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    Chapter 1 
 
    Enchanted lights floated in the air above us and looked like stars against the dark-blue ceiling of the Lunar Palace dining hall. The smell of cinnamon and roasted ham filled the air, while the sounds of laughter and liquid being poured into mugs resonated around me. 
 
    The celebration had begun. 
 
    After months of playing cat-and-mouse with the elusive Sage, we’d finally captured and killed Olivier. I’d given the honor of his execution to my dragon mate, Valerra, and she practically glowed with accomplishment. She’d finally been able to fulfill her promise to avenge the deaths of her family, and I’d handed the bastard to her on a silver platter. 
 
    Watching his long overdue death quickly became a moment I knew I’d never forget, and it was all I could do to not rip Valerra’s blood-soaked dress to the ground in front of everyone. The lady dragon had towered over Olivier’s limp body like a goddess, and everyone had been in awe, including me. 
 
    The only problem now was the Breach was still open. Our attempt to finally close it had been shut down hard by a faceless shadowy figure whose ominous voice still echoed in my head. 
 
    I shall not be overcome. 
 
    It was a spine-tingling warning, and something powerful enough to stop me with Alyona’s power bound into mine was definitely not something to be trifled with. After today’s celebrations, we would embark on a new journey, one that would add even more power to mine.  
 
    And it had to be enough to take down this ruler of the underworld. 
 
    “Evan?” a soft voice whispered in my ear and snapped me back to the present. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” I murmured to my wife, Alyona. 
 
    She tucked a raven-colored forelock into the rest of her stark white hair and bit her pink lower lip. Even though she was the most powerful priestess in Rahma, she was prone to worrying about everything. Her amethyst eyes peered into mine with obvious concern, and I laced my fingers through hers on her lap. 
 
    “Are you not happy with our progress?” she asked under her breath. 
 
    “No, it’s not that at all,” I replied. “I was replaying Olivier’s death in my head, which was obviously a wonderful memory, but this is going to be an even bigger task ahead of us now. We have no idea what we’re up against. I only saw a shadow and orange eyes.” 
 
    “It’s rather daunting,” Alyona admitted with a frown. “There has to be some way to learn more about the beast you saw.” 
 
    “I wish I could just Google ‘shadow beast with orange eyes,’” I muttered. “I bet I could find something there.” 
 
    “Google?” My wife arched a single eyebrow in curiosity. “Is that a new spell?” 
 
    “Nah, just something from Earth I could really use here,” I chuckled before something caught my attention. “Well, would you look at that?” 
 
    Alyona and I both turned to see Valerra and my Aunt Emma with their heads pressed together as they whispered and giggled together. It was an unlikely pairing, though not because my aunt had anything against dragons. Valerra just normally kept her tough walls up, even with me. It was rare to see her smile and chat with anyone, but the two seemed to be getting along perfectly. 
 
    I was incredibly curious as to what they could possibly have in common, so I tuned my dragon hearing into their conversation. 
 
    “I wonder if the little one will look like Evan,” Emma murmured. “He was such a handsome child, even as an infant. And those eyes!” 
 
    “Oh, I have indeed prayed our child would have his eyes,” Valerra agreed. “They were the first thing about him that caught my attention. Well, once I stopped trying to fight him for coming into my territory.” 
 
    “He was always wandering where he didn’t belong,” my aunt giggled. 
 
    Well, damn, she wasn’t even upset Valerra had tried to eat me when I first got here? 
 
    They continued to discuss what characteristics our child would have, while my mind drifted to our little egg. Even though Olivier was dead, it still hadn’t hatched. Some research we’d found a while back had theorized that dragon eggs won’t hatch until the child feels safe, and I worried my son or daughter would never feel safe unless we closed the Breach. 
 
    “I hate to interrupt our lovely dinner, but we do need to figure out a plan for how to get that damn Breach shut,” I announced. 
 
    The table fell silent as everyone turned to look at me. 
 
    My adoptive parents, Ruslan and Julia, sat on the other side of Alyona with matching looks of surprise. They were two of the three Elders of Hatra, and they’d adopted me as the heir to the city a few months ago. Ruslan was a fox Demi-Human who was somewhere around eight-hundred years old, and his partner Julia was a human whose age was also in the hundreds. I’d been amazed when they first told me how they could cultivate their spiritual energy to maintain their ability to live so long, and it was even crazier to realize Ruslan had taught me how to cultivate and access my own spiritual sea, which meant I would live longer, too. As a dragon, my lifespan was already at least several centuries, so I had no idea how long I’d live since I could cultivate as well. 
 
    Next to my parents, Lord Nikolaus, who I called Nike for short, stared at me with his silvery eyes, and his jet-black hair was draped across his brow. He was my best friend, and he’d been a solid ally in the dozens of battles we’d fought since I arrived on Inati. 
 
    “Do we know why the spell didn’t work?” Naomi asked after the long silence. 
 
    She was a lizard Demi-Human and a powerful mage in her own right. Her magenta hair was cut blunt at her jaw, and she tucked it behind her ear to reveal the dark pink scales that traveled down her neck and disappeared under her black robes, though I knew from experience they continued to wrap around her curvy body. 
 
    “We suspect whoever spoke in my head is the one who stopped it,” I answered with a frown. “But we can’t be sure who or what that was.” 
 
    “Maybe it was another demon,” Polina suggested. 
 
    Polina was one of three dryad sisters in my harem. The jade-skinned trio consisted of Polina, Trina, and Marina, and they sat together as we ate our celebratory dinner. 
 
    “Or someone pretending to be a demon,” Marina pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, he had to have some powerful magic to talk inside Lord Evan’s head like that.” Trina nodded vigorously. “Anyone who could do that to the most powerful magical dragon in Rahma has to be… strong.” 
 
    The dryads shivered in unison, and Ravi grabbed Polina’s hand to comfort her. 
 
    The phoenix wore her flaming orange hair twisted back into a braid that fell over her shoulder, though the ends still smoked with the scent of a campfire. She looked at me with her blue eyes and waited for the solution I needed to find soon. 
 
    “He had the element of surprise,” I reminded them. “Now, we know he’s there, even if we don’t know who he is. We just have to find a way to stop him.” 
 
    “It’s difficult to fight a battle against a mysterious opponent,” Laika chimed in. “We must find out who we’re facing.” 
 
    As the leader of the Blue Tree Guild, Laika was a hardened soldier. She was a wolf Demi-Human, and her furry gray ears flicked on her head as she spoke. She was clearly agitated with the situation, and not only because we hadn’t closed the Breach. She and my wife shared a close bond, and Laika was often Alyona’s protector. She hated the idea of Alyona being in danger, and this situation was dangerous for everyone. 
 
    “Whoever it is, he can’t possibly be more powerful than Evan combined with the power of the Noble Spirits,” Miraya interjected with a clenched fist. “We are more powerful than any underworld creature.” 
 
    Miraya’s blue eyes were bright with determination, and her silvery-white hair fell down her back and grazed the cheeks of her perfect butt. She was the spirit of the Sword of Hatra, the blade I carried into battle and one of twelve Noble Swords that had been separated by the gods centuries ago. I’d promised her we would find her sister spirits, and now it seemed they might be our only hope for finally closing the Breach. 
 
    “Have you decided to use the Redimi Vincio ceremony to bind their power with yours, as well?” Ruslan asked with a twinge of excitement in his voice. “That is a great amount of power to hold.” 
 
    “That’s what they said about the Celestial Triad.” I shrugged and met my father’s gaze. “I handled that, and I can handle this. Besides, it’s what’s best for Rahma. I have to do it.” 
 
    “I won’t try to talk you out of it,” he chuckled as he held up his hands in a mock surrender. “I know better. I just want you to understand what you’re taking on. It’s no small feat.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I’ve learned in the past few weeks with this family, it’s that we can accomplish just about anything together,” Rebecca said. 
 
    The bear Demi-Human woman towered over the rest of my lovers, even as we sat around the table. Her auburn hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and she looked over at Aaliyah, the lioness who sat next to her with a proud smile of encouragement. Both women were fierce warriors, and there were few people in this world who would dare to argue with them. 
 
    “Then, together, we will defeat this shadowy voice,” Alyona declared. 
 
    Cups clinked together as my family celebrated the princess’ bold statement, and my heart thudded against my ribcage as I joined them. I had one hell of a support system for what was about to become the biggest adventure of my life. 
 
    “I know we can do this,” I murmured to Alyona once everyone had focused on dessert. “I’m more concerned with how we’re going to.” 
 
    “We just have to find the Noble Spirits,” my wife replied. “It can’t be that hard.” 
 
    “It was meant to be difficult,” Miraya chimed in. “But I believe Lord Evan has an easier path for us to take.” 
 
    “I do,” I confirmed, and Alyona looked at me with surprise. “It was a memory I found in the Videnia. One of my ancestors, Lord Adrian, he and his wife cast some kind of spell with the Sword of Hatra.” 
 
    “What happened?” Alyona asked, and her violet eyes twinkled. “Did it give you their locations?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I hedged. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you about it since it was before the wedding and everything else happened.” 
 
    “Never mind that.” My wife waved her hand dismissively and looked at Miraya. “Do you think we could see the memory for ourselves? Then we could create a map.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant, Your Highness,” the spirit said. “I don’t know which spell would work for that, but I imagine something in the archives would help.” 
 
    “Then we must go to the archives,” Alyona decided. 
 
    “Why are we going to the archives?” Julia wondered with a fond smile. 
 
    My mother was almost as much of a bookworm as my wife, and they shared a love for the archives that were hidden below the city and contained thousands upon thousands of texts from all over the world. We’d combed through them several times when we looked for information, but there were still tons of books we hadn’t even touched yet. 
 
    “We need to find a spell that can show us all Lord Evan’s memory,” Alyona explained. “If we can all see it, we should be able to help pinpoint the locations of the Noble Swords.” 
 
    “And then, he can find and bond with their spirits,” Julia finished and clasped her hands together. “Brilliant!” 
 
    “Let’s go, then!” Naomi squealed. 
 
    The lizard mage had been in utter amazement when she first saw the archives, which were a far cry from the tiny library she’d kept in her brother’s castle in Kana. While she’d collected many texts that had helped her learn how to wield her magic, her little collection looked like child’s play in comparison. 
 
    It only took a few minutes for everyone to finish their plates, and then we were headed out of the Lunar Palace and down into the archives. Alyona, Julia, and Naomi led the rest of us into the tunnel, and we wound around the columns to the section they wanted to search. 
 
    Emma and Rebecca had never been to the archives before, and they looked around us in awe. I remembered the first time I’d stumbled upon this place, and I couldn’t believe something like this could truly exist. Now, it was a central part of Hatra, and sometimes our people held town hall meetings inside the large lobby of the underground facility. 
 
    We each pulled books from the shelves, but it soon became clear that the spell we wanted to use was not a simple one to find. 
 
    My mind started to wander in the direction of the bestiary texts when the lizard Demi-Human broke the silence. 
 
    “Too bad Olivier’s books were destroyed in the flood,” Naomi commented. “We could have added them to the archives, and one of them might have been able to help us with this problem.” 
 
    “How do you know they were destroyed?” Julia wondered. “It’s entirely possible he had them under a protection spell. Surely, he believed he would defeat you and be able to take his things with him.” 
 
    “Yeah, he always thought he would beat us,” I murmured. “I bet you’re right.” 
 
    “We cleared out all the water,” Trina pointed out. “It should be pretty easy to check.” 
 
    “I think we could go do that,” Nike offered and glanced at me. 
 
    I could see my fellow noble had already grown tired of looking at the books in the archives. He was more of a hands-on guy than the spellcasting type. 
 
    “Yeah, we can portal over,” I agreed before I turned to Alyona. “Do you have the coins with you?” 
 
    The coins were a magical tool we’d found with a Green Glass Sect mage, and they’d been very useful in our fight against the Sage and Sect members, so Alyona’s father, King Rodion, had recreated our own version with the image of a dragon on one side. They looked a lot better than the green leaf, but I could be a little biased. 
 
    “I do,” she confirmed and plucked one of the coins from her spatial storage. “I can open the portal for you here, but this will get you back if it shuts.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned and pocketed the coin. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Son, are you sure you should return to Bruven’s Peaks?” Ruslan interjected with a frown. “You know the gods forbade mortals to go there. I’m still surprised Olivier was brazen enough to use it for his hideout.” 
 
    “We’ve done nothing but help the gods,” I insisted. “I doubt they’ll be upset if we go in there for some old books that no one is ever going to use again.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” my father argued. “You’ve barely had contact with the gods. Do you even know how to appease them?” 
 
    “Keep kicking evil guys’ asses?” I shrugged and smirked. “I think I’ve done alright so far.” 
 
    “I’d better go with you,” Ruslan replied with a roll of his eyes. “Your diplomatic skills with mortals are still a work in progress, let alone the gods of Inati.” 
 
    Dragon diplomacy, my inner dragon snorted, and I had to agree this diplomacy stuff was getting to be a pain in the ass. 
 
    “If you want to,” I said. “If nothing else, you can tell us which books are actually worth bringing back.” 
 
    The fox Demi-Human nodded his agreement, and the three of us lined up as Alyona murmured the words to her portal spell. Within seconds, the crackling sounds of her pure white magic filled the air, and we could see a window to the cave where the self-proclaimed Sage had hidden out for months. 
 
    “Be careful, my love,” Alyona whispered as she squeezed my hand. “Your father is right about the gods. They can be ruthless if their wishes are not met.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “See you soon.” 
 
    I led Nike and Ruslan through the portal into the dark cave. Although I could see in even the darkest of nights, I knew my father and best friend would have a hard time in the black space, so I called to my fire magic and flicked sparks up to the lanterns I knew hung from the ceiling to illuminate the space. They both blinked in surprise, and Ruslan covered his open mouth as he looked around him. 
 
    “Is this…” he whispered. “He kept… living creatures in… those?” 
 
    My father pointed to the rows of magical cages that lined the walls of the enormous cavern. Until a few days ago, they’d been filled with a number of creatures from around the world. A centaur, a timmsen, and even a cat had been under Olivier’s geas, cursed to do his evil bidding without question. Olivier even went so far as to create an animal with parts of other creatures. The beast had been feral, and I’d killed it out of mercy. 
 
    Once we defeated the Sage, we’d pulled the curse out of the surviving creatures’ souls, so they could return to their normal lives. 
 
    Now, with the empty cages, the cave felt even larger than before and somehow more ominous. And the gnarled bones of the corrupted shark beast I’d killed didn’t help that feeling. 
 
    “Yeah, he had them all in those cages,” I grunted. “It was sick. And that thing he made? Seriously disturbing stuff.” 
 
    “Maybe we should find where he made it,” Nike suggested. “Perhaps there are texts about life creation we should destroy.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “You look for that. I’ll take Ruslan to the library.” 
 
    We split up, and Nike searched the cavern for another hallway while I led Ruslan toward the opening that led to Olivier’s collection. I could just make out a shimmery wall in front of the doorway, and I knew Julia was right. Olivier had some kind of protection spell that guarded his library from the water that poured into the cavern when he summoned the shark beast. It barely had skin over its bones when I’d fought it, and it seemed even its rotting skin had drifted away with the rest of the water. 
 
    We passed the pile of bones, and Ruslan ran his fingers along one of the huge ribs with a grimace. 
 
    “A lyngba,” he murmured. “I assume you are the one who slayed this beast.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a rough fight,” I replied. “It can make the water completely black. I could barely see anything.” 
 
    “Water cloaking.” Ruslan nodded as he continued past the beast. “The lyngba is rare, and very few have actually been defeated. It is odd to see one in such a place.” 
 
    “Well, it was corrupted,” I said. “I’m sure Olivier was doing more of his experiments on it.” 
 
    “Horrid,” the fox Demi-Human replied with a disgusted look on his face. “His death was entirely too quick for his crimes.” 
 
    “On that, we can definitely agree,” I muttered before I pushed through the thin magical veil and stepped into the cavernous opening of Olivier’s library. 
 
    It was just as expansive as I remembered, and it looked completely untouched from the battle we’d waged in the cave. I picked up a book from the shelf and flipped through the pages. Not a single one was wrinkled from water or showed any other signs the flood had entered the library. 
 
    “These are in pristine condition,” Ruslan breathed as he looked through another text. “Even without the battle you fought outside here, this is thousands of years old and still in near-perfect shape. It’s unbelievable.” 
 
    “Olivier seemed to find the best of the best,” I murmured, and my gaze drifted down the row of books that seemed to go on for a mile. “Are they all worth taking?” 
 
    “Let me see,” my father answered. 
 
    He strolled down the row and eyed a few books from each section. He muttered and gasped and clucked his tongue, and I turned my attention back to the texts when one in particular caught my eye. 
 
    Draconic Times. 
 
    I pulled the book from the shelf and opened its yellowing pages to see a hand-painted dragon sprawled across the inner cover and first page. It was a gorgeous creation with red and gold scales, and each scale was painted in great detail down to a shimmer that seemed to bring the painting to life. Even the bright green eyes appeared to stare into mine as I looked at the design. It was incredible. 
 
    Then I slowly turned the page to find handwritten depictions of dragons. It was as though someone had spent years observing multiple dragon families, and the writer described every little detail about their lives. It began with dragon mates, their courtship and subsequent bonding ceremony, and their hatchlings. Then it continued to talk about the hatchlings and how they were raised among other dragon families. 
 
    “We used to have whole dragon communities,” I sighed to myself. 
 
    It was unbelievable. Some of the younger dragons were sent to live among the drache, where they were trained to wield their magic and protect dragon villages all over Inati. Thousands of dragons used to build their nests and towns among the mountains everywhere, and Olivier had used his blood magic to destroy nearly an entire race. There had to be a reason he targeted dragons, but I had no idea what it could be. 
 
    However, I’d at least figured out an important piece of information. I confirmed what Eskandar told me a few days ago when he’d brought up the fact that dragons couldn’t be born of humans, but as far as I’d known in my life back on Earth, such things didn’t exist. Now, I was living, breathing proof dragons were real, at least here on Inati. 
 
    So, how was I created? 
 
    I was fairly certain my mother had been human, and I figured my aunt would have mentioned something by now if that wasn’t true. As for my biological father, I had no idea. My mother never talked about him, and questions about him were met with uneasy or half-hearted answers. As a kid, I thought he was a shit dad who walked out on us. As I got older, though, I wondered if he’d died or she really just didn’t know much about him, which would explain why she didn’t like to talk about some illicit, short-term affair with a stranger. 
 
    I wouldn’t have judged her for a one-night stand, but it would have been nice to know my dad, whoever he was. 
 
    I snapped the book shut and tucked it into my spatial storage. I wanted to go through it more later, but it might help to read it with Valerra and Alyona, who knew much more about dragons and the magical world than I did. 
 
    “All of them!” Ruslan declared suddenly and interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “All… what?” I blinked a few times as I turned to see my father with a wide grin. “The books?” 
 
    “Yes!” he cried out with excitement. “We need to take all of them back to the archives. Some texts here date back to the days of mere humans walking the land!” 
 
    According to the merpeople I’d met back in Pullis, that was a while back, so it seemed Olivier had amassed quite the collection. 
 
    “Spatial storage?” I offered. 
 
    “Indeed!” Ruslan agreed and skipped back to the other end. “I’ll start down here!” 
 
    “Guess I’ll start on this side,” I chuckled as I walked back toward the entry. 
 
    Then I opened my spatial storage and felt a bit like Mary Poppins as I began to dump row after row of books into the magical space. 
 
    “I suppose your father decided to take all the books?” Nike’s voice was amused as he strolled into the library with a grin. 
 
    “Yep,” I sighed. “Any luck on the evil laboratory?” 
 
    “Indeed,” the noble confirmed as he held up a small journal. “There weren’t any finished books in there, but I did find Olivier’s notes about his experiments. The beast we faced was not his first creation.” 
 
    “Gods,” I muttered. “What happened to the others?” 
 
    “The first few died within minutes of their, ah, birth,” he explained with a grimace. “There were two more right after the first generation, and they lived for almost a month. He seemed to improve with each round, and by the time he created the beast we saw, it was one of six.” 
 
    “But we only saw the one.” I frowned and rubbed my face with frustration. “So, where are the other five?” 
 
    “He found two dead out on the mountain,” Nike answered. “The other three were released into the wild.” 
 
    “Of course, they were,” I groaned. “Are we going to have to hunt these things down?” 
 
    “I don’t know, my lord,” he replied as he furrowed his brow. “They may die as their siblings did, but I can’t say for certain.” 
 
    “Let’s just hang on to that journal,” I decided. “We’ll discuss it with His Eminence. Maybe he can send a group of soldiers to the release locations and handle it.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Nike dipped his head and handed the book to me.  
 
    I tucked the journal into my storage with the others, and I summoned a messenger dragon in my palm. It was strange to look at the tiny creature now and know the larger version lived in my spiritual sea as my inner dragon. He was the epitome of all my dragon instincts, but for now, he was the physical access to my magic that I could send anywhere I wanted to pass along a message. 
 
    “Go to King Rodion,” I commanded the little beast. “Tell him there are at least three of the deformed creatures possibly roaming these mountains or possibly the forest closer to the ground. He needs to send his soldiers to hunt the beasts and dispose of them.” 
 
    The tiny dragon lowered its body into a bow, and then it took off out of the cave toward the White Jade Temple, where my father-in-law likely sat on his balcony and held tightly to his hold on the seal that kept the demons at bay. He had a lot on his plate, but I knew his soldiers could handle the abominable creatures, and we could both continue working on closing the Breach. 
 
    I focused once again on the bookshelves, but as soon as my fingers grazed the spine of one book, a shiver trickled down my arm to my toes, so I gripped the text and pulled it from the shelf. The title simply read Covetous. 
 
    I opened the cover and skimmed through what looked to be almost like a children’s fairy tale, but certainly in the style of the Brothers Grimm. It featured a man who went around his village and made terrible deals with the citizens that were obviously in his favor, though they didn’t realize it yet. He would either make a fake treasure, or he would steal from one person and trade the stolen or fraudulent item with another person for the things he truly desired, such as gold, jewels, and clothing. 
 
