a never-ending battle. 
 
    “Randolph, I hope you’re being nice,” Rebecca warned as she approached us from the party. 
 
    “Always, sis,” her brother replied with a grin, and he lifted his paw from my shoulder. “Just getting to know Lord Evan. We should know each other if you’re going to be his mate. It’s normal male behavior.” 
 
    As soon as his weight lifted from my arm, my automatic healing kicked in and put the joint back into place, and I rolled my shoulders back with relief. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the lady bear said as she narrowed her eyes, and she was clearly unconvinced. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re both here. I have something to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked, and I immediately focused on her. 
 
    “Of course,” she giggled as a blush slowly crept up her cheeks. “I was just thinking about the next step in the fight against the Green Glass Sect. I assume you plan to head to Pullis.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s where we’re going,” I replied with a quirked eyebrow. “And I assume you’re coming, too.” 
 
    “You do?” A grin stretched across Rebecca’s beautiful features. “I wasn’t sure if--well, I mean, I wanted to, but I hate to impose. Unless, ah, you really want me to go?” 
 
    “Wait,” Randolph interjected before I could answer, and the massive man furrowed his brow. “Leave Atheson?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “It’s her choice, but we would all love for her to join us. We have several more cities to go to before we reach King Rodion and end our campaign.” 
 
    “What campaign?” the male bear demanded as he crossed his thick arms over his chest. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The king asked the princess and me to travel to all the major cities,” I explained. “He wanted the leaders to get to know me before we officially announce our engagement. Many people are still scared of dragons--” 
 
    “With good reason,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I agreed. “The ones before me weren’t all great, and that’s why Rodion wanted the people to know me personally. Once Alyona and I are married, we’ll be next in line for the throne.” 
 
    “Right,” Randolph murmured as he pursed his lips. “And we’ll be loyal to King Rodion until you take his place. And Rebecca, you’ll be along for this hectic ride?” 
 
    “Yes!” Rebecca cried out, and her grin threatened to split her face in half. “I’d love to go!” 
 
    “Are you certain, my sister?” Randolph asked with a look of concern. “You could always stay here and help me with council things. You’re brilliant, and the people love you.” 
 
    “You were voted in, Randolph,” his sister reminded him. “Not me. The people chose you for a reason. You’re great at finding solutions for everyone. And you’ll be a fierce defender of our city. I assume you’ll be taking over the guards?” 
 
    “Yes, I volunteered to handle them,” he confirmed and nodded. “I just have to decide who to keep and train.” 
 
    “Are they still in the pit?” I wondered. “And what about Gregorio?” 
 
    “Ah, Gregorio,” Randolph chuckled, and the sound was such a deep rumble I felt it in my own chest. “Yes, the others are still in the pit until I speak with them, but my old friend and I will be having a few words first. He is a warrior at his core, and his blind loyalty made him stupid.” 
 
    “You know him?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the big bear laughed. “And he knows who would win a fight between the two of us. I won plenty of them as cubs, so I don’t think he’ll be questioning my leadership, though I will use his knowledge of the guards and training to my advantage.” 
 
    “Smart plan,” I agreed. “What are you going to do with the guards who are still loyal to Kyro?” 
 
    “Banish them?” Randolph scratched his beard in thought. “I’m not sure. I suppose that’s the beauty of a council. I don’t have to decide by myself.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “And I’m available to come back and kick some ass if needed. Lady Walla in Veta knows how to send me a messenger now.” 
 
    “Or you can use the falcons,” Rebecca pointed out. “Whatever way you choose, you can get in touch with us. You aren’t doing this alone. Besides, you’ll still have Red, Rexin, and Roper.” 
 
    “Our brothers can be helpful, I suppose.” Randolph smirked, and then softened his expression for his sister. “But we will miss you.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you, too,” she sighed and wrapped her arms around her brother. “I needed an adventure, and this one comes with a loving family and a powerful mate. I couldn’t ask for more.” 
 
    “Then I’ll support your decision,” Randolph murmured, and he squeezed her tight against his chest. 
 
