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    Chapter 1 
 
    “Oh… my… gods,” Alyona’s quiet voice broke the silence. 
 
    My soon-to-be wife stared at the scrawled writings of the merman mage Nian’s journal, and her creamy skin flushed a deep red with excitement. As the princess of the White Jade Sect, she was set to become the next ruler of Rahma and had spent most of her life studying magic. She was a brilliant priestess, and her beauty was nearly as impressive as her skill. Her stark-white hair was twisted back into a braid that fell halfway down her back, and her black forelocks were tucked behind her ears as she dragged her finger down the page. 
 
    I swallowed the bite of fruit I had in my mouth and looked over the princess’ shoulder to the text spread across her lap. After Alyona and the other women of our family spent the first day of our travels planning our wedding, she’d returned to studying the journals once my other lovers decided to get some sleep. Even now, they were just starting to awaken for the day, while she’d barely slept before her nose was back in the books. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I tried to decipher the mage’s loopy handwriting. “Did you find the Sect’s plan?” 
 
    I knew the Green Glass Sect had planned something big to try to finish opening the Breach, but we’d only solved bits and pieces so far. We knew they wanted to open rifts to the underworld, and we’d already shut down one of them. I just hated the feeling of being a step behind them and their leader, Olivier. The slimy bastard was number one on my list of people I wanted to tear into shreds and roast until he was nothing but ashes. 
 
    “No,” the princess replied with a shake of her head. “I found out how Nian grew his strength to travel by portal wherever he wanted across the realms.” 
 
    “You did?” My mouth dropped open as I remembered the brief view I’d had of New York City through a portal to Earth when we were in Nian’s house. “How? What did he find? How did he do it? Can we do it?” 
 
    The questions tumbled out as the thought of making our own portals filled my mind. We could travel literally anywhere. This was huge. 
 
    “Hold on,” Alyona giggled. “One question at a time, my love. Yes, I believe I did find it, but it wasn’t quite what I expected. You know that box of coins we found?” 
 
    I pictured the plain wooden box we’d found at the mage’s house. It contained thin metal coins with a leaf engraved on each side. They looked cheap, almost like plastic, and I was surprised they meant anything other than free games at the local carnival. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t tell me they actually do something,” I replied with a sarcastic grin. “If you like those, you’d be very impressed with what I could win you at the fair. I’m talking huge stuffed animals.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a fair or a stuffed animal is, but you always impress me.” Alyona’s smile could light up the world. “If I’m reading this right, Nian imbued the coins with some of his own power, then he basically just waited, recharged his strength, and combined it with the coin’s magic when he wanted to open a portal.” 
 
    “So, essentially, he doubled his own magic with the coins?” I asked and lifted my eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    “Exactly,” she confirmed. “Plus, even if he went to a world without magic, he could still activate a coin to reopen the portal. He was never without some power. Quite brilliant, actually, since the historical texts have always predicted that some worlds do not hold magic.” 
 
    “Incredible,” I breathed. “But how did he know about all the other realms? How would he know about Earth?” 
 
    “I think that’s where I stopped,” Alyona murmured and traced her finger down the page. “Yes, here. It says Olivier kept hundreds of ancient writings in his lair--” 
 
    “Lair?” I snorted. “Is Olivier some kind of super villain now? I’m going to start calling him the Joker.” 
 
    “You say the strangest things, my love,” the princess giggled as she continued to read. “It looks like Olivier had books about something Nian referred to as the Origination story. I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Origination of what?” I wondered and ran my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “I’m not sure…” Alyona trailed off and flipped the page. 
 
    “Could it be the origin of Rahma?” Laika asked from the front seat. 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human glanced over her shoulder, and her steely-gray eyes scanned the pages of Nian’s journal on Alyona’s lap. Laika was a warrior and the leader of the Blue Tree Guild, but despite her tough exterior, the wolf Demi-Human had a kind heart, which I felt strongly after we’d created our soul bridges. She was fierce and loyal to the princess, and anyone who tried to harm Alyona was likely to meet the wolf-warrior’s broadsword. 
 
    “I think it has to be even older than that,” the princess murmured and traced the scrawled writing. “Much older, in fact.” 
 
    “So, like, the Origination of the realms?” I asked with a touch of disbelief. “How would he possibly have knowledge that old?” 
 
    “Well, we really don’t know how old Olivier is,” Alyona pointed out. “We know he had a hand in opening the Breach, and that was a long time ago. And he uses blood magic, so there’s no way of knowing how many he’s killed to stay alive for as long as he has.” 
 
    The lifespans of people in Inati were still amazing to me. My adoptive parents, Ruslan and Julia, were both several hundred years old. While Ruslan was a fox Demi-Human, Julia was a human, and yet they both had learned to cultivate and extend their lives far beyond the normal span of people on Earth. Olivier, on the other hand, had a tendency to sacrifice others to extend his life, and after I’d found his cave full of sacrificed children, I knew he would have to die for what he’d done. 
 
    “I think the Origination is something we need to find out more about,” I decided. “But right now, I want to know more about opening our own portal. If we could bring Aunt Emma here from Earth, she could be at our wedding.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful!” Alyona gushed. “I can’t wait to meet her!” 
 
    “She’s going to love you,” I said with a fond smile. “She’ll love all of you, though that might take some getting used to for her, like it did for me.” 
 
    “Oh, right, you didn’t have many harems on Earth,” Laika chuckled.  
 
    When I’d already made my feelings clear to Alyona, I was surprised to discover she wanted me to invite Laika into our relationship and our bed. Our family had snowballed from there, and now I had a harem of lovers, as well as an egg waiting to hatch and a centauress pregnant with my child. My dragon mate, Valerra, didn’t travel with us, so she could stay at our palace in Hatra with our egg and her sister’s egg, but I was ready for the day when we could all live in the White Jade palace together with dozens of little dragon kids running around. Alyona and I getting married would be the first step of making our family official, and then I would fill her womb. 
 
    “Well, any harems that existed were frowned upon,” I laughed. “I’m sure a few people had them, though. And cults, but that’s a whole other ball game.” 
 
    “I don’t know why anyone would frown upon them,” the wolf said with a twitch of her furry gray ears. “Ours has been very lovely.” 
 
    “People on Earth tend to be a little more self-centered,” I explained with a shrug. “They’re all so wrapped up in themselves, and they think their partners should be, too. It’s probably why I could never find a relationship that made me happy before I met you.” 
 
     “It’s like you were always meant to be here,” Alyona exhaled. “Maybe that was your destiny all along.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” I agreed and linked my fingers through hers. “Now, what do we need to do to get these coins to work for us?” 
 
    “I think I understand the spell, but I want my father to look things over before we do anything,” the princess replied. “It could be a disaster if we messed it up.” 
 
    “We’re only a few hours away,” Laika said and pointed straight ahead. “Once we reach that path, we’ll have to slow our pace. The road is very winding.” 
 
    “Cool, we’ll show the king once we get there, and hopefully, we’ll be able to make our own portals soon.” I looked over my shoulder to the wagon behind us, where the dryads kept watch over Ravi’s rebirth. “Doing okay back there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Polina called out. “But something is happening.” 
 
    Laika pulled back on the reins to stop the horses, and we hopped down from the wagon. Then I climbed up next to the dryads as they crowded around the otra veza, Ravi’s rebirthing box. 
 
    Ravi was a phoenix princess, and she’d felt a strong urge to go through her rebirthing process after we spent nearly a week underwater in the city of Pullis. So, her feathery body had turned to golden ashes, and we’d kept them covered in her otra veza while she finished the process. It was vital to phoenixes’ rebirthing that their ashes didn’t get wet or separated, or they wouldn’t be able to return to their full form. 
 
    The three dryad sisters had volunteered to keep watch over the otra veza, but now their jade faces were pale with worry. Polina chewed on her green fingernails, while Trina and Marina had their arms wrapped around each other. The sisters’ long, emerald hair was braided down their backs, and I could see goosebumps dimpled on their green skin. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded as I tried to see past the dryads to the box. 
 
    “The ruby lit up so bright,” Trina explained and pointed to the jewel on the lid of the otra veza. “It was nearly blinding, but then it just stopped.” 
 
    I looked down at the black obsidian box with the normal-looking ruby on top, and I frowned as I knelt down to get a closer look. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Aaliyah asked as she, Rebecca, Miraya, and Naomi trotted up beside the wagon with Nike close behind. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human’s amber eyes searched the area for any signs of a threat, and her long claws were extended just in case. Her dirty-blonde hair was free of its normal braid and cascaded down to her hips in perfect curls. She was built like a professional athlete with her long legs and sinewy muscles, and she was one hell of a hunter.  
 
    “Is it Ravi?” Rebecca sucked in a deep breath and looked over the side of the wagon toward the otra veza. “Is she alright?” 
 
    Rebecca was a bear Demi-Human and another of my warrior women. Her round brown ears stood out from her straight auburn hair, which was currently billowing in the wind behind her. A look of concern had distressed her feminine features, and she clasped hands with Naomi as they tried to get a glimpse of the rebirthing box. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s okay,” Naomi assured her. “The dryads would never let anything happen to Ravi’s box.” 
 
    The dryad trio smiled at Naomi with adoration, and the lizard Demi-Human blushed at their loving look. Her magenta hair was cut into a blunt bob at her chin, and her matching pinkish-purple scales wrapped around her throat and down her slender body. The image of her beautiful naked form flashed through my mind, and I had to shake my head to focus on the situation at hand. 
 
    “So true,” Trina agreed and batted her green eyelashes. “We only worried because the ruby was bright, but now it’s back to normal.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s our sign to open it?” I wondered. “Like she’s about done?” 
 
    “The timing would be right,” Miraya murmured from behind me. “She said about a day.” 
 
    Miraya was the spirit of the Sword of Healing, one of twelve Noble Swords spread across the kingdoms of Inati. She used to live inside the blade, but I’d taken her as one of my lovers, and now, she preferred her gorgeous corporeal form over living in my spiritual sea. She wore a nearly transparent gown over her slender pale body while her white hair draped the ground at her feet, and her bright-blue eyes were focused on the otra veza as we pondered our next move. 
 
    “I don’t think she’d have room to come out if we didn’t open it,” Nike pointed out as he ran his fingers through his jet-black hair. “That box isn’t big enough for her bird or human form.” 
 
    Lord Nikolaus was a fellow Noble of the Sword, though he carried the Sword of Light. He also happened to be my best friend, and he’d had my back through every step of this crazy adventure through Rahma over the past year. Though he looked very young, he was older than I was, and his swordsmanship skills were a huge asset in our battles. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to open it,” I decided and reached down for the lid. “Just make sure we’re all ready for anything.” 
 
    A few nods and agreements later, I gently lifted the lid to reveal the red velvet interior of the otra veza. Ravi’s golden ashes were in the center of the box, and before I could finish opening the lid, they started to glow. The light from her ashes glowed brighter and brighter until a golden beam poured out of the box like a spotlight into the sky, and the ashes rose from the velvet and swirled around in the light as though a breeze caused them to twist and dance in the air before us. 
 
    Then the ashes started to take shape, and I soon recognized the form of claws, then a narrow torso, wings, and finally the shape of Ravi’s phoenix head. The light glowed so bright, I shielded my eyes from it, and then it was gone. 
 
    I dropped my hand to see Ravi in her beautiful phoenix form sitting on the red velvet of her rebirthing box. Her red, orange, and gold feathers seemed even brighter than usual, and she stood tall with her bird head held high. 
 
    “Wow,” Marina gasped. “You look…” 
 
    “Stunning,” Trina finished after a moment. 
 
    “Brilliant,” Polina added with a mesmerized smile. 
 
    “I feel about a million times better,” Ravi announced in the happy trill of her bird voice. “I needed that.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I opened the lid,” I chuckled. “And I’m glad you feel better. Are we ready to keep going? We’re getting close to the palace.” 
 
    “Yes, I can feel the Breach getting nearer,” Miraya sighed and frowned. “The feeling of doom is growing stronger.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Ravi agreed and fluttered her wings. 
 
    A column of flames appeared at her feet and scorched up her feathery body as her human form took shape. Her long, creamy legs were covered by her bright-red robes, and her orange hair fell down her shoulders in wild feathery waves. The smell of a smoky campfire emanated from her ginger tresses, and her blue eyes were bright with excitement as she inhaled the mountain air. 
 
    “We better get moving,” I declared in my best superhero voice. “We have an evil plan to stop.” 
 
    We dispersed back to our wagons, and Laika set the horses into motion. She guided us onto the winding road through the mountains that would lead us to the palace, and I found myself lost in thought as we bumped along the precariously narrow road. 
 
    I thought again about my Aunt Emma, and I hoped she’d done okay without me for the past year, or however long it had been back on Earth. She had a handful of friends, but if she wasn’t at her antique store, she was usually with me or by herself. She would spend hours poring through Google to find the next big thing for her store, and then she looked like a kid in a candy store as soon as the box arrived.  
 
    I prayed to whatever gods existed between both realms that my messenger had made it to her. 
 
    But if it had, why hadn’t it returned yet? 
 
    Of course, inter-realm travel was probably long for the little dragon, but it had been almost a week. 
 
    I couldn’t think like that, so I focused again on getting Emma here for the wedding and the Redimi Vincio ceremony. What would she think of this world? She’d always said I was closer to the magical elements of Earth than I would admit, and now I knew she was right. Various antiques had always drawn me in at her shop, and I always ignored the pulls because I just never truly believed the things I’d felt and heard. 
 
    Maybe it was because I never heard from the only ghost I really wanted to: my mom. She’d been gone for years, but I never quite grasped the reality of her death. It was like if I accepted her death, she would never reach out to me, which was probably complete bullshit, but I couldn’t help but wonder why I’d never felt like her spirit was completely gone. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by a sudden poof, a sound I’d only heard one other time. 
 
    My messenger dragon appeared amidst the puff of smoke and soared over to me like my musings had actually summoned it. Then it landed on the wagon rail and opened its mouth to play its message. 
 
    “Evan?” My throat swelled at the emotional crack in my aunt’s voice. “Oh, God, don’t let this be a trick. Is it really you? Oh, I guess this thing is just recording me or something. He’s just sitting here looking at me. Anyway, I love you, too, and I miss you so much! I’ve never stopped searching for you. I knew you were alive somewhere. I hope you get this.” 
 
    The dragon closed its mouth and cocked its head to the side before it disappeared in a wisp of smoke. 
 
    “It made it,” I breathed as my heart hammered inside my chest. “It actually made it to her. And she’s there! She remembers me!” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she remember you?” Alyona wondered with a confused expression. 
 
    The scenarios from old movies of erasing me from my aunt’s memory seemed crazy now, but I shook my head and grinned at my fiancée. 
 
    “It’s stupid,” I chuckled. “But now, we know.” 
 
    “Now, we know,” she echoed with a smile. 
 
    I looked up the side of the mountain and clenched my jaw. I was even more determined now to open that portal, but Laika wasn’t kidding about taking the twisted path slowly. The horses barely trotted forward, and I felt like a kid on Christmas Eve as I waited less than patiently for us to reach the palace. I considered flying ahead by myself, but I didn’t want to be a complete prick. 
 
    So, I held it in for the last two hours of our journey through the mountains. Alyona and Laika talked about the wedding, but I couldn’t focus on the details. The only part of the ceremony I was worried about was having Emma here in time for it. 
 
    Then I saw it, and my jaw slowly unhinged at the sight. 
 
    The White Jade Sect’s palace was massive. Tall, white towers rose high into the rolling black clouds in the sky. A glowing circle with intricate designs seemed to be projected onto the dark clouds, and it spun in a slow orbit overhead. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked Alyona as I pointed at the circle.  
 
    “My father’s seal,” she sighed. “He must have had to add even more to it for it to be visible like that.” 
 
    The white surface of the palace glistened with the glow of purity, and stained-glass windows adorned the columns on either side of the enormous front door. One huge stained-glass window sat above the door. The green and silver panels of the mosaic formed the image of a silvery sun rising over mountains, and I got the distinct feeling Rodion was the sun depicted in the windows. 
 
    The only thing that took away from the castle’s breathtaking beauty was the Breach. 
 
    Despite the king’s seal, I could feel the aura of death and destruction that seeped out from the hole, and as we started across the long bridge to the palace, I looked down into the valley below and got my first glimpse of the Breach. 
 
    It looked like the world had opened its jagged mouth to swallow every creature alive. A deep-purple glow radiated from the hole, and flickers of black swam back and forth beneath the surface. The Breach stretched for miles past the mountains as though it had cracked the world in two, and the demons of the underworld waited for their chance to break free from the seal Rodion had held in place for ages now. 
 
    My group gasped and gawked at the Breach until we finally reached the courtyard in front of the palace. Warriors dressed in pure-white armor marched across in front of our path and stopped only to salute the princess before they continued with their duties. 
 
    A human man suddenly burst out the front door with at least ten different emotions flitting across his face. His blond hair was tied back into a ponytail that draped down his back, and his brown eyes were filled with concern as he rushed over to us. 
 
    “Your Highness, you’re home!” he gushed and lifted a hand to help Alyona down. “His Eminence has been anxiously awaiting your arrival.” 
 
    “Thank you, Castor,” Alyona replied as she gracefully stepped to the ground and turned to me. “Castor is my father’s most trusted advisor.” 
 
    “Which is my greatest honor,” the man added with a subtle bow. 
 
    “And where is my father?” the princess wondered as she glanced past Castor toward the palace. “He didn’t come to greet us?” 
 
    We all climbed down from the wagons and took in the bustling scene around us. Dozens of more guards shuffled back and forth, while servants seemed to appear from out of nowhere to guide our caravan to the stables. 
 
    “Ah, King Rodion has not left the balcony above the Breach in over a week,” Castor answered with a deep frown and turned to point behind him. 
 
    On the right side of the castle, a large balcony jutted away from the building and hung over the poisonous tear below us. I could see a white-haired figure in a high-backed chair that faced the Breach, and I knew Castor had been spot on about the king’s activities. 
 
    “Then you need to take us to him,” I decided as I gripped Alyona’s shaking hand. 
 
    I figured she was worried about her father’s use of power to keep the demons in the underworld, and it was only a matter of time before he needed to rest. 
 
    “Of course,” Castor agreed before he cocked his head to one side. “You must be Lord Evan. His Eminence speaks highly of you.” 
 
    “That’s me.” I smirked and gestured to the door. “We can finish the introductions later.” 
 
    “Oh, right, yes,” Castor fumbled for his words. “Ah, this way, my lord, Your Highness.” 
 
    The advisor scurried to the front door and headed inside. We followed him into a huge entryway with curved marble stairs that rose along both sides of the room and connected in the middle of a second-floor loft that overlooked the entrance. Our footsteps echoed around the marble room until we stopped behind Castor. 
 
    “Incredible,” Ravi breathed as we looked around the room. 
 
    “I, ah, don’t know if everyone should go up to His Eminence’s chambers or…” Castor trailed off and glanced at Alyona with obvious desperation. 
 
    “No, I’m sure he wouldn’t want all of us there,” Nike agreed and nodded toward me. “You and the princess should go. We’ll see what’s for dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods, I’m famished!” Aaliyah sighed and looked to her left then her right. 
 
    “Ah, to your left, milady,” Castor advised her. 
 
    “Thanks,” the lioness purred. 
 
    Aaliyah and Nike led the others through the doorway, and then we followed the advisor up the staircase to Rodion’s room. We walked down a long, carpeted hallway decorated with various paintings and tapestries of mages and priestesses engaged in magical battles until we reached a shimmery white door with a purple and green flame embossed in the middle. It was obviously a magical design, and it danced and flickered with our approach before the door opened inward. 
 
    “After you,” Castor said with a bow. 
 
    Alyona and I took slow steps into the dark room, and torches lit up along both walls before we stopped at a set of black curtains that reached from the ceiling to the floor. I glanced over at Alyona, who looked just as confused as I felt before Castor yanked the curtains open. 
 
    Sunlight poured into the room as the balcony was revealed, and we could see the chair where Rodion sat facing the Breach. The seal in the sky was even clearer from up here, and it seemed to hover just ahead of us as we made our way to the chair. 
 
    “Father?” Alyona nearly whispered as we came closer to the white seat. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods,” Rodion sighed and rose from the chair with a soft groan. “I was starting to wonder if you’d gotten lost.” 
 
    His chuckle ended with a cough, but he ignored it as he turned and wrapped his arms around Alyona. His snow-white hair appeared dingy instead of its normal bright white, and the bags under his eyes looked like he carried the baggage of the whole country. In a way, he did. He was clearly worn out from keeping the Breach at bay. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Father,” Alyona admonished with a smile. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Rather tired, my child,” Rodion sighed again and slumped back into the chair. “I can hardly rest, but the demons continue to claw at the seal with fervor. There are thousands of them, and only one of me.” 
 
    “I hate that you’re doing this alone.” The princess frowned as she crouched in front of the king and took his hands in hers. “I should have been here helping you.” 
 
    “If you had been here, you wouldn’t have spoken with the Oracle or found the Redimi Vincio ceremony,” he reminded her with a smile. “It could end all of this.” 
 
    “I know,” she agreed and sighed. “I can just see how exhausted you are.” 
 
    “Not for much longer, I hope,” the king replied before he looked up at me. “How was the great city of Pullis?” 
 
    “Weird,” I answered with a shrug. “But we got their allegiance and closed that rift. Plus, we got rid of some thugs from the Green Glass Sect, so I feel pretty good about it.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Rodion said and squeezed Alyona’s hand. “I truly hope the Redimi Vincio ceremony works, as I’ve noticed an odd change to the Breach in recent weeks.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I narrowed my eyes at the king’s new information. 
 
    “It seems to have become somewhat, ah, magnetic,” Rodion answered, and his face creased with a frown. “It’s begun to draw people in somehow. The first few people tumbled into the Breach before we could react. They walked over the edge without hesitation.” 
 
    I pictured the citizens of the Mihireti Mountains walking forward with their arms out like zombies as they inadvertently sacrificed themselves to the Breach. 
 
    “How awful!” Alyona gasped and covered her mouth. “Why? How?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly what’s pulling them in,” Rodion admitted. “I just know the urge takes hold, and they follow it over the edge without thinking or speaking to anyone about it. We had to build a barrier, and I had to enchant it to deter them from fighting the guards.” 
 
    “So, you’re using even more strength to keep people out?” I wondered. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I must.” He nodded and rubbed a tired hand over his furrowed brow. “I have to keep the people safe, and lately, it has been with both the seal and the barrier. I’m not only keeping the demons in, but I’m keeping my people out.” 
 
    “Gods, that sounds terrible,” I muttered and looked out over the balcony. 
 
    I could see the stone wall that sat along the jagged edges of the Breach, and several of the warriors we’d seen earlier were posted along various intervals to guard it. 
 
    “It hasn’t been pleasant,” Rodion murmured and forced a smile. “But soon, it will end. Now, what do we need for the ceremony?” 
 
    Alyona began to list the items required for the Redimi Vincio ceremony, while Castor pulled a quill and parchment from thin air to take notes. He may have been a human, but it seemed he also had some magical abilities. 
 
    “And we’ll need the traditional marriage attire,” the princess finished. 
 
    “You intend to combine the ceremonies?” Rodion’s white eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Is that in the book?” 
 
    “It’s optional.” Alyona pulled the book from her spatial storage and flipped to the page. “Adding a marriage helps strengthen the bond in the eyes of the gods, and since we planned to marry anyway, we should take advantage of everything we can.” 
 
    “I agree,” her father replied with a nod. “Anything we can do to please the gods and help us out of this situation would be most desirable.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the princess said and offered a gentle smile. “You won’t have to fight alone much longer, Father.” 
 
    “I already feel better with you here,” he replied. “Now, what else do we need for the ceremony? And how soon do you want to do it?” 
 
    “I think tomorrow evening will be plenty of time to gather supplies,” Alyona decided. “We also need you to look at one more spell.” 
 
    Finally, we were talking about the coins. I was so past ready to focus on opening that portal. 
 
    The princess opened Nian’s journal, flipped to the page she’d found on our way to the palace, and laid it across her father’s lap. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked as I peered over the king’s shoulder. 
 
    “I think I need to read it, dear dragon,” Rodion chuckled as he leaned over the book and scanned the page. “Who was the mage that did this?” 
 
    “His name was Nian,” Alyona answered. “He was a member of the Green Glass Sect, and it seems he traveled extensively to gain more knowledge and grow his power.” 
 
    “Ahh, the merman,” the king sighed. “Word of his travels had often reached us here at the palace, but I was focused on the Breach and didn’t have time to investigate him. So, he found a way to imbue his power into an object?” 
 
    “Yes, these coins.” The princess pulled the box from her spatial storage and showed her father the thin discs inside. 
 
    “Interesting,” he murmured. “I don’t see why you wouldn’t be able to use them. They still hold power, regardless if he is living or dead at this point.” 
 
    “So, we can make a portal?” I clarified, and I couldn’t contain my excitement anymore. “Just like that?” 
 
    “It seems so.” Rodion nodded and smiled. “You have somewhere to be?” 
 
    “Only long enough to bring someone back,” I said with a grin. “I want all of my family to see me marry the love of my life.” 
 
    “A noble goal indeed,” he murmured and rubbed one of the coins between his finger and thumb. “Castor, bring the rest of Princess Alyona and Lord Evan’s friends up here. I imagine they will want to be part of this journey.” 
 
    “At once, Your Majesty,” his advisor replied and scuttled back through the room toward the hallway. 
 
    “Now, have you ever opened a portal to a place you have not been?” Rodion asked. 
 
    “No, I’ve only traveled to familiar places, or at least places I’ve read about,” Alyona answered with a frown. “Will that be a problem?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he murmured. “But Lord Evan will have to help you open it, so you can ensure you travel to his realm.” 
 
    “How do I help?” I pursed my lips as I tried to recall how the princess performed the portal spell. “I haven’t done much spell magic.” 
 
    “Alyona will open the sails, while you will essentially steer the ship,” Rodion explained. “As she casts the spell to open the portal, you must imagine the place you need to go.” 
 
    A thousand images flitted through my mind as I pictured everywhere on Earth I’d traveled. New York City was my hometown, but I’d been all over the eastern United States, not to mention a couple times in Canada and a college spring break in Mexico. 
 
    “Just like, where I want to go?” I wondered. “Or everything about that realm?” 
 
    “No, it must be exactly where you want the portal to open,” the king said in a firm voice. “You don’t want to end up a thousand miles from your destination.” 
 
    “Right, not Mexico, then,” I mumbled. 
 
    Rodion and Alyona began to discuss the use of the coins, and my mind wandered to the issue of the Breach. How many lives was Olivier going to take before we could shut down his plan? These were innocent people wandering into the abyss filled with demons who wanted nothing more than to creep into our reality and destroy everything we knew and loved. The thought made me sick to my stomach, though at least part of that was nerves at the idea of traveling to another realm in just a few minutes. 
 
    “This place is magnificent!” Ravi’s excited voice cut through my thoughts as she and the rest of my companions trickled out onto the balcony. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s really nice,” Rebecca agreed and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Your family has grown,” Rodion observed as he stood and looked over the group. “I am King Rodion, and it is a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “It’s an honor, Your Majesty,” Trina gasped as she fell to her knees in front of the king. 
 
    Her sisters joined her on their knees and bowed in front of the king. Miraya looked around with wild eyes for a moment before she copied their movements with Naomi and Rebecca right behind her. Aaliyah and Laika followed suit, while Nike took a knee behind them. 
 
    I introduced each of my lovers, and Rodion’s eyes widened at the mention of Miraya. 
 
    “The spirit of the Sword of Healing?” the king asked as Miraya rose to her feet. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” the spirit confirmed and offered him a stunning smile. 
 
    “What an honor to meet one of the Noble Spirits,” Rodion said before he took her hand and kissed it. 
 
    “Oh, the honor is mine, Your Majesty,” Miraya nearly whispered. 
 
    “It’s wonderful to meet all of you,” the king declared and turned back to face me. “Now, what is your plan once you arrive on Earth?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, I was just going to go to my aunt’s shop and find her,” I murmured. “Should I have a bigger plan?” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” he replied. “I just believe it’s best to be prepared. Is everyone going with you? Castor will prepare rooms for anyone who is staying.” 
 
    “Shit.” I chewed on my bottom lip as I looked over at my women. “Actually there are no Demi-Humans or dryads walking around New York. They would really stick out. Well, New Yorkers are pretty good at ignoring weird shit, but I don’t want to press our luck.” 
 
    “What about me?” Ravi asked, and her blue eyes looked up at me with hope. 
 
    “Hmm…” I looked the phoenix up and down, and the only thing that might catch a second glance other than her stunning beauty was the collection of orange feathers that adorned her hair. “I doubt anyone will think twice about your feathers when you’re in human form. You should be good.” 
 
    “Yay!” Ravi grinned and clasped her hands together. 
 
    “I don’t like the princess going somewhere I can’t protect her,” Laika insisted and clenched her jaw. 
 
    “I know,” I murmured. “But I don’t see any other way.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Laika,” Nike chimed in and lifted his chin with a noble air. “Lord Evan and I won’t let anything happen to her.” 
 
    The wolf-warrior seemed somewhat relieved at his statement, but she still crossed her arms over her armored chest with a sigh. 
 
    “I guess we can’t go undercover there, like back in Colaruma.” Marina pouted. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I frowned. “While the city is full of some unique people, I think you guys would draw a lot of unwanted attention. I don’t want anyone to try to follow us back through the portal.” 
 
    “Alyona could cast a spell to make us look more… normal.” Trina wrinkled her nose at the word, but the dryads were obviously desperate to see Earth. “Right?” 
 
    “I don’t want to risk it,” I replied firmly. “We don’t know if magic exists there. I never saw it until the moment the dragon mask brought me here, and I don’t even know how that thing worked. If we cast a disguising spell and it wears off once we get there, we’re going to be in trouble.” 
 
    “Good point,” Alyona agreed. “We can’t put you three at risk or worry about anyone giving us extra attention and trying to follow us back through. We have enough to deal with right now.” 
 
    “I’ll be staying as well,” Rodion announced and looked over at my women. “I could use some help preparing for the ceremonies.” 
 
    “That would be so lovely!” Polina clapped her hands together. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Castor will show you the list, and I’ll join you once they’ve gone through the portal,” he decided and gestured toward his advisor. 
 
    The dryads, Rebecca, Aaliyah, Laika, and Naomi followed Castor into Rodion’s chambers, while Nike, Miraya, Ravi, Alyona, and I geared up to venture into another realm.  
 
    My old realm. Earth. I had to keep picturing New York City, not the zombies at the Breach or Mexico. 
 
    Alyona took my hand, and Rodion handed each of us a coin from the box. 
 
    “Now, you shouldn’t all need to use these, but we don’t know if magic actually exists in this realm, so you may need this to activate yours,” he explained. “Keep it on your person at all times. If I understand the mage’s journal, your time with the open portal may be limited, so pay attention to the time you spend.” 
 
    “Yeah, just pop in, talk to my aunt, and bring her back,” I said with a nod. “Easy peasy.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” Rodion agreed. “Here we go.” 
 
    The king handed a second coin to Alyona, who gripped it as she closed her eyes and drew a circle in the air. I watched in fascination as the sparks of her white magic glittered on her fingertips, like electricity passed from her body into the air. She murmured a few words under her breath, and a circle began to form in front of us. At first, the center was dark, like it was night time in the city, and I wondered briefly if everything was how I remembered it. 
 
    Hopefully, it was just regular old New York and not some fucked-up version where something like the Breach had happened. Oh, man, and what if time didn’t work the same? Surely, it wasn’t like a hundred years in the future. I guess I’d know if I saw robot cars or something. Shit, I needed to focus. 
 
    Then a snap of lightning crackled from Alyona’s fingers to the portal as it finished opening, and I could see a skyscraper from the New York skyline ahead. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I called out over the crackles of her magic. 
 
    Alyona nodded as I pulled her to the portal, and we stepped through to the other realm with Miraya, Ravi, and Nike right behind us. My boot hit the concrete, and it jarred me for a moment as I looked around. 
 
    Before I could grasp what I’d seen, a series of black numbers appeared in my vision, much like the status check I accessed while healing people. 
 
    1:00. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    Then it almost immediately changed. 
 
    00:59. 
 
    My confusion must have been written all over my face because Alyona immediately squeezed my hand again. 
 
    “My love?” she whispered. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I think we have one hour,” I answered as I stared over her head at the numbers in my view. “Well, fifty-nine minutes now.” 
 
    “You can see how much time remains on the portal?” Nike narrowed his silvery eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, like a video game… never mind,” I chuckled at his blank expression. “It doesn’t matter. I got us pretty close to where we need to go. Emma’s shop is right over there.” 
 
    I pointed a few blocks down the street when I realized something was different. It was dark, but it wasn’t night. Then I looked up and realized the sun was blocked by huge gray and yellow clouds that filled the sky. They crackled and popped with an electric current overhead, and my head swiveled back and forth as I took in the rest of the scene. 
 
    The streets were deserted, and giant holes had taken out chunks of road. Cars sat at odd angles in the road and on the sidewalks with hunks of metal missing to reveal the frames. Street signs were riddled with bullet holes, and traffic lights hung down and swayed in the breeze like loose teeth. 
 
    “Gods, how do they get those buildings so tall?” Ravi gasped as she stared up at a skyscraper. “They’re touching the clouds! And wait… what are those shiny wagons?” 
 
    “They don’t touch the clouds,” I murmured as I scanned the wretched landscape. “And those are called cars.” 
 
    “Does it, ah, always look like this?” Alyona asked with a waver of uncertainty in her voice. 
 
    “No,” I muttered. “What the hell is going on here? Emma didn’t say anything about this.” 
 
    00:57. 
 
    “Maybe we should still look at her shop,” Ravi suggested. “If something bad happened, would she hide there?” 
 
    “Most likely,” I agreed and frowned. “Come on.” 
 
    I jogged around the gaping potholes and eyed the dusty windows along the sidewalk. Then I looked back at the portal and realized it was blocked from view by a pile-up of smashed cars, which would hopefully keep anyone else from noticing it, even though the area looked deserted. I thought I’d be comforted by the familiar sights of a Chinese restaurant and a 7-Eleven, but the windows were filthy or broken, and I didn’t see any fellow New Yorkers at all. No taxi horns honked, no babies cried, not even the constant ring of bicycle bells or cell phones. 
 
    It was completely unsettling for NYC to be so damn quiet.  
 
    The only consistent noise was the electric crackle of the clouds buzzing over us, and I looked up at them again with annoyance. I needed to know what the fuck had happened to my city. 
 
    We made it the last block to Emma’s shop, and it looked just as deserted as the others, though something else was different. I stopped before I grabbed the handle and stared at the glass door. 
 
    “Is this it?” Miraya asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “It’s supposed to be,” I grunted and then pointed at the words on the glass. “But her shop is called Auntie’s Antiques, and this says Spare Parts.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Alyona groaned. “What have we done?” 
 
    “Or rather, where have we gone?” Nike pointed out. “This place has been nearly destroyed by something.” 
 
    “But by what?” I muttered as I shielded my eyes and stared up at the crackling clouds. 
 
    A high-pitched squeal traveled across the sky overhead and zoomed away before I could catch a glimpse of what made the sound. It sure didn’t sound like a bird, and it gave me a bad feeling in my gut, but I had to be sure Emma wasn’t here. I couldn’t risk leaving her in this godforsaken place if this is what had happened to Earth. 
 
    I twisted the knob and pushed the door to walk inside, but instead of her dozens of antique jewelry, decorations, and clothing, the room was filled with metal. Nuts and bolts, robotic body parts, a collection of wiring, and hundreds of other parts were shelved or in boxes around the room. 
 
    “What in the world is all this?” Ravi asked as she held up what looked to be a robotic hand until the fingers twitched. “Oh!” 
 
    The phoenix dropped the metal appendage back into the box with a clank, and she shivered as she tucked her hands against her body. 
 
    “Well, it’s certainly not what my aunt normally sells,” I replied before my dragon hearing picked up the shuffle of movement through the door that led to the storage area in the back. 
 
    I held my finger up to my lips as I crept closer to the door. 
 
    Then I heard the long-forgotten sound of metal sliding against metal before a bullet was chambered into place. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    I threw my arm out to push my companions against the wall. I had no idea how a bullet would affect them, and the last thing I wanted was to get someone shot while we looked for my family member. 
 
    I pictured the storage room in my mind, and I knew it was expansive with many places to hide. I had to sort out where the shooter was before I could make my move. 
 
    So, I opened my mouth to send out a wave of my echolocation magic, but nothing happened. 
 
    The fuck? I guessed magic really didn’t work in this realm. Shit.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Alyona whispered. 
 
    “My magic isn’t working.” I frowned as I tried to conjure a fireball in my hand, but my palm remained empty. “No fire, no echolocation, nothing.” 
 
    “The coins,” the princess hissed. “Use yours.” 
 
    I reached into my pocket and gripped the coin in my fist. The surge of power coursed through my body, and I felt the electrifying energy of my magic return. 
 
    Then a second timer appeared below the first with gold numbers instead of black. 
 
    00:59. 
 
    I turned back to the door and sent out the echolocation wave, and the magic returned to me with the image of two figures crouched just inside the door on either side. The one on the right held the gun, while the other held some other bat or stick. 
 
    “You stay here,” I ordered. “I don’t know how well my healing will work here, and they have a weapon that could easily kill you.” 
 
    “Are you sure, my lord?” Nike asked as he drew the Sword of Light from his waist. “I don’t want you to go in alone.” 
 
    The clocks in my vision read 00:52 and 00:58. 
 
    “I have my magic right now,” I replied. “We need to save as many of the coins as we can since there’s no magic here, and we only have so much time.” 
 
    “Then yell if you need me,” the noble grunted as he gripped the handle of his blade. 
 
    I nodded and then conjured a fiery shield on my right arm and dove through the doorway. 
 
    As soon as I crossed into the room, shots rang out. The bullets plowed into my shield with more force than I was expecting, and I tumbled into a pile of boxes that clanged and crashed to the ground. I scrambled to my feet to face the attackers, and I sucked in a quick breath. 
 
    The gunman gripped his weapon with a fleshy hand, but his left side was something other than human. Metal plates covered that side of his face from his cheekbone down his neck, and even his arm and hand. It seemed the metal traveled all the way down the side of his body, since his left foot clanked against the ground when he took a step toward me. 
 
    The other man, if you could call him that, had only a human head. The rest of his body looked like a robot. The stick I’d seen with my echolocation was an extension of his arm, and it looked like a thick metal club had been screwed into his elbow. His thick metal torso was peppered with dents and dings, as though he’d been through a few fights, and his dark eyes peered at me with a sense of both confusion and rage as he lifted his club arm to charge me. 
 
    “What the hell are you guys?” I muttered as I switched my shield to my left arm and conjured a fiery sword in my right hand. 
 
    “We could ask you the same thing,” the gunman hissed as he aimed for me again. “How can you make a hologram that stops bullets?” 
 
    “It’s not a hologram.” I smirked and held up the shield. “And your bullets don’t scare me. I only came here to find someone, not fight you.” 
 
    “Too late,” the clubhand growled. “You got a fight.” 
 
    He ran toward me and brought his club arm down to try to smash my head, but I blocked the strike with my shield and swung my fire sword across his torso. The flaming blade collided with his metal body with a hiss as it began to slide through the silvery surface. 
 
    The robot guy stumbled backward as I yanked my blade out of his body, and a section of his hot metal plating melted and dripped down to the floor. He gripped the wound with his hand as he stared at me in disbelief. 
 
    “How did you do that?” the gunman demanded as his finger slipped over the trigger. “The melting point of tadium is much too high for a simple human to contain!” 
 
    “I’m not a simple human,” I snarled and took off at a sprint toward the gunman. 
 
    With the swiftness skill I’d acquired, I crossed the room before the half-robot could squeeze the trigger. Then I plowed my shoulder into his chest, and I heard the clunk of my fire shield as it connected with his metal-plated sternum. We hit the ground and tumbled ass-over-teakettle before I rolled and sprang to my feet above him, and his gun skittered across the concrete floor and hit the wall behind me. 
 
    The man looked up at me with frantic eyes and tried to crawl past me toward his weapon, but I planted my boot on his shoulder and shoved him backward to his rear. He held his hands up in surrender as I pointed my flaming sword at his throat, and I glanced over my shoulder at his clubhand friend, who held his dripping torso and stared at me with bewilderment. 
 
    Before he could make a move, I shot a wad of my silky web magic at his metal feet, and he swayed back and forth as his legs stuck to the ground. 
 
    Then I turned my attention back to the gunman, and his glare had shifted into a deer-in-the-headlights look. 
 
    “Get up,” I ordered and gestured to his friend. “Stand over there.” 
 
    The half-man rose to his feet in slow, creaking movements before he walked over next to the clubhand and turned to face me with his hands still in front of him. I added a set of webbing to his feet and then another layer around each of their arms to pin them at their sides. 
 
    “Now what?” the former gunman grunted. “Kill us?” 
 
    “Not if I don’t have to,” I shot back before I called out to the others. “It’s all good. You can come in now.” 
 
    Nike held his blade out as Alyona, Miraya, and Ravi followed him into the storage room, and their mouths dropped open as they stared at the cyborg men I’d trapped in the middle of the room. 
 
    “What the hell are those things?” Nike asked after a moment. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied. “But I’m about to find out. Fast.” 
 
    The clocks had dropped to 00:44 and 00:50 after my battle with the metal-plated guys. 
 
    “You can torture us, but you can’t have our stuff,” the clubhand growled as he twisted his shoulders against the sticky binding. “We ain’t scared of a freak like you.” 
 
    “I’m the freak?” I chuckled and pointed at myself. “You’re half-robots.” 
 
    “Hey, he’s a lot more than half!” his companion argued. “We’d be full-bodied if we could! We just have to keep scavenging. Parts are hard to come by.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I narrowed my eyes at the pair. “So, you want to be robots?” 
 
    “We can’t become actual robots, obviously.” Clubhand rolled his eyes dramatically. “But less flesh means less death. Haven’t you seen the news?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” I muttered. “What happened here?” 
 
    “The virus, dude,” the gunman said with a note of annoyance. “It wiped out everyone who didn’t have at least some robotic additions. We have to keep adding parts because the virus is still here, but it can only live off flesh.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that, but we wouldn’t be here for very long. 
 
    “So, you had to make yourselves cyborgs to survive it?” I prodded. “What kind of virus is that?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what in the gods’ names is a cyborg?” Ravi cut in with an exasperated sigh. “I am so lost!” 
 
    “Cyborgs are part-human, part-robot,” I explained as I recalled the movies I used to watch. “I never thought they would truly exist.” 
 
    “Bro, cyborgs have been around since the Y2K War,” the clubhand said. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “The Y2K War?” I echoed and scratched my head. “There was a big rumor about a computer virus called Y2K, but it turned out to be nothing.” 
 
    “It was definitely not nothing,” the gunman argued. “Once the clocks hit midnight that night, missiles were launched, and nuclear war began. It took almost ten years to settle down.” 
 
    “Even then, the war didn’t end because humans stopped fighting,” the clubhand agreed. “We just had to focus on the robots that began to think for themselves.” 
 
    Holy shit, it was like one of the movies I’d seen forever ago. Robots had come to life and taken over the planet, which explained the apocalypse vibes of the clouds outside. 
 
    “So, you’ve been dealing with robots and viruses and all this shit for years?” I wondered. 
 
    “Yeah, man, it’s been wild,” the gunman confirmed as he squirmed against his web bindings. “We just have to find more robot parts so the virus doesn’t kill us. So, can you just, like, let us get back to that?” 
 
    “Was this store ever filled with antiques?” I ignored his question to get back to what I needed to know. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the clubhand replied with a frown. “It’s been a parts store for years. The chick who owned it was killed by the virus, and no one ever took it over. We realized it was deserted, and we decided to get some free shit. Tadium is the best metal, but we take what we can get. I mean, we aren’t the greatest guys, but we just want to stay alive.” 
 
    “We’re in the wrong realm,” I announced to my companions. “I fucked up somewhere in the spell. Shit!” 
 
    “What do you mean by spell--” the clubhand started to ask. 
 
    “It’s okay, my love,” Alyona assured me. “We have more coins. We can try again.” 
 
    “And honestly, I have to say I’m a little relieved you aren’t from this place,” Ravi added as she glanced around and shuddered. “It feels almost as gross as Pullis.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree.” Miraya nodded her head. “It’s so… dirty here.” 
 
    “I don’t know that my New York will be much better in that aspect,” I chuckled. “But at least there shouldn’t be any cyborgs running around.” 
 
    Suddenly, the upper clock in my vision flashed red as it flipped to 00:30. The numbers continued to beam a neon red, and I knew something was up. 
 
    “So, are we good?” the gunman asked carefully. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we have to go,” I muttered. “We’re running low on time.” 
 
    “I thought we had an hour,” Alyona murmured and frowned. “Has it been that long already?” 
 
    “No, but the clock is red now,” I explained. “I don’t know what it means yet, but that’s never good.” 
 
    I sliced my fire sword through the webs to free the looters, and they looked at each other in disbelief. 
 
    “Y-You really are letting us go?” the clubhand asked as he narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
    “Yeah, just don’t try anything stupid,” I warned. “You wait in this room for five minutes. Then you can go.” 
 
    “Of course, yeah, whatever you say,” the gunman agreed and nodded his head vehemently. 
 
    “If you don’t wait, I’ll know,” I said as I took a threatening step closer. “If you thought my sword was hot, just wait to see what else I can do.” 
 
    The cyborgs stared at me with open mouths as I tipped my head back and blew a small column of flames toward the ceiling. Then I looked back at their stunned faces and winked. 
 
    “You are amazing,” Miraya giggled as I led my group back out into the storefront. “Those men have no idea what just happened.” 
 
    “Well, that makes three of us,” I grumbled. “How did I send us to this version of my realm? Also, the fact that there are not only multiple realms but multiple versions of those realms is fucking with my mind.” 
 
    “Let’s just get back first,” Nike suggested. “We can discuss it with the king and figure out what to do once we’re back home and safe.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed as we stepped back into the odd-colored sunlight. “Let’s get back to the portal.” 
 
    We trotted down the road, and another of the ear-piercing squeals zoomed overhead. I wondered if it had anything to do with the robot takeover, but I couldn’t worry about that right now. This world had its own problems, but I couldn’t be the hero for everyone. 
 
    “What happened to the portal?” Miraya asked as we rounded the broken-down cars that blocked the view of our portal from wandering eyes. 
 
    “It looks… smaller.” Alyona cocked her head to the side as we looked through the window to our realm. 
 
    The red clock in my vision flashed 00:28. 
 
    “Maybe when it turned red earlier, that’s when it started to shrink,” I offered. “Like it’s running out of magic from the coin.” 
 
    “Then we definitely need to go now,” Nike grunted. “I don’t want to be stuck with these weird metal people.” 
 
    I laughed as I grabbed Alyona’s hand, and we jogged through the portal onto King Rodion’s balcony. 
 
    His Eminence sat in his chair while the rest of my lovers sat around him with wreaths of flowers in their laps, and they all looked up with excitement as we re-entered the realm of Inati. 
 
    “Finio,” Alyona commanded as she held her hand out to the portal. 
 
    The circle closed with a snap of violet lightning, and we all sighed with relief. The dual clocks in my vision disappeared without warning, and I knew the coin magic had stopped once we returned. 
 
    “Ah, where’s Aunt Emma?” Aaliyah asked and peered past Alyona and me to see only Nike, Miraya, and Ravi behind us. 
 
    “Wrong world,” I muttered and pursed my lips. “I did something wrong.” 
 
    “You imagined your city, right?” Rodion tapped on the arm of his chair with a long spindly finger. “The place you wanted to land?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I was worried about a bunch of other things,” I admitted. “I was picturing the zombie people walking into the Breach and all the things that could have gone wrong in my world like that, and somehow, we ended up in some world-ending version of Earth.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose worse things could have happened,” the king chuckled as he looked up at me with a sparkle of amusement in his purple eyes. “At least now you know two things.” 
 
    “Two?” I repeated in confusion. 
 
    “Yes, one is, of course, the importance of focus,” he replied as he ticked the numbers off his fingers. “And two is that you can travel to places you’ve never been.” 
 
    “Wow, I guess that’s true,” I agreed and blinked in surprise. “That does give us more options for traveling in the future, I suppose.” 
 
    “Exactly.” The king grinned. “Now, are you ready to try again?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I said with a smile as I looked over at the princess. “Are you?” 
 
    “Just don’t take us to anywhere like that again, please,” she giggled. “I didn’t like those cyborg creatures.” 
 
    “Creatures!” Laika gasped and jumped to her feet. “I knew I should have gone with you! I can wear a scarf over my ears or something.” 
 
    “And your tail?” I chuckled. “You don’t have anything to worry about, Laika. I took care of the cyborgs before they even got a glimpse of the princess. It will be fine, I swear.” 
 
    “Ugh, I know you’ll protect her,” the wolf Demi-Human pouted as she plopped back onto the ground and picked up her stack of flowers. “I just don’t like being so far away from the two of you. I feel remiss in my duties as part of the Royal Guard.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I assured her. “We won’t be gone long. The portal only stays open for one hour.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” Rodion hummed as he pulled another coin out from the box and handed it to Alyona. “Let’s try again.” 
 
    “Oh, I need another one, too,” I said with a sheepish grin. “I had to use it to activate my magic so I could fight off the cyborgs.” 
 
    “Ahh, so, all the realms must not contain magic.” The king’s face looked deep in thought. “That is quite a discovery.” 
 
    “And one we’ll have to focus on later, Father,” Alyona prodded him. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he chuckled as he handed me another coin. “We’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I nodded and clasped hands with Alyona once more. Then I closed my eyes and focused hard on my home city with no distractions this time. I pictured the busy streets of New York, specifically the alley that ran next to my aunt’s shop. Now that we knew the portal was visible, I needed to plan ahead to make sure we weren’t seen. 
 
    “Patefio,” Alyona intoned as she drew the familiar circle of her portal with her delicate finger. 
 
    The crackle of lightning echoed across the balcony as the window began to open and revealed the grimy, dank alley I remembered. I only went there to take out the trash, but the smell was unmistakable. 
 
    “That’s it!” I exclaimed and tugged Alyona with me. “Let’s go!” 
 
    The princess and I jogged through the portal with Nike, Miraya, and Ravi right behind us, and as soon as my foot touched the sticky pavement, I knew we were in the right place this time. 
 
    I took a deep breath of the smoggy air, and the clouds were simply gray instead of the bruised color of the cyborg world. I could see a bright-yellow taxi ease its way into traffic just past the busy sidewalk in front of us, and I heard the familiar sounds of bicycle bells and honking horns. 
 
    The black clock entered my vision and flipped to 00:59. 
 
    “I think you were right about the dirty part,” Ravi said with a grimace as she lifted her boot, and a wad of gum stretched between the road and her foot. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” I laughed as I led them out of the alley and into the bustling streets of New York. 
 
    The air was filthy, and the sidewalk was crowded with people chattering and texting on their phones as they blissfully ignored the magical portal that had opened in the alley next to them. 
 
    “What are those things they all carry?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “Cell phones,” I replied with a shrug. “I thought I’d miss mine, but I didn’t even notice I didn’t have it anymore. It’s to talk to people wherever you are, kind of like the mirrors you and your father use.” 
 
    “So, there is magic here?” Miraya wondered. “I thought you didn’t have it before you came to Inati.” 
 
    “It isn’t magic,” I explained. “It’s just science and technology. It’s too much to get into all the details right now, but trust me, these people have no idea what real magic is.” 
 
    Alyona opened her mouth to respond when a horn blew right in front of us. The sound was normal to me, but my party all covered their ears with astonished expressions as the sound seemed to go on and on for nearly ten seconds before the driver gave up. 
 
    “What was that?” Ravi gasped, and her blue eyes darted around with concern. “A warning?” 
 
    “Of sorts,” I laughed. “It’s a car horn. Those metal things with wheels, people can drive them where they’re going. Well, they can try, but traffic here is awful, hence the car horn, so a lot of people just walk or ride bikes.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the phoenix murmured, but she scooted closer to my side like she was seeking comfort. “So, where do we go?” 
 
    “Over there.” I pointed down the block to my aunt’s shop. “I put us in a little different place this time, so we’d be more hidden.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Nike agreed. “Now, let’s go.” 
 
    A few heads turned at our fantastical attire, not to mention the gorgeous women at my sides, but mostly, no one gave us a second look. It wasn’t too unusual to see people in costumes walking the streets of New York, but I knew even the people here would have noticed my beautiful Demi-Human lovers. 
 
    “What in the world is that smell?” Alyona’s face lit up as her head swiveled back and forth to find the source. “It smells so… delicious.” 
 
    “Delicious?” I looked around. “Oh, it must be the hot dogs.” 
 
    A hot dog stand sat near the road facing the shops, and the vendor was fighting his way through a dozen people lined up for their orders. 
 
    “Can we have one?” Ravi asked as she eyed the cart as well. 
 
    “Uhh, I don’t have any money here,” I answered with a frown. “Maybe Emma will get you one.” 
 
    “They don’t barter?” Miraya wondered. 
 
    “Not usually,” I chuckled. “People here like cash or credit cards. They don’t care much for random things as payment.” 
 
    “Ugh, I hope your aunt has ‘a cash’ for us to borrow,” Ravi grumbled as we continued to the last shop at the end of the block. 
 
    The words “Auntie’s Antiques” were emblazoned across the glass in old English lettering, and I smiled at the familiar sight. We had it right this time. 
 
    I pushed open the door, and the bell above my head dinged quietly to announce our entrance. 
 
    “Just a second!” Emma’s voice called out from the back room, and I could just imagine her perched at her table as she scoured her newest shipment of old and rare items. “Sorry about that, how can I--” 
 
    My aunt stopped mid-sentence as she entered the front room and saw me. Her long dark hair was pulled up into a bun on top of her head, and her violet eyes were wide with shock. She looked like she hadn’t aged a day, and she could still pass for my sister rather than my aunt. 
 
    “Hey, Aunt Emma,” I nearly whispered as my chest tightened. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she gasped and stumbled forward with tears in her eyes. “Evan? Is it really you? You came back?” 
 
    “I came for you,” I replied and wrapped my arms around her in a tight hug. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too, sweet Evan,” she cried as she hugged me closer. “I knew you were alive, and I never gave up on you. But where have you been? What was that little dragon thing you sent me?” 
 
    “My messenger,” I chuckled amidst the tears that now welled in my eyes. “I can explain everything, but I don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    The clock in my vision ticked down to 00:49. 
 
    “You’re leaving already?” Emma gasped as she pulled away to look at me. “You need a haircut.” 
 
    “I know,” I laughed and pecked her on the cheek. “And I have an hour, but there’s another option for more time.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Emma eyed me suspiciously and then peered past me to my group. “And who are they?” 
 