    Soon, he’d gathered a fortune and quickly departed his home village before his fellow citizens caught on to his schemes. He moved from city to city, always moving on before anyone could figure out what he was doing. Suddenly, he was met on his path by an old crone who warned his dastardly deeds would soon be his undoing, but he dismissed her without a second thought. He had everything he could possibly want, and he still wanted more. 
 
    I turned to the second to last page, and I nearly dropped the book as a drawing lashed out. In the fable, the gods appeared in front of the greedy man and demanded he return all his wrongly obtained goods to their rightful owners or he would suffer the consequences. The man refused, and the gods gathered together for a moment before one of them hit the man with a bolt of lightning and killed him instantly. 
 
    His soul was dragged into the underworld, which was a gruesome depiction of tortured beings who begged for reprieve, and his body was left on the road to rot and be eaten by the creatures of the nearby forest. 
 
    It was a grisly tale, but the point was clear. The gods didn’t want people to lie and steal to get what they wanted from other people. Or maybe it was just the fact that the man wanted what everyone else had. Either way, he sounded like a prick who got exactly what he deserved. 
 
    I just couldn’t figure out why the book sent chills down my spine. 
 
    I glanced up to see Ruslan was about halfway down the aisle, and I decided to show him the book and see what he thought. As I closed the book, I turned toward my father, but then the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. 
 
    We were no longer the only ones in the library. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    I drew the Sword of Hatra from my belt as Nike followed suit, and we turned to face the entry to the tunnel. Maybe one of the hare-brained beasts had found its way back into the cavern, or perhaps Olivier had other tricks up his sleeve before his death that we hadn’t found yet. Either way, we were prepared for a fight. 
 
    But instead of a ghastly beast, a small child emerged from the tunnel. 
 
    He was maybe seven or eight, and his pale face was streaked with dirt and grime. His pale, brown hair was nearly matted to his head, while his clothes were filthy and torn. He looked up at us with eyes the color of an early summer sky, and they were filled with tears as he wrung his hands together and sniffled. 
 
    “H-Hello?” he nearly whispered. “You shouldn’t be here. You can’t be here!” 
 
    “Do not worry, child,” Nike declared as he quickly sheathed his sword. “We are nobles, and we are not here to harm you.” 
 
    I kept my grip on my own blade as I cocked my head to the side and studied the child. Something wasn’t quite right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Maybe it was the way the boy stared at us without fear. Even alone and dirty in this empty cave, his gaze never wavered, though his tears looked well-practiced.  
 
    Before I could ask my own questions, Ruslan rushed past me and knelt in front of the boy. 
 
    “Are you alright?” my father asked in a breathless voice. “Did Olivier hurt you?” 
 
    “Olivier?” the boy repeated with wide eyes. “You know the Sage? He is a horrible man! You should leave before he comes back!” 
 
    I furrowed my brow with frustration. It had been two days since we’d battled Olivier right here in this cave. The boy should have realized we’d taken him away if he’d been here the entire time. Something was fishy. 
 
    “Perhaps the boy was another of his experiments,” Nike murmured. “We know he didn’t have any regard for the lives of children.” 
 
    My mind flashed back to the cave in the mountain filled with the bones of hundreds of helpless children that Olivier had sacrificed in the name of his blood magic and necromancy. Even now, the memory made my stomach turn, and I wanted to kill the bastard all over again. 
 
    “How did you get here?” I asked the child, and I narrowed my eyes on his as I awaited his response. 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” he stammered and looked down at his bare feet on the cold ground. “I went to sleep at home and woke up here, and the Sage told me I was his now. My mama and papa died from the illness, so no one even missed me.” 
 
    “I’m sure someone was caring for you,” Ruslan insisted. “An aunt? A grandparent, perhaps?” 
 
    “No.” The boy shook his head and wiped a single tear from his cheek. “I was alone there, as I am now alone here. You really must leave soon before we aren’t alone any longer.” 
 
    “What illness took your parents?” I continued my suspicious inquiry. 
 
    The child had only given vague responses, so I wasn’t convinced we weren’t being tricked by some magical being. I’d seen dozens of spells that could change what you saw, and this could easily be another one. Hell, even Miraya had taken the form of a child when we’d first met because she knew I had a soft spot for kids. 
 
    “They coughed for days until blood trickled from their lips,” the child answered. “When the people from our village came to check on us, they took my parents’ bodies away and told me it was my house now, but it was so lonely.” 
 
    “They just left a small child in his house without parents?” My eyes widened with disbelief. “Where do you come from?” 
 
    “My village,” he replied with a shrug. “It was in the mountains, but not these ones. This place smells different.” 
 
    “Then we’ll take you back,” Ruslan declared. 
 
    “No, we will not,” I argued. “We don’t know what mountains, what village, or if this kid is even a kid.” 
 
    “He’s clearly a child,” Nike pointed out and looked at me as though I’d gone mad. 
 
    “Or he can make himself look like one,” I grunted as I turned back to face the boy. “What have you been eating up here?” 
 
    “Uh, well, I…” The boy fumbled for a response, but suddenly his expression grew blank, and he sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    Then he grew. 
 
    The boy’s small face aged into that of a young man, and the dirt disappeared into his skin. His hair darkened to the deepest black I’d ever seen, though his eyes remained the same bright blue. When his transformation was complete, the man who stood before us was a few inches taller than I was, and his body was filled out with sinewy muscles and covered with golden armor. A crest that stirred a sense of familiarity was embossed on his chest plate, but I ignored my curiosity and brandished the Sword of Healing. 
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded as I stepped in front of my unarmed father and gripped my blade tightly. 
 
    “Aeron,” the man answered with a proud jut of his chin. “And you are not meant to be here. I gave you the opportunity to leave.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Ruslan muttered and dropped to one knee. “He’s one of them.” 
 
    “Them who?” I growled as I eyed the stranger. 
 
    “The gods!” Nike hissed, and I looked over to realize he’d already lowered into a bow as well. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed and sheathed my sword as I fell to a knee. 
 
    “We humbly apologize for our insolence, great Aeron,” Ruslan said. “We beg your forgiveness for our intrusion upon your sacred ground.” 
 
    “And why have you returned to the place you know is forbidden to mortals?” Aeron thundered as he towered over our kneeling forms. “You are aware the punishment for such a rebellion is death, yes?” 
 
    “We wanted to finish cleaning it out,” I replied and risked a careful glance up to the armored god. “It was filled with blasphemy from its previous, ah, resident. This is a sacred place, right? We couldn’t let him leave it with all these sacrilegious leftovers, especially when we’re the ones who finally doled out his punishment.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the Sage,” Aeron spat out and turned to pace in front of us. “You may rise.” 
 
    We stood and faced the god, and he stopped to look at each of us as though he was deciding our fate for breaking the rule of entering Bruven’s Peaks. Which could certainly be what he was doing, given the whole ‘punishment is death’ thing, but the silence was killing me already. If he hadn’t made his mind up yet about allowing us to live, maybe he just needed a little explanation. 
 
    “Your, uh, Godliness?” I cleared my throat. “I don’t mean to be rude, but we didn’t mean any harm. We’ve almost cleared out Olivier’s stuff, and then we’ll be on our way. We have no intention of staying, I swear.” 
 
    “Godliness?” Aeron echoed with a smirk. “I know your intentions, young dragon. And if not for your acts of valor since you arrived in our realm, I would have struck you dead already.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” I sighed. “So, we’re good?” 
 
    “I am good,” he responded and waved his hand dismissively. “You are mortal, so you must decide your own goodness or evilness. I am the one who determines which you have chosen and acts accordingly.” 
 
    “So, like, you’re the judge?” I grimaced. “And the executioner?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, in most cases, I must wait until the mortal actually dies,” Aeron sighed and crossed his large arms over his chest. “Though, occasionally, there are a few who earn our wrath earlier than their intended time. Then I get to exact my punishment.” 
 
    “Swell,” Nike muttered. 
 
    “And Olivier didn’t earn your wrath?” I arched an eyebrow in surprise. “He killed, like, a lot of people and dragons, and that’s not even bringing up the corrupted creature shit.” 
 
    “Silence!” the God of Punishment commanded as he sneered at me. “Olivier accessed powerful magic that cloaked him from our view.” 
 
    “Cloaked from a god?” I raised an eyebrow, but maybe I should have just kept my mouth closed since I was implying a god must not be that powerful if a mortal could hide from him. 
 
    “Yes. Now, I see the spell died with him, and Bruven’s Peaks are no longer under its protection, so I knew the moment you arrived here.” 
 
    “But we haven’t earned your wrath today, right?” I asked. “I mean, we’re just finishing our, ah, duty. You know, we killed the Sage and his little demon creature thing--” 
 
    “Demon creature?” Aeron pressed as he suddenly leaned forward and peered into my eyes. “What is this creature you speak of?” 
 
    “It was kind of like a wolf,” I explained. “But it had wings and yellow claws, and I’m pretty sure it was crazy.” 
 
    “Olivier created new life?” the god gasped and covered his mouth. “I didn’t drag him to hell quite fast enough, though I will ensure his punishment is increased accordingly.” 
 
    “He deserves everything you can give him,” I grunted. “And probably plenty more. He was a coward and a vicious murderer who took thousands of lives, all so he could open the Breach and kill even more. My dragon mate should have made his death last for days, in my humble mortal opinion.” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I recounted Olivier’s crimes against my people, and I had to take a deep breath to regain my composure. When I finally met the god’s eyes again, his disdain morphed into something like compassion. 
 
    “You may continue your mission,” Aeron finally said. “But you must be quick and thorough. I don’t intend to waste my time watching you mortals move books around.” 
 
    “We will move with our utmost speed, great son of Kaderus,” Ruslan replied and dropped to his knee again. “We are ever grateful for your kindness, and we will continue to offer our thanks in prayer.” 
 
    “My kindness is limited,” the god replied with a smirk. “Once you finish, you are never to return to this cave, or the punishment will be severe.” 
 
    My mind flashed back to the fable I’d read earlier, and I shuddered to think he could drag us all to the underworld with a snap of his fingers. Aeron seemed like the type to do it if we pissed him off, and I wasn’t about to test that theory any more than I already had. I knew my father was annoyed with my lack of diplomacy, but I had to say something to get us out of this mess I’d gotten us into. 
 
    We all nodded our agreement, and Nike and Ruslan rushed back to finish pulling the books from the shelves. I hesitated, and then I approached Aeron uncertainly. I’d probably already pushed my luck with the god of punishment, but I couldn’t resist digging for a little more information about the fable that had left me feeling like there was a rock tumbling around my gut. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” I wondered, and he nodded with obvious curiosity. “Is it true you gods once dragged a man to the underworld for being too greedy?” 
 
    “That old fable?” Aeron chuckled. “How do you even know about that? It’s a tale told to small children who are raised in this realm to keep them in line.” 
 
    “Well, I found this.” I reached into my spatial storage and pulled the book out to show Aeron. “It just… I don’t know, it gave me a strange feeling.” 
 
    “You seem to be well-tuned to the magical current of our land,” he murmured as he took the book and opened it. 
 
    Another shudder vibrated my bones as the God of Punishment flipped through the pages while a look of horror slowly took hold of his features. I knew the book had meant something, and it felt like the rock in the pit of my stomach had grown into a boulder. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, though I kept my voice quiet to avoid worrying Nike and my father. 
 
    “I, uh…” Aeron trailed off before he slammed the book shut and met my worried gaze. “Tell me exactly what you experienced when you touched it.” 
 
    “Chills down my spine,” I answered without missing a beat. “Like something dreadful was about to happen, but I didn’t know what or why.” 
 
    “I must go,” he said suddenly. “I’ll return shortly.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the god was gone. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, and I whirled around to see Ruslan and Nike had almost finished clearing out the library. 
 
    “Where did he go?” Ruslan nearly shrieked, and his ears flattened against his head as his tail tucked down between his legs. “Did we run out of time? We’ve been moving as quickly as we can!” 
 
    “No, we didn’t run out of time,” I said and furrowed my brow. “I showed him this book I found earlier that sort of freaked me out. It seemed harmless once I read it, but it gave me the heebie jeebies.” 
 
    “It gave you a what?” Nike’s silver eyes glinted with stifled laughter. 
 
    “It creeped me out,” I replied with a smirk. “Anyway, I told Aeron it was weird, he took the book, and he said he’d be back. Then he blinked out.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Ruslan groaned. “We can’t offend the God of Punishment. That’s just something bad waiting to happen.” 
 
    “Well, let’s make sure we don’t give him anything else to be pissed about,” I suggested. “We can finish the books while he’s gone. I don’t know how long he’ll take.” 
 
    We split up and continued to shove the books into our spatial storage, but now we moved at a more frenzied pace. The last thing any of us wanted was to have our mission incomplete when Aeron returned, especially when he’d left so abruptly and we had no idea why. 
 
    It felt like hours passed before we slid the last row of books into Ruslan’s spatial storage and released sighs of relief. We had all of it, and the god had yet to make his reappearance. 
 
    Though that begged the question: Should we wait for him? 
 
    Before we could decide, the golden-armored god appeared in the entry again, and he seemed flustered and breathless as he stormed over to us. 
 
    “You have completed your work,” he observed. “Good. Now, you can leave. You have an important task ahead of you, life or death really.” 
 
    “What task?” I wondered. “There’s a lot of stuff we’re hoping to get done, so maybe you could be more specific on what the gods need from us.” 
 
    “Closing the Breach will always take priority,” Aeron thundered, and my skeleton seemed to vibrate at his words. “Nothing is more important than that.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I agreed. “We will close it. We just have to get a little more power.” 
 
    “There is no cost too high to complete this task,” he continued. “The underworld cannot be given the chance to take hold of this world.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I murmured. “Having demons running rampant through Rahma seems like a bad idea.” 
 
    “It is not only Rahma that will suffer if you fail,” the god growled. “It is the entire realm, and it won’t stop there.” 
 
    There was a brief pause as I tried to figure out what Aeron meant by that when Ruslan gasped. 
 
    “They could get to the other realms?” he interjected. “Is that what you mean?” 
 
    “You are very wise, Elder,” Aeron hedged. “I cannot tell you exactly what would happen should the Breach continue to tear through reality, but every living soul would be in grave danger. The demons of the underworld have gained entirely too much power, and losing the current hold on the Breach would lead to inconceivable levels of death and destruction.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you stop it?” I demanded, and Ruslan elbowed me sharply in the ribs. “No offense, but you’re the God of Punishment, right? Can’t you just punish the demons trying to break through? Then we could just shut it, no big deal.” 
 
    “The gods cannot interfere in worldly events.” Aeron stared at me as though his response was obvious. 
 
    “You have before,” I insisted. “Separating the Noble Spirits and the Celestial Triad, for starters. Plus, that fable thing you took. The gods don’t always mind their own business.” 
 
    “Choose your next words wisely, dragon,” the god rumbled, and his blue eyes seemed to flash as gold as his armor for a moment. “I can only do so much for you.” 
 
    “Okay, so, if you aren’t going to stop it, at least help us do it,” I retorted. “How do we close the Breach and take the power back from the demons?” 
 
    Aeron glared at me, and I had the distinct feeling he was contemplating using one of those lightning bolts on me. Then he sighed and paced back and forth again. 
 
    “You and your wife are looking in the right direction already,” he murmured. “Though you will have to make a few slight adjustments to your plan.” 
 
    “Adjustments to what plan?” I demanded. “Bonding with the Noble Spirits?” 
 
    “Yes.” Aeron nodded and stopped to face me. “And you have chosen the correct ceremony, so do not change that when you adjust your plan. The Redimi Vincio will bring you the most power.” 
 
    “Why would we adjust it?” I asked. “What do we have wrong?” 
 
    “I cannot tell you everything,” he replied with a frown. “But we have agreed to help you when we can. Unfortunately, I have done more than my fair share today.” 
 
    “You have?” I arched a doubtful eyebrow. “By telling us we’re kind of right but kind of wrong?” 
 
    “I’m sure the son of Kaderus could have spent his time doing a thousand other things, my son,” Ruslan interjected with a look that told me to shut my mouth. “We are grateful for the insight he has given us today.” 
 
    “As you should be,” Aeron declared and puffed out his chest. “Now, I must return. We gods are trying to ensure our world doesn’t burn to the ground.” 
 
    Before I could ask anything else, the god disappeared. One second, he was standing in front of us, the next he was gone. 
 
    “That is both really annoying and really cool,” I muttered. 
 
    “Indeed,” Nike agreed, though his face was a little pale. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Ruslan demanded as he scurried closer to me and grabbed my robe. “I told you I wanted to come to appease the gods, not so you could disrespect one to his face!” 
 
    “Relax, Pops,” I chuckled and patted his hand. “I had it covered. Besides, he said I did all that great stuff, so the gods like me.” 
 
    “No, he said he wouldn’t kill you where you stood because you did something they needed,” my father argued. “Now, the debt has been paid. They owe you nothing!” 
 
    “I don’t need them to owe me anything,” I snorted. “I do what’s right. They have to see that.” 
 
    “Gods, I wish you’d grown up here,” Ruslan grunted. “You’d understand the gods better. For now, just know you are incredibly lucky Aeron didn’t strike you down.” 
 
    “I’ll take it.” I grinned and gestured for them to follow me out of the library and back into the cavern. 
 
    Alyona’s portal had disappeared, but I’d already learned how to open my own with the magical coin, so I plucked it from my pocket and gripped it in one hand as I spoke the word that would take us home. 
 
    As soon as the window appeared, I could see my lovers’ faces as they turned to watch us re-enter the archives. They were clearly happy to see me, and I was met with several hugs and kisses before everyone calmed down enough for me to relay what we’d found in the cavern. 
 
    “You met Aeron?” Alyona gasped as her amethyst eyes nearly popped out of her head. 
 
    “And he was rude to him,” Ruslan tossed out with a grimace. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” my wife moaned. “Why didn’t you just let your father speak?” 
 
    “It was fiiiiine,” I insisted. “He didn’t seem very powerful, but I guess he was an alright guy.” 
 
    “An alright guy, the God of Punishment,” Trina snickered, and her sisters collapsed in fits of giggles. 
 
    “You must have a high standing with the gods to have survived such an encounter,” Laika said. “They do not take disrespect lightly.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t trying to be rude.” I frowned and furrowed my brow. “Besides, he still helped us and said we have to close the Breach no matter the cost. Oh, and that they’ll help us when they can.” 
 
    “How did he help us?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “Basically, he said we’re on the right track with the Redimi Vincio ceremony, but we’ll have to change a few things,” I explained. “He wouldn’t tell me what, though. Kind of a letdown there at the end.” 
 
    “I think we’ve already figured out at least one thing we’ll have to change,” my wife murmured as she flipped through one of dozens of texts at her feet. 
 
    “What’s that?” I leaned over her shoulder to read the book. 
 
    “The Redimi Vincio ceremony can’t be performed with a spirit,” she answered as she pointed to a section I didn’t have the patience to read. “It has to be a living creature.” 
 
    “Wait, you aren’t living?” I turned to Miraya who had stayed silent since we started discussing Aeron’s appearance. 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” she whispered and looked down to her feet. 
 
    “Listen, it’s nothing to be ashamed of,” I assured her. “I’m just trying to understand what we need to look for. I bonded with you, so why can’t I bond with your sisters?” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s simply the type of bond,” Miraya offered. 
 
    “Yeah, there are tons of bonding ceremonies,” Rebecca agreed as she held out another book. “I’ve found at least ten more that sound like they could work.” 
 
    “No, Aeron was clear about that,” I said. “He said not to change the ceremony we had in mind. So, we have to figure out a way to make the Redimi Vincio ceremony work.” 
 
    “I thought that might be a possibility.” Alyona smiled as she flipped to another book and handed it to me. “The Noble Spirits lend their power to their respective blades, which then become a conduit for the spirit power that can be accessed by the noble who wields it. That power then becomes part of the noble and becomes a sort of bloodline ability, which is why the Noble Swords are generally passed down to the eldest son of each noble who has one.” 
 
    “Okay, but I don’t think bonding with a noble dude is our greatest idea,” I muttered as I stared blankly at the page. “You want me to do that with all these eldest sons?” 
 
    “No,” Alyona giggled. “The ceremony wouldn’t work like that anyway. It looks like you could still bond with a direct descendant of a Noble Sword, since it would be in her bloodline regardless of her ability to wield the blade.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mused as I pondered the new plan. “So, I could bond with a noble’s daughter who has the power of the Noble Spirit in her blood? I like it. I feel like this could work. What do you think, Miraya?” 
 
    “It sounds brilliant, my lord,” she replied with a wide smile. “Of course, I wouldn’t expect anything less from our princess.” 
 
    “Oh, come now,” Alyona giggled. “You are the only reason we even know about the Noble Spirits! You are amazing.” 
 
    I smiled as my lovers continued to tease and compliment each other, but I realized we were well on our way to growing my power enough to stop the Breach. It was only a matter of time now, but the first step was finding the other eleven Noble Spirits. 
 
    “So, did you figure out the memory thing yet?” I asked once the women had quieted down. “Wait, where’s Naomi and my mom?” 
 
    “They found the spell for projecting your memory,” Aaliyah purred. “They had to get some, ah, ingredients.” 
 
    “Oh, a potion,” I muttered as I recalled the horrible smell of the potions we’d found along the Breach when the Green Glass Sect had tried to weaken the seal with rifts. 
 
    “I can’t make any promises, but I think this one will smell better,” Alyona giggled. “No stinky flowers this time.” 
 
    “Good.” I smirked. “I’d hate to leave the archives smelling like that for ages.” 
 
    “Me, too,” my wife agreed with a grin. “So, while they’re retrieving the ingredients, can you show me what you found in the library?” 
 
    “A fucking treasure trove of books,” I replied. “Is there an empty section here somewhere?” 
 
    “Anywhere,” Alyona laughed. “You simply have to want an empty shelf.” 
 