    “Thank you.” Rebecca grinned and released her brother. “Now, let’s get back to celebrating!” 
 
    Randolph nodded, and the two returned to the party arm-in-arm. I watched as the giant bear Demi-Human offered his hand to Krista, and she smiled gleefully before she joined him on the dance floor. He towered over her by a solid two feet, but they danced together happily among the other citizens. 
 
    I wondered for a moment what a bear-squirrel baby would look like, and then I shook my head to clear away that god awful image. 
 
    I wanted to leave every city as happy as Atheson. The people were free, the horrible leadership was gone, and everyone was full of joy, but I didn’t know if we’d have the same ending in Pullis if the merpeople were as callous as everyone said they were. It would be a challenge, but the peninsula had been its own challenge.  
 
    At least we didn’t have to send it into the ocean, which we should probably tell Rodion. 
 
    The waves had slowed to little ripples that lapped at my boots, and I realized the music and conversation had died down. I turned to see the crowd was dispersing back into the city, and Nike and my lovers made their way over to me. 
 
    “Ready to get some sleep?” Alyona asked as she stood on her toes to give me a kiss. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “It’s been a long couple of days, and we need to get up early tomorrow. It will take us a few days to get to Pullis.” 
 
    “Let’s get some rest, then.” The princess looped her arm through mine, and we sauntered back to the castle. 
 
    I started to turn left toward our rooms, but I remembered the other hallway Rebecca and I had used to get to Kyro’s old quarters. 
 
    “Hey, the council members haven’t moved in yet, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Rebecca replied with a grin. 
 
    “Then we’re going this way,” I decided and turned right toward the stairs. 
 
    I heard a few confused murmurs, but they followed me upstairs to the hallway that held Kyro’s chambers. I opened the first door and found a single bed Nike quickly claimed before he rushed inside. The noble’s silver eyes were dim with exhaustion, and he waved goodnight before he shut the door. 
 
    Then I opened Kyro’s door and continued down the hall to open three more. Each of the rooms featured a huge California king bed, and my lovers scattered among the quarters to get some sleep. As much as I wanted all of them to follow me to Kyro’s old room, I had to let them get some rest. 
 
    Only Alyona and Laika followed me into the fancy chambers, and I kicked off my boots as I walked inside. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Laika’s voice was low and quiet. 
 
    I turned around to see the wolf-warrior and my fiancée wearing only matching expressions of desire. 
 
    “We’re not tired yet,” Alyona whispered as she stepped forward and ran her hand down my chest, and her amethyst eyes were dark with lust.  
 
    “Me, either,” I rumbled, and when I lunged out and snatched both women around their waists, they exploded into giggles.  
 
    Sleep would have to wait. 
 
    The next morning, the sun creeped in the window, and I rubbed my eyes as I sat up in bed. The black silky sheets were wrapped around Alyona and Laika’s naked bodies, and my blood rushed south with the memory of last night. 
 
    “We really need to get going, my lord,” Alyona murmured without opening her eyes. 
 
    “I knoooow,” I groaned and threw the blankets from my legs. “Let’s get everyone up.” 
 
    “I’m up, I’m up,” Laika muttered, and her bushy gray tail flicked out from under the sheets. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go get the others,” I chuckled as I swung my legs over the side of the bed and got dressed. 
 
    Then I traipsed out of the room while they got dressed and knocked on the doors down the hall. 
 
    “I’ll go get breakfast started and the wagon from the stable,” Nike volunteered and stepped out into the hallway. “We have a long day ahead of us.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be downstairs soon,” I replied with a nod. 
 
    My fellow noble headed down the steps as Ravi, Aaliyah, and Miraya popped their heads out of their room. 
 
    “Is it really morning already?” Ravi yawned, and the phoenix knuckled at her sleepy blue eyes. . 
 
    “It should be against the law to be morning so soon,” Aaliyah grumbled and stifled her own yawn. 
 
    “I feel very refreshed.” Miraya smiled and stretched. 
 
    Her white robe lifted to reveal the top half of her thighs, and I had to readjust my trousers before I cleared my throat and continued waking up my lovers. 
 