    “This is my fiancée, Alyona,” I answered as I pulled the princess to my side. “Alyona, my Aunt Emma.” 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you,” my bride-to-be gushed and curtsied. “Lord Evan has spoken often of you.” 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Emma’s eyes widened until it looked like they would pop out of her head. “What on God’s green earth have you been doing the last year, Evan? I’m sorry, you are stunning, by the way, Alyona. I’m just at a complete loss here.” 
 
    “Yeah, trust me, it’s a lot to take in,” I said and grabbed my aunt’s hands. “I know I’m asking a lot in a short time, but I need you to trust me. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied and stared into my eyes. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Short version, do you remember the dragon mask you got for my comic book costume?” I asked, and she nodded her head. “Okay, so I put it on, and it sent me to another world as a dragon, but I can still shift back into this human form. I’ve been living there ever since, and we finally found a way to come to you, so you can come back with us to our wedding.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s all?” Emma laughed with a tinge of hysteria. “Just been living in another realm as a dragon shapeshifter and now getting married. Noooo big deal…” 
 
    I caught her as she suddenly fainted in my arms, and Nike rushed forward to check her vitals. 
 
    “She’s alright,” I said with a smile as I picked her up and carried her to the back room. 
 
    I set her in a chair and waited for her to wake up, and thankfully it only took a few moments before Emma’s eyes fluttered open and darted back and forth between all of us. 
 
    “Okay, so, you’re still here,” she said with an exhale. “That means all the things you said were real, and I’m not dreaming.” 
 
    “Yep,” I chuckled and took her hand as I crouched in front of her. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think so,” she murmured as she squeezed my hand back. “So, you’re alive, but now live in another… world, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. 
 
    “And there, you’re a dragon,” she continued slowly. “And this is your fiancée, and she calls you Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a dragon here, too,” I laughed. “But my magic has to be activated here. And she calls me that because I’m a lord there in Rahma.” 
 
    “Rahma,” she repeated, and a twinkle of fascination entered her eyes. “Is it… like Earth?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “Not even close, but we have to skip ahead a bit here. I want you at our wedding.” 
 
    “In… Rahma?” Emma asked. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Ravi gushed from behind me. “You’ll love the palace.” 
 
    “A palace, wow,” my aunt hummed as she looked Ravi up and down. “And who are you?” 
 
    “Oh, my name is Ravi,” she chirped and waved adorably. “I’m a phoenix.” 
 
    “Like, burn to ashes and come back to life?” Emma gasped as her mouth fell open. “Your kind exists?” 
 
    “Yes, though we were hidden in our world for a long time as well,” Ravi said with a touch of sadness. “I don’t know if phoenixes exist in your realm.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Emma breathed and leaned forward now that she was apparently getting over her shock a little bit. “And you are a friend of my nephew’s?” 
 
    “Ahhhhh, we’ll get to all that later,” I cut in before Ravi could answer. 
 
    I didn’t think adding my harem to our topic list was a great idea just yet. Emma was already coming to grips with everything else I’d told her, and I didn’t want to overwhelm her any more than necessary. One fiancée was enough news for today. 
 
    “Okay, so, this wedding will take place in Rahma?” Emma skipped back to the topic. “And you want me to go?” 
 
    “Yes, more than anything,” I said in a quiet voice. “I have adoptive parents in Rahma, but I want all of my family there for this, including you. Will you come back with us?” 
 
    “To another realm?” My aunt’s mouth seemed to drop to the floor. “How? Where? Now?” 
 
    “We have a portal down the block, and we need to go soon,” I replied as I glanced at the clock above my field of vision. 
 
    00:32. 
 
    “How soon?” Emma’s eyes widened with panic. “Is this a forever trip? Do I have time to pack my things?” 
 
    “We have less than an hour,” I answered. “We can help you pack up whatever you want in that time. And the trip is as long as you want it to be, but I doubt you’ll want to leave. This new world is amazing, Auntie, seriously. And I want to show it to you.” 
 
    “Oh, God, okay, let me see,” Emma murmured as she rose from the chair and scurried around the room. 
 
    Alyona, Ravi, Nike, and Miraya watched her with amusement as my aunt scuttled from various boxes to the table in the center of the room and stacked it with dozens of her artifacts and magical objects. 
 
    “I give her five minutes before she realizes she doesn’t have a bag,” I murmured to the princess with a grin. 
 
    “I’ll say three,” Alyona giggled. 
 
    Sure enough, the clock read 00:29 in bold red letters when Emma whirled around with wild eyes. 
 
    “Where do I put all my stuff?” she gasped. “Did you bring a bag or something? I think I have some in the back… maybe… ” 
 
    “Damn, you win, princess,” I teased Alyona. “Your storage or mine?” 
 
    “I’ll take it, so it doesn’t get mixed in with your treasures,” the princess offered with a smile. 
 
    “Good point,” I agreed. “You have a coin, right?” 
 
    Alyona pulled one of the leaf coins from the pocket of her robe and gripped it in her fist, and I knew the moment her power was activated, since a small silvery set of numbers appeared below the portal timer. 
 
    Emma’s eyes widened as Alyona pulled a vase from the table and slipped it into her spatial storage. 
 
    “W-Where did it go?” my aunt stammered as she stared at the pocket of space where the vase had disappeared. 
 
    “It’s safely stored with all my things,” Alyona assured her. “I’ll put all of yours with mine, and we can find a better home for them once we get back to Rahma.” 
 
    “But you’ll be able to get it back out of there, right?” Emma looked at the princess with uncertainty. 
 
    “Alyona is well-known in Rahma for her magical abilities, Emma,” I said and put my hand on her shoulder. “You can trust her to know what she’s doing.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she replied with a smirk. “This is all insane anyway. I’m probably going to the loony bin.” 
 
    “What is a loony bin?” Nike asked with a raised black eyebrow. 
 
    “Nothing we have to worry about,” I laughed. “Is that everything?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t take all of it.” Emma frowned. “You gave me a time limit. I need to just send a quick text to Rob to take over the shop.” 
 
    “Rob?” I echoed and raised my own eyebrow. 
 
    “He’s a friend,” she chuckled and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “And he’s gay, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “Good,” I muttered as she typed away on the screen. “Not because I didn’t want you to find someone, I just didn’t want you to leave anyone behind.” 
 
    “But you can bring me back?” my aunt asked as she frantically tapped on her phone. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, but I didn’t voice that I hoped she wouldn’t want to return.  
 
    “Fascinating,” Miraya whispered and peered at my aunt’s cell phone. “It shows letters and pictures in bright colors.” 
 
    “Wait, there aren’t cell phones in Rahma?” Emma asked as she looked up at me. “And it doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Nah, I didn’t even notice.” I shrugged. “There are plenty of ways to talk over long distances.” 
 
    “Ah, right, magic.” She huffed that slightly hysterical laugh again and flitted back to the table. “Okay, I think that’s it. You can’t take it all with you, right? That’s what they say.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to go,” I reminded her and gestured to the door. 
 
    “Yes, yes, okay,” Emma said as she hurried over to me. “Oh, wait! One more thing.” 
 
    I held back a sigh as the clock ticked down to 00:17. 
 
    My aunt rushed to a shelf at the back of the room and picked up a box that looked familiar, with dragons and phoenixes in flight on the lid. She opened it to reveal the hairpin that had called out to me the day I’d been transported to Inati. The gold pin was decorated with a white jade flower with a blue jade center, and three golden bells dangled down to the dark velvet cushion. 
 
    “That looks like my hairpin?” Alyona gasped. “How did you get this?” 
 
    “Well, it came in a whole load of things, and something told me to hang onto it,” Emma explained. “I figured it would make a good wedding present for my future niece-in-law.” 
 
    “It’s perfect, just like the one I lost!” the princess exclaimed and squeezed her arms around Emma. “Thank you!” 
 
    “You’re welcome, sweetheart,” Emma said with a smile. “Now, let’s get going before my nephew strings us up.” 
 
    I led the group through the front room and out the door to the street. Emma stopped for a moment to lock up the shop and look lovingly at the storefront before she shook her head and fell into step next to me. 
 
    “You’re going to love it there,” I murmured. “It’s everything you love about the past, and we get to live it.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” she replied as she wrung her hands nervously. 
 
    We rounded the corner to the alley, and the portal had shrunk to less than half its normal size. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” I said. “No waiting, just walk through.” 
 
    Emma gripped my hand so tightly I could feel my bones grind together, but I gritted my teeth and pulled her through the portal next to me. As we stepped onto the balcony, she took a deep breath and sighed with relief. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she breathed. “It’s so bright here.” 
 
    Emma turned in a circle to take in the mountains surrounding the castle with wide, awe-filled eyes, and then she noticed the king and my lovers, who quickly jumped to their feet and ran over to greet us. 
 
    “You found her this time!” Trina squealed. 
 
    “This time?” Emma echoed and glanced at me with a deer-in-the-headlights look. “And, ah, you didn’t mention all the different, um, types of people here, Evan.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, we kind of went to the wrong world the first time,” I replied with a shrug. “Had to beat up some cyborgs to get back. No big deal. And yeah, the dryads are just one of many races we never saw on Earth.” 
 
    “Dryads? Cybor--” my aunt started to ask, but the dryad sisters cut her off as they enthusiastically circled her. 
 
    “We’re so happy to meet you!” Polina exclaimed as she took Emma’s hands. “Lord Evan has been trying so hard to find you.” 
 
    The trio introduced themselves in a flurry of giggles and excitement, but I quickly realized my other women hung back away from them. 
 
    “Come on,” I encouraged them with a subtle wave. “I’d like to introduce everyone.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Laika replied stiffly and held out her hand. “Laika, leader of the Blue Tree Guild.” 
 
    “Oh, my, that sounds important,” Emma gasped as she awkwardly took the wolf Demi-Human’s forearm and stared at Laika’s furry gray ears. “I have never seen anything-- ah, anyone like you.” 
 
    “And this is Aaliyah, Rebecca, and Naomi,” I cut in to introduce the other three Demi-Human women as they each stepped forward to greet her. “And Miraya was with us on Earth, but she stayed pretty quiet.” 
 
    “It was a lot to take in, my lord,” the blonde spirit nearly whispered as she grasped Emma’s hand. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you, but this lord thing will take some getting used to.” My aunt smirked over her shoulder at me. “Now, is this the palace we were discussing?” 
 
    “Yes, but the tour will have to wait, I’m afraid,” Rodion announced as he stood from his chair and greeted Emma with a kiss on her hand. “I am King Rodion, your nephew’s future father-in-law, and I have servants waiting to measure you and the rest of the wedding party for your wedding attire.” 
 
    “Oh!” Emma gasped and looked over at me with indignation. “You didn’t tell me your fiancée was a princess!” 
 
    “Eh, I figured you’d find out soon enough,” I chuckled. “Now, go let them measure you. We can look at the palace later. Now that we’re here, we have plenty of time.” 
 
    Emma nodded, though she seemed to still be in a daze, before she followed my lovers into Rodion’s chambers. 
 
    “And you as well, Lord Nikolaus,” Castor called out. 
 
    “Oh, great,” Nike said with pursed lips and sarcasm dripping from every word. “My favorite part of a ceremony.” 
 
    “Have fun,” I laughed as he marched behind the advisor. 
 
    “I take it the second attempt was much easier than the first,” Rodion said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Yeah, definitely,” I laughed. “I’m going to grab some food while they do all that. Do you want anything?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” the king sighed. “Castor brought my dinner up earlier. I think I’ll try to get some rest.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” I agreed. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    Rodion nodded before he sat back in his chair and closed his eyes. 
 
    I walked through his room into the hall and down the stairs to find the kitchen. I remembered Castor pointing it out to Aaliyah earlier and turned in the same direction. The smell of fresh bread wafted into my nose, and I followed the scent until I was stopped by a member of the kitchen staff. 
 
    She appeared to be human, but it was a little hard to be certain. Her face was covered in splotches of flour, and a white bandana was tied around her head over her dark hair. 
 
    “I’m sorry, no one comes into my kitchen,” she said with an air of suspicion. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m just looking for something to eat,” I replied and smiled. “I missed dinner. Going on a quest and all that.” 
 
    “Gods, oh, wait, uh, Lord Evan?” she stammered and took a step back. “I’m so sorry, it’s fine. Go wherever you please.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want to break your rules,” I assured her and offered another smile. “I would take some of that bread I smell, though.” 
 
    “Uh, yes, of course, my lord,” the cook replied and scurried back around the counter. “It’s fresh from the oven.” 
 
    She set a cooking sheet on the counter between us, and a dozen rolls still steamed on its surface. I grabbed three of them, thanked her, and turned to walk out into the large entryway. 
 
    “Oh, good, you weren’t that hard to find,” Emma sighed as she appeared from the opposite door. “These tailors are serious about their measuring.” 
 
    “They’re serious about anything the king wants,” I laughed. “He’s a great guy, and they’ve been lucky to have him so long.” 
 
    “And you just happened to get engaged to his daughter after you appeared here?” Emma wondered as she shook her head in disbelief. “They weren’t suspicious of you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laughed before I bit off a bite of my roll. “They didn’t know what to think of me. They thought dragons were extinct.” 
 
    “Don’t talk with food in your mouth,” she scolded me, wagging finger and all. “If you’re going to be a royal whatever, you better remember your manners. Anyway, how are you a dragon and still look like you?” 
 
    “I can switch back and forth.” I rolled up my sleeve to reveal the black scales that covered my forearm. “See? I still have these scales all the time.” 
 
    “Incredible,” my aunt breathed as she looked up and down my arm. “And you just switch whenever you want?” 
 
    “Yeah, but my dragon form is, like, really big,” I chuckled. “So, I can’t do it in here, but I’ll show you soon. There’s a lot I haven’t told you yet.” 
 
    “Well, there are some comfy-looking couches in that room over there.” Emma pointed to a room under the second-floor loft. “Maybe you can give me some updates.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said with a grin as I offered my elbow to her. 
 
    We walked into the sitting room, and I sprawled out on the couch. I felt like a teenager after high school again, back when I used to spread out on Emma’s couch and tell her about my day. 
 
    “Alright, so here it goes,” I began, and I told her about putting on the dragon mask, waking up in the cave, and meeting Laika and the dryads. Then I explained Hatra, the Breach, and the miasma, which was why we’d come here to perform the Redimi Vincio ceremony and decided to go ahead and combine it with our wedding. I told her about meeting another dragon, though I left out the part about Valerra being my mate. I’d have to add more specific details later. 
 
    Emma sat in the chair across from me and puffed on the little clove pipe she kept in her pocket as she listened to me tell my incredible story, from fairies to centaurs to dwarves to mermaids. She gasped at the battle stories and cried at the kidnapping of the centaur prince. It was a roller coaster of emotion, and when I ended with our discovery of the coins, she pulled the pipe from her mouth and stared at me. 
 
    “So, of all the things you could have become when you got here, you just happened to be a dragon that can heal people, with the heart of a warrior, to save the entire country?” she asked, and then she laughed and shook her head. “My very own nephew, a hero.” 
 
    “I just wanted to help.” I shrugged. “I can’t exactly finish EMT school here.” 
 
    “I think you’ve done much more than an EMT would ever have had the chance to do,” she laughed again and then yawned. “So, tell me about the women in your little group. And don’t argue with me. I’ve seen the way they all look at you like you walk on water.” 
 
    “Well, apparently, it’s, ah, normal here to have a wife or two or three, umm… yeah, and mistresses. Uhh… multiple lovers,” I explained and looked away. “I know it’s weird compared to Earth life, but almost no one here bats an eye.” 
 
    “So, a harem?” Emma prodded with a grin. “You know, those were very popular on Earth back in the day. Most of the great rulers had many women devoted to them. It was mostly in Asian and Muslim empires. For example…” 
 
    As Emma delved into one of her history lessons, I laid my head on the arm of the couch and focused on the sound of her voice. I’d missed her so much, even hearing her talk was soothing, and soon I found I’d drifted off to sleep. 
 
    My dreams were rainbows of colors and shapes, like a movie of my bliss at having reunited my family. The colors were bright and shifted in and out of focus as I seemed to just sit and watch them. 
 
    Then my body was shaken, and my eyes shot open to see one of the servants had me by the shoulders with a panicked look on his face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded as I grabbed the Sword of Hatra from my belt. “Are we under attack?” 
 
    “No, my lord,” the servant gasped and stepped away from my blade. “You, ah, you’re supposed to be preparing for the ceremony. Princess Alyona sent me to wake you. My name is Euclid.” 
 
    “What?” I shook my head and put my sword back into the scabbard. “I slept here all night?” 
 
    “Yes, as did your Lady Emma,” the servant replied and smiled. “Princess Alyona said you both looked too peaceful to disturb you when they all went to bed last night.” 
 
    “Where’s the princess at?” I wondered as I sat up and rubbed my eyes. 
 
    I looked over to see Emma’s head laid against the side of the chair, and a stream of drool trailed down her chin. 
 
    “The princess has begun her own preparations, and she asked that you do not see her before the ceremony,” Euclid declared. “She said it is tradition.” 
 
    “Well, looks like there are a few traditions that exist everywhere,” I mumbled. “Okay, let’s get up, then.” 
 
    “What are we doing?” Emma grumbled and blinked a few times before she sat straight up with wild eyes and wild hair to match. “Where am I?” 
 
    “The palace in Rahma,” I reminded her. “My wedding is today, remember?” 
 
    “Holy shit,” she chuckled and slapped her hands against her cheeks. “I didn’t dream it. This is real life.” 
 
    “It is,” I laughed. “Now, we have to go get dressed and all that.” 
 
    “How long did we sleep?” Emma wondered. “I thought the wedding was in the evening.” 
 
    “It will be, milady,” Euclid replied with a bow. “It is just past midday.” 
 
    “Wow, we must have been worn out.” My aunt fumbled to straighten her bun and stood up. “Let’s go get this wedding thing going.” 
 
    “I’ll be taking you to your dressing area first, milady, if that’s okay, Lord Evan?” he asked me. 
 
    “Of course, yeah, I’ll just go grab another roll or two,” I answered and then noticed Emma’s facial expression. “And I’ll have them bring you something, too.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetheart!” my aunt chirped as she skipped out after the servant. 
 
    I laughed as I walked out after them and turned the opposite direction to head for the kitchen. 
 
    “Rolls, my lord?” The same cook from last night smiled as she offered a basket of bread. 
 
    “Please,” I grunted and took the basket. “I’m famished.” 
 
    “I figured you would be since you missed breakfast,” she chuckled. “As did your companion from… your quest.” 
 
    “Yeah, can you have someone take some food to her, too?” I asked. “She’s getting fitted or dressed or whatever.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” The cook nodded her head and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    “Ready, my lord?” Euclid asked from the doorway behind me. 
 
    “Yep, let’s do it,” I said as I tossed another roll into my mouth and followed the servant up the stairs and down the hallway to the left. 
 
    He turned right, and we walked into a huge room with a floor-to-ceiling window that revealed the Mihireti Mountains like a picture on the wall. The view was breathtaking, and I could nearly forget there was a gaping hole in the world on the other side of the castle. Tall black drapes were peeled back on either side of the window, and a huge painting of Alyona hung from the wall over a fireplace with a stone face. 
 
    In the middle of the room, a handful of servants held various measuring tapes and pins, and I frowned at what I was about to get myself into. 
 
    “Now, you can’t go visit the princess, but Lady Emma is across the hall, and the rest of your companions are further down,” Euclid advised me. “If you need anything at all, just tell one of the staff to come find me. I’ll be available to all of you while you prepare.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied before he scurried out the door, and I turned back to face the music. “Here we go.” 
 
    I stepped up onto the platform, and a whirlwind of staff measured me, clucked their tongues, measured me again, and hustled around with gasps and sighs. I had no idea how to help them, and it seemed like every other move I made was not what they needed, so I decided to stand completely still while they did their thing. 
 
    It seemed like hours had passed when I heard gasps from across the hall. 
 
    “My lord!” one of the servants called out as I stepped down from the platform. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I muttered and stomped out my door and into the one where Emma was getting dressed. “You okay, Emma?” 
 
    A crowd of female staff had gathered around what was probably another platform, and I could just see Emma’s dark hair over the top of their heads. 
 
    Then the crowd parted, and I could see what they’d gasped about. 
 
    Aunt Emma looked spectacular. 
 
    She wore a long mahogany dress that was perfectly fitted to her slim figure, and her hair was tied up on her head in curls. Tiny golden flowers were pinned in various places in her hair, and a matching gold flower hung from her neck and landed delicately on her chest. The servants had even put some make-up on her, which I hadn’t seen since her last blind date, and the bright-gold eyeshadow made her purple eyes pop out as though they were glowing. 
 
    “Well?” she asked as she twirled around on the platform and nearly lost her balance in her high-heeled golden sandals. 
 
    “You look fantastic,” I said with a grin. “And not in danger at all, so my dressing people are probably not very happy with me for running out to check on you.” 
 
    “Stop worrying so much,” Emma laughed. “These ladies have taken great care of me, and I’m going to be on the hunt for your future uncle at your wedding, so get ready.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” I snorted and rolled my eyes. “You better not.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” she teased, and I could see the glimmer of mischief in her violet eyes before she shooed me away. “Now, go finish your dressing thing. I’ll see you out there.” 
 
    I grinned and headed back to my dressing room, where the staff waited with tapping feet and crossed arms for my return. Then I stepped back onto the platform and let them finish their work as I thought about what Emma had said. 
 
    If she was considering looking for a guy at the wedding, maybe she would want to stay for good. I wasn’t sure if she’d be willing to give up her antique shop, but it seemed she was already becoming endeared to the life we’d found in Rahma. I hoped she wanted to stay. I could already see her helping me raise all my little dragon kids and telling them stories about my youth. It wasn’t exactly the same as having my mom back, but it was as close as I was going to get, and that was enough for me. 
 
    “What do you think?” one of the servants interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    I focused on the present and looked down at the gold, white, and purple robe that draped across my arms. One of the staff rolled a huge mirror over, and I got a real look at my wedding outfit. 
 
    The robe was stiffer than what I normally wore, but it made me look a little more buff, so that was cool. The white fabric was emblazoned with gold and purple swirls up and down the arms that seemed to intertwine and swim across the sleeves. White opals lined the border of the seam down the middle, and a series of gold buttons connected it across my chest. My pants weren’t as fancy, but they were also white with a gold and purple pattern down the outside of the legs. 
 
    “Way better than a tux,” I murmured as I turned left and right to check myself out in the mirror. 
 
    “Now, what would you like us to do with your hair?” one of the staff members asked with concern. “Unless you, ah, wanted it to, um, look like that.” 
 
    “Like a wet mop?” I laughed. “No, you can cut it, style it, I don’t care.” 
 
    “Both it is,” he replied and grinned. “You will like it, my lord.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. 
 
    Within seconds, a chair was slid underneath me, and I plopped into the seat with a thud. Then several of the servants hopped onto the platform next to me and surrounded my chair with knives in their hands.  
 
    Guess there weren’t any scissors in Rahma. 
 
    A few slices and some pulls, and I felt like a new man. I looked into the mirror to see the women had barely touched the ends of my hair, but the sides were shaved almost to the skin, and the longer top was twisted into a thick braid that looked like a mohawk and ended at the top of my shoulder blades. I turned my head both ways to take in my new look, and I felt like a badass Viking or something. 
 
    “What do you think, my lord?” the servant asked as I stared wordlessly at my reflection. 
 
    “Fucking awesome.” I grinned. “Exactly what I needed.” 
 
    “I’m glad you approve, my lord,” he chuckled as they all stepped down from the platform. “And we’re just in time. You need to get to your place.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” I agreed and hopped down. 
 
    Euclid waited in the hall, and he ushered me down the stairs and around the corner to another long hallway that led to the back of the castle. We walked through a doorway into a huge atrium, and giant windows covered the back wall with stained glass filling the upper panels. Through the glass, I could see a large patio surrounded almost completely by a short stone wall, and as we walked out onto the patio, I took in a sharp breath.  
 
    The sun had lowered to draw long shadows across a village below us. I hadn’t realized the White Jade complex overlooked a small city, and the break in the wall around the patio led to a path that looked like it would take me straight to it. 
 
    “Walk down there, and you’ll find where you’re supposed to go,” Euclid said with a grand bow. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured as I made my way down the stone steps toward the village. 
 
    The delicate sounds of a stringed instrument drifted up the path toward me, and I realized that was probably what Euclid meant. I followed the music, and as I wound down the path through the mountains, I realized I wasn’t getting any closer to the sand-colored houses. Then I saw the people. 
 
    At least a hundred people of all kinds lined the path ahead. Demi-Humans, dwarves, and humans held flowers in one hand and some kind of grassy plant in the other, and once I was right in front of them, they began to toss the grass at my feet and cheer. I nodded, smiled, and waved, though I had no idea if I was doing this right. It just felt natural to greet my people as I continued toward the ceremony. 
 
    Finally, I took another winding turn to the left and found the destination. 
 
    A large flat cliff hung over the village, and a stone stage had been set up toward the edge where a lion Demi-Human man held a large book and wore a giant pendant around his neck. Rows of chairs were placed on either side of the path, and it reminded me of a church aisle and pews back on Earth. There wasn’t an empty seat, and I smiled when I realized my women sat in the front row. 
 
    I walked between the chairs, and the guests’ heads turned to watch me with gasps of surprise and awe. They stood as I walked by them, and it was like watching a wave crest beside me while I made my way to the stage. There were plenty of faces I didn’t recognize, but when I reached the front row, I realized not only were my lovers there, but so was the rest of my family. 
 
    Aunt Emma sat next to Ruslan and Julia, my adoptive parents, who’d apparently made the trip from Hatra without my knowledge. My throat tightened when I saw them together, and I offered a small wave to the trio who had loved me as their own child when I didn’t have anyone else left. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human man waved me up onto the stage, and I stepped up next to him and turned to face the audience. I caught a glimpse of an open portal on the other end of the stage, and I could see Hatra through the opening. I realized Rodion must have opened it to bring my parents through so they wouldn’t miss the wedding, either.  
 
    “Wow.” A sigh escaped my lips when I finally got a good look at my women, who had also dressed up for the occasion. 
 
    My eyes traveled across the row, and I grinned when I also saw Valerra sat with the other women. The lady dragon wore a flaming-red dress that dipped to reveal the swells of her ample chest and draped down to the floor in front of her seat. Her red hair was twisted back into four braids that draped over her shoulders and down her back, and the corners of her mouth lifted into the hint of a smile when she caught me looking at her. 
 
    I winked and continued to drink in the sight of my women. Aaliyah sat next to Valerra, and the lioness wore a gold dress that wrapped around her athletic body like a glove. It had no straps, and it ended at her mid-thigh, so even from up here, I caught a glimpse of her bronze inner thighs.  
 
    I bit my lip as I moved on to Rebecca, whose auburn hair was curled in perfect ringlets that tumbled over her muscular shoulders to her ample chest. She wore a silver dress with long, transparent sleeves, and the bottom half featured a slit that revealed her thick legs. 
 
    Ravi twitched with excitement in the seat next to Rebecca, and her slender body seemed to nearly vibrate as she waited for the ceremony to start. Her bright-orange dress sparkled in the waning sunlight like it was covered in sequins, and I could smell her campfire smoke hair from here.  
 
    Next to the phoenix, Miraya twisted a lock of her stark-white hair around her finger. The servants had contained most of her floor-length hair into a braid, but a few strands dangled next to her angelic face and down her pale blue dress. 
 
    Naomi’s magenta hair was a deep contrast to the spirit’s white locks. The lizard mage wore a long-sleeved ebony dress that covered most of her curvy body but dropped into a deep V that highlighted her pinkish scales down her neck.  
 
    The dryads usually stood out from the crowd with their emerald-colored skin, and today was no different. Their sparkling green eyes were homed in on me, and they wore matching purple dresses that ended just above their knees. They had each twisted a few white flowers into their hair, and I realized they were the same flowers the citizens had held as they watched me walk down the path. 
 
    At the end of the row, Laika’s steely-gray eyes caught mine, and she smiled with complete adoration. Her royal-blue dress was tight across her warrior build and draped the ground at her feet.  
 
    I licked my lips in anticipation of removing every single one of those dresses, but my attention was caught by the sound of the music changing. 
 
    Nike made his way down the aisle and climbed up the steps to stand next to me. He stood tall in his black robes, and I realized small silvery images of the moon and stars were imprinted on the material. Then he folded his hands in front of him and offered me a smile. 
 
    “Thank the gods you’re here, brother,” I murmured to my best friend. “I didn’t want you to miss this.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” he chuckled. “Besides, who else was going to hold onto the ring for your wife?” 
 
    Shit, I didn’t find her a ring or anything. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I mumbled as I searched my brain for a solution. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have it already,” he whispered and winked. 
 
    “You’re a life-saver, brother.” I breathed a sigh of relief as I turned back to the audience. 
 
    Then the music stopped completely, and everyone turned around in their chairs as Alyona made the final turn and came into view. 
 
    There was a collective gasp from the crowd, and I couldn’t help but let my jaw drop. 
 
    Alyona was absolutely stunning. 
 
    The princess wore a white gown with a tight bodice and a long, flowing lower half. Purple and gold gems had been sewn into the material, and they sparkled in the sunlight with every step she took. Her black-and-white tresses were curled and spilled down her back with the gold hairpin tucked into one side. A few of the white flowers had caught on her dress, but they only added to the beautiful image of my soon-to-be wife. 
 
    King Rodion walked next to her, and even he had worn his best robes for the occasion. His stark-white attire draped the ground and nearly blended in with his white hair. He carried a gold staff, too, and it clinked against the stone as he walked toward us. It looked like he’d relaxed a bit since we’d arrived, since the bags under his eyes were merely a faint purple, and his white hair held its normal shine again. 
 
    Rodion stopped just before the steps and helped Alyona up onto the stage before he sat in the front row across from my women with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “Good evening, citizens of Rahma!” the lion Demi-Human declared, and his roaring voice boomed around the ceremony area. “Today, we join two hearts so that they may become one!” 
 
    Cheers erupted from the village below and the portal to Hatra, and I realized the lion made a great minister with his loud voice. No microphone needed. 
 
    “Princess Alyona of the White Jade Sect, and Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash, please join hands,” he continued. 
 
    I stepped closer and clasped hands with Alyona. She looked up at me as tears glistened in her amethyst eyes, and I smiled so wide I thought my face would crack. 
 
    “You look amazing,” I whispered. 
 
    “You do, too,” she replied under her breath with a smile. 
 
    “The love you share is powerful beyond measure,” the lion boomed. “And today, that love will be represented to your family by the vow of your undying devotion to one another. Princess Alyona, repeat after me. I, Princess Alyona, of the White Jade Sect.” 
 
    “I, Princess Alyona, of the White Jade Sect,” she repeated. 
 
    “Vow to devote my love, my life, and my soul to my husband forever,” he intoned. 
 
    “Vow to devote my love, my life, and my soul to my husband forever,” Alyona echoed with a grin as she stared into my eyes. 
 
    I repeated the same vow, and the lion turned to Nike. 
 
    “Please present Lord Evan with the rings,” he directed the noble. 
 
    Nike pulled two rings out from his pocket and put them in my hand. I was pretty sure mine was the simple gold band, though I wondered how it would fare when I shifted to my dragon form. Alyona’s ring was gold with a square black diamond in the center. The diamond was surrounded by pearls and amethyst jewels, and I knew it would never leave her hand. 
 
    “It was my mother’s,” Alyona whispered as she eyed the ring with a fond smile. “I love it.” 
 
    “It will look perfect on you,” I murmured as I held up her left hand. 
 
    “This ring is a visible symbol of your vow to your husband, and all who see it will know to fear the wrath of the dragon,” the lion roared, and the crowd cheered again as Alyona grabbed the other ring from my palm. “Lord Evan, while your ring is not the jeweled design of your wife’s, it is nonetheless a symbol of the eternal vow you’ve made to her, and it shall never be removed.” 
 
    As soon as Alyona slipped the simple gold band onto my finger, I felt a jolt of magic, and the ring sunk into my skin with a hiss until a black version of the ring was tattooed into my skin. White woven lines crisscrossed through the middle of the black band, and I chuckled when I realized that answered my question about shifting forms. 
 
    “Cool,” I murmured as I examined my hand. 
 
    “Let all of Rahma celebrate today!” the lion Demi-Human roared. “For these two hearts are now one, as husband and wife!” 
 
    The cheers were nearly deafening from the village below, the portal to Hatra, and the crowd in front of us. More flowers were thrown at our feet, and I held Alyona’s hand up in celebration. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked her while the screams and cheers continued. 
 
    “Now, we do the Redimi Vincio part,” she whispered. “My father is already walking up here.” 
 
    I looked down the stone steps to see Rodion had risen to his feet and had moved toward us to replace the lion Demi-Human, who eased down the steps and plopped down into a chair at the end of the front row. 
 
    “Thank you,” Rodion boomed as he raised his hands to silence the crowd. 
 
    The cheering stopped within seconds as their attention was directed to the king. 
 
    “Wow, I need that skill,” I whispered, and Alyona giggled and squeezed my hand. 
 
    “The next part of the ceremony today will strengthen the bond of this couple as magical beings, so that they may better rule and defend our great country!” the king continued. “So, please present the ceremonial knife, the Blade of Wystonia.” 
 
    Castor rose from his seat and knelt in front of the king with a curved dagger in his palms as he lifted it above his head. Rodion grabbed the handle of the dagger and then signaled to my women. 
 
    Laika reached behind her chair and grabbed a podium, while the others pulled baskets and a bowl from under their seats. The wolf Demi-Human set the podium onto the stage between Alyona and I, and Ravi set the bowl on top. Then they returned to their seats, and the other women waited in a line next to the stage. 
 
    “Sage,” Rodion declared. 
 
    Aaliyah stepped forward and pulled a tuft of sage from her basket to hand to the king. He sliced the plant in half and dropped it into the bowl. 
 
    “Ivory,” he said next. 
 
    Valerra opened her basket and held out a long white stem. Rodion took the ivory and cracked it with the handle of the knife, and the two pieces fell into the wooden bowl with a clunk. 
 
    “Deuthania,” the king continued, and each of the ladies presented an ingredient for the bowl. 
 
    Various flowers and plants, skin of an animal I’d never heard of, and finally, water from the Lake of Life were halved and put into the bowl. 
 
    “Now, I need the fire of the dragon,” Rodion declared and leaned over to me. “But just a little, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled and blew a small flame into the bowl until everything caught fire, and the orange flames licked up to just above the lip. 
 
    “Perfect,” His Eminence murmured and then addressed the crowd. “Now, the husband and wife must trust each other with the Blade of Wystonia. Draw the blade across your partner’s palm and pour their blood into the bowl.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said to my wife. 
 
    She nodded and took the dagger from her father. I held my hand out, and she dragged the blade over my palm until a thin red line appeared and then trickled onto my skin. Then she turned my hand over, and drops of my blood fell onto the flames with a hiss before my wound healed up. 
 
    “Your turn,” Alyona whispered and handed me the dagger. 
 
    I grimaced as I took her hand and flipped it over. I drew the Blade of Wystonia across her skin, and her blood oozed out into her palm. I turned her hand back over and winced as her blood joined mine in the fire. Then I quickly sent a wave of healing magic to her palm once that part was done. 
 
    She smiled at me as she pulled her hand back, and Rodion held his hands up to the sky. 
 
    “Great gods of the land and sky, we present the dragon and the priestess for your eternal blessing, as they bond their magical souls,” he intoned. 
 
    Complete silence overtook the cliff, and I started to wonder if the ceremony had worked. 
 
    Suddenly, a bolt of lightning crashed from the sky above us, and our heads snapped up to face the clouds. 
 
    “You ask for our blessing?” a deep voice boomed from above us. 
 
    A handsome face peered through the clouds as though he looked through a curtain, and then a man floated into view. He wore long black robes, and his midnight-blue hair fell over his shoulders to his waist. He had a matching navy beard, and even from down here, I could see his eyes were orange like fire. 
 
    “Yes, great Altan, God of Erudition,” Rodion yelled and lowered his top half into a bow. 
 
    “My lord,” Alyona whispered, and I looked over to realize she’d bowed as well. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I muttered as I followed suit. 
 
    “This Redimi Vincio ceremony was coupled with a marriage, which is the highest commitment one can offer to such a binding,” Altan continued, and his voice seemed to reverberate among the mountains as he spoke. “I, the God of Erudition, give my blessing and that of my allies to this union. May you use your power for the good of this land.” 
 
    Altan raised one hand and grabbed a lightning bolt from the clouds behind him. Then he grinned as he threw the bolt toward us and hit the bowl with a zing. The fire I’d started suddenly grew several feet high, and thunder rolled overhead as more lightning lit up the dark clouds with bursts of color. Altan faded back into the sky without another word, and Rodion, Alyona, and I stood straight once again. Red, blue, green, white, and yellow bolts flashed inside the clouds, and it felt a little bit like a disco as we watched the light show from the stage. 
 
    Then a feeling washed over me, and it was like the lightning had entered my veins. Power surged through my body, and I glanced over to see Alyona’s eyes had turned completely white as she vibrated next to me. The surge stopped as suddenly as it had started, but the feeling of power stayed. 
 
    “The gods have accepted your union of Redimi Vincio!” Rodion boomed. “Your magical souls have become one, just as your hearts are joined together!” 
 
    With that, the crowd erupted into more celebrations, and I could barely contain my own excitement. I felt more alive and powerful than I ever had, even when I’d defeated the Celestial Triad spirits. This was insane, and I felt like a total badass. 
 
    “You feel that?” I murmured to Alyona as we turned to face the audience. 
 
    “Yeah,” she giggled. “But I don’t think I feel like you do.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I cocked my head to the side as I stared at my loving wife. 
 
    “I can feel your power,” she whispered and grinned. “While I can access it, your power has at least doubled, if not tripled in strength.” 
 
    “Wait, so, did I take some from you?” I worried that I’d weakened the princess. 
 
    “No, not at all,” she replied quickly. “I’m great, more than I was before, but not as strong as you are now.” 
 
    “All that stuff the Oracle said,” I murmured as the realization finally hit me. “It was about me?” 
 
    “I believe so, my love,” my wife answered and squeezed my hands. “You are now the supreme magical being of Rahma.” 
 
    “The bad guys aren’t going to know what hit them,” I growled as I led her down the steps and down the aisle through the crowd. 
 
    My family converged on us with hugs and congratulations, and I could barely contain my excitement. I was finally married to the princess, my family was all here, and I was the most powerful dragon in the country, if not the whole world. 
 
    “I have to get back to the eggs,” Valerra murmured into my ear as she made her way next to me and planted a kiss on my cheek. “Come see me soon.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I chuckled as I turned just in time to see her sashay through the portal back to the Lunar Palace. 
 
    “We should be going, too,” Julia said with a sad smile. “We are so happy for you, my dear son.” 
 
    “Couldn’t be prouder,” Ruslan added and choked back tears. “And we met your Aunt Emma. She is a lovely woman. I’m sure you feel better with her here.” 
 
    “I do,” I agreed, but then I noticed them both stiffen for a moment, so I barreled on. “I’m thrilled to have all of my family here now. I couldn’t ask for better parents to help me welcome her here.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes filled with tears, and Ruslan forced a cough to clear his throat. I wrapped my arms around my parents and held them close for a moment, but I knew they had to get back to Hatra. We’d spent months rebuilding the city, and they were doing the hard work of bringing in citizens who loved the city and wanted to help it grow. 
 
    It felt like hours had passed before we made our way back to the patio and sat down at the tables to eat dinner. Servants rushed around with trays of roasted meats and cheese of all kinds, and I stuffed my face with everything that came close to me. I hadn’t eaten since yesterday, but it felt like days, and I wondered if the influx of power required more energy. 
 
    Night had fallen before the staff finally brought out a huge cake. 
 
    “To my daughter and the one I can now call my son, congratulations on your union,” Rodion announced as he lifted his cup of wine into the air above the cake. “May your days be filled with love, success, and plenty of grandchildren for me.” 
 
    Everyone laughed and drank to his toast before we dug into the cake. It was a sweet, creamy flavor with a chocolate frosting that melded together perfectly, and my taste buds rejoiced as I ate three pieces before I leaned back in my chair with a sigh. 
 
    “Are you finally full, dear husband?” Alyona giggled as she forked her last bite of cake into her mouth. 
 
    “Of food,” I agreed and then offered a mischievous grin. “But I have another hunger I’ll need you to address pronto.” 
 
    “Oh?” My wife’s eyes immediately registered her desire as she gazed into mine. “And what might that be?” 
 
    “Show me our bedroom, and I’ll show you my hunger,” I whispered into her ear. 
 
    “I think we’ll show Aunt Emma around the palace now,” Laika called out from across the table. “We’ll see you… when we see you.” 
 
    My other lovers giggled as I grabbed Alyona’s hand and pulled her to her feet. We scurried into the palace before anyone else noticed, and she led me up the stairs to the hall where I’d gotten dressed earlier. Then she passed all the other rooms until she reached the one at the end. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she whispered. 
 
    “Definitely,” I murmured as I pushed the door open to reveal our chambers. 
 
    The room was just as big as Rodion’s chambers on the other side of the castle. Long, skinny windows revealed mountain views and a wide stone balcony, and a huge fireplace took up half of one wall. 
 
    The part that interested me the most, however, was the huge bed against the wall to my left. It was like four Cali king-sized beds had been combined into one, and it was covered by a huge purple canopy with nearly transparent sheets draped down the sides. 
 
    “Is it okay?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I growled and picked her up to carry her to the bed. 
 
    It was time to make this marriage official. 
 
    I set her down in front of the bed and pressed my lips to hers. The fire between us was intense, and I fumbled with the buttons on the back of her dress as I tried to free her from the gorgeous white gown. 
 
    I gave up on the buttons and bent down to grab the bottom of the dress. Then I yanked it up over her head and tossed it to the side. Her perfect porcelain skin glistened in the moonlight that shone through the windows, and I crouched down again to kiss every inch of it. I kissed her feet and then her shins, and I worked my way up to her thighs where I had a perfect view of her shimmering slit. She was already soaking wet with desire, and I had to remind myself to take it slow. 
 
    “Evan, I can’t wait any longer,” my new wife said in a quivering voice as I dragged my tongue along her inner thigh. 
 
    “You won’t,” I hissed before I gently pushed her back onto the bed and threw her legs over my shoulders. 
 
    Alyona gasped as I delved my tongue between the soft folds of her delicate flesh, and my cock throbbed against my trousers as I tasted her sweet juices. I flicked and sucked along every inch of her trembling pussy, and she dug her fingers into the blankets as she groaned with pleasure. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” she moaned and arched her back away from the bed. 
 
    “Yes, cum for me,” I murmured against her wet lips. 
 
    “My lord, ohhhhhh!” Alyona squealed, and then her climax poured over my mouth like a waterfall while her heels dug into my back. 
 
    I continued to suck and lick her pussy as she came, and her body jerked and spasmed with her orgasm as I played with her throbbing clit. 
 
    “Gods, you taste so good,” I groaned as I lapped up every last drop of her sweet nectar. 
 
    “I need you to fill me, my lord!” Alyona begged as she lifted her head to look down at me. “Please, give me your seed!” 
 
    “Abso-fucking-lutely,” I agreed with a grin as I stood over her and pulled off my ceremonial robes. 
 
    The princess scooted all the way onto the bed, and I crawled up after her and knelt between her thighs. My thick cock was poised over her, and her eyes drifted down my body to stare hungrily at my waiting arousal. 
 
    Then I plowed into my wife. 
 
    “Fuck, Alyona,” I groaned with indulgence as I felt every ridge and valley of her tight pussy wrap around my throbbing cock, and I pumped in and out of her while she wrapped her legs around my back. 
 
    “Yessss!” she screamed as I pounded into her hot canal over and over again. 
 
     Then I felt her tunnel begin to swell around my erection, and the princess gripped the blankets as her second orgasm washed over her. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuck,” I moaned as her pussy squeezed tighter and tighter. 
 
    “Evaaaaaan!” she howled before her body convulsed with ripples of her climax. 
 
    I couldn’t hold mine in any longer, and I released a flood of my dragon seed into my wife’s waiting womb. The hot liquid poured into her tunnel like someone had broken a dam, and my body shook with electric pleasure. It felt like gallons of my seed dumped into Alyona, and when my cock finally stopped, I was out of breath from the intensity of my orgasm. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Alyona sighed and looked up at me with a grin. “I wonder if the second time as a married couple will be just as good.” 
 
    “Oh, it will be,” I growled and took her again. And again. And again. 
 
    A few hours later, we flopped onto the bed covered in sweat and breathing like we’d just finished a marathon. 
 
    “I think sex is even better now,” the princess giggled. “Which I never thought would be possible.” 
 
    “Me, either,” I agreed with a sigh. “We should’ve gotten married when we first met.” 
 
    “I think so,” she laughed and then took a deep breath as she rolled up to her elbow and faced me. “But now that we are married, do you know what I desire more than anything else?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s yours,” I replied earnestly as I reached up and cupped her cheek. “I’ll do anything to make you happy, Alyona.” 
 
    “Even allowing me to bear your children?” my wife wondered and gazed into my eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “I can’t wait to have our little dragon kids running around the palace.” 
 
    “Do you mean that?” she gasped, and her amethyst eyes widened. “We could start having them already?” 
 
    “If that’s what you want.” I shrugged. “I love kids, and I can only imagine how much I’ll love ours together. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if I got you pregnant just now.” 
 
    “Well, my father’s enchantment on my womb probably lifted once we were married,” she murmured and tapped her lip with her finger. “It is possible.” 
 
    “Wait, that’s why you haven’t gotten pregnant yet?” My eyebrows shot up my forehead. “Magical birth control?” 
 
    “There are many things I will teach you about magic and children,” Alyona giggled. 
 
    We spent another hour talking about our future, our children, baby names, and everything under the sun about building our family together. When she finally trailed off mid-sentence, I looked over to see the princess had fallen asleep. 
 
    I chuckled and pulled a blanket up over her naked body and laid beside her with my hands under my head. I drifted in and out of sleep for a while as I thought about my wife and the life we would have together. 
 
    Then I heard the sound of nails scratching at our door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    I tiptoed to the door so I wouldn’t wake up Alyona, but as I reached for the knob, I realized I was still buck naked, and I grabbed a robe from a hook on the wall. Then I wrapped it around my shoulders before I heard another light scratch on the wood, and I conjured a fireball in one hand, just in case. It was unlikely someone had broken into the palace and made it to my door unscathed, but I wouldn’t put anything past the Green Glass Sect. 
 
    I kept the fiery orb hidden in my left hand as I cracked the door open with my right and found Laika and Ravi in the hallway. I quickly called the fire back into my palm and ushered them inside. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I whispered as I shut the door behind them. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “We, ah, couldn’t sleep,” Laika murmured as she kept her steely eyes on me. “We felt like…” 
 
    “Like we were supposed to be with you and Alyona,” Ravi finished as she batted her sapphire-blue eyes at me. “Our souls were begging for you. I think the bridges are even stronger than before.” 
 
    The soul bridges that bound my lovers to me were only visible in my spiritual sea, and I made a mental note to check on them later, but before I could answer the duo, there was another tap on the door. 
 
    I raised one eyebrow at Laika and Ravi before I pulled the door open again to find the dryads. The sisters batted their emerald eyelashes at me and then giggled when they caught a glimpse of the wolf and phoenix behind me. 
 
    “It seems we weren’t the only ones who felt compelled to come to you,” Polina chuckled as I gestured for them to come inside. 
 
    “Nope,” I replied with a grin. “This seems to be a popular place tonight.” 
 
    As the dryads made their way past me, I peeked out into the hallway and felt my grin widen at the sight of Miraya, Rebecca, Naomi, and Aaliyah. They’d also made their way to my chambers, and I motioned for them to come inside as well. 
 
    Once everyone was in the room, I pushed the door shut again. 
 
    “So, we all felt the same way?” Miraya wondered as she looked at all my women with a shy smile. 
 
    “You wanted to be with us, right?” Alyona asked from the bed. 
 
    We all turned to look at the princess in her gorgeous naked glory as she stood next to the bed. The moonlight poured over her porcelain skin, and my cock throbbed at the sight of her pert nipples and glistening slit. Her inner thigh was still slick with the last load of my dragon seed, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aaliyah lick her lips with hunger. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I growled before I led my lovers to the bed, and then I spent the next few hours taking each of them with my cock and claiming each of their wombs with my thick creamy seed.  
 
    After a few hours, my lovers and I could barely keep our eyes open, and we fell asleep in a naked heap on the giant bed. 
 
    When I awoke the next morning, I looked out the giant windows and frowned. The dark purple clouds over the Breach somehow seemed even darker than when we’d arrived. 
 
    I blinked and rubbed at my eyes, but when I opened them again, the clouds still looked more ominous than usual. I walked closer to the window to look outside, and I noticed small drops of rain had begun to fall. The tiny spots left dark circles on the stone balcony, and the glass window felt cool under my palms. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    I rushed over to the armoire against the wall and pulled out a plain purple tunic and black trousers. Then I got dressed and sat on the edge of the bed to pull on my boots. 
 
    “My love?” Alyona murmured as she rolled over to face me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied in a quiet voice. “I’m going downstairs. I can feel something, but I don’t know--” 
 
    “I feel it, too,” she gasped as she suddenly bolted upright and slid out of bed. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Alyona slipped into a white robe and pulled her curled hair back into a ponytail. Wisps of her black forelocks fell next to her face, and she tucked them behind her ears as she put on her slippers. 
 
    “Milady, what are you doing?” Laika asked in a drowsy voice as she sat up and yawned. “Are you two leaving?” 
 
    “Just downstairs,” I replied and chewed on my lower lip for a moment. “You should get the others up and come down, too. There’s something wrong.” 
 
    Before I’d even finished my sentence, the wolf Demi-Human was rousing my other women, and within a few minutes, everyone was awake and had found their respective robes and shoes. 
 
    I pulled the door open and stepped out into the hallway, but as soon as I was in the hall, I could hear the frantic voices of a dozen different people from downstairs. 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Have you checked the gardens?” 
 
    “I think we should wake them.” 
 
    “Go wake up Emma and Nike,” I told the dryads. “Meet us downstairs in the entryway.” 
 
    “Of course,” Polina replied with a nod. 
 
    She and her sisters scurried down the hall to my aunt’s room and Nike’s room as we headed in the other direction toward the stairs. Then we hurried downstairs toward the panicked voices, and Castor breathed a sigh of relief when he saw us. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods, Lord Evan, Princess Alyona,” he exhaled and rushed over to grasp Alyona’s hand. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but something has happened.” 
 
    “Just spit it out,” I ordered as my heart began to hammer inside my chest. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “His Eminence…” Castor took a deep breath. “He’s missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” Alyona gasped and covered her mouth. 
 
    The rest of my women huddled around the princess and offered their comfort as she began to shake. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I demanded. “He’s the king. What are the guards doing?” 
 
    This was fucking insanity. How could someone just take King Rodion? He was the most powerful person in Rahma, maybe even all of Inati. Well, except for me now. Still, it didn’t make sense, and I knew someone big had to be behind this.  
 
    “Currently, they’re scouring the castle for him,” the advisor replied with a frown. “His Eminence has always told them to guard outside his chambers. They never go inside.” 
 
    “Okay, but he was in his chambers and just disappeared?” I clenched my fists in anger, and I could feel the heat of my fire magic warm my skin. “How does that happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know, my lord,” Castor insisted. “He spends almost all of his time on his balcony. That is the last place I saw him.” 
 
    “Take me there,” I ordered. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Trina asked as the dryads skidded to a stop beside us with Emma and Nike in tow. 
 
    “We have to find the king,” I said through gritted teeth. “He’s missing.” 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Marina gasped as her mouth fell open. 
 
    “We’re going up to the balcony where he was last seen,” I continued and met Nike’s eyes. “We have to find him.” 
 
    “We will,” the noble replied and pressed his mouth into a thin line. 
 
    We both knew the danger of losing the king. Not only did it weaken the hold he had on the Breach, but it also weakened the kingdom of Rahma. While Alyona and I were meant to take the throne next, Rahma looked weak to have lost its leader without preparing her for succession. It would open the doors to a host of new problems, and we hadn’t even finished the huge one we had now. 
 
    I set my jaw with determination as we followed Castor up the stairs and down the hall to King Rodion’s chambers. The door was already open, and at least a dozen guards had started to poke around the room in search of the king. 
 
    “Don’t touch that!” Alyona hissed as one of the guards reached for a wooden box on a table near the bed. “He’s obviously not hiding inside it!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Highness.” The guard held his hands up in defense and strode toward another area of the room. 
 
    I knew Alyona was under a lot of stress already, and her father’s disappearance seemed to have pushed her close to the edge of hysteria. 
 
    “Who was in charge of guarding the king’s chambers?” I demanded as I looked over each of the white-armored guards with an air of suspicion. 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time someone trusted the wrong person to live inside royal walls, and the last kidnapping had led to the search for a young centaur prince. I was going to get to the bottom of this situation before my wife had a complete meltdown, and if there was a traitor in our midst, he would regret the day he was born. 
 
    “I was, my lord,” one of the guards declared and stepped forward to take a bow. “My name is Lex.” 
 
    Lex was a wolf Demi-Human, like Laika, but his furry ears and tail were stark white. His skin was pale, nearly as light as his fur, and he had the subtle shadow of white stubble across his chin and jaw. His eyes were bright yellow and watched me approach with a genuine sense of concern that put me at ease. 
 
    “Tell me what you know,” I said and met his gaze. 
 
    “His Eminence said he was releasing the barrier for the night, so he could get some sleep,” Lex explained. “So, I ordered the ground forces to line up at the Breach to keep out those who feel the pull.” 
 
    “What if one of the guards tries to jump in?” I wondered with a frown. 
 
    “We all have this sigil.” Lex pulled a pendant out from under his ivory armor and held it up for me to see. “It wards off evil spirits and, so far, has protected us from the urge.” 
 
    The pendant looked like a thick silver coin, and scrawls of an old hieroglyphic language were carved into its surface. 
 
    “Why doesn’t everyone have one?” Laika asked as she stepped forward and looked the other wolf up and down. “That seems easier than guarding the Breach all the time.” 
 
    “The guards have always worn them,” he answered with a shrug. “We simply don’t have a supply large enough for the entire village.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” I nodded. “What happened after you sent them on duty?” 
 
    “I stepped out of His Eminence’s chambers with Rankin and Tor,” Lex continued and rubbed his jaw. “We took our posts outside his door, and we stood watch all night. Nothing went in or out of that door, my lord. I’d swear my life on it.” 
 
    “Well, the king didn’t jump off the balcony,” I retorted as I turned to look around the room. “The bed doesn’t look slept in, and the robes he wore last night to the ceremony aren’t here, either.” 
 
    “You don’t think he even made it to bed,” Nike mused as he followed my gaze. “So, we need to check the balcony.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded as we made our way out to the stone balcony where Rodion’s empty chair sat in the middle of the open space. 
 
    I looked around the balcony while Alyona strolled over to her father’s chair and sat down. My lovers surrounded her with soothing hands and loving words, but she was in obvious distress. Silent tears slipped down her cheeks, and a growl rumbled in my chest as I imagined whoever had caused my wife this pain. I would tear him limb from limb and boil his bones to ashes. My inner dragon roared ferociously at my plan, and I gritted my teeth as I scoured the balcony for a clue. 
 