    “What?” I turned around to see the shelf behind me was completely bare, though I knew there were dozens of books lined up there before. “How did that… did you do… how?” 
 
    “The archives were imbued with some sort of intuitive magic,” she explained. “And they love new knowledge, so if you want them to make room for more books, you only need to want the space.” 
 
    “Weird,” I muttered. “But kinda awesome.” 
 
    Ruslan and I began to retrieve book after book from our spatial storages, and my wife’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. She grabbed various books before they even made it to the shelves, and soon several of my lovers were sitting on the floor together reading through the tomes. 
 
    It seemed to take just as much time to set up the books as it had taken to retrieve them, and I started to wonder if Naomi and Julia had traveled to another realm for the ingredients when Aunt Emma tugged on my sleeve.  
 
    I turned to look at her, but she jerked her chin over her shoulder, so we walked down the hall away from everyone before she finally spoke. 
 
    “You seriously met a god today?” she whispered in awe. “Like a real-life, no bullshit god?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was insane,” I murmured. “I’ve done some pretty crazy stuff since I got here, and I saw another goddess when she blessed my adoption, but talking to this guy was… interesting.” 
 
    “I would imagine so,” Emma agreed. “Now, what else did you find?” 
 
    “How did you know-- never mind,” I chuckled as I pulled the dragon history book from my spatial storage. “What can you tell me about it?” 
 
    “I can tell you it was practically screaming for me to touch it, even when you had it hidden away,” she replied and reached slowly for the brown leather cover. “Wow.” 
 
    “What?” I wondered as she closed her eyes and sighed. “What do you see?” 
 
    “Hold on one stinking minute, Evan,” Emma snorted. “I’m watching it.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I grunted as I held the book impatiently. 
 
    Since I’d brought my aunt to Inati from Earth, we’d quickly discovered she was a history maven, which meant she could touch something and learn its history. It was a power that certainly fit her personality, especially since she’d owned an antique shop back on Earth. It was actually one of her random antique purchases that had led me to Rahma nearly a year ago. 
 
    “This book was quite an undertaking,” she murmured after what felt like ages had passed. “It was written over four generations of a mortal family, and it was passed down like an heirloom for the next child to continue studying the dragons. It’s fascinating.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I mused. “Dragons typically live for centuries, which isn’t common for people who don’t know how to cultivate. What else did you see?” 
 
    “Oh, this family adored the dragons,” Emma sighed. “They believed the dragons had been created for the sole purpose of protecting the mortals on Inati, though the gods never confirmed that.” 
 
    “Then why did everyone end up fearing them?” I wondered with a soft sadness. “Valerra made sure everyone feared her because it kept her safe, but why did anyone want to kill our kind before that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Emma shook her head and frowned. “When the family stopped writing the book, it was merely because they ran out of room.” 
 
    “Are you saying there could be more volumes?” I asked, and a glimmer of hope fluttered in my chest. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” my aunt agreed. “They seriously loved everything about the dragons. They even followed one dragon family in a ship to a whole other continent just to keep up with their historical data. It’s truly incredible.” 
 
    “Did you get their name?” I wondered. “I’d like to find the other books, if they exist.” 
 
    “Well, now, this is the strange part,” Emma hedged and averted her gaze as she dropped her hand from the book. “The family crest said, ‘duLoc.’” 
 
    “Why is that strange?” I asked. “I don’t recognize it.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” she agreed with a peculiar expression. “Your mother and I rarely talked about our ancestry because, well, our father was a drunk, and our mother was like a skittish colt if you walked into the room too quickly. They weren’t exactly fun at parties, but that was our mother’s maiden name.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly in shock, and my mind seemed to go in a thousand directions at once. The family who had spent generations studying dragons shared the family name of my maternal grandmother. It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence. 
 
    “Aunt Emma, do you think our family is from here?” I whispered. 
 
    “I can’t really answer that,” she sighed. “Like I said, we couldn’t get anything about our past from our mother, and ol’ Pop was always too smashed to do anything but stumble from his armchair to his bed. We always blamed the distance, but there’s a whole other reason your mother and I never took you around your grandparents.” 
 
    “I can see why,” I muttered. “I just wish we could talk to at least your mother now. Is she still alive?” 
 
    “No,” Emma answered, and her eyes dimmed with sadness. “She died in New Orleans not long after your mom and I moved to New York.” 
 
    “Damn,” I cursed.  
 
    It was sad I never got to meet my grandmother, but then my attention was brought back to the rest of our group as they turned to face Julia and Naomi walking down the aisle. 
 
    “Oh, good, you’re back!” Julia exclaimed as she rushed to greet Ruslan and give him a peck on the cheek. “Did you have to sacrifice anything to the gods while you were gone?” 
 
    “Almost,” my father muttered with a daggered stare at me. 
 
    “But you didn’t,” I chuckled and grinned. 
 
    He stuck out his pink tongue before he wrapped his arms around my mother and hugged her close. 
 
    “Did you find what we needed?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “I’d say so,” Naomi replied with a grin. 
 
    Then she and Julia dumped a bag of bones on the floor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Pleeeease, tell me you didn’t just go dig up a grave,” Aaliyah groaned as we all stared at the mixture of various skeletons in front of us. 
 
    “No, silly,” Naomi laughed. “These were in the potion storage room here in the archives. We just needed to find the right ones.” 
 
    “So, you had to find a hundred bones?” I squatted down next to the pile with curiosity. “There’s a lot here.” 
 
    “We had to find eighty-eight, actually,” Julia corrected me with a grin. “Though they aren’t all humanoid. There are some reptilian, avian, and a few other types in there as well.” 
 
    “Let’s get started,” Alyona cut in before I could ask more questions. 
 
    My wife, Naomi, and Julia began to arrange the bones into a circle, and then they filled in the ivory circle with designs until there were no bones left. Next, Naomi pulled a bottle of bright purple liquid from her robe pocket, and she and Alyona murmured a few words as they walked along the circle together while Naomi poured the liquid onto the bones. 
 
    The violet ink left stains on the bones’ creamy surface, and the longer I stared, the more I realized they weren’t random splotches. The purple coloring had formed a series of symbols from one of the languages of Rahma. 
 
    “Okay, get in,” Naomi said as she pointed to the center of the circle. 
 
    “Uh, alright.” I carefully stepped over the bones to stand in the middle and looked around at all the eager faces. “Now, what?” 
 
    “Picture the memory you want to share,” Alyona explained. “Focus on that and nothing else.” 
 
    “Got it,” I agreed and closed my eyes. 
 
    I remembered walking in the shoes of my ancestor Lord Adrian with his wife Lady Sicily at his, or my, side. He commanded her to use her power with the Sword of Hatra above his head, and then my eyes sprang open as a light seemed to pierce through my body. It didn’t hurt, but it reminded me of the tingly feeling when my foot fell asleep, and the sensation filled my body.  
 
    I looked around to see my whole group watching in awe as my memory seemed to project around me, and then I glanced down to see a nearly transparent version of my fox Demi-Human ancestor coincided with my own form. Before I could speak, though, the lights from Sicily’s spell crashed to the ground around me. 
 
    Rebecca, Aaliyah, Ravi, and the dryads scurried around the circle with maps and marked each of the places where the lights fell back to Inati. 
 
    Suddenly, the images faded away, and I was left standing in the center of the bone circle. The purple ink had disappeared, and the bones looked withered and rotten. It seemed we’d used whatever magic they had left.  
 
    “Incredible,” Ruslan breathed. “It was like I was watching from Lord Adrian’s point of view, but also I could see you in him. I’ve never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “I’m just glad it worked!” Julia exclaimed with a grin. “Now, we have something to work with.” 
 
    I clambered over the bones where my lovers had laid out the maps. There were eleven total marks, and they were all over the place. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Miraya whispered as she pursed her lips together. “Some of my sisters are so far away. This will not be an easy journey, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I don’t mind a challenge,” I chuckled. “I’m just glad we figured out a way to map them out. I don’t think I could have done all that from memory.” 
 
    “The first one is easy,” Laika said as she studied the map. “It’s Lord Nikolaus’ Sword of Light. Here, it was mapped while the blade was in Leyte.” 
 
    “After that, we only have one other dot that landed in Rahma,” Ravi continued. “Then we’ll have to venture past the borders.” 
 
    “I thought the Noble Swords were divided among Rahman cities,” Polina gasped. “These are much further than that.” 
 
    “The story was simply that the gods had divided us around Inati.” Miraya frowned and shook her head. “It doesn’t surprise me they separated us as far apart as they could.” 
 
    “Has anyone here ever left Rahma?” I asked. 
 
    “I have,” Laika answered. “Twice with the Blue Tree Guild, but I don’t know any of the noble families well enough to simply arrive without warning.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll have much choice,” I countered. “In order to get to all these places quickly, we’re going to need to portal there. The sooner we get access to their power, the better for everyone. We need to close the Breach.” 
 
    “I only have one question,” Nike piped up in a confused voice. “How are you going to bond with a daughter I don’t have?” 
 
    “Well, do you have any sisters?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” Nike shook his head. “My father was, ah, a difficult man to love.” 
 
    “Okay, how about aunts?” I pressed. “Your grandfather gave you the sword, right?” 
 
    “He did,” the noble replied and frowned. “But I don’t know if he bore any other children. It’s possible, I suppose.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to go find out for ourselves,” I decided. “But first, I’d really like to get some grub.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, finally,” Valerra groaned. “I’ve been starving for hours.” 
 
    “You could have gotten some food,” I chuckled. “Where are your ladies-in-waiting?” 
 
    “With the eggs,” she muttered. “That’s the only time I can get them to leave me alone.” 
 
    “Then I guess I won’t invite them to dinner,” I teased before I led everyone out of the archives and up the stairs into the city. 
 
    As we stepped out of the passageway, I realized the three moons of Inati had already risen above us. We’d been in the archives and Olivier’s cavern all day, though it had only felt like a few hours. At least we’d accomplished making the map, and we could start our journey first thing in the morning. 
 
    We trudged toward the Lunar Palace, and Ruslan rushed ahead to have the kitchen staff prepare dinner.  
 
    “You aren’t worried about this trek?” Miraya nearly whispered as we made our way toward the palace. 
 
    “Not at all.” I shrugged and gave her a confident smile. “We’ve overcome many obstacles to get where we are already. I know we can do this. The distance is nothing.” 
 
    “My sisters are just so far away,” she sighed and looked down at her feet. 
 
    “They are,” I agreed before I stopped and guided her chin up to face me. “And we can handle that. The hardest part will be finding the right person to bond with, but I’m sure we’ll figure it out. So, stop worrying, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll try,” the spirit replied in a soft voice as tears swam in her pale-blue eyes. 
 
    “Lord Evan is right.” Alyona appeared on Miraya’s other side and linked her fingers through the spirit’s with a reassuring smile. “We always find a way.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” Miraya said after a moment. 
 
    “Then, tonight, we only worry about filling our bellies and getting some rest,” Polina declared. 
 
    “And we reeeeally want to fill our bellies,” Trina agreed as her stomach growled loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “See, it’s not just me who’s starving!” Aaliyah quipped. 
 
    My lovers giggled together as we headed inside the cavernous entrance of the Lunar Palace, where the delicious aromas of dinner filled the air. I could pick out some herbs and spices, as well as chicken and beef, but the other meat was a mystery to my powerful nose. All I knew was I was ready to tear into it.  
 
    As we filed into the dining hall, I took my place at the head of the table while Alyona sat next to me, and my mother left an empty seat on my other side for Ruslan. I’d had to get used to the chain of command that came with royalty, as it was my old-world tradition for the father to take the head chair. In Hatra, however, I was Lord of the city, and I took the seat that indicated the most power. 
 
    My aunt shuffled around the table with awkward glances at open seats, and I figured she was confused about the seating arrangement as well, but before I could direct her to a place, the dryads took tour guide status and placed her between them and Valerra.  
 
    Everyone else sat down, and one of the staff appeared with goblets and a jug of wine. Soon, we all had drinks and bread to appease our empty stomachs until the main course arrived. 
 
    “So, son, do you plan to begin your travels in Leyte?” Ruslan wondered as he sipped from his mug. 
 
    “I think that’s the easiest,” I agreed. “It’s close, obviously, but we also have Lord Nikolaus to help us navigate the family and figure out who I can bond with. I don’t imagine showing up in random cities with no idea who to look for would go over so well.” 
 
    “It will be difficult enough to explain the situation at hand,” Alyona pointed out. “If someone doesn’t want to bond with you, what are we going to do?” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t want to bond with a badass dragon?” Marina giggled.  
 
    “An idiot, of course,” Polina retorted. 
 
    “A big, stupid idiot,” Trina agreed as she threw back the last of her wine. 
 
    “I didn’t want to at first,” Valerra interjected with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, we didn’t mean you,” Polina replied and grinned. “You’re obviously not a big, stupid idiot.” 
 
    “Yeah, you were just protecting your egg,” Marina said as her green skin took on the pinkish tint of a blush. 
 
    “Egg?” my aunt chimed in with curiosity. “What egg? I thought you’d only just had one together.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, uh…” Valerra looked at me with panic in her eyes. “I didn’t--” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “Aunt Emma, Valerra already had her sister’s egg waiting to hatch when we met, and we made our own since then.” 
 
    “So, two eggs?” Emma’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. “Two little grand-nieces or nephews?” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied with a proud grin. “How about I take you to see them after dinner?” 
 
    “I’d love that!” my aunt gushed. 
 
    “They would love some visitors!” a high-pitched voice suddenly shrieked from the doorway. 
 
    In a flurry of blue dresses and blonde and brown hair, two human women rushed into the room and stood next to Valerra’s chair. I recognized her ladies-in-waiting and greeted Eleanor and Emily with a warm smile. 
 
    “Good evening, ladies,” I said. 
 
    “So great to see you, Lord Evan!” Eleanor replied and grinned back. “We just came to check on dinner.” 
 
    “Forsythe said it will be ready soon,” Emily finished. “He wanted to welcome you with his newest specialty.” 
 
    “What is it?” I wondered. “I smelled something new.” 
 
    “A new breed of animal wandered into the forest we hunt,” Ruslan explained. “One of our hunters caught one, and someone else said it’s something called a buffalo.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” I murmured. “I haven’t seen one of those since I took a vacation to the Midwest when I was a kid.” 
 
    “They make a good burger,” Emma chimed in with a laugh. “Your mother and I used to eat buffalo burgers every time we went to visit our cousins in Nebraska.” 
 
    “So, you’ve eaten this meat before?” Ruslan’s eyes widened in surprise.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s delicious,” my aunt answered. “You’ll love it.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” the fox Demi-Human said and rubbed his hands together with excitement. 
 
    “How about we go check on the eggs while we’re waiting on the food?” I suggested to Emma. “I haven’t really had a chance to go see them, either.” 
 
    “Oooh, yes!” she chirped. “Lead the way!” 
 
    I pushed my chair from the table, and we headed for the door. I saw Valerra’s body tense with the natural instinct to protect her eggs, but she kept her cool. It had been rough when she first laid our egg, and she hadn’t wanted to let me see it or even tell me about it. When she finally realized I would protect our child just as fiercely as she would, she seemed to be able to relax, at least a little.  
 
    “Oh, just a second!” Alyona called out before we left the dining hall. “Emma can’t get in the chamber.” 
 
    When we built the room that held the eggs, we’d made sure it had an extra layer of protection. Alyona had spelled the doorway with a barrier that only allowed a dragon to pass through. Even when the ladies-in-waiting guarded the room, they could only stand in the stairwell to protect it.  
 
    “Oh, right,” I murmured. “How do we do that?” 
 
    “Just a drop of your blood and a quick spell,” the princess replied as she seemed to pull a necklace from thin air.  
 
    The necklace featured a pendant that looked almost like a transparent gem, but then she flipped open the top, and I realized it was a prism-shaped vial. The princess pulled a dagger from her spatial storage and reached for my hand. Then she pricked my finger with the dagger and squeezed several drops of blood into the vial.  
 
    “Will this work?” I asked. “I thought only a dragon could enter.” 
 
    “Yes, only a dragon has full access to enter the room,” Alyona agreed. “However, you can share that ability with someone who has your blood and enters with you or another dragon. She wouldn’t be able to go in alone, but she can go in with you once I finish this spell.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Emma whispered as Alyona spun the vial around and coated its interior with my dark crimson blood. “We already share blood. Does that matter?” 
 
    “I can’t be certain,” my wife explained. “Only because the blood you share is his mother’s, and we don’t know which parent was the dragon.” 
 
    “Which parent?” Emma repeated with wide eyes. “You think my sister was a dragon?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. “I think my father was.” 
 
    “You never knew him,” my aunt pointed out. “Hell, your mother barely did.” 
 
    “Did you meet him?” I wondered as I realized my aunt and I had never discussed my father. “Was he from New York? Or somewhere else?” 
 
    “Listen, Evan, I promised your mother I wouldn’t go into that part of her life,” Emma replied and wrung her hands together. “It was a promise I made to her when you were a child. She didn’t want you to worry about who he was because he didn’t seem very worried about you.” 
 
    “I have a right to know,” I argued.  
 
    “And I have a promise to keep,” my aunt said simply. “I don’t know enough to be worth any value to you. Just leave it at that, okay?” 
 
    The dining hall was completely silent, and all I could hear was my heart thudding in my chest as I tried to decide if I should continue to argue with her. I didn’t think she would have any answers for me, but now it seemed she might and wouldn’t share them. It was maddening, but I couldn’t be so selfish that I asked her to break a promise to my own mother. 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered and turned to Alyona. “Finish the spell.” 
 
    “Of course.” She nodded and held the vial close to her pink lips. “Blood shared, knots tied, access granted to the inside.” 
 
    A coil of white magic burst from her lips and encircled the vial before it tightened against the clear sides of the prism and disappeared. Alyona handed the necklace to Emma, and my aunt draped it around her neck. The vial hung to her chest and seemed to almost shimmer in the flickering light of the candles around the room.  
 
    “Ready?” Emma asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed and led her out of the room. 
 
    We climbed the stairs to Valerra’s room in silence, and Emma gasped once we were inside. The floor-to-ceiling windows provided a gorgeous view of the night sky, and we could see dozens of stars dotted the velvet blue background. We both stared out the windows for a moment, and as I stood there, I realized I couldn’t be angry with Emma about her decision. She’d been close with my mother, and she would never betray that trust, which was a loyalty that was hard to come by.  
 
    “Does it all look like this?” Emma asked as she stared out the glass windows toward the city of Hatra. 
 
    “No,” I answered and joined her to look outside. “Hatra didn’t even look this beautiful when I first got here. It had been destroyed by the miasma, and it took months for us to restore it. I helped build many of the buildings here, including the palace.” 
 
    “You were never a Lego kind of kid,” she chuckled. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “One of my powers is control over stones,” I explained with a smile. “I can move it telekinetically, and apparently, I can mold it a little as well. So, I moved the things that were too big for everyone else to move, and I did it much faster. We’d probably still be lugging rocks from the mountains over here if I hadn’t assimilated that magic.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t, uh, what?” Emma raised a confused eyebrow. 
 
    “Assimilated,” I repeated. “It’s a dragon’s ability to take the power of its prey. I killed a stone giant, well, I’ve killed a few of them now, and I took its stone magic.” 
 
    “A stone giant,” she breathed. “How many, um, creatures have you killed?” 
 
    “A few,” I said with a dismissive wave. “Now, come on.” 
 
    Emma pursed her lips, and I knew she wanted to ask more, but she followed me to one of the stone walls without another word. Then I accessed the secret entrance to the hidden chamber that held both of the eggs. We stepped down the stairs until we reached the doorway, and I grasped her hand as I pulled her through the invisible barrier. 
 
    Alyona’s necklace worked like a charm, and we passed through the magical wall without an issue. The large golden-faced cabinet seemed to throb as we drew closer, and I wondered if my son or daughter could feel my presence. It felt as though my egg was excited to see me, and I grinned when I slid the drawer open to reveal the eggs. 
 
    Valerra’s sister’s egg was a deep crimson and almost double the size of our egg. Ours was black, gold, and violet, and I could feel the surge of energy emanating from it in waves as I peered into the drawer. 
 
    “Hey, there, Junior,” I whispered as I grazed the rough surface of my future hatchling. “Sorry it’s been so long.” 
 
    “Can it hear you?” Emma asked with genuine curiosity. “I mean, they always say a baby can hear its parents’ voices in utero, so it makes sense.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s possible,” I agreed. “Actually, that makes perfect sense. We read before that dragons won’t hatch until they feel safe, so it’s reasonable to think they have some sort of understanding about what’s going on outside their shells.” 
 
    “So, how long has this one been waiting?” she wondered and gently touched the red egg with her fingertips. 
 
    “Three-thousand years,” I murmured. “It was first laid when the Sage had begun his reign of terror on the dragons, but now that he’s gone, I’m not sure why it hasn’t hatched yet.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because of the Breach,” she suggested. “Can’t they feel its negative vibes? I know I can.” 
 
    “You can?” I was surprised she hadn’t mentioned this before. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” my aunt confirmed with a nod. “It’s, like, a funeral and a war wrapped up in one super sad combo. I felt it when I got here. I just thought everyone did.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied and frowned. “So, hopefully, you’ll get to meet my kid once we close it.” 
 
    “I cannot wait!” she gushed as she touched my egg’s surface again with the gentle touch of a mother. “He or she will be beautiful, I just know it. Can I be here when it hatches?” 
 
    “That’s more of a Valerra question,” I hedged. “I don’t know all the rules of dragon motherhood. She already tried to claw my eyes out once over these guys. I’d rather you keep your eyeballs.” 
 
    “Of course.” Emma nodded with knowing eyes. “I’ll wait until she approves. I hope she knows I want nothing but the best for these little ones.” 
 
    “She’ll know soon,” I said and smiled. “She doesn’t know you yet, but she knows me. I’d never bring anyone around that could hurt them.” 
 
    “Good.” She finally turned away from the dresser and looked around the rest of the room until her eyes rested on a long, wooden bow. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Ah, a story for another time,” I chuckled as I ushered her toward the door. “Let’s go eat.” 
 