    When everyone was ready, we descended the stairs and hung around the corner to head for the dining room. I could smell eggs frying, and some kind of meat sizzled in a pan as we dropped onto the benches next to the table. 
 
    “Hopefully, the council gets some better seats in here,” I grumbled before I realized Kyro’s old chair was missing. “I was going to upgrade, but it seems we have a missing seat.” 
 
    “It’s one of a few things the council decided to burn,” Krista squeaked as she scurried in from the kitchen. “We obviously need to keep the palace, but we don’t need all the gaudy things Kyro kept around to feel important. So, we opted for a bonfire.” 
 
    “Nice,” I hummed. “I can get behind that.” 
 
    The squirrel Demi-Human dipped her head with a smile and laid baskets of toast on the table. 
 
    “There’s more food on the way,” Krista continued. “We hired a few staff for guests and events at the palace.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Alyona said with a smile. “Your council seems to be doing well already.” 
 
    “Yeah, no one wants it to be like it was before,” the squirrel agreed. “So, we’re working hard to make things better. The staff are paid and given the option to stay in the castle.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” Rebecca sighed. “I think Atheson will become better than ever before.” 
 
    “Thank you, milady,” Krista giggled. “We’ll try our best.” 
 
    The women continued to chat about future plans for the city while the staff brought trays of the eggs and slices of boar meat to the table, and I inhaled a big whiff of the various flavors as I loaded my plate and dug in. The boar meat tasted like ham but more robust, and the eggs were cooked perfectly as the yolk broke across my tongue. 
 
    As I piled food on my third plate, I looked up to see everyone else had finished and was waiting on me.  
 
    “Sorry, dragon appetite.” I grinned and shoveled my breakfast into my mouth before we all stood from the table, and I started to follow them outside when a familiar sound peeled around the room. 
 
    Alyona sighed and pulled the white jade hand mirror from her spatial storage to answer her father’s magical call. She waved the others outside, and I joined her in the living area to speak with the king. 
 
    “Good morning, Father,” she greeted Rodion. 
 
    “How were the other two cities?” He cut right to the chase, and I could just hear a few men yelling behind him. 
 
    “Imunving was destroyed by the miasma and a Tiburon,” Alyona sighed, “but Veta was saved. We came back to speak with Kyro, but it seems he was a member of the Green Glass Sect, and the cursed tattoo killed him before we could.” 
 
    “Did you say a Tiburon?” His Eminence gasped, and his violet eyes widened in shock. “I haven’t seen one in ages.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was interesting,” I answered. 
 
    “Was?” the king repeated and raised a white eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, he killed dozens of people,” I said with a shrug. “And he admitted to luring Alyona there to kill her, so I made an executive decision.” 
 
    “Then he deserved to die,” King Rodion hissed before he cleared his throat and calmed himself. “You’ve done well. It seems our backup plan was unnecessary.” 
 
    “I told you it would be,” I replied, and Alyona nudged me in the ribs with her elbow. “We’re very good at helping people, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I can see that,” he murmured, and I saw a glint of respect and admiration in the king’s gaze. “Where is your next stop?” 
 
    Alyona explained the letters I’d found in Kyro’s room, and Rodion’s face showed a whirlwind of emotions from surprised to confused to apprehensive. 
 
    “Any advice for dealing with merpeople?” I joked. 
 
    “Well, they do not like teasing,” he deadpanned. 
 
    “Noted,” I muttered. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Be straightforward,” the king advised. “The merpeople are genuine but not generous. They will want to know why you’re there and how it benefits them.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty selfish,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “This should be interesting.” 
 
    “Indeed,” King Rodion agreed with a frown. “Be careful. The merpeople are ruthless when necessary, though they are not known for inciting violence. They are, however, known for ending the lives of those they perceive as a threat.” 
 
    “So, don’t go in guns blazing,” I mused. 
 
    “Guns blazing?” His Eminence echoed, and he blinked at me with utter bewilderment. 
 
    “Like, ready to start a fight,” I explained. “Anyway, be calm and diplomatic. We can do that.” 
 
    “Good,” he replied with a nod. “Keep me apprised.” 
 