    I peered over the edge of the stone wall, but all I could see was the deep darkness of the Breach and the mountains. Scattered raindrops continued to splatter on the stones and the guards’ boots as we searched the area, and I could feel the droplets land against the newly shaved sides of my head. 
 
    “Do you see anything, my lord?” Lex asked, and I noticed his calm demeanor had become more anxious with my silence. 
 
    “No.” I ran my hand along the wall and searched for evidence of the king’s movements, but there were no scratches in the stone, no dangling ropes, no shreds of torn clothing. 
 
    Then, as I rounded the wall to the left end of the balcony, a darkened spot caught my attention. I leaned down to get a closer look as Nike strode over next to me. 
 
    “What is it?” he murmured. 
 
    “A scorch mark,” I replied under my breath. “It’s small, but you can see it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be easy to miss,” Nike agreed and shook his head. “But what does it mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I grumbled before I turned back to everyone else and raised my voice. “Listen up! We’re going to search every inch of this palace, the village, the whole fucking mountain range if we have to. We will find our king.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Lex replied with a bow. “What do you need us to do?” 
 
    “We need to split into groups,” I decided after a moment. “One of you with two of us.” 
 
    “You don’t trust us?” The guard leader couldn’t hide the surprise on his face. “We are the Royal Guard of his Eminence, his most trusted soldiers. He picked each of us by his own hand!” 
 
    “And you lost him,” I growled. “So, we do things my way.” 
 
    “And anyone who doesn’t agree with Lord Evan will be cast out!” Alyona thundered from her father’s chair, and her violet eyes lit up with rage as sparks crackled from her fingertips. 
 
    “O-Of course, Your Highness,” Lex stammered and bowed again. “We will do as Lord Evan wishes.” 
 
    Nike stepped forward and began to divide everyone into groups. Aaliyah and Rebecca went with Lex to the west end of the castle, while Polina and Trina grouped with another guard and set off for the north end. Marina and Naomi headed south with a guard on their heels, and Miraya, Ravi, and another guard left to search the rest of the east wing.  
 
    It seemed the king’s chambers had been searched already, but I wanted to look for myself. 
 
    “I won’t leave her,” Laika said under her breath as she and Emma held Alyona’s hands. 
 
    “I know,” I murmured and pecked her on the cheek. “I wouldn’t expect you to. We’re going to look around the king’s room. Maybe there’s some clue there. Just stay out here with her.” 
 
    “Of course.” The wolf-warrior nodded and resumed her watch over the princess, who stared off into space as though she hadn’t heard a word. 
 
    Nike and I pored through the king’s papers spread out on his desk, and there were various letters from leaders across the kingdom. Some were kind, others less so. A few begged for his help with one problem or another, and a handful threatened to leave the kingdom if he didn’t take care of the Breach soon. Then I found the ones who had told him their intentions of joining the Green Glass Sect’s mission to free the demons, so they would be safe when he was no longer able to hold them back.  
 
    It made me sick. 
 
    These people had no idea the strength and power the king had used already to resolve the problem. They probably never would, but they would pretend to be staunch supporters once we finally rid the world of the Breach. 
 
    I took mental note of the two-faced bastards’ names, so I’d be prepared for their bullshit speeches once the war was over. I didn’t want to be caught off guard by a snake in the grass. 
 
    We finished the letters, but none seemed to outright threaten to harm Rodion in any way, so we moved on to his desk drawers. Quills, scribbled notes, pieces of jewelry, and various odds and ends filled the drawers, but there was nothing worth a second look. 
 
    It was like the king had simply flown off into the night without a trace, and no one had seen a damn thing. 
 
    I slammed the desk drawer shut as Miraya and Ravi strolled into the room with the guard in tow. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” Miraya shook her head and frowned. “I don’t think he’s in the castle anymore, my lord. Whoever took him did it from the balcony.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I have to agree,” Nike said as he closed the door to the king’s armoire. “There’s nothing to indicate he came back in from the balcony, and surely, someone would have seen him by now if he was inside.” 
 
    “Then I’m going to search out there,” I growled and pointed out the window. “I can fly over and cover a lot more ground than the guards can.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Ravi said and gritted her jaw with determination. “I can help you look, and I can see almost as well as you.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I turned at the sound of Emma’s voice as she strode in from the balcony. “I’m not doing a thing just sitting here, and I want to help.” 
 
    “Emma, we have no idea what we’ll run into,” I insisted. “You don’t have a weapon or know how to fight or anything.” 
 
    “I can hold my own,” my aunt shot back as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m going to help.” 
 
    I recognized the stubborn resolve of the woman who’d raised me, and she was not going to change her mind. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “But if shit gets crazy, Ravi is flying you out of harm’s way. I won’t have you be in danger, especially when you just got here.” 
 
    “Fine,” Emma echoed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Now, go ahead and change into a dragon already, so we can go.” 
 
    “I can’t do it in here,” I chuckled and motioned for them to follow me outside. “I know you’ve never seen a real dragon, Auntie, but we’re kind of… big.” 
 
    We walked out onto the balcony, and Alyona finally looked up from her pensive state. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “We’re going to find your father,” I replied. “We’re flying over the mountains.” 
 
    “Be careful of the pull,” the princess warned and gestured toward the Breach. “I don’t know how it would affect any of you.” 
 
    “We’ll stay together,” I said and leaned down to press my lips to the top of her head. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I have to worry,” she nearly whispered. “I couldn’t live with myself if I lost you and my father on the same day.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” I grunted. “You haven’t lost either of us. I’ll find him.” 
 
    I just hoped I was right. 
 
    Laika nodded as though she heard my thought, and she and Miraya guided Alyona back inside as Nike pulled the king’s chair out of the way. The balcony was just big enough for me to take my dragon form, but I needed about every inch of it. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on the guards,” Nike murmured. “If any of them are in on this, we’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I clapped a hand on his shoulder before he backed away and stood in the shadows of the doorway. 
 
    “We’ll wait over here,” Ravi called out as she coaxed Emma closer to the palace. 
 
    I walked out to the center of the balcony and allowed my dragon body to take shape. The black scales on my forearms multiplied and rippled across my skin as I stretched and grew into my huge form, and my arms and legs thickened and lengthened as my talons burst out of my fingers and toes. My wings and spikes emerged from my back with a loud pop, and I felt the fire inside my chest burn with the heat of the sun. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Emma gasped as she came out onto the balcony with her mouth wide open. “Y-You really are a dragon. A-A huge, black-scaled dragon.” 
 
    “I told you,” I chuckled and snorted a puff of smoke. “Badass, huh?” 
 
    “Very,” she agreed with an awed nod, and she ran her hand along my scales. 
 
    Then Emma’s eyes widened even further as she took in a sharp breath and yanked her hand back. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” I asked and craned my neck around to look at her. 
 
    “I-I, uh, wow, what…” Emma stammered and chewed on her bottom lip. “I need to touch you again.” 
 
    “Oookay?” I replied with obvious confusion. 
 
    My aunt slowly lifted her hand and pressed it to my foreleg again. She gasped again, but this time, she seemed more prepared, and she stared off into space for a moment before she finally spoke. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she whispered. “I can see all of it.” 
 
    “All of what?” I wondered. 
 
    “The story of dragons,” Emma replied as her eyes came back into focus. “I-I can somehow see the history of your kind, and let me say, wow, this Olivier guy is a total piece of shit.” 
 
    “You could see him?” Ravi stepped into the light with shock on her face. 
 
    “Yeah, like, flashes of a movie,” my aunt answered and tapped her temple. “It all played up here when I touched Evan.” 
 
    “A movie is the moving pictures, right?” the phoenix asked and furrowed her brow as she tried to recall the Earth reference. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have those here,” Emma giggled. “Okay, yes, moving pictures as though I was watching history at super-fast speeds.” 
 
    “Soooo, are you a psychic now?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Psychic is not the right word here,” Alyona answered from the dark shadow of the doorway before she stepped out onto the balcony. “She’s a history maven. She can perceive history with the touch of her hand, much like Kendy in Imunving.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fitting for an antique junkie,” I laughed and looked over to see Emma’s eyes light up with excitement. 
 
    “A history maven,” she repeated with awe. “I didn’t have any magical abilities before.” 
 
    “I wasn’t a dragon before.” I shrugged. “It’s one of the differences between the realms. Some have magic, and some don’t.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Emma breathed. 
 
    “Wait,” I said as a thought occurred to me, and I glanced at Alyona. “How far back in the past do things have to be to be considered history? Could she touch the scorch mark on the balcony and see who left it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Alyona admitted with a frown.  
 
    “No harm in trying,” Emma said in a gentle tone, and then she walked over and placed her hand on the black scorch mark. Her brow furrowed as her lips pursed, and she was silent for a long moment, but then she sighed, dropped her hand, and shook her head. “I-I couldn’t see anything. When I touched Evan, it happened instantaneously. But… I’m not sure. It feels like something’s… blocking me?”  
 
    “Not surprised,” I grunted as I looked up at the dark clouds rolling above us. “Whoever took the king had to have some kind of powerful magic. Thank you for trying, Auntie, but we need to get going. We have a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    “Of course,” my aunt murmured. “So, what do I do?” 
 
    “Hop on,” I said and lowered my belly to the ground to give her easier access. 
 
    “On you?” Emma raised a single eyebrow as she looked up at my huge body. “How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    “Just climb,” I chuckled. “You won’t hurt me, I promise.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she muttered and began to scale the side of my body before she grabbed onto one of the spikes and pulled herself up. “This is crazy.” 
 
    “You’ll love the flying, though,” Ravi chirped. 
 
    Then the phoenix disappeared into a column of flames and emerged in her feathery bird form. She stretched her wings and took a quick loop around the balcony before she landed on the stone wall in front of us. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked them both. 
 
    “Yep!” Ravi replied with a birdy grin. 
 
    “I think so… ” Emma answered with much less certainty. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” I told Alyona. 
 
    “Be safe, my love,” my wife replied with a solemn half-smile. 
 
    I nodded and then kicked off into the sky. 
 
    “Oh!” Emma yelped as she gripped my spike even harder. “This… is magnificent!” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see my aunt’s face filled with complete joy as we flew across the village. She stared down at the passing scenery, and her grin stretched from ear to ear. 
 
    As much as I enjoyed giving Aunt Emma this time to fly, I had to focus on my mission. We needed to find the king. Fast. 
 
    I swooped over the village, and it looked like the guards had already started knocking on doors to look for King Rodion among the citizens, so I flew higher and veered around in front of the castle while Ravi soared next to me. Her eyes darted back and forth across the landscape, and we flew over the long bridge that had welcomed us into the White Jade palace only a couple days ago. 
 
    I changed course and flew along the mountains, and I kept my eyes on the bright-green grass looking for any break in their surfaces. I looked twice at every dip, crack, and crevice along the sides of the peaks, but nothing stood out. 
 
    I’d started to think we were still looking in the wrong places when I noticed a break in the mountains that was obscured from view until we were almost on top of it. Something pulled my attention down toward the opening, and I nearly froze as I thought it could be a link to the Breach. The king said it had begun to lure people into its depths, and I hesitated to dive down toward the magnetic tug I felt. Then I focused on the pull and realized it didn’t feel like anything evil or deadly, so it had to be my power telling me something important was close. 
 
    “Down there!” I shouted to Ravi and pointed with my foreleg. 
 
    The phoenix nodded, and we both slowed our pace to dive closer. As we approached, I realized it was a cave. Without my dragon vision, I doubt I would have seen it, and even landing in front of it, it was difficult to see exactly where the mouth of the cave was. In fact, I wasn’t sure it could be seen at all if someone traveled the mountains on foot.  
 
    The opening to the cave sat on the edge of a cliff that overlooked a small lake, and my talons clicked as I lowered myself onto the stone cliff in front of the cave. 
 
    “What’s this?” Emma wondered in a soft voice. 
 
    “I have a feeling this is exactly what we were looking for,” I murmured. “We need to get closer to know for sure.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t fit in there like this.” My aunt smirked as she slid down from my back and landed on the stone. 
 
    “Good point,” I agreed and shifted back into my human form. 
 
    “I can fly ahead,” Ravi offered as she flapped her wings next to me. 
 
    “No, we need to stay together,” I argued. “We have no idea who or what is in there. It could be a stone giant for all we know.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s true.” The phoenix frowned before she transformed back to her orange-headed human body. “I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I replied as I drew the Sword of Hatra from my belt. “Be prepared for anything.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have a choice on that,” Emma snorted. “I wouldn’t know what to be ready for.” 
 
    “Shit, do you think she could hold a fire dagger?” I asked Ravi. “I’ve never tried to give one to someone before, but I don’t want her going in with absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “Well, if it burns her, you could always heal her.” Ravi shrugged. 
 
    “Worth a shot,” I agreed as I conjured a fiery dagger in my hand. 
 
    “What else can you do?” Emma asked as she peered at the flaming weapon.  
 
    “A lot, but I’ll show you later,” I replied and held the blade with the handle toward her. “Try it.” 
 
    Emma furrowed her brow and slowly grasped the dagger from my hand, but as soon as she wrapped her hand around the handle, the flames died until only a hard, black version of the weapon remained. 
 
    “It turned to obsidian,” Ravi gasped. 
 
    “That’s a nifty trick,” Emma said as she turned the stone blade over in her hand. 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed with a grin, but I made a mental note to ask Alyona how that happened later. “Now, let’s go save the king.” 
 
    We stormed into the cave and were met with pitch-black darkness. I formed a fireball in my hand, and the cavern lit up from wall to wall. Then I tossed the fireball up to the ceiling to light up the cave while we searched for Rodion. 
 
    “Who is that?” a familiar voice called out from behind a large set of stalagmites. “I told you, if you don’t release me, you’ll suffer the wrath of the dragon!” 
 
    “Are you using me as a threat?” I chuckled as we eased around the rock formation to find Rodion tied to one of the stalagmites. 
 
    The ropes keeping the king captive glowed a green so dark it was almost black, and they were wrapped around his body from his neck to his feet. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” the king gasped. “It’s you! Watch out!” 
 
    Before I could respond, arrows flew across the cavern, and I threw up a fiery shield to protect the four of us from the whistling projectiles. The arrows thumped into the surface of the shield, and Emma cowered below me with her hands over her head before she looked up to see the barrier. 
 
    “What the--” she started. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I muttered. “Just stay back!” 
 
    Emma nodded and scooted closer to the king’s bound form. She gripped the obsidian dagger until her knuckles were white, and I turned back to find the source of the arrows. 
 
    Once the thunderous pounding of the projectiles had stopped, I released the barrier to face our attackers. They immediately came in full force from all sides, and Ravi gasped at the number of Green Glass Sect members that emerged from the shadows. Easily several dozen robed figures made their way toward us with various weapons in hand, and a growl rumbled deep in my chest. 
 
    “Fuck, that’s a lot,” I grumbled and tightened my grip on my blade. “We may need some backup.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” the phoenix agreed with a grimace as she conjured her fiery whip. “What do we do?” 
 
    “I got this.” I conjured my messenger dragon, who appeared in front of me and waited for my message. “Go to Nike and bring him and anyone else who can come back here. There’s too many of them. And hurry!” 
 
    The silvery dragon nodded and zoomed out of the cave like a bat out of hell, and we grimly faced the onslaught of Sect members. 
 
    If it weren’t for my aunt and the king behind us, I would have rushed our opponents with a few whacks of my sword, but I had to make sure none of them got past me. 
 
    So, I opened my mouth and released a plume of flames on the first wave of attackers, and their screams echoed around the cave as they fell to the ground in piles of burning bodies. The reeking scent of burnt flesh filled the air, and I nearly gagged as it filled my nose. Then I shook my head and focused on the next set of Green Glass bastards who stepped over the bodies of their fallen companions and continued their attack. 
 
    Ravi flung the fiery whip out, and the flaming rope wrapped around three men and cinched them together. 
 
    “No!” one of them screamed as the flames engulfed their robes within seconds. 
 
    The phoenix yanked back on the rope, and their burning bodies flew across the cavern and crashed against the wall with a thud. 
 
    I really hated waiting here like a sitting duck, but then I realized I had a better way to keep Emma and Rodion safe, and I called on my stone magic and pulled a wall up from the floor. 
 
    “What is that?” Emma gasped and stumbled backward. 
 
    “It’s to keep them away from you,” I said and glanced over my shoulder to see my aunt had begun to saw at the king’s bindings with her dagger. “As soon as he’s free, we’re getting out of here.” 
 
    “I’m working on it!” she replied through gritted teeth. 
 
    It seemed the dagger had made some progress, but it wasn’t your typical rope that held the most powerful mage in Rahma. It would be a while before he was free, so we had to keep fending off these other guys. 
 
    “They enchanted the rope,” Rodion explained with a grimace. “I need another mage here to help me get rid of it.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t bring one of those,” I grumbled. “Hopefully, one of them will get here.” 
 
    “For now, we kinda need to get rid of these guys,” Ravi called out as she jabbed a fire sword into the belly of a Sect member. 
 
    “On it!” I yelled back, and then I bellowed another row of flames onto our opponents. 
 
    Another dozen of the Sect members crashed to the ground in burning heaps, but it seemed like more of them kept appearing from their holes in the walls of the cavern. I couldn’t keep track of how many we’d killed and how many still remained, but it didn’t matter. 
 
    I’d kill them all. 
 
    I bared my teeth in a feral grin and swung the Sword of Hatra in a wide arc that sliced clean through two of the Sect members and burrowed into the side of a third. 
 
    “Ugh!” the man grunted as he stared down at the blade buried below his rib cage. 
 
    “Shouldn’t have fucked with a dragon,” I snarled and twisted the blade before I pulled it back and watched his organs tumble out of his torso. 
 
    I sliced and stabbed and jabbed while blood flowed along the cavern floor in red rivers. At some point, I glanced over to see Ravi was moving like a dancer as she twirled around with her fire daggers and launched them as quickly as she conjured them. The flaming weapons plunged into her opponents as she skipped in zigzag lines between the Green Glass members, and our enemies were falling like dominoes. 
 
    Then our opponents suddenly stopped fighting. 
 
    The black-robed figures backed away from us, and a collective look of dread passed over many of their faces. 
 
    I took a menacing step forward, but their eyes weren’t on me or Ravi anymore, and as one, all of the Sect members took off running. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    The traitorous cowards scattered in all directions, and some even jumped off the cliff toward the lake below. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Ravi gasped as she jogged over to join me. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I muttered. “A little early for a surrender.” 
 
    I scanned the cavern from left to right, but most of the bastards had disappeared from view. 
 
    Then a dark shadow hovered over our heads. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    My gaze traveled up to the ceiling of the cavern, and the flash of a white underbelly made me blink a few times before I looked again. 
 
    A white dragon. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    He was a little bigger than I was, but instead of spikes along his spine, a collection of spikes in the shape of a sphere sat at the end of his tail like a mace. His white scales looked like ripples of creamy milk as he flew over our heads and turned around to face us. His lime-green eyes seemed to glow from within, but something didn’t quite look right. He didn’t focus on any of us at all. It was more like he was looking right through us. 
 
    “It can’t be!” Rodion gasped. 
 
    “What?” I wondered. “Who--” 
 
    Before I could finish my question, the white dragon opened his maw and released a plume of white flames onto us. 
 
    I threw my fire shield up just in time to block the flames from our heads, and the dragon closed his mouth and cocked his head to the side in confusion. He couldn’t seem to figure out what had stopped his fire from roasting us alive, even though it seemed fairly obvious I’d used a defensive maneuver. 
 
    My first instinct was to change form and attack the new intruder, but I had a gut feeling that something was wrong with this dragon. It was like his mind wasn’t all there, but I’d never heard of a dragon going crazy or senile. I called back the fire shield and held my hands up to stop the dragon from attacking again. 
 
    I had the strangest feeling he didn’t even see me as he flapped his wings and flew over us again with his maw open, and I put the shield up again as his flames crashed into the barrier. My knees nearly buckled under the force of his fire magic, and I grunted as I tried to hold the shield up as long as I could. 
 
    The white dragon was strong, and I had no idea where he’d come from. Olivier had done his best to eliminate our race, but this one seemed to have survived the Green Glass Sect’s antics.  
 
    Now, I needed to get him away from His Eminence and keep him focused on me. 
 
    “Hey, stupid, it’s me you want!” I hollered at the dragon as I took deliberate steps away from the king, Emma, and Ravi. “Come on! You set this trap for me, right?” 
 
    “Evan!” my aunt hissed. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just keep working on those ropes,” I ordered as I continued to wave my hands at the dragon. “Ravi will stay here and guard you. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The white dragon’s neon-green eyes tracked my wild movements away from my group and closer to the cave entrance. Then he flapped his wings and zoomed after me with his talons extended. 
 
    I didn’t want to hurt him, but I also didn’t want to get stabbed by claws I knew were sharp and long enough to pierce through my whole human torso, so I ducked his swooping movement and shot a collection of webs at his clawed feet. The webs wrapped around his forelegs, and he scuttled in the air for a moment like a newborn deer. 
 
    “What is this?” the white dragon roared as he flailed against the webs. “No, must kill all who enter!” 
 
    “Not today.” I smirked as I took my own dragon form and blocked the white dragon’s path back toward the center of the cavern. 
 
    “Stupid, tiny dragon,” he sneered and gnashed his teeth, and his raunchy breath hissed out into the air like a cloud of death. 
 
    He spoke like a caveman, and the way he looked through me made me wonder what exactly was wrong with him. I’d seen some weird things happen to people and creatures with miasma poisoning, but this was different, and it was clearly affecting him in more ways than one. 
 
    “And yet, I’m much more powerful,” I shot back. “But I don’t want to hurt you. There’s something wrong with you, and I can help if you--” 
 
    The white dragon cut me off with a thunderous growl before he blew his white flames on me again, and I had to turn my face away from the heat. My scales warmed with his fire, but I absorbed the flames with my own fire magic. 
 
    “No fire?” The white dragon’s green eyes widened, and I realized the glow I’d seen before wasn’t the actual color of his eyes. 
 
    Instead, it seemed the orbs themselves glowed like they were radioactive, and I wondered again what was wrong with the beast. I had to figure it out soon. I didn’t want to kill one of my kind, but if he kept attacking me and my people, I wouldn’t have any other choice. 
 
    “Fire won’t work on me,” I replied as I hovered in front of the white dragon. “Let me help you.” 
 
    “No help!” he bellowed and flew at me again. 
 
    This time, he crashed into me with the force of a linebacker, and the blow knocked the breath from my lungs as we collided. My back slammed into the collection of stalagmites in the center of the cave, and the white dragon loomed over me with his foreleg raised to strike my head. 
 
    I’d spent years in martial arts and knew how to get myself out of this position in my human form, but doing it in my dragon form would be a whole new ballgame. 
 
    As the white dragon brought his clawed foot down toward my face, I dropped my shoulder and grabbed his foreleg. Then I rolled to my right and used his momentum to flip him to his belly next to me. He landed with a thud, but I couldn’t keep hold of his foreleg with my talons, and he scurried out from under my grip. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t!” I leaped forward and grabbed his back leg to drag him toward me. I didn’t think a standard submission would work against a dragon, but it couldn’t hurt to try. Maybe. 
 
    But it didn’t matter. 
 
    The white dragon swung his other leg around and clawed me across the face. Blood poured down into my eye, and I let go of his leg as I wiped the blood from my view. 
 
    “Just stop fighting me!” I grunted as I returned to all fours and paced in front of him. 
 
    “What the hell?” Nike’s voice echoed through the cave as he and Naomi jumped off what appeared to be a flying ship and landed on the cliff. “Are there more, uh, dragons?” 
 
    “Must kill all who enter!” the white dragon bellowed and zoomed toward Nike and Naomi. 
 
    My fellow noble drew the Sword of Light from his belt and prepared himself for a battle with the white dragon. 
 
    “Wait!” I called out as I flew behind the other dragon and grabbed at his tail. 
 
    He swiped at Nike’s blade just as I took hold of his tail and yanked him backward. The spikes in his tail dug into my claws, and I grunted at the sharp pain before I whipped him off to the side. The white dragon’s claws narrowly missed the Sword of Light, and he stopped himself from flying into the cave wall before he turned around to snarl at me. 
 
    I was caught again by his glowing green eyes, and I felt my claws begin to heal from the spikes’ damage as I tried to figure out what to do next. 
 
    “Naomi, please help!” Emma called out from behind the rock formation. 
 
    “Oh, coming!” The lizard mage scurried underneath us toward my aunt, Ravi, and Rodion. 
 
    “Kill!” the white dragon roared as he dove, and his golden path lit up in my vision to show he was headed toward Naomi. 
 
    “No!” I snarled and bolted to cut him off. 
 
    The white dragon moved faster than I’d expected, and I slammed into the middle of his body. We crashed into the wall of the cavern, and it felt like the entire mountain shook with the force of our impact as dirt cascaded from the ceiling and down the walls. Even Nike looked shaken as he planted his feet to stay standing after our collision. 
 
    Suddenly, King Rodion appeared from around the stalagmite formation and held out his hands. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” he yelled. “You mustn’t hurt him!” 
 
    “He’s not leaving me many options!” I replied as the white dragon snarled and clawed at my scales again from underneath me. “I don’t want to hurt him!” 
 
    “Eskandar!” Rodion bellowed. “Leave this place!” 
 
    The white dragon looked over at the king with wild, frantic eyes that seemed to narrow as they settled on Rodion. The radioactive glow dimmed for a moment, and the dragon shoved me away before he took flight again. 
 
    His loud roar echoed throughout the cave, and then he soared out of the mouth of the cavern and back into the sky. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I muttered as I felt my automatic healing kick in. 
 
    The cuts and scrapes to my scales knitted together, while my bones snapped back into place. Apparently, I’d broken a few ribs during our scuffle, but they were back to normal before the pain could really settle in.  
 
    Having that power was pretty incredible, and I was definitely grateful for it now. 
 
    “I can’t believe he’s alive,” Rodion gasped and rubbed his hands over his reddened arms. “He hasn’t been seen in decades.” 
 
    “Okay, first, let me heal you,” I said as I traipsed over to the king and blew a wave of my glittery healing magic over his body. 
 
    The red marks from the magical rope slowly faded, and the king stretched and sighed with relief. 
 
    “Ah, thank you, Lord Evan,” he murmured. “Now, we must get back to the palace. I’ll explain everything there.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “Alyona is worried sick about you.” 
 
    “Yes, she was nearly inconsolable when we got your message,” Nike added as he sheathed the Sword of Light. “Though it seems you had things handled by the time we arrived.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because the million Green Glass Sect guys took off when the white dragon got here,” Ravi pouted. 
 
    “I don’t know if there were quite a million of them,” I chuckled. “But there were a lot. That’s when we called for help.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Nike said with a nod. “What about--” 
 
    “Evan?” Emma came around the corner of the rock formation with the black and green rope in her hands. “I think I found something.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked and looked down at the rope. “That’s what the king was tied up with, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I touched it,” she replied with a frown. “And it seems the king was only a way of getting you here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I wondered. 
 
    “That Olivier guy again, he enchanted this rope so King Rodion would be powerless,” she murmured as she recalled what she’d seen. “He knew only another dragon would be able to find him here, and he intended for the white dragon to best you. It seems he was satisfied with either killing you or taking you hostage, but you were the target, not the king.” 
 
    “Ahh, your magical inclination is as a history maven,” the king hummed, and Emma nodded. “How interesting.” 
 
    “So, it was a trap for me,” I mused and tapped my talons on the stone floor. “He really doesn’t want me this close to the Breach, and he knows we’re getting close.” 
 
    “Is there any way he could know about the Redimi Vincio ceremony already?” Naomi asked, and her amber eyes widened with concern. “Does he know what you’ve become?” 
 
    “I think if he did, he would have sent more than one dragon.” I smirked. “But this confirms he at least knows I’m here, which means we need to move fast to close the Breach.” 
 
    “Let’s get going before he sends the white dragon back in here,” Rodion interjected. “We should plan our next moves as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I can agree with that.” I nodded and then gestured to my back. “Who wants a ride? Unless you have another flying ship, Naomi?” 
 
    “That was a rather difficult spell,” the lizard mage giggled. “I’d rather not do it again right now.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad it got you here,” I replied with a grin. “Hop on.” 
 
    Naomi and Emma climbed onto my back, while Nike helped Rodion on behind them, and the noble looked at me with a smirk for a moment before he clambered on, too. 
 
    Then Ravi flashed into her phoenix form, and we took off from the cave. The flight back to the palace was much faster, and we landed on the balcony in less than twenty minutes. 
 
    “Father!” Alyona gasped and ran out onto the balcony as her father slid to the ground. “You’re okay!” 
 
    “I’m fine, my dear,” Rodion murmured as he wrapped his arms around her and smoothed her hair. “No need to fret.” 
 
    “Father, you were kidnapped!” the princess argued and looked up at him with pursed lips. “I had every reason to fret!” 
 
    “Well, that’s true,” he chuckled. “But it’s alright now. Let’s go get some lunch. I’m famished.” 
 
    “Right away, Your Majesty!” Castor squeaked and scurried through the king’s chambers toward the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay, Your Majesty,” Aaliyah purred as she and my other lovers made their way toward the balcony. 
 
    I shifted down into my human form, and my women circled around me with hugs and kisses. Then they glanced over at Aunt Emma with worry on their faces, and I laughed and shook my head. 
 
    “She already knows about us,” I assured them. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Good, we don’t like not touching you,” Trina giggled as she ran her emerald fingers down my arm. 
 
    “I also didn’t like you not touching me.” I grinned and pecked the dryad on the cheek. 
 
    “See, I could tell with their eyes,” Emma snickered. “They couldn’t keep them off you as easily as their hands.” 
 
    “Well, he is the most handsome dragon in all the world,” Marina gushed and pressed her warm, curvy body against mine. “Can you blame us?” 
 
    “Not at all,” my aunt replied with a sardonic grin. 
 
    “The food is ready, Your Majesty,” Castor announced as he poked his head out onto the balcony. “We’ve prepared the dining hall.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Rodion replied with a smile. “Let’s go eat.” 
 
    “Father, are you sure you should be walking around?” Alyona’s amethyst eyes glistened with worry. “Shouldn’t you stay here and rest?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” the king tutted. “I need to eat and replenish, and I won’t sit around to be a victim of this Green Glass Sect any longer.” 
 
    Alyona’s face registered her shock, but I felt a surge in the king’s power as determination set his jaw. He was pissed about getting kidnapped, and I knew whatever we did next, he would be a part of it. 
 
    “Well, I’m starving,” I said to break the silence. “Let’s go eat.” 
 
    Everyone murmured their agreement, and we followed Castor through the king’s room and downstairs to the dining hall. He led us down a hallway next to the kitchen area I’d been to before and then through a tall open doorway into a massive dining area. 
 
    The table was at least thirty feet long and ten feet wide. King Rodion’s chair was at the head of the table, and its plush red velvet seat looked comfy and inviting. Gold filigree lined the tall back and arms of the chair, and a single white jewel was cut into a perfect sphere and set into a clawed setting on top. To his right was Alyona’s seat, which looked like a smaller version of her father’s, except her jewel was an amethyst. 
 
    “Ah, L-Lord Evan, w-we haven’t made your royal seat yet,” Castor stammered as I pulled Alyona’s chair out for her to sit down. 
 
    “It’s alright, Castor,” I chuckled. “If I can sit, I can eat. And there’s plenty of room to sit.” 
 
    I plopped down in the wooden chair next to Alyona, and she smiled at me as she took my hand and waited for lunch to be served. 
 
    Within a minute of everyone sitting down, the kitchen staff burst into the room with trays and trays of food. We’d eaten at other palaces before, but the king of Rahma obviously went all out. 
 
    The smells of roasted beef, turkey, and duck filled my nose, and I sighed with relief at not eating fish again. Then came bowls of mashed potatoes with gravy, soups, a salad, and various collections of cooked vegetables. A rainbow of colors from yellow and green to pink and blue filled the table and made my mouth water. The servants finally set out baskets of fresh rolls and little bowls of a sweet-smelling butter that was soft and ready to spread across the soft bread. 
 
    My stomach growled so loudly Alyona had to stifle a giggle, and I could hardly wait for the servers to leave so I could pile my plate high with all of the delicious food. When they finally bowed and left the room, I glanced over to see Rodion still hadn’t moved toward the food. 
 
    I was pretty sure it would be rude to eat before him, so I continued to grit my teeth as I waited for the right moment to dig in. 
 
    Then the servers reappeared with gold, bejeweled goblets and set them in front of each of us, and another servant walked around the table with a jug and filled each cup to the brim with a sweet-smelling pink wine. 
 
    “Thank you,” the king boomed as he grabbed his goblet and rose from his chair. “To Lord Evan, Lady Emma, and Lady Ravi, I am grateful to have been rescued today. May we enjoy this feast and prepare to destroy our enemies together!” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” Nike yelled. 
 
    Everyone cheered and clunked the metal cups together before the king sat down and grabbed a roll. 
 
    That seemed to be the signal, and we all reached for the trays to fill our plates. I piled some of every meat in front of me, and I forked a bite of roast beef into my mouth as I spooned some potatoes onto the plate. 
 
    “Oh, godssss,” I groaned as the flavor of the beef hit my tongue. 
 
    It was warm and soft, and the mingling of flavors seemed to set off every single taste bud in my mouth. I knew I was pretty hungry, but everything tasted so good that I couldn’t stop eating until Rodion finally cleared his throat, and I remembered we were waiting for his explanation about the white dragon. 
 
    “I know it’s been a long morning,” the king began. “So, let’s get to the information we need to decide how we should proceed.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed after I swallowed my mouthful. “Let’s start with what happened this morning.” 
 
    “Well, really, it happened last night,” Rodion clarified. “I’d sent the guards to their nightly duties, and I decided to get some sleep for the night, but when I stood from my chair, a pair of talons wrapped around my body and whisked me away without a sound. I looked up to see the white dragon holding me, but I knew something was wrong.” 
 
    “His eyes, right?” I interjected. “They were messed up.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The king nodded and templed his fingers over his plate. “Eskandar was once a great guardian of the White Jade Temple and our village, but when the Breach opened, he disappeared. We thought perhaps he’d been killed by the miasma or the mage who was already destroying dragons, but we now know that was not the case.” 
 
    “So, where has he been this whole time?” Ravi gasped. “You haven’t seen him once?” 
 
    “We haven’t seen him, so I’m not sure where he’s been,” Rodion admitted. 
 
    “How could the Green Glass Sect keep a whole dragon hidden away for this long?” I wondered. “He would really stick out.” 
 
    “In the mountains, anything is possible,” the king replied with a grand wave of his hand. “There are thousands of places to hide, and the mountains are full of creatures who wish not to be seen.” 
 
    “And we also don’t know what abilities he may have assimilated,” Alyona pointed out. “He could become invisible or camouflaged depending on the beasts he’s conquered.” 
 
    I thought about the random assortment of powers I’d assimilated, and I knew the princess was right. Eskandar could have any number of resources to stay under the radar for years. 
 
    “But if he was a guardian, why would he want to stay hidden?” I asked. “I don’t think he’s fully in control right now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” My wife covered her mouth with her hand. “Did the miasma poison him, too?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I replied with a frown. “This is different. He wasn’t focused on killing you, like the others have been. It was more like he had instructions, and they were to kill anyone who came into the cave.” 
 
    “How does someone talk a dragon into doing whatever they want him to?” Aaliyah growled. 
 
    “They can’t,” I thundered and clenched my fist on the table. “Someone cast a spell on him or something. I know it.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” Rodion murmured. “It would have to be a strong spell to last this long on such a powerful creature. And the mage would likely have to remain close in order to maintain the spell’s hold. I’m not sure yet how we would break it.” 
 
    “I can heal him,” I decided. “Whatever it is, I’ll get rid of it.” 
 
    “My love, not everything can be healed,” Alyona said with a gentle hand on my arm. “Eskandar could already be lost to us.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe that,” I replied through gritted teeth. “We have to try. My species has been on the brink of extinction for too long. I won’t kill another dragon unless there is no other choice.” 
 
    “I believe Lord Evan is right,” Rodion cut in. “We can’t just leave Eskandar to suffer in whatever condition he is in.” 
 
    “Then that settles it,” I grumbled. 
 
    We were going to rescue the white dragon.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The servants cleared the table, and Rodion sent for his guards to join us in the dining hall. Moments later, Lex strode in with a handful of white-armored guards behind him and spread a map of the mountains over the table. 
 
    “Where was Eskandar’s nest when he guarded the palace?” I asked as I stared at the huge expanse of mountains on the parchment. “He had to have somewhere he lived and kept his horde.” 
 
    “See this peak?” Lex pointed to the center of the mountains, which was south of the temple and village. “It’s the highest one, and we’ve always believed that’s where he stayed.” 
 
    “Believed?” Naomi echoed. “You don’t know?” 
 
    “No one has ever dared to enter his cave,” Rodion explained and drummed his fingers on the table. “He would come when we needed him, and then he would disappear. The cave on the highest peak is the only place we could think of where he could hide out and not be seen regularly because the mouth of the cave is above the clouds.” 
 
    “That makes sense to me.” I nodded and peered down at the map. “I can fly there in less than an hour.” 
 
    “Alone?” Rodion narrowed his eyes at me. “What if he attacks you?” 
 
    “He attacked before, and I survived,” I replied with a shrug. “Besides, I have much more power now after the ceremony. I can handle it.” 
 
    “But how are you going to fight him off and fix him at the same time?” Alyona prodded, and worry creased her beautiful face. “There’s only one of you.” 
 
    “If there are more people, he might take it as a threat anyway,” I pointed out. “If it’s just me, he might be less likely to attack.” 
 
    “We could wait outside the cave just in case, my lord,” Lex offered and gestured to the other guards. “Then, if you need us, we can come inside.” 
 
    “Eskandar’s sense of smell and hearing would give you away in a second,” I replied. “He would know you were there.” 
 
     “Then it would feel like a sneak attack, too,” Emma chimed in. “That might be even worse. I think Evan is right. He needs to go talk dragon-to-dragon.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said and nodded at my aunt. 
 
    She understood what I was getting at, even if everyone else was worried about me. It seemed backwards that the one person who had no idea how powerful I was here was confident in me going alone, while those who had seen me fight battle after battle and win were worried. 
 
    “I just hate the idea of you going alone,” my wife said in a quiet voice. “If something were to happen to you…” 
 
    “Nothing will happen,” I assured her and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “I can handle it.” 
 
    “I have an idea, my lord,” Miraya nearly whispered. “It could help with both issues.” 
 
    “What is it?” I wondered. 
 
    “I could go with you in your spiritual sea,” the spirit suggested and looked down at her hands in her lap. “Then the white dragon won’t know I’m there, but I can come help you if something goes wrong.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea!” Rebecca gasped. “You’re brilliant, Miraya!” 
 
    “Oh, no, I just think of things sometimes,” Miraya replied with a blush. 
 
    “No, you’re amazing,” I argued and grinned at the sword spirit. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “I would feel so much better,” Alyona sighed. “Thank you, Miraya.” 
 
    “Of course, milady,” Miraya answered and returned the princess’ smile. “I’m happy to help.” 
 
    “Okay, no time to waste,” I said and rose from the table. “We have a dragon to save.” 
 
    “What should the rest of us do?” Lex wondered as he and the other guards stepped away from the table. 
 
    “You should go to the cave where the king was held captive,” I decided. “There were dozens of Green Glass Sect members there before Eskandar arrived, and I can’t imagine their camp is far from it. We need to capture them. Or kill them. I honestly don’t care at this point. The fewer Sect guys we have to deal with, the better.” 
 
    “Where was the cave?” the guard leader asked and leaned back over the map. 
 
    “Here.” I pointed out the cliff above the small lake where we’d found Rodion. “I’m not sure how to get to it on foot, but there has to be a way somehow because all the Sect members did it. It may take some investigating, but we need to find them.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll handle it,” Lex replied in a stern voice. 
 
    “Maybe I can help,” Ravi offered. “I know where the cave is, and I can fly up to the cliff to help them search for the entrance from the ground.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. 
 
    “Do you want another of your group to accompany us?” Lex asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    I knew he was referring to my earlier suspicions, and I was a little embarrassed that I’d thought the Royal Guard could be involved, but it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    “No, I think we’re all on the same page now,” I replied and extended my hand to the guard. 
 
    “Good,” he grunted as we clasped forearms in solidarity. 
 
    We were both still a little unsure of each other, but we could agree on the importance of protecting the king and the palace from the intruders. 
 
    Lex turned and led his soldiers out of the dining hall, and Ravi skipped along behind them. I knew the phoenix could hold her own, and she could fly away if anything got too crazy and they needed help. 
 
    “So, before you go, could I ask a favor?” Emma spoke up quietly. 
 
    “Anything,” I replied and turned to my aunt with a grin. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I want to learn more about this history maven stuff,” she murmured. “Is there, like, a library or a magic mirror or something I could ask?” 
 
    “Your best bet is right here,” I laughed and put my arm around Alyona’s shoulders. “The princess knows a ton about magic, and she has about a thousand books she can show you if she doesn’t know an answer. She’s basically the library and the magic mirror all in one.” 
 
    “Really?” Emma’s eyes widened in surprise. “But do you want to help me?” 
 
    “Of course!” Alyona gushed as she stepped forward and clasped my aunt’s hands. “A new power is exciting. And not only can I help you, but Naomi is a great teacher as well. She had several students learning magic from her back in Kana.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I learned from a book, so I try to help anyone I can,” Naomi said with a smile. “It’s easier to have someone you can ask questions instead of a bunch of books you have to flip through to find your answers.” 
 
    “Well, I vote we go somewhere safer in the castle than the balcony,” Laika cut in as her wolf ears flattened against her skull. “I want to make sure you are all out of harm’s way while Lord Evan is gone.” 
 
    “Us, too,” Polina agreed, and she linked arms and lifted her chin with determination. “We’ll keep an eye on you while you practice your magic. And maybe we can help with a few things, too.” 
 
    “That sounds great!” Emma grinned and clapped her hands. “I can’t wait!” 
 
    “What do you think we should do?” Nike asked me under his breath. “I don’t think all of us need to be part of the magic lessons… right?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled and shook my head. “I think you, Rebecca, and Aaliyah should be ready for anything. I’m sure the king wants to return to the balcony and watch over the Breach, so you should be there with him.” 
 
    “Ah, then we can keep an eye on him and be ready if either you or Ravi needs us,” Nike finished my thought. 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded and glanced over at the king. “He still looks exhausted, even after I healed him. We need to make sure nothing else happens to him, or it puts everything at risk.” 
 
    “We’re on it,” the noble replied with a firm nod. 
 
    “Okay, everyone who isn’t practicing magical stuff, let’s get to the balcony,” I announced. 
 
    We headed out of the dining hall and toward the stairs to the second floor, while Alyona and the other magical women turned to go into the sitting room where Emma and I had fallen asleep talking the other night. The rest of us continued upstairs and turned right to pass through the king’s chambers and onto the balcony. 
 
    I strode ahead of the group to give myself room, and then I shifted into my dragon form. Somehow, I felt bigger than normal, and I remembered something Valerra had said about how dragons are always growing, but I also thought it could have something to do with the Redimi Vincio ceremony. I hadn’t had time to notice the change earlier today with the whole missing king and attacking dragon things going on, but I certainly felt it now. 
 
    “Did you, um, grow?” Aaliyah asked with a raised eyebrow as she looked up and down my black, scaly body. 
 
    “I think I might have,” I chuckled and looked down toward my tail. “I thought it was just me.” 
 
    “No, you definitely look bigger,” Rebecca agreed with a fervent nod. 
 
    “Interesting,” Rodion mused and wrapped a long white hair around his finger as he glanced over me. “Very interesting, indeed.” 
 
    “We can figure it out later,” I said before I looked at Miraya. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the spirit confirmed with a nod. 
 
    Then a brilliant flash of light nearly blinded me as the spirit disappeared from her corporeal form and reappeared in my spiritual sea, and she sighed as she plopped down onto the sand and stuck her toes into the gentle waves. I knew Miraya enjoyed her physical form now, but it seemed my spiritual sea was where she really felt at home. 
 
    “What’s that?” I wondered as I looked past her along the beach. 
 
    I think the soul bridges are… changing, Miraya replied and stood up to walk over to the anchor that held the soul bridges to my beach. Look, they aren’t white anymore. 
 
    Sure enough, I could see in my mind’s eye the ropes had changed from the pure white to a brilliant rainbow of colors. Red, orange, violet, green, and every shade in between now made up the thin strands of magic that created each rope of the soul bridges. 
 
    “What does it mean?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    I’m not sure, Miraya murmured. 
 
    “We’ll have to figure that out later, too,” I grunted. “It’s already mid-afternoon. We need to find Eskandar.” 
 
    “We shall wait here for your return,” Rodion agreed. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Always.” I dipped my giant head and then took off into the sky. 
 
    As I flew toward the highest peak in the Mihireti Mountains, I closed my eyes and breathed in the cool mountain air. It was glorious to fly, easily my favorite part of being a dragon, and I enjoyed it even more when I wasn’t trying to fight off some other creature. 
 
    Miraya seemed to sense I needed some quiet time as I flew, and she relaxed on the beach of my spiritual sea without a word. The spirit was always in tune with my needs, probably because she could literally travel in and out of my mind, and it was nice to get what I needed without having to say anything. 
 
    Even with as fast as I flew, it would take almost an hour to reach the mountain, so I took the time to consider what we’d found out since we arrived at the palace. We knew the Green Glass Sect had already made it here, so they would have to be eliminated. I worried they had more than the one group set up here, though, since Olivier wasn’t with the group that attacked us, so we’d have to keep our eyes open for more of the intruders hiding out. 
 
    Of course, King Rodion already said there were thousands of places for someone who didn’t want to be seen to hide, which would put a damper on my plan to eradicate all the Sect guys in one sweep. There could be multiple camps and hideouts in the mountains, and I had no idea how long it would take to search every inch of the mountain range. 
 
    Probably months, and we didn’t have that kind of time to get rid of the rotten bastards. 
 
    Maybe I could find a spell to counteract the green leaf tattoo. 
 
    That could work! Miraya gasped as she jumped up from her spot in the sand. If you could cast a spell that would cleanse them of the Sect, they might not follow Olivier’s orders anymore. 
 
    “We could just cleanse them of the ideals they’ve held?” I wondered out loud, and I felt the cool wind dry out my mouth. 
 
    Not exactly the ideals, but perhaps the memories related to the tattoo, Miraya explained. I think it could work. We need to tell Alyona. 
 
    Sounds good, I agreed in my head this time. 
 
    It seemed like we were getting closer to the nest, and I flapped my wings higher to raise my large body above the clouds. 
 
    Sure enough, the only peak higher than the white fluffy tops of the clouds was just a few minutes ahead, but before I was even close to the peak, I took in a sharp breath. The pull of treasure was strong. Like, stupid strong. I knew without looking that we were in the right place. The white dragon’s treasure hoard had to be massive to call to me from here. 
 
    I gritted my teeth against the drop in temperature and the desire to plunder his gold and plowed forward to meet the white dragon. 
 
    I circled the peak and looked for an opening, and on the south end of the mountain, a curtain of dry moss was draped over a hole to disguise the mouth of a cave. Weaker eyes may not have been able to see it, but my dragon senses saw it immediately. 
 
    I’d found the white dragon’s nest. 
 
    A narrow stone jutted out from below the moss, and I realized I’d have to either fly in guns blazing or shift to my human form to sneak in carefully, so I took a lap around the peak as I considered my options. 
 
    I wanted him to recognize me as the dragon he’d already met and who hadn’t tried to kill him, but I also didn’t want to fly into his home and spook him into fighting me again. 
 
    Of course, I could defend myself in my human form as well, if he was still startled by my sudden appearance. 
 
    I decided to shift and take the chance at him not recognizing me right away, and I flew back around to the side of the cave and transformed into my human body just above the overhanging stone. 
 
    My boots landed on the stone with a gentle thud, and I froze as I waited for the sound to stir the white dragon. I didn’t hear any movement from inside the cave, though, so I tiptoed past the dry moss and into the dragon’s cave. 
 
    Suddenly, the cave shook and rumbled, and I nearly lost my footing as the ground vibrated beneath me. Then a gust of wind blew over me and almost sent me backward into the moss. 
 
    Was that… a snore? Miraya gasped and stifled a laugh. 
 
    Holy shit, I replied. I think you’re right. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I continued to creep forward into the dark tunnel toward the white dragon’s incredibly loud snoring. 
 
    Then I could just see a light at the end of the tunnel, where it opened into a larger cavern. The tug of treasure and the dragon’s apparent sleep apnea both came from this direction, and I continued silently toward the light. 
 
    Finally, I stepped out of the tunnel and pressed my back against the wall of the cavern as my eyes adjusted to the light that streamed down from a gap in the ceiling above us. In the furthest corner away from the tunnel and the light, a huge heap of white scales was curled up into a tight ball. Only the white dragon’s mace-like tail stuck out of his nest, and his back lifted up and down with the rhythm of his deep snores. 
 
    I hesitated on what to do next. I hadn’t expected him to be asleep, so I was prepared to give some big important speech about dragons helping dragons and how we didn’t need to lose any more of our kind. Now, I was stuck staring at my peacefully sleeping fellow beast, and I didn’t want to disturb him. 
 
    So, don’t disturb him, Miraya said with a smile. Heal him while he sleeps. 
 
    What if it wakes him up? I wondered as I slid across the cave wall to make my way closer. 
 
    Then you’re exactly where you expected to be, the spirit pointed out. And you can give him your speech. 
 
    I chuckled silently, but Miraya was right. If Eskandar woke while I was healing him, I just needed to talk him down like I was already planning on doing. It could be easier than I’d planned, or it could be the same, no big deal. 
 
    I continued along the wall until I was only about ten feet from the dragon’s hind end, and his tail stuck out from his curled-up body and laid on the ground in front of him, almost like a cat. 
 
    I sent out a status check to see if I could figure out what we needed to heal before I started. 
 
    Classification: Dragon 
 
    Priority: Cursed soul, healing required 
 
    Status: Condition will continue infinitely without healing 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    His soul had been cursed. No wonder Eskandar was acting completely out of character. 
 
    Do you recognize it? Miraya asked in a soft voice. 
 
    No. I shook my head sadly. Have we seen it before? 
 
    Yes, the geas, Miraya replied. Like the Sect members on the airship. 
 
    Ahh, the geas was what we’d found in a few Green Glass Sect members captured by the Blue Tree Guild. It was like a cancer on the victim’s soul, and it had taken Miraya’s power and mine to heal them of it. And for it to continue infinitely without healing? That was a lifetime of pain and suffering for the white dragon.  
 
    We had to help him. 
 
    I pulled the Sword of Healing from my belt in a slow and silent draw before I closed the distance between us and gently touched the very tip of the blade to his scales. 
 
    Then Miraya and I activated the healing power. 
 
    The handle of the blade warmed in my hand, and I could feel the spirit’s power combine with my own as it left the blade and entered the white dragon’s body. The magic seemed to search for the source of the geas, and when it found it, I could almost see the white hand of our pure healing magic grab hold of the curse. Then we pulled it back toward us, and the geas fought hard. 
 
    The white dragon twitched in his sleep, and then he whined as though he could feel the battle going on inside him. Perhaps he could, but I couldn’t stop now. We pulled harder, and it felt like the geas had some kind of spiky surface that held it tightly to the white dragon. Each pull seemed to loosen its grip, and I gritted my teeth as Miraya and I yanked on the geas with every ounce of combined power we had. 
 
    Suddenly, I tumbled backward as the geas left the white dragon’s body with a loud sucking sound. The Sword of Healing absorbed the curse, and the blade turned jet black for a moment before it faded into its unblemished silver surface once again. 
 
    Are you alright? I asked Miraya. 
 
    Fine, she gasped as she took heaving breaths. That one had been there for a long time. It really had a grip on him. 
 
    “What…” Eskandar sighed, and his eyes fluttered open. 
 
    I gripped the sword in front of me as I stepped out into the light and checked his eyes. 
 
    The neon-green glow was gone. Instead, his eyes were a bright blue, the color of the ocean, and he blinked several times as he tried to figure out what had happened. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked and put the sword back into its scabbard. 
 
    “I, uh, wait, are you…” the white dragon stammered and sighed as though he was trying to find the right words. “Am I alive?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Really alive?” He looked down at his clawed feet and pawed the ground for a moment. “This is not the heavens. This is my cave.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I agreed and took a step closer. “I’m Lord Evan. I just pulled a geas curse from your soul. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “No,” Eskandar replied and shook his head. “A curse on my soul?” 
 
    “It’s what someone was using to control you,” I explained. 
 
    “Control--” the white dragon cut himself off with a gasp, and it seemed like the memories came rushing back to him. “Oh, gods, the king! He’ll have my head. I can’t ever go back. Where will I go?” 
 
    “Wait just a minute now,” I interjected. “The king sent me here to help you. He knew you weren’t right in the head. We didn’t know it was a geas until I got here, but that’s okay. It’s fixed now.” 
 
    “I must confess to my wrongdoings,” Eskandar declared. “I will grovel at His Eminence’s feet and beg that my punishment be swift and painless.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to have a punishment,” I insisted. “King Rodion knows it wasn’t your fault. Just come with me. We’ll go talk to him together.” 
 
    “You’ll tell him of the curse you found?” The white dragon’s eyes were swimming with tears as he stared into mine. “You’ll tell him I didn’t mean to cause him any harm?” 
 
    “Yes,” I promised. “I’ll talk to him with you.” 
 
    “I am already in your debt, young dragon,” Eskandar said as he lowered his head nearly to the ground. “I must repay you somehow. Oh!” 
 
    Suddenly, he scurried across the cavern past me and rolled a large boulder away from the wall.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I wondered as I took slow steps toward him, and I realized the pull of treasure had become even stronger. 
 
    “Repaying at least part of my debt,” the white dragon mumbled, and I could hear the crash of metal being tossed around the room. “Aha!” 
 
    Eskandar rushed back out into the cavern with a long golden stick gripped in his talons, and then he gently set it on the ground in front of me. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I squatted down to pick up the rod.  
 
    It was heavier than I’d expected, and I realized it was made from solid gold. My inner dragon grinned with delight, and I turned the rod over in my hands to examine its surface. Strokes of silver had been etched into the rod, and tiny diamonds were embedded in various places along the curling designs. At the end of the rod, a perfect sphere of some kind of clear amber held a creature I didn’t recognize. It almost looked like a frog except for having six legs instead of four, and its skin was a pale yellow with a long, skinny tail sticking out of its hindquarters. 
 
    “It is a mylind,” the white dragon explained. “It will bring you good luck.” 
 
    “Ah, thank you,” I replied before I slipped the staff into my spatial storage. “Now, are you going to freak out if I shift to my dragon form, as well?” 
 
    “No, that will make it easier for us to return to the palace together, so I can beg the king to spare me,” Eskandar agreed and stared off into space. 
 