    Emma shrugged and walked out of the room and back toward the dining hall, and the moment we sat down, Forsythe and his team began to file into the dining hall with trays of food. The giant platters were set on the table with care, and I could see the huge cuts of buffalo steak that dripped with savory juices and made my mouth water. More trays were filled with whole roasted chickens, shredded roast, potatoes, green beans with onions, and skewered fresh fruit.  
 
    “Ohhhh, gods,” Valerra groaned as she eyed the food.  
 
    I knew exactly how she felt, and I wondered how much I could eat before I popped like a balloon. I was about to test my limits. 
 
    We dug into our plates, and I forked a bite of buffalo steak into my mouth. I hummed with pleasure as the juicy meat hit my tongue, and the flavors of Forsythe’s herbs and spices dribbled down my throat. I hadn’t tasted steak this good since my mom had taken me to the fanciest steakhouse in New York when she got a Christmas bonus one year.  
 
    “The eggs are breathtaking,” Emma murmured to Valerra as they ate their dinner. “Thank you for letting me see them.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” My dragon mate blinked rapidly like she was taken aback by Emma’s appreciation. “Only because you are Lord Evan’s blood family. Anyone else would have their throat ripped from their body.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Emma agreed with a nod. “If I’d been lucky enough to have children, I would have felt the same way. I often found myself very protective over Evan since I had no children of my own.” 
 
    “Why did you not have children?” Valerra wondered. “Is it not the woman’s duty on Earth to bear children?” 
 
    I was intrigued by Valerra’s interest in the conversation. She rarely connected with anyone else, especially someone outside our soul bridges, but she seemed to talk with my aunt just fine. 
 
    “It is an honor to be a mother,” Emma replied with a wry smile. “I wouldn’t call it a duty for Earth customs, but unfortunately, my body wasn’t able to carry a child.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Valerra whispered, and I thought I saw her blink back actual tears. “I cannot imagine your pain.” 
 
    I turned my head and allowed the women their shared moment. I hadn’t realized many things about my dear aunt, and now I respected her even more for raising me once my mother passed away. It couldn’t have been easy to take on someone else’s kid when you couldn’t even have one of your own.  
 
    “She’s a wonderful woman.” Alyona put a knowing hand on mine and smiled. “You were very blessed on Earth to have her.” 
 
    “Yes, I was,” I agreed. “And now, our children will be blessed to have her around, too. She taught me a lot, and she’s the reason I got here.” 
 
    “Then she will always be welcome,” my wife replied with a wide smile. “She brought me the greatest gift.” 
 
    I leaned over and kissed the princess before the kitchen staff returned with a round of dessert. For the next two hours, we ate chocolate-covered fruits, cake, pudding, and some little pastries Forsythe had whipped up this afternoon. It was all so delicious, and my stomach felt like it might burst by the time I finally set down my fork and called it quits. I realized nearly everyone else had gone to bed already, and only Valerra and I had continued to eat long into the night. Our dragon appetites were incredibly large, but I quickly noticed I wasn’t quite as tired as my companions when I looked over at the lady dragon as she licked the chocolate drippings from her fork. 
 
    “Have you finally filled your belly, my lord?” Valerra teased with a glint of amusement in her golden eyes.  
 
    “One of my hungers has been satiated at least,” I replied in a low voice I knew she could hear, and then I winked. 
 
    Valerra dug her claws into the wood of the table as she kept her gaze locked on mine, and I could practically feel the heat of my dragon mate’s desire as it rolled off her in waves. My eyes traveled down her slender throat to the thin crimson robe that barely covered her athletic body. Her pert nipples poked through the satin fabric, and she bit into her lower lip as she watched me drink her in. 
 
    “Are you going to stare all night?” she demanded, though I knew her well enough to know she was simply covering up her strong desire for my seed. 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged and casually leaned back in my chair. “Unless you ask me nicely for something else.” 
 
    “Evannnn,” Valerra growled as her talons gouged deeper holes into the table. “Just do it!” 
 
    “You know what I want,” I murmured and stood up to reveal my erection pressed against my trousers. “Ask me.” 
 
    “Gods!” she hissed. “Fine! Please, Lord Evan, fill me!” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” I rumbled as I strode around the table and grabbed my dragon mate by the arm. 
 
    In a flash, I pressed her against the wall, and our lips crashed together in a frenzy. Her clawed fingers threatened to tear through my shirt as she tried to pull me even closer to her, and I shoved her harder into the stone as I thrust my tongue into her mouth and my thigh between hers. I could feel the warmth of her pussy on my leg, and I rolled my hips back and forth as I kissed her. 
 
    “Ohhhh, Evan!” she moaned as I dipped down to kiss her neck and dragged my tongue up to nibble her ear. “Please!” 
 
    “Shhh, you’ll wake everyone,” I teased in her ear. “Besides, I haven’t been able to taste you in ages.” 
 
    “Oh, gods!” she shrieked before I dropped to my knees and spread open her robe to reveal the apex of her thighs. 
 
    Her warm core already glistened with her juices, and I grinned up at her before I dove headfirst between her legs. I slowly slid my tongue up one side of her sweet lips and down the other, and I could feel Valerra’s body shudder with pleasure as she clawed at the stone wall and whimpered. 
 
    Her juices trickled down my chin as I licked her sopping pussy and suckled on her throbbing clit. She gasped when I nipped at the soft skin with my teeth, and then I slid a finger inside her tight canal. Her legs nearly buckled as I curled my finger to pleasure her while I flicked my tongue over her dripping lips. Then I felt her tunnel squeeze my finger, and I slipped one more inside her and thrust in and out while I ran my tongue over her clit. 
 
    “Ohhhhh, fuck!” she screeched as her orgasm cascaded over my tongue and down my chin.  
 
    Her body shivered and vibrated above me as she came, and I sucked each drop from her lips before I stood up, met her gaze, and licked my fingers. 
 
    “Just as tasty as I remember,” I murmured. “Come on.” 
 
    I took her hand, and she followed me on shaky legs to her chambers. When we reached her room, Eleanor and Emily stood near the secret entrance to the egg chamber, and they jumped with wide eyes when I yanked Valerra inside. 
 
    “Get out!” the lady dragon ordered and pointed to the door. 
 
    The ladies-in-waiting scurried out without question, and Valerra slammed the door shut behind them.  
 
    “Over here.” I pointed to the bed, and Valerra grinned as she untied her robe and dropped it to the floor. 
 
    Her pussy was still nearly dripping from her first orgasm, and I wanted nothing else but to give her a few more. She started to flop onto the bed, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her back to me.  
 
    “I thought you wanted me on the bed,” she pouted. 
 
    “I want to bend you over it,” I hissed as I shoved her top half down onto the silky red blankets.  
 
    Her creamy ass stood out against the stark blackness of the room, and I stared at her quivering body as I slowly peeled off my shirt, boots, and trousers. Then I strode closer and plunged my cock into her warm, wet tunnel in one fell swoop. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” she moaned. 
 
    I thrust my hips back and forth, and I could feel every ridge and valley of her core with each movement. Valerra clawed at the blankets while I fucked her from behind, and I pounded into her trembling body until I heard her breaths come in gasps. 
 
    “Are you going to cum again for me?” I whispered as I tightened my grip on her hips and pulled her against me even harder. 
 
    “Yessss, ohhhhh!” Valerra sighed before her tunnel squeezed around my cock, and the wave of her second climax poured over my arousal. 
 
    She shuddered, and her arms gave out as she fell against the bed, but I continued to plow into her as her body was wracked with waves of pleasure. Then I pulled my cock out and flipped her to her back. 
 
    “Get all the way on the bed,” I ordered her. 
 
    My dragon mate scooted up toward the center of the huge bed and opened her legs for me to enter her again. 
 
    “Please, Lord Evan,” she begged. “Your seed!” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” I growled as I rammed my erection into her sopping pussy.  
 
    I rocked my hips back and forth as I let every inch of my cock fill her. The lady dragon’s juices still dripped from her sweet lips, and soon a puddle formed under her hips. I grinned as her body shuddered beneath me once more with another orgasm, and then the tightening of her canal finally sent me over the edge. 
 
    “Oh, Evannnnnnn!” she shrieked as I groaned with pleasure. 
 
    My dragon seed seemed to pour out of me like a river bursting through a dam, and I filled her tunnel with my hot load until it dripped down her shivering thighs. My body trembled as my orgasm rushed through my bones and left me craving even more of my dragon mate.  
 
    Valerra started to rise from the bed with a sigh, but I pushed her back against the satin sheets. 
 
    “Again,” I rumbled as I mounted her once more. 
 
    When I’d finally had my hunger satisfied, and my mate was packed full of my seed, we laid exhausted on the bed. I could hardly keep my eyes open, and I fell asleep to the light of the moon streaming in through the giant windows behind the bed.  
 
    It seemed like hours had passed when I woke again, but when I looked outside, I could still see the trio of moons in the sky. It was still night, which meant I could get a few more hours of sleep. 
 
    Thank the gods. 
 
    I rolled over, wrapped my arm around Valerra, and felt myself begin to drift off again. 
 
    Then the city alarm bells rang out into the night, and my eyes shot open. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “What in the name of the gods?” Valerra muttered as I jumped out of bed. 
 
    “The alarm,” I grunted while I searched for my clothes. “Something is happening.” 
 
    “Shit,” she murmured and climbed out of bed behind me. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    We yanked on our clothes and rushed down to the front hall, where Ruslan, Julia, Nike, Emma, and the rest of my lovers had already started to gather. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded.  
 
    “I don’t--” Ruslan started before he turned and pointed toward the door. “There’s Kover now! He’s one of our lookouts.” 
 
    A dwarf sprinted into the main hall and doubled over to catch his breath. 
 
    “My lord…” the small man exhaled. “Elder Ruslan. I saw…” 
 
    “Tell me what you saw,” I ordered. “Who sounded the alarm?” 
 
    “I did,” he gasped. “There’s an army outside the walls!” 
 
    “An army?” Alyona repeated with a hand over her mouth. “Who? Why?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen them before,” Kover said as he finally stood up, though he didn’t look much different than when he’d bent over. “They’re covered in fur, and they have long ears. Some were on four legs, while others stood on two. I’m sorry, milady. I don’t know what or who they are.” 
 
    “How many were there?” I pressed.  
 
    “A few hundred, my lord,” he replied and wrung his hands together. “Our numbers are nowhere near that. We’ve only recently begun training our soldiers.” 
 
    “We still have the Blue Tree Guild,” Laika pointed out as she reached for her magical gorget. “I could have them here in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said as a thousand thoughts seemed to run through my head. “We need to get the people of the city to safety. That’s our first priority.” 
 
    “The bunker!” Julia gasped. 
 
    “In the archives?” I frowned. “That will take too long.” 
 
    “No, the one we just finished,” Ruslan explained. “It’s in the center of the city. We could fan out and have everyone there in a matter of minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “Laika, get with Pyotr and have the guild round up everyone in the city. The dryads can spread out with the guild members, too. We need to get every single citizen to the bunker. Ravi, you fly overhead and make sure no one gets left behind.” 
 
    “On it,” Laika growled as she and the others rushed toward the Blue Tree Guild’s airship. 
 
    “We’ll go open the bunker,” Ruslan said, and he and Julia hurried out after them. 
 
    “What should I do?” Emma asked with a look of concern. “I know I’m not much of a fighter, but I would guard the eggs with my life.” 
 
    “Us, too,” Eleanor announced and linked arms with Emily. “Not one of those creatures will be able to pass us.” 
 
    Though the ladies-in-waiting were mere humans, something told me they had something up their sleeves when it came to protection. 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “You three go to Valerra’s chambers. We’ll take care of whomever is at the gate.” 
 
    “I’ll rip them to shreds,” Valerra thundered as she headed for the door.  
 
    I stormed after her with Alyona, Nike, Aaliyah, Rebecca, Naomi, and Miraya at my heels. As soon as we were outside the Lunar Palace, I sprinted to catch up with Valerra, and we shifted into our dragon forms in synchronicity.  
 
    The black scales of my forearms rippled across the rest of my skin as my body grew in size until I towered over the buildings of Hatra. I felt the fire build in my chest as I looked at my dragon mate in her crimson glory, and we waited for our companions to climb onto our backs before we took to the sky and flew above the gates. 
 
    I looked down to see Kover hadn’t exaggerated in the slightest. At least four or five-hundred furry creatures stood in perfect rows at the gate to our city, and each held a weapon, from bows and arrows to swords to staves. I could see now they resembled wolves, but they weren’t wolf Demi-Humans like Laika. They seemed to be almost feral, and I got the distinct feeling they were much more wolf than human. Instead of human features, they had long, narrow snouts and sharp, yellow fangs, and their hands were only a step above paws with spindly fingers and dagger-like claws. They were definitely not like anything I’d seen before. This was something else, and they growled and bared their sharp teeth until we appeared in the sky above them.  
 
    “Now!” one of the wolf-like creatures barked. 
 
    Suddenly, a flurry of arrows flew toward us, and Valerra and I split in opposite directions to avoid the barrage. I knew the arrows would never be able to penetrate my scales, but they could certainly harm the people on my back. 
 
    “Drop us off over there!” Alyona pointed toward the edge of the wolf army. 
 
    I nodded as I opened my maw and released a column of flames onto the attacking soldiers to clear a path. Their fur caught fire, and they whimpered and scurried away from the landing zone. Valerra and I flew low enough for our passengers to jump to the ground, and then we returned above the army to continue our attack. 
 
    We flew over them and bellowed flames onto their heads. Several dropped to cover themselves with their shields, but most of them caught fire within seconds. I looked back to see Alyona and Naomi had joined hands and began to cast various spells that sent the wolves flying backward. Miraya and Nike wielded swords and were engaged in hand-to-hand battles with their furry opponents, while Aaliyah and Rebecca had cut right to the chase with their long claws. They all left the soldiers in bloody shreds as they tore through the waves of wolves.  
 
    “Savage dragons!” one of the wolves bellowed as he threw a dagger at me. 
 
    The metal blade cracked against the scales of my chest and fell to the ground with a clatter.  
 
    “We aren’t the ones attacking an innocent city!” I snarled before I released another round of flames onto the furry soldier.  
 
    He blocked the fire with his metal shield and cowered beneath it as I poured more and more flames onto him. I knew his shield had to be growing hot from my fire, but he continued to guard himself with it, so I snorted and kicked at the shield with my foreleg. 
 
    The metal dented in the perfect shape of my talon, and the wolf stumbled backward with a growl. 
 
    “You already did!” he yelled as he unsheathed his sword. 
 
    “Already did what?” I was confused with the wolf’s accusation.  
 
    “Attacked our city!” he snarled and held his sword out as though the tiny blade could hurt me.  
 
    “I’ve only just returned to Hatra,” I retorted. “I couldn’t possibly have attacked your city.” 
 
    “We know what we saw!” the wolf exclaimed with wild, angry eyes. “The damage of a dragon has been told for centuries! The flames, the destruction!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard.” I rolled my eyes and flicked his sword out of his hand with my talons. “Who said it was me?” 
 
    “You and your dragon mate are the only ones left in this land!” he insisted. “Who else could it be?” 
 
    “Okay, listen,” I grunted. “It wasn’t us, so I need you to take me to your leader.” 
 
    I grimaced at my own ridiculous statement, but I had to figure out what the hell was going on. I knew Valerra and I hadn’t attacked some wolf city, and if another dragon was out there causing trouble, we definitely needed to know about it.  
 
    “He won’t speak with you,” the wolf growled. “The decision has been made to collect blood as punishment.” 
 
    “Then it’s your blood that will be collected,” I snarled as I opened my maw to finish off the stupid canine. 
 
    “Wait!” I turned to see a much larger wolf stride across the battlefield toward us. “I am Tunkay, the Alpha of our pack.” 
 
    Tunkay was covered in copper-colored fur, and his giant ears were pressed against his head as he walked toward me. His eyes were a pale yellow that looked nearly white, and they stared at me with a mixture of caution and curiosity.  
 
    “My name is Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash,” I announced. “And I will call off my warriors if you do the same. Then we can talk.” 
 
    Tunkay eyed me carefully before he lifted his head and howled. 
 
    The other wolves immediately retreated from the battlefield and leaped toward him. Some sat on their haunches, while the rest stood at attention behind him.  
 
    I hovered above them for a moment, and then I nodded and looked over to my people. 
 
    “Stop the fight,” I ordered. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Naomi called the black fireball she held back into her palm, and Aaliyah withdrew her long claws and glanced over at Rebecca, who lifted her huge paw from the throat of a wolfy soldier. Alyona and Miraya shared a look of obvious concern before they lowered their magical weapons while Nike sheathed the Sword of Light, and then they all walked toward me. 
 
    “Why should we waste our time talking when they came to attack us?” Valerra hissed as she flew next to me.  
 
    “Because they may have been misled,” I muttered before I looked down to Tunkay. “I’m going to take my human form.” 
 
    The wolf nodded his agreement, and I shifted into my smaller body as I dropped to the ground and used my healing magic to cushion my fall. Then I gestured for the Alpha to follow me away from the others, and we walked far enough away to continue our conversation without his soldiers overhearing. 
 
    “Okay, dragon, I’m listening,” Tunkay said with a sideways glance at my human form.  
 
    “First of all, you have me at a disadvantage,” I began. “You know I’m a dragon, but I have no idea what you are. You aren’t wolf Demi-Humans.” 
 
    “No,” he snorted and rolled his eyes. “Those half-breeds are merely a very distant cousin of ours. We are Mahigans, but you should know that already.” 
 
    I bit my tongue at his half-breed reference and thanked the gods Laika wasn’t here. I had to do what I could to protect my city, and that did not include restarting this battle. Even with the Mahigans we’d already killed, hundreds more remained, and I preferred not to kill anyone else if we didn’t have to. 
 
    “You guys seem to think I know a lot more about you than I do,” I retorted. “I have no idea who you are or why you’re here. All I know is you brought hundreds of your guys to my city, and we had to defend ourselves. In case you forgot, you fired the first arrows.” 
 
    “Today, yes,” Tunkay hissed. “But one of you dragons attacked our village four nights ago.” 
 
    “No, we didn’t,” I replied as I narrowed my eyes on the wolf. “I have no idea where your village is, and I was at the White Jade Temple four nights ago. And, as for the Crimson Dragon, she doesn’t go on the attack. She only defends.” 
 
    “She sure looks happy to attack today,” the wolf spat out.  
 
    “Because she’s defending our home,” I snarled and took a step closer. “She wouldn’t have done anything if you weren’t right outside our walls with an army and hundreds of weapons that could harm our people.” 
 
    “Then explain to me what dragon burned half our village to the ground and killed hundreds of innocent people!” Tunkay thundered. 
 
    We stood mere inches away from each other, and I could see the nostrils on his snout flare with every angry breath he took. His hackles stood on end, and his fangs were bared as he waited for an explanation, which I, unfortunately, did not have. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I murmured after a moment. “I was under the impression we were the only two dragons who remained after hundreds of our species were slaughtered by the Sage.” 
 
    I thought about Eskandar, the white dragon we’d recently discovered had been under Olivier’s geas for years, but no one else needed to know about him, and I knew he wasn’t responsible for the attack on the Mahigan village.  
 
    “That is what we learned as well,” Tunkay agreed. “So, we surmised you or your mate were responsible for the attack, and we came here.” 
 
    “Well, we weren’t.” I shrugged. “But, if we can stop this bullshit, I’ll help you find out who really did it.” 
 
    “How will you do that?” the Alpha asked as he narrowed his pale eyes on me. 
 
    I hesitated. As much as I wanted to go to Leyte to find the first Noble Spirit, I knew we couldn’t ignore whatever had burned the Mahigans’ village. It wasn’t fair to this group of my people, even if I didn’t know they existed before they’d come to attack our city. 
 
    “We’ll go to your village and investigate,” I finally answered and glanced over my shoulder toward my companions, who looked to be in various stages of confusion. “Let me talk to my group.” 
 
    Tunkay dipped his head, and we separated to discuss the situation with our own people. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Nike asked under his breath. “Why did they come here?” 
 
    “They said a dragon burned down their village,” I explained. “We obviously know it wasn’t us, so we need to find out who it was.” 
 
    “There aren’t any other dragons,” Valerra said with a bored yawn. “Let’s just destroy them and get back to sleeping.” 
 
    My dragon mate had laid down on the ground a few feet away with her long tail providing a scaly barrier between the wolves and my group, and she lazily examined her talons as I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “We already discovered that may not be true,” I reminded her. “We found Eskandar, and there could be others. Maybe they’ve just been in hiding.” 
 
    “And now, they decided to go attack some random village?” Aaliyah scoffed. “Seems like a stupid way to come out of hiding.” 
 
    “I agree,” Alyona sighed. “So, what do you suggest?” 
 
    “I think we should go check out their village,” I replied. “If it’s another dragon starting shit, then we need to end it. If it’s something else, we can stop that, too.” 
 
    “You still want to defend them?” Rebecca pursed her lips.  
 
    “I will be king someday, so they’re still my people,” I said with a gentle smile. “I can understand their desire to avenge their city. They were just wrong about who to go after.”  
 
    “My lord, what about…” Miraya nearly whispered and wrung her hands together.  
 
    “We will still look for your sisters,” I assured her. “I know we planned to go to Leyte today, but we have to do this.” 
 
    “He’s right, Miraya,” Alyona agreed and grabbed the spirit’s hand. “If there’s something attacking these people’s city, we can’t let it go on.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what these people are,” Valerra interjected with a smoky huff.  
 
    “Mahigans,” I filled in. “That’s what they are.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” Nike mused. “They normally stay to themselves. It seems odd they would travel to another city for an attack.” 
 
    “I think this Alpha guy wants to prove himself,” I said.  
 
    “He must be a new Alpha, then,” Miraya murmured. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I wondered. 
 
    “A new Alpha would have to prove that he earned his place,” the spirit explained. “He had to win a fight with the old Alpha to become the new one, but sometimes the other members of the pack don’t approve. This may have been his way to prove he was a worthy leader.”  
 