    “We will, Father,” Alyona promised. 
 
    With that, she ended the connection and slipped the mirror back into her storage. 
 
    “I thought he would be more upset about you killing the Tiburon,” she murmured. 
 
    “Not when the other option is risking your life,” I pointed out. “He and I will always agree on that.” 
 
    Alyona smiled and pecked me on the cheek before we rose from the chairs and headed for the door. 
 
    We walked outside where Nike had the wagons out of the stable and loaded up with our belongings, and just past the wagons, about three dozen Atheson citizens milled around chatting and watching the front door of the palace. 
 
    “There they are!” one of the bear Demi-Humans called out and pointed at us. 
 
    The rest of the crowd began to stir and get excited about our exit as they all congregated near the wagons. 
 
    “Are you leaving, Princess Alyona?” a small voice whispered from below the patio. 
 
    We looked down to see Ura peeking through the railing. The young bighorn had wrapped her arms around herself, and she looked up at us with her big brown eyes full of sadness. 
 
    “We are, Ura,” Alyona confirmed, but she walked down the steps to embrace the young sheep. “It is our duty to continue our journey.” 
 
    “But what about finding my family?” Ura sniffled with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I think you’ll find a couple of people who are willing to help continue your search,” the princess said as she gestured to Krista. 
 
    The squirrel Demi-Human skipped down the stairs and stood next to the bighorn. Even being seventy years Ura’s senior, Krista was still a foot smaller, and she looked up at the girl with a smile. 
 
    “I’ll be interviewing every sheep Demi-Human family in Atheson until we find them,” Krista vowed. “Until then, you’re welcome to stay with me in the palace. I’ve already sent the staff to retrieve your things from your… previous home, and a few of them volunteered to get anything else you need from the market.” 
 
    “The palace?” Ura’s brown eyes widened in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” the squirrel chirped. “You will be my ward until we find answers for you.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Ura squealed and wrapped her arms around Krista. 
 
    The smaller Demi-Human nearly disappeared under the bighorn girl, and Alyona grinned at the two. 
 
    “Now, we must be leaving,” the princess declared. “But I’ll be reaching out to check in on your progress.” 
 
    “Thank you, milady,” Ura replied with a deep bow. “I’m forever grateful to you.” 
 
    “No need to be so formal, sweet Ura,” Alyona said, and she fondly touched the girl’s cheek. “I’m happy to help someone I care about.” 
 
    Ura blushed and nodded before she hugged Alyona once more, and the rest of my lovers joined in and hugged the young bighorn before we began to mosey toward the wagons. 
 
    Then a few citizens came forward to thank us and say their goodbyes, including Randolph and the other councilmembers. 
 
    “Please, don’t hesitate to send us a messenger if you need anything,” I told the bear Demi-Human as I clasped his massive hand in my own. “We’re here for our people.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Randolph replied with a slow nod. “Your work here has been life-changing.” 
 
    “And now, we need to continue to change lives across Rahma,” I said and gestured toward the wagon. “Let’s load up.” 
 
    My lovers finished their hugs and hopped into the wagons. Laika, Alyona, and Rebecca climbed into the first wagon, while Miraya, Ravi, and Aaliyah piled into the next one. The dryads and Naomi were next, and Nike stepped up into the last wagon alone. Then I pulled myself onto the lead wagon, and we were off. 
 
    Laika whipped the reins, and the horses started on a slow trot toward the city gates. Many more shouts of thank yous and goodbyes followed us all the way out, and we finally left the city and entered the quiet valley outside the gate. 
 
    “Wow, what’s this place?” Rebecca asked as she looked at the rocky, tree-covered walls around us. 
 
    “Uhh, I’m not sure it has a name,” Laika replied with a frown. “You’ve never been past the gates?” 
 
    “Not this direction.” The lady bear shrugged. “Occasionally, we’d go to Veta for their market, but most of us weren’t allowed to come and go as we pleased.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re about to be blown away,” Alyona giggled. “This is merely a path to the peninsula. Rahma is vast beyond this.” 
 