    “I just didn’t want you to attack me again, but yeah, cool,” I muttered. 
 
    I walked out to the center of the huge cavern and shifted into my dragon body. My shiny black scales looked like creamy oil compared to the bright pearly-white scales of the other dragon, and he looked over me in a dazed attempt at observation before his eyes darted toward the tunnel that would lead us outside. 
 
    “Let us return to the temple,” Eskandar declared before he scurried past me through the tunnel. 
 
    “Yes, let us,” I agreed and rolled my eyes. 
 
    Eskandar was a little overly formal for my taste, but maybe he’d grow on me. Obviously, Rodion thought highly of him since he wanted me to spare his life instead of killing him, so I just had to get him back to the palace and get everything squared away. 
 
    I followed the white dragon’s spiky tail down the tunnel and through the dry moss out into the sky. He seemed to lose his balance for a moment as he dipped down and touched the clouds before he soared up above me with a yell. 
 
    “Ahh, true flying!” he bellowed. “I have missed this!” 
 
    “You were flying earlier,” I pointed out as I flapped my wings to catch up with him. 
 
    “Yes, yes, but with that curse, I wasn’t in control,” Eskandar insisted. “There is no enjoyment in floating along as a passenger. Now, I’m free!” 
 
    The dragon suddenly flung his wings out and dove back down into the clouds before he skyrocketed up above me and barrel rolled. 
 
    Okay, I liked him a little more like this. 
 
    We flew back and forth with dives and rises until I could make out the top of the palace ahead of us. 
 
    “Almost there!” I called out. 
 
    “Ah, what a shame!” he replied with a grin. 
 
    I offered my own fanged grin as we slowed our pace until we reached the balcony, and I looked over at him with a grimace. 
 
    “We can’t both fit,” I pointed out. “Can you shift into your human form?” 
 
    “I haven’t done it in ages.” He frowned as we hovered next to the balcony. “You go first.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed and landed on the stone patio with a thud. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Aaliyah squealed and ran over to greet me with Rebecca and Nike in tow. 
 
    Then I let my body shrink down to my human size, and I looked back over my shoulder to see Eskandar’s face twisted with his effort. 
 
    “Okay, here I go!” he called out. 
 
    “Watch out.” I ushered everyone back inside the king’s chambers as Eskandar made his awkward landing. 
 
    The white dragon plopped onto the stone, and the whole balcony shook for a moment as he grimaced again. Then he closed his eyes, and I watched the slowest transformation I’d ever seen. 
 
    His arms shriveled first, followed by his legs. Then his tail shrunk and disappeared as his head and body slowly dwindled down to our size. When he was finally done, he stood in a white robe covered in grime, and he looked down at himself with a scowl. 
 
    Eskandar was a good-looking guy, though I could tell he had a few years on me by the crow’s feet that framed his eyes. His hair was silvery-white like his scales, and it was twisted into dozens of braids that flowed down to the middle of his back. His skin was the color of honey, like he’d spent days out in the sun, but his eyes were the same neon blue as they were in his dragon form. He stood tall and stretched his limbs, and I heard a few bones pop and crack as he adjusted to his human body. 
 
    “What was--” Emma stopped mid-sentence as she and the other magical women rushed into the king’s chambers, and she gaped at the white dragon as though she was in a trance. 
 
    “Eskandar!” Rodion boomed as he strolled out onto the balcony and embraced the dragon. “You look much better.” 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Eskandar gasped and dropped to his knees. “I humbly beg your forgiveness. Lord Evan said he would tell you of the curse.” 
 
    The white dragon looked at me pointedly, and I cleared my throat as I stepped closer to the pair. 
 
    “Yeah, it was a geas,” I announced. “Miraya and I pulled it out, and he’s good now. So, I guess, you know, don’t kill him.” 
 
    “Kill him?” Rodion raised an amused eyebrow before he turned back to Eskandar. “You thought I would have you killed?” 
 
    “For kidnapping you, Your Majesty,” Eskandar replied without looking up. “I have committed one of the greatest crimes against you and our country.” 
 
    “And you were under the control of someone else,” the king pointed out as he placed a gentle hand on the dragon’s shoulder. “I have already forgiven you.” 
 
    “You have?” The white dragon looked up at the king in astonishment. “I am free from punishment?” 
 
    “Of course, Eskandar,” Rodion replied with a smile. “All is well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty!” Eskandar exclaimed as he rose to his feet and clasped the king’s forearm. “I am forever indebted to the White Jade Sect.” 
 
    “You have served us well as our guardian,” His Eminence said. “I expect that work to continue.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” the dragon agreed and bowed again. “Now, I shall return to my duties.” 
 
    “No, you shall get some food,” I interjected. “And we need to know what all has happened to you. You’ve been missing for a long time, bro.” 
 
    “Bro?” Eskandar echoed and cocked his head to the side. “How long have I been under the curse?” 
 
    “Nearly a century,” Rodion answered with a frown. “Once the Breach appeared, you were gone.” 
 
    “It’s been that long?” the dragon gasped and clenched his fists. “I should like to light the man on fire who put me under this geas!” 
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed and put a hand on his shoulder. “But for now, we need to get some information. Let’s go inside.” 
 
    I looked over to see Emma’s eyes were trained on Eskandar, and she blinked when she saw me staring at her before she blushed and turned away. 
 
    Well. 
 
    Well. 
 
    Well.  
 
    Maybe aunt Emma would be staying here after all.  
 
    I led the group inside and down the stairs to the sitting room. My lovers spread out on chairs and couches, and Castor and a few other servants rushed in with more cushioned seats. After a few minutes, everyone had a place to sit, and Alyona plopped down next to me on the couch across from Eskandar and Rodion. 
 
    “So, what can I tell you that would be helpful?” Eskandar asked as he leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. 
 
    “Let’s start at the beginning,” I decided. “Do you remember the Breach?” 
 
    “It’s rather difficult to forget.” The dragon ran his hands through his braids and sat forward. “The noise was deafening, and the stench was horrible. I remember when it faded, which is probably when His Eminence put up the first seal.” 
 
    “Yes, I did that almost immediately,” Rodion confirmed. 
 
    “Then I remember flying over the village to try to find whoever opened it,” the white dragon mused as he closed his eyes. “But then everything went dark. I was in a cave or a hole or something. It was pitch black, and then this horrible pain washed over my whole body.” 
 
    Emma gasped and covered her mouth as the dragon recounted his story. 
 
    “That must have been the geas,” Alyona said. “I would think it’d be painful.” 
 
    “It was,” Eskandar confirmed. “It felt like ice was poured into my veins and filled my organs, and then it all stopped. I was completely numb, and I couldn’t do anything.” 
 
    “How awful!” my aunt murmured as she leaned closer to the dragon from her chair, which I noticed was set up much closer to his chair than necessary. 
 
    “Truly, it was the most pain I’ve ever experienced.” Eskandar covered his face with his hands, and I started to wonder if he was playing up the dramatics now that he had some attention. “Once I was numb, I felt like I was merely a visitor inside my own body. I would suddenly take off and fly somewhere, and my body knew where to go, but inside my head, I was screaming for answers.” 
 
    “Where all did you go?” I asked before Emma could give him another sympathetic gasp. 
 
    “I traveled all over,” he recalled. “Whoever controlled me sent me to various places, usually to kidnap someone in the dark of night.” 
 
    “You didn’t stand out?” Ravi wondered. “With your white scales and all?” 
 
    “Ah, alas, that was the first mission I was sent on,” Eskandar sighed. “I assimilated an ability that would allow me to go anywhere I pleased without being seen. While under the curse, I devoured a beast known as a Talpa, and now, I can change the color of my scales at will.” 
 
    He pushed up the sleeve of his robe to reveal his white scales, and the color suddenly brightened into a golden-yellow before it faded into a deep blue. 
 
    “That’s badass,” I commented with a grin. “I need to find a Talpa.” 
 
    “They’re very rare creatures,” Eskandar replied and shoved his sleeve back down. “It seemed the person who controlled me knew exactly what to look for. It was hardly a fight.” 
 
    “How did you fight under the curse?” Laika wondered. “Did you move your own limbs and everything?” 
 
    “Yes, though it was strange,” he admitted. “The curse would tell me what to accomplish, and my body complied, as though my brain couldn’t argue. It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “I think I get it.” I frowned and pursed my lips. “Tequila drunk is the worst. That’s probably why you talked so weirdly in the cave.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, I could barely form a coherent thought, let alone a sentence,” Eskandar groaned and covered his face. “I sounded like a fool.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that bad,” Emma consoled him and patted his arm. “We knew there was something wrong with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, we did,” I chuckled and gave my aunt a knowing look before I turned back to the dragon. “So, we need to hunt these guys down. Do you remember anything about where they stayed?” 
 
    “They always sent me back to my nest after a battle,” he replied and closed his eyes again. “I know there’s something. I just have to remember.” 
 
    “Maybe somewhere you flew over?” Rebecca suggested. 
 
    “Or somewhere you heard them talk about?” Polina offered. 
 
    “Oooh, or a place you took another hostage?” Marina raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s it!” Eskandar gasped as his eyes snapped open. “When I kidnapped Lady Amber of Peoria, I dropped her off at a camp at the base of the mountains east of the border.” 
 
    “In Ogrines?” Rodion asked with a surprised look on his face. “The Sect has traveled past Rahma’s borders?” 
 
    “Indeed,” the dragon confirmed in a grim tone. “I don’t know how far past they have gone, but I know the camp exists there.” 
 
    “Then I know where we’re going next,” I declared and clenched my fists. “I’m tired of following those bastards around.” 
 
    “Are you saying you want to go attack their camp?” Aaliyah asked, and her golden tail flicked behind her as she bared her fangs in a feral grin. 
 
    “Hell, yes!” I answered. “It’s time for us to go on the attack.” 
 
    No more being one step behind those Green Glass assholes. 
 
    We were taking the fight to them.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “We should leave once the sun sets,” Nike suggested. “We can use the darkness to our advantage.” 
 
    “Yeah, darkness plus the element of surprise,” I agreed with a snarl. “They won’t stand a fucking chance.” 
 
    “Then we should go ahead and eat dinner,” Rodion decided. “The table should already be set.” 
 
    “It is ready, Your Majesty,” Castor confirmed with a sweeping bow. “I assumed Eskandar would desire a meal.” 
 
    “You assumed correctly, Castor,” the dragon chuckled. “I remember having food, but I haven’t tasted anything in years.” 
 
    “That would suck.” I scrunched my face up at the thought of not tasting all the food I ate. “I love food, especially the taste.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Eskandar agreed and grinned. “Let’s eat.” 
 
    We filed out of the sitting room and followed the hallway down to the dining area. The table was indeed already filled with food, and it seemed the cooks had doubled the amount of food in preparation to feed two dragons, which was probably a good idea. 
 
    Eskandar made his way around the table to the chair at the king’s left hand, and Emma scurried over to the seat next to him. 
 
    “Do you mind?” she asked as she gestured to the seat beside the dragon. 
 
    “Not at all, milady,” he replied and pulled her chair out for her. 
 
    Well, if my dear aunt was going to fall head over heels for someone in Inati, I was cool with it being a gentleman.  
 
    I realized Miraya had been exceptionally quiet, and I looked in my mind’s eye to see she was passed out on the beach of my spiritual sea. Removing the geas had taken a lot of her energy, so I left her alone to sleep. 
 
    Rodion carefully placed a piece of roast duck on his plate, and we all began to fix our own. I dumped at least a pound of meat on my plate before I noticed Alyona’s raised eyebrow and picked up some red fruit and took a bite out of it. The sweet flesh seemed to melt on my tongue, and I was pleasantly surprised by the flavor. Plus, my wife was content with my more balanced meal. 
 
    We ate in near silence for the next ten minutes or so, with only the clink of forks and dishes as we filled our bellies. It would be a long night ahead, and we needed to be at full capacity. I wasn’t sure if Eskandar planned to join us, but if he was already wanting to return to his guardian duties, he’d likely want to go to the camp as well. 
 
    Besides, he probably wanted to get some revenge on the bastards who’d stolen a hundred years of his life to do their evil bidding. 
 
    By the time the trays were empty, I realized Eskandar and I were the only ones still eating. We finished up our plates, and when he dabbed at his face with a napkin, I decided I should learn some of the diplomatic, proper stuff from him some time. 
 
    “What a fantastic meal,” he observed as he set his napkin on his plate. “It all tasted delicious, even if it’s the first thing I’ve tasted in a century.” 
 
    “It was really good, and I only ate lunch a few hours ago,” I laughed. “So, the camp is at the base of the mountains. Is it open on the other side?” 
 
    “Well, there are some trees to the north and east,” Eskandar explained as he squinted his eyes and recalled the campsite. “I believe our best plan of attack would be from the south.” 
 
    “Very smart,” Emma chipped in as she took a sip of her wine. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed and gave her a look. “But if we come in from the south, we won’t have any cover, so we’ll probably need to use the mountain to our advantage until we’re close enough to actually attack.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Eskandar said and nodded his head. “If we fly at least to the cliffs over the camp, we should be able to swoop in from the south and burn them all.” 
 
    “Ahh, yeah, we can roast the whole camp.” I grinned. “I like the way you think. Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Nike interjected before we rose from our seats. “You need to have someone on the ground in case they’re prepared for fire.” 
 
    “Damn,” I cursed. “You’re probably right. You, Ravi, Aaliyah, and Rebecca can ride over there with us. We can drop you off with the trees for cover, and then we’ll come in from the south end.” 
 
    “I’d like to go as well,” Naomi finally spoke up. “I have some new offensive spells I think will come in handy.” 
 
    “Ahh, a mage,” Eskandar said with a twinge of awe in his voice. “Interesting.” 
 
    “I’m a history maven,” Emma chimed in and leaned closer to the dragon’s chair. “It’s pretty neat.” 
 
    “That is a rare gift, milady,” the white dragon murmured as he met her gaze. “A wonderfully interesting gift, which suits a wonderfully interesting woman..” 
 
    Emma’s face turned beet-red at the compliment, and my lovers began to giggle and murmur amongst themselves as they realized my aunt’s obvious infatuation with Eskandar. 
 
    “My father and I are going to look for a seal for the Breach,” Alyona declared. “By the time you return, we should have some ideas to try.” 
 
    “Try?” I raised a confused eyebrow. “You don’t know what will work?” 
 
    “We’ve never had to close anything like this before,” Rodion pointed out. “I had tried many seals before I settled on the one in place now, and even its hold has begun to falter.” 
 
    “I’ll stay and make sure no one else tries to kidnap them,” Laika volunteered with an amused glance at the white dragon. 
 
    “Good idea.” Eskandar smiled sheepishly, and a pink tint colored his cheeks at the wolf Demi-Human’s teasing. 
 
    “We have the Royal Guard here,” the king reminded her. “You’re welcome to join them in battle if you prefer.” 
 
    “I’d rather not leave the princess’ side until we’ve cleared the area of the Green Glass Sect, Your Majesty,” Laika replied with a twitch of her furry gray ears. “I will not let anything happen to her.” 
 
    “Then we should stay, too,” Trina announced. “You can’t defend two people all by yourself.” 
 
    “And, no offense to Eskandar, but we don’t want to ride on another dragon anyway,” Polina added. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s just not our thing,” Marina agreed with a firm nod. 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled. “You all keep an eye on them, and we’ll go kick some Green Glass Sect asses.” 
 
    “The sun is setting, Your Majesty,” Castor called out from the doorway. 
 
    “Then that’s our cue,” I murmured and rose from the table. 
 
    “What do I do, Evan?” Emma asked when she finally peeled her eyes off the white dragon. 
 
    “You stay here,” I replied firmly. “You were helpful with the king, but this is different.” 
 
    “I still have my knife,” she insisted and pulled the obsidian dagger out from the pocket of her robe. “I can use it.” 
 
    “Milady, you should stay here and stay safe,” Eskandar cut in. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe you can learn some more magic stuff while they’re looking for the seal,” I agreed. 
 
    “Okay,” Emma pouted. “I liked being part of the battle, though.” 
 
    “Then perhaps, we can work on some training while they are away,” Laika suggested with a smile. 
 
    “I’d love that!” my aunt gushed. 
 
    She seemed satisfied with the alternative option, and I felt better about not taking her onto a true battlefield. The cave was a little different since we didn’t know who or what we’d find with the king, but this was going to be a brutal attack, and she didn’t need to be part of that. 
 
    With everything settled, we walked out the front doors to the courtyard, and I could see the last few rays of light from the sun peeked over the edge of the horizon.  
 
    It was almost time. 
 
    I took a few steps away from the crowd and shifted into my dragon form. My black scales nearly blended in with the incoming night sky, and I glanced over to see Eskandar had taken his dragon form as well. 
 
    Emma ran her hand down the white scales of his foreleg and smiled. He bared his teeth in a smile back, and I decided to quit worrying about them. All my life, Aunt Emma had been single, and I’d never noticed her going on dates or showing any interest in guys. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d said she was gay, but it seemed she just hadn’t found the right person until now. 
 
    It looked like we were both meant to end up in Inati. 
 
    We said our goodbyes, and Rebecca, Aaliyah, and Naomi crawled up onto my back and gripped my spikes to hang on. Nike sighed and climbed on after them, and I chuckled to myself about my fellow noble and his distaste for riding on me in my dragon form. 
 
    Ravi transformed into her phoenix body with a flash of fire, and she flew up to settle onto my snout with a grin. 
 
    As soon as everyone was settled, I looked over to the white dragon, and I did a quick double take when I realized he’d become a black dragon. 
 
    “It comes in handy,” he laughed and stretched out his wings. 
 
    “I really need to find a Talpa,” I growled before I took off. 
 
    Ravi laughed and jumped from my snout to fly next to me. 
 
    Eskandar was right behind me, and we soared higher into the sky as my passengers held on tight. 
 
    “I’ll lead the way!” Eskandar called out, and I nodded as we zoomed off toward the border. 
 
    No flips and barrel rolls for this flight, but the two of us sped off toward the camp as the sun finally disappeared. 
 
    Night had officially fallen, and the three moons of Inati reminded me of the three lights that signaled the start of a race. 
 
    And it was go time. 
 
    It was over an hour before we floated over the last set of peaks, and Eskandar pointed his talon toward a small clearing about a mile in front of us. I nodded my head, and I followed him toward the cliffs he’d mentioned before. The flat stones stuck out from the side of the mountain, and we landed as silently as possible. Then Ravi flitted down to land on my snout and wait for our next move. 
 
    I looked down to see a dozen magical lanterns lit up the campsite, and several Sect members walked around in the dim light. A handful of tents stood along the north side of the camp, and I wondered why they hadn’t used them for additional protection on the south end. 
 
    “I’m going to drop Nike and the women off on that side.” I gestured to the other side of the camp. “Then they can come in through the trees once we’ve made our first sweep with fire.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Eskandar nodded. “I’ll wait for you here.” 
 
    I dipped my head and set off a wide loop to the left and circled back around to the edge of the trees. Then I landed gently, and my four passengers slid down from my back while Ravi hovered next to them. 
 
    “You stay with them,” I told the phoenix. “If anything goes wrong, you go get Alyona.” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied and nodded her bird head. 
 
    I flapped my wings and slipped back into the sky, and then I followed the same path back to the cliffs and landed next to Eskandar. 
 
    “Did they notice anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing, my lord,” he replied and turned to me with a Cheshire cat smile. “Now, we burn them.” 
 
    I grinned back, and we took off for the south end of the campsite. We looped around and headed straight for the camp like planes taxiing on a runway. Then we opened our maws and released our righteous fire on the camp. 
 
    My orange flames and his white flames poured over the Sect members like molten lava, and their screams quickly filled the air as we flew overhead and covered them with fire. Clothes, blankets, and tents were engulfed in flames, and it soon became obvious our sneak attack had worked. 
 
    Maybe a dozen of the Sect members dove out of the way of the fire, and they grabbed various weapons to try to fight us, but they didn’t stand a chance against two dragons. 
 
    Arrows and daggers flew into the sky toward us, but we dodged every projectile as we hit the end of the campsite and circled back around. 
 
    Then a huge ball of black flames rolled across my line of vision, and I looked down to see Naomi had already begun her attack on the survivors. The fiery ball tumbled across the campsite and caught another Sect member on fire that had escaped the flames once. He screamed and rolled on the ground, but it was too late. Soon, the smell of burnt flesh filled the air, and this time, I didn’t mind it. 
 
    Aaliyah and Rebecca tore out of the trees with their claws extended, and the duo took turns stabbing and slicing the robed figures who still tried to rally against us. 
 
    I dropped down onto the ground just as Nike leaped out from behind a tree and plunged the Sword of Light into a Sect member, and I waited until the noble pulled back his blade to roast the Sect bastard as he clutched his bleeding stomach. 
 
    Then I continued on my fire streak, and I blew flames onto Sect members, tents, lanterns, and anything else I could see. I was determined to destroy this campsite, but then Ravi flitted over and landed on my snout, and I nearly had to cross my eyes to focus on her disapproving face. 
 
    “What?” I wondered. 
 
    “Don’t you want to see if they have any information about the Breach or the Sage or, well, anything?” she laughed, and she managed to fold her wings in like she had her hands on her hips. “You can’t find anything if you burn it all up.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, true.” I frowned and refocused on the battle. 
 
    I only needed to roast people today. That was a better plan. 
 
    “What do I do with this one?” Eskandar called out as he held one of the Sect members by the back of his robe. 
 
    The traitor swung his sword wildly at the white dragon, but he was too small to even scratch Eskandar’s scales. 
 
    “Is he surrendering or fighting?” I raised an eyebrow at the scrawny man held between the dragon’s long claws. 
 
    “Definitely still fighting,” Eskandar murmured. 
 
    “Fire,” I replied with a shrug and started to turn back toward my path of destruction. 
 
    “Wait!” the man screamed. “Is surrender an option?” 
 
    “It is today,” I growled and stomped closer to the man. “Why? Your people never surrender.” 
 
    “I wish for my life to be spared,” he begged as he dangled between us. “I’ll surrender.” 
 
    His sword dropped to the ground with a clang, and I looked around to see a few more of the Sect members had thrown their weapons down, too. 
 
    “Cowards!” another Sect member yelled, and then he took off toward me at a dead sprint. 
 
    I waited until he was just within my reach, and then I backhanded-- or backclawed?-- the tiny bastard into a tree. 
 
    The Sect member slammed into the trunk with a force hard enough to shake the whole tree, and then he slumped to the ground in a daze. 
 
    “Not that one,” I mumbled, and Eskandar blew enough flames onto the unconscious traitor to burn him to a pile of ash within seconds. “Nice.” 
 
    “Thanks.” The dragon grinned before he set the other Sect member on the ground and patted his robe clean. “Now, you may surrender.” 
 
    “Of course, w-whatever you w-want,” the Sect guy stammered and dropped to his knees. “I didn’t sign up to fight dragons.” 
 
    “Me, either!” a woman screeched as she barreled out from behind a flaming tent and skidded to a stop next to the first one. “I surrender, too!” 
 
    One by one, the last few Green Glass Sect members were killed or bowed down before us to avoid death. By the time the camp was still, Rebecca and Aaliyah’s claws dripped with blood, though Ravi and Naomi looked ready for more action. 
 
    “I think that’s all of them,” I murmured. “But we have one last thing to take care of.” 
 
    I shifted into my human form, and the captives stared at me with frantic eyes as I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage and let the tip rest on the ground. 
 
    Are you ready for some healing? I asked Miraya softly. 
 
    Oh, yes, of course, she murmured and stretched as she awoke. How long was I asleep? And who are those people? 
 
    They’re Green Glass Sect guys we found with Eskandar’s help, I replied. We need to get rid of the tattoos. 
 
    I’m ready when you are, the spirit said with a soft smile. 
 
    I stepped forward with the blade in front of me and looked up and down the line of prisoners. We had seven men and women who’d chosen to surrender over death, so that gave us a few opportunities to get more information about their plans to finish opening the Breach. 
 
    “Show me your tattoos,” I demanded. 
 
    The captives quickly lifted sleeves and opened robes to reveal the green leaf inked into their skin with a curse that would kill them if they talked to us. I’d learned that lesson the hard way a few months ago, and I’d had to start removing the tattoos before I could get any intel. Otherwise, they died a horribly painful death, and I didn’t get what I wanted. 
 
    A lose-lose situation. 
 
    I started to walk down the line and press the blade to the tattoos. Each time the curse was drawn out, the Sect members were left with colorless leaves inked on their bodies, and I had free reign to ask whatever I wanted. 
 
    “Maybe we should take them back before we begin the interrogation,” Nike suggested under his breath. “The Royal Guard should have a prison, so we can keep one out at a time for questioning.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed and slipped my sword back into my spatial storage. “We wouldn’t want anyone to run away, would we? Speaking of which…” 
 
    Before our captives could react, I shot webs at each of their kneeling forms, and the sticky binding wrapped around them and held their arms down to their sides. I looked over my quick handiwork and narrowed my eyes on each of them, and I mentally dared them to try to break free. 
 
    A hush fell over the prisoners, and I looked around for the best way to take them back with us. Then I called the flames from the tents and dead bodies back into my body, and the campsite grew darker. It looked like we had destroyed just about everything that could have possibly been used to transport our captives. 
 
    “Ah, maybe I could try that box spell,” Naomi offered with a shrug. “I’ve watched Alyona do it before. I think I can do it.” 
 
    “Okay, you work on that,” I agreed and nodded. “I’m going to look around and see what else they’ve got here.” 
 
    “Good thing someone didn’t burn it all up,” Ravi teased as she loped into step beside me. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for that,” I chuckled as we reached a charred tent. “I was ready to burn it all.” 
 
    “I hadn’t noticed,” she giggled and then stopped laughing as she picked up a coin. “Is this…?” 
 
    “One of the coins like Nian had,” I breathed as I took the coin from her palm. “Why is this here?” 
 
    “Surely, Nian didn’t come all the way out here,” the phoenix murmured. “He said he quit working for them a long time ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, but who knows what all he was lying about,” I pointed out. “He could have made more for someone else to use.” 
 
    “Someone like Olivier?” Ravi’s blue eyes widened with shock. 
 
    “It would make sense,” I mused as I flipped the coin between my fingers. “He would need something strong to keep his geas on Eskandar, and I would think these could do the trick.” 
 
    “We should ask the prisoners,” the phoenix suggested. 
 
    “Yep, we need to know if Olivier was here,” I agreed and stepped back out into the open air. Then I strode over to the captives and held up the coin for them all to see. 
 
    “Is that one of Nian’s coins?” Nike asked and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed without taking my gaze off the prisoners. “And I need to know who had it here.” 
 
    Most of them pressed their lips together into tight lines, but one Sect member averted his eyes and stared at the ground. 
 
    Ahh, the weakest link. 
 
    He was a bird Demi-Human, but I wasn’t sure what kind. His beady eyes skipped back and forth as he avoided my gaze, and Eskandar seemed to notice it as well. 
 
    “You should answer,” the dragon huffed, and his breath sent a cloud of dirt into the bird man’s face. 
 
    “Um, yeah, you see,” the bird Demi-Human fumbled for an answer. “He could kill us if we tell you, so I’d rather just surrender and not do anything else.” 
 
    “Surrendering is only how you avoid death in battle,” I hissed. “If you want to avoid death again, you should tell me who had this coin.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” the man groaned and looked up at the sky. “The Sage was here, but only for a night. He never stays in one place long, at least not with us.” 
 
    “Ahh, so he’s a coward as well,” I muttered. “What a surprise.” 
 
    “He’s not a coward,” the one remaining woman spat out. “He’s fearless, and he’s not afraid of either of you dragons.” 
 
    “He should be,” I rumbled, and the trees shook with my voice. 
 
    The woman cowered back down without another word, but it didn’t matter what she said. I’d found out what I wanted to know. 
 
    The Sage had been here. 
 
    “I got it!” Naomi cried out. 
 
    I turned to see an awkwardly shaped metal box standing in front of her. It seemed like one side had melted, but when I rapped on the exterior, it stood strong. It wasn’t the prettiest thing, but it would work. 
 
    “Nice work,” I commended her. 
 
    “Well, it’s not exactly how I pictured it.” Naomi’s cheeks darkened to match her scales. 
 
    “It works,” I insisted. “It doesn’t have to look perfect.” 
 
    “Besides, they don’t deserve anything nice,” Rebecca pointed out. “They don’t really even deserve to live.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” the lizard mage agreed with a smile. 
 
    “Get in,” I ordered as I opened the door to the cell and stared at the prisoners. 
 
    They stumbled to their feet and filed into the box without question, and as soon as the last one stepped inside, I slammed the door shut behind them. The metal clang echoed off the side of the mountain, and I stepped back to observe the prison. 
 
    “I’ll carry it,” Eskandar offered. “You already have riders.” 
 
    “Works for me,” I agreed with a shrug. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “You don’t want to get rid of the bodies?” Aaliyah wondered as she looked out over the piles of corpses. 
 
    “Nah,” I replied. “I’m good with letting Olivier see the damage we’ve done to his little group.” 
 
    “As am I,” Eskandar growled, and his blue eyes flashed with rage. “Then he’ll know what we’re going to do to him.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned and shifted into my dragon form. 
 
    Naomi, Rebecca, Aaliyah, and Nike clambered onto my back, and Ravi flitted up into the air above us. 
 
    “Let’s go!” the phoenix called out with a grin. 
 
    Eskandar flapped his wings to leave the ground and grabbed the makeshift prison with his talons. Then we flew back up the mountain and soared over the peak. I heard the clank of metal, and I looked over to see Eskandar had flown just low enough to slam the prisoners’ cell into the top of the mountain. 
 
    He winked as they all groaned and whined, and the rest of us laughed at the white dragon’s antics.  
 
    I really liked this guy. 
 
    Within the hour, we’d landed in the courtyard in front of the castle. Eskandar let the cell drop to the cobblestoned ground a few feet early, and the metal crashed and clanged with the landing. 
 
    “What is going on?” Lex demanded as he strode out of the front doors. “What is this?” 
 
    “Prisoners,” I replied before I shifted back into my human form and met his gaze. “Did you get any?” 
 
    “No.” The guard leader looked down for a moment before he glanced over at the prison. “We couldn’t find anything. What are you going to do with them?” 
 
    “Give them to you,” I answered with a grin. “We need to know everything about the Sect’s plans. Can you make that happen?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Lex said and dipped his head. “Right away.” 
 
    He motioned for two other guards to join him, and they opened the cell door to begin taking the captives to wherever he planned to extract the information. I didn’t care how they did it right now, although I wasn’t a fan of the mind games I’d seen with the Blue Tree Guild. We had to know what we were up against, and the clock was ticking. 
 
    “You captured some?” Alyona asked as she, Emma, and Laika stepped out into the courtyard. “I’m surprised.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like to kill someone who just surrenders,” I grumbled. “It isn’t very diplomatic, you know.” 
 
    “It isn’t,” my wife agreed with a smile before she planted a kiss on my cheek. “I’m glad you’re alright. I think we’re close to finding the right seal, so you go on and get cleaned up. I’m going back to the library with my father.” 
 
    “Getting cleaned up sounds good,” I mumbled as the exhaustion finally set in. 
 
    It was late, and I felt like I’d already fought a hundred battles today. 
 
    You should get some rest, Miraya agreed from my spiritual sea. I’d like to go with the princess, if that’s alright. 
 
    Yeah, go ahead, I answered. 
 
    With a blinding flash of light, the sword spirit appeared before me, and Eskandar looked on in awe. 
 
    “A spirit?” he wondered. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” she replied simply before she turned around and followed Alyona and Laika back into the palace. 
 
    “I think I’ll go look as well,” Naomi said and scurried off to catch up with the others. 
 
    “Is there a bath house I could use?” Eskandar requested. “I believe I have acquired quite the stench after our fires.” 
 
    “Oh, I can help you find one!” Emma offered with a grin. “Come on.” 
 
    The white dragon glanced over at me, and I was surprised to see he seemed to be waiting for my permission. I nodded after a moment, and he smiled before he offered his elbow to my aunt, and they strolled inside. 
 
    As soon as they were gone, I let the smile I was fighting bloom on my face.  
 
    “I think I’ll bathe in the morning,” Nike yawned. “I don’t think I could stay awake long enough to do it tonight.” 
 
    “I hear you,” I agreed as I stifled my own yawn. “It’s been a hell of a day.” 
 
    “I think you should still bathe tonight, my lord,” Aaliyah suggested. 
 
    I looked over to see the lioness drag her tongue over her extended claw, and my blood rushed south. 
 
    I was awake enough for that. 
 
    “Yes, we could all use some cleaning,” Rebecca agreed, and her voice was hoarse with desire. 
 
    “We could make sure you get everything clean,” Ravi offered and batted her eyes with feigned innocence. 
 
    “Yes, ah, I do believe I’ll require your assistance,” I replied. “Castor, where might we find a private bath house?” 
 
    “Next to your new chambers, my lord,” the advisor said with a mischievous grin. “Allow me to show you.” 
 
    New chambers? I thought the other place was nice, but hey, who was I to question the royals? 
 
    We followed Castor inside and up the stairs, and he walked to the end of the hallway, opened a door on the left, and then stood to the side. 
 
    “Up here?” I asked with a note of uncertainty as I peered inside to find another set of stairs. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Castor replied. “Your wife requested a slightly different arrangement. You will find a set of doors at the top of the stairs, and your private bath is the second one from the right.” 
 
    “Cool, thanks,” I said as I motioned for my lovers to go ahead. 
 
    Aaliyah, Rebecca, and Ravi started up the stairs in front of me, and I had the perfect view of their round asses. Ravi’s robes were actually short enough for me to catch a few glimpses of her tiny pussy slit, and my mouth was practically watering by the time we reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    We turned right and headed down to the second to last door. Aaliyah pushed it open, and we walked into a huge bathroom. The walls and floors were the same white jade as the rest of the castle, and a massive marble tub sat against the opposite wall. A large gold faucet poked out of one end, and I rushed over to start the water. 
 
    Then I turned back around just in time for the lioness to pounce. 
 
    Aaliyah’s mouth was hot and wet as she pressed it to mine, and we kissed with the fiery passion of battle. I ran my hands over her athletic body and quickly untied her robes, and as the crimson fabric fell to the floor, Rebecca slipped in behind her and began to nibble on Aaliyah’s neck. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” the lioness purred as Rebecca kissed and bit along her throat. 
 
    I peered past the two women to see Ravi untying her robe, and my cock throbbed against my trousers as I took in the sight of the naked phoenix. Her fiery-orange hair fell down in waves, and her slender legs rippled as she walked over toward us. 
 
    “There’s still one of you with clothes on,” I murmured against Aaliyah’s mouth. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Aaliyah giggled, and she turned around to face Rebecca. 
 
    The lioness’ bare ass pressed against my clothed arousal while her golden tail flicked in front of my face, and I groaned as she dramatically bent over to untie Rebecca’s robe. When all three women were naked, I sat back on the edge of the tub to get a good view of each of them. 
 
    And holy shit, they were so fucking hot. 
 
    Aaliyah slowly rose from her bent over position and dragged her tongue up Rebecca’s torso, while Ravi came up behind the bear Demi-Human and wrapped her arms around her to grip her breasts. Ravi thumbed Rebecca’s hard nipples, and Aaliyah shoved her tongue into the lady bear’s waiting mouth. 
 
    “Why are you still wearing clothes, my lord?” Ravi asked in a husky voice. “I want to see if you’re enjoying what you’re watching.” 
 
    “Oh, I am.” I smirked as I pulled my tunic over my head and yanked my boots and trousers off. 
 
    My cock sprang free and waited at full attention as my lovers prepared each other for me, and I could already see their pussies glistening with desire as they played gently with each others’ nipples and tongues. 
 
    Then I couldn’t be an observer any longer. 
 
    I grabbed Aaliyah’s tail and gently tugged her closer, and the other two followed her over to join me. 
 
    The lioness dropped to her knees between my legs, and before I could open my mouth, she shoved my cock into hers. 
 
    “Ohhhh, fuuuuuck,” I moaned as I felt her sandpapery tongue rub up and down my arousal. 
 
    “Mmmm, I want to watch you cum on her face,” Rebecca whispered into my ear. “Then we can lick it off, so we can each taste your seed.” 
 
    “Yessss,” Ravi hissed her agreement as she trailed kisses down my throat to my chest. “And I want to make her cum while she does it to you.” 
 
    The phoenix slid down to the floor and crawled over behind Aaliyah before she laid on her back and slid between Aaliyah’s thighs. 
 
    “Oh!” Aaliyah gasped as Ravi began to taste her sweet core. 
 
    I couldn’t let Rebecca feel left out, so I reached over and grabbed one of her huge tits. I rolled her hard nipple between my fingers, and she gasped with pleasure as she threw her head back. Then I slipped my hand down her tight body to the apex of her thighs, and she spread her legs open to give me full access. 
 
    I gently thumbed her clit, and her thighs quivered with anticipation. Then I traced the folds of her pussy with one finger before I plunged it inside her. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan!” Rebecca cried out. 
 
    I pumped my finger in and out of her tight tunnel, and I felt Aaliyah’s moan against my cock as Ravi continued to pleasure her. The vibration of her moan sent tingles down my shaft, and I groaned as the lioness slowly dragged her teeth along my skin. 
 
    “Hell, yesssss,” I growled and used my other hand to grip Aaliyah’s hair. 
 
    She seemed to know I wanted more, and she shoved my cock even further into her mouth until I hit the back of her throat. 
 
    “Ohhhh, gods!” Rebecca moaned, and I knew she was close. 
 
    Suddenly, Aaliyah’s body shook as she sucked and licked my cock, and she let out a primal yell as she came on Ravi’s mouth. The phoenix lapped up Aaliyah’s sweet juices, while Rebecca’s breathing got louder and faster. 
 
    I rubbed my thumb along her clit and then slipped a second finger inside the lady bear’s soaking pussy. I curled my fingers up against the roof of her tunnel, and a warm rush of liquid poured onto my hand as she screamed with pleasure. 
 
    “Gods, yes!” Rebecca moaned as her climax covered my fingers with her sweet nectar. 
 
    Then Aaliyah reached up and began to rub my sack, and I hit the breaking point. 
 
    She pulled her mouth off my cock just as my seed began to spray, and she squeezed and stroked my cock as my orgasm coursed through my body and released across her skin. My dragon seed squirted across her lips and cheeks, and I wondered if it would ever stop as she stuck out her cat-like tongue to catch even more. 
 
    “Oh, I want some!” Ravi giggled as she crawled up next to Aaliyah. 
 
    The phoenix dragged her tongue from Aaliyah’s jaw to her cheek, and I shivered with desire. I wanted all three of them to be filled with my seed from their mouths to their pussies. 
 
    I stood up as the last drop fell onto Aaliyah’s waiting tongue, and I grabbed Ravi by the hand. 
 
    “Your turn,” I growled as I flipped her around and bent her over the side of the tub. 
 
    Her creamy-white ass jiggled in front of me, and her slit was dripping wet as I slipped my hand between her thighs. 
 
    “Ohhhh, gods,” Ravi moaned as I dragged my fingers up and down her soaked pussy. “Please, let me have your cock, Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Oh, you’re about to,” I rumbled before I grabbed her hips and plowed into her warm tunnel. 
 
    I could feel her walls tremble with every thrust, and I pumped in and out of her as deep as I could go. 
 
    The bathtub was nearly full, and the ends of Ravi’s hair grazed the water every time I shoved my cock into her. Her wet hair slapped against her skin, and I growled as I continued to fuck her from behind. 
 
    Rebecca scooted closer from her spot on the edge of the tub and grabbed Ravi’s breast. Then she kneaded the soft flesh with one hand as she rubbed her own wet pussy with the other. 
 
    “Let me help you,” Aaliyah purred as she slid over next to me and opened Rebecca’s thighs. 
 
    Her little pink tongue delved into the folds of Rebecca’s pussy, and the lady bear threw her head back as she moaned with pleasure. Some of my seed was still on Aaliyah’s face, and now it mixed with Rebecca’s juices as the lioness plunged her tongue into Rebecca’s soft, wet lips. 
 
    I thrust my hips back and forth as I watched the lioness pleasure her fellow warrior, and I couldn’t help but reach over and thumb Rebecca’s pert brown nipple as she shuddered and moaned. 
 
    “Oh, gods, I’m about to cum again!” Rebecca gasped just before a waterfall of her nectar poured out from her tunnel onto Aaliyah’s waiting tongue. 
 
    “Mmmm,” the lioness hummed as she licked and sucked Rebecca’s dripping pussy. “You taste so good.” 
 
    I groaned as I watched Aaliyah make sure she got every last drop of the lady bear’s climax, and I lifted Ravi’s ass just enough to plunge my cock even deeper inside her. 
 
    “Ohhh, myyyy lorddd!” the phoenix screamed as I hit the perfect spot, and her walls tightened around me with her orgasm. 
 
    Her pussy squeezed my cock as I continued to pump in and out of her, and then I let her have my seed for herself. 
 
    “Gooooods!” I bellowed as I dumped what felt like a gallon of my dragon seed into the phoenix’s spasming pussy. 
 
    My body shuddered and vibrated with the power of my orgasm, and I gritted my teeth as I continued to pour into Ravi’s tight canal. 
 
    The phoenix slumped over the side of the tub once I finally finished, and Rebecca giggled when she saw Ravi’s exhausted position. 
 
    “Are you done?” the bear Demi-Human teased. 
 
    “No way!” Ravi sat back up and turned around to face me. “I can take his passion all night.” 
 
    “You just might,” I growled before I tossed all three of my lovers into the water. 
 
    By the time we actually cleaned up, the water was nearly cold, and I was shivering when I wrapped myself up with one of the thick, black towels that laid folded on a shelf by the tub. I tossed a towel to each of my women, and unfortunately, they covered up their beautifully naked bodies to dry off. 
 
    “Haven’t you seen our bodies enough today, my lord?” Aaliyah teased as she caught my disappointed look. 
 
    “There’s never enough looking at my sexy, naked women,” I snorted and wrapped my towel around my waist. “But I suppose we should go find the new chambers.” 
 
    I walked out into the hallway with my women close behind and began to push open each of the doors. They all looked like bedrooms, but I couldn’t imagine Alyona giving up our enormous room downstairs for one of these average-sized ones. 
 
    Then I opened the door in the center of the hall, and I took in a sharp breath. 
 
    The room was covered in gold. Gold curtains covered the windows, a gold canopy was draped over a massive bed with gold blankets, and a couch with gold fabric sat just to the left of the door. 
 
    “I think we found it,” Rebecca breathed as they followed me inside. 
 
    There were doors on either side of the room, and I wondered briefly where they led when I heard Alyona rush into the room behind us. 
 
    “My lord, I think we found it!” the princess gasped and grabbed my hands. “I think we’ve found the right seal! It will require both of our power, but my father and I really think it will work.” 
 
    “Great!” I smiled at her. “I knew you could do it. When do we start?” 
 
    “It will have to be in the morning,” she replied, and her dazzling grin lit up the room. “We just need a few supplies, but Castor said they should have everything ready by dawn.” 
 
    “Good, so we can get some sleep?” I asked as I stifled a yawn. 
 
    “Yes, my love,” Alyona giggled and ushered me toward the bed. “We can all get some sleep.” 
 
    “I’m so tired,” Aaliyah yawned, and the sound reminded me of a kitten. 
 
    If I was more awake, I’d probably turn that into a sex kitten reference, but I was rather worn out. Fighting Sect douchebags and healing my fellow dragon all day had taken a lot out of me. 
 
    I dropped the towel as I reached the bed and flopped onto the soft mattress. It felt like I was laying on a cloud, and I wasn’t even sure I was all the way on the bed when I felt my eyes droop shut. 
 
    I couldn’t fight it anymore, and we couldn’t do anything until morning. The rest of my lovers trickled in from the two side doors I’d noticed earlier and crawled into bed with us, and I wondered if their rooms were connected to ours, much like the Lunar Palace back home. That’s probably what Castor meant about Alyona requesting a specific setup. She really was the perfect wife. 
 
    Sleep came quick. My dreams were fleeting, and I couldn’t seem to focus on one thing or another. It was like I was watching ten different movies in fast forward. Then the last movie featured a rabbit. 
 
    Of course, it couldn’t be a normal rabbit, but it wasn’t inviting me into any holes in the ground. Instead, it stared me in the eyes and thumped its foot on the grass. 
 
    Thump, thump, thump. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked it in a strangled voice that seemed to be barely above a whisper. 
 
    Thump, thump, thump. 
 
    “My lord?” Alyona’s voice pierced through the dream, and I opened my eyes to see her leaned over me. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked in a groggy voice as I struggled to sit up. 
 
    Thump, thump. 
 
    It wasn’t a rabbit in real life, and I soon recognized the sound of knocking on our door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “My lord!” a man’s voice bellowed through the door. “You must come quick!” 
 
    I staggered over to the door and yanked it open to find one of the guards, who looked me up and down with surprise. I realized I was still buck naked, but I didn’t care. It was way too early for that nonsense. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I hissed. “We’re asleep, and it’s not even dawn.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord,” he replied. “But Lex said you must come now.” 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. “What happened?” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Alyona’s groggy whisper was just loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” the guard replied. “Lex has requested your and Lord Evan’s presence downstairs immediately.” 
 
    “For what?” I prodded as I reached for a robe from the armoire near the door. “You haven’t told us anything.” 
 
    “One of the prisoners you brought back has spoken,” he finally explained. “We have new information.” 
 
    “Well, shit, why didn’t you just say that?” I muttered as I tied the robe around my waist. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to wait for Her Highness,” the guard replied and met my gaze. “Does she want to come?” 
 
    “Yes, she does,” Alyona cut in, and I heard the bed squeak as she scooted her way off. “I’ll just need a moment.” 
 
    “Go get Lord Nikolaus awake as well,” I ordered. “We’ll meet you in the hall in a few minutes.” 
 
    The guard nodded before I turned around to see all my lovers were now awake and pulling themselves out of bed to get dressed. It seemed everyone wanted to know what the prisoner had shared, and I didn’t blame them. We needed some answers to get rid of the rest of the Green Glass Sect. 
 
    I shut the door, and we all began to pull on clothes and prepare for the day. A few minutes later, everyone was dressed, and the first rays of light had begun to peek over the horizon outside. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Alyona declared as my lovers lined up behind her near the door. 
 
    “Alright, then,” I chuckled and squeezed past them to open the door. 
 
    We walked out into the hallway and down the stairs to the second floor, where Nike stood outside his own door. He was ready to go, and he looked and smelled like he’d found the bathhouse at some point.  
 
    I wondered when my fellow noble ever really slept. 
 
    “My lord, did they tell you why they needed us?” he asked as he walked in step with me toward the stairs. 
 
    “One of the captives gave them something,” I murmured. “That’s all I know so far. I told them to come get you, too.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Nike mused as he nodded. “Looks like we aren’t the only ones to join the party.” 
 
    He motioned down the stairs where Eskandar waited next to Lex. I realized Emma stood on the dragon’s other side, and I wondered how she’d gotten to him so quickly. Then I decided I didn’t have the time or desire to think about that part right now. It was time to figure out what the prisoners knew. 
 
    “Lord Evan, thank you for joining us so early,” Lex announced as we stepped into the entryway. “Sorry to have woken you and your, ah, women.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I replied with a dismissive wave. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The guard leader dipped his head and turned on his heels toward the front doors. We followed him and his fellow guard outside and turned right across the courtyard. Then we walked along the side of the palace until we reached a smaller building near the edge of the stone wall that surrounded the temple. 
 
    Two more white-armored guards stood on either side of the door, and they stood at attention as we approached the building. 
 
    “Sir, are you certain everyone should go inside?” one of the guards asked and looked over my group with apprehension. 
 
    “We’ve seen it all.” Laika smirked. “I’m the leader of the Blue Tree Guild. We’ve conducted our own, ah, interviews for information plenty of times.” 
 
    “They go where I go,” I added. “Now, show us who’s ready to talk.” 
 
    “This way, my lord,” Lex said as he pushed open the door and led us inside. 
 
    The prison building was much simpler than the castle, and while the outside had been the same white jade to match the other buildings, it was definitely not as nice inside. The walls here were made from cold, black iron, and we walked down a long chilly hallway filled with doors on either side. 
 
    “It’s so quiet,” Alyona observed as we followed Lex past several doors. 
 
    “His Eminence enchanted the rooms,” the guard leader explained. “Then we don’t have to hear the prisoners yell all the time. It echoed a lot before.” 
 
    I frowned as I imagined the various reasons for the prisoners to yell, but I needed to push the thought away. The Green Glass Sect had hurt or killed thousands of my people already. While torture wasn’t my favorite part of this war, it had become sadly necessary. 
 
    Lex stopped in front of a door and pulled a set of keys from his waist. He selected one of the keys and unlocked the door. Then he pushed it open, and we stepped inside the dark room. 
 
    “We’ll wait out here,” Marina offered, and her sisters nodded. “It looks too small for all of us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll wait here, too,” Ravi agreed with an uncomfortable grimace. “I don’t need to see everything.” 
 
    “Um, me, too,” Emma said as she stepped over to the phoenix and linked arms. 
 
    Rebecca, Miraya, and Aaliyah nodded their agreement, and they all waited in the hall as we continued into the cell. 
 
    Lex snapped his fingers, and a torch on the wall across from us sparked with flames. Then I could finally see the prisoner. 
 
    It was the bird Demi-Human who had told us about the coins. His beak-like nose was clearly broken and hung from his face in a bloody lump. His eyes were black, and one was swollen shut. His arms were chained to the wall above his head, and one of them hung at an odd angle. The rest of his body dangled loosely, and he lifted his head just enough to stare at us out of his good eye. 
 
    “Ah, the great Lord Evan and the rest of his sycophants,” the Demi-Human sneered and then coughed and spat a tooth out on the floor in a bloody stream. “It’s so nice of you to join us.” 
 
    “We aren’t sycophants,” Laika growled, and her gray ears flattened against her head as she bared her teeth in a snarl. “And you got exactly what you deserved.” 
 
    “If this is how you treat those who offer surrender, I’d hate to see what happens to those who are merely captured in battle,” the bird hissed. 
 
    “Wait,” I fake-gasped with wide eyes. “People can get captured in battle? I thought we were supposed to slaughter all of them.” 
 
    Laika snickered and crossed her arms over her chest. “So, you got lucky, little bird.” 
 
    “My name is Geo!” the bird Demi-Human snapped before he laid his head back against the wall and groaned. “I just want to die already. If your people don’t torture me to death, the Sage will, so get it over with.” 
 
    “For telling us about the coins?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he confirmed and dropped his head to his chest. “And for whatever else I said I’d tell you so your men would stop. If he knew what I’ve already said, he’d pull off each of my limbs and watch me drown in my own blood.” 
 
    “Who says I won’t do the same if you don’t tell me everything?” I snarled and grabbed his collar to pull him close enough that I could see his pupils dilate with fear. “Or worse.” 
 
    “Y-You… could do w-worse?” Geo gasped and gnawed on his lower lip. “Please, L-Lord Evan, I-I just don’t want the Sage to f-find me. I’ll tell you everything…” 
 
    “But?” I prodded when he hesitated a long minute. 
 
    “But only if you swear you will execute me,” the bird finished and looked me dead in the eyes. 
 
    “You really want to die like that?” I stared at him in surprise. “No begging for your life?” 
 
    “If you release me alive, the Sage will kill me slowly,” he insisted “If you keep me here, I’ll die slowly. I’d rather get it over with. I aligned myself with the Sect, and that was my mistake. Now, I must die for it. Do you agree to my terms?” 
 
    I looked over at Lex, whose face showed no flicker of emotion at the prisoner’s request. Then I turned to Alyona, and my wife’s face was lined with grief and worry. I knew we both wrestled with the Demi-Human’s request, and it wasn’t just because he wanted us to kill him. He was also right. There was only one easy way out for him, and I knew we had to give it to him to get what we needed. 
 
    Olivier had to be stopped. 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered as I turned back to face him. “We have a deal.” 
 
    “Good.” Geo breathed a sigh of relief. “The Sage has already begun his plan to finish opening the Breach, so you’ll need to act fast.” 
 
    “Then you’d better talk fast,” I growled. “What is he up to?” 
 
    “He’s been trying to find a way to weaken the king’s hold on the Breach,” the bird explained. “He found it, though it took some time.” 
 
    “If you’re talking about kidnapping King Rodion, we already got him back.” I smirked. “So, that obviously didn’t work.” 
 
    “As soon as you took the time to find your precious king, the Sage’s plan was set into motion,” Geo insisted. “Your focus was on Rodion, not on the Sage or his people. They have already moved.” 
 
    “Then why were you still at the camp?” I asked with a frown. “You weren’t part of this plan?” 
 
    “We were a failsafe,” he replied and shrugged. “If one of the groups moving didn’t make it, then we would go complete their mission.” 
 
    “And what was their mission?” Alyona interjected. “If kidnapping my father wasn’t the goal, what was?” 
 
    “To open more rifts,” Geo said as he turned to face the princess. “Additional rifts will draw power from the king’s seal, which means it wouldn’t be able to hold the Breach anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” my wife gasped and covered her mouth. “He would have to know which seal my father used. How would he know that?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that,” the Demi-Human replied as he shook his head. “The Sage knows many things beyond what he tells the rest of us. And none of us knows everything he does. He doesn’t trust anyone, so we’re only told what we need to know to complete our task.” 
 
    “How many rifts?” I demanded. 
 
    “Three?” Geo shrugged. “Maybe four. Like I said, no one but Olivier knows everything.” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Alyona whispered and motioned for me, Laika, and Nike to follow her to the door. 
 
    I stepped away from Geo, and we huddled in the doorway where the rest of our group could hear us. 
 
    “So, the Sect is working to open three or four rifts near the Breach to weaken the king’s seal,” I murmured. 
 
    “Oh, no!” Trina gasped and covered her mouth with her jade hand. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Nike whispered, and his silvery eyes burned with fury. “We can’t let them get away with this!” 
 
    “We won’t,” I rumbled and then turned to Alyona. “Do you think the seal you found will still work if they’ve already started opening their rifts?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say.” The princess frowned and tugged a lock of her white hair. “And it depends on if any of the rifts are already open. It could seal all of them, but I’ve never used this spell before. We chose it because of its strength and the ability to use your new level of power, not because either of us are familiar with it.” 
 
    “But magic can be finicky,” Miraya pointed out. “If it doesn’t work to seal it, the spell could destroy whatever seal is already in place.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Rebecca groaned. “That would be even worse.” 
 
    “Okay, so, what are the odds the new seal would work on the Breach and these new rifts if they’re open?” I asked the princess. 
 
    “I don’t know for certain, and I don’t want to guess.” Alyona looked down at her hands as she wrung them together. 
 
    “Then we don’t risk it,” I decided. “We may only have one shot at getting the Breach to close for good, so we have to take out the rifts first.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Laika asked. “He said no one knows everything.” 
 
    “With whatever it takes,” I answered in a low voice. “We won’t stop until the world is safe from Olivier and the Green Glass Sect.” 
 