    “You know about the Mahigans?” I arched a surprised eyebrow. 
 
    “One of your ancestors had seen them before,” she replied and closed her eyes. “He was a traveler, and he only stayed with them for a few days before he moved on, but one of the Elders in the pack told him about their ways.” 
 
    “Have you come to a decision?” Tunkay called out. 
 
    I turned to see the Alpha had turned to face us with his pack behind him. A few of them still looked enraged, but none of them dared to disobey his order.  
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed as I walked closer. “We will go to your village and find out who attacked you. Then we’ll handle whoever it was.” 
 
    “No, we will seek our own revenge,” Tunkay growled. “You merely catch the culprit, and we will handle the rest.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed and held my hands up. “We’re on your side in this. I can promise you, we had nothing to do with the attack on your city. Now, I need something from you.” 
 
    “What?” he asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I need your people to leave my city,” I replied in a low, dark voice. “We’ll follow all of you back to your village, and none of your people will stay here.” 
 
    There was a moment of complete silence as the Mahigan looked me up and down before he released a slow breath. 
 
    “Fine,” he conceded. “We will lead you there.” 
 
    “Let me tell my city they’re safe,” I said. “Then we’ll leave.” 
 
    “It will take us two days to journey there,” Tunkay advised. “We should leave as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Two days, huh?” I glanced over at Alyona. “I think we can get there much faster than that.” 
 
    “Ah, your priestess,” the wolf mused. “She can transport all of us there?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “We’ll be right back.” 
 
    “I can tell them what’s going on,” Valerra offered as she casually rose to her feet. “I’m not going anywhere with them, and I’d rather stay here on guard.” 
 
    Her golden eyes traveled past me toward the wolves, and I could tell she still didn’t trust them. I didn’t blame her. She would slaughter anyone who came close to the eggs, and I wasn’t surprised she didn’t want to go with us now.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Aaliyah gaped. “You don’t want to go tearing into whatever beast sent them here?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Valerra replied and shook her head. “I’d rather stay here in case anyone else gets the stupid idea to take my eggs.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I imagine Laika will want to go with us instead. Tell her we’ll wait for her at the gates, and the others need to be on their guard. We don’t know if this mysterious dragon has attacked anyone else that might be seeking revenge.” 
 
    Valerra nodded and leaped into the sky to soar over the gates into Hatra, and we didn’t have to wait long before Laika stormed out of the gate to join us with a wary eye on the Mahigans. 
 
    “Who are they?” she demanded. 
 
    “Mahigans, and they may not be your biggest fans,” I explained carefully. “So, let’s just keep this mission short and sweet. Okay?” 
 
    “I don’t need fans anyway,” Laika huffed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    With that, Alyona and I led the others toward Tunkay, who obviously regarded Laika’s presence with disdain. 
 
    “You traded a dragon for this?” he sneered. 
 
    “She is the leader of the Blue Tree Guild,” I hissed. “And she’s an incredible warrior who will be treated with the respect she deserves. Unless you’d like to fight a dragon on your own since it went so well last time.” 
 
    Tunkay and I glared at each other for several seconds until he finally barked a laugh and looked at Alyona. 
 
    “Go ahead with your magical transportation, priestess.” He waved a dismissive hand in the air. 
 
    “It’s Princess,” I corrected him with a menacing growl. “I may only be the lord of this city, but she is the daughter of King Rodion. If you can’t respect my ladies, we can part ways now.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Tunkay sighed. “Your Highness, if you would, please.” 
 
    “I need you to point out your village on this map,” Alyona said as she pulled the paper from her spatial storage. “Then I’ll open a portal to it.” 
 
    Tunkay looked at her in surprise before he pointed a clawed finger to a small town on the southern border of Rahma surrounded by desert with only a single river that ran next to it.  
 
    Alyona nodded her head, rolled up the map, and stowed it in her storage before she murmured the words of her spell. In a few seconds, the sparks of her pure white magic erupted in the air before us, and several of the Mahigans stepped back and growled with shock as their city appeared in the magical doorway. 
 
    “After you,” I said and gestured for Tunkay to lead the way into his village. 
 
    He furrowed his brow but stepped through the portal. I followed behind him with my group, and the rest of his army filed in after us. As soon as we stepped into the town, I could tell he wasn’t lying about the destruction. The acrid stench of smoke and burnt bodies filled the air, and I quickly sent a wave of healing magic to my companions to protect them from the smell.  
 
    We followed Tunkay up a cobblestone path that wound through half-burnt buildings, blackened grass and crops, and disheveled houses. Soon, other Mahigans began to show their interest in our sudden appearance, but they were less than thrilled to see me walking behind Tunkay. 
 
    “He brought the dragon back!” one of the females hissed. 
 
    “Traitor!” a male Mahigan growled. 
 
    “All will soon be made clear!” Tunkay assured them. “Wait in your homes until the Elders call for you.” 
 
    The Mahigans looked at each other with obvious doubt before they scurried out of view, and when we reached the end of the road, we stood before a large hut. It was only one story, but it was nearly as long as the entire village, and it was one of only a few buildings that hadn’t been scorched in the attack.  
 
    From up here, we could see the entire Mahigan city, and as I looked back at the rest of the village, I realized we’d walked through the least damaged part of the town. Most of it was completely demolished. Houses were nothing but piles of ash, and what looked like a market had been razed to the ground. Wolves used wheelbarrows and carts to move dead bodies from the middle of the road to a pyre at the end of the village.  
 
    It was disheartening to see the destruction. It looked nearly as bad as Hatra when I’d first arrived.  
 
    What the hell kind of dragon would do something like this? 
 
    I shook my head to clear my anger and focus on the task at hand. The army behind us spread out along the front of the hut and stood guard as we followed Tunkay inside. The first room we stepped into smelled like cinnamon and honey, and I realized with an inner grumble that we’d missed breakfast and likely weren’t going to be offered it here. 
 
    Tunkay led us through another doorway into a huge room where five Mahigans sat in a circle. They all had varying levels of gray fur, which I assumed meant they were much older than the soldiers we’d already encountered. They also didn’t seem the least bit surprised when we entered the room. In the center of the circle of old wolves sat a small bowl with tendrils of white smoke that curled toward a tiny gap in the grass ceiling. The bowl seemed to be the source of the sweet smell, though I had no idea what they were doing with it. 
 
    “Sir Alpha,” one of the gray-furred men rumbled. “You surprise us.” 
 
    Well, I guessed wrong on that one. 
 
    “Elders, I have spoken with the dragon lord of Hatra,” Tunkay said in a deliberate tone. “I have brought him here to discuss the matter at hand. It seems we may have made a mistake.” 
 
    “A mistake?” another Elder hissed as they all finally opened their eyes and turned to face us. “We do not make mistakes.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you may have in this case,” I interjected. “My name is Lord Evan of Hatra, and I am the dragon you sent Tunkay to fight.” 
 
    The Elder Mahigans gasped and whispered among themselves until Tunkay held up his clawed hand. 
 
    “While I respect your role in this village, I am still the Alpha,” he thundered. “And I have determined that we will allow the dragon lord to speak.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied awkwardly. “Anyway, I couldn’t have attacked your village because, well, one, I wouldn’t do that, but also, I wasn’t anywhere near here. I was with the king.” 
 
    “King Rodion?” one of the Elders asked as he rose to his feet and eyed me with curiosity. “You have such ties? You are such a young dragon.” 
 
    “Well, I’m married to his daughter,” I chuckled. “So, I’d say His Eminence and I are fairly close.” 
 
    “You are the future king, then?” another of the gray-furred wolves wondered. 
 
    “I am,” I confirmed, which was followed by another round of hushed murmurs. “Which is why I came here to help you solve your problem. I have some experience with hunting down monsters, and I intend to help with yours.” 
 
    “You would slay a fellow dragon for us?” the standing Elder asked with utter disbelief in his tone. “One of your own kind?” 
 
    “I’m not convinced it was a dragon,” I hedged. “Tell me what you saw.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the first dragon most of us have ever seen,” Tunkay said with a glance at the Elders. “Before today, only one has seen a real dragon. It was Elesh.” 
 
    The only Elder who had yet to speak rose to his feet. His fur was completely white, and for some reason, I felt like I was looking at the Mahigan version of Mr. Miyagi. He balanced his weight with a withered wooden cane, and he click-clacked his way closer to me as he took in my appearance. 
 
    “The dragon I saw was never in human form,” Elesh mused. “He said the human body was not worth taking because it was weak.” 
 
    “I believe each of my forms has its strengths,” I countered. “What do you know about the attack on your village?” 
 
    “I know the creature flew overhead,” he said in his raspy voice. “It circled the village, intent on destroying everything it could. Flames landed on nearly every surface and tore through the land with rage.” 
 
    “Did the creature spit out the flames?” I pressed. “Did you see that happen?” 
 
    “I could not see through the fire,” Elesh admitted. “It was thick and poured over our town as though a volcano had erupted.” 
 
    “What about its scales?” I wondered. “Did you see what color they were?” 
 
    “Scales…” the Elder hummed as he tapped on the handle of his cane. “I don’t recall seeing scales, only darkness. The creature was as black as the night sky it flew in.” 
 
    “Do you mind if we talk to your people?” I asked. “Maybe we could get a better idea of what we’re hunting if we can get more information from them.” 
 
    Elesh watched me with the same pale-yellow eyes as Tunkay’s before he turned to his fellow Elders and dipped his head. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he conceded. “We will await your return.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elders,” Tunkay declared before he turned to me and lowered his voice. “Now, go find that dragon, or I will ensure I still have a dragon’s head to serve to the Elders.” 
 
    “Perhaps they’d rather have the head of an incompetent Alpha,” I sneered before I turned on my heels and strode out of the hut. 
 
    “He sure is pleasant,” Naomi muttered as we stepped into the morning light. 
 
    “I’d like to tear his tongue out for the way he speaks to us,” Aaliyah growled as her claws stretched from her fingertips. 
 
    “While I normally wouldn’t mind that, either, we have something to hunt,” I pointed out. “Let’s figure out what it is. Split into groups of two and ask the people what they saw the other night.” 
 
    Aaliyah and Rebecca immediately paired up and walked toward a group of female Mahigans who watched from the other end of the hut. Miraya and Naomi headed back toward town, while Nike and Laika began to talk to the soldiers who kept guard outside the Elders’ hut. I laced my fingers through Alyona’s, and we made our way toward the other end of the hut, where a group of younger Mahigans kicked around a ball. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” I started before one of them dropped to all fours and growled at me. “Whoa, buddy. I’m just trying to ask a few questions about the attack.” 
 
    “You mean your attack?” the young male hissed through bared teeth. “I can smell a dragon a mile away.” 
 
    “Is that what you smelled when the city was under attack?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t have to!” he insisted, though I noticed his hackles no longer stood up as he shuffled away from me. “We all knew it was a dragon!” 
 
    “Okay, listen,” Alyona sighed. “We all know very few dragons are left on Inati. Did the creature that attacked you smell like him?” 
 
    The young Mahigans looked to each other for a moment before a young female stepped forward. 
 
    “No, milady,” she answered in a soft voice before she pointed at me. “He smells like burning wood. The thing that burned our village smelled like singed flesh.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” one of the boys retorted as he pushed her back into the group. “Fire smells like fire.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” I argued. “She’s right, and you don’t have to push her around like that.” 
 
    “I can do whatever I want to her,” he snorted. “She’s just going to be a den mother anyway.” 
 
    “Am not!” the girl shouted. “I can be a warrior, too!” 
 
    “I think you can be anything you set your mind to,” Alyona told the girl with a kind smile.  
 
    “As long as she sets it to being a den mother,” the first boy scoffed. “Her father already determined her fate.” 
 
    “Okay, what is a den mother?” I demanded. 
 
    My mind filled with images of Boy Scouts and the mother figures of the groups who always made sure we had cookies and tents for our camping trips. 
 
    “The one who births our pups,” the second boy laughed. “She won’t be a warrior, though she might make a few.” 
 
    I swallowed the bile that had risen into my throat as I imagined the poor girl in front of me being treated like a puppy mill. I had to resist the urge to carry her far away from this village, and I sensed Alyona’s anger warm up the air next to me.  
 
    “We can only do so much,” I murmured to her before I turned back to the group of young wolves. “Thanks for your help, and, ah, don’t be afraid to speak out if you need something from us. Okay?” 
 
    I looked pointedly at the female Mahigan, who nodded her head ever so slightly as though she understood my point. I wouldn’t whisk her away because I wanted to, but I would do it if she asked. 
 
    We turned around and spoke with a few more Mahigans around the village before we met up with the rest of our group in front of the Elders’ hut. 
 
    “Not a dragon?” I asked the other duos. 
 
    “Not a dragon,” Nike agreed. “But I think I know how to track it.” 
 
    “You do?” I was intrigued. 
 
    “Yeah, the desert is just east of town,” he explained. “We’re going to find the real monster.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “So, we all know it’s not a dragon,” Laika murmured as we walked toward the east end of the village. “But do we know what it is?” 
 
    “We know it smells more like burning skin than a campfire,” I scoffed. “At least one of the wolf kids was smart enough to notice that.” 
 
    “One of the women said it also didn’t have scales,” Aaliyah said. “It was more like oily black skin.” 
 
    “And its wings were thinner than yours,” Miraya added. “One of the shopkeepers in town said he could almost see through them.” 
 
    “How did they think this was a dragon?” I muttered. “We aren’t the only ones with fire and wings.” 
 
    “They were scared,” Alyona reminded me with a gentle hand on my arm. “If only Elesh had seen one before, the others must have assumed he would be certain.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I grumbled. “At least we’re on the right track now. And what track is that, by the way?” 
 
    I looked to my fellow noble whose head seemed to be on a swivel as he assessed the worsening damages the further east we walked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Nike mused and ran his hand through his black hair. “But the other guards noticed ashes fell everywhere it flew.” 
 
    “Not from the fire?” I wondered. 
 
    “No, they fell from the beast itself,” he explained. “Almost like it was shedding them.” 
 
    “How odd,” Rebecca said and twisted a lock of auburn hair around her clawed finger. “You know what else is strange? No one seemed to know how the beast was spewing the fire.” 
 
    “It didn’t come from its mouth?” My eyebrows shot up in surprise. 
 
    “Nope,” Naomi piped up. “The people we spoke with noticed that as well. The creature would scream and roar, but the fire didn’t come out like that.” 
 
    “So, what the fuck are we dealing with?” I grunted before I chuckled to myself. “A shitfire?” 
 
    “Is that an Earth beast?” Laika asked as her gray eyes widened in disbelief. 
 
    “Ah, no,” I laughed. “But I guess we’re going to just have to be ready for anything. Have you picked up on the trail?” 
 
    “I think so,” Nike confirmed as we reached the edge of town and stared out into the desert. “Look.” 
 
    I did a quick double-take as we all peered out across the shimmering silvery-blue sand, but it was hard to tell where the desert sand ended and the ocean beyond it began. Then I noticed what Nike had pointed at, and I looked down to see flakes of black and gray ash that looked dull against the pale-blue backdrop. 
 
    “Ashes,” Alyona gasped. 
 
    “A perfect trail of them,” Nike agreed. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I decided as I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my belt and glanced at Miraya. “Since we don’t know what we’re up against, I think the sword needs all the power it can get.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” The spirit nodded before she disappeared with a flash and reappeared in my spiritual sea. 
 
    I watched in my mind’s eye as Miraya made herself comfortable on the sand of my sea and stared out across the open water. Before I’d found the Sword of Healing, Miraya had rarely taken her corporeal form. Now, it was almost odd to have her back in my head when I was so used to her standing next to me. 
 
    We walked out into the desert and tracked the flakes of ash across the sand for nearly an hour before Nike held out his hand in silence. Then he pointed to a dune about ten yards ahead. In the middle of the sandy hill, a perfectly round hole had been carved out to create an entrance to some sort of cave. 
 
    I motioned for everyone to stay quiet as Nike and I led them toward the cave. Just before the entrance, we could see where the creature had landed, and a set of four footprints left clear indentions in the sand. 
 
    “They’re smaller than mine,” I whispered as I pointed them out to the others. “And each foot only has two toes in the front and one in the back.” 
 
    “Much different than dragon anatomy,” Alyona agreed under her breath. “I still don’t know what it is, though.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, we have to find it and keep it away from the Mahigans,” I determined. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Nike and I slipped through the entrance first, and the cave was surprisingly hot. Even though the desert air had been warm, most underground desert spots were cool, but the beast’s hideout was stifling. The air was thick and humid, and I had to tamp down the urge to cough. 
 
    We crept further into the tunnel as it widened, and I realized it wasn’t as dark as I’d expected, either. In fact, it seemed to be getting brighter the further down we traveled as though we were walking closer to the sun, and I could hear the faint sound of what seemed to be popping bubbles. 
 
    Then the tunnel suddenly veered right, and I almost stumbled as I stopped abruptly and stared into the cavern with wide eyes. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Aaliyah whispered. 
 
    In the center of the cavern was a large pool of lava. It rolled and boiled, which explained the bubble sounds I’d heard on the way down here, and only the outer rim of the cavern and a single island in the center was made of solid ground. I scanned the cavern for any signs of the beast, and then I saw it. 
 
    The beast clung to the wall above the lava and stared into the molten liquid with the orange pool reflected in its beady black eyes. Its skin was a glossy black, and its outstretched wings reminded me of a bat with thin gray webbing between narrow black fingers. It was only about half the size of my dragon form, but something told me it was more powerful than it looked. 
 
    And it wasn’t impressed with our sneaky appearance. 
 
    The creature released a shrill cry that sounded like a bird and a cat having a fight in its throat, and then it shoved off the sandy wall and dove toward us. 
 
    As I held my blade out to stand my ground, the beast dipped lower than I’d expected and swooped into the lava. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    My confusion was soon answered as it flew back out of the orange liquid and soared above us. Lava dripped from its wings onto the ground at my feet, and I cursed as I realized that’s how the beast had fooled the Mahigans. It didn’t bellow fire like I did, but it seemed to have the ability to consume the lava and drop it onto its unsuspecting victims. 
 
    There wasn’t enough room for me to take my dragon form and still be able to move, so I had to stay in my human form, but I wasn’t sure how to protect anyone else from the boiling lava in the center of the cavern.  
 
    I looked at Nike and nodded as he sighed.  
 
    I’d have to handle this alone and on foot. 
 
    The creature flew up the wall above the tunnel where we stood, and I rushed forward to scale the narrow rim around the lava pit. I formed a fiery shield to protect me from the beast’s lava as it looped around the cavern and flew toward me again, and as it swooped down to deliver another fiery rain, I held my shield tight and gripped my sword. 
 
    How the hell was I going to go after something flying around when I currently couldn’t fly? 
 
    The hellish beast dove down into the lava again, and I took the opportunity to jump across the pit and land on the island in the center just as the creature emerged from the lava in front of me. 
 
    I swung my blade in a wide arc that cut across its torso, and the surprised beast let out another shriek, though this one was clearly due to pain as a thin line of its orange blood trickled from the slice across its chest. It flapped its wings above my head, and I lifted my shield to avoid the lava droplets that sizzled on the ground around me. 
 
    As it hovered above me, I remembered my agreement with the Alpha. I was supposed to deliver the beast alive, so they could exact their own revenge. 
 
    Dammiiiiiit. 
 
    I opened my mouth and released a plume of my petrification magic that billowed out from under my shield toward the black creature. The yellow-green cloud floated above me, and I risked a glance around my shield to see the beast breathe it in. 
 
    I prepared myself to jump to the side before it crashed down, but nothing happened. 
 
    The beast cawed again and soared toward the wall, where it dug its three-toed feet into the hardened sand and stared at me with angry black eyes. 
 
    “Uhhh, why didn’t that work?” I called out. 
 
    “It must be impervious to petrification!” Alyona answered. “You’ll have to try something else!” 
 
    “I don’t have many non-lethal options,” I grumbled. 
 
    I decided to try my webs, and I launched a huge splay of the sticky strings toward the beast. The web splatted against the creature and stuck to the wall behind him. I’d hoped the sticky binding would hold it against the wall, but the beast released another wave of lava from its wings, and the webs burned and melted away. 
 
    Then I had another idea. 
 
    I would have to break my promise to Tunkay, but I had a feeling a dead whatever-this-was would be better than leaving it to attack them again. 
 
    I sheathed the Sword of Hatra and conjured a fiery bow and arrow. The beast flew off the wall again and soared overhead, and I wondered if the blow to its chest was the reason it stayed away from me, but it didn’t matter. I only needed one shot, thanks to the target precision skill I’d assimilated. 
 
    I focused on the beast as I pulled back the bowstring, and then I released the arrow into the air. The fiery projectile soared across the cavern and plunged into the beast’s gut mid-flight, right in the middle of the slash I’d carved into its torso. The monster screeched as its wings faltered, and its body dropped just low enough for me to finish the job. 
 
    I yanked the Sword of Healing from my belt with a metallic ring before I thrust the blade up into the beast’s chest and twisted. I quickly jumped back as a torrent of orange and yellow blood poured from the wound, and the creature landed on the island with a thud. 
 
    More rivulets of lava ran down its wings, and I carefully avoided the puddle of molten liquid that had begun to form underneath its limp body. 
 
    Then a familiar sight flashed before my eyes.  
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Ability: Lava magic 
 
    Okay, that was badass. 
 
    “Is it dead?” Naomi asked from the tunnel. 
 
    I gently pressed my boot against the beast’s oily body and shoved it over to its back. Its black eyes were clearly lifeless, and it showed no response as I moved it around. 
 
    “Pretty sure,” I confirmed before I rubbed my jaw in thought. “Now, how do I get it back over there?” 
 
    I could potentially put the body in my spatial storage, but I didn’t want any of the nasty remains contaminating everything else I had stowed away. I looked over the slick skin of the hellish beast as I considered my options, but I had some doubts about my ability to simply carry it and jump over the lava pit again. 
 