    Rebecca’s smile lit up her face, and Alyona and Laika began to tell stories about all the places they’d been to around Rahma. 
 
    We traveled as long as we could before we had to stop and eat, and Laika steered the horses toward a basin that descended to touch the ocean. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Rebecca breathed as she hopped down from the wagon, and her eyes were wide and glistening with awe. 
 
    “You should see the view of the ocean from the Mihireti Mountains,” Alyona replied, and her own amethyst gaze grew distant with nostalgia. “It would take your breath away.” 
 
    “Well, one day, we’ll have our own palace in the mountains,” I chimed in. “Then you can see all the views you want.” 
 
    “I can’t wait!” the bear Demi-Human giggled, and the smile she flashed me was radiant. “Thank you, Lord Evan. This life you’ve offered me… never in my wildest dreams did I dare to want so much.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet.” I smirked as I reached out and took Rebecca’s hand. “Just wait till we return to the Lunar Palace in Hatra. You’ll never want for anything else in your life. I promise.” 
 
    “Ooooh, Lord Evan will even make you your own chambers in the palace!” Trina chimed in with a bright smile. “We all have our own personal spaces! Like, ours is filled with plants.” 
 
    “Yeah, and Lord Evan will craft your room to your exact specifications,” Marina added.  
 
    “And connect it to his own room,” Polina giggled and winked. “We’re never far away from the lord… in case he needs us.”  
 
    “And I always need you,” I chuckled.  
 
    “It all sounds so lovely,” Rebecca sighed with a wistful smile.  
 
    “Yes, it does,” Naomi mumbled and looked down at her feet. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said, and I lifted the lizard’s chin to face me. “You’ll have your own room, as well. And I’ll make sure it has plenty of room for books.” 
 
    “I will?” Naomi’s smile lit up her entire face as she peered into my eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a grin. “The Lunar Palace is where all my family can feel at home.” 
 
    My lovers continued to tell Rebecca about Hatra and the palace as we sat on the beach and ate a quick lunch, and once the horses were watered and rested, we got back on the path to Pullis. 
 
    I wanted to get there as soon as possible, so our journey continued with quick stops and two overnight campouts as we made our way to the city mentioned in Kyro’s letter. The Green Glass Sect already had whoever the fisherman was there, and that meant they could have already opened the rift there as well. 
 
    It was on the third day in the afternoon when I started to wonder if we’d headed in the right direction. Finally, though, Laika pointed ahead of us, and I could just see a stone tower. It looked like a lighthouse, though a flame burned at the very top instead of a rotating spotlight. 
 
    “Is that Pullis?” I asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” Laika replied as she squinted her gray eyes. “That’s where it looks like on the map.” 
 
    We approached the tower cautiously, and we soon stopped at an iron gate that wrapped around the front and sides of the tower and then disappeared into the ocean behind it. 
 
    “Who needs gates underwater?” I chuckled. 
 
    “That does seem strange,” Alyona agreed with a frown. 
 
    “Please state your business,” a man’s voice commanded from within the tower. 
 
    “Uh, we need to see your leader,” I answered as I looked around for the man who’d spoken. 
 
    “We are closed to visitors,” the man replied. 
 
    “Even royal visitors?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Suddenly, a door that had blended perfectly into the stone slid open, and a man stepped out into the sun. 
 
    His neon purple hair was braided in rows that fell to the middle of his back, and his tan chest was bare except for a tattoo of a fish on his left pec. He wore a pair of loose-fitting black shorts, his feet were bare, and his eyes were a blazing green as he looked us up and down. 
 
    “Royal?” he repeated in a low voice that lacked conviction. “Without announcement?” 
 
    “We like to surprise people with our visits.” I shrugged and met his eyes. “So, we’d like to come in now.” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t simply allow you passage,” he replied as he shook his head. “It is not my decision. Besides, you won’t be able to get to the Duke and Duchess as you are.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I demanded. 
 
    “Because the royal seat is there.” The man gestured toward the water behind the tower, and I blinked in surprise as realization set in. 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    Pullis was an underwater city. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 12 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Dragon Emperor 12! 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. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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