    Nike nodded his agreement, and we stalked back over to stand in front of the prisoner. 
 
    “I need to know where the rifts are going to be opened,” I demanded. 
 
    “I told you,” Geo sighed. “I don’t know everything. I don’t even know exactly how many he planned on opening.” 
 
    “Then tell me what you do know,” I growled and narrowed my eyes on the bird. “Who, where, and when.” 
 
    “The who is easy,” he replied. “Only mages can open the rifts, so he sent groups of them with soldiers to keep them safe. I was one of the soldiers for my group.” 
 
    “Okay, and where?” I prodded. 
 
    “I only know the one we would have to go to if we didn’t get the signal,” Geo explained with a frown. 
 
    “What signal?” Nike raised a raven eyebrow as he stared at the bird. 
 
    “A magical signal that said the rift was complete,” the Demi-Human answered. “The Sage said we’d know it when we saw it, and if we didn’t see it, we had to go finish the mission.” 
 
    “How long were you supposed to wait?” I narrowed my eyes on the prisoner. 
 
    “One day,” he answered. “By nightfall tonight, we were supposed to have our signal.” 
 
    “Then we have to get there first,” I decided. “Where was that group headed?” 
 
    “The other side of the Breach from our camp,” Geo replied with a grimace. “Near the border of Ubri.” 
 
    “That’s incredibly far for a day’s travel,” Eskandar finally spoke up. “How were they going to travel all the way down there on foot in such little time?” 
 
    “They have magic.” The bird Demi-Human rolled his good eye and stared at the white dragon. “And they have a couple of the coins. They’ll make it there.” 
 
    “We must move quickly, husband” Alyona said with a frown. “If they have the coins, they could make an even bigger rift than what we’ve seen before.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “How are we going to find the other locations, though?” 
 
    “You could ask whoever you find at the first one,” Geo suggested. “Someone there has to know about at least one other location. I imagine they’re the failsafe for another one. The Sage usually has an infinite number of plans and backup plans. He is very wise.” 
 
    “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘psychotic,’” I chuckled. “He may be well-prepared, but he’s also nuttier than a fruitcake. He’s Rahma’s own Charles Manson, and you guys are his cult.” 
 
    Geo stared at me in complete bewilderment, and I heard Emma snicker in the hallway. Finally, I had someone else to understand my Earth references. 
 
    “We need to get going,” Alyona reminded me. “We have a lot of work to do today.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go,” I agreed and turned toward the door. “Thanks for the help, Geo.” 
 
    “I gave you what you wanted!” the bird cried out. “What about our bargain? I must be executed!” 
 
    “Right.” I turned back to face the Demi-Human and narrowed my gaze on him. “You’re absolutely certain you want death? Not that you haven’t earned it by taking part in your schemes, but you don’t want to be in jail?” 
 
    “I’m certain,” Geo replied as he met my stare. “I have earned death, and I want it to be on my terms.” 
 
    “Then so be it,” I said and motioned toward Lex. “The guards will execute you this afternoon.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the Demi-Human sighed and leaned back against the wall. “I am grateful for your mercy, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “I’m grateful for the info,” I replied as I continued toward the door and stepped out into the hall. 
 
    “You really want us to kill him?” Lex asked once the door was shut behind us. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “We made an agreement, and his punishment likely would have been death anyway. He was part of the plan to kidnap His Eminence, and all he asked was to hurry up the process. I have no reason to keep him alive at this point.” 
 
    “As you wish,” the guard leader agreed with a bow. “We will handle it after we feed the prisoners their lunch.” 
 
    “Has anyone else agreed to talk?” I asked as we headed for the front door. 
 
    “No.” Lex shook his head with a solemn expression. “They all seem to be more, ah, dedicated to the Sage.” 
 
    “Keep trying,” I commanded him and pushed my way through the door out into the early morning sunshine. “I want as much information as possible, and we won’t be able to get everything from just one person since Olivier doesn’t share everything.” 
 
    “We will do our best, my lord,” he replied and took another bow. “You’ll be returning to the temple?” 
 
    “For the moment,” I confirmed with a nod. “I need to let King Rodion know what’s going on, and then we’ll be headed to the first location. You should update him if anyone else decides to talk. He can let us know anything that comes up while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Lex dipped his head once more and then headed back into the building. 
 
    “Why don’t we simply kill the rest, too?” Eskandar wondered, and I noticed a glint of anger in his blue eyes. “They’ve all committed high treason.” 
 
    “We will eventually,” I replied and put my hand on his shoulder. “But it’s more important to stop the Green Glass Sect’s entire plan than to get vengeance on the members at every stop. We can’t let them hurt anyone else.” 
 
    “I suppose you are right,” he murmured and dropped his chin to his chest. 
 
    “He is,” Laika assured the white dragon. “Lord Evan has successfully stopped many of their schemes around the country. This one is bigger, but it will be no different.” 
 
    “Plus, Evan is really smart,” Emma chimed in with a grin. “I should know. I helped raise him.” 
 
    “And you raised me right.” I winked at my aunt as I slipped my arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Alyona agreed with a smile. “Now, let’s go find my father.” 
 
    We walked back around the palace to the front doors, passed the guards outside, and entered the front room. A few servants hurried past with food trays, and I realized they were headed for the dining hall. The king was probably having his breakfast, and I wondered if he’d even realized we were gone. 
 
    “This way,” I said and led my group down the hall to the large room where the king had already begun his meal. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Rodion boomed with a grin as we entered the dining hall. “I thought you all had already left to seal the Breach.” 
 
    “We ran into some, um, complications,” I replied with a frown. “The guards didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Tell me what?” he asked as he set down his fork, and the smile disappeared from his face. 
 
    “One of the prisoners agreed to tell us why you were kidnapped,” I explained as I walked slowly toward the table. 
 
    “To weaken the Breach,” His Eminence said, though he didn’t sound certain. 
 
    “Yes, Father, but not in the way we thought,” Alyona answered and strode forward to take his hand. “The point was to distract Lord Evan, so they could start traveling toward different areas around the Breach.” 
 
    “Once each group gets to their location, they’re going to open a rift,” I finished. “The rifts will make--” 
 
    “Make it harder for my seal to stay in place,” the king interjected with a scowl. “Curse this so-called Sage! He has no idea the damage he will do to our world with his plans!” 
 
    “I’d like to agree, but I think he truly wants the damage, so he can clean it up and be the person everyone loves and adores afterward,” I said and pursed my lips. “It’s sick, but he wants to rule, and he thinks the demons will help him. So, we have to stop this whole thing, and we’ll have to start with the rifts.” 
 
    “This is incredibly disturbing,” Rodion murmured. “How did Olivier determine which seal I was using?” 
 
    “The prisoner didn’t know,” Alyona replied as her mouth twisted into a frown. “I asked the same thing.” 
 
    “Do we have a traitor within the palace?” the king demanded and slammed his fists into the table. “I will rip out his throat with my bare hands!” 
 
    “I can’t say for certain, Your Majesty,” I said and tried to remain calm. “If there is, I’ll help you destroy him myself.” 
 
    “We must be cautious with whom we confide our secrets,” Eskandar added. “Until we know for certain how the Sage has learned his intelligence, we must remain vigilant.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded at the dragon and turned back to the king. “So, we’re going to close the rifts, but only Lex and those of us in this room know where we’re going.” 
 
    “Then we shall keep it that way,” Rodion declared as he settled back in his seat. “I will not have my daughter’s safety compromised.” 
 
    “And I don’t want to compromise yours, either,” I said and glanced over my group. “I would like a few of you to stay with the king.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll stay since I don’t know anything about rifts anyway,” Emma volunteered and plopped down at the table with a grimace. “I have plenty of books to read about my magic before I can be helpful in your battles.” 
 
    “I think we should stay as well,” Marina chimed in. “We can help protect the king, and we can poke around the castle for any traitors.” 
 
    “Carefully,” I added with a frown. “I don’t want you three getting hurt, either.” 
 
    “We are very good detectives,” Trina said and crossed her arms over her chest. “No one will suspect a thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know how to play dumb.” Polina winked and batted her green eyelashes. “That’s how we were able to rescue Lady Nera when we went to Marstow, remember, Laika?” 
 
    “Oh, those guards were very distracted by the dryads’ dim wits and, ah, other assets,” the wolf Demi-Human agreed with a giggle. 
 
    “Gods, I can only imagine,” I chuckled and then shook my head to clear the image of the dryads’ assets. “Anyway, the rest of us will go to the location Geo gave us. We don’t have time to take wagons or anything, so we’ll have to fly. Is everyone okay with that?” 
 
    “Will everyone, um, fit on your back?” Eskandar raised a silvery eyebrow as he looked over the rest of my group. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be in Lord Evan’s spiritual sea,” Miraya pointed out. “It gives the Sword of Healing more power.” 
 
    “And I’ll fly myself,” Ravi added with a grin before she burst into flames and reappeared in her phoenix form. “No need for a ride.” 
 
    “The rest of us don’t mind being close to each other,” Aaliyah purred and looped her arms with Rebecca and Naomi. 
 
    “And you, Lord Nikolaus?” Eskandar asked Nike with a pointed stare. “Would you like to ride on my back instead?” 
 
    “Ah, sure,” Nike replied with a glance over his shoulder at me. “Might be a little less crowded.” 
 
    “Yeah, good point,” I agreed with a grin. “I know you’ll be more comfortable.” 
 
    My best friend didn’t mind riding on my back when we flew, but he’d made it clear that he didn’t enjoy it nearly as much as my women did. 
 
    “Okay, I think we’re ready,” Alyona declared. “Let’s go seal some rifts.” 
 
    I nodded my head to the king before I led my party out of the dining hall and up to the balcony. I looked down over the Breach, and it was clear the demons’ strength had grown since their forms were more than murky shadows beneath the surface now. I could see their arms, legs, and heads, and a growl rumbled in my chest as I imagined a world with those filthy creatures free to roam. 
 
    Olivier would die for the things he’d done, but I wasn’t about to let him hurt anyone else now. His time had come, and I’d fucking make sure of that. 
 
    I shifted into my dragon form with a roar, and I seethed as my women climbed onto my back while I watched the deadly hole below. 
 
    It was time to finish these bastards once and for all. 
 
    I hovered over the balcony while Eskandar took his dragon form and Nike clambered onto his white-scaled back. 
 
    Then I flapped my wings, and we zoomed south to start the end of this war. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    As we flew south, I could see just how big the Breach was. The jagged tear in the ground continued through the mountains for miles, and every time I looked down, I could see why the king was so stressed out. 
 
    The flailing bodies of the demons crept to the deep purple surface of the hole, and they seemed to fling themselves against the seal as they tried to break through. The smell of miasma was stronger than I’d ever smelled before, especially as we continued toward the Ubri border. 
 
    The king’s magic wasn’t infinite, and it seemed his seal was getting even weaker the further we got from the White Jade Temple. Olivier had to have noticed the growing weakness, too. It couldn’t be a coincidence that he’d set up at least one rift down here away from the palace. Somehow, Olivier seemed to be able to read the seal and how it worked. If there wasn’t a traitor, there was definitely someone giving him the information. 
 
    The question was who else would know? 
 
    A growl rumbled deep in my chest as I considered this, but then I absently looked down again and did a double-take. There was a person walking along a path that wound through the mountains, and they were headed for the edge of the Breach. 
 
    “Who’s that?” I demanded and pointed with my foreleg. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Alyona called over the sound of the wind. “But they are dangerously close to the Breach. You don’t think…” 
 
    “They’re being pulled by that magnetism the king told us about?” I finished her question with a growl. “We have to stop them.” 
 
    I dove down toward the figure with Ravi right behind me, and Eskandar nearly screeched to a halt above us. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he called out before he followed me down to the ground. 
 
    I landed with a thud in front of the figure to block them from the Breach, and I realized it was a woman. She was a human, maybe in her twenties, and she had long black hair that looked like she’d been tugging chunks of it from her head. Her eyes were a dull green, and they stayed focused on her path, even with me sitting in front of her. 
 
    I thought she’d run right into my side until Laika slipped off my back and stood in front of her. Then Ravi flitted to a landing on my shoulder and peered down at the woman with suspicion. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the wolf Demi-Human demanded, and she put one hand on her broadsword and stared at the woman. 
 
    “Fulfill the hunger,” the woman muttered as she shuffled her feet and attempted a slow step past Laika. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Laika replied and put a hand on the woman’s chest. “You aren’t fulfilling anything right now.” 
 
    “What hunger?” I wondered as I cocked my head to the side. 
 
    “Is it her hunger or that of the demons?” Alyona whispered. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Aaliyah groaned. “They’re getting drawn in to get eaten?” 
 
    “That’s just sick.” Rebecca covered her mouth as though she was about to puke. 
 
    “It’s possible,” the princess replied. 
 
    “Do you think I could heal her?” I asked as I stared at the woman’s pale, blank face. 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Alyona agreed. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see,” I muttered and opened my maw to release a plume of glittery healing magic. 
 
    The sparkling cloud settled over the woman like dust, and she froze for a moment as she breathed it in. Then she closed her eyes and shook her head. She looked up after a moment, and I could see the bright-jade color return to her eyes as she stared at me and took a startled step back. 
 
    “What, um, w-who are you?” the woman stammered. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” I answered in a calm voice. “I had to heal you before you walked into the Breach. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “Uh, kind of…” she trailed off as she chewed on her bottom lip. “That just happened?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aaliyah confirmed, and the woman’s head snapped up to my back to stare at the lioness. “You were walking toward it with, like, dead eyes.” 
 
    “And you said you had to fulfill the hunger,” Laika added. “Do you remember that?” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” the woman groaned and rubbed her head. “What?” 
 
    She traced over the bald patches where she’d clearly pulled out hunks of her hair, and Alyona slid down from my back to stand next to Laika. 
 
    “I can fix your hair,” the princess offered with a smile. “While I do that, can you think about what the hunger meant?” 
 
    “Careful, milady,” Laika murmured, and the woman looked between the wolf and the princess before she seemed to recognize my wife.  
 
    “Gods, oh, shit, uh,” the woman stuttered with shock as she saw the princess and dropped to her knees. “I’m so sorry I didn’t see you, Your Highness. Please, forgive me. You don’t have to help me.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Alyona said and helped her to her feet. “I just need you to think while I cast this spell. Okay?” 
 
    “O-Of course, Your Highness,” the human replied as Alyona put her hands on her head and got to work. “The hunger, well, it was a weird feeling. It wasn’t me that was hungry. It was more like there was something I would receive if I went. I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    “There was some sort of bait to draw you in?” Laika narrowed her steely-gray eyes on the woman. 
 
    “Yes, almost a promise of something great, but I had to do my part and fulfill the hunger of…” The woman stopped again as she gnawed on her lip. “Something. Or maybe someone, I’m not sure.” 
 
    Perhaps more than one someone, Miraya pointed out. Demons cannot survive without some sort of sustenance, right? 
 
    “That makes sense to me,” I murmured. “So, with the seal weakening, the demons are trying to fish for their food in our world.” 
 
    “Sickening,” Naomi spat out, and Ravi nodded her bird head in agreement. 
 
    “Why haven’t you felt it?” the woman wondered. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted and turned to Eskandar. “Do you remember any of the Sect members talking about feeding the demons?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” the white dragon murmured and thumped his mace-like tail in thought. “I remember something about a hunger, but I can’t put my finger on it. Like maybe I overheard it, or they weren’t talking to me.” 
 
    “Done!” Alyona announced as a shimmer of white dust floated down around the human woman.  
 
    The patches of bald skin were quickly filled with more of her flowing black locks, and she ran her hands over her head before she breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness,” the woman exhaled. “I don’t know how to repay you or Lord Evan for your help.” 
 
    “Not necessary,” I replied with a fanged smile. “We’re always happy to help our people. Do you live in the village by the palace?” 
 
    “No, my people live in the mountains over there.” The woman pointed behind her, and I could see faint wisps of smoke as though fires burned in her town. “I should get back to them now.” 
 
    “Do you have any guards who can make sure no one else comes this way?” I asked. “We’re working on closing the Breach, but it might take some time.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to our Elders,” she replied. “They will know how to handle it until you close it.” 
 
    “Okay, be careful,” Alyona said and squeezed the woman’s hand. “Send word to the palace if you need anything at all.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness.” The woman curtsied to the princess and then to me. “My lord.” 
 
    She turned on her heels and strode back toward her little town, and I watched for a moment with concern. I didn’t like leaving these people without some sort of safeguard, especially since we had to close the other rifts before we could even start on the Breach. I knew it would take time, and leaving a whole group of people exposed was not something I was fond of. 
 
    “We need to do something to protect them,” I growled as soon as she was out of earshot. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “I know you don’t, but the villages in the mountains are their own cities,” Alyona said and patted my side. “Their Elders are typically highly skilled mages and priestesses. They will come up with something.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I grumbled as she and Laika climbed onto my back to join Naomi, Aaliyah, and Rebecca. 
 
    “It helps that they know now,” the princess assured me. “We came at just the right time.” 
 
    I sighed as I relented to my wife’s confidence and nodded to Eskandar. In seconds, we were back in the air and headed toward the first rift. I kept my eyes on the Breach below, and I wondered how many lives had already been lost to the demons’ hunger. It made me want to crush Olivier’s throat until his blood spurted over my claws. 
 
    My inner dragon roared in agreement, and I huffed with determination as we continued on our course. 
 
    I hadn’t had much time to take in the scenery of the Mihireti Mountains before now, but it seemed we had quite a flight ahead of us. Trees covered most of the mountain surfaces, and everywhere else was filled with tall grasses. I noticed several more mountain villages, and I felt a tug of anxiety as I thought about how vulnerable they were to the Breach, especially given their proximity and lack of defenses. They didn’t have large walls surrounding their tiny towns, and only a few people stood guard outside. 
 
    We couldn’t be everywhere at once, so we had to get the Breach closed.  
 
    Soon.  
 
    Nearly three hours later, I slowed our pace and sniffed the air. I smelled fire, but it was weak, so I took a bigger whiff to confirm and looked over at Eskandar. 
 
    “How close are we to the border?” I asked. 
 
    “I would estimate a couple miles, maybe three,” he replied with a quizzical stare. “Why?” 
 
    “We need to land before that, so we don’t go flying over their camp,” I explained. “Come on.” 
 
    Before the dragon could respond, I dipped down into the mountains and landed on a flat with high grasses that grazed my underbelly. Then I lowered my body to let my passengers get down as Ravi and Eskandar landed next to me. 
 
    “Why are we stopping here?” the white dragon demanded. “We need to set their whole camp aflame.” 
 
    “While I fully support your roasting initiative, we also have to get the other locations from them,” I advised him. “Plus, we don’t want to give any of them a chance to warn the other groups.” 
 
    “So, what do we do, then?” he huffed. 
 
    “We sneak up on them,” I replied and then shifted into my human form and pointed southeast. “The fire smell came from that way.” 
 
    Ravi quickly shifted into her human body as well, and she stood next to my other women with a fire dagger in each hand. 
 
    “In our small bodies?” Eskandar groaned as Nike slid down from his back into the grass. “I’m almost helpless in that form.” 
 
    “I’ll protect you.” I winked, and the dragon huffed again before he transformed into his human body. 
 
    “I am a warrior,” he grunted and slid a sword from his belt. “I do not need your protection.” 
 
    “It’s just an option,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” he muttered. “Not one bit.” 
 
    “You know how to use a sword?” I asked. 
 
    “This is not a standard blade,” Eskandar scoffed and whirled the sword around his body with a swoosh. “It is merely a tool of my fire.” 
 
    The white dragon’s weapon was unlike anything I’d ever seen. It was long and flat like most swords, but the blade was as white as his scales, and the handle was black as night and covered with sapphires embedded into the surface. I wondered what he meant about it being a tool, but I’d have to figure it out later. We had a rift to find. 
 
    “Okay, just follow my lead,” I replied and crept through the grass that stood as high as my chest toward the scent of a campfire. 
 
    We slunk down the mountainside, and it only took a few minutes for the smell to get stronger. I pointed a little further east, and we altered our course to find the campsite. The forest was bright with the afternoon sun, but the thick trees overhead kept the air cool and dark, and the wide shadows gave us plenty of cover as we made our way closer to the smell. I realized I could hear our boots press into the leaves and twigs underfoot, and I glanced around us as I noticed the trees were eerily silent. No birds or bugs called out, and no tiny creatures scurried across our path. It was like the Green Glass Sect had completely cleared out the forest to undertake their mission. 
 
    About ten minutes later, the fire smell mixed with another scent that made me scrunch up my nose in disgust. 
 
    “Rillweed?” Naomi whispered to Alyona. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” the princess said under her breath. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I grumbled. 
 
    “That smell,” Alyona explained. “It’s rillweed, which is highly potent. It can be used in a number of spells, but if the Green Glass Sect is using it, they plan to make a very large rift.” 
 
    “And that would be bad,” I muttered. “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “If we can smell it, it’s still mixing,” the princess replied with a grimace. “Once the smell is gone, the potion will be ready. So, it just depends on how big of a potion they made.” 
 
    “Great.” I pointed ahead of us to a small thicket where the mountain met the ground level. “I think we found them.” 
 
    The smell of fire and rillweed was even stronger than before, and I could see the flickering dance of a small flame between the trunks. The Sect had obviously tried to keep the fire low so they wouldn’t be found, but even without a big cloud of smoke, I wouldn’t have missed the smell. 
 
    Fire was kind of my thing. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Alyona whispered. “You want to sneak up on them quietly, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured back. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I could use a robala spell,” she replied. “Well, it would have to be Naomi and me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I wondered as I looked between the two magical women. “And why does it require both of you?” 
 
    “A sleep spell,” the lizard mage answered. “And it has to have a beginning and an end.” 
 
    “Or it could go on forever, and that would be really bad,” Alyona finished. “So, Naomi can stay here, and I’ll go to the other side of the camp.” 
 
    “What?” I hissed. “No, you’re not going over there. We have no idea how big this camp is, what defenses they have, anything!” 
 
    “We don’t have many options, my love,” the princess insisted. “We can’t see all of the Sect members present, and you want us to keep things quiet.” 
 
    “Then I’m going with you,” I decided and glanced over at the rest of the group. “We’ll split up. Then we’re better covered anyway, in case any of them decide to run off.” 
 
    “Once the spell hits the camp, they won’t be running anywhere,” Naomi chuckled, and a dark look washed over her amber eyes. “Trust us.” 
 
    “I don’t have much choice.” I frowned and looked over everyone. “Laika and Ravi, you come with Alyona and me. The rest of you keep an eye on the camp and make sure Naomi is safe while they cast their spell.” 
 
    “Got it,” Aaliyah agreed with a salute.  
 
    “No one will touch her,” Rebecca added and tapped her long nails against a tree trunk. 
 
    “Or any of them,” Nike pointed out with a knowing gaze. 
 
    “Give us at least fifteen minutes to go around,” Alyona told Naomi. “Then you can start it, and I’ll finish.” 
 
    “Okay,” the lady lizard agreed with a nod. 
 
    This spell is a great idea, my lord, Miraya assured me. They will be fine. 
 
    “I sure hope so,” I muttered as I led the three women around to the other side of the camp. 
 
    We crept through the tall grass and stayed in the shadows of the trees. The bright afternoon sun threatened to expose us, so we had to move slowly to keep from being seen. As we walked, I peered between the trunks and noticed at least ten Sect members milled around within the camp. Two medium-sized tents were placed on the other end of the campsite, and I couldn’t tell if any more of the Sect members were inside. 
 
    It took at least ten minutes to sneak around the edge of the camp to the side opposite the rest of our party, but thankfully, no one spotted us. 
 
    “This should be it,” Alyona murmured as she crouched down behind a stump and pulled some kind of glass container from her spatial storage. It looked like a small jar that tapered into a smaller opening at the top with a wooden cork in its mouth. 
 
    The princess slowly pulled the cork from the jar, and the soft sucking sound had us all holding our breaths as we waited for the Green Glass Sect to turn toward us. None of them even blinked as they continued going back and forth, and I realized the rillweed smell emanated from a huge silver pot that hung over the small fire. It seemed they’d had to light the flame for their potion, but keeping it small enough to hide the smoke had given us enough time to find them, and maybe the smoke even messed with the Sect members’ sight and hid us from view. 
 
    “Now, what?” I asked as Alyona gently placed the jar on the stump and held it with both hands. 
 
    “Now, we wait for the spell to reach us,” she replied and peered through the trees toward our hidden friends. “It should be any minute.” 
 
    We continued to wait, and I started to get anxious. Maybe they’d been caught on the other side, or perhaps the spell didn’t work. Maybe-- 
 
    Then a horizontal gray beam hissed through the camp. It was as wide as I could see, and it cascaded over the Sect members like a fog. Before they could even make a sound, each of the traitors fell to the ground, one by one. Then the beam continued toward us, and Alyona gripped the jar even tighter. 
 
    “Ends of the sand, sleep will remain,” the princess murmured. 
 
    Suddenly, the beam narrowed into a single ray and flowed directly into the mouth of the jar, and as soon as the last gray particle was inside, Alyona shoved the cork into the mouth of the bottle with a sigh. 
 
    “It worked,” Laika breathed and stared at the jar. 
 
    “I knew it would,” Alyona replied with a grin as she tucked the jar back into her spatial storage. “Come on, we can go into the camp now.” 
 
    I stood up from behind the grass and glanced over the sleeping bodies curled up on the ground. A few were snoring, but all of them were definitely asleep. A couple humans, a dwarf, and a handful of Demi-Humans all wore the same black robes we’d seen with other Green Glass Sect groups, and I knew somewhere on their bodies would be the green leaf tattoos filled with cursed ink. We had to get rid of those first, so Olivier didn’t kill them before we could find out where the next place was. 
 
    “Will they wake up if we move them?” I asked as I stared down at a snake Demi-Human whose forked tongue dangled out from his half-open mouth. 
 
    “No, they won’t wake up until we wake them,” Alyona answered and nudged another sleeping body with her foot. “See?” 
 
    The Sect member’s breathing didn’t even change as his body rolled back to its original position. 
 
    “Nice,” Rebecca commented with a toothy grin. 
 
    “Okay, let’s round them up, then,” I announced as I grabbed the snake’s leg and dragged him to the center of the camp. “And we need to put out that fire.” 
 
    “I’ll handle the fire,” Naomi announced.  
 
    “Thanks.” I nodded in gratitude.  
 
    Then Aaliyah, Ravi, Rebecca, and Nike started to bring the rest of the Sect members next to mine, and we laid them out in a row. 
 
    The reeking smell of the rillweed was so strong inside the campsite I could taste it. It felt like a thick cloud that stuck in my throat and made me gag. 
 
    “Can’t wait to get the fuck outta here,” I muttered.  
 
    Naomi walked over to the pot of potion and summoned the fire to her hand, a trick I’d shown her a few weeks ago that she’d apparently gotten the hang of. Within a few seconds, the smell died down to a manageable faded scent, and I realized we’d have to do something with the failed potion as well. 
 
    You can’t dump it out, Miraya reminded me. We don’t know how far into the spell they were. You could accidentally open the rift. 
 
    Shit, I cursed. What else can we do with it? 
 
    Perhaps it can be separated into its original ingredients, the spirit suggested as she paced across the beach of my spiritual sea. I think there should be a spell for that. 
 
    “Is there a spell that can separate the potion?” I asked out loud. “We can’t just leave it here, and Miraya said if we dump it out, we could still open the rift.” 
 
    “I think I can do that,” Naomi murmured and paced around the pot. “Just let me think for a minute.” 
 
    “You have some time,” I replied and waved toward the pile of sleeping traitors. “We have to get one of them to talk before we can move on.” 
 
    The lizard mage nodded, and I walked over to the pile as Eskandar stood over them with his fists clenched at his sides. 
 
    “These mongrels do not deserve an honorable death,” he growled, and I could feel heat coming off his body in waves. 
 
    “I agree.” I dipped my head and looked over the Sect members. “We just have to get what we need to find the next rift.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s important,” Eskandar agreed with a scowl. 
 
    “It is,” I assured him. “Now, I have to get rid of their tattoos first, but then we can figure out who knows something.” 
 
    I lifted the Sword of Healing and walked over to the first sleeping body. Then I moved the man’s robes out of my way as I searched his skin for the mark of the Green Glass Sect. Once I found the tattoo on his outer thigh, I pressed the blade to the mark, and Miraya and I went to work. 
 
    We drew the cursed ink from each of the tattoos until only the black outline of the leaf remained, and I followed the healing with a layer of sticky webbing to keep the unconscious prisoners in place. Then I motioned for Alyona to join me at the end of the row. The last Sect member was the dwarf, and he looked fragile compared to the Sentinels we’d met in Colaruma. 
 
    His skin was pale and papery, like he was a thousand years old, and his black hair was streaked with gray and fanned out around his head like a halo.  
 
    I nudged his ratty boot and grimaced as he released a putrid odor in his relaxed state. 
 
    “Well, he certainly is enjoying his sleep.” Alyona curled her lip as she covered her nose. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s wake him up,” I replied and snorted a laugh. “We don’t need any more of that.” 
 
    “Awaken from the endless sleep, a secret you can no longer keep,” Alyona whispered as she placed her hand on the dwarf’s head. 
 
    His eyes slowly opened, and he blinked a few times before he shaded his face from the sun. 
 
    “W-What happened?” the dwarf asked and then realized we stood over him with a gasp. “T-The dragon!” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me.” I smirked and crossed my arms over my chest. “And I have some questions for you, uh, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Oh, um, Bartholomew,” the dwarf replied with a grimace, and he squirmed under the sticky binding before he grunted with frustration. “Everyone calls me Bart.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why,” I scoffed. “Tell me where the next rift is.” 
 
    “The n-next rift?” Bart stammered, and his eyes darted between each of us. “I thought we were only opening this one. Besides, if I tell you anything, the Sage will rip me apart.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I snarled and grabbed him by the collar to lift his back from the ground and bring his face to mine. “I got rid of your tattoo, so he can’t get you. And only opening one rift? You can’t really be that stupid.” 
 
    “I-I promise you I am!” he insisted as his eyes widened with fear. “I’m j-just a guard! I don’t do any of the spells and stuff.” 
 
    “You’re too old to be a guard,” Aaliyah snorted and bared her long canines with a hiss. “Don’t try to fool us.” 
 
    “I’m not!” Bart argued, and he rolled his eyes with annoyance. “I’ve been a warrior for decades. Age doesn’t stop me!” 
 
    “You’re missing the point here, Bart,” I grunted and tossed him back to the ground. “I need to know where the next one is. And you’re going to tell me where, or you can tell me who knows.” 
 
    “Why should I tell you?” the dwarf sneered up at me as he finally found an ounce of bravado somewhere in his pudgy, stinking body. “You’ll kill me anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Or maybe I’ll just leave you here in the webs and let you figure things out yourself.” 
 
    “My lord,” Eskandar hissed, and I held up a hand to stop his argument. 
 
    The dragon could be pissy all he wanted, but I would say whatever was necessary to get what we needed. We didn’t have a lot of time to find the rift locations, so we had to hurry. 
 
    “Are you going to kill the rest of them?” Bart asked with a raised eyebrow. “And leave me alive?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet,” I replied. “But I know if you don’t tell me about the other rifts, you definitely will die right now.” 
 
    I conjured a fiery orb in my hand and bounced it in my palm like a baseball as the dwarf’s eyes widened with fear. 
 
    “O-Okay, listen, I really don’t know anything,” Bart muttered and then looked up with hope. “B-But I know who does.” 
 
    “Who?” I demanded, and I funneled more power into my hand so the orb flared with bright flames. 
 
    “Lavi.” The dwarf jerked his chin toward one of the tents at the edge of the camp. “You don’t have her out here, so she’s still in there.” 
 
    “Who is she?” I gestured toward the tent, and Nike and Eskandar made their way across the camp to bring her out. 
 
    “She’s the Galdier,” Bart muttered. 
 
    “The Galdier?” I echoed and looked to Alyona. 
 
    “It’s a leader of mages,” she explained and cocked her head to the side as Eskandar and Nike approached with a woman in tow. “She’s likely very powerful.” 
 
    The duo dropped the woman in front of us, and I eyed her with a frown. She looked so… normal. 
 
    Her robes weren’t as dirty and frayed as the others, but they were the same jet-black color with a hood that now cushioned her head on the ground. Her platinum-blond hair was cut into a short pixie cut around her ears, and her skin was the color of a penny.  
 
    She didn’t look like a powerful leader of mages. She looked like an overly tanned soccer mom. 
 
    “A human that powerful?” I asked with obvious doubt. 
 
    It’s possible, Miraya murmured. Look at Julia. 
 
    My adoptive mother was a human, but she was also an Elder of Hatra. I didn’t like the comparison between someone in the Green Glass Sect and my beloved mom, but the sword spirit made a good point. Being a human didn’t keep her from holding great power.  
 
    I nudged the woman to the side and found the green leaf tattoo on the back of her neck. I pressed the blade to her skin, and Miraya and I pulled the cursed ink from the tattoo so we could question the mage leader without any issues. 
 
    “Even without the tattoo, the Galdier is more powerful than you could imagine,” Bart whispered. “She can control the elements.” 
 
    “So can I,” I replied with a shrug. “I mean, I haven’t tried to control air yet, but I have all the others.” 
 
    “Do not underestimate the Galdier’s power,” the dwarf warned. “You would be unwise to assume she will give you the information you seek without a fight, and it would be a fight you may or may not win.” 
 
    “I’d win.” I smirked and looked over at Alyona. “Is this Galdier really that big a deal?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” my wife replied with a frown. “We should bind her before we wake her.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it,” I agreed. 
 
    Alyona stepped closer to the Galdier and murmured a few words. Within seconds, a white coil of magic left the princess’ fingertips and wrapped around the Galdier’s thin body from her feet to her shoulders, and then the spell lifted her limp form to hover a few feet above the ground in front of us. Only her head was exposed, and I nodded before Alyona woke the woman from the sleeping spell. 
 
    The Galdier’s brown eyes shot open a moment later, and then her face twisted into a scowl as she struggled to break free of the magical rope. 
 
    “Let me go!” she barked. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “The Galdier, blah blah blah,” I said and stepped closer to her floating body. “We know who you are, we just don’t care. Now, you’re going to tell us where the next rift is supposed to be opened.” 
 
    “I will do no such thing,” she hissed and spat on the ground. “And a baby dragon isn’t going to make me.” 
 
    “Baby dragon?” I laughed. “Lady, you have no idea what you just signed up for.” 
 
    The sardonic smile dripped from the woman’s features as I held my palms out toward her and accessed my terra magic. The teal tendrils of power shot out from my fingers, and then they plunged through the air toward her mouth. 
 
    The Galdier pressed her lips together, but the coils wiggled through to dive down her throat and access the truth. 
 
    “No!” she gargled and spat blood on the ground as she tried to suppress the truth from escaping her mouth. 
 
    “Tell me about the other rifts!” I bellowed and pushed more power through the coils. 
 
    “Ughhhhh,” the Galdier groaned and began to vibrate as the coils tugged and yanked at her secret. 
 
    “If you tell me, the pain stops,” I told her as more blood trickled down her lips and dripped to the ground. “Just say where they are!” 
 
    “I only know one!” the woman screamed, and her head dropped to her heaving chest as the coils escaped through her open mouth. “I only know… one location besides this one.” 
 
    “Where is it?” I demanded. 
 
    “He… will kill me,” she whispered and then grimaced as I held my hands up again. “And I can see you would do the same. My instructions were to send a signal that we had completed our work. The signal would be directed eighty miles northeast of here.” 
 
    “So, that’s where they’re headed?” I pressed for more information. “You don’t know an exact spot?” 
 
    “I know it will be well-hidden, likely with trees like this one,” the Galdier replied in a hoarse voice. “And it will be away from any of the mountain villages. The Sage doesn’t want anyone to happen across it. He doesn’t like… wanderers.” 
 
    “Or anyone that fucks with his master plans,” I added and crossed my arms over my chest. “Right?” 
 
    “He isn’t fond of those, either,” the woman agreed with a sigh. “Now, what will you do with me?” 
 
    Before I could respond, Eskandar stepped between us and growled. It was a feral rumble that reverberated through my bones and made my hairs stand on end, and I realized the white dragon had a plan already. 
 
    And I suspected it was a plan I could get on board with.  
 
    “You will die for the pain you have caused!” he bellowed, and a jet of fire followed quickly after the words.  
 
    The flames engulfed the Galdier as she screamed for mercy, and Eskandar watched until the woman was only ashes that drifted to the ground and mixed with her blood. 
 
    “Well, that was easy enough,” I commented. “Feel better?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Eskandar grumbled before he turned to the remaining Sect members. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Bart groaned. 
 
    Then the white dragon pointed his sword at the row of sleeping bodies, and a column of fire erupted from the tip of the blade. It looked like he held a flamethrower as the bodies caught fire and burned into more ashes before us, and I couldn’t help but let out a low whistle of appreciation. 
 
    “Now, I feel better,” Eskandar announced as he sheathed his sword with a grunt. 
 
    I hadn’t expected him to take out the entire camp, but I couldn’t really blame him after what the Green Glass Sect had done to him. I couldn’t imagine being under the geas for decades and being forced to answer Olivier’s every beck and call. He was obviously pissed off about it, and this was the first round of people he could get his vengeance on. 
 
    “Thank you for waiting until she answered me,” I said with a grin. “Looks like we’re heading north.” 
 
    Eskandar nodded before he stepped away from the group and transformed into his dragon body. 
 
    “Time to go,” he rumbled and lowered his body to the ground for Nike to climb on. 
 
    “Are we good here, my lord?” Nike asked me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “If Naomi is done with the potion,” I replied, and I glanced over at the lizard mage, who nodded. 
 
    “I figured it out,” she said and held up a set of bones from a small animal. “I enchanted this larmin skeleton to kill everything in the potion. I just have to toss it in.” 
 
    Naomi threw the bones into the large pot, and a flash lit the clearing with a bang before the potion sizzled and hissed. The smell of rillweed faded and then disappeared completely before a sweeter scent filled the air. 
 
    “Is that lavender?” I asked as I sniffed a few times. 
 
    “Yes!” Naomi clapped her hands and grinned. 
 
    “Much better than the rillweed,” Ravi said with a smile and then shifted into her phoenix form. 
 
    “Great job, Naomi,” Alyona agreed and hugged the lizard mage. “Now, the potion is harmless.” 
 
    “Okay, we have nothing left to do here,” I confirmed before I shifted my form as well. “Let’s find the next location.” 
 
    “I didn’t even get to stab anyone,” Aaliyah grumbled as she pulled herself onto my back. 
 
    “Me, either,” Rebecca pouted. 
 
    “Sorry, ladies,” I chuckled. “Eskandar beat you to it. Looks like you’ll have to step up your game at the next stop.” 
 
    “I’m just glad the Galdier wasn’t able to try any magic on us,” Alyona murmured and joined the others on my back. 
 
    “Yeah, the last Galdier we encountered on a Blue Tree mission wasn’t very pleasant,” Laika agreed as she swung on behind the princess with Naomi right behind her. “Neither was his death.” 
 
    The wolf-warrior tickled my spine as she flicked her bushy gray tail, and I kicked off before my thoughts drifted away from our mission and toward the boner-inducing images of Laika kicking some Galdier guy’s ass. 
 
    Eskandar floated up next to me, and Ravi fluttered above our heads with flashes of her orange and gold feathers glinting in the late afternoon sun. We had to hurry and find the other camp before nightfall, or we might not even be able to find it until tomorrow. I didn’t want to risk it, and I picked up speed as we flew in the direction the Galdier had told us. 
 
    Less than an hour later, we flew over a section of forest at the base of the Mihireti Mountains, and the emerald trees were so close together, it was nearly impossible to see the ground. 
 
    “We must be close to eighty miles at this point,” Eskandar grunted. “Do you see anything?” 
 
    “No,” I replied and frowned. “I don’t smell anything, either. Surely, we’d smell the rillweed by now.” 
 
    “Yes, we would,” Naomi agreed. “Maybe they aren’t there yet.” 
 
    “Olivier could have sent the furthest group first,” I murmured before a break in the trees caught my attention. “Wait, what’s that?” 
 
    “It looks like a well-hidden clearing among the trees,” Alyona said and gripped my spike with excitement. “That must be where they’re headed!” 
 
    “If it’s not, we’d be waiting in the wrong place,” I pointed out. “Do we want to risk it?” 
 
    “I can camouflage myself and fly further,” Eskandar suggested. “Then I can see if anyone is headed toward it.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” I agreed. “Ravi and I will land here with the others. We can set up a trap if you can tell us how far out they are.” 
 
    “Will do,” the white dragon confirmed. 
 
    Then I watched as his scales seamlessly changed color until they matched the pinks, oranges, and blues in the evening sky. If I couldn’t see his eyes, I probably wouldn’t have realized he was flying right next to me. 
 
    “See you soon,” I said with a grin before I dove down toward the clearing with Ravi hot on my trail. 
 
    I landed in the middle of the clearing with a soft thud, and my lovers slid down from my back to the ground. 
 
    “Let’s make sure we’re clear,” Laika decided, and we spread out to search the area for anyone we couldn’t see from the sky. 
 
    The open area was surrounded by trees and waist-high grass, though the clearing itself was flat and only had tufts of yellowing grass in random spots. A handful of birds watched us from a branch above the clearing, and one cocked its head curiously at me as I strode around the trees to search for anyone hiding out. It would have been smart for the Sect members to send a scout ahead and make sure it was safe, but they had no idea we were onto their plan. 
 
    “Nothing over here,” Aaliyah called out. 
 
    “We’re good here, too,” Rebecca said from another corner. 
 
    “I don’t see anything from above,” Ravi agreed as she fluttered down to the clearing and perched on the ground next to Alyona. 
 
    “Okay, so how do we want to trap them?” I asked as I walked back to meet the others in the center of the clearing. 
 
    “What about Princess Alyona’s box?” Naomi suggested and then chewed on her bottom lip. “She can make a better one than mine.” 
 
    “Yours worked,” I chuckled. “But I think the box works great. We just need to find a way to disguise it.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Aaliyah chimed in and glanced at Rebecca. “We both hunt in forested areas, so I think we can come up with a few things.” 
 
    “Yeah, we got it,” Rebecca agreed with a grin. “Just get the box ready.” 
 
    The two hunters took off into the trees, and Alyona and Naomi crouched together to start on the box that would trap the incoming Sect members while Laika hovered over the princess with a watchful eye. 
 
    “I’ll keep watch above the trees,” Ravi volunteered. 
 
    “Just stay out of sight,” I called out before she dipped her head and took off overhead. 
 
    A few minutes later, Eskandar and Nike landed in the clearing, and the dragon’s scales returned to their pearly-white color as Nike slipped to the ground. 
 
    “The group is headed this way,” Eskandar confirmed and then shifted into his human form. “Perhaps seven or eight of them. They should arrive within the hour at their current pace.” 
 
    “Did they see you?” I asked. 
 
    “No, they do not see what they are not looking for,” the white dragon replied with a wink. “They never even turned their heads to the sky.” 
 
    “Dumbasses,” I snorted. “They’re facing dragons and aren’t even ready for it.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Eskandar grinned and looked around. “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Alyona and Naomi are building a trap box, and Aaliyah and Rebecca are working on something to draw them in,” I explained. “Ravi is on the lookout for them.” 
 
    “Good,” the white dragon said with a nod. “We cannot be caught unawares.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that,” I agreed. 
 
    “We got it!” Aaliyah called out from the trees sometime later. 
 
    The lioness jerked her thumb behind her, and we walked over to see what they’d made. 
 
    “Here,” Rebecca said and pointed into the trees. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” I asked as I peered between the thick trunks. “It looks like the trees.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Aaliyah chuckled. “We’ve moved small things to force their path right here, like a funnel.” 
 
    Her golden tail flicked behind her as she walked a few steps further and pointed to a large hole in the ground. 
 
    “We can put the box in there and cover it with a mirage,” Rebecca continued. “They won’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    “Nice job, ladies,” I commended them and planted a kiss on the bear Demi-Human’s head. 
 
    “Yeah, very impressive,” Laika agreed. 
 
    “Thank you,” Rebecca giggled and blushed. 
 
    “Are you ready for the box?” Alyona asked from behind us. 
 
    “Yeah, if it’s done, I’ll move it over here,” I replied and walked back toward the clearing. “Can we have the opening on top?” 
 
    “Of course, give me a moment.” My wife returned to the box and muttered a few words under her breath. 
 
    The door on the side of the box shut with a quiet thud and sealed to the other wall, while the top flipped open with a squeak. 
 
    “That will work,” I murmured. 
 
    Then I accessed my stone magic and created a wave of rocks from within the soil to push the box toward the hole. I didn’t want to make a lot of noise, so I used the rocks to create a slide down into the hole and then pulled the rocks out from under it to lay the box flat on the ground. 
 
    “Now, we just need a mirage to cover it up,” Aaliyah told Naomi. 
 
    “Easy,” the lizard mage chuckled and waved her hand over the hole. 
 
    A shimmery wave of her magic appeared above the hole and then floated down like a blanket to cover it. The mirage glittered for a moment before it changed to match the forest floor, and to the naked eye, it now appeared to be more of the dirt and leaves around us. 
 
    “That should work,” Nike said and nodded his approval. 
 
    “How much time do we have?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “Ravi is watching for them, but they were less than an hour away when Eskandar flew over,” I replied and looked up at the sun. “So, probably fifteen minutes or so.” 
 
    “That would be about right,” Ravi announced as she fluttered between the trees to land on a branch overhead. “We should probably hide now.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I replied. “Spread out, so they won’t notice anything.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and spread out among the trees and bushes. The time seemed to tick by slowly as the sun dropped behind the horizon, and I wondered if the funnel had worked before I heard the crunch of a twig under someone’s foot. 
 
    Then a few more boots passed through the last gap, followed by the echoing thuds of bodies hitting the bottom of the box. We rushed over as the Sect members began to yell for help before the lid slammed closed over the top of the box, and their screams were muffled by the thick metal. 
 
    “They’re making too much noise,” Eskandar hissed, and I felt his heat rise again. 
 
    “No, we can’t burn them yet,” I growled and held out my hand in front of him. “I got this.” 
 
    I walked out into the open and stood over the hole. Then I crouched down next to it and opened my mouth to blow a cloud of petrification magic into the box. The yellowish-green magic poured into the box, and the screams died out as the Sect members collapsed to the floor. 
 
    “What did you do?” Eskandar thundered as he rushed over next to me. “Did you kill them?” 
 
    “Why would I kill them if I just told you not to?” I rolled my eyes. “They’re petrified, so they can’t move or scream until I heal them. And they definitely can’t escape the box.” 
 
    “Petrified,” he repeated with a raised eyebrow. “That is quite the skill to assimilate.” 
 
    “Yeah, got it from a basilisk.” I smirked and looked up at the three moons rising in the sky. “And it came in handy today. I think we need to get some rest before we question them. We won’t be able to find the next rift location now anyway.” 
 
    “I agree,” Laika said and looked around us. “I think we’re close enough to the clearing to make camp there.” 
 
    “We probably still need to keep watch,” I murmured. 
 
    You need your rest, my lord, Miraya warned. You pulled much of the cursed ink from the Sect members today. It has taxed your body. 
 
    I knew she was right, but I hated to not take the first shift, and I frowned as I tried to come up with a solution. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve slept for eons,” Eskandar declared. “I’ll stand guard first.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “I can do it.” 
 
    “You’ve been healing and petrifying and torturing for most of the day,” the white dragon chuckled. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed. “Wake me whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” he agreed as he set himself up near a tree a few yards from the edge of the clearing. 
 
    “I’ll watch the other side,” Laika announced and drew her broadsword from her back. 
 
    “Do you have to?” I asked as I stared into the dark forest behind her. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” the wolf-warrior chuckled. “Get to sleep.” 
 
    She turned and flicked her tail with every step she took toward the tree line, and I shook my head with a smile as I turned back to help set up camp. 
 
    Alyona and Naomi had already begun to roll out blankets on the ground, and it was like seeing the makeshift beds allowed my drowsiness to seep into my bones. I could automatically heal myself over and over, but I still had to rest, or my magic would give out, too. I’d learned that one the hard way. 
 
    I laid down on one of the blankets, and Alyona curled up next to me. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll finish,” she whispered into my ear. “Tonight, we sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured as I closed my eyes. “Sleep.” 
 
    I fell into oblivion, and my dreams were plagued with darkness and the evil emerald glow of the Green Glass Sect. Miasma swirled around me, cut through with smoke of fires I couldn’t see but could feel at my back. I coughed in the thick air, and my chest suddenly felt heavy, like my lungs were full of lead.  
 
    Then my eyes snapped open, and I stared into the yellow eyes of the demon crouched on my chest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “No!” I bellowed as I swung at the demon. 
 
    My clenched fist connected with its slimy body, and I inhaled a sharp breath as it flew away with a shriek. Then I looked around me, and my pulse thundered in my ears. Dozens of the black, shadowy creatures whizzed over me, and I jumped to my feet with a battle cry and swung my sword at the beasts in frenzied arcs. 
 
    I searched for the rest of my group and found Alyona stood next to me with an arc of magical power surging between her outstretched palms. 
 
    I grinned at her before I continued to swing and slice at the beasts who flew overhead, but then the demons suddenly dove toward our feet, and we took a step back as they plunged into the yawning black maw of the rift below us.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” Alyona screamed, but when I turned to look at her, she was gone. Only her voice remained, and it echoed around me in the dark landscape. “Stop!” 
 
    Then I felt her hands on my skin, and my eyes shot open to see the princess gripped one of my arms, while Nike had a hold of the other. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered and blinked a few times as they let go of me. “Where are the demons?” 
 
    “There aren’t any demons here,” my wife whispered. “Is that what you were dreaming about?” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Laika asked between heaving breaths as she suddenly skidded to a stop at our sides. “You were yelling.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” I sat up and rubbed my eyes as I tried to wade through the blurry layers of my dreams. “There were so many of them.” 
 
    “Of what?” The wolf Demi-Human was immediately on high alert, and her gray wolf ears stood straight up on her head. “I didn’t see anyone. I only heard you.” 
 
    “Demons,” I grumbled. “In my dream.” 
 
    “Well, you must have been kicking their asses,” Naomi chimed in as Laika released a sigh of relief. “You were swinging everywhere.” 
 
    “They disappeared into a rift,” I murmured as I pressed my fingers to my temples. “Alyona and I watched them disappear into the ground. It was… strange.” 
 
    “Maybe you heard us talking,” the princess said and glanced at Naomi. “We were discussing the Redimi Vincio ceremony.” 
 
    “What about it?” I wondered as a yawn stretched the last word out. 
 
    “Don’t worry yourself right now,” Alyona replied and patted my leg. “You can still rest. We have hours before dawn.” 
 
    “I need something else on my mind before I’ll be able to fall asleep again,” I insisted. “What did you find out?” 
 
    “Well, we read through the spell book a bit more,” the princess began. “There were a few more entries about the ceremony that mentioned its repeatability.” 
 
    “So, you can use the ceremony more than once?” I narrowed my eyes on my wife. “What does that mean?” 
 
    You can bind with more than one! Miraya exclaimed suddenly. 
 
    “Bind with more than one what?” I questioned out loud. “Person?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona confirmed. “You have access to my power, but you can continue to bind with other magical beings to increase your ability.” 
 
    “That’s badass!” I grinned. “So, I could become even more powerful than I am now?” 
 
    “Yes.” Naomi nodded her head. “The possibilities are endless.” 
 
    “Well, mostly,” Alyona cut in. “As long as the person is strong enough to hold all that magic, then there is no limit.” 
 
    “I’ve already contained all of the Celestial Triad spirits, which no one thought would be possible,” I replied with a confident smile. “I think that means I can handle just about anything.” 
 
    “I’m not doubting you, my love,” the princess assured me. “I only want you to know you will have to use your strength every time you form a new bond. It will be tiring each time, and you may require rest to rebuild your strength.” 
 
    “So, every time I bond with someone new, I could be vulnerable for a while,” I murmured and chewed on my bottom lip. “Interesting.” 
 
    My dragon instincts told me to say, “Fuck, yes, let’s bond with everyone powerful!” Yet my rational human side was telling me to slow down and make sure it all made sense. I wanted to gain more power, obviously, but what would be the cost every time? Would I get older faster? Or would I just need a nap? There were too many variables to guess, and I decided there really was only one solution. 
 
    Make the bonds count. 
 
    “…but we really don’t know everything,” Naomi finished, and I realized I’d been spaced out during most of her information. 
 
    “Sorry, I was, uh, mostly listening.” I could feel my face getting warm before I continued. “I think we shouldn’t just do the ceremony with anyone who seems like they have good magic. If there’s a chance the bond will wear me out in some way, we have to make sure the power is worth it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alyona wondered as she cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Whatever we’re trying to achieve, the person I bond with should have magic that will help us get it,” I explained. “I can’t go Redimi Vincio-ing with every Tom, Dick, and Harry of Rahma.” 
 
    “Who are Tom, Dick, and Harry?” Naomi’s bewildered face nearly had me rolling with laughter. 
 
    “It’s just a phrase,” I chuckled. “Anyway, it means I don’t want to do the ceremony with a bunch of people just for the sake of power. We should make sure the power would help us do whatever we need to do, and then we can bond. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Nike murmured. “If you have a ton of power but no strength to wield it, the power is utterly useless.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “So, it has to be worth it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alyona agreed. “Now, can we also agree that you need to get some more sleep?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, and you probably do, too, princess,” I teased as I interlocked our fingers and pulled her close enough for a kiss. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she giggled as she snuggled up to my side. 
 
    It seemed like I’d barely closed my eyes when the light of the sun pierced through the last few shadows of the night. Thankfully, no more nightmares had plagued the rest of my slumber, and I looked over to see Alyona sleeping peacefully on my side with Naomi curled up against her back. Aaliyah and Rebecca were draped across each other nearby, and Nike stood leaning against a tree talking quietly with Laika. The wolf Demi-Human held a handful of berries, and she tossed one into her mouth before she noticed I was awake and approached me with Nike in tow. 
 
    “Where’s Ravi?” I asked under my breath as I slipped out from underneath Alyona’s arm. 
 
    “She perched above the trap,” Nike answered. “She didn’t want anyone to escape or accidentally walk into it.” 
 
    “Ah, well, let’s get her and Eskandar back over here,” I decided. “I’ll wake up the others. We need to find the next rift and get moving soon.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Nike dipped his head and walked into the trees. 
 
    I gently shook my lovers awake, and we rolled up the blankets for Alyona to put back into her spatial storage. As soon as our camp was cleaned up, Nike and Eskandar walked into the clearing with Ravi flying above them. 
 
    “Everyone still petrified and in the box?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep, not a peep all night,” the phoenix giggled. 
 
    “Perfect,” I replied with a grin. “Time to wake someone up and figure out where to go next.” 
 
    We headed into the trees and stood over the box for a moment before I waved everyone back and called on my stone magic. I wasn’t worried about being quiet this time, and I pushed the box back out of the hole and onto the ground in front of us with a few bumps and scrapes along the way. The Sect members inside tumbled back and forth until the box came to a stop at my feet. 
 