    Wait, the lava pit. 
 
    Didn’t I just assimilate lava magic? Maybe I could use it to move the creature. It had to be similar to my stone magic… at least, I hoped so. 
 
    “You look like you have an idea,” Nike chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, but you guys should probably stand back,” I replied with a grimace. “I really don’t know what I’m doing here.” 
 
    They all took several steps away from the cavern back into the tunnel, and I focused my energy on the lava. 
 
    I think you’re right, Miraya murmured from within my head. Just focus on the lava like you do on the stone or the water. 
 
    “Sounds easy enough,” I mused as I closed my eyes and pictured the lava that surrounded me. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes, and a wave of lava had already begun to creep over the edge of the island I stood on. I pushed the molten liquid underneath the beast’s body and eased it forward. The creature slowly drifted with the lava like a boat on the sea, and I guided the lava toward the tunnel before I called it back into the pit and left the beast’s body on the sandy entrance. 
 
    “It worked!” Naomi cheered and clapped her hands. 
 
    “You can move lava?” Rebecca’s eyes were wide as I jumped across the pit and landed next to the beast. 
 
    “Since I killed that thing, yep,” I answered with a grin. “Being a dragon is so fucking cool.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is!” Aaliyah purred as she licked her fangs, and her long, golden tail swished around in the air behind her with excitement. 
 
    “So, I guess we need to take this thing back to the Mahigans,” Laika said with a wary eye on the beast. “What do we tell them?” 
 
    “I had no choice but to kill it.” I shrugged. “As for what it is, I can’t answer that.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Alyona mused as she examined the creature. “It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. I don’t even remember reading about something like this. A flying beast that can control lava is quite unique.” 
 
    “I wonder how many times dragons were blamed for something one of these bastards did,” I grunted. 
 
    “I have a feeling this is a one-of-a-kind creature, brother,” Nike replied in a low voice. “It feels… wrong. I don’t know how else to explain it.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Laika agreed, and her wolf ears flattened against her head. “It doesn’t belong here.” 
 
    “Do you think it escaped the Breach?” I wondered as I furrowed my brow. “That’s the only way something from another world should have gotten through. We closed all the other rifts.” 
 
    “It seems entirely possible,” Alyona agreed. “Which means we need to get back to Hatra, so we can continue on our path to close it.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I nodded my head and glanced at the hellish creature. “Anyone have some rope?” 
 
    “Psh, we have magic,” Naomi scoffed. 
 
    The lizard mage twirled a clawed finger in the air, and a black coil of magical binding swirled into being and wrapped around the beast’s oily body. Then the body was lifted up from the sandy tunnel floor, and Naomi grabbed the other end of the rope and tugged it along behind her. For some reason, it reminded me of a macabre version of a child holding a balloon as we traipsed out of the tunnel and back into the blue desert, and I bit back a dark chuckle. 
 
    When we arrived on the edge of the Mahigan village, several of the wolf citizens gawked at our entrance with the beast floating behind us. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a dragon?” 
 
    “The dragon slayed the creature!” 
 
    The horrified and confused whispers soon turned into cheers and excitement as they realized we’d killed the beast who had destroyed half their village. By the time we made it to the Elders’ hut, Tunkay, Elesh, and a few other gray-furred wolves stood on the long patio with their hungry eyes on the creature. 
 
    I stepped to the front of the group and offered a quick bow to Tunkay as I motioned for Naomi to bring the beast to him. 
 
    “I apologize I couldn’t capture the beast alive,” I said. “He was resistant to many of my usual tricks, and I had to ensure he didn’t attack you or anyone else again. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “It’s not a dragon,” Tunkay responded as he walked past me and eyed the creature above him. “What is it?” 
 
    “That is something we still have to figure out,” I explained. “I’d like to take a piece back to Hatra for our history maven to try and answer that.” 
 
    “Of course,” he agreed without looking at me. “I just… I can’t believe it wasn’t a dragon.” 
 
    “I told you it wasn’t,” I retorted. “Our ancestors don’t define who we are now.” 
 
    “A wise assessment,” Elesh said as he tapped his claws on the top of his wooden staff. “One that we should have considered in our previous determinations.” 
 
    “Yeah, you should have,” I grunted. “You lost several men on the battlefield with us because no one thought to ask questions first.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed with a frown. “Tunkay listened to the advice of the Elders, and we were wrong. For that, I humbly apologize.” 
 
    “As do I,” Tunkay added as he finally turned to face me. “I knew nothing of you or your mate, and yet, I chose to attack. It was wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” I growled before I stared deep into the wolf’s pale-yellow eyes. “And it won’t happen again. You will not put my family in danger because of a misplaced desire for revenge.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” the Alpha answered and dropped his eyes in defeat. “We must repay you for your efforts.” 
 
    “A reward!” Elesh declared and slammed his staff down with excitement. “Yes, we shall show our humility with a reward!” 
 
    “That isn’t necessary,” I replied as I waved my hands. “We just need--” 
 
    The words caught in my throat as one of the guards appeared in the doorway of the hut with a large bag. A familiar feeling pulled me closer, and my eyes lit up as the guard opened the bag to reveal the reward. 
 
    Gold and jewels nearly tumbled to the ground when the bag was opened, and I huffed as I grabbed the sack to keep its contents inside. The guard reached down to help me, and I released a feral growl when his clawed fingers came closer to the bag of my treasure. 
 
    “The reward is to your liking?” Elesh chuckled as I dragged the sack away from the guards and tucked it into my spatial storage. “I’ve always heard dragons love gold.” 
 
    “We do,” I confirmed and cleared my throat. “Thank you. Now, I think we can remove one of the beast’s talons for our history maven, and then you may do what you wish with the rest.” 
 
    “I got it,” Aaliyah said as she extended one of her own long, sharp claws. 
 
    Naomi pulled the beast down to the ground and released her magical rope. It disappeared with a snap, and the lioness knelt next to the lifeless body and began to slice at the skin of its toe until she triumphantly held up a black talon. 
 
    “That should be enough for Emma,” Alyona murmured. “Let’s get back.” 
 
    “Thank you again for slaying the beast,” Tunkay grunted. “Our village will always remember the kind dragon lord.” 
 
    “Oh, one more thing.” I leaned in close to the Mahigan. “You should really teach the younger boys how to treat your females. If I hear of any of the young women in your village being mistreated, I’ll be back. And then you’ll feel the true wrath of a dragon.” 
 
    The wolf’s eyes widened as big as dinner plates when I stepped back and motioned for my group to follow me out of the village. I could practically feel his stare burn holes in my back, but I didn’t turn. He’d gotten the message. 
 
    We walked down the path away from the Elders’ hut, and Alyona opened a portal that would take us back into Hatra. As soon as we walked through the magical doorway, we stepped into our city and breathed a collective sigh of relief. While dealing with the Mahigans and their weird lava beast hadn’t been as difficult as I thought it would be, I was still glad to be home and get back on track to close the Breach. 
 
    I’m glad we’re home, too, Miraya sighed. 
 
    “Let’s go let everyone know we’re safe,” I announced as I headed for the Lunar Palace. 
 
    But as we walked toward the domed building, I realized the city was quiet. There were no citizens roaming the streets, no voices or scents or anything hovered in the air. 
 
    “You don’t think…” Aaliyah trailed off as we looked around the empty city. 
 
    “We need to check the bunker before we start getting too worried,” I grunted and stormed toward the center of the city where Ruslan said the bunker had been completed. 
 
    Before I could try to find the entrance to the bunker, I noticed a shadow pass over on the road ahead of us. I looked up to find Valerra flying lazily overhead with her golden eyes trained on me and a mischievous smile on her face. 
 
    “My lord, how kind of you to join us,” she chuckled as she swooped lower over our heads. “Have you slayed the mysterious dragon?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a dragon,” I scoffed. “It was a… well, we don’t know what it was, but I need to talk to Emma about it. Did you leave everyone in the bunker since this morning?” 
 
    It was well into the afternoon, and while I knew Valerra wasn’t fond of “human dealings,” it was very unlike her to simply leave everyone there until we got back. 
 
    “I went in there to tell them what happened,” the lady dragon explained as she circled overhead. “They didn’t trust the wolves any more than I did, so we agreed they would stay underground until you returned.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Laika agreed. “The Mahigans are, ah, certainly different from other races we’ve met.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get everyone out, and then we can discuss what needs to happen next,” I decided. 
 
    “Of course.” Valerra nodded and flew further down the path until she reached a statue of a fox Demi-Human. “You’ll have to push the button. I’ve kept watch from above since you left.” 
 
    The statue seemed to resemble my father, and I chuckled as Valerra pointed to it with a clawed finger. I looked closer and realized there was a slight indentation in the stone between the fox’s feet, so I gently pressed down on the spot with my boot, and I heard a loud creaking sound as the ground to my right shook and rumbled. 
 
    Then a thin line appeared in the dirt before it opened wider and wider to reveal a staircase underground. Within seconds, Pyotr emerged with Ruslan and Julia right behind him. Ravi and the dryads climbed the stairs next, and the rest of Hatra’s citizens soon flowed out of the bunker in droves. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I muttered. “You really fit everyone in there?” 
 
    “Yep!” Ruslan said with a note of pride. “It took a few months, but we made sure it was big enough.” 
 
    “Impressive,” I laughed. “If you’re ready, we’ll go back to the palace. I need to show Emma something.” 
 
    I led everyone back to the Lunar Palace, where Valerra had just landed and taken her human form. She rushed inside and scurried up the steps to her chambers, and I knew she’d been struggling with the desire to stay next to the eggs while we’d been dealing with the Mahigans. 
 
    A few minutes later, Emma came down the stairs and hurried over to give me a hug. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re alright,” she breathed against my chest. “I was worried.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me,” I replied and pulled her close. “I’m a pretty tough dragon. And guess what?” 
 
    “What?” Emma looked up with a concerned expression. 
 
    “I have lava magic now,” I answered with a grin. 
 
    “Of course, you do,” she chuckled as she pulled away and hugged everyone else. “So, was it a dragon?” 
 
    “No,” I replied and shook my head. “Which is what I need to talk to you about. I need your help.” 
 
    “How in the world would I be able to help?” Emma furrowed her brow in confusion. “I’m even newer here than you are.” 
 
    “By touching this,” Aaliyah answered as she held out the black talon. 
 
    “Ohhh,” my aunt exhaled and stepped forward to take the claw into her hand. “Oh, my God.” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered as her ability to read an object’s history activated. She mumbled a few words under her breath, and then she gasped with fear. 
 
    “Aunt Emma!” I grabbed her arm. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she panted. “It’s just… so dark.” 
 
    “What’s dark?” I pressed. 
 
    “The beast,” she murmured and took a shaky breath. “It was created from darkness and brought to life by fire. It lived a tortured life, and in the end, it was grateful you ended it.” 
 
    “Was it the only one of its kind?” I wondered. 
 
    “It was forged alone,” Emma confirmed before she finally opened her eyes and looked at me with horror. “It had an even darker master.” 
 
    “Master?” Alyona echoed and gently touched my aunt’s other arm. “Who?” 
 
    “I can’t see him,” Emma groaned. “He’s powerful, but he stays hidden. His face is always hidden by shadows, but this beast and many other creatures bow to him.” 
 
    “Who could it be?” Naomi paced back and forth with worry. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” my aunt replied as she dropped the talon to the floor with a rattle. “But I know I don’t want to touch that thing anymore.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said as I picked it up and slipped it into my spatial storage. “Thank you for doing that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she sighed and looked over at Ravi. “You look like you’re about to burst at the seams.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” the phoenix chirped with a grin. “But I know I found something while we were waiting for everyone to get back.” 
 
    “What is it?” My curiosity was piqued, and we all turned to face my orange-haired lover. 
 
    “Well, we were talking about who you’d bond with to gain the power of the Noble Spirits, right?” she began. “Okay, so I found this book last night, but I didn’t get to tell you about it because, well, this morning was crazy, you know. Anyway, it talks about bloodline abilities, and I think it confirms Alyona’s theory about bonding with a female descendant of the noble who holds the sword.” 
 
    Ravi pulled a small book from the pocket of her robe and flipped through the pages before she handed it to the princess. Alyona read through it, and a wide smile broke over her porcelain face. 
 
    “You’re right,” my wife declared. 
 
    “Well, you were right already,” Ravi insisted as her pale face darkened with a pink blush. 
 
    “I was guessing,” Alyona pointed out. “You found the facts, and it’s written, which means we can use it as proof in the cities we visit.” 
 
    “Great idea,” I agreed. “We’re already having to convince them to bond with me, and having the information in a text will certainly help. Good job, Ravi.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the phoenix murmured as her blush deepened, and her gaze dropped to the floor. 
 
    “This is all great news, but I still don’t know who you can bond with in Leyte.” Nike frowned and began to pace back and forth. “What if my grandfather had no other children? Or if they’re only boys?” 
 
    “We’ll just have to figure that out, brother,” I assured him as I placed a hand on his shoulder to stop his pacing. “The gods have faith in our plan, so we need to have it, too.” 
 
    “Alright,” the noble agreed, though the frown didn’t leave his face. 
 
    “Besides, your grandfather may know something we don’t,” I added. “Maybe he has a sister who has the power in her bloodline.” 
 
    “You want to bond with my great-aunt?” Nike asked doubtfully. 
 
    “If I have to,” I countered with a grin. “I’m not biased. Older women are wise, you know.” 
 
    “Evan!” my aunt admonished me. 
 
    “Wiser means more experienced,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “More experienced is a lot more fun.” Trina waggled her eyebrows, and Marina batted her lashes. 
 
    Nike groaned, and we all laughed before I waved my hands to settle everyone down. 
 
    “We have enough time to get there before dinner,” I said. “We should get going.” 
 
    “I’m going to stay here with Valerra and the eggs,” Emma decided. “If that’s alright with her.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’ll mind,” I agreed. “The more eyes to protect them, the better. And I like you staying somewhere safer. I don’t know what or who we’ll encounter next, especially if creatures are escaping the Breach.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stay.” She nodded and headed for the stairs. 
 
    “Looks like it’s time to go home,” Nike announced. 
 
    And time to leave mine again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    We walked out of the Lunar Palace and stood in the courtyard for a few minutes while Alyona prepared her spell. I glanced over to see Nike with his hands clasped together, while his body was completely rigid. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked under my breath. 
 
    “Of course, brother,” he replied after a moment, but his eyes flickered around the courtyard and wouldn’t meet mine. “It is, ah, difficult to deal with my family at times. I don’t believe this time will be any different.” 
 
    “I get that,” I murmured. “Families can be messy, but we have a job to do, and hopefully, they’ll be willing to help with that.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” the noble muttered and nudged a rock with his boot. 
 
    Aine is worried as well, Miraya advised. I can sense it. 
 
    Is Nike’s family all a bunch of pricks or what? I asked her. They’re both so stressed out about going there. 
 
    I can’t speak for the Sword of Light family, she replied carefully. I only know what I can feel from my sister. 
 
    Then I guess we’d better be on our toes. I pursed my lips as I considered the spirit’s observations and Nike’s behavior. 
 
    My fellow noble wasn’t easily rattled, so it was odd to see him so worked up over something that felt so normal when he never even thought twice about fighting beasts or mages while we were on our journey. If he was stressed about this, I had no idea what to expect. 
 
    We thought this would be the easy spirit to find and bond my power with, but something told me we had our hopes way too high. 
 
    “Where is the palace?” Alyona asked the noble of Leyte. “Should I place the portal in the center of the city?” 
 
    “Ah, I doubt they’ll like us showing up inside the city walls,” Nike answered with a grimace. “They don’t like unexpected guests.” 
 
    “You aren’t a guest,” Aaliyah pointed out. “You’re a lord of the city.” 
 
    “Yes, but I haven’t announced my pending arrival,” Nike replied. “Which means nothing is prepared, and my grandfather is extremely unhappy when he looks unprepared. Plus, there’s a reason they have several walls up around the city.” 
 
    “To keep out unexpected guests?” Laika raised a gray eyebrow. 
 
    “Basically,” Nike sighed. “Leyte doesn’t get attacked very often, but my grandfather is more worried about random visitors than he is enemies.” 
 
    “Lord Calvin always did seem occupied with appearances,” Ruslan murmured, and my mother elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    “It’s alright, Lady Julia,” Nike remarked with a tight smile. “He’s right. My grandfather is overly concerned with how things appear, even his castle never has a single tapestry or banner out of place.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can convince him there’s no reason for us to judge his city,” Alyona assured him. “We only need to find the bloodline descendant.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he murmured, but he didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    “Okay, so we need to portal to the gate, then,” I suggested. “That way he has at least a heads up from his outer guards that we’ve arrived.” 
 
    “That is likely our best option,” Nike agreed. 
 
    “I can do that,” Alyona said with a smile. 
 
    She turned and began to open the magical portal in front of us. After a few seconds of crackling, white magic, the doorway appeared, and I gestured for Nike to lead the way. If his people were really that uptight about people showing up, maybe they’d relax a little bit when they saw a familiar face first. 
 
    My fellow noble exhaled and stepped through the portal onto the grass in front of a large stone wall. 
 
    “Good luck!” Ruslan called out as I waved goodbye to him and Julia. 
 
    The rest of us carefully followed Nike’s lead, and Alyona snapped the portal shut behind us. 
 
    Then Nike heaved one more sigh, and I looked up to see the guards at the top of the gate had dropped to their knees at the sight of the noble. 
 
    “Hail Lord Nikolaus!” they called out in unison. 
 
    “Well, it looks like they know you’re here,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nike muttered. “They aren’t the ones I was concerned about.” 
 
    I don’t remember Aine saying anything negative about Lord Calvin, Miraya said as she paced along the beach of my spiritual sea. But she could be nervous because Lord Nikolaus is nervous. 
 
    I’m sure that’s it, I agreed. You feed off my emotions sometimes, right? 
 
    Indeed, the spirit confirmed. And she spends much more time in Lord Nikolaus’ spiritual sea. I’m sure the emotional connection is strong. 
 
    I hoped that’s all we were dealing with. 
 
    We followed Nike through the first gate as the guards raised the large stone door up enough for us to walk under. As soon as we were through, the gate dropped back to the ground with a vibrating thud, and we stood between the first wall and the next wall. This one was made of some kind of metal that reminded me of a chain-link fence, and the guards pulled it to the side so we could get to the last layer of defense for the city of Leyte. The moment we passed the guards, they knelt for Nike, and he motioned for them to stand as we continued on. 
 
    The only problem was the large moat that encircled the innermost layer. I could see the water move with what I could only assume were fish or crocodiles swimming underneath the surface. This was some real medieval shit right here. 
 
    “Uhh, what’s the plan for this layer?” I wondered. 
 
    “We wait,” Nike said with his eyes set dead ahead. 
 
    The wall behind the moat was mostly made of large stones except for a huge square of wooden beams directly ahead of us. We paused just inside the metal gate and a few feet away from the water, and then the wooden beams began to shift. 
 
    A drawbridge creaked down toward the ground in front of us, and I glanced up to the top of the wall to see two guards cranking the winch that lowered the ramp. As soon as the bridge hit the ground, Nike stepped onto the wood and led us into the city. 
 
    The guards just inside the gate fell to their knees as we passed through the gate, and Nike offered them a nod while we continued ahead. 
 
    The city of Leyte was impressive, and I wondered how much the architects Azra and Raisa had put their skills to work here like they’d done for us in Hatra. The buildings soared several stories high, and intricate designs were carved into the stone exteriors. Flowers, animals, battles, and a number of other designs had been deliberately etched into the stones, and the result was impressive. My gaze traveled over everything with a sense of awe. Gold and blue flags hung from poles and buildings throughout the city, and even the people were well-dressed and bowed properly as we passed by. 
 
    In the early hours of evening, many people looked to be headed home with their food for dinner, and the marketplace was crammed full of Leyte citizens holding their various meals. Two of the guards from the front gate pushed their way ahead of us and began to clear a path, and as the people realized who had arrived, they began to clap and cheer for Nike, along with the standard bows and curtsies. I saw many different types of Demi-Humans, as well as a few dwarves and some other races I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Thank you,” the noble murmured as he continued behind the guards. “It’s fantastic to be home. Thank you.” 
 
    I knew that wasn’t true, but he had appearances to keep. 
 
    We nodded and waved while we glided along behind him, and it felt like an hour before we finally cleared the market and wound our way to the center of the city where a huge castle loomed over us. It was even larger than the Lunar Palace, which said something since I’d made enough rooms for each of my lovers and then some. 
 
    The castle featured the same stone facade as the other buildings, but its blue and gold flags were large enough to hang from the second story and nearly draped to the ground. Another gold and blue banner hung across the front of the castle and attached to spires that reached well over the top of the defensive walls of the city. Stained-glass windows glittered in the waning sunlight along the face of the castle, and they were filled with images of other silver-eyed soldiers fighting gruesome battles against a variety of beasts. 
 
    An ornately decorated, gold-plated front door was thrown open, and a bald man who appeared to be in his late sixties rushed outside. He wore a gold robe with blue floral designs threaded down the sleeves, and his gray beard reached the center of his chest. His silvery eyes, however, told me exactly who we were looking at. 
 
    “My grandson has returned!” Lord Calvin boomed as he held his arms open wide, though his smile seemed forced as he looked over the rest of us. “And you brought… friends. Did I miss an announcement?” 
 
    “No, Grandfather,” Nike replied as he climbed the three stairs and embraced him. “I didn’t send one. It was sort of a last-minute trip.” 
 
    “I’m quite certain a messenger would have been able to beat you here,” Calvin shot back with a teasing voice that didn’t exactly match his flustered expression. 
 
    “Ah, we arrived by portal,” I filled in. “It only took a few seconds to get to Leyte. I apologize for our rush, but we have a very important mission to complete.” 
 
    “And you must be the great dragon, Lord Evan?” The old man turned to look me over with wary eyes. “I’ve heard much about you.” 
 
    “All good things, I hope, Your Grace,” I chuckled as I stepped forward and offered my hand. 
 
    Lord Calvin looked at my hand with obvious discomfort for a moment before he lightly wrapped his fingers around my forearm and released almost immediately. 
 
    “Of course,” he murmured and stepped several feet back. “There are, ah, quite a few of you to have arrived on such short notice.” 
 
    “I apologize, Your Grace,” I said as I started to introduce everyone. “This is my wife, Princess Alyona--” 
 
    “Oh!” he gasped and covered his mouth. “King Rodion’s only daughter? In my city? Oh, gods, I have nothing ready for you. This is a disaster!” 
 
    “We do not require anything extravagant, Grandfather,” Nike intervened before I could respond. “As Lord Evan said, we are on a mission that must be completed with expediency. Do you know where my father is?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure Baron Niall is around here somewhere.” Calvin waved his hand in the direction of the city. “He is a grown man, Nikolaus. I do not keep him barricaded in the castle.” 
 
    “Maybe you should,” Nike muttered. 
 
    “Rafferty!” the lord suddenly yelled. 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace?” A small man scurried out of the castle and stood next to Calvin with heaving breaths. 
 
    He looked to be barely over five feet tall, and he was dressed in a silky blue tunic with white trousers. His hair was sandy-brown, and his skin had a pinkish hue. I had the distinct feeling he wasn’t entirely human, though I wasn’t sure what exactly he was. 
 
    “Have the kitchen prepare a feast to celebrate Lord Nikolaus’ return,” Calvin ordered. 
 
    “At once,” Rafferty agreed before he sprinted back into the castle. 
 
    “Come now, we have someone else inside who would be thrilled to see you,” Nike’s grandfather tutted as he motioned for us to follow him. 
 
    I felt Nike’s body stiffen before he slowly trudged after Calvin. I looked around my lovers, and they all seemed confused about Nike’s reaction as well.  
 
    Who could be waiting inside for him? 
 
    We walked inside the palace, and it was even fancier than the outside. Pale blue-marble walls with flecks of gold towered on either side as we entered the building and continued into a huge great room. A fireplace burned in the center of the room, and a marble chimney disappeared into the ceiling above us. Gold sconces were lined along the walls, and several French-style sofas with plush royal-blue cushions were centered around a small table with a gold statue of a man. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how you’d be able to have a real conversation with the gold guy in the middle, and when I got closer, I realized it was in the likeness of Lord Calvin. Of course. 
 
    “Your castle is lovely,” Alyona said as she admired a series of paintings on the far wall. “The art is amazing.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness,” Calvin replied with a slight bow that made his bald head shimmer in the light of the fireplace. “I have taken great care to acquire the most exquisite pieces I can find.” 
 
    “I can tell.” My wife smiled with the disarming skill she didn’t even know she had, but I could see Calvin’s stress practically evaporate from his body. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” he offered as he motioned to the couches. “I’ll have Rafferty get us some tea.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” she answered before she led the rest of my lovers to the seats. 
 
    They plopped down on the soft cushions while Nike and I stood off to the side. 
 
    “He seems… nice,” I offered under my breath. 
 
    “My grandfather isn’t that bad,” Nike replied and looked down at his boots. “I’m worried what my father is like if he isn’t here under watch.” 
 
    “Why would he need to be watched?” I asked with genuine curiosity. 
 
    Nike hesitated for a moment, but before he could respond, Calvin breezed back into the room with a woman on his elbow. 
 
    “May I present the lovely and beautiful Margaret!” he declared before he guided her forward to the center of the room. 
 
    Margaret was more homely than beautiful, but she was dressed in an obviously expensive gown that squeezed her thin frame so tightly it looked difficult to breathe in. It was a bright shade of pink that made her pale skin look washed out, and her black hair didn’t improve the look. It fell in tight ringlets around her face that reminded me of Shirley Temple, but her plain expression was nothing like the vibrant, dimpled kid I remembered from the movies. 
 
    “Margaret, it is wonderful to see you,” Nike said in an odd voice as he stepped toward her and stiffly kissed her hand. 
 
    “And you, my lord,” she replied in a rather nasally voice. “Your travels have been successful?” 
 
    “Indeed,” he confirmed as he stepped back and held his hands at his sides with an awkward look at me. “And your time in Leyte?” 
 
    “Lovely as always,” Margaret answered with a straight face. “The dinner to celebrate your return will be ready forthwith.” 
 
    Forthwith? 
 
    I could barely hold back my amusement, but I looked at Nike, whose face had turned a distinct shade of scarlet, and I tamped it down. Whoever this was, he wasn’t exactly thrilled to have her here. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you going to introduce your friends to your betrothed?” Calvin asked in a scolding tone. 
 
    Ahhh, it all made sense now. 
 
    “Of course, Grandfather,” Nike answered before he turned to us and pointed everyone out to her before he landed on me. “And this is Lord Evan, a fellow Noble of the Sword, and the lord of Hatra.” 
 
    “What an honor to meet the princess and the great dragon lord on the same day,” Margaret said in a flat voice. “We are thrilled to have you here.” 
 
    Yeahhh, I could tell she could barely contain her excitement. 
 
    I couldn’t figure out why in the world the Bloodline Council had picked this woman to marry Nike. He was an honorable guy with impressive skills on the battlefield and not bad looks, as far as I could tell. Margaret was… plain. She’d shown no emotion since she’d walked in the door, nor was she much of a talker. As soon as the formal introductions were finished, she seemed to curl back into her shell and avoid the continuing conversation. 
 
    I had to find out more about this council. The last thing I wanted for my best friend was to be tied to a boring chick for the rest of his life. I looked across the room at my wide array of women, and I couldn’t imagine if any of them were as dull as Margaret. They were all so vivacious and brought something interesting to our family. I knew Nike said he could have a harem after his wife had their first child or something, but that could take years. The thought of spending years with someone who never had anything interesting to say was sort of depressing. 
 
    That sounds dreadful, Miraya declared. 
 
    I agree, I murmured back. But I’m not sure how to change the rules of an entire city that I have nothing to do with. 
 
    I’m sure you’ll figure something out, she replied with a smile. You always do. 
 
    I sure hoped I could. 
 
    “Dinner!” Rafferty called out from the doorway behind the fireplace. 
 
    “Please, follow me,” Calvin said as he rose from the sofa and led us through the doorway into the dining hall. 
 
    It was almost as ornate as the great room, and multiple banners and flags hung from every inch of the walls, so I could no longer see the marble underneath. A large table spanned nearly the entire room and was covered by a stark white tablecloth. Several baskets of rolls and fruit already sat on the table, and Calvin headed straight for the head of the table to take his seat. 
 
    My gaze traveled across the table to where Nike sat with his future wife at his side. She quickly drank the contents of her wine goblet, and she motioned for one of the staff to refill it within a minute. So far, it was the most exciting thing about the future Lady Margaret. 
 
    The rest of us made our way to one side of the table and sat down, but my attention was caught by the four women who followed us in without a word. A lion Demi-Human, a bird Demi-Human, a human, and a female of the pink-skinned race glided into the dining hall and sat in the chairs on Calvin’s left. Each of them was young, beautiful, and dressed for an important occasion, and they also stared at Lord Calvin with obvious desire and adoration. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at Alyona, and she gently lifted her shoulders with a giggle. 
 
    “Perhaps he has his own extended family?” she suggested under her breath. 
 
    “Must be,” I chuckled as I picked up a roll and tore off a bite. 
 
    Our musings were interrupted by the appearance of the kitchen staff with tray after tray of food, and the enormous table was quickly filled with meats, casseroles, roasted vegetables, and more bread. I couldn’t believe how much food they had cooked for us, but I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    As soon as Calvin had filled his plate, the rest of us began to dig in. It wasn’t as good as Forsythe’s meals, but I knew I could fill my appetite. As I chewed through a bite of roasted beef, I looked up to see Calvin holding hands with the bird Demi-Human. It seemed Alyona was right about who the women were, but I wondered how Calvin’s harem would affect our mission. 
 
    “So, Grandfather, since you haven’t asked, I need to tell you why we’re here,” Nike announced. 
 
    It seemed the noble and I were on the same wavelength. 
 
    “Oh, right, your mission,” Calvin replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. “What do you need? Gold? Soldiers?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I answered, though the gold was rather tempting, and my inner dragon was extremely disappointed I’d turned it down. “We need to know more about your family.” 
 
    “Nikolaus should be able to tell you about our family,” the old man chuckled. “What do you need me for?” 
 
    “I don’t know nearly enough to help with our problem,” Nike countered with a frown. “Do you know if my father carries the Noble Spirit bloodline?” 
 
    “I should think not,” Calvin muttered. “The sword never chose him, you know that.” 
 
    “I wondered as much,” Nike agreed as he tapped his fingers on the table in thought. “Then I need to know if you have any other children besides him, especially female children.” 
 
    “Children?” his grandfather repeated, and his eyes darted over toward the women at his side. “Ah, I suppose it’s possible.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I pressed. “You don’t know if any of your lovers had your children?” 
 
    “Well, they were free to come and go as they pleased,” he explained with a shrug. “I’ve never held my women to any standard of devotion to me. These women you see here may choose to leave tomorrow.” 
 
    “You don’t care about them at all?” I was shocked at his insinuation that he was pouring his seed into a variety of women without a care in the world. 
 
    “Of course, I care,” Calvin insisted with another glance at his lovers. “I, ah, just don’t force them to care about me. My love is so fleeting, and there are so many beautiful women to catch my fancy, and when they become pregnant I do find my attention wavering toward the next delicious morsel. It is better if they can leave on their own. You have a harem, so you understand.” 
 
    “No, I do not understand,” I scoffed. “I love my women, and they love me. I would never knock one of them up and let her walk off with my kid. That’s insane.” 
 
    “You would force them to stay?” He pressed a dramatic hand to his chest. “That seems rather brutal, my lord.” 
 
    “Force us?” Trina gasped. 
 
    “Lord Evan would never do anything to us!” Marina added with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “But he just said he wouldn’t let one of you walk away if you were pregnant,” Calvin pointed out. “That sounds like force to me.” 
 
    “I don’t have to force anyone,” I replied through gritted teeth. “They know I love them, so they don’t want to go anywhere. And it would bother me if they did. You don’t seem to give a damn if one of your women stays or goes, even if she has your child.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s where we differ, Lord Evan,” Calvin sighed. “I have never asked my lovers to be anything more than bedroom companions, nor have any of them wanted to be more. If one or more of them had a child once they left here, I cannot speak to it.” 
 
    “So, you have no idea if you impregnated one of them?” I dug my claws into the table as I tried to rein in my frustration. “You could have a dozen kids running around the city and not even know it!” 
 
    “Well, I know I have at least one,” he laughed. “He’s a hard one to forget.” 
 
    I took a shaky breath and tried to calm down. Lord Calvin had been reckless and didn’t even seem to care. Though my offspring had yet to hatch-- or be born, in the case of the centauress-- I still felt an overwhelming sense of paternal instinct to protect them both from harm. I couldn’t imagine having a child somewhere in the world without being a part of his or her life. It was sickening. 
 
    “Grandfather, how could you be so foolish?” Nike finally asked with wide eyes. “You know respecting the bloodline is sacred. You took no precautions?” 
 
    “The bloodline,” Calvin spat out with obvious disdain. “I had a child with the perfect bloodline, and he still wasn’t good enough for the Noble Sword. Why worry about that anymore?” 
 
    “What about the council?” Nike insisted. “You said they never make a mistake. And I was able to earn the sword, so my father must have passed something onto me.” 
 
    “I did!” a loud voice slurred from the entry. 
 
    All the heads in the room whirled to see a man in the doorway. His salt-and-pepper hair was unkempt and plastered to the sweat on his forehead, and his silver eyes were bloodshot. On each of his arms was a scantily clad woman, and they were dressed more like they were going to be in a rap video than dinner at the castle. 
 
    “Father,” Nike murmured as he rose from his seat. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Coming to my son’s celebration dinner!” Niall answered with a sloppy grin. “Why else would I come to the one place in this city where I’m the most hated?” 
 
    “Oh, stop with the drunken dramatics,” Calvin scoffed. “No one here hates you, Niall.” 
 
    “Really?” Nike’s father laughed and nearly fell. “When’s the last time you had one of your people tell me to avoid the hall this evening, Father? That’s how I knew something big was going on.” 
 
    “I invite you all the time,” Calvin insisted. “You never respond.” 
 
    “Sure, Your Grace,” Niall said in a tone that dripped with sarcasm before he turned to Nike with an attempt at a sober smile. “It’s good to see you, son.” 
 
    “Please, sit down.” Nike strode closer and grabbed his arm. “Before you fall and make an even bigger fool of yourself.” 
 
    “I only see one fool in this room,” Niall snorted as he let Nike guide him to a seat. “And he’s at the other end of the table droning on about how I failed him as a son. Right, Father?” 
 
    Calvin narrowed his eyes on his son, but he refrained from smarting off. The two stared intensely at each other for almost a full minute before I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Okay, listen,” I started. “I get there’s some family drama going on here, but we all have that, so I need you two to get your shit together and help us figure out what we need to do next. The situation we’re dealing with is a lot bigger than whatever started this, and the fate of the entire country-- no, the entire world-- depends on it. So, we’re going to figure that problem out now. Your other stuff can wait.” 
 
    “What do our possible children have to do with your problem?” Calvin finally asked. 
 
    “I need to perform a ceremony with whoever has had a kid with the Noble Spirit bloodline,” I explained in as little detail as possible. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Niall groaned. “Kids? I only have Nikolaus. I didn’t want more than that. He was enough for me.” 
 
    “More than enough, I should think,” Nike grumbled. 
 
    “I did my best,” his father huffed. “You were… a lot to handle.” 
 
    My eyes swiveled back and forth between the father and son as they glared at each other, and I wondered if finding my own deadbeat dad was really that great of an idea after all. This was not the family reunion I would hope for. 
 
    “You act like I terrorized you,” Nike said in an icy voice. “I simply wanted to impress you all the time. I was a child, for the gods’ sake.” 
 
    “A child who quickly took over my duties!” Niall retorted. “A child that made his father look like a useless dolt!” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I stood up and held my hands up to silence everyone. “I think that’s enough reminiscing. We only came here to find the descendant of the Noble Spirit, and then we’ll be on our way and out of your hair. So, Baron Niall, do you carry the bloodline or not?” 
 
    “I’m sure I do,” he replied with his chin jutted out. “I was able to wield the Noble Sword, but she chose Nikolaus over me when he was a boy. He wouldn’t have had the bloodline if it wasn’t for me.” 
 
    “You weren’t able to wield it!” Calvin rolled his eyes. “Picking up a blade is not the same as wielding it. You never did listen.” 
 
    “Enough!” I thundered and slammed my fist down on the table. “I need to know if it’s possible. That’s it!” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Calvin grumbled as he sat back and crossed his arms over his chest like a petulant teenager. 
 
    “Then I need to know if it’s also possible that there are more of your children in existence,” I continued and stared into Niall’s wavering gaze. “Have you taken more lovers since Nikolaus was born?” 
 
    “Of course, I have,” Niall scoffed as he motioned to the two women at his sides. “Many people desire me, even if my own family wishes I would disappear.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered as I sat down and looked at Alyona. “How many women are we going to have to chase to find the bloodline?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The rest of dinner was almost silent, and I could feel Miraya’s anxiety levels rise within my spiritual sea. 
 
    Hey, you should come out here and eat, I suggested. It might help you relax. 
 
    I suppose I could try, she agreed. 
 
    I started to warn the rest of the room, but Miraya appeared in a flash of blinding white light. She stood next to my chair in her ethereal beauty with her white hair brushing the tops of her sandaled feet, and her pale-blue eyes looked over the table while Calvin, Niall, and their women stared at her in complete amazement. 
 
    “This is Miraya, the spirit of the Sword of Healing,” I announced. “She’ll be joining us now.” 
 
    Calvin and Niall were stunned as Miraya made her way to the seat next to Naomi. I relaxed a little bit when she finally started to eat, and then another flash of light filled the room. 
 
    “Aine!” Miraya gasped and nearly leaped out of her chair. 
 
    The woman who appeared next to Nike was nearly as gorgeous as Miraya, though her hair was a light shade of red. She wore similar white robes, and her eyes were the same pale blue. She looked at Nike, and he nodded back. Then she scurried around the table and met Miraya with a hug. The sisters embraced each other tightly for several minutes, and I looked over to see Margaret staring at Aine with an odd expression. 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you, dear sister,” Aine sighed. “It has been too long.” 
 
    “It has!” Miraya agreed with a wide smile. 
 
    The pair linked arms, and my women made room for Aine to sit next to her sister at the table. They chatted quietly together as they ate, but my attention was drawn back to the sour-faced Margaret. She leaned over to say something to Nike, and I kicked myself as I tuned in my dragon hearing to listen. 
 
    “That is the spirit of the sword you carry?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Nike confirmed without turning toward her. 
 
    “You did not mention her beauty,” Margaret huffed under her breath. 
 
    “She can take many forms,” he replied as he finally looked at her. “Why are you upset?” 
 
    “I’m not.” His betrothed pouted and took another swig of her wine. “I merely observed something you’d failed to mention, my lord.” 
 
    “I didn’t find it important,” Nike explained with a shrug. “She’s my friend, and she helps me in battle.” 
 
    “Yet, your friend seems rather attached to the dragon’s spirit,” Margaret retorted. 
 
    Oh, great. She was only boring in public. She was a lunatic in private. I had to get Nike out of this situation before he was completely stuck. 
 
    “Okay, I think it’s about time to get some rest,” I declared. “Lord Calvin, do you have somewhere for us to stay?” 
 
    “My palace is expansive, Lord Evan,” he chuckled. “I’m sure we have room for you and your entourage.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied. “Let’s do that.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Alyona and I laid in a small bed curled up together, partly because we liked to touch but mostly because there wasn’t any room on the bed that seemed just big enough for a single adult. 
 
    “You seem stressed,” Alyona observed as she rubbed the arm I had draped over her side. “Do you want to talk?” 
 
    “Leyte isn’t exactly what I expected,” I replied with a frown. “I know Nike was worried about us coming here, but I didn’t realize his dad was a drunken man-whore, and his grandpa was just the sober version. Neither of them gives a shit about possibly having kids with these women, and they just left them to fend for themselves.” 
 
    “Not everyone cares as deeply about family as you do,” my wife pointed out in a gentle voice. “Most harems exist because the man wants to spice things up, not because he truly has feelings for many women. It almost seems silly to call us a harem since we’re more like family.” 
 
    “We are family,” I corrected her. “And I’d never do that to any of you.” 
 
    “We all know that,” she assured me, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “Tomorrow, we’ll find out how many women we need to talk to, and we’ll just have to work things out from there. For now, you need some sleep.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I sighed. “And it’s probably good practice. I’m sure these won’t be the only nobles we come across with harems and multiple baby mamas.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Alyona giggled. “Do you want me to be your baby mama?” 
 
    “You’re my wife,” I scoffed. “On Earth, baby mama is a bit of a slang term and means something completely different, but I’d never do that to someone.” 
 
    “I know,” she murmured and snuggled closer. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too,” I replied with a yawn. 
 
    Within a few minutes, we were both sleeping soundly, though my mind still raced with thoughts of noble bloodline kids and the bonding ceremony. The thoughts turned into vivid dreams, and I chased around these faceless children with the ceremonial dagger while I tried to bond with the right one. 
 
    When I awoke, I was still exhausted, as though I’d been running in real life, too, but something else surged underneath the surface. I couldn’t quite pinpoint it, and I nearly fell off the bed as I tried to get up without waking Alyona, but she rolled over and blinked her big amethyst eyes when she felt my movement. 
 
    “Good morning,” she murmured. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as I looked over her smooth skin with the colorful designs from the stained-glass window above us. 
 
    “Good morning, indeed,” I growled as I climbed on top of her. 
 
    About an hour later, and after several rounds of lovemaking that filled her accepting womb with my dragon-seed, we got dressed and met the rest of my lovers in the hallway. 
 
    “Was your bed stupid small?” Aaliyah grunted as she pulled the door shut behind her. “My bed was stupid small. I don’t know how anyone could sleep on that thing.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Ravi agreed as she tugged her flaming hair back into a braid. “I have slept in some uncomfortable places growing up in the desert, but that bed is certainly high on my list of the worst ones.” 
 
    “That’s pretty bad,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It wasn’t as awful with someone to cuddle,” Polina chirped. 
 
    “Unless you were the one in the middle,” Marina argued and pursed her lips at her sister. 
 
    “Then one of you can come cuddle with me next time,” Rebecca decided. “I would try anything to make that bed better.” 
 
    My blood rushed south at the thought of my women cuddling together, and I had to tame the urge to mark them all right here as Nike strode down the hall toward us. 
 
    “Sorry about the beds,” he began with a grimace. “I know they’re terrible. I think they’re for any of the harem women who don’t want to sleep in my grandfather’s room for a night.” 
 
    “Ah, so they don’t want to sleep there again,” I chuckled. “Clever.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t force anyone to be with him, remember?” Laika said with obvious sarcasm. 
 
    “Alright, before we go downstairs, we need to figure a few things out,” I said before everyone got worked up. “Is Miraya awake yet?” 
 
    “I’m here!” the spirit chirped as she and Aine walked out of another room. “We were just catching up. We didn’t sleep at all!” 
 
    “I’m glad you got to hang out.” I smiled at Miraya and Aine, who held hands like schoolgirls as they walked over to join the group. “Now, since Calvin and Niall don’t know if they’ve gotten anyone pregnant, we’ll have to go talk to their previous lovers ourselves. How will we know if their children carry the bloodline?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Miraya mused. “But I think it’s actually going to be fairly easy to discern who has it. You and I should be able to feel the connection, but the real test will be Lord Nikolaus.” 
 
    “Why me?” Nike asked and cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “You will share the power in your blood,” the spirit explained, and her sister nodded in agreement. “Much like I can sense when one of my sisters is near, you will be able to sense a kinship with someone who carries the bloodline power.” 
 
    “Do I have to try to feel it?” he wondered. “Or will I just know?” 
 