    “That won’t wake them?” Eskandar asked and looked at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Nah.” I shrugged and smiled. “I bet they’ll feel it later, though.” 
 
    “Well, who should we heal and or wake up?” Nike wondered. “It seems not everyone knows the locations.” 
 
    “Yeah, we need to avoid the ones who are obviously guards,” I agreed. “They’re clearly just the muscle for the mission. We need to find someone like the Galdier.” 
 
    “There isn’t any special marking for a Galdier,” Laika pointed out. “Most of the time, you don’t know you’re dealing with one until he or she casts an elemental spell.” 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. “I guess we’ll just have to see what we can find.” 
 
    Alyona stepped forward and put her palm against the box, and within seconds, the side swung open to reveal eight Green Glass Sect members strewn about the trap. Arms and legs were splayed at odd angles, but they all wore the same black robes, and I even caught a glimpse of several of the green leaf tattoos. 
 
    I pulled the Sword of Healing from my belt and walked inside with Nike right behind me. Then he helped me find the tattoo on each person and sat them up against the walls once I’d removed the cursed ink with my blade. 
 
    “Okay, these two are definitely guards,” the noble declared as he pointed to a man and woman at the back of the box. “They’re carrying multiple weapons.” 
 
    “This one, too,” Laika announced from the front of the trap. “He has the mark of a warrior guild.” 
 
    “So, three guards and possibly five mages?” I clarified as I looked around me. “Not the highest of odds, but I’ll take it.” 
 
    I grabbed one of the possible mages and dragged him outside. He was a cheetah Demi-Human with faded black spots on his face and arms and glassy, wide open eyes. His black hair was pulled back into a ponytail at the base of his neck, and his stiff body landed on the ground awkwardly as his arms and legs stayed spread out. 
 
    “I’ll tie him up,” Alyona volunteered as she stepped forward, and then she cast the rope spell that wrapped around the cheetah’s body and sucked his arms down toward his side with a pop. “Um, did I break his arms?” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” I answered with a shrug. “I have to heal him anyway.” 
 
    The princess nodded as I stepped forward and released a wave of glittering healing magic that settled over the Demi-Human like a sparkly sheet. His pale skin slowly regained its bronze tone, and his eyes lost their milky shine as they turned back to their dark-honey color. 
 
    “What the--” he started to ask before he yowled in pain as his arms popped back into place. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “Well, your arms accidentally got broken, but I healed them already,” I replied in a casual tone. “Did it hurt?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah!” the cheetah snarled. “Didn’t you hear them?” 
 
    “I did.” I nodded in mock sympathy. “And now you know what it feels like, so you also know if you don’t tell me what I need to know, I’ll just break them and heal them again and again.” 
 
    “Who are you?” he gasped. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “I’m Lord Evan,” I answered, and I grinned as his face fell. “I take it you now know the answer to your second question.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Demi-Human muttered. “And you can go ahead and kill me. I’m useless to you.” 
 
    “Not if you know where the next rift will be,” Alyona interjected, and the cheetah looked at her with a mixture of awe and frustration. “Then you won’t endure any more torture.” 
 
    “The great Princess Alyona.” He pursed his lips. “I will die regardless, so I will die with honor.” 
 
    “He’s a guard,” Laika muttered. “The mages only care about saving themselves.” 
 
    “Is this true?” I asked and eyed him carefully. “You don’t even know anything to tell us, do you?” 
 
    “I will endure whatever torture you may bring,” the cheetah replied with a grimace. “Broken arms are nothing compared to what the Sage can do to me once I start talking to you.” 
 
    “I removed the curse from your tattoo already.” I smirked. “He can’t even locate you right now. So, we can make this quick and painless or long and not so painless. Which do you prefer?” 
 
    The Demi-Human pressed his lips together and glared at me, and I clenched my fists as I contemplated my next move. I didn’t want to torture someone who didn’t even have the answers. It would be a waste of time, and I didn’t like the feeling of torturing someone anyway. I glanced over at Laika, who had her arms crossed over her chest as she watched the cheetah. She’d seemed certain he wasn’t even a mage, and I was inclined to agree with her the more I thought about it. 
 
    “What’s the matter, dragon?” the cheetah Demi-Human sneered. “Are you handing out empty threats?” 
 
    “Empty?” I echoed as I turned back to face him with my teeth bared. “You don’t think I’ll get what I want?” 
 
    “Not from me,” he laughed. 
 
    Before I could second guess myself, I brought the Sword of Hatra up and sliced the blade across his exposed throat. Blood spurted out from his neck and spilled down the front of his bound body to form a puddle at his feet. The cheetah gagged and gurgled on his own blood before his body went limp, and Alyona’s magical rope unraveled and disappeared in the blink of an eye as the Demi-Human’s corpse fell to the ground in a heap. 
 
    “Let’s try another one,” I grunted and stomped back toward the box. 
 
    No one questioned me as I pulled a second prisoner from the trap and tossed him to the ground. This one looked mostly human except for the large pointed ears that peeked out from under his straight black hair and long dark gray nails that extended from his fingers. 
 
    “My lord, wait,” Ravi said as she hurried forward and flipped the man to his side. “Do you see this?” 
 
    She pulled his robe back from his leg and revealed a series of scars that looked like single dots in four rows down the side of his calf. 
 
    “What is that?” Rebecca asked as the rest of the group tried to get a better look. 
 
    “It’s a skanth,” Ravi answered and tossed the robe back over his body. “He can’t be magical. The Follish people test their children early in life with the skanth, and with this many marks, he never showed signs of power.” 
 
    “What do they do?” I wondered. “Stab them a few times and see if they have magic?” 
 
    “Sort of,” she replied with a frown. “They have a ceremonial blade and cut off a layer of skin. The skin is put into a bowl with a few other things, and the Elder calls on the village’s collective magic to confirm if it’s present in the skin. It’s a weird ceremony, but it’s effective.” 
 
    “Good catch, Ravi,” Aaliyah commented. “I’ve never seen one of the Follish people before.” 
 
    “We met a tribe of them in the desert,” the phoenix explained. “They don’t all speak, either. I don’t know that he would have told you anything, or even if he could have.” 
 
    “Moving on,” I sighed as I tossed the Follish man back into the box, and Eskandar dragged out another guy. “Anything wrong with that one?” 
 
    “Not that I can see, my lord,” the dragon replied as he let the Sect member’s body drop onto the soil. 
 
    “Okay, let’s try this again,” I muttered. 
 
    Alyona bound the man, and his body lifted into the air. I could see faint blue lines colored the sides of his shaved head and dipped down to meet at a point at the base of his skull. His skin was pale white, and if he were standing, he looked like he would be about seven feet tall. 
 
    “I don’t recognize his markings.” The princess frowned as she looked up at the large man. 
 
    “Me, either,” Laika replied and shook her head. “He is unique.” 
 
    I think this may be the one, Miraya murmured. I can feel it. 
 
    Me, too, I agreed before I cast my healing magic out. 
 
    The glittering cloud covered the odd-looking man in sparkles, and he coughed a few times as the petrification wore off. Then his eyes fell on me, and they became cold and calculating as his lip curled up into a sneer.  
 
    “Ah, the dragon,” he hissed. “You trapped us.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I confirmed. “And now you’ll tell me where the other groups are headed.” 
 
    “What other groups?” the man asked with feigned surprise. “I had one mission. I know nothing of anyone else within the Sect.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I snarled and stomped closer. “So, unless you want to end up like that guy, you better tell me everything.” 
 
    The blue-striped man’s head whipped over to where I’d left the cheetah Demi-Human’s slashed body on the ground, and he gasped before he whirled his head back to face me. 
 
    “He wouldn’t have been able to tell you anything,” he whispered. “He was my guard.” 
 
    “Oh, what a shame.” I smirked as I closed the gap between us and looked up at him with disdain. “But that means you do know something. So, you tell me, and you won’t look like that.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, of course,” the man mumbled. “I assume you removed the curse?” 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed. “So, you don’t have to worry about Olivier. Just me.” 
 
    “Listen, he recruited me for my magical prowess,” the mage explained. “I don’t care much for all his rules. I just didn’t want to stay in my village any longer. I was tired of hiding away from the world, and he said I could be free with the Green Glass Sect.” 
 
    “Then he branded you and cursed you to keep his secrets,” Laika scoffed. “Some freedom.” 
 
    “I know.” The man’s face was filled with regret as he dropped his head to his chest. “And now, I got my best friend killed for it. I’ll tell you whatever you want if you promise to kill the Sage.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a guarantee,” I laughed. “So, where is the other rift?” 
 
    “It’s northwest of here,” he answered. “I assume you found the failsafe camp first?” 
 
    “Yeah, they were easy.” I shrugged. “Not very smart to use the same camp that Eskandar had already seen.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my plan, Lord Evan,” the man pointed out with a sad smile. “Anyway, the only other rift I know of is due west of that camp, closer to the Breach than our group dared to go. It’s also not going to be as easy to find as a clearing among the trees. The Sage didn’t want to risk you flying over and seeing them too early. Oh, and they left when we did.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Aaliyah grumbled. “They may have already beat us there, then.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he confirmed. “If even one of the rifts is open, the king’s seal over the Breach will be weakened. His magic was simply only prepared for the one tear in our reality. It will not be able to last long against more than that.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed and turned back toward Eskandar. “How fast can you fly there?” 
 
    “As fast as you, youngling,” the white dragon retorted. 
 
    “Then we need to go,” I replied and gave him a go-ahead look. 
 
    “Wait,” the blue-striped man interrupted. “I know you’re going to kill us all, and that’s fine. I should’ve never signed up for this. But you must know, if the other group has already opened their rift, there’s no way you’ll survive it.” 
 
    “We’ve survived this long,” I shot back. “I think we’ll be just fine. What are you anyway?” 
 
    “Your confidence is astounding, Lord Evan,” the man chuckled. “But your knowledge is lacking. I am a drache.” 
 
    “And that would be…?” I waited for further explanation. 
 
    “You really don’t know?” He raised his eyebrows and glanced at Eskandar, who narrowed his eyes. “Ah, the white dragon knows. Drache means dragon keeper. In the times of many dragons, we trained them.” 
 
    “Trained them?” I snarled and bared my fangs. “We’re not dogs.” 
 
    The man merely shrugged in response. “I am just relaying history, nothing more.” 
 
    “Are there more dragons in your village?” I demanded, and I had to try to keep from sounding too hopeful. 
 
    “I left my people many years ago,” he replied with a shrug. “You will have to find out on your own, I’m afraid. And the drache people aren’t found if they don’t want to be.” 
 
    “My lord, it’s time,” Alyona whispered into my ear. “We can’t risk waiting here much longer.” 
 
    I was torn between wanting to question the drache for hours about training dragons and knowing that we had to move on to the next rift location before the mages could open it and put the entire world at risk. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I grumbled and jerked my head to Eskandar. “Get it over with.” 
 
    “Good luck, dragons,” the drache declared as he closed his eyes. “You’ll need it.” 
 
    Eskandar opened his mouth and released a plume of flames onto the drache and the cheetah Demi-Human on the ground until only piles of their ashes remained. Then he stepped past them toward the trap and set the rest of the petrified bodies aflame until the smell of burnt flesh seemed to fill the entire forest. 
 
    “Let’s move,” I growled as I marched back into the clearing to take my dragon form. 
 
    Eskandar shifted into his white-scaled body as my lovers climbed onto my back, while Ravi flitted over and landed on my snout. 
 
    “Are you alright, my lord?” she whispered as she stared into my eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I just wanted to know more,” I huffed. “But the one person we’ve found who may be able to help with dragon stuff had to die so we could save everyone.” 
 
    “At least now you know something you didn’t before,” the phoenix pointed out with a smile. “Perhaps we can find more of the drache people.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I murmured and looked over to see Nike clamber onto Eskandar’s back. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” the white dragon replied. 
 
    Ravi leaped from my snout and flapped her wings as we all launched into the sky and headed for the third rift. The sun was just rising over the trees, and I knew we’d have to be careful in order to keep the element of surprise. If the drache was right, it would already be a battle to find the rift and stop it or possibly even seal it. I felt the heat of rage burn inside my chest as I thought about Olivier’s plans and how many people he’d already hurt to reach his goal. The drache clearly regretted his decision to join the Sect, and I was certain that was Olivier’s doing. He promised freedom and then locked the drache with different chains. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to watch Valerra tear him to pieces, though it would be difficult to remain a spectator. Maybe I could just keep Olivier alive indefinitely while my dragon mate and I took turns ripping him limb from limb. That sounded like romantic date night material to me.  
 
    “We’re getting close to the Breach,” Eskandar interrupted my thoughts with a rumble. “And we’re nearly to the failsafe camp.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s cut across the mountains and approach the rift from the south,” I decided. “And be careful crossing the Breach. We don’t know how the hunger pull thing works yet, so we have to avoid getting sucked in.” 
 
    “Stay high,” the dragon agreed with a nod. “Got it.” 
 
    We soared up into the clouds as we veered left to fly over the Breach toward the third rift. The smell of miasma reeked even through the clouds, and I sent a layer of healing magic over my party to block their noses from the stench. I wasn’t sure if that had anything to do with the hunger, but it couldn’t hurt to keep us all from having to smell it. 
 
    I looked down into the trees and realized the drache was right. There weren’t any clearings or obvious campsites for miles. This one might be more difficult to find. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ravi eventually asked and pointed a talon toward a faint purple glow that peeked out from between the treetops about four miles ahead of us. 
 
    “Okay, slow down,” I ordered, and we slowed our pace to a stop about two miles away from the glow. “That has to be it, but we can’t attack from above them with all those trees in the way.” 
 
    “We’ll have to come in on foot,” Nike agreed. “If you land within half a mile of it, we should be able to run the rest of the way in a short time.” 
 
    “Done,” I growled and flapped my wings to soar the last mile and a half before I found a big enough gap in the trees to fit my body through without knocking off my passengers. 
 
    I landed on the ground and crawled out of Eskandar’s way, and he landed next to me without making a sound. My lovers slipped down from my back, and Ravi and I shifted into our human forms in a flash. Then I glanced over to see Eskandar sigh with annoyance before he transformed as well. He knew he couldn’t fit through the forest in his dragon form, but that didn’t make him any happier about fighting as a man. 
 
    We all drew our swords, and I waved for everyone to follow me toward the glow. Even with my healing magic over our noses, the stench of miasma was incredibly strong and drifted through the trees like a gust of wind, but we continued to trot closer to the purple light until I held up my hand to stop. 
 
    There was no obvious clearing, like the drache had predicted, but the trunks were spaced apart to give the dozen Sect members room to circle around the main event. 
 
    Three mages stood over the violet glow, and it looked like they’d already begun to open the rift. Black smoke curled out of a small crack in the ground, and the hooded trio chanted as they poured a glowing orange potion into the hole. No demons had escaped yet, but I knew it wouldn’t take long once the rift was completely open. 
 
    We had to act fast. 
 
    I reached into my spatial storage and pulled out the Bow of Wellston and a quiver of arrows.  
 
    Alyona stared at the weapon with wide eyes before she nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I take out the mages,” I mouthed silently. “Then we can handle the others.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and grabbed their weapons as I loaded three arrows into the bow. I focused my energy on the trio standing over the rift, and then I released the string. 
 
    My target precision power activated, and the arrows whistled between the trees, through the spectator circle, and into the back and ribs of the three mages. 
 
    “No!” one of the other Sect members bellowed as the magical trio collapsed to the ground. 
 
    Their bottle of orange potion also fell to the soil, and I said a quick thank you to the gods that it didn’t break. I had no idea if it would make things worse, but I’d had to take my shot on the mages. 
 
    The crowd whirled around to find us among the trees, and we barreled through to attack. 
 
    The clangs and crashes of swords colliding filled the forest, and I sliced through Sect members without hesitation. The Sword of Hatra was strong, and I could feel Miraya’s power behind every swing. I knew I could shift into a dragon and decimate them all with fire or earthquakes or lightning, but feeling my weapon tear through them wasn’t like anything else. I felt stronger and more powerful as I worked my way through our enemies. My blade left pools of blood and chunks of body parts in my wake, and I glanced over to see Eskandar had already started using his flame throwing sword to burn through the Sect members who came his way. 
 
    I grinned as I grabbed a hooded figure by the collar of his robe and plunged my sword up into his ribcage, and I could feel his warm blood trickle down my hand before I tossed him aside and whirled around to slice through another robed Sect member with a single blow. His torso fell to the ground as his mouth stuck open in a silent scream, and I kicked his bottom half into a tree trunk. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this!” a woman shrieked as she jumped onto my back and plunged a dagger into my shoulder. 
 
    “Bitch!” I growled and dropped a knee to flip the woman over me. 
 
    She landed on her back with a thump and released all the air in her lungs as she clawed at the ground to try and stand. 
 
    “Don’t touch my husband!” Alyona screamed, and a tidal wave of power burst forth from her chest. 
 
    The stark-white glow poured from her torso like a spotlight, and the woman screamed again, but this time she was in agony as her skin bubbled with blisters that burst and popped until her eyes closed. She fell back on the ground with a final sigh, and Alyona stood over the woman’s blistered body with a look of triumph. 
 
    “Ugh,” I grumbled as I yanked the small blade from my arm and tossed it onto the ground. 
 
    “Oh, my love, are you alright?” the princess asked and rushed over to check on me. 
 
    “Already healing.” I smiled as I felt my flesh stitch itself back together. “Thanks for rescuing me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Alyona giggled and shooed me away. “There are still more. Let’s get them.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement as we stood back-to-back and continued to tear apart the waves of Sect members. 
 
    I looked over to check on Nike and Laika as they battled, and I realized more of the bastards must have been hidden among the trees. They just kept appearing, and I growled as I leaped over fallen bodies to plunge my blade into a crow Demi-Human who had opened his mouth to start a spell.  
 
    The Sect members were able to fight back this time, and we didn’t have the chance to make sure we were quiet. 
 
    “Oh, well,” I muttered and ducked a blow from a brightly colored staff that whizzed over my head. 
 
    I turned and swung my sword only to be met with the clunk of metal armor hidden under the man’s black robes. 
 
    “Some of us were prepared for you,” he hissed, and a forked tongue poked out of the lizard Demi-Human’s mouth. 
 
    “Were you, though?” I smirked and blew a column of flames onto the snake. 
 
    The fire grabbed hold of his robes, and his eyes widened as they licked up his clothes toward his face. Then he dropped his rod to the ground as he tried fruitlessly to dampen the flames on his robes. The snake fell at my feet and reached for my boot, but I kicked his hand away as he burned. 
 
    He’d only thought he was prepared. 
 
    I turned back to find another Sect member had snuck up behind Naomi and grabbed a hold of her robe, but I conjured a fiery dagger and launched it toward his extended arm. The small blade plowed into his forearm, and he yanked his arm back with a howl as I sprinted toward him and lowered my shoulder. I tackled him into a tree, and his skull smashed into the trunk with enough force to split his head down the middle. Blood rushed down his face in a river that pooled on his chest, and then Naomi scurried over to hug me. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I replied and pecked her on the head before I turned and sprinted back into the fray. 
 
    It felt like I’d been swinging my sword for hours before I realized no more Sect members stood in front of me. I whirled around to see Ravi throw a final fiery dagger into the face of the last Green Glass Sect traitor, and his skin burned and peeled from the heat of the flames before he collapsed onto the ground in a smoking heap. 
 
    Aaliyah and Rebecca threw their last two victims to the ground, and Eskandar sheathed his sword as he looked around the area. 
 
    “Is that all of them?” Nike asked as he jogged over to meet me near the glowing hole. 
 
    “I think so,” I confirmed and nudged one of the dead mage’s hands with my boot. “I only see one problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “We didn’t leave a single one of them alive,” I muttered. 
 
    Which meant we had no one left alive to tell us if there were any more rifts. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Laika groaned. “There was no way to stop them without killing them all.” 
 
    “Shit,” I murmured as I paced back and forth and wracked my brain for ideas. “First things first, we need to get rid of that thing.” 
 
    I pointed to the small rift that had begun to seep even more of the miasma, and the stench of rotted flesh competed with the burnt flesh odor of the fire magic we’d used against the Sect. 
 
    “It’s small,” Alyona observed as she scooted closer. “It should be fairly easy. Naomi, would you like to do this one with me?” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” the lizard mage agreed and scurried over to the princess. 
 
    “While they work on that, the rest of us need to look for any kind of clue about these guys,” I decided. “We obviously know they were with the Green Glass Sect, but I highly doubt they traveled this far without any sort of supplies. If we can find supplies, we can find anything else they had on their way here.” 
 
    “Including their plan for opening the rift,” Nike finished with a smile. “Good idea, my lord.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied and grinned. “Now, let’s dig up some dirt.” 
 
    We spread out among the trees where the rest of the Sect members had been hiding while the others worked on the rift. We climbed through bushes and tall grass to search for anything belonging to the Green Glass Sect. 
 
    Within a few minutes, Aaliyah called out from a few yards over. 
 
    “Look at this!” The lioness held up a smooth, brown satchel with a green leaf stitched into the leather. 
 
    Now, they had team gear? 
 
    I jogged over and opened the leather flap to reveal a set of three books and a small pouch filled with rillweed. 
 
    “Oh, ugh, I hate that smell,” I muttered as I slipped the pouch into my spatial storage. We didn’t need any more of that shit wafting around. 
 
    I pulled out the books, and I immediately noticed the first book was really freaking old. The pages were yellow and frayed, and their edges curled up to touch the cover. The cover itself had been scorched, sliced, and even bitten, but it was somehow still intact. I could even see a design pressed into the material. It was shaped like an oval with two lines jutting out from each of the longer sides.  
 
    I flipped the book open and saw handwritten spells, but I wasn’t familiar enough with magic to know what all they did. They were written in a language I didn’t recognize, but thanks to the earring Alyona had enchanted for me when I’d first arrived in Hatra, I could still read it. 
 
    “What is it?” Nike asked as he peered over my shoulder. 
 
    “Spells,” I murmured and flipped another page. “I don’t know what for, though. It’s just ingredients and incantations. No titles, no purpose, no explanations at all. Is that weird?” 
 
    Not if the mage or priestess didn’t intend to share the spells, Miraya answered. They could have just wanted to keep track of their own work, not give them to anyone else to use. 
 
    “Ahhh,” I breathed. “That makes sense. Miraya said it could be the book wasn’t intended for anyone but the writer, so it isn’t explained because they didn’t need to.” 
 
    “So, now the Sect is just guessing at what spells to use?” Nike frowned. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.” 
 
    “Maybe it means more to the ones who cast them,” I suggested as I slipped the book back into the bag. 
 
    I pulled out the other two, but they looked almost exactly the same as the first one. The only difference was they each had a different hieroglyphic-type symbol carved into their covers. 
 
    “Oooh, what about these?” Ravi squeaked from a different area. 
 
    I looked up to see the phoenix held up a bag and jiggled it, and I heard the unmistakable sound of coins clanking together inside the bag. 
 
    “The leaf coins?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep,” she replied as she pulled one out and held it up for me to see. “What do we do with them?” 
 
    “Take them with us,” I answered and jogged over to her. 
 
    I slid the satchel of books and the coins into my spatial storage, and then we spread out again to continue searching. We had to find out if this was the last rift or if there was a fourth one. Geo had been right about the limited passing of information, and our inability to keep even one person alive in this camp was already proving to be a pain in the ass to make sure we’d covered all our bases. 
 
    Even one rift could ruin the seal the king had on the Breach right now, and that would lead to catastrophe for all of us. We didn’t know if the new seal would work, let alone if it would work for the Breach plus an unknown number of rifts. I hated Olivier, but he knew what he was doing. I wished like hell I’d killed him back in Hatra when I suspected him of something, but I was new to this world at the time, and I was the only one who didn’t like him. 
 
    Now, I’d learned to trust my instincts. 
 
    “The tear is closed,” Alyona announced as she and Naomi trotted over to where I searched the bushes. “Their spell wasn’t complete, so we got here just in time.” 
 
    “I’m worried we won’t be that lucky again,” I said with a grimace. “I have a feeling there’s something we need to find and fast.” 
 
    “What have you found so far?” she asked. 
 
    “More of the magic coins and a bag of books,” I replied as I pulled the satchel from my storage. “You might be interested in the books.” 
 
    Alyona pulled one of the books from the bag and gasped before she showed it to Naomi, who looked equally shocked. 
 
    “This is an alchemy book,” the princess nearly whispered as she traced the design on the cover. “This is an ancient symbol used by the gods. How did the Green Glass Sect get something like this?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I murmured. “Is it pretty rare?” 
 
    “I’ve never actually seen one,” Alyona answered. “I’ve read about the symbols, but an original writing, wow.” 
 
    “Okay, so, you take these and do your thing,” I decided as I handed her the bag. “Let me know if it tells us where they’re going next.” 
 
    “Of course,” she muttered, but I could tell her mind was already on the books. 
 
    Then my wife and my lizard lover sat down with the books between them and began to pore through their contents. 
 
    “My lord!” Eskandar called out, and I turned to see him waving a piece of paper. “You’ll want to see this.” 
 
    I headed for the dragon and saw he’d found a small tent and ransacked it. The contents were strewn about the forest floor, including a couple books, a journal and quill, and several jars of mysterious liquids.  
 
    What he held in his hand was more important, though. 
 
    “Is that a map?” I gasped as we crouched and spread it out on the ground. 
 
    “Indeed,” he confirmed and pointed to the center. “See that?” 
 
    A set of tiny X’s were drawn in a line that zigzagged through the rendered peaks of the Mihireti Mountains. 
 
    “The Breach,” I exhaled before I noticed four other X’s spread around the page. “And those…” 
 
    I trailed off as I looked more closely at the map. One of the marks was where we stood now, and two more marked where we’d been last night and yesterday. 
 
    “There’s only one we haven’t been to,” Eskandar finished my thought. 
 
    “Another rift,” I growled. “I knew it! We have to get going!” 
 
    “You found it?” Rebecca asked from a few feet away. 
 
    “Eskandar did,” I replied. “And it’s not far from here. We have to get there, like, five minutes ago.” 
 
    “Impossible, but we shall hurry,” the dragon grumbled before he pointed to the west. “There’s an opening over there. We should be able to take our true forms and fly from there.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get everyone back over here,” I said and turned to call out to the rest of our group. “We found it! We need to hurry!” 
 
    A few seconds later, my wife, my lovers, and my best friend stood in front of me prepared for battle. I motioned for them to follow us toward the clearing, and Eskandar and I shifted into our dragon bodies as Ravi transformed into her phoenix form. Then our passengers climbed onto our backs, and we took off toward the last X on the map. 
 
    We zoomed up into the clouds and over the Breach to the east side of the mountains. We passed the failsafe camp and continued north along the border until the miasma stench made my stomach do flips. 
 
    “We must be close,” Alyona said, and I could hear the disgust in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, the X on the map was just over that mountain,” I replied and pointed my foreleg ahead of us. 
 
    The rift location was carefully placed between three high peaks, which made it nearly impossible for us to sneak up on them. Fortunately, now that we’d seen the map, we knew this was the last place we had to find, and we could tear them apart without a single worry.  
 
    The Green Glass Sect wouldn’t know what hit them. 
 
    A few hundred yards from the peak, I looked over at Eskandar to see his face was grim with determination as he glanced in my direction. 
 
    “Do we need anyone alive this time?” he asked as though he’d been reading my mind. 
 
    “Nope,” I answered and bared my canines in a feral grin. 
 
    “Perfect,” he growled. 
 
    “Hang on tight,” I called out to our passengers. 
 
    As we crested the final peak, I could see the rift. It was completely open, and the shadows of demons swam around under the purple surface as the oily smoke poured from the tear in reality. A narrow river ran through the middle of the flat valley and exited between two peaks, but the water ran right next to the rift, and its usually clear blue color had been tinted gray and black. Bushes and small trees sparsely decorated the area, but they also looked on the verge of death, probably because of the miasma. About two dozen tents lined one side of the valley, and I wondered how much of the Green Glass Sect we were about to demolish. Then I noticed the miasma had already poisoned some of the Sect members, and they stumbled around the camp with crazed eyes as they searched for their target.  
 
    We’d noticed the miasma seemed to create a hive mind for its victims, and they all had one goal in mind: to kill Alyona. Without her in the camp for them to find, they simply walked around like crazed idiots with no purpose. In Pullis, the mermaid we’d healed from miasma poisoning had been chained to the floor to keep her violence from reaching the rest of the city until we’d walked in the door, and then she’d tried her hardest to kill my wife. That was only the latest in victims of the miasma who had almost met their end at my hand for going after Alyona. 
 
    Eskandar and I met eyes and nodded before we plunged down toward the camp and opened our maws. Our fire purged the first part of the camp, and Sect members went running in every direction as they tried to avoid the flames. Still, we continued to fly low over the camp and roasted everything in sight. 
 
    Ravi flew between us and dropped her own sparks on top of anything we missed. Alyona and Naomi began to murmur spells, too, and then their black and white magic joined our flames as they tore into tents and robed figures with a powerful fury. I watched as nearly half the camp went up in flames with just our first pass before we looped around and continued our rampage over the other side. 
 
    As we continued to scorch every inch of the Green Glass Sect’s camp, I imagined how we must have looked from down below. It had to be what everyone feared from our kind. Two gigantic flying creatures soaring overhead and casting fire down onto them without any mercy. Normally, this wasn’t how Eskandar and I were, but today, we would play the role of the ruthless, bloodthirsty dragons until every last one of these bastards was a smoking pile of ashes. 
 
    I looked down to see most of the Sect members had already fulfilled the ashes part of my vision, and none of the poisoned ones had been smart enough to run away, so their burnt bodies laid spread out near the rift where they’d started. A few other Sect members had gathered their wits and began to fight back, though, and a barrage of arrows soared up toward us. 
 
    Eskandar zoomed straight up to avoid the projectiles, but I let the arrows hit my soft underbelly. I could easily get them out, and if my poison blood dripped onto the traitors, that was even more I could get rid of before I even landed among them. 
 
    Sure enough, droplets of my blood dripped down onto the archers, and I could hear the screams and sizzles as the poison seeped into their skin.  
 
    Killing the basilisk had brought double the power for me today. 
 
    In less than five minutes, we’d demolished ninety percent of the Green Glass Sect’s biggest camp yet, and I flew higher to meet Eskandar. 
 
    “Let’s go finish them off,” I grunted. “You can be whatever form you want, as long as you keep your fire on them.” 
 
    “Deal,” he snarled. 
 
    We flew back down toward the ground, and I plucked the handful of arrows from my belly just before we landed. The two of us hitting the ground together shook the campsite like an earthquake, and a few of the Sect members watched us with wide eyes. Many more took off running, and I wasn’t sure where they planned to go until I saw the gap between two of the mountains that led to a forest. Between the fires, my people, and the Sect members, it was a little too close quarters for me to stay in my dragon form, so I’d have to shift into my human body to continue to take out the Sect. 
 
    “Don’t let them get away!” I commanded as I motioned toward the deserters. 
 
    Ravi dropped to the ground in a column of flames and reappeared in her human body. Then she conjured a fiery bow and arrows and began to rapid-fire the projectiles toward the runaways. She hit a couple, and the others were thrown off their path by the fires she created. 
 
    “I’ll finish them,” Aaliyah growled before she took off at a dead run toward them. 
 
    And holy shit, that lioness was fast. 
 
    She caught up with the fleeing cowards just as I finished shifting into my human body, and their screams echoed around us as she shredded limbs from torsos and tossed them aside like the trash they were. 
 
    Rebecca sprinted after her, and while I didn’t think bears were known for their speed, her long legs covered ground quickly. She joined in with Aaliyah, and they both tore apart their black-robed prey in savage synchronicity. 
 
    “For the Sage!” someone screamed off to my side. 
 
    I looked back just in time to see a man emerge from one of the flaming tents with a yellowish orb between his palms. He threw it at me, and I conjured my fire shield just in time to block the orb from hitting Alyona. 
 
    “Don’t you dare fucking touch her!” I bellowed as I called on my fire magic and launched an orb back at the mage. 
 
    He dove to the side, and the fire crashed into his tent. The explosion sent up a huge column of fire that looked like a nuke had gone off, and the mage looked at the fire with wide eyes. 
 
    “Y-You don’t understand,” he stammered and scooted away as I marched closer. “W-We have, um, orders… t-to kill her.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn,” I snarled and smashed another fireball into his chest. 
 
    The mage howled as the fire penetrated his skin, and I watched as his body seemed to melt from the inside out. My inner dragon roared with satisfaction, and I turned to find more opponents to burn. 
 
    I watched as Nike plunged the Sword of Light through another mage’s chest until the blood-soaked blade stuck out of his back, and then he shoved the Sect member off his sword with his boot and wiped the blood off on his trousers before he set off after another. 
 
    By the time we’d cleared the camp, we were all soaked in blood and soot from the Sect members who’d tried to defend the rift and failed. As far as we could tell, none of them had escaped into the forest, and I didn’t see or hear anyone else in the camp. 
 
    “My lord, we need to take care of this,” Alyona called out. 
 
    I turned to see she and Naomi stood over the rift with twin looks of concern, so the rest of us joined them over the tear and stared down into the abyss.  
 
    The demons flicked back and forth beneath the thin surface, and a feeling of overwhelming horror fell over me like a thick blanket. I wanted to burn all of them, but something told me that wouldn’t work. They were waiting for someone to fall in, and that seemed to be all they needed to escape. The black tendrils of miasma looked like fingers reaching for us, and I grabbed Alyona and Naomi to pull them back. 
 
    “We shouldn’t be too close,” I muttered. “Something in there is hungry, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, we need to stay away from it, but we have to seal it,” Naomi agreed with a second look over her shoulder at the rift. 
 
    I can help, Miraya declared. 
 
    Then a flash of blinding light filled the campsite, and the sword spirit appeared in front of us. 
 
    “Miraya, thank you,” Alyona gushed. “I think the three of us should be able to seal this together, like we did before.” 
 
    “Yes, I knew you could channel me,” Miraya said with a smile. “I want to help in any way I can.” 
 
    “Let’s get to it,” Naomi murmured. 
 
    The three women huddled together as they began to work on sealing the rift before any demons could escape into our world. 
 
    “While they’re working on the seal, we need to make sure there are no survivors,” I decided. 
 
    “Yeah, I think they’re all on fire or in pieces,” Aaliyah chuckled as she licked the blood from her claws. “But we can double check.” 
 
    I grinned at the hunter’s confident swagger as she, Laika, and Rebecca turned to start searching one side of the camp, and Nike, Eskandar, Ravi, and I began to search the other.  
 
    We spread out and pulled apart tents and blankets. No one hid from our wrath so far, and I was pretty sure Aaliyah was right. It seemed impossible that anyone could have escaped our destruction of the camp, but it didn’t hurt to be completely certain. I didn’t plan on leaving anyone behind, though I wished I could see the look on Olivier’s face when he saw what we’d done to his plan. 
 
    We’d taken out three other camps, plus his backup plan, all in only two days, and it felt good to be a step ahead of the so-called Sage. I guessed he hadn’t planned on me healing Eskandar, so we could use his knowledge to start our plan to fight back. We wouldn’t take this situation lying down, and he would have to learn that part pretty quickly. 
 
    The Breach would soon be sealed, now that we had all the rifts closed and the power of the Redimi Vincio ceremony. Plus, we now knew we could add even more power to what I’d gained with the first bond, so there was no end to the things we could do to rip the Green Glass Sect apart. 
 
    I was lost in my thoughts of murder and mayhem when I realized I had reached the end of the valley. I looked up at the mountain and then turned to walk the edge of the camp. Nike caught up with me, and we paced around the tents that were now only ashes and burnt poles until we reached the pass to the forest. 
 
    “What do you think he’ll try next?” I asked the fellow noble as I stared into the trees. 
 
    “Olivier?” Nike whistled and crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t know, my lord. He seems to always have some trick up his sleeves.” 
 
    “I know, but we found all his tricks today,” I replied. “His rifts are gone or will be soon, his people are dead, and he’s all alone in his little game to become the new king or whatever.” 
 
    “You think he’s the last one left?” His eyebrows lifted with surprise. 
 
    “Possibly,” I answered. “I mean, we’ve been killing those assholes left and right for the past few months. He can’t have too many friends left by now.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and he’ll just kill himself,” Nike said with a shrug. 
 
    “Valerra would be so pissed,” I chuckled. 
 
    Then a whisper of noise tickled my ear, and I turned to face the forest. I scanned the trees, but I couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “You heard it?” Nike whispered, and his eyes were narrowed into slits as he searched the greenery ahead of us as well. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “Someone got out.” 
 
    “It could be an animal,” the noble reminded me, but he didn’t sound convinced. “We should check it out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed and looked to my right to see Eskandar had almost reached us. “Hey, keep an eye on everything here. We’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Is everything alright, my lord?” The white dragon’s face slipped into a steely expression that reminded me that he’d spent centuries as a guardian for the White Jade Temple. 
 
    “Not sure yet,” I muttered. “You keep them safe, no matter what.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” he replied and dipped his head before he strode over to where the rest of my group waited for the magical women to seal the rift. 
 
    I looked over at Nike, and we both silently drew our swords and stepped into the shade of the forest trees. Our boots pressed into the soil as we crept through the shadows in search of the noise, and I sniffed the air and caught a whiff of smoke, like someone who had left a burning campsite might smell, so I motioned for Nike to follow me as I tracked the scent deeper into the forest. 
 
    We stayed close together and crouched just below the tall grass as I followed the smoky smell. The trees became closer together, and I looked down to see if there was any sign of what or who we were following. Several animal tracks crisscrossed the path ahead of us, but the impression that caught my eye was the imprint of a boot. 
 
    I pointed it out to Nike, and he nodded in understanding. Someone had definitely escaped the camp, and they weren’t going to get very far. 
 
    The boot print indicated the defector was headed south, and I continued to track the mixture of prints and smell until I saw a flash of movement about thirty yards ahead. 
 
    “We’re close,” I whispered. 
 
    We picked up the pace as we approached where I’d seen the movement, and then I caught another glimpse of blond hair as someone scurried down over a ridge. 
 
    No fucking way. 
 
    I took off at a full sprint, and Nike struggled to keep up. I had a feeling I knew who we were hunting, and I didn’t want to lose him. 
 
    Then I leaped over the ridge and had to tuck and roll as I landed on the side of a slope. I dug my heels in and grabbed a tree to keep from rolling all the way down the mountain before I looked down and saw a blond ponytail in the valley below us. 
 
    Olivier turned around to see me and grinned before he fled toward the trees on the other side. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
    “It’s him!” I bellowed before I took off after the man I’d been hunting for months. 
 
    His black robe blended into the trees, but his light-blond hair stood out as his head bobbed back and forth across the valley. I kept my eyes on him as I sprinted downhill, but I tripped over a log and nearly went tumbling down again. I caught my balance and took a single breath before I continued to chase the leader of the Green Glass Sect.  
 
    I wondered for a moment if I should shift into my dragon form and fly over the trees, but I had no idea where the mage was headed. He could disappear under the thick foliage in a split second, and I wasn’t about to lose him this time. 
 
    Then I focused on my precognition ability, and Olivier’s golden path lit up the side of the next mountain. It was much wider than what he would run, and I realized he would have the same problem going up as I’d had going down, since there was no way to plan how to avoid trees he couldn’t see. 
 
    It didn’t matter anyway. I just had to keep my eyes on him. 
 
    I could hear Nike skid down the slope behind me, but I didn’t slow my pace. I had to catch Olivier now that I finally had my chance at the bastard, so I barreled downhill and skipped left and right to avoid face planting into a tree. Finally, I leaped over a fallen trunk and landed into the valley where I’d seen Olivier. Then I looked up the next mountain and saw he was still pushing his way up the slope through the trees, and he’d barely made it a third of the distance to the top. 
 
    Gotcha. 
 
    I ran across the mostly flat valley a lot more easily than I’d made it down the side of the mountain, and I began to close the gap between us. I wasn’t sure why he wasn’t sending any of his necromancy creatures after me again, but I was ready for anything now. I wasn’t the fresh month-old dragon he’d fought before, and I wasn’t going to take any of his shit laying down. 
 
    As soon as I crossed the valley, I glanced over my shoulder and saw Nike had just reached the bottom of the mountain. He motioned for me to keep going, and I nodded my agreement as I turned to face the slope where Olivier had slowed his escape. 
 
    Then I stepped onto the soil and realized why his progress was so sluggish. The ground was incredibly soft, and every step sent my boot sliding back down half the step I’d taken. It was nearly as slick as mud but less sticky, and I roared as I dug my feet in with every step to try to make my way closer to Olivier. 
 
    I thought about changing into my dragon form and flying up the mountain again, but before I could begin the transformation, Nike’s voice cut through my plans. 
 
    “My lord!” he called out from behind me. “It’s silt!” 
 
    “Silt?” I glanced over my shoulder as I rifled through my memory for the importance of silt. Rivers, lightweight, and that’s all I could come up with. “Is that bad?” 
 
    “No!” he shouted as he pushed forward to catch up with me. “It’s made up of a lot of little bits of sand and clay.” 
 
    “So, stone?” I grinned. “Perfect.”  
 
    I gritted my teeth and accessed my stone magic. I pushed the silt between Nike and I into hard steps, and narrow slats of quartz formed along the slope, so the noble was able to run toward me without any slipping and sliding. Then I turned my attention ahead of us and created more of the stony stairs to carry us to the top of the mountain behind the Green Glass leader. I felt like Rocky as I ran up the hard steps toward the peak, and when I reached the top, I was ready to knock Olivier out and deliver him to my dragon mate for his death. 
 
    We stepped onto the last of the stairs just as Olivier cut across the plateau to our right. 
 
    “Over there!” Nike pointed, and we both sprinted toward the mage. 
 
    Olivier glanced over his shoulder, and his brow furrowed before he turned back around and continued running away. 
 
    Then I caught a glimpse of something shiny in Olivier’s hand, and I inhaled a sharp breath. 
 
    “He has a coin!” I yelled. “He’s going to make a portal!” 
 
    “We have to stop him!” Nike grunted, and we picked up even more speed to catch up with the Green Glass leader. 
 
    Olivier could use the coins to portal anywhere, and we wouldn’t have any way to catch him if he made it through. I’d figured out how to track him through the woods pretty easily, but tracking someone across the realms was a whole different story. 
 
    Then the familiar snapping and crackling sound of an opening portal reverberated through the trees, and I could see the green-and-black outline of the opening as it popped with power. Olivier looked back to see how far we were and offered a sardonic wave before he stepped through the portal. 
 
    “We can’t let him get away,” I growled, and my inner dragon roared in agreement. 
 
    The image of the mage turning on a spit over an open fire blinked through my brain, and a snarl escaped my lips at the thought of Olivier avoiding his fate yet again. 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Nike panted. 
 
    The portal began to shrink as we reached about ten yards out, so I glanced over at Nike, and he nodded his agreement. We were tired of losing the so-called Sage. It was time to try something new. 
 
    Without a word, we dove through the closing portal, and the magical window snapped shut behind us as we tumbled across the soft, white-covered ground. 
 
    Snow? 
 
    We rolled to a stop, and I jumped up and whipped my head around to find Olivier. His footprints were already gone as the wind blew snow from what felt like every direction to cover the ground in white. The snow was coming down in sheets, and I had to shield my eyes from the large flakes to try and see which way he went. 
 
    It seemed not only had we landed in some completely new terrain, but this new place was also in the middle of a snowstorm. 
 
    Fan-fucking-tastic. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” I asked Nike, but my voice barely carried over the howling wind that seemed to drown out every sound around us. 
 
    “Not yet,” the noble said as he wiped snow out from his eyes and stood up next to me. “I’ve never seen snow like this. Where are we?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I grumbled. “I was hoping you’d know.” 
 
    “No, my lord.” Nike shook his head and lifted his hand to keep the wind from dumping more snow in his eyes. 
 
    Then a flash of black drew my attention to our left. 
 
    Olivier wasn’t running as quickly now, and he hadn’t even looked behind him to see if we’d followed him through. 
 
    “Look!” I pointed through the buffeting wind toward the mage’s retreating back. 
 
    “He must not realize we made it through with him,” Nike observed. 
 
    “Let’s keep it that way,” I murmured. “Come on.” 
 
    We stayed low to the ground as we trudged through the snow that was nearly up to our knees. I felt my teeth start to chatter and then rolled my eyes at myself. I didn’t have to be cold when I had the ability to control fire, so I ignited a warmth inside my chest and let it expand through my limbs with a sigh. It felt like I just drank a handle of whiskey, except for the throwing up all over the bar part. 
 
    I looked over and saw Nike still shivered against the freezing cold, but it wasn’t like I carried blankets around in my spatial storage since I had fire magic. I’d never tried to use it on someone else without burning them, but I figured I could try to keep my best friend warm since he’d leaped through a portal with me. 
 
    So, I reached my hand out to his shoulder and focused on the heat of my fire instead of the flames, and I felt my hand get hotter before I sent out a wave of warmth into his shivering body. He looked at me with a grin and nodded his thanks as the color returned to his face, and the ice shavings in his eyebrows melted and dripped down. 
 
    It felt like hours we slogged through the snow as it got higher and higher until I had to use small bursts of my fire magic to clear a path through it. We stayed far enough behind Olivier that he couldn’t hear our movements, but close enough to see him through the white sheets that continued to flow from the sky. 
 
    We were gaining in altitude, though we couldn’t see far enough away to get an idea of where we were. I could tell we were in some kind of mountain range, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t the Mihireti Mountains. Even the tallest peak where Eskandar kept his nest didn’t have snow like this. I doubted we were in Rahma at this point, and I wasn’t even sure we were still on Inati. The portal could have led us literally anywhere, and I frowned at the possibility of being in another realm without even knowing it. 
 
    I didn’t particularly want to deal with more cyborgs or whatever else the various realms could throw our way. Images from different zombie and alien movies flitted through my mind, and I sighed at the thought of facing any more creatures when we still had the mage to focus on. I just wanted to catch him, not deal with some crazy bullshit. 
 
    At least my magic worked here, wherever here was, so I could kick whatever ass I had to. 
 
    Finally, Olivier jutted off to the right, and I could see something stood out against the white blanket that covered the ground. It was just a splotch of darkness on the ivory backdrop, but it quickly became clear the mage was headed straight for it, and as we got closer, I realized it was the mouth of a cave that led directly into the mountain. 
 
    Olivier scurried into the cave, and we ran to the side of the entrance to peer inside. I wasn’t sure if he had more of his minions guarding the tunnel, and the last thing we needed was to walk into a trap. We were so close to catching him, and I wasn’t about to fuck it up now, so we had to play it smart. 
 
    The blond-haired mage stopped just inside the shadow of the cave before he snapped his fingers, and enchanted lanterns lit up along the ceiling of the tunnel path. Then he shook the snow from his robes and hair and glanced over his shoulder.  
 
    We ducked back behind the cave wall before he saw us, and I waited until I heard his boots stomp down the tunnel into the cave before I let out a breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. 
 
    I peeked around the entrance again and caught a glimpse of Olivier walking away from the snow and into the dark interior. The lanterns flickered and went out after he was a few steps past them, and the tunnel quickly darkened again. It would have been almost impossible to see the cave through the raging snowstorm if we hadn’t followed Olivier to it, which meant it was really unlikely anyone would find this place on their own, even with dragon eyesight. 
 
    It was the perfect villain’s lair. 
 
    “Do you think this is his hideout?” I whispered to Nike. “It definitely looks like a hideout.” 
 
    “He would have to have somewhere to go while he’s working on his plans,” my fellow noble agreed. “This must be it.” 
 
    “Then we have to figure out what he’s working on,” I muttered and glanced down the tunnel as more lanterns illuminated Olivier’s path. “Maybe we can get those books Nian was talking about, too. He always seems to know more than us, so the more we know about Olivier’s knowledge and power, the better we can handle him and whatever schemes he’s already cooked up.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s follow him.” Nike nodded and gestured for me to lead the way. 
 
    “Stay close to the walls,” I said under my breath. “We’ll use the darkness to our advantage as much as possible.” 
 
    He dipped his head in agreement, and we scuttled around the lip of the cave and into Olivier’s secret lair. We kept our shoulders against the wall as we tiptoed down the tunnel deeper into the mountain, and the path had a slight slope that indicated we were not only going closer to the center of the mountain but also lower. We stayed six lanterns behind the leader of the Green Glass Sect, so we could remain in the shadows of the ones that had already gone out. If Olivier happened to look back, we would be hidden from view, and we crept silently along behind the mage toward, well, I had no idea. 
 
    The tunnel was at least fifty yards long, and Nike and I shared a look of concern. How far into the mountain was this cave? 
 
    Then Olivier curved off to the right, and we could hear him snap his fingers again. Suddenly, a dozen more of the enchanted lanterns lit up to reveal a huge cavern. It was easily twice the size of Eskandar’s cave, and that had to be big enough to comfortably hold a full-sized dragon. This cavern was massive, and I could see some kind of boxes lined the walls, but we were too far back to get a good look. I could only tell the containers were held together with magic, and they seemed to use arcs of electrical magic to hold whatever was inside. The black-and-white sparking streams spanned the length and width of each side of the boxes, almost like a magical cage. 
 
    We stopped in the shadow of the tunnel entrance and looked inside the cave as Olivier scurried into another dark passageway off the main cavern, but before we could chase after him again, he popped back out with a book in his hand.  
 
    It seemed we’d found his personal library, too. 
 
    Olivier laid the book out on a table against the wall, and his back was toward us as he muttered to himself. Part of me wanted to run behind him and slit his throat from ear to ear, but I resisted the urge. We had to figure out what the mage was doing up here so we could stop this and close the Breach.  
 
    And I had a feeling the magically contained boxes had something to do with his next moves. 
 
    “Need the … and a plarnid flower … damn dragon.” Olivier’s quiet voice carried only a few words back to us, and I grinned when he mentioned me. 
 
    I knew I’d fucked up most of his plans already, and I intended to do more than that once we figured out what was going on here. 
 
    All of a sudden, one of the boxes shifted, and Olivier’s eyes jumped from the page to the box before he threw an apple from his table and hit the cage. The apple flew through the electric-like beams of magic, and then it thumped against whatever was inside. A quiet whimper escaped the box, and Olivier grunted in response. 
 
    What the hell was going on here? 
 
     The mage shoved himself away from the table and stomped past the boxes to another tunnel to our left. I met Nike’s gaze, and he nodded, so we rushed across the cavern to the wall just inside the tunnel we’d come in and pressed our backs to it. We were mostly in the shadows of one of the boxes, and if Olivier thought he was alone, he probably wouldn’t even notice us. 
 
    I could tell something moved around inside the box in front of us, and now, I could get a better look.  
 
    I peered in between the magical slats to see a basilisk. Then I had to stifle a gasp.  
 
    The basilisk’s eyes bore the same radioactive-green glow as Eskandar’s had before I’d cured him of the geas. 
 
    The scaled snake-like beast stared at me from its prison, and I nearly threw myself back into the wall to avoid its gaze. I’d gotten my petrification power from a creature just like this one, but I wasn’t sure if I was immune to its ability since I’d assimilated it. The more I looked at the beast, though. the more it seemed my worry was unnecessary. 
 
    The basilisk stared but didn’t seem to see me. I shifted a step to my left and then back to my right, but its eyes saw past me, so I leaned closer and gazed into its neon green eyes. 
 
    “Geas,” I mouthed to Nike and pointed at my eyes. 
 
    The noble examined the basilisk for himself and covered his mouth in horror. 
 
    “You don’t think…” Nike trailed off as he looked around the expansive cavern. 
 
    There were at least forty other magical containment boxes along the walls. If each of them held a creature under the influence of a geas, Olivier had built himself a magical army of mindless beasts. 
 
    We hopped to the next shadow and looked inside the box. This one was tall and narrow like a stall in a stable, and I quickly realized why. 
 
    “No fucking way,” I murmured. 
 
    A centaur stood inside the magical cell, and his brown hair flowed down his back and blended in with the horsehair of his lower half. He held a bow, and a quiver of arrows was strapped to his back. He had the same faraway look in his neon-green eyes, and he reminded me of a robot just waiting to be powered on. 
 
    We tiptoed from shadow to shadow, and every box we saw was occupied by a magical creature. A displacer beast, one of the fire-resistant scorpions, a drider, and several other birds and bugs I’d seen before filled the magical cages. There were a few beasts I didn’t recognize, and I stared hard inside a box with a whisper of movement until a pair of glowing green eyes opened and looked back. 
 
    I jumped backward against the wall and watched as the creature fluttered into view. Its scales flickered with various colors until it was a pale-gray reptile with a long snout and spindly legs that stuck out from its thick torso. 
 
    “A Talpa,” Nike gasped. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Eskandar said whoever controlled him seemed to know exactly where to find one,” I murmured as I glanced over the surrounding boxes. “This must be why. Olivier had already caught one. Wait a second.” 
 
    I skipped over to the next box, which was much smaller than the others and stacked on top of another. I stretched up onto my tiptoes and looked inside. A white, fluffy cat strolled around the magical cage and flicked its puffy tail, but it didn’t seem perturbed by the container or by our presence. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Nike asked as he scrunched up his nose. “It’s so… weird.” 
 
    “A cat?” I looked at him with surprise. “You don’t have those in Inati?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen one,” he replied with a shrug. “Did you have them on Earth?” 
 
    “Yeah, all over the place,” I grumbled. “People kept them as pets sometimes, but a lot of them lived on the streets. This one looks well-groomed, so it was probably a pet.” 
 
    So, Olivier had been capturing creatures from all over the realms. He was probably using the coins Nian had to create his portals, which meant he could be headed anywhere. 
 
    “What about that?” Nike pointed to another cage, and I trotted closer to take a look. 
 
    Inside, a ghastly beast was curled up into a ball on the floor. Its fuzzy head and back reminded me of a hedgehog, but it was nearly the size of a dog. It had yellow talons jutting out from its widespread toes, and weird, misshapen teeth that dripped with drool dangled from its open mouth. A pair of thin, black wings were draped out from its body and spread on the floor. 
 
    “What the fuck…” I mumbled as it opened one glowing-green eye and then closed it again to return to sleep. “That looks… really fucked up.” 
 
    “It almost looks like a bauwolf, but they don’t have wings,” Nike murmured as he squinted his eyes. “And I’ve only seen one creature with yellow talons, but the parson birds died out several decades ago.” 
 
    “So, it’s a mixture of animals?” My mind raced with the possibilities of what Olivier was trying to accomplish here. 
 
    “It could be,” he agreed under his breath. 
 
    “What a sick bastard,” I grumbled as my jaw tightened with rage. 
 
    “What should we do?” Nike wondered and rubbed his chin. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I muttered. “But I know we can’t let Olivier get away from us now. Come on.” 
 
    We rushed toward the tunnel where Olivier had disappeared and slipped into the darkness. I could only see a few feet in front of me, thanks to my dragon vision, but I knew Nike probably couldn’t see a thing, so I reached behind me, grabbed his arm, and put it against my shoulder. He didn’t have to see to keep up with me, and there was no way I was leaving him behind with Olivier playing Dr. Frankenstein.  
 
    I might find him with two heads later. 
 
    Suddenly, the crackling sound of magic filled the tunnel, and a bright glow lit a small cavern at the end. We crept to the end of the shadow just as Olivier pulled the strap of a small canvas bag over his head and took a deep breath. Then he jumped into the newly opened portal. 
 
    “Where does that one lead?” I wondered out loud. 
 
    “And how long will he be gone?” Nike added with a frown. 
 
    I walked into the cavern with slow steps and kept my head on a swivel. If he had all those beasts under a geas, it wouldn’t surprise me if he had more keeping watch over his lair. 
 
    Nothing jumped out or flew overhead as I crossed the small space to the portal and looked inside, but all I could see was a dirt road that seemed to lead to a village a mile or so away from the portal. Olivier was nearly to the town, and his stupid ponytail bounced on his back as he trotted toward it. 
 
    “What’s that place?” I asked Nike as I pointed to the portal. 
 
    My fellow noble joined me in front of the window and squinted his eyes as he looked inside. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he murmured. “It could be any small hamlet. Only large cities can afford a great wall or barricade to protect them from enemies. Many smaller towns simply rely on guards or just citizens to keep an eye on visitors.” 
 
    “Or Elders?” I raised an eyebrow as I remembered the woman from the mountain village. “Could this be in the mountains?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Nike replied with a frown. “It doesn’t look like a valley, more like a marsh. Do you see the ponds over there?” 
 
    He gestured toward a series of small pools of water to the right of the village. There were three or four that we could see from the portal, and I wondered if they had anything to do with why Olivier had chosen this location for his portal. Maybe some rare water creature lived in the ponds, and he had some kind of plan to capture it and add it to his disturbing collection. 
 
    “Okay, whatever he’s doing, he had to set up the portal away from it,” I mused as I paced back and forth in the small cavern. “So, we have as much time as it takes for him to get there, do whatever it is, and get back to the portal before he returns.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Nike stared at me in confusion. 
 
    “That means we have some time to set up a trap,” I finished my thought and clenched my fist. 
 
    It was time to end the reign of the Sage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    I looked around the small cavern for a way to set up a trap for Olivier once he came back through the portal, but the room seemed pretty bare. There weren’t any rocks to drop onto his head, and I had no idea how to make one of those trap boxes like the princess and Naomi made, so I had to improvise. 
 
    “We don’t want to kill him, right?” Nike asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Unfortunately, not yet,” I replied. “I have a promise to keep.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to trap the bastard, so he can’t get away from us again,” he concluded. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “I think so.” I chewed on my lip as I stared at the stone walls of the cavern. “He can see in like we can see out, right? So, it can’t be visible from the portal. What if I just make a drop-off on this side of it?” 
 
    “He would step right into it,” Nike agreed. “How will you do that?” 
 
    “Like this,” I muttered as I focused on my stone magic. 
 
    I ripped the flat ground in front of the portal until a jagged line formed in front of us, and the tear expanded from just below the surging frame and to either side of the cavern. The walls shook as I spread the gap wider and wider until it was big enough for a man to fall through, and then I stepped back and looked over my work with satisfaction. 
 
    “I think this will work, my lord,” Nike observed and nodded his head. 
 
    “It better,” I grunted. “I’m tired of playing cat-and-mouse with this fucker.” 
 
    “Ah, quick question.” My friend held a finger up as he looked at me with concern. “Have you told the princess where we are?” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered and exhaled a big breath. “She’s probably freaking out. Wait, do you know where we are? Because I have no idea.” 
 
    “No,” he answered with a frown. “I suppose you could just tell her we’ll find out once we capture Olivier.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll get that asshole talking,” I agreed as I conjured my messenger dragon, and the kaleidoscope-colored beast appeared in my hand and preened himself while he waited for my instructions. “Go to Princess Alyona and tell her we’re safe. We followed Olivier, and we have a trap set for him. Once we capture him, we’ll find our way back.” 
 
    The dragon lowered its head and then zoomed down the tunnel and out of sight. It didn’t disappear like it had when it went to find Aunt Emma, so I hoped this meant it wasn’t having to travel to another realm. If that was the case, we were still somewhere on Inati. 
 
    “Now what?” Nike asked and glanced over his shoulder at the portal. 
 
    “We need to find somewhere to hide,” I murmured and glanced around the cavern. “There aren’t many options in here, though. Maybe we can wait in the tunnel.” 
 
    “Good idea,” he agreed. 
 
    We strode across the small room to the entrance and posted up opposite each other against the tunnel wall in the shadows. As we settled into our positions, we grew silent, and I could hear the wind howling outside as though it was trying to rip the snowy mountain apart. Wherever we were, this storm was brutal. I hated to admit it, but Olivier had chosen a good hideout for his weird magic laboratory. No one would stumble across this place, and it seemed pretty unlikely any of us would have looked here since we had no clue where here was. 
 
    Then the cold hit. 
 
    It felt like the entire cave might freeze over as gusts of the snow-filled wind funneled inside. I looked behind us to see what had changed, and I realized I couldn’t see past the large cavern anymore. Night must have fallen over the mountain, and with it came a drop in temperature that had my teeth chattering again. 
 
    “H-Holy sh-shit,” I mumbled before I sent another heatwave through my body and then through Nike’s. “How does such a cold-hearted bastard live in here with that freezing air at night?” 
 
    “He has plenty of pets to keep him warm,” Nike pointed out with a sardonic grin. “Maybe he cuddles the centaur.” 
 
    “Probably,” I snickered. “No one else is alive to cuddle him anymore.” 
 
    We chuckled to ourselves as we waited for Olivier to make his reappearance. I wondered if the various beasts were warm enough inside their crates, but I couldn’t worry about that now. We needed to keep ourselves warm enough to not die of hypothermia, but we couldn’t warm the entire cavern. If Olivier noticed even the tiniest detail was amiss when he looked into the portal, the entire plan would be shot.  
 
    And I wasn’t about to risk this chance at the leader of the Green Glass Sect. 
 
    I peeked over the edge of the tunnel every once in a while to check on the portal, but night had also fallen wherever Olivier went, so it was harder to tell if he was on his way back through yet. 
 
    It felt like hours passed, and my eyes fluttered open and shut as I tried to resist falling asleep in our enemy’s lair. Our day had been spent flying and fighting, and my body was so worn out I fought the urge to lay down on the cold stone floor and pass out. Olivier would fall into the trap regardless, but I didn’t want to be caught off-guard by anything. 
 
    Then a flicker of movement caught my sleepy eye from the shadows next to the village in the portal, so I sat up and squinted my eyes to try and get a better look just as Olivier stepped into the moonlight. It glinted off his light-colored hair as he scurried past the edge of the village toward the path back to his portal, but I lost my focus on the mage when I noticed something else. 
 
    “Nike!” I hissed under my breath. “The eyes!” 
 
    A pair of the glowing green eyes we now recognized as Olivier’s geas floated along beside him, though it was too dark to see what creature he’d cursed. 
 
    “What is that?” he whispered back. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we need to be ready for anything,” I muttered. 
 
    We both drew our swords in silent synchrony and remained hidden in the darkness of the tunnel, but the beast suddenly stopped at the portal entrance, cocked its head to the side, and hissed. It was a weird sound, like a snake and a cicada mixed together, and the noise sent chills down my spine as I gripped the sword and waited for the pair to make their way through the portal. 
 
    Olivier whispered something to the creature, and it stepped into the cavern first. Our trap worked perfectly, but instead of the mage, the beast fell into the hole with a strangled cry and thudded on the bottom. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as Olivier leaped over the hole to land in the middle of the cavern with a delighted laugh. 
 
    The portal snapped closed behind him, and he looked around the cavern to find who had set up the trap. 
 
    “Oh, you thought it would be that simple to catch me, dragon?” he called out into the tunnel. “A hole in the ground?” 
 
    I hesitated to smart off to him. He obviously still didn’t know where we were, and I didn’t want to give away our position. 
 
    Then the beast crawled out of the hole as Olivier snapped his fingers, and the enchanted lanterns flickered to life throughout the entire cavern and tunnels. 
 
    Well, fuck. He could see us now. 
 
    And we could see what he’d captured. 
 
    The creature stood on four black, scaly legs with sharp talons that scratched the stone floor as it pulled its way out of the hole. A long, thick tail dragged on the ground behind it, but I couldn’t stop staring at its snout. It reminded me of a crocodile, and as it gnashed its dagger-like teeth, I realized it had to be something similar, but this beast was much larger than your average croc. Its back was nearly as high as Olivier’s waist, and it was about ten feet long from snout to tail. 
 
    “Why do you want all these poor creatures?” I demanded as I stood and faced the mage. “You can’t beat us on your own?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve already won, dear dragon,” Olivier chuckled. “I imagine you’ve never faced a timmsen.” 
 
    “Great,” Nike muttered. 
 
    “What’s a timmsen?” I asked under my breath. “Should I just burn it?” 
 
    “It has impenetrable scales,” Olivier answered and laughed. “Good luck killing it!” 
 
    As soon as he spoke, the timmsen ran toward us. It moved much faster than I’d expected, and it reached the end of the tunnel in the blink of an eye. I swung my sword at its long snout to keep its teeth away from me, but my blade merely bounced off the top as though it were made of rubber. 
 
    “Oh, like, really impenetrable,” I huffed. “Fantastic.” 
 
    “Enjoy!” the Green Glass leader sang as he skipped around the cavern with glee. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you at the Breach!” 
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere!” I snarled as I took a step into the tunnel. 
 
    Then the timmsen released another of the hissing clicks before it scuttled toward me with its mouth open wide. I dove to my right so it skidded by me, but the beast planted its tail against the stone to slow its pace and whirled around to face me again. 
 
    “Aren’t I?” Olivier cackled as he pulled one of the magic coins from his pocket. 
 
    “No!” I grunted and slashed again at the timmsen that now barricaded my path to the mage. 
 
    My sword merely vibrated in my hand as the beast snarled and opened its mouth to attack me again. I skipped out of the reach of its long snout and looked up to see another portal open in the little cavern. This one featured dozens of thick-trunked trees with bright-yellow and orange leaves, but I couldn’t see any buildings or people to indicate where he was headed. 
 
    “He’s getting away!” Nike called out and ran up next to me in the tunnel. 
 
    We slashed and stabbed at the timmsen as we tried to push past it and get to Olivier, but none of our blows damaged the beast. 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot!” Olivier called out as he hopped over the trap hole and into the portal. “There are more gifts behind you!” 
 
    He skipped in between the trees as we flipped around to see the magical electricity that contained his other creatures spark and then shut off. 
 
    Fan-fucking-tastic. Not only did we have the timmsen thing to deal with, but now we also had dozens of other creatures to take on. 
 
    “What do we do, my lord?” Nike asked as we stood together to face the incoming horde. “They’re all under the geas.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t want to just kill them all if we don’t have to,” I agreed with a frown. “I can heal them from it, but it takes time, and I had Miraya’s help before. If we could get them back into their boxes, I can heal them from there.” 
 
    Suddenly, the fluffy white cat purred from above us as it licked its paws and peered down at us from the top of the closest box. Then it let out a feral screech as it dove onto Nike’s shoulder and clawed at his face. Within seconds, red lines covered the noble’s cheeks before he grabbed its fur and launched the cat across the room. 
 
    “I thought you said those things are pets!” he grunted. “I don’t like these cats.” 
 
    “They can be fickle.” I smirked. “Let’s try to contain them again. If we can’t heal them, we have to kill them. We can’t let Olivier’s little zoo get free, but the timmsen is mine.” 
 
    “Okay,” he replied with a nod, and we went to work. 
 
    I turned toward the timmsen and opened my mouth to release a plume of flames in its face, but the fire didn’t affect its scales, either. It just snorted and ran toward me like a linebacker. I dodged its open mouth just as it snapped closed where my leg had been, and then I threw a fireball at its torso. Its black scales seemed to almost shimmer as the fire touched its body, but the beast didn’t slow down as it turned in a huge circle and focused on me again. 
 
    If its scales couldn’t be penetrated, I’d have to attack somewhere else. 
 
    I barreled toward the crocodile beast with my sword held high, and its gaze stayed on the shiny blade as I conjured a fireball in my other hand. The timmsen opened its huge mouth to try to bite the arm that held the sword, but I shoved the fireball into its open maw before I dove past while it gurgled and choked on my flames. 
 
    “Ha, something your scales can’t protect you from!” I laughed. 
 
    The beast hissed again but coughed on the fire burning its throat, and I took advantage of its lost focus. I ran toward its open mouth and plunged the Sword of Hatra down its throat until the end of the blade exited the back of its head. The radioactive glow in its eyes dimmed as it blinked a few times, and then its eyes closed as its body collapsed on the ground.  
 
    I pulled my blade out of its open mouth as a familiar set of words appeared in my vision. 
 
    Predation: Assimilation activated 
 
    Skill: Impenetrable scales 
 
    Status: Assimilation complete 
 
    Fuck, yes. 
 
    This had to be my most OPed ability yet.  
 
    I’d gotten what I wanted out of the timmsen, and I turned back to see Nike in the center of the cavern. Many of the creatures had converged to attack him, but the noble held his own. The only marks on him were from the crazy cat. 
 
    I ran toward him when the basilisk skittered into my path and rose to tower over me with a hiss. It seemed to recoil in surprise when I didn’t react to its petrifying stare, and I confirmed my earlier thought that its power didn’t affect me since I also had the power to petrify my enemy. 
 
    “You don’t scare me.” I smirked as I swung the Sword of Healing around and sliced through its thick snake body. 
 
    The blow sent rivers of the beast’s black blood pouring onto the stone floor, and it shrieked as it teetered and fell to the ground. Then I stepped over its giant body and headed for Nike. 
 
    He was blocking the blows of the centaur who loomed over him on his huge horse legs and swung a black-handled sword. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you!” Nike grunted as he blocked another strike. 
 
    “Protect Sage,” the centaur intoned and took another swing. 
 
    I jumped over an injured beaver-looking creature and leaped onto the centaur’s horse back. He let out a startled whinny and raised up onto his back two legs as I reached up and wrapped my forearm around his neck. 
 
    “Just go to sleep,” I muttered as I locked the sleeper hold in place while he thrashed around and tried to throw me off. “Sleeeeep.” 
 
    The centaur’s kicks and twists became less violent before his legs buckled under him. Then he toppled to the ground, and I rolled away as I eyed the others who continued to attack. 
 
    “I can’t reactivate the cages,” Nike said as we backed up against each other. “I don’t know what magic he used, and there aren’t actual doors on any of them.” 
 
    “We’ll have to trap them some other way,” I replied and looked down at the ground. “Maybe like we tried to do with Olivier.” 
 
    “Good idea,” he agreed. “If we make a run for the tunnel, you can make a hole in front of it.” 
 
    “We need to go in that tunnel.” I pointed to the one where Olivier had hopped through his portal. “We have to go after Olivier.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll follow your lead.” He nodded and held his sword out. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I shoved through the crowd of gnashing teeth and sharp claws with my forearms blocking their blows. 
 
    It seemed the impenetrable scales were already useful as the various creatures’ attacks merely bounced off my exposed scales while I ran through. I pushed past the last pair of something furry, and as soon as Nike stepped into the tunnel, I turned around and split the stone floor. The cave shook and vibrated as the floor separated, and a giant gap appeared between us and the green-eyed beasts. 
 
    The first handful of creatures tumbled into the hole and landed on the bottom with a series of thumps, while the second wave skidded to a stop at its edge. The other beasts didn’t seem to know what stopped them, though, and they shoved forward and sent the second group into the hole until the last few creatures toppled over with them. 
 
    I glanced over at Nike with a triumphant grin before he pointed across the gap, and I realized only one pair of glowing green eyes remained. The wolf-like creature we’d seen inside one of the cages paced back and forth on top of one of the magical boxes before it jumped down onto the other side of the hole. It growled, a rumbling sound that seemed to vibrate the floor beneath us, and the spikes along its back stood on end. Then its wings opened, and it let out a strangled howl as it flew over the trap and landed in front of us. 
 
    The creature’s green eyes were wild and bounced between Nike and me as though it wasn’t sure who to attack first. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s, um, right in the head,” Nike murmured as we took slow steps back from the mangled beast. 
 
    “Then we need to put it out of its misery.” I furrowed my brow as I held my sword out and prepared to attack. 
 
    The bat-wolf-bird-hedgehog thing howled again before it leaped toward me with its dripping fangs headed for my thigh, but I dodged the bite and slashed down with the Sword of Hatra. 
 
    My blade cut through the slinky tail I hadn’t even noticed, and the creature screeched with pain as it padded down the tunnel and turned around to face us again. 
 
    Time to get rid of this one. 
 
    I opened my mouth and filled the other half of the tunnel with fire until we couldn’t see past the giant ball of flames. After a few seconds, I closed my mouth, and nothing remained but a pile of ashes scattered with yellow talons. 
 
    The words that indicated my predation ability didn’t appear in my vision, and I wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that Olivier had created the beast, so it wasn’t a naturally-born creature. Maybe it didn’t even have a true ability, since it was made from parts of other beasts. The thought gave me a shiver as I stared at the creature’s remains. 
 
    “Gross,” Nike muttered as he crept closer to examine the pile. “Those were definitely parson birds’ talons, then. It was said they could fly to the sun and back.” 
 
    “Olivier will pay for this madness,” I growled and looked at the portal again. “I’ll heal the creatures down there, but then we go after him.” 
 
    I turned around to face the hole, and the angry creatures hissed and shrieked as my head appeared in their vision. I blew a wave of my healing magic into the trap, though I wasn’t sure if it would be enough power to get rid of the geas. We hadn’t healed it like that before, but it was worth a shot. There were too many of them to heal each one and still have time to go after the mage. 
 
    The glittery magic settled over the beasts like a thin blanket, and the radioactive glow in their eyes seemed to fade before their eyes began to close. One by one, the creatures passed out and fell on the ground in a heap. 
 
    “What the hell?” Nike asked as he watched them fall like dominoes. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I murmured. “But they can’t hurt anyone for now. We’ll have to get Miraya and Alyona to check them out later. We need to go.” 
 
    “What about him?” Nike pointed to the centaur who still laid unconscious in the middle of the larger cavern. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “My webs don’t work on the centaurs. We might have to push him in with the others.” 
 
    We took a few steps back, ran forward, and jumped over the hole, and once we landed on the other side, we strode over to the centaur. I blew another wave of healing magic over his body before we each grabbed an arm and dragged him over to the hole. Then we pushed him over the edge, and he landed on top of the other creatures. Something grunted, but none of them stirred, so we shrugged and jumped back across the trap. 
 
    I called on my stone magic and closed the hole in front of the portal before we stepped in front of it and started to step inside. 
 
    But our boots seemed to hit a wall. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I growled and pushed my hand against the portal, but it was like looking through a closed window. 
 
    I could see the bright forest on the other side, but something prevented us from stepping through the portal. I kicked and pounded on the portal, while Nike let out a big sigh. 
 
    “Olivier must have cast some kind of barrier spell,” Nike declared with a frown of frustration. 
 
    “That fucker.” I slammed my fist into the invisible wall that separated us from the mage. “He knew we’d come after him again!” 
 
    “Yeah, it seems he finally stopped underestimating you,” the noble agreed with a shake of his head. “We have to find another way through.” 
 
    “Maybe one of those books from his little room over there can help us,” I suggested. “Surely, I can cast a spell with all the magic I have, right?” 
 
    “I would think so.” Nike shrugged. “It’s worth a try.” 
 
    “Let’s check it out,” I grunted as I turned around to stomp back to the tunnel. 
 
    We jumped over the trap again, and I led the way across the cavern to the opening we’d seen Olivier enter to find his spell book. 
 
    Once we walked inside, I couldn’t help the gasp that escaped my mouth. It wasn’t a tiny little room like I’d imagined. It was a whole hall of books. 
 
    Hundreds of texts lined both walls that extended at least a hundred yards in front of us, and I estimated this chamber was probably as big as one of the halls in the archives we kept hidden in Hatra. 
 
    “There must be a thousand books here,” Nike whispered in awe. “How has he obtained so many on his own?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I muttered. “Maybe his minions bring books back to him, too.” 
 
    “Where do we start?” he wondered as we stepped into the space. 
 
    “You take the left, and I’ll take the right,” I decided and turned to face my half of the enormous tunnel. “I guess look for protection or barrier or something.” 
 
    “Have you forgotten I don’t have magic?” Nike chuckled. “I’m a simple swordsman. I don’t know what most of these say.” 
 
    “I have a feeling this just became a problem one of my magical women has to solve,” I muttered. “I don’t really know what could work to break a spell even if we found it. We’re going to have to bring them here.” 
 
    “There’s only one problem with that,” Nike pointed out. “We still don’t know where we are.” 
 
    “Gods!” I shouted and swiped a handful of books from the shelf. “Can’t we just catch this slimy bastard and be done with it?” 
 
    “His time is coming,” my friend assured me and put his hand on my shoulder. “We’ll get him. I know it.” 
 
    “Maybe the king will know that place,” I murmured as I turned to walk back into the large cavern. “The trees were really big, and the leaves were yellow.” 
 
    “That does seem rare,” Nike agreed. “We can find our way back to the castle, and then maybe he’ll know where we can search for Olivier next.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s just go outside and see if we can fly home,” I suggested and walked toward the long tunnel that would lead us out of the mage’s hideout. 
 
    As we neared the end of the path, though, I realized my suggestion was much easier said than done. 
 
    The snowstorm had seemed to triple in intensity as the night grew darker, so sheets of ice against a black backdrop greeted us when we peered out of the mouth of the cave. Without knowing where we were already, it would be nearly impossible to figure out where to go. We could fly even further into the snowstorm instead of back toward the White Jade Temple. 
 
    “Any other ideas?” Nike asked with a hint of concern in his tone. 
 
    “Maybe the books will tell me how to open a portal?” I mused. “I’ve never done it myself, but I’ve seen Alyona do it tons of times.” 
 
    “Instructions should help with that,” he agreed as we headed back toward the inner sanctum. 
 
    We strode into the large library and began to dig through the books. Nike couldn’t read the various languages of magic, but many of the spells had drawings with them, so he searched for a picture that resembled a portal. He found a few that were actually for mirrors instead, but we kept trying.  
 
    We had to find something that would work. 
 
    Then a whispering sound echoed down the hall, and I whirled around with my hand on my sword to see Naomi’s magical messenger lizard. 
 
    The silvery creature scurried toward us before it dropped to its rear and opened its mouth. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods, you’re okay!” The lizard mage’s voice filled the hallway. “We were worried sick. This should help you find your way back.” 
 
    Then the lizard messenger gagged and spat as the sound of metal hitting stone rang around the hall. 
 
    I crouched down and picked up one of the magical coins from the ground. 
 
    My women had just saved our asses. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    As soon as I gripped the coin, I sensed the spark of Alyona’s pure magic. It seemed to jolt through the metal like electricity, and I wondered if she’d done something else to make it easier for us to portal home. 
 
    “How does it work?” Nike asked as he looked at the coin in my hand. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I murmured as I flipped it over in my palm. 
 
    The embossed leaf looked the same as before, but this one seemed much heavier, like it was made of a different metal. I held it between two fingers and extended my arm to point the coin out toward the hallway. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Do you have to say a spell or something?” Nike wondered and cocked his head to the side with curiosity. 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied and looked closer at the metal. “I wish it was just a password or something. Like ‘open, sesame.’” 
 
    “Sesame?” he echoed with a doubtful frown. 
 
    “Or just ‘portal,’” I chuckled. 
 
    As soon as the word left my lips, the coin sparked and seemed to leap from my hand, land on the ground, and bounce around for a moment. Then a beam of light shot out from the coin and lit up the tunnel like the sun. 
 
    We both took a step back and shielded our eyes as the light filled the room, and the snap and crackle of magic rang out. We moved our hands to see a portal had opened above the coin, and the opening revealed the valley where we’d decimated the Green Glass Sect camp. 
 
    “Nice,” Nike commented with a sly grin. “After you.” 
 
    I grinned back and stepped through the portal into the valley. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Alyona squealed and ran over to wrap her arms around me. “It worked! Oh, my gods, we were so scared when you took off into the woods!” 
 
    “I told them you’d be fine,” Eskandar muttered and shook his head. 
 
    “And you also got put under a geas by the guy they went after,” Laika pointed out with a smirk. “So, yeah, we were still worried.” 
 
    “Lord Evan is a skilled warrior,” Rebecca chimed in as she dusted off her hands and walked over with a smile. “But I was nervous as well.” 
 
    “Well, we’re all good.” I glanced around and realized the piles of ashes were gone and three tents were standing in the middle of the valley. “Did you guys sleep here all night?” 
 
    I turned to look at the river, and its waters had been cleared up. The rift was sealed, and no more miasma seeped into the air or water around it. It seemed my women had done their part while we were gone. 
 
    “Yes, we didn’t want you to get back here and not be able to find us,” Ravi replied as she swooped down and landed on the grass in front of me. “I mean, you know how to get to the palace from here, but we didn’t want to leave you hanging once you made it back from… uh, where did you go exactly?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted and shrugged. “It was too snowy to figure it out.” 
 
    “Snowy?” Aaliyah repeated and then looked closely at both of us. “And where’s Olivier?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll tell everyone the whole story once we get back to the castle,” I said with a grimace. “We didn’t catch him, but I’m hoping King Rodion can tell me where we were earlier. Or maybe where Olivier went.” 
 
    “How would he know that?” Miraya wondered as she strolled over from the river with a handful of berries in her hand. 
 
    “Right, he’s been trying to catch him for years,” Alyona said with a confused expression. “If he knew where Olivier was going, he would have caught him by now.” 
 
    “Well, I saw where his portal led to,” I explained. “We tried to follow him through, but he had some kind of barrier blocking us from going in after him.” 
 
    “Ah, he must have realized that you followed him through the other portal from here,” the princess sighed. “He probably used a solbier spell on it.” 
 
    “Who used a solbier?” Naomi asked as she poked her head out of one of the tents. “Oh, my lord! You made it!” 
 
    The lizard mage scurried out to greet us and hugged me tight against her. 
 
    “Thanks to you ladies, we did,” I said and wrapped my arms around her. “Thank you for the coin.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Naomi stepped back and grinned. “Alyona enchanted it, which you probably noticed.” 
 
    “I knew she’d done something,” I chuckled. “Though making the activation word ‘portal’ seems fairly obvious.” 
 
    “I had to make it easy on you,” Alyona said and stuck out her tongue. “Besides, I was expecting you to be bringing a pissed off mage, so I didn’t want you to be trying any magic if you didn’t have to.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t want him to mess up something you did,” Naomi agreed. “But I can’t take credit for the whole idea. Miraya said we should send the coin through, even though I didn’t know my little lizard could do that.” 
 
    “Well, the messengers are closely related to the spirit world,” Miraya explained and popped a berry into her mouth. “I figured they would have the ability to provide something you needed, much like we can do sometimes.” 
 
    “It worked, and it was a great idea,” I replied with a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” The sword spirit’s face darkened with a blush as she turned away and ate another berry. 
 
    “Now, we need to get back to the castle and tell the king everything,” I announced. “Is there anything else we need to do here?” 
 
    “Just finish rolling up the tents,” Aaliyah replied. “I’ll go get that done.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Rebecca offered, and the duo walked over to the first tent and began to roll up the animal skin covering and pull out poles. 
 
    “Are you really okay?” Alyona whispered as the rest of our group wandered off to put out the campfire and ensure we’d left nothing behind. 
 
    “Physically, I’m fine,” I murmured. “I’m just pissed Olivier got away. This time was pure luck, so I know he can’t hide much longer. We’re right on his ass, and he knows it.” 
 
    “Then it’s only a matter of time,” she soothed me and patted my arm. “Don’t worry, my love.” 
 
    “Time is something we have less of every day.” I grimaced before I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. “We have to get him before he makes everything even worse.” 
 
    “We will,” the princess replied with a determined steeliness in her voice. “I have no doubt about us.” 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I whispered against her head and planted a kiss in her hair. 
 
    “Not as amazing as my handsome, badass, dragon husband,” she giggled and squeezed me as everyone returned from cleaning up. 
 
    “Ready?” Laika asked with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Yep, let’s go update the king,” I declared and looked to Alyona. “Think you can make another portal? The sooner we talk to your father, the sooner we can figure out where to go next.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the princess replied before she extended her finger and murmured a few words. 
 
    The sound of electricity surged through the air as the portal opened to reveal the stone balcony of the White Jade Temple. Nike and Eskandar strode through the opening without a second thought, and my lovers started to follow suit before they realized I’d stopped. 
 
    I looked over the now empty valley and pressed my mouth into a thin line as I remembered how close the rift had been to releasing demons into our world. We had to put a stop to Olivier’s plans, and we had to do it now. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” I muttered and motioned for them to go through the portal. 
 
    I followed them onto the balcony, and the portal whizzed shut behind me. 
 
    His Eminence was perched in his chair on the balcony again, and his face was drawn and weathered as he held tight to the seal over the Breach. The storm clouds overhead seemed to roll faster now, and the effort the king put into the seal was written all over his tired face. The rifts had made it more difficult for him to maintain his hold, but it seemed we’d taken care of them in enough time so the seal didn’t wear off completely. 
 
    “Lord Evan, you bear good news?” Rodion asked with a glimmer of hope as he started to rise from his chair. 
 
    “Your Majesty, please stay in your seat and relax,” Castor begged the king as he laid a gentle hand on his arm. 
 
    Rodion huffed a dramatic sigh and slid back into the seat. He gripped the arms of his chair with white-knuckled hands, and I wondered how long he could continue holding back the Breach. 
 
    “Lord Evan is back!” Trina squealed as she ran onto the balcony from inside. 
 
    I walked over behind my companions as they rushed to greet everyone. 
 
    “Oh, Eskandar! Evan!” My aunt ran out of the king’s chambers onto the balcony, wrapped her arms around both of us, and squeezed us together. 
 
    The white dragon and I looked at each other awkwardly as our faces were brought only a few inches apart while Emma hugged us tight. 
 
    “We’re okay, Auntie,” I chuckled and pulled myself from her grip. “We got the rifts taken care of.” 
 
    “I knew you would,” she said with a smile. “I just worry, you know. I don’t want anything to happen to either of you.” 
 
    Eskandar’s face stretched into a grin, and Emma blushed as she patted his arm and looked around to check on everyone else. 
 
    We joined the others who now crowded around Rodion’s chair, and the king raised his hand to stop the chattering before he directed his attention to me. 
 
    “Lord Evan, your update,” he commanded. 
 
    “Your Majesty, we stopped or sealed all the rifts the Green Glass Sect were opening around the Breach,” I replied. “At the last one, we saw Olivier trying to escape. Lord Nikolaus and I followed him into the woods and through a portal to what appeared to be his hideout.” 
 
    “You found where the man who calls himself the Sage has been hiding?” Rodion’s white eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Where is it? Did you burn it to the ground?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I hedged. “He wasn’t the only one there. In fact, he had dozens of magical creatures hidden there under his geas.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Naomi gasped and covered her mouth. 
 
    “We had to defend ourselves once he freed them, but we trapped as many as we could until they can be fully healed,” I explained. “I tried to heal them myself, but I don’t know if it worked.” 
 
    “Did you use only your own healing magic?” Miraya asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” I rubbed the bald side of my head with a sheepish smile. “It only put them to sleep. I don’t think it cured them.” 
 
    “That will keep them from harming each other or anyone else at least,” the spirit informed me with a smile. “I can help you draw out the curse from within the sword once we return there.” 
 
    “Which leads me to the not-so-good news, Your Majesty,” I continued. “We don’t know where the hideout was. Olivier portaled there, and we had to portal back home.” 
 
    “Where is Olivier?” Rodion pressed. “You followed him there, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he had another portal and coins inside, and one of his creatures got caught in the trap we’d set for him,” I said and curled my lip. “As soon as he saw us, he released the other creatures and took off into another portal.” 
 
    “And you didn’t follow him to that one?” The king raised a single eyebrow in disbelief. 
 
    “We tried,” I muttered. “He placed some kind of barrier over the portal, so we couldn’t get through it. He had a ton of books, and we tried to find a spell to undo the barrier, but there were seriously a thousand books to look through.” 
 
    “And I wasn’t much help in that aspect,” Nike chimed in. 
 
    “So, we had to settle for getting home and hoping you’d know where we were or maybe where he went,” I finished. “The portal went to a forest that had some really thick trees with yellow leaves. I couldn’t see anything besides the forest, so that’s really all we’ve got.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound familiar,” Rodion murmured and tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair. “And I know every inch of Rahma. It must be outside our borders somewhere. What about the lair?” 
 
    “It was on a mountain, but it was snowy,” I answered. “Really snowy. We couldn’t see more than a few inches in front of us most of the time. And once night fell, it was so cold.” 
 
    “Freezing,” Nike added and shivered at the memory. 
 
    “We followed Olivier up the mountain into this cave,” I continued as I pictured the place again in my head. “There’s no way we would have found it without following him. It was too hard to see through all the snow, and the tunnel to the cave was almost impossible to see even from the ground, but once we got inside, the actual hideout was huge. Bigger than any cave I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Bigger than my nest?” Eskandar asked with a doubtful expression. 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” I confirmed, and the white dragon’s eyes widened. “I’m telling you, this place was massive. He had room for all those animals in cages, plus another room for his little portal area, and a whole tunnel full of books. And that’s just what we explored. I bet there was at least one other room somewhere that he used for his experiments.” 
 
    “Experiments?” Polina echoed and covered her mouth. “Experiments on what?” 
 
    “The creatures he captured.” I frowned as I remembered the mutilated beast that had attacked us last. “He mixed some parts of various beasts to make one weird, fucked up wolf thing. I had to kill it.” 
 
    “It sounds like an abomination,” Rodion agreed. “You did what was best. We cannot allow Olivier to continue such works. Not only has he demonstrated his necromancy, but now, he has begun creating new life. His work goes against everything the gods have decreed, and I have a feeling they will support our fight against the so-called Sage.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine they’d want him to keep doing that stuff,” I said, and a shiver passed through my body at the idea of more of those creatures being created. “It was sick. The beast couldn’t even think straight. It looked crazy.” 
 
    “It probably was,” the king murmured. “It wasn’t meant to exist. Did you see any others like it?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “But there are a lot of creatures in the trap we made right now. We’ll have to take care of them.” 
 
    “But first, we have to find out where you were,” Laika interjected. “Do you remember anything else about the outside of the cave besides snow?” 
 
    “There wasn’t anything else to see,” I replied and glanced at Nike. “Mountains and snow.” 
 
    “That’s all I could see as well,” the noble agreed. “I’ve never seen that much snow in one place.” 
 
    “That could be any number of places,” King Rodion murmured and frowned. “I need more information to go on.” 
 
    “There’s someone else who may have seen more outside the cave,” Miraya said, and I recognized the look of one of her random ideas. 
 
    “Who?” I wondered curiously. 
 
    “Your messenger dragon,” she answered. “He had to fly outside the cave to come to us in the valley.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but how do I talk to him?” I furrowed my brow as I started to conjure the tiny beast. 
 
    “He’s a physical representation of your magic, but you can also access your magic when you’re in your spiritual sea,” the spirit explained. “You could go there and ask him what he saw when he flew to us.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen him in my sea before,” I replied, though somehow I knew the sword spirit was completely right. “How do I get him there now?” 
 
    “It’s your sea and your magic.” Miraya shrugged. “You simply call to it, and it comes.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said and pursed my lips. “Okay, let’s give it a go.” 
 
    I stepped away from the group and sat down on the balcony. Then I crossed my legs and relaxed my arms on my knees as I closed my eyes and pushed myself into my spiritual sea. 
 
    When I opened my eyes a moment later, I was sitting on the sandy beach of my sea, and the dark waves crashed against the shore as I rose to my feet and brushed the sand off my pants. I looked around the sunny beach for my messenger dragon, but it seemed I was the only one here. 
 
    “Now what?” I muttered as I marched across the sand parallel with the water. “If I were a magical dragon spirit, where would I be?” 
 
    “Probably in your nest.” Miraya’s amused voice startled me, and I whirled around to see the sword spirit had joined me. “He is the epitome of all your dragon instincts, so he’ll want to have his own territory.” 
 
    “In my sea?” I smirked. “It’s still my territory.” 
 
    “Yes, and he’s still you,” the spirit giggled. “Just think. Where would you want to build your nest here?” 
 
    “Up there,” I replied and pointed toward the mountain peak. 
 
    Miraya nodded her agreement, and I headed for the mountain to climb to the top. Time passed differently in my spiritual sea, so it seemed like it took only a few minutes to climb the huge slope to a cave at the top. It reminded me of Valerra’s nest in the Crimson Canyons, and I realized Miraya was right. My messenger dragon seemed to have the same natural dragon instincts like my dragon mate. 
 
    I stepped inside and wondered why the cave was so big when my messenger dragon was small enough to fit in the palm of my hand. I turned around to help Miraya step into the cave just as a shadow loomed overhead, so I faced forward into the cave again, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    It was me. 
 
    Well, not me, obviously, because I was standing here. 
 
    But it was my dragon form. The black scales, the bright-purple eyes, and the spikes along the back were all features I had while in my dragon body. 
 
    “Woah,” I whispered. 
 
    The dragon roared in response and eyed me for a moment before he dropped his forelegs and lowered his chest to the ground. His head drooped into a bow, and he closed his eyes as though he waited for me to do something. 
 
    “He’s acknowledging you as the master dragon,” Miraya whispered. “You have to talk before he’ll do anything else.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, hey there,” I said and patted the dragon on the head. “It’s all good. I just need to talk to you.” 
 
    The dragon lifted up, cocked his head to the side, and looked at me with obvious confusion. 
 
    “Has he ever talked to you before?” Miraya asked. 
 
    “No,” I replied and shook my head. “He just nods when I give him a message and then flies away.” 
 
    “Perhaps he needs something from you in order to speak,” she suggested. 
 
    “Oh, uh, okay.” I turned back and stared at the dragon. “So, um, you can talk now. Can you help me?”  
 
    “Whatever you need, I’m your dragon,” he replied as he rose and towered over me. 
 
    I blinked a few times when I recognized a younger version of my own voice leave the dragon’s lips. It was as though I was talking to my teenage self. 
 
    “You just live up here?” I asked curiously. “I’ve never noticed you up here before.” 
 
    “We talk all the time.” The dragon cocked his head to the side and laughed. “Although you keep ignoring me every time you think about some dumb thing you call dragon diplomacy. It’s kind of rude, but whatever.” 
 
    “Ahhhhh,” I sighed as the realization hit me. “You’re my inner dragon.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, you couldn’t be the badass dragon without me,” he replied with a proud lift of his chin. “You could be even more badass if you’d roast all the people we want to roast, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do like to roast people,” I chuckled. “But we can’t do it all the time. There are reasons for what I do.” 
 
    “Sure, sure, you’re in charge.” The dragon rolled his eyes and plopped onto his rear as he looked at me. “So, what do you need from me?” 
 
    “I need to know what you remember from the cave I went to last night,” I explained. “When I summoned you as a messenger, you flew back to Alyona to tell her I was safe.” 
 
    “Oh, in all that stupid snow,” he groaned. “Yeah, I remember.” 
 
    “So, what all did you see around the mountain?” I pressed. “Rivers? More mountains? How far away were you from Alyona?” 
 
    “Okay, no river, but there was a frozen lake,” the dragon answered as he closed his eyes to picture the surroundings. “It was at the bottom of the mountain you were on. And I remember thinking it was weird that the mountain was only one of like three peaks, and then it all seemed to shrink.” 
 
    “What shrank?” I raised my eyebrows with surprise. “The mountains?” 
 
    “Yeah, like, the mountain you were on was above the clouds, and then I flew down into normal size mountains,” he explained. “Then it was only like an hour before I got to the princess with my message. It wasn’t as far as I thought it would be when we started out so high, but I fly really fast, you know.” 
 
    “A mountain in the clouds,” I murmured and looked at Miraya. “Have you seen it before?” 
 
    “No.” The spirit shook her head and frowned. “We should get back and ask the king.” 
 
    “Yeah, he should know,” I agreed and turned back to my inner dragon. “You’ve been a lot of help. Thank you.” 
 
    “I knew I would be,” the dragon replied and grinned as he began to preen himself. “I know a lot of stuff.” 
 
    “Now I know where my cocky side comes from,” I laughed. “See you around.” 
 
    “Always got your back,” he called out as I turned and headed out of the cave. 
 
    I nodded to Miraya and returned to my physical body on the balcony. Then I opened my eyes to see everyone watching me carefully. 
 
    “Uh, hey,” I murmured as I rose to my feet. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “You’ve just been gone for a while,” Alyona replied as she looked me up and down before she held out a plate. “We brought you some food.” 
 
    “Oh, hell, yes, I’m starving,” I growled as I nearly snatched the plate from her hands and chowed down. 
 
    Chunks of warm ham melted on my tongue as I devoured what felt like an entire pig before Laika handed me a basket of rolls. I tossed the first into my mouth, and a flash of light brightened the balcony before Miraya appeared next to me. 
 
    “Yes, you’ll need your strength,” the spirit advised as she nodded approvingly at my empty plate. “It seems you’ll be able to face Olivier soon.” 
 
    “You found where he is?” Alyona gasped. “Where?” 
 
    “Kind of,” I said around a mouthful of bread before I swallowed it and cleared my throat. “My inner dragon said it wasn’t far from the valley where you were, but it was above the clouds. That’s probably why it was so cold.” 
 
    “Above the clouds and snowy,” Rodion murmured. “It must be Bruven’s Peaks.” 
 
    “I thought they were forbidden from man!” Alyona covered her mouth in shock. “The gods themselves said no one was to be there!” 
 
    “Indeed,” the king confirmed. “It seems Olivier has completely disregarded everything the gods commanded to us. His blood magic, his experimentation with living creatures, and now hiding out in the forbidden peaks are all against what the gods allow.” 
 
    “Well, are we going to get smote or something if we go there again?” I asked with a frown. “I don’t particularly enjoy getting hit with lightning.” 
 
    “It probably wouldn’t hurt with your new ability,” Nike pointed out with a chuckle. 
 
    “New ability?” Laika wondered. 
 
    “Impenetrable scales,” I replied and grinned. 
 
    “You killed a timmsen,” Eskandar said in an impressed tone. “Nicely done. They are quite powerful.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I nodded my head and turned back to the king. “But seriously, would the gods be pissed if we went up there to go after Olivier?” 
 
    “I have a feeling they would be more appreciative than anything else,” Rodion answered. “They blessed your adoption, your marriage, and your Redimi Vincio ceremony, so they know about you and what you’ve done for Rahma already.” 
 
    “True,” I murmured. “Okay, so where do we go?” 
 
    “Toward the Cave of One Thousand Sages,” the king explained and looked at Alyona. “Then it’s up from there.” 
 
    “The hardest part will be finding his actual cave,” I said. “It’ll be hard to see in the snow.” 
 
    “What about your fire magic?” Nike asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I wondered and looked at the noble with curiosity. 
 
    “You warmed us up inside the cave, so maybe you can warm the air around us while you’re flying,” he answered and ran his fingers through his black hair. “Then the snow won’t be as bad, right?” 
 
    “That’s a great idea!” Alyona clapped her hands together. “It could work!” 
 
    “Well, let’s give it a shot,” I agreed. “It can’t make the snow any worse.” 
 
    “You know where you’re going, then?” Rodion asked and narrowed his eyes on me. “And you can solve this problem?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” I replied and clenched my jaw. “Olivier is mine. And he will no longer be a problem.” 
 
    “Good.” The king sat back in his chair with a sigh. “Then I’ll see you when you return.” 
 
    I felt dismissed from the principal’s office, but I knew the king was just tired of dealing with the Green Glass Sect and especially its leader.  
 
    We had to end this shit once and for all. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked Eskandar as he popped a roll into his mouth and chewed it with fervor. “I’m going to need all hands on deck on this one.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” he replied and dipped his head. “We will finish the Sage.” 
 
    “We will capture the Sage,” I corrected him. “Unless killing him is the only option we have, we take him. His death will be at the hands of my dragon mate for killing her entire family.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Eskandar exhaled, and he bared his fangs in a bloodthirsty grimace. “Then it shall be done.” 
 
    I was glad the white dragon understood Valerra’s need for revenge outweighed his own. While I wouldn’t let Olivier escape again, I would try my damnedest to deliver him to Valerra for his execution, and it seemed Eskandar and I were finally on the same page. 
 
    I walked across the balcony and glanced at Eskandar with a mischievous grin before I stepped over the railing and let myself fall. Then I shifted into my dragon form and flapped my wings to carry me back up to the railing. 
 
    “Care to try that one?” I teased. 
 
    “Nope.” The white dragon shook his head and walked toward the castle. “I’ll meet you out front.” 
 
    “Oh, please, be careful,” Emma said as Eskandar approached her. “I need both of you to return safely.” 
 
    “We will,” he assured her and put a gentle hand on her arm. 
 
    I felt a little bit like an intruder as they exchanged soft words and a hug before he continued into the castle to meet us downstairs. Nike followed him inside, while my lovers climbed onto my back. I wanted everyone’s help in this fight, and I had a full load of passengers as they all hopped aboard while Ravi hovered just above my snout. 
 
    “We’re ready!” Marina called out as her sisters clambered on behind her and grabbed a spike to hold. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” I growled and offered a wry smile to the king before I flew down to the courtyard where Nike was already pulling himself onto Eskandar’s back. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    “Let’s get this bastard!” Nike called out, and I roared my agreement as we took off into the sky. 
 
    “The Cave of One Thousand Sages is that way,” Alyona shouted and pointed to my right. “You should be able to see the bottom of Bruven’s Peaks from there.” 
 
    I whistled past Eskandar and veered in the direction the princess had indicated with Ravi and the white dragon right behind me. We soared over the Mihireti Mountains toward Olivier’s hideout, and I could hardly contain my excitement. 
 
    My inner dragon was practically screaming for the Sage’s death, and I smiled to myself as I watched him in my mind’s eye. He was every bit of the stereotypical dragon, and I knew he was chomping at the bit for us to roast the leader of the Green Glass Sect. 
 
    As much as I wanted to end Olivier’s reign myself, I couldn’t take that away from Valerra. She’d waited centuries to exact her vengeance on the mage who’d stolen her parents and siblings, not to mention countless other dragons across Inati. He needed to pay for hundreds of sins, and I had every intention of making sure his execution was long enough to account for each of them. 
 
    I let the images of all the death and destruction Olivier had caused flash through my mind, and my rage built up until I could feel the heat of hatred warm my chest. 
 
    “There!” Laika yelled over the wind. 
 
    I shook my head and looked down to see a cave at the base of the mountains with a handful of red-robed men standing on the edge of the entrance with their hands clasped in front of them. Small whirlwinds of magic spun among their feet as they murmured the words of whatever spells they practiced, and they looked up and nodded at us before they returned to their magic. 
 
    Then I looked past the Cave of One Thousand Sages and saw the peaks that disappeared into the clouds. We were close. 
 
    We soared up the slope and through the clouds, and we were immediately pelted with snow. The icy drops showered over us like pea-sized bullets, and I activated my fire magic as I had in the cave. 
 
    The warmth of my power heated my body, and then I pushed it outward. The heat radiated out of me like light from a bulb, and the snow around us started to melt before it even touched us. 
 
    “It’s working!” Nike yelled over the raging wind. “Now, we just have to find the cave!” 
 
    “Higher!” I called out, and Eskandar and Ravi followed me as I flew further from the clouds and closer to the very top of the peak. 
 
    Somehow the air felt clearer up here, as though the miasma couldn’t reach us, and my lungs filled with the cool mountain air. Before I came to Inati, I’d only been this high on an airplane, but it was different here than on Earth. I didn’t feel the pressing danger of flying high, and I could see with a quick status check that no one else in my group had difficulty breathing up here, either. The issues of high altitude must not apply here. 
 
    My fire magic made it easier to see through only rain as we looked down and searched for the cave entrance. We circled the first peak, but we saw only snow and ice on the surface. 
 
    So, we moved onto the second peak, and then I heard Ravi chirp in excitement. 
 
    “Is that it?” she squeaked and pointed with her talon. 
 
    I looked down to see the opening we’d followed Olivier into yesterday, and I grinned as I nodded and zoomed toward it. 
 
    Eskandar and Ravi followed me to the entrance, but I stopped just short and plopped down into the snow. 
 
    “I thought you said the cavern is big enough for dragons?” Eskandar wondered as he landed beside me. 
 
    “It is,” I confirmed, “but the tunnel isn’t, and we need to be careful. Olivier may know we’re coming back.” 
 
    “We don’t want to walk into a trap ourselves,” Alyona agreed. “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “We go in on foot, and be prepared for whatever he throws at us,” I growled as I shifted into my human form.  
 
    I drew the Sword of Hatra from my belt, and my heart raced as I heard the rest of my group draw their weapons as well. 
 
    Then we walked into the belly of the beast. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The enchanted lanterns were dark, so I lit a small fireball in my hand. Naomi followed suit, and we all crept forward by the light of the fires. I couldn’t hear a single noise ahead of us, and I wondered if Olivier had come back from the portal. If he had, he was being quiet. If not, surely Alyona could figure out how to break that barrier spell and get us back on his trail. 
 
    Either way, the bastard was going down today. 
 
    As we neared the end of the tunnel, I heard the snapping crackle of magic, and I held my hand up to stop our movement. 
 
    “A portal,” Alyona whispered, and I nodded my head. 
 
    “He’s back,” I agreed. “And we may have the jump on him, so we need to move fast now.” 
 
    Everyone braced themselves and gripped their respective weapons. Laika held her broadsword, while Ravi conjured a fiery dagger in each hand. Eskandar and Nike each wielded their swords, and Aaliyah and Rebecca brandished their long claws. The dryads held long wooden staves, and though Alyona, Naomi, and Miraya held nothing in their hands, I knew their magic was ready to go to work. 
 
    I led my companions into the cavern with a wild yell and my sword held high, but I skidded to a stop when I realized the cages had been filled again, and the magical electricity that contained the creatures was back in place. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered as I walked past a crate that contained the centaur and used my fireball to illuminate the interior. 
 
    The centaur turned and looked at me with the same glowing green eyes he’d had before I’d put him to sleep yesterday. Then he raised his fist and slammed it against his chest before he pulled the black blade from his back and brandished it in front of him. 
 
    “He’s quite the specimen, isn’t he?” Olivier called out from across the dark cavern. “Centaurs make great warriors for the Green Glass Sect. They’re fierce, you know. Loyal, too.” 
 
    “They’re only loyal because you force them under your geas,” I retorted as my eyes finally landed on the mage cowering in the tunnel to his portal. “Just let them all go. You can face me one-on-one.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” the Sect leader chuckled. “Clever little containment for them, by the way, but you really need to come up with some new tricks.” 
 
    “It worked on the timmsen,” I scoffed. “Besides, we didn’t want to kill them.” 
 
    “Well, they want to kill you,” he hissed before he snapped his fingers. 
 
    The enchanted lanterns along the ceiling flicked on, and the beams of electric magic around the cages snapped and disappeared. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I grumbled. “I must not have healed them.” 
 
    “You merely removed their desire to kill you,” Olivier called out with a laugh. “Don’t worry. I put it back.” 
 
    “What a sick bastard,” Polina huffed. “Now, what do we do?” 
 
    “We have to try to contain them again,” I said as we circled together to face the creatures that started to converge on us. “Or… I have an idea.” 
 
    I opened my mouth and released a wave of healing magic onto the centaur and the creatures next to him. The glittering rainbow power crashed into them like a gust of wind and knocked them backward, and as soon as the magic touched them, they stopped and stood still. The healing power coursed through their bodies, and the radioactive glow dimmed before they passed out. 
 
    “You can heal more than one at a time?” Olivier gasped and kicked the cage nearest to him. 
 
    I continued to blow my healing magic over all the cursed creatures while my companions began to drag their unconscious bodies out of the line of fire. I couldn’t pull out the geas right now, but I could keep them from attacking us and getting hurt or killed. 
 
    Just as I healed the fluffy white cat, a surge of air crashed into my back and sent me tumbling across the cavern. 
 
    “Lord Evan, look out!” Eskandar yelled and pointed behind me. 
 
    I turned to see stones flying across the cavern, and I narrowed my eyes as they began to pile together. First three pairs of legs, then torsos with long stony arms, and finally three heads topped off Olivier’s DIY stone giants. The beasts were even bigger than the stone giants I’d faced with the Blue Tree Guild when I first arrived in Inati, and their heads nearly touched the ceiling. Their battle cries echoed around the cavern as I looked over at Eskandar. 
 
    “We need to shift!” I called out. “Now!” 
 
    He nodded, and we both took our dragon forms in a matter of seconds. Then we flew up to eye level with the stone giants. I recalled my first battle with the stone giants in that cave that seemed like years ago, and I grabbed at the middle giant’s shoulder, plowed my claws into the stones, and ripped backward. 
 
    The stone giant howled in pain as his arm fell from his torso and crashed to the ground in a pile of useless pebbles. 
 
    “Go for the joints!” I yelled to Eskandar. “Tear them apart!” 
 
    Eskandar roared, and the fierce bellow echoed around the cavern as we attacked the stone giants before they could come after us. 
 
    I wrapped my body around my prey and squeezed like a constricting snake as I dug my claws into the crevices between the stones of his neck. As I tightened my grip more and more, I felt the stones crumble beneath my talons before his head popped off and tumbled down his stone body in pieces. 
 
    As I released my grip on the giant, the stones fell apart completely, and his entire form collapsed in a cascade of rocks that shattered on the ground. I hovered for a moment as I glanced over to see Eskandar had followed my lead and began to rip the stone giant’s limbs from its body. 
 
    Then I whirled around to find the third stone giant, but he’d already started his march to advance on my group. He had one foot in the air above Laika and Alyona, who were pinned between a magical cage and the wall, and while I knew I was fast, I wasn’t sure I was fast enough to topple him before he stomped them. 
 
    Then I realized I had something I didn’t have the last time I fought them. 
 
    Stone magic. 
 
    I flew across the cavern with my arms outstretched for the beast and sent him flying across the room. I could feel the power of my magic coursing through my veins, and I knew it was game fucking over for the stone giants. 
 
    I grinned as I stopped mid-air and focused my power on the stone giant. I lifted his huge body into the air and slammed him back first into the ceiling and then back down onto the ground. Rocks and pebbles clattered to the ground under his body as I flung him back and forth, and then I decided to use him to my own advantage. 
 
    I launched the stone giant at Olivier.  
 
    The gigantic creature soared across the room, and the mage dove out of its path just as it crashed against the wall and shattered into a thousand stones. The same sound reverberated across the cavern just as Eskandar ripped the head from his opponent’s body and tossed him aside. 
 
    Before we could celebrate our victory over the stone giants, though, Olivier screamed and threw his hands out in front of him. 
 
    A horde of oversized bugs poured out from his palms and filled the cave in a cluster of wings and stingers. The beasts were the size of eagles, and their stingers were as big as my human arm. They looked like huge hornets with gold-and-green stripes across their thoraxes. 
 
    I swung my tail through the approaching pack and knocked a handful of the flying insects into the cavern wall with a smack. Their flattened bodies skidded down the wall and landed on the stone floor, but I couldn’t be sure they were dead yet. Then I flew through the writhing bodies of the rest of the swarm and landed in front of my group with a thud. 
 
    “They’re everywhere!” Naomi cried out as she conjured a black fiery orb and launched it at the bugs. 
 
    The lizard mage’s fireball connected with two more of the hornets, and their wings caught fire as they screeched, tumbled out of the air, and landed on the ground in front of me. 
 
    “They can’t take fire!” I waved to Ravi. “Use every fire weapon you have!” 
 
    The phoenix nodded and conjured a fire whip in each hand. “I’ll guard them.” 
 
    “We’ll add more fire from up here,” I agreed and flew back up with Eskandar. “Time for roasting!” 
 
    Eskandar grinned and opened his maw without hesitation, and then we flew around the ceiling of the cavern and blew pillars of fire over the green-and-gold hornets. Their screams quickly filled the room as they began to burn and fall to the ground. It looked like a meteor shower as chunks of burning bugs crashed onto the stone floor, and I watched as Aaliyah and Rebecca sprinted around underneath us and plunged their claws into the bugs that had survived the fall. 
 
    I looked over at Olivier to see his lips were already moving with his next spell, and then a familiar green cloud billowed up from the floor in front of him and moved toward Aaliyah and Rebecca. 
 
    The nue clouds were a nexus spell we’d dealt with from the Green Glass Sect already, and the only way we’d stopped it before was with my fire shield and Alyona’s rain spell, but neither of us were close enough to protect the duo. 
 
    “Get back!” I yelled. 
 
    The two warriors looked up as the cloud approached, and I grimaced before I saw a flash of orange shoot across the cavern and slide under the clouds. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    Suddenly, Alyona’s voice reached my ears, and the water of her cleansing rain poured from the ceiling onto the nue clouds. When the green puffs dissolved and faded away, I saw Ravi crouched next to Aaliyah and Rebecca with a fire shield over all three of their heads. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief, but then one of the giant hornets tried to sting me in the back.  
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as I felt the impact, but then I flipped around to see the hornet’s stinger was bent out of shape, and the creature somehow managed to look surprised by my newly impenetrable scales. I had to stifle a laugh before I bellowed a round of flames onto the bug, and its ashes floated to the ground. 
 
    Then something large and hot crashed into my soft underbelly, and I roared with rage as white-hot pain seared across my skin. My automatic healing quickly kicked in, and the pain subsided as I looked down to see Olivier grinning maniacally. He twisted his hands together, and a stark white glowing ball appeared between his palms. 
 
    Before he could throw another whatever that was at me, I dove toward him. If I could see it, I could avoid it.  
 
    Olivier reared back and threw the ball at me, but this time, I saw it coming, so I dodged to my left, but the magical orb immediately changed course. It seemed to home in on me like a missile, and I growled as I veered around to fly higher and take the ball with me. I didn’t want it to hit anyone else by mistake, and if I could let it hit my scales, I’d be fine. 
 
    As soon as I was high enough, I hovered and turned my back to the ball. It slammed into me a moment later, and the heat warmed my scales, but it didn’t burn my skin this time. The force of the blow was enough to send me up to the ceiling, but I put my forelegs against it and used it to launch myself back toward the mage. 
 
    Once I faced him again, I realized he was still smiling. He was up to something, and I’d been distracted by his powerful ball long enough for him to do whatever it was. Then I looked down to see water had started to fill the cavern, and it was rising quickly. 
 
    I raced over to check on my people, but the dryads were already beginning to pull roots from the cavern walls to build a boat. The three sisters weaved the roots together without even speaking, and by the time I hovered over them, they already had almost everyone on board. 
 
    “Evan!” Ravi screeched from above me. 
 
    I whirled around to see a fin cut through the water in a beeline for the boat. I’d seen enough of the Jaws movies to know what that was, and there was no way I was going to let it hit that boat. 
 
    I took a nosedive into the water and slammed my giant body on top of the shark. 
 
    Except it wasn’t a shark. 
 
    The creature I landed on was weirdly slippery, and I had to dig my talons into its side to keep from sliding right over it, but its skin sloughed off under my claws as I slid by. Then the beast slowed its attack on the boat and flipped around in the water to face me. 
 
    Instead of the long snout of a shark, this creature had a circular, open mouth that revealed rows upon rows of teeth sharp enough to tear through normal scales. It had the dorsal fin I’d seen above water, but two long fins also jutted out from its torso, and two more shorter fins protruded out just ahead of its tail. The tail was a whole other weapon, too. It started out thick with the beast’s belly, but it thinned out into a whip that thrashed in the water behind it. 
 
    The creature was gray with a silver underbelly, but even underwater, it reeked of miasma. Its skin looked faded, too, and the piece I’d grabbed had partially detached and now flapped underneath. It was corrupted by the poison of miasma, and its dead eyes peered at me through the water with a blankness that reminded me of someone in a coma. There was no life in his stare, no thoughts, no desires. He was merely a puppet under the control of the miasma. 
 
    I braced myself for the impending attack, but suddenly, it was like the lights went out. 
 
    The water plunged into a darkness so thick that I couldn’t even see my own snout, and before I could move, the beast attacked. I felt the heat of its breath as its tunnel-like mouth encircled my foreleg, and I yanked back just as its teeth began to come down on my scales. If they weren’t impenetrable, the beast’s teeth would have stripped my scales from my skin. 
 
    I felt completely blind, and I couldn’t figure out how the water had become so dark. Usually, my dragon sight was pristine, even in darkness, so what was different this time? 
 
    I lashed out with my claws, but the beast didn’t seem deterred when I tore off another hunk of its slimy skin. It just wrapped its tail around my torso and pulled me further from the rising surface of the water. 
 
    The breathing spell from Pullis was still somewhat intact, thank the gods, since I took in a huge breath of it as I tried to fight for the surface. I didn’t know how long it would last, but for now, I gulped in the water to refuel my lungs as I clawed and tore at the beast’s tail. It finally released me, and I backpedaled in the water to try to plan an attack. 
 
    I still couldn’t see a fucking thing even with my dragon vision, which meant the darkness must have had some magical properties, but the shark-like creature seemed to know exactly where I was, even in the pitch-black of the water. I needed to figure out a way to use my other senses and my magic to take control of this fight. 
 
    Within seconds of my escape, the beast came at me again, but I sensed the movement of the water as it rushed toward me, and this time I had a new plan. 
 
    I opened my maw and released a column of flames, but the creature barrel rolled and skimmed by me. The flames barely lit the water, so I was certain the darkness had a magical cause. The beast lashed me with its tail as it passed, and I growled. It didn’t hurt, but now I was pissed. The stupid thing had to have a weakness somewhere, and I was damn sure going to find it. 
 
    Then a thought struck me. 
 
    Instead of finding its weakness, maybe I just needed to figure out what gave the beast an advantage over me. It wasn’t the water, despite it being a fish of some sort. I could swim and breathe down here just fine, but I couldn’t see, and somehow, this thing could. 
 
    I had to go for its eyes. 
 
    Okay, bitch, come at me again. 
 
    I sent out a wave of my echolocation magic, and I sensed the creature was about ten yards away. Then the water fluctuated with the movement of its fins, and I warmed up my firepower again. 
 
    When he was close enough, I released another plume of fire, but as soon as the fire brightened the water, I kicked forward and shoved my claws into the beast’s eyes. 
 
    The corrupted creature roared with pain and twisted its head back and forth as I dug my talons in deeper and deeper. Then I ripped my claws down its face, and more chunks of its rotting flesh sank in the water. As it thundered and whipped its tail around to try to fight me off, I wrapped my own tail and lower body around its torso before I opened my maw and bellowed more fire onto its head. 
 
    The fire engulfed its decaying body, and I unwrapped myself to continue to blow fire on the beast. In a few seconds, the fire had consumed its flesh, and the creature’s skeleton began to fall apart and drift to the cavern floor. 
 
    Then I knew my kill was complete when words flashed across my vision. 
 
    Predation: Assimilation activated 
 
    Skill: Water cloaking 
 
    Status: Assimilation complete 
 
    Well, that explained why the weird shark thing could see me just fine. And now, I understood why he’d had the upper hand at first. The water cloaking had seemed black as night before, but now it was more like looking at everything through sunglasses. It wasn’t as bright as daylight, but I could clearly see everything around me. 
 
    Now, there was no way Olivier could hide from me. 
 
    I paddled up to the surface and crested the water with a roar, and when I looked around, I could see Ravi holding a fire shield to block Olivier’s attack from reaching the rest of my group as they huddled together on the handmade raft. They probably couldn’t tell what the mage had thrown at them in the dark, but Eskandar was flying overhead and circled the cavern as he searched for the Green Glass Sect leader. 
 
    Then I saw the moment Eskandar spotted the mage on a cliff above the water that now filled half the cavern. 
 
    His scaly face was set in determination, and he began his descent toward Olivier. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I leaped out of the water to intercept the dragon’s blow, and he growled ferociously when we collided in the air. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Eskandar bellowed as he hovered above me. 
 
    My eyes were still adjusting from the creature’s weird water attack, but I could see the fire burning in his eyes. He was filled with hatred for Olivier, and I couldn’t blame him for it, but we had to take the mage alive. 
 
    “Sticking to the plan,” I hissed. “Stay over there by the others.” 
 
    “Is that the great Lord Evan I hear?” Olivier cackled. “I’m surprised you survived a battle with my little fish. He had a lot of potential before he died.” 
 
    “Your little experiments are an abomination!” I snarled as I circled overhead. “Surrender now, and maybe the gods will take pity on you.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” he laughed before he lowered his voice and clasped his hands together. 
 
    “No more!” I thundered as I dove toward the mage and shifted into my smaller human body just in time. 
 
    I tackled Olivier, and we tumbled together into the tunnel behind him. As soon as I got my bearings, I straddled his chest and reached for my sword. He thrashed and tried to turn over, but years of martial arts training kicked in without a second thought. 
 
    As he rolled to my right, I grabbed his right arm and wrenched it toward the ground. Then I reached under his right arm and grabbed the front of his robe as I shoved my other hand under his head and took hold of his collar. Then I dropped my right hand to his leg and yanked his knee up toward my chest. 
 
    By the time I had the submission hold in place, Olivier was already struggling to breathe, and I wrenched my left arm back to tighten the hold around his throat. It wouldn’t kill him, but if he didn’t surrender, he would be out cold in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “I… can’t…” Olivier gasped and pounded his fists on the stone floor. 
 
    “Breathe?” I suggested. “I know, but it won’t kill you. That’s not my job today. Someone else has been waiting a long time to take your life, and I’m not going to get in the way of that. You just get to take a little nap until then.” 
 
    “Won’t… stop… the Breach,” he whispered, and his eyes began to flutter as he fought losing consciousness. “Demons… will come.” 
 
    “Not if we can help it,” I growled and pulled my elbow back just a little more. 
 
    The mage’s body went limp in my arms, and I held the submission hold for a few more seconds to make sure he wasn’t faking it. Then I released him and rose to my feet. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Alyona’s voice pierced the darkness. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I called out. “I just need your fancy magic ropes to come tie him up.” 
 
    “You caught him?” Eskandar asked with a note of surprise as he hovered next to the cliff. “In your human form?” 
 
    “Yep, and he’s asleep for now, but I don’t know how long he’ll be out,” I replied. 
 
    I watched as my party blindly paddled the boat, and I chuckled when I realized I was the only one who could see where I was. I flicked a few flames up toward the enchanted lanterns, and the fires lit the cavern to reveal my location. 
 
    “Oh, that’s much better,” Miraya commented with a grin. “How could you even see Olivier? It was dark as night in here.” 
 
    “Dragon vision,” I answered with a smile. “Trust me, the water was much worse.” 
 
    I noticed the boat had a few more passengers than I’d expected, and I realized they’d rescued the mage’s captive creatures from the flood he’d created. Miraya and I would be able to heal them of the geas, and a warm relief spread through my body. There was a little less damage that Olivier would leave behind, thanks to Nike and my lovers. 
 
     Eskandar transformed into his human form mid-air and landed slightly more gracefully on the cliff. “He doesn’t look petrified.” 
 
    “He isn’t,” I chuckled. “He’s unconscious.” 
 
    “What spell did you use?” the white dragon pressed. “We need to know how much time we have.” 
 
    “I didn’t use a spell, which is why I said I don’t know how much time we have,” I scoffed. “Alyona, let’s go ahead and tie him up until we know how we’re going to get him back to the palace.” 
 
    “Of course.” The princess nodded her agreement and stepped onto the cliff with her eyes on the mage. 
 
    Naomi and Miraya walked up behind her while Nike and the dryads pulled the raft onto the stone with a few grunts as Rebecca, Ravi, and Aaliyah held onto the sleeping creatures. 
 
    Then Naomi and Miraya joined hands with Alyona as she cast her binding spell. The magical rope flew out of her chest more intensely than usual, and it wrapped around Olivier from his toes to his neck and lifted him into the air. 
 
    “I don’t want him to be able to speak, either,” I murmured. “He knows too many spells to risk it. Will my webs work for that?” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” Naomi replied with a mischievous grin and pointed a clawed finger at the mage. “Dempenu.” 
 
    Suddenly, the skin around Olivier’s mouth looked like melted wax as it liquefied for a moment before it began to harden into one solid piece. She’d essentially welded his mouth closed, and now there was no way the Green Glass Sect leader could cast any more spells. 
 
    “Badass.” I grinned at the lizard mage and looked at Miraya. “Are you ready for some healing?” 
 
    “Most definitely,” the sword spirit agreed with a smile. 
 
    She erupted in a brilliant flash of light, and once I sensed her presence in my spiritual sea, I drew the Sword of Healing from my belt and walked over to the beached boat. 
 
    “Here we go,” I muttered as I pressed the blade to the centaur, who laid on top of the others. 
 
    I felt the sword’s magic reach into the centaur and search for the geas, but it wasn’t locked in like the white dragon’s had been. The curse seemed to almost float around freely in his soul. It was weird, but the lack of connection made it a breeze to remove the geas. 
 
    As soon as it was gone, the centaur opened his eyes and looked around in utter bewilderment. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked as he rubbed his head and rose to his feet. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “I healed you of a geas,” I explained in a careful tone. “This mage cast a curse on you, and I removed it. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better now, I suppose,” the centaur mumbled and stretched his legs. “How long was I under the curse?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “We found you like this yesterday.” 
 
    “I need to return home,” he determined and looked around. “How do I get there? Where are we?” 
 
    “We’re on one of Bruven’s Peaks,” Alyona chimed in. “We--” 
 
    “We aren’t allowed to be here!” the centaur gasped, and his expression shifted from concerned to frantic. “We must leave now!” 
 
    “Hey, chill out,” I interjected and stepped between the centaur and Alyona. “It’s okay. Where is home? Lumin?” 
 
    “Lumin,” he scoffed and rolled his eyes. “No, I am from Xarbor.” 
 
    “In Freonia?” Eskandar asked with wide eyes. “You are far from home, my friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, no thanks to you,” the centaur huffed. “You’re the one who brought me here.” 
 
    “I am?” the white dragon gasped before he furrowed his brow and crossed his arms over his chest. “I was under a geas as well. I cannot be held accountable. The king decreed it.” 
 
    “Your king, maybe,” the centaur retorted and matched Eskandar’s posture. “My queen has not yet spoken on this matter, as I have been missing for who knows how long.” 
 
    “You are in my king’s country, in case you have forgotten, young centaur,” Eskandar sneered. “What he says--" 
 
    “Listen, can we all just put our royal dicks back in our pants and get a few things straight?” I interjected with an eye roll. “Number one, both of you were under a curse that takes away your free will. Two, the person who did that and is responsible for whatever happened because of it is now tied up with some magical hocus pocus shit my wife put on him, so he’s not going anywhere. Three, neither of you would be here and fixed if it wasn’t for us, so let’s just focus on getting everyone out of here, so we can go take care of our own shit.” 
 
    I could have sworn I heard crickets as both of the men stared at me in complete shock before Aaliyah cleared her throat and looked toward the rest of our group.  
 
    “So, uh, about getting this lovely centaur gentleman home?” the lioness said. 
 
    “A portal?” Polina suggested. 
 
    “Indeed,” Alyona agreed and nodded her head. “I’ll make one right now.” 
 
    The centaur watched her carefully as she pulled a coin from her robe and held it out while she murmured the spell. 
 
    The lightning crackled in a circle as the portal opened in the tunnel, and I could see a white, sandy beach with dozens of other centaurs lined up at the water’s edge. They turned to see what the commotion was as the newly rescued centaur walked through the portal and joined them. 
 
    “I have returned!” he announced with his arms spread wide. 
 
    The centaurs erupted into cheers and clapping just before the portal closed, and we were left in the tunnel once again. 
 
    “Well, he was pleasant,” Marina giggled. 
 
    “Very,” I muttered. “Let’s finish healing these creatures. They probably all want to return home.” 
 
    “What about the, uh, what did you call that fuzzy thing?” Nike asked with a grimace as he touched the scratches on his face. 
 
    “The cat,” I filled in as I sent out a wave of healing magic to the noble. “Yeah, I don’t know about that one. If they don’t exist in Rahma, where should we put it?” 
 
    “Let’s take it back to my father and find out,” Alyona suggested. “The rest can be set free. Without the geas, they are of no harm to us.” 
 
    “Well, they can’t exactly walk out of here right now,” Ravi pointed out as she gestured to the water that still filled most of the cavern. “How do we clear that out?” 
 
    “Oooh, we can handle that,” Trina declared. 
 
    She and her two sisters walked to the edge of the cliff and knelt down by the water. Then they hummed and whispered for a few seconds before the water began to slowly recede from the cliff’s edge. The water whirled out the main tunnel toward the snow, and the sound of its exit reminded me of draining a bathtub. 
 
    As the dryads emptied the water, Miraya and I began to heal the rest of the creatures. One by one, we pulled the curse from each of the beasts, and Ravi used her phoenix form to carry them down to the tunnel for their escape. Each time we reached for the geas, we found it was just as easy as the centaur’s, and I wracked my brain for why it didn’t have a grip on its victims like it had before. 
 
    Your healing magic, Miraya mused. 
 
    Is that why the geas isn’t anchored into them like it was with Eskandar? I wondered. 
 
    That’s the only difference I can think of, the spirit replied. You tried to heal them of the curse, which only loosened its hold and put them to sleep because a curse cannot simply be healed. It must be removed. 
 
    Well, that would explain it. 
 
    So, when Olivier found the geas was still in his creatures but no longer active, he must have just reactivated it. Now, I had a safe defense for anything else I faced that was under the influence of a geas. 
 
    Finally, only the cat remained asleep on the raft, and the dryads looked at it with great interest. 
 
    “So, what does it do?” Trina asked as she poked at its fuzzy paws. 
 
    “Lays around, eats, shits, plans its world domination,” I replied with a shrug. “I was never a cat person on Earth, but they have carefree attitudes that make for funny videos.” 
 
    “Well, obviously, you were a human there.” Polina smirked. 
 
    “No, I mean, uh, there were basically two preferences for people,” I explained. “Either you preferred cats, which made you a cat person, or you preferred dogs, which made you a dog person.” 
 
    “What are dogs?” Nike asked. 
 
    “Way better than cats,” I chuckled. “Let’s wait until we show it to the king before we wake it up. They’re feisty, as Lord Nikolaus has already discovered.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he muttered and rubbed his freshly healed face. “I guess I’d be a dog person.” 
 
    “You totally would,” I agreed with a laugh. “Let’s figure out what to do with Olivier, so we can get out of here.” 
 
    “You don’t want to keep him in the binding spell?” Alyona raised a doubtful eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh, I definitely want him in that,” I replied. “I just think we need to have a few layers of defense. Maybe one of those cages from the cavern.” 
 
    “If his magic activates them, he could easily deactivate it,” Naomi pointed out and rubbed her chin. “We could do a smaller version of the trap box we’ve been using.” 
 
    “Can you put a handle on top?” I wondered. 
 
    “What in the world for?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “I want to carry him to King Rodion myself,” I answered and clenched my jaw. “And then I’ll carry him to Valerra.” 
 
    “Then our box will have a handle,” my wife agreed with a knowing smile. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    Alyona reached into her spatial storage and pulled out a sheet of parchment and a quill. Then she and Naomi got to work. 
 
    Within a few minutes, another one of the thick metal boxes sat on the cliff with us, and the handle on top was just big enough for a dragon’s claws to grip as he flew back to present the traitor like a cat with a dead mouse.  
 
    I circled the box with a grin on my face before I nodded to the magical women. 
 
    “Very nice,” I commented as I pulled the door open. “Let’s toss him in.” 
 
    Tossing the Green Glass Sect leader wasn’t exactly how it went since the binding spell caused him to hover, but shoving him into the box felt pretty satisfying anyway. I slammed the door shut behind him, and I sensed the surge of Alyona’s magic seal it closed. 
 
    “Let’s go see the king,” Eskandar grunted as he eyed the box warily. 
 
    I dipped my head and strolled to the edge of the cliff. Then I jumped off the edge and shifted into my dragon form before I looped back around the cavern and flew next to the cliff so my women could climb on. Ravi floated above me while we waited for Eskandar and Nike to load up, and then I flew over Olivier’s cage and gripped it with my claws. 
 
    Eskandar and Ravi followed me across the cavern, out the tunnel, and into the snowy sky. The sun was out, but the snow fell too hard to tell what time of day it was. I plunged on with my fire power warming the sky around us until we could descend past the clouds and into the free air above the Mihireti Mountains. It was late afternoon, and pink and orange splashed across the blue sky as we soared closer to the White Jade Temple. 
 
    We’d finally done it. 
 
    The necromancer, the dragon killer, the leader of the Green Glass Sect was finally in my grasp. Literally. We were one step closer to saving Rahma and the rest of Inati from the Breach and its followers. All we had to do now was close that wretched hole and seal the demons inside the underworld forever. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief when the white towers of the palace appeared in front of us, and I swooped down toward the balcony. 
 
    King Rodion sat in his chair, but his eyes widened as we approached the stone terrace, and I set the box down in front of him. I gave my lovers time to jump down next to it before I shifted into my human form and stood with them. Within seconds, Eskandar, Nike, and Ravi joined us, and we all waited for the king to speak. 
 
    It felt like an hour had passed before he finally stood up and walked over to me. 
 
    “Is this… who I think it is?” the king nearly whispered. 
 
    As if on cue, Olivier began to flop around inside the box. His voice was muffled, thanks to Naomi’s spell, and it sounded more like he was humming as he kicked and thrashed against the bindings. 
 
    “Your Majesty, this is Olivier, the one who calls himself the Sage,” I announced with a flourishing bow. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Emma’s voice echoed across the balcony as she exited the king’s chambers and gave a low whistle. “You actually caught that bastard.” 
 
    “I said I would,” I replied with a proud jut of my chin. “Did you doubt me, Auntie?” 
 
    “No!” she exclaimed and rushed over to grip my hands. “I just can’t believe my little nephew is a damn dragon hero lord guy.” 
 
    “You better believe it,” I chuckled and squeezed her hands before I turned back to the king. “Once we seal the Breach, I need to deliver Olivier to Valerra. After that, we can work on some ideas to heal our great country.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Rodion agreed with a warm smile that seemed to have been lost over the years until now. 
 
    It was like the king could finally see the rainbow after the storm, and I had hand delivered the fucking rainbow. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Alyona urged me and tugged my hand. “I want to be done with this stupid Breach.” 
 
    “Yeah, where should we go?” I wondered. 
 
    “There’s a lookout on that mountain.” The princess pointed out over the balcony and to the right of the Breach. “We can drop the ingredients in from there without getting too close.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed and strode over to the railing. 
 
    Then I jumped and transformed into my dragon body before I flew back up to carry the princess. She gripped the spike on my back, and we waved and smiled at all the shouts of good luck before we headed for the lookout. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    The end was near. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Alyona and I landed on a plateau with a cliff that overlooked what should have been a beautiful valley. Instead, it was a jagged tear in our reality that opened to the underworld. I stared down into the abyss with a burning desire to slaughter each and every one of the demons below us, but I would have to settle for sealing them off from our world permanently. 
 
    The princess reached into her spatial storage for the spell book and then began to pull out a variety of objects. She grouped piles of animal bones, herbs, and flowers before she grabbed a large pot and started to mix things together. Within seconds, the pungent smell of her potion reached my nostrils, and my eyes watered at the stench. It was nothing compared to the miasma, but it didn’t smell like a new potpourri, either.  
 
    My wife then carried the pot to the edge of the cliff and set it down before she looked at me with concern. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” my wife asked with an air of caution. 
 
    “I must be,” I exhaled and walked over to join her. “What’s first?” 
 
    “I’ve mixed the ingredients the book called for,” she answered as she traced her finger along the page of the old spell book. “The only thing we’re missing is your blood. I have to cut you, and your blood must stay on the blade.” 
 
    “That’s oddly specific,” I mused with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “I know, but none of the potion can go into the Breach until your supreme blood activates it,” Alyona explained. “I’ll cut your hand, you bleed onto the knife, then I mix it all together and pour it in while we say the incantation.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded my understanding and held my palm out to her.  
 
    She slipped a dagger out from the inside of her robe and held it delicately in one hand as she grabbed my hand with the other. Then she slowly dragged the blade across my skin and held the blade at an angle to catch the thin trickle of blood from my palm before my automatic healing kicked in.  
 
    Next, Alyona held the knife over the pot of ingredients and dipped the blade into the flowers and bones. She stirred the concoction until it began to bubble, and a thick red smoke spiraled into the air. It smelled much better with my blood mixed in, and the aroma wafted into my nose as the princess prepared to tip the potion into the Breach. 
 
    “Now, repeat after me,” she instructed me. “Fire inside a demon’s soul, burn and flicker as candles glow. Winds from our fathers’ and mothers’ lands, rush the fire that burns below. Restore the world to only our own, nevermore for seeds of evil to sow.” 
 
    I echoed each line of the princess’ incantation as she poured the smoky red liquid into the Breach, and I felt every drop enter the doorway to the demons’ realm. My wife’s power seemed to flow into mine like two rivers meeting at the ocean, and we poured our energy into the Breach. I closed my eyes to focus on pushing our power out until the ground began to shake underneath our feet. Then I grabbed Alyona’s waist as she teetered near the edge of the cliff and continued to empty the potion into the Breach below us.  
 
    The miasma that leaked out of the Breach slowly faded from black to the red of my blood potion, and a smile creeped up Alyona’s face as she sat back and watched the Breach shrink. 
 
    But before we could celebrate, a wild roar erupted from the valley below us, and the red smoke was pushed out into the air and disappeared on the wind.  
 
    I shall not be overcome. 
 
    A pair of bright-orange eyes burned through the darkness in my mind as though a being stood before me. I couldn’t see the details of its body, but I could feel an immense presence, and a chill ran down my spine. Then the presence and the eyes disappeared as quickly as they had come, but the words remained. 
 
    I shall not be overcome. 
 
    The voice seemed to echo over and over, but I couldn’t tell if it was out loud or inside my head, so I looked over at Alyona, who bit her nails as the potion faded into the deep violet surface of the Breach and dissipated. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I asked. “That voice?” 
 
    “It didn’t work,” she whispered in a strangled voice, but then she seemed to register my words, and she turned to me with a frown. “Wait, what voice?” 
 
    “I don’t know where it came from,” I answered. “It said ‘I shall not be overcome.’ And there was this figure, but I couldn’t see anything except some orange eyes. Do you know what it means?” 
 
    “It means something in the Breach made sure the seal didn’t work,” Alyona moaned and covered her face with her hands. “I’ve failed Rahma, my father, our people!” 
 
    “You haven’t failed,” I soothed her and wrapped my arms around her slender body. “We won’t give up on this. We’ll find a way.” 
 
    “This was it!” she sobbed. “This was the spell that should have worked! You have access to all my power. What could exist in the underworld that is more powerful than the two of us together?” 
 
    My wife dug her face into my chest as she cried, and I hoped that was a rhetorical question because I had no fucking idea. All I knew was I’d have to become even stronger. Being the supreme magical being of Inati apparently wasn’t enough for whatever lied in wait beneath the surface of the Breach. 
 
    I let the princess wallow for a few minutes, and then I lifted her chin to face me. “Listen, you are the most amazing priestess I know.” 
 
    “I’m the only priestess you know,” she sniffled, but a wry smile lifted up the corners of her lips. 
 
    “See, no one else even bothered to introduce themselves after I met you,” I joked. “You have solved every single problem you’ve come across, and I have no doubt you’ll figure this out, too. And you won’t be doing it alone. This isn’t the cold, creepy Cave of One Thousand Sages anymore. You have me, your father, and our whole family who can work together.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” Alyona murmured and wiped a tear from her cheek.  
 
    “I know it is,” I insisted. “And now, we’re going to buck up and head back to the palace. We won’t find any answers out here, so we’ll keep searching until we figure it out. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed with a sigh before she patted her face and took a deep breath. “Let’s go tell my father what’s happened.” 
 
    I took my dragon form, and Alyona climbed onto my back. I could feel her slow her breathing as we flew back to the castle, and by the time we landed on the balcony, the princess had regained her composure and held her head high. I dropped her off at the railing and shifted again to join her on the terrace. Then I stepped up next to her and took her hand, and we approached the king. 
 
    His Eminence stared at us with hope, but his face fell as he realized we weren’t looking very celebratory. 
 
    “It failed?” he asked with a note of despair in his voice. 
 
    Castor stood next to the king’s chair and patted his hand comfortingly. 
 
    “The spell was starting to work,” I answered as Alyona shuddered through another deep breath. “Then something inside the Breach said it wouldn’t be overcome, and suddenly, the spell stopped working.” 
 
    “What won’t be overcome?” Rodion demanded as he started to rise from his chair but then sat back with a cough. “What could have stopped you?” 
 
    “That’s what we need to figure out, Your Majesty.” I dipped my head and turned to face the rest of our group, and their expressions were mixtures of sadness and confusion. “I know this didn’t go as we’d planned, but we got a win today. I don’t want anyone to forget that.” 
 
    We all glanced over at Olivier’s cage, and I swore for a moment I could hear the sound of a muffled laugh, as though he was amused behind his magical duct tape. I wondered if he knew who had spoken to me at the Breach, but as he continued to cackle all I wanted was to rip his throat out and see who was left laughing. I checked myself, though, and took a deep breath as I waited for the king’s response. 
 
    Before he could speak, though, a handful of servants rushed onto the balcony with smiles and hushed laughter. 
 
    “Your Majesty, Your Highness, and Your Lordship,” one of the men announced with a grand bow. “We are honored to invite--” 
 
    “Come now, can’t you see the Breach is still open!” Castor hissed and started to shoo the staff away. 
 
    “Wait just a minute,” I interjected as their faces turned beet red. “Please, finish your announcement.” 
 
    “We have prepared a feast in celebration,” the man continued in a voice just above a whisper. “B-But you don’t have to come. We understand.” 
 
    “No, I think we should go.” I turned to Alyona and cupped her face in my hands. “We’re finally married, we finished the Redimi Vincio ceremony, and we captured Olivier. We have plenty of things we should be celebrating, even if one problem hasn’t been solved yet.” 
 
    “Lord Evan is right,” Eskandar agreed, and we all looked to him in surprise. “I’ve fought thousands of battles in my lifetime, but none have ever succeeded quite like the ones in which the soldiers felt hope and joy. We must not give in to the despair of a single failed attempt.” 
 
    “Well, I’m always up for a good meal.” Aaliyah grinned and flicked her golden tail. 
 
    “Castor, get some men up here to guard this cell,” I ordered. “Then, we eat.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the advisor agreed with a bow before he scurried inside.  
 
    We deserved to celebrate our wins, even if we didn’t have the one we wanted more than anything. Then, tomorrow, I’d present our prize to my dragon mate, and Olivier would finally be served his long-deserved fate.  
 
    We all agreed to the celebration dinner, and it was so worth it. 
 
    Pork, chicken, steak, rabbit, duck, and a few meats I didn’t even know were roasted to tender perfection and doused in a warm, savory gravy that left my taste buds tingling. A variety of fruits and vegetables had been skewered and grilled, too, and I finished off at least half a dozen of the sweet and salty sticks before I leaned back in my chair to relax for a moment.  
 
    “Forgive me, my lord, but I am quite curious about something,” Eskandar said as we both set down our utensils. 
 
    “What’s up?” I wondered. 
 
    “Your father, is he of this world?” the white dragon asked and met my gaze. 
 
    “I, uh, I have no idea.” I frowned. “I never knew him, but I assumed he was from my former realm on Earth.” 
 
    “Why did you assume that?” he pressed. 
 
    “Well, because I was born there, and I was transported here,” I chuckled. “I had no idea this place even existed before a year ago.” 
 
    “But you are a dragon,” he argued. “Two mortals cannot bear a dragon.” 
 
    “What?” My heart pounded inside my chest as I tried to make sense of what he was saying. “You mean, one of my parents had to be a dragon for me to be one?” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “Magic may not have existed in your old realm, but if your father was a realm traveler, perhaps he was a dragon in his realm before he traveled to yours.” 
 
    “So, there’s no way he was from Earth?” I was stunned at the revelation.  
 
    “It seems highly unlikely, my lord,” Eskandar answered and glanced over at Emma. “Activating history maven abilities is one thing, but you cannot simply appear in another realm as a dragon. Our kind is inherently powerful, a magic that cannot be contained.” 
 
    I thought back to all the times Emma insisted I had a connection to her antiques and historical objects, even up to the day I’d been sent here and heard a voice calling out for help. Something had always been different about me, but I didn’t feel the same kind of power I’d felt once I arrived here. I couldn’t argue with the white dragon, but I definitely needed to look into my species. Perhaps something in Alyona’s bestiary would help me figure it out… 
 
    “Oh! My lord, we almost forgot something,” Polina called out from across the table and interrupted my thoughts.  
 
    “What’s that?” I asked as I turned to the dryads. 
 
    “The, uh, cat,” she replied and held up the still dozing creature. 
 
    “What is it?” Rodion asked as he narrowed his eyes on the beast. 
 
    “A pet, I guess,” I filled in. “They’re prevalent on Earth, but I suppose they don’t exist here until Olivier brought one. What should we do with it?” 
 
    “Well, wake it up,” the king answered as though I’d just asked the most ridiculous question he’d ever heard. 
 
    “Ah, I must caution you, Your Majesty,” Nike chimed in. “The cat does have rather dangerous claws.” 
 
    “Look at it, Lord Nikolaus,” Rodion insisted. “It’s harmless without the geas. Wake it up.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” I agreed and took Miraya’s hand. “Can we heal it like this?” 
 
    “It’s been much easier since you healed them,” she murmured. “I believe we can.” 
 
    The spirit and I walked over to Polina and laid our hands on the furry creature. Within seconds, the geas was gone, and the cat opened its bright-blue eyes and mewled. 
 
    “Oh!” Rodion gasped and hurried over to pick it up from Polina’s arms. “It is a magnificent animal!” 
 
    “It is?” Trina raised a doubtful green eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” the king confirmed as he cuddled the purring cat to his chest. “And I shall keep it here at the castle.” 
 
    “So, I guess that makes him a cat person?” Rebecca quipped, and the rest of us burst into laughter as the servants cleared away our dinner plates to make room for the next round of food. 
 
    Villagers from all over the mountains had brought their homemade desserts as wedding gifts, and they were spread over the table like a sugary smorgasbord of deliciousness. I was so full after the meal, but I couldn’t resist trying several different things. 
 
    A creamy, white pudding flowed out of a fluffy chocolate cake as I took a bite, and I looked over to see Laika covering a smile as the pudding dribbled down my chin. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a chocolatey grin. 
 
    “I was just reminded of a few other liquids on your chin, my lord,” the wolf nearly whispered, and her bushy gray tail flicked behind her as her eyes darkened with desire. 
 
    My cock almost hit the bottom of the table as it rose to attention with the warrior’s hint. 
 
    “This cake is good, but I think that juice is even sweeter.” I licked the pudding from my finger without missing a beat. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to compare them again,” Alyona whispered into my ear. 
 
    A chill whispered down my spine and left bumps on my skin as I turned to see my wife had laid down her fork and stared at me with a different kind of hunger.  
 
    “Will this be a private tasting?” Miraya asked as she leaned past Laika to meet my gaze. 
 
    My eyes dropped to her hard nipples pressed against the thin fabric of her white robes, and my hard cock throbbed with desire. 
 
    “Nope, but it’s about to start,” I growled as I pushed my chair away from the table.  
 
    “See you in the morning!” Marina giggled and waved. 
 
    I gave a half-hearted wave to the room as I led the three women out of the dining hall and up the first flight of stairs. By the time we made it to the door that led to the second stairway, I could smell their desire, and my mouth watered as I pulled the door shut behind us.  
 
    Miraya’s transparent robe revealed her round ass only a few inches away from my face, and I couldn’t hold back any longer, so I grabbed the back of her robe and pulled the spirit back toward me. 
 
    “Oh!” she giggled as I caught her in my arms and planted my lips on hers.  
 
    “Impatient, are we?” Laika asked as she dragged a seductive tongue across her own plump lips and began to unbuckle her belt.  
 
    “Dragons don’t have much patience to start with,” I growled as I reached down and untied Miraya’s belt. “I’m all out.” 
 
    Laika and Alyona giggled and pulled Miraya’s robe down her shoulders. The thin fabric fell to the stone steps, and the spirit’s naked body stood in front of me in all her glory.  
 
    I dropped to my knees on the stair just below her and dragged my tongue up her inner thigh.  
 
    “Ohhhh,” she gasped and reached for the handrails on either side of the stairs. 
 
    As I prepared to start on Miraya’s juicy lips, I watched as Alyona and Laika snaked their hands around her torso and began to roll her nipples between their fingers. Miraya’s eyes nearly rolled back into her head as she gripped the rails and let the other two women’s hands travel across her bare chest.  
 
    I leaned forward, shoved my tongue into the folds of her wet pussy, and felt her legs tighten as I began to pleasure her. I flicked my tongue up and down, side to side, in and out. Then I suckled on Miraya’s throbbing clit, while Laika and Alyona shimmied down to take each of her tits into their mouths.  
 
    As they pleasured the spirit’s top half, I took care of the bottom, but I couldn’t leave my other lovers out of the fun. So, I reached out and untied Alyona’s robes to let them fall to the floor, and I tugged on Laika’s tight leather pants until the wolf’s olive skin was revealed. All three of my lovers were finally naked, and my cock throbbed as I continued to lick and suck on Miraya’s sweet flower. 
 
    Then the spirit’s breathing became even faster and harder, and I knew she was getting close, so I reached up and slid two fingers inside her tight tunnel before her thighs began to quiver next to my face. 
 
    “Oh, yes, my lord!” Miraya moaned as her canal squeezed around my fingers before her wave crashed over my hand and onto my tongue.  
 
    The spirit’s sweet nectar poured over me while she shivered from head to toe, and Laika and Alyona suckled on her trembling breasts.  
 
    I turned to the wolf-warrior without missing a beat and grabbed her hips. The thatch of gray hair at the apex of her thighs already glistened with her desire, and I delved into her plump folds with my tongue. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” she cried out as my movement propelled her against the white jade wall. “Lord Evan!” 
 
    “You wanted juices dripping down my chin, right?” I pulled my head back to look up at her with teasing eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Laika growled and pulled my head back against her pussy. 
 
    My soft laughter vibrated against her clit, and she moaned and threw her head back as I flicked and sucked her swollen lips. I felt Alyona and Miraya move around next to me, and I glanced over to see the two had their hands and lips all over each other. My cock pressed against my trousers as I tongue-fucked Laika and watched two more of my lovers play with each other. 
 
    I had to mark them as my own. 
 
    I plunged my tongue in and out of Laika’s soaking wet pussy as she gripped the handrail until her knuckles turned white. Then her whole body tightened, and a rush of her warm liquid poured onto my tongue while she howled with pleasure. 
 
    “Lord Evaaaaan!” she cried out and gripped my hair with her clawed fingers. 
 
    I gently sucked her clit as waves of her orgasm wracked her body, and then she fell against the wall with a sigh. 
 
    “I want your seed, my love,” Alyona whispered in a husky voice as she grabbed my trousers and yanked them to the floor. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I grunted and turned to see the princess rubbing her swollen, wet lips and staring at me. “I can definitely give it to you.” 
 
    Alyona stepped forward and lifted my shirt over my head before she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer. Then I grabbed her hips and lifted her up to wrap her legs around my waist. She slid her warm pussy around my cock like a glove, and a chill tickled down my spine as I felt every ridge and valley of her slick tunnel. 
 
    I rolled my hips back and forth to plunge deeper inside the princess, and she moaned and pressed her lips to mine as I thrust in and out of her.  
 
    “Ohhh, gods!” she shrieked and pulled our bodies flush against each other. 
 
    Her pert nipples pressed against my chest, and I whirled to push her up against the wall and to fuck her even harder. I could practically feel her womb begging for my seed, but I wanted to make her cum first. Then I would empty my load inside her. 
 
    “Mmmm, fuck,” I growled as I gripped her ass and pulled her harder. 
 
    Miraya and Laika appeared on either side of us, and the wolf Demi-Human ran her tongue along Alyona’s throat and sucked her earlobe while Miraya lightly dragged her fingers up the princess’ arm before I leaned back and gave her access to Alyona’s swollen tits. They played with my wife’s quivering body, and her breathing came in short gasps. 
 
    “Yesssss!” Alyona screamed. 
 
    Then her pussy walls tightened around my cock, and her tunnel flooded with her hot liquid. I pumped in and out of her as her body shook with the force of her climax, and she eventually relaxed against the wall with a gasp for air. 
 
    “I’m not quite done with you yet,” I chuckled in a soft voice before I plunged my erection as deep into her swollen tunnel as it would go. 
 
    It was like electricity zoomed through my spine down to my toes as my seed surged into her waiting womb. I was pretty sure I poured a gallon of my hot load inside the princess, and she shrieked with another orgasm as I quivered and vibrated with my own.  
 
    When I was finally done, Laika dragged a clawed finger down my back and pressed her lips to my ear. 
 
    “Did you save some for me?” she whispered. 
 
    “Always,” I shot back with a laugh. 
 
    Then I scooped up all three women and powered my way upstairs to our bed. 
 
    A few hours later, the trio was asleep with my dragon seed dripping out from their swollen pussies, and I drifted off with the contented feeling of having conquered my women and marked them as my own. Our bonds were stronger than ever, and I was ready to finish what we’d started. 
 
    When the first rays of morning creeped through the curtains, I awoke feeling refreshed. I stretched and groaned before I rolled out of the bed and planted my feet on the floor.  
 
    “Lord Evan?” Laika murmured as she turned to see me stand and walk over to the armoire. “Is it time to get up?” 
 
    “Yeah, we need to go finish this business with Olivier,” I replied before I did a double-take. “Where’s Alyona?” 
 
    The princess wasn’t in the bed with the other two, but I hadn’t heard her get up yet.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” the wolf replied and shook her head. “Let’s go find out.” 
 
    She shook Miraya awake, and the three of us found clothes in the expansive armoire and got dressed. We walked down the first flight of stairs, and Miraya giggled when we passed the pile of clothes strewn about the stairwell. 
 
    “I couldn’t wait anymore,” I said with a devilish grin. 
 
    “That was fine by me,” the spirit replied and laughed again. 
 
    We walked into the hallway, but there was still no sign of the princess. I’d started to get a little concerned when I heard Rodion’s voice boom through the castle from downstairs. 
 
    “Ah, I think I may know where she is,” I murmured.  
 
    I led the two down into the dining hall, where Nike, Eskandar, Emma, and the rest of my lovers were seated at the food-filled table with Rodion. He held up one of the coins we’d found in Pullis, but it looked different somehow. 
 
    “Can I see it?” Alyona asked and reached for the coin before she noticed us walking in. “Oh, Lord Evan! You must come see!” 
 
    I strode across the room and grabbed a roll from the table before I sat next to the princess and got a better look at the coin. It seemed a little more solid than the ones we’d found before, as though it were made of a different metal, but the biggest difference was the design. 
 
    Rather than the leaf of the Green Glass Sect, the surface now featured a dragon with spikes along its spine and a burst of flames from its open mouth. The detail was exquisite, down to individual scales along its body.  
 
    “I thought I’d make it a little more personal,” Rodion chuckled as Alyona held the coin up for everyone to see. 
 
    “That looks awesome!” I exclaimed. “Much better than the leaf.” 
 
    “I agree,” he replied with a smile. “Now that I know how to make them, I made several for you, just in case.”  
 
    “Did you make some for yourself?” I asked and looked at him with curiosity. “You could help conserve some of your power while you hold up your seal. I’m not sure what else we can try yet, but maybe that will keep from wearing you out.” 
 
    “Ahhh,” the king sighed as he sat back in his chair. “You make a good point, Lord Evan. I will make a few more for myself. Double my power with half my energy expended. That should suffice until we find a new solution.” 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Polina asked before she tossed a cube of yellow fruit into her mouth. 
 
    “Yeah, we have Olivier, but we don’t have the Breach sealed yet,” Ravi murmured. “How do we fix this?” 
 
    “First things first, we deliver Olivier to Valerra,” I decided. “She deserves her vengeance, and I’m not going to take it from her. We should portal straight there. The sooner we get rid of the leader of the Green Glass Sect, the sooner they’re dismantled. Then we can figure out the next step.” 
 
    “When do you want to leave, husband?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “As soon as everyone is done eating,” I answered with a shrug. “Hell, maybe my parents have some ideas on another spell we can use to seal the Breach.” 
 
    “Or about what stopped it from working,” Nike pointed out. “They have many years of experience fighting the miasma.” 
 
    “Are you going to stay here and continue to guard the temple?” I asked Eskandar. 
 
    The white dragon looked up from a whispered conversation with Emma and grinned. “Of course, my lord. I have a duty to protect.” 
 
    “Okay, then you stay here,” I directed him. “We’ll only be gone for a little while, but I want to keep the castle safe.” 
 
    Eskandar nodded before he dropped his head to continue to whisper with Emma. I thought about using my dragon hearing to tune in, but I didn’t want to butt in on my aunt’s conversation. She deserved privacy, even though I was curious as hell about what they were discussing. 
 
    The rest of us rose from the table as Alyona held one of the coins and slipped a few more into her robe pocket. Then we walked out into the entryway and up the stairs to the king’s chambers. I led them out onto the balcony where Olivier’s prison awaited our return, and Lex nodded as we walked over to the metal box.  
 
    I eyed it for a moment and glanced over at Alyona. “How big can you make the portal?”  
 
    “With the coin, I can make it big enough for your dragon form,” she replied with a knowing smile, and she murmured the spell that opened a portal to Hatra.  
 
    As soon as the huge sparking frame appeared, I could see into our home city, and a wave of relief washed over me. I’d had some weird feeling something was wrong, but everything looked perfectly normal.  
 
    I walked over to the edge of the balcony and jumped from the edge to shift into my dragon form mid-air. Then I looped around and scooped up the cage with my talons before I flew through the portal into Hatra. 
 
    Nike, Emma, and my lovers stepped through behind me, and we were immediately greeted by a rush of citizens. 
 
    “Lord Evan has returned!” 
 
    “They’re back!” 
 
    “Is the Breach closed?” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Nike calmed the crowd. “Lord Evan will address everyone at a more convenient time. Please give us room.” 
 
    I soared overhead as I tried to avoid knocking anyone out with the giant cage before I flew over in front of the Lunar Palace and dropped the cage in the courtyard with a clatter.  
 
    “Mmm!” Olivier yelled from inside as he thumped around before it came to a stop. 
 
    His melted mouth prevented him from forming real words, but I had a pretty good idea what he was saying anyway. 
 
    “You’ll live,” I retorted and then laughed. “Well, for now.” 
 
    Before he could respond to me, I heard his sharp intake of breath when Valerra strode out of the palace. 
 
    My dragon mate looked stunning in a red dress that wrapped around her hourglass body and brought out the fire in her eyes. Her hair was twisted back into a braid, and Ruslan and Julia were right behind her with shared looks of concern and excitement.  
 
    “I brought you a present,” I said to her as I gestured to the box holding Oliver.  
 
    “You have made good on your promise, Lord Evan?” Valerra asked as she eyed the cage. 
 
    “I have,” I confirmed and motioned for Alyona to open the door. “This is the man who murdered your family and every other dragon he could find.” 
 
    A feral growl rose in Valerra’s chest as Alyona and the dryads pulled the door open to reveal Olivier inside.  
 
    “You bastard,” Valerra snarled and stomped forward to grab the leader of the Green Glass Sect. “What’s wrong with his mouth? I want him to confess!” 
 
    “Oh, one second,” Naomi replied and stepped forward to wave her hand over his mouth. “If you try anything, I’ll melt the inside this time.” 
 
    “You brought me to the Crimson Dragon,” Olivier hissed and flexed his jaw. “I’ll die anyway.” 
 
    “Ah, so you know who I am,” Valerra chuckled and paced in front of him. “Then you know why I will kill you.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve rid the world of many of your kind,” he spat out. “So, I’m sure you want revenge or something, but it won’t do you any good.” 
 
    “And why is that?” She raised a red eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m not the only one who thinks the dragon species should be erased,” he replied with a shrug. “Kill me, but you’ll still have more enemies.” 
 
    “But I’ll have one less,” Valerra hissed and looked over at me. “Evan, I’d like to use the Sword of Hatra.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said after a moment. “You, uh, don’t want to shred him with your claws or burn him alive or something?” 
 
    “While those do sound quite thrilling, I would instead choose to honor this city I’m now proud to call my home,” the lady dragon declared. “As much as I tried to resist, I have been welcomed here, and those I used to call your people are now mine as well, and I am theirs. If you and the spirit of the sword allow it, I would like to execute this traitor with the noble blade of Hatra.” 
 
    “It would be my honor,” Miraya chimed in with a sweeping bow. “He is an enemy of our great city and our world.” 
 
    “Do it.” I pulled the sword from my belt and presented it to my dragon mate with a smile. 
 
    Valerra took the blade and gripped it in her hand as she stared at the traitorous bastard we’d been hunting for months. This was finally it. The Sage would be dead, and we’d only have one more problem to worry about. 
 
    “Wait!” Olivier screamed as Valerra lifted the sword above her head. “How do you think I knew so much?” 
 
    “You had a ton of books, so what?” I growled. “We can go get them whenever we want.” 
 
    “The books told me history, but I followed orders, too!” he insisted, and a flicker of fear passed through his eyes as he glanced at Valerra and then back to me.  
 
    “From whom?” Valerra hissed without lowering the weapon. 
 
    “He has no name, at least not that he told me,” Olivier answered with a shiver. “He rules the underworld and all who dwell there. It was he who begged to be released. He made me do everything!” 
 
    The faceless shadow I’d seen earlier flashed into my mind. His raspy voice had been so certain that we wouldn’t defeat him, and I wondered for a moment if we shouldn’t keep Olivier alive long enough to get more information about this underworld leader.  
 
    But the mage was much too dangerous. Keeping him alive was too great of a risk, and honestly, so was taking him back from my dragon mate before she had a chance to exact her revenge.  
 
    Plus, I was fucking sick of this bastard, and it was time he was dealt some bloody, draconic justice.  
 
    “No one can force you to kill thousands of people,” I thundered and clenched my fists to keep from ripping Olivier’s head off. 
 
    “He would have killed me!” he whined and looked down at his chest. “I’ve lived for over a thousand years. I didn’t want to die.” 
 
    “You set your own fate when you took innocent lives,” Valerra retorted and lifted the sword again. “Now, I’ll take yours.” 
 
    Before Olivier could respond, the Crimson Dragon swung the sword and sliced through his neck. His head tumbled down as blood poured from his open throat, and the magic bindings unwound to release his corpse as it landed at her feet. 
 
    I blinked in shock as I stared down at Olivier’s headless body, and I watched blankly as his blood pooled out of his neck and onto the ground.  
 
    It was done. 
 
    The man who called himself the Sage was finally dead, and his lifeless body was crumpled on the ground before us to confirm it. No more leading mages and soldiers in his war to release the demons from the Breach. We were done chasing his arrogant ass around the countryside and cleaning up after his messes, and a growl of satisfaction rumbled deep in my chest.  
 
    But then I thought back on Olivier’s last words, and it seemed we had another battle to be won ahead of us. 
 
    “I think he was telling the truth,” I said after a moment. 
 
    “About a king in the underworld?” Alyona asked and tapped her lip with her finger. “It would make sense with the voice you heard.” 
 
    “You heard a voice?” Emma asked as she crept up next to me and stared at me with concern. “Is that normal here?” 
 
    “Well, for me, nothing is normal,” I chuckled. “But I heard it talking when we tried to seal the Breach. It said it won’t be overcome.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Rebecca wondered and crossed her arms over her chest. “We have some kind of demon king to kill now?” 
 
    “Yep.” I nodded and looked over to Valerra. “But we took care of our first big problem today.” 
 
    “And I feel much better,” my dragon mate sighed and wiped the blood off the Sword of Hatra on her robe before she handed it back to me. “So, what will you do about this demon king?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I muttered and looked to my parents. “The Redimi Vincio ceremony made me strong, but I need to be even stronger to fight him.” 
 
    “That’s the strongest bonding ceremony ever created,” Julia mused and wound a lock of hair around her finger. “I don’t know what is stronger than that.” 
 
    “More of it,” Alyona nearly whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “Bond again? We only have so much power.” 
 
    “Yes, but you can bond with more than one magical being with the ceremony, right?” Miraya seemed to be growing excited as she and Alyona looked at each other. 
 
    “So, I need to bond with another powerful priestess?” I furrowed my brow as I stared at the two of them. “You’re the most powerful priestess in Rahma.” 
 
    “But each kingdom will have its own royal priestesses,” Alyona pointed out. “There are many in Inati.” 
 
    “Are these priestesses also princesses?” I asked.  
 
    “Depends in the kingdom.” My wife shrugged. “Often the kings and queens are the most powerful cultivators, so their offspring are normally priestesses, priests, and great warriors.” 
 
    “So, I need to visit other kingdoms and bind their priestesses to me,” I chuckled. “Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be a priestess,” Alyona replied with a grin. “And we were already planning our next mission a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “The other Noble Sword spirits,” I breathed. “I can bond with them?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Julia agreed and smiled. “That would make you powerful beyond measure.” 
 
    Powerful beyond measure. 
 
    I had already become a dragon lord, and I was well on my way to becoming king. With the power of the Noble Swords behind me, I would become the dragon emperor in no time. 
 
    It was time to find Miraya’s sisters and become the most powerful being in this realm.  
 
    Then I would find this so-called king of the underworld and destroy him, too.  
 
      
 
    End of Book 14 
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