    “You should just know, my lord,” Aine answered. “It isn’t a special ability like a magical power, it’s more like two magnets with a gentle pull.” 
 
    “Would he be able to tell if they’re related even if they don’t have the bloodline power?” I pressed. 
 
    “That’s more difficult to determine,” Miraya replied and tapped her finger on her lips. “I can’t say for certain, but it’s possible.” 
 
    “I just figured even if they aren’t who we need for the ceremony, maybe we can still find other family members,” I told Nike. “I mean, I’d want to know if I had brothers or uncles or whatever out there.” 
 
    “I would be curious as well,” he agreed. “So, where do we begin?” 
 
    “We have to round up all the possible candidates.” I grimaced as I remembered Calvin and Niall’s careless attitudes about their lovers. “And that alone might take a while, I think.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it seems you’re right on that,” Nike grumbled. “Let’s go talk to my foolish family.” 
 
    He turned on his heels and headed for the stairs to bring us back to the great hall where Calvin lounged on one of the sofas while a human woman fanned him and a tiger Demi-Human fed him fruit from a basket. Both women wore minimal clothing, and I felt a little uncomfortable when I caught a glimpse of the tigress’ bare ass when she bent over to pop a slice of apple in Calvin’s mouth. 
 
    “Good morning!” the bald man greeted us as we made our way into the room. “A fine morning to work on your mission, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” Nike agreed. “Where’s Father?” 
 
    “Oh, he never came back last night after he stormed out,” Calvin said with a shrug. “Something about needing to fill his hunger. He always says he’ll come back after a drink or two, but I’m sure he got caught up with someone.” 
 
    “I thought he said you don’t like having him here,” I commented as I crossed my arms over my chest. “And it seems neither of you wanted anything to do with each other last night.” 
 
    “He doesn’t, and we didn’t,” Niall announced as he strolled into the great room from the staircase. “Good morning, Father.” 
 
    “Niall, I never heard you come in last night,” Calvin grunted. 
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t have,” Niall sneered. “Your room was… rather loud when I came in. Anyway, I’m here to help my son.” 
 
    “Your son,” the lord repeated with a smirk. “Sure, now you want to claim him.” 
 
    “You took him from me the moment the sword chose him,” Nike’s father snarled and took three long strides to loom over Calvin. “Don’t make me out to be the monster here.” 
 
    I cleared my throat to try to defuse the situation, and Calvin turned to look at me with a wary gaze. 
 
    “As you said, Lord Evan, there are a few family issues that need to be worked out, but that is for another time,” he said and casually shooed the women away so he could sit up and drink what I thought smelled like coffee with a hint of cinnamon. “Would you all like something to drink?” 
 
    “I’ll take what you’re having,” I replied as I sat down on the sofa across from him. “And make mine a big one. We have a lot to discuss.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” Calvin grumbled as he motioned for Rafferty to go get drinks. 
 
    “About this kid thing,” Niall said carefully before he took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his graying hair. “I really can’t be sure if I have any other ones.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Nike grunted. “How can you two be so callous? These are people we’re talking about! Family!” 
 
    “I know, I know.” His father scowled and crossed his arms over his chest. “I was being careless. I haven’t been the same since…” 
 
    “You don’t get to use my mother’s death as an excuse,” Nike hissed, and I saw a rare flash of anger in the noble’s silver eyes. “She would be ashamed of you. Both of you.” 
 
    Nike hadn’t ever talked about his mother, and I was shocked to hear his fierce defense of her now. It was obviously a touchy subject that I wasn’t going anywhere near right now. 
 
    “I know,” Niall said as he dropped his arms and then his head. “I know.” 
 
    “Listen, we can’t change what’s been done,” I interjected. “We just have to go from here. So, Baron, what are we looking at? Thirty women to talk to?” 
 
    “Ah, I may have exaggerated my, um, conquests,” Nike’s father replied with pursed lips. “It’s more likely a much lower number.” 
 
    “I should have known I’d outdo my son in all aspects,” Calvin chuckled until I shot him a silencing glare. 
 
    “Go on,” I encouraged Niall. 
 
    “There are four women who I no longer see since we had our, ah, trysts,” he continued without looking toward his father. “I’m not sure if they still live here in Leyte or have moved on.” 
 
    I started to respond when I heard Rafferty scurry back into the room, and I turned to see he’d brought a tray full of the coffee-scented drinks, though one was nearly triple the size of the others. 
 
    “Perfect, thank you,” I said as I grabbed the large mug from the tray before I turned back to Niall. “Do you remember each of them well enough to find them if they’re still here?” 
 
    I took a long, slow drink from my mug as he answered, and I was pleasantly surprised that it not only smelled like coffee, but it almost tasted like it, too. Hopefully, it would wake me up after my night of restless sleep. 
 
    “Of course,” he murmured. “I may have been foolish to avoid using protections, but I wasn’t foolish enough to have dozens of possibilities roaming the city.” 
 
    Niall shot his father a smug look before he sipped his drink and sighed. 
 
    “My lord, perhaps we could take Baron Niall into the city to find these women and talk to them,” Ravi suggested. 
 
    “I believe they would be more comfortable talking to a woman,” Polina agreed. 
 
    “Especially if a man left them high and dry with a child,” Marina muttered. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I agreed. “If any of them have had a baby, we need them back here at the castle. Nike can check for the connection, and even if it’s not there, we can make sure they’re doing alright.” 
 
    “Now, I never agreed--” Calvin held up a finger to argue. 
 
    “You can’t agree with something I didn’t ask,” I growled as I set my mug on the table and met his stare. “I will soon be your king, and I decree that you and your son will do right by these women. They may have gone years without the help they were due, but if they have your children, you will be making things right today.” 
 
    “Of course,” Niall agreed without hesitation. “I’ll do whatever I need to.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied and looked toward the four women. “If you need something, get word to Laika. We’ll be there in an instant.” 
 
    “We will, my lord.” Trina nodded, and they motioned for Niall to lead the way. 
 
    Then the dryads and Ravi headed out the front door with Nike’s father so they could talk to the various women around Leyte that he had possibly gotten pregnant.  
 
    I watched them leave and turned back to face Lord Calvin. He seemed completely oblivious to the situation we faced, and I considered telling him everything about the Breach to ensure his cooperation. I was tired of his insistence that he was better than anyone else in the room. 
 
    “Now, your turn, Lord Calvin.” I smirked as I picked up my drink and took another warm sip. “How many women have been in your harem?” 
 
    “Ever?” Calvin’s eyes widened. “I’ve probably had at least a hundred lovers come and go. I can’t keep up with that many anymore, so I only have thirty now.” 
 
    “A hundred?” Alyona gasped and covered her mouth. 
 
    “Much like Lord Evan, I have a variety of tastes,” Calvin chuckled. “So, I have had many experiences with many types of females. Demi-Humans, humans, Pykas, and who knows what else have all entered my chambers.” 
 
    “Pykas are sweet creatures, but I believe they are unable to reproduce with other races,” Alyona murmured. “So, those women are out. We may have to talk to who we can and hope for the best, my love.” 
 
    “Gods,” I grumbled. “Okay, get some paper. It’s time to start a list.” 
 
    Calvin grudgingly grabbed the supplies and began to write out the women he could recall from his harem. He remembered most of their first names, but there were a few who had been in and out within only a few days, so some lines on the list were simply descriptions of the women he remembered. It seemed like we were going to be here all day when he finally laid down the quill and groaned. 
 
    “That’s all I can remember right now,” he muttered. “Good luck.” 
 
    “I know you have no idea why this is so important, but it is life or death,” I said in a low voice. “So, if you haven’t put your best effort into this, you could be costing people their lives. Do you really want to end with a ‘good luck?’” 
 
    “Fine, I’m sure I can think of a few more,” Calvin mumbled as he picked up the quill and wrote a few more names. 
 
    “And if you know they’re still in Leyte, mark that down as well,” I ordered him. “We’ll start as close as possible and work our way out.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” he agreed and continued writing on the parchment until it was nearly filled from top to bottom. “Here. This one left when a group of desert bandits left, so I suspect she was with them. The other was from a village near the border, and I heard she returned home.” 
 
    He handed me the paper, and Alyona and I skimmed over the names and descriptions. There had to be at least sixty women on this list, but thankfully, most of them were marked as still in Leyte. 
 
    “Okay, we have a lot of ground to cover,” I mused. “Maybe we should split up.” 
 
    “Probably,” Nike agreed. “We just need to establish if any of them have children. We can do that in groups.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s divide the women into areas of town,” I said as I looked at Calvin. “Do you at least know where each of them lives?” 
 
    “I know where everyone lives,” he retorted. “This is my city, after all.” 
 
    “Of course.” I bit my tongue from continuing with a snappy remark and slid the list back over to him. 
 
    A few minutes later, Calvin had marked the north, south, east, and west ends of town for each of the women who were in Leyte, and I had divided us into four groups. Rebecca and Aaliyah would head south, Naomi and Miraya would go west, Nike and Laika would go north, and Alyona and I would head for the eastern side of town. We each had about fifteen women to find and casually ask about their relationship with Lord Calvin. 
 
    Sounded like a blast. 
 
    We headed out of the castle and went our separate ways to interview former harem members, and while I knew it was necessary, I grimaced at the idea of asking these women such personal questions. They had already been wronged by Nike’s grandfather, and now, we were going to invade their lives again. I thought again about my future hatchling and hybrid child, and I couldn’t imagine a life where I didn’t know or care if they existed. 
 
    “You seem frustrated,” Alyona observed once we were away from the palace. “Is it with Lord Calvin?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “I would never ditch you and our child. It’s a disgrace to everything a noble is supposed to stand for.” 
 
    “You’ve been here the least amount of time and still have the highest standard for nobles,” she mused. “It’s remarkable, honestly. Did Earth fathers believe as you do?” 
 
    “The good ones,” I replied with a frown. “There were always deadbeats who left their kids, but it wasn’t anything to be proud of. I’m sure some didn’t care, but I don’t know. I wouldn’t do it, that’s all I know.” 
 
    “I know that,” she said in a soothing voice. “You’re an amazing man, and we’re all lucky to have you and love you.” 
 
    I smiled as I looped my fingers through hers and led her toward the houses where Lord Calvin said some of his former lovers lived. I rapped on the door of the first house and asked for the first name on our list: Marie.  
 
    The woman who answered was a rabbit Demi-Human who looked in her late fifties, and she eyed me with obvious suspicion. 
 
    “Why are you asking about Marie?” she wondered. 
 
    “My name is Lord Evan of Hatra,” I answered with a slight bow. “We’re searching for a descendant of Lord Calvin, and we’re speaking with former members of his harem.” 
 
    The woman gasped, stepped out onto the porch, and shut the door behind her. 
 
    “My husband doesn’t know about that time in my life,” the woman said just above a whisper. “You can’t tell him.” 
 
    “We have no intention of disrupting your life,” Alyona assured her. “We only need to ask if you had a child during that time.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head vigorously. “Thankfully, I had my first child after my husband and I were married.” 
 
    “Then that’s all we need to know,” I murmured. “Have a good day.” 
 
    Marie dipped her head and rushed back inside without another word. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Alyona sighed. “This might prove more difficult than we imagined.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m afraid we might get lied to,” I admitted. 
 
    “If you suspect it, I can cast a truth spell,” Alyona offered. “But I don’t want to unless we have to.” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed. 
 
    We continued down the list and knocked on dozens of doors. Most of the women lived where Calvin said they did, and most were also wary of discussing their time with the lord of the city. 
 
    “Why would I tell you about my children?” a human woman named Elizabeth demanded. 
 
    “We have to find a descendant,” I explained for what felt like the hundredth time. “I understand it’s odd, but it’s necessary. Please, if one of your children is Lord Calvin’s, we need to know.” 
 
    “My oldest daughter,” Elizabeth sighed and ran a hand down her face. “I believe she’s his.” 
 
    “You aren’t certain?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “No,” the woman huffed. “I had a few trysts with Lord Calvin and with a few other men at the time. I wasn’t certain, so I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “How old is she?” I asked. 
 
    “Twelve,” Elizabeth answered, and a tear glistened in her eye. “Must we tell her?” 
 
    “We must at least find out if she carries the bloodline,” Alyona answered in a kind voice. “It is of dire importance. Would you please take her to the castle?” 
 
    A few seconds passed as the single tear rolled down Elizabeth’s cheek, and she took a deep breath and blew it out. 
 
    “When she gets home from school,” the woman finally agreed. “I will take her.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Alyona said and grasped Elizabeth’s hands. “We will help you with this. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Elizabeth murmured. 
 
    The two exchanged a few more words before Elizabeth returned to her house and shut the door softly, and I clenched my fists as we moved on to the next name on our list. We found two more women with children who could have been Calvin’s, and we sent them to the castle as well. 
 
    When we walked up to the last house on the list, I glanced over to see Ravi, the dryads, and Niall approach from the other side of the road. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I wondered. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Niall asked in obvious confusion. 
 
    “We’re going to talk to…” I looked at my list again. “Sarahi.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Niall groaned. “He was with her, too?” 
 
    “Wait, are you here working on your lovers?” My eyes widened in surprise. “You and your dad both slept with this woman?” 
 
    “I guess so,” he muttered as he stepped forward and knocked on the door. “This should go well.” 
 
    A tall blonde woman opened the door, took one look at Niall, and slapped him across the face. She was some kind of bird Demi-Human with golden feathers at the tips of her long hair and a bird-like nose that she looked ready to use on Niall’s eyeballs. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” she shrieked. 
 
    I chuckled as she pulled the door open further and crossed her arms over her chest, but my gaze was quickly drawn to her large belly. 
 
    “Sarahi, come on,” Niall begged. “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard from you in months!” Sarahi exclaimed. “I have a little anger that’s been saved up.” 
 
    “Does it have anything to do with that?” Niall pointed at her round stomach. 
 
    “You don’t get to have any say in my child,” she shot back. “So, if you came here for that, you and your friends can leave.” 
 
    “Actually, we came to ask about your child,” I cut in before Niall could respond. “It seems we have a more awkward question than I expected.” 
 
    “What?” Sarahi turned her fiery stare onto me. “And who are you?” 
 
    “Lord Evan of Hatra,” I replied. “And I’ve been looking for a descendant of Lord Calvin’s, while Baron Niall has been looking for his own. Somehow, we’ve arrived at the same location. Can you explain that?” 
 
    The color drained from Sarahi’s face, and her brown eyes darted back and forth between Niall and me before she let out a sob. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she moaned and threw herself against Niall. “After you left, I didn’t know what to do. I went to the palace to find you, and…” 
 
    “And what?” he asked in a stony voice as he stood stiff as a board. 
 
    “And your father…” Sarahi took a deep breath. “He consoled me, told me what a terrible drunk you were, how you never stayed with a woman for long. One thing led to another and--” 
 
    “And you had sex with my dad?” Niall whined as he stared at her. 
 
    “It was only a few times!” she wailed.  
 
    “A few times!” he shouted. “How many is ‘a few?’” 
 
    “No more than ten! I swear! I never wanted you to know, and it felt like a satisfying revenge until a few weeks later.” 
 
    Sarahi looked down at her large belly and rubbed it with a gentle hand. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Niall asked in a soft voice. “I would have helped with you, the baby, everything.” 
 
    “Would you?” The fire returned to Sarahi’s voice as she wiped her eyes and stood tall again. “You’re never in the same place for more than a few days. The whole city knows it. Besides, I didn’t know if the baby was yours or Lord Calvin’s, and I decided I’d rather not deal with that.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to deal with it now,” I said as I tried not to eye roll. “You need to come back to the castle with us.” 
 
    “For what?” she demanded. 
 
    “That baby could be very important,” Ravi answered with a smile. “And even if it isn’t important to our mission, it’s important that you and your child are cared for.” 
 
    Sarahi stared at Ravi for a few seconds as though she had to decide if she believed her. 
 
    “And then what?” she asked. 
 
    “If the baby is a descendant?” I clarified, and Sarahi nodded. “Well, we can get into all that later. It’s a lot to talk about, and I don’t want to waste your time if it won’t work. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she finally agreed. 
 
    A few minutes later, she was ready to walk back to the castle with us. Niall was completely silent, and I wondered if he really meant what he said if the child was his. I hoped he did, but it was hard to tell what was really going on with Nike’s family. 
 
    “How very brazen to sleep with two generations,” Trina whispered. 
 
    “Very,” Marina agreed and rubbed her temples as she frowned in a very human-like gesture.  
 
    Polina chuckled. “It’s bad enough to not know your child’s father, but being unsure which is his father or brother or grandfather?” 
 
    The dryad made a sour face, and Ravi and the other dryads giggled the whole way back to the palace. Alyona shook her head and smiled, but I knew she was considering how awful things were about to get for Sarahi. 
 
    When we finally arrived at the castle, I noticed Aaliyah, Rebecca, Miraya, and Naomi had already returned, but the awkwardness resumed instantly as Lord Calvin looked up from his sofa and saw Sarahi and Niall walk in together. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” he mumbled. “I was afraid of this.” 
 
    “You’re a beast!” Niall thundered. “She came to you looking for me, and you took her into your bed!” 
 
    “You did what?” Nike’s voice was shaky as he and Laika strode in the door behind us with another woman and her teenage son behind her. 
 
    “It was silly,” Calvin said with a dismissive wave. “A foolish mistake. It hasn’t happened since.” 
 
    “She said no more than ten times,” I pointed out, and Nike’s dad growled as he glared at the bird-woman.  
 
    Sarahi’s face was flushed with embarrassment, and Rafferty guided her to one of the sofas to sit down. 
 
    “We still have two women we have to talk to,” Alyona whispered as the family drama continued. 
 
    “Yeah, but confirming the family children may take some time,” I murmured. “Perhaps Nike and I should go talk to the other women. We wouldn’t want to bring someone back here if they don’t have the bloodline, and Nike will be able to tell for sure.” 
 
    “I can stay here and test the children,” my wife agreed. “What if one of them has the bloodline ability?” 
 
    “I think Nike would have mentioned it by now,” I pointed out. “He hasn’t said anything about the kids he’s seen so far, and we only found one daughter. I don’t think bonding with a twelve-year-old would work out so well.” 
 
    “I believe you’re right,” Alyona said and wrapped a raven hair around her finger. “Then you should probably take him before the situation escalates.” 
 
    I turned to see Nike stood between Niall and Calvin as the father and son bellowed insults and clenched their fists. 
 
    “Gods,” I groaned as I walked over and held my hands up. “Alright! That’s it! Niall, you go upstairs to wherever you go. Calvin, you stay down here in the dining hall. Your constant bickering is ridiculous!” 
 
    “Well, he--” Niall started. 
 
    “No!” I thundered and took a step toward the baron. “I have had enough of both of you! Neither of you is right here. There is no winner for your arguments. If you want to win, then do better. Lord Nikolaus and I are going to find the women who left the city. You two are going to stay separated until we get back.” 
 
    They both glared at each other, and I looked over at Laika, who watched them with intent gray eyes and one hand on her broadsword. 
 
    “Respectfully, Lord Evan, why should we do as you say?” Calvin asked with a slight smirk. 
 
    “Because if you don’t, respectfully, I will come back here and show you what a dragon can do,” I growled. “And Laika will let me know the second one of you breaks my rule.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Laika nodded and looked back at the two men. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Niall agreed as he trudged toward the staircase. 
 
    “As will I,” Calvin sneered. “But only because I think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” I scoffed. 
 
    The two men stalked out of the room, and I looked at Nike to see the relief written all over his face. 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered. “But our search may have been fruitless. I don’t feel the connection.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Miraya agreed. 
 
    “Then Nike and I will go find the two women who left,” I said. “We know one left with the bandits, so we should search the desert where we know they like to hide out. The other will be a bit further to travel to, so we’ll go there after that.” 
 
    “The rest of us will stay here and do the testing to see which children belong to the lord and the baron,” Alyona explained. “Even if the child can’t be part of the ceremony, they deserve to know who their father is.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I conceded. “Nike, you ready?” 
 
    “Ready as ever,” he confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “We’ll fly over there, so we can find the hideout,” I decided. “Then we can approach on foot. I don’t want them to feel threatened.” 
 
    Nike and I waved to my women, and then we walked outside in front of the castle. 
 
    “You don’t think less of me after meeting my family, do you?” Nike wondered without a warning. 
 
    “Nah,” I replied with a shrug. “You aren’t your father or grandfather. You are a better man. If anything, I’m more impressed with you.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I shifted into my dragon form in front of the castle. Several of the citizens were in full view of my transformation, and they gasped and pointed as I took my huge black form. Nike clambered onto my back and grabbed one of the large spikes from my spine, and then I kicked off into the sky. 
 
    We flew over the city walls and into the afternoon sun in silence. I knew flying provided me with a little wind therapy, and I got the feeling Nike felt the same way, so we didn’t speak until we were well into the sands of the desert. 
 
    “There,” Nike said as he pointed a few hundred yards ahead. 
 
    There was a caravan of wagons, and each was accompanied by a lookout who walked along next to it. It was exactly the setup we’d seen several times among bandit tribes, and I flew closer to the ground to use the sand dunes as cover for our approach. 
 
    When we were close enough to walk to them, I landed in the soft, warm sand. Nike slid down my side, and I shifted back into my human form. He started to reach for his sword, but I held out my hand to stop him. 
 
    “We don’t want to scare them,” I reminded him. “We only want to talk to this woman, ah, Vala.” 
 
    “Right,” he agreed and let go of his blade. “Diplomatic approach.” 
 
    I nodded, and we crested the dune to walk toward the caravan. I’d hoped that our obvious appearance without any cover or weapons would ease their minds. 
 
    The gleam of daggers in their hands told me I was dead wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    The bandits tore across the sand with the daggers held high, and I groaned in frustration. 
 
    “We can’t kill them!” I told Nike. “Just, like, knock them out!” 
 
    “Great,” he muttered as he clenched his fists. 
 
    The first four bandits split up and attacked us two-on-one. I blocked the first dagger strike with my forearm and threw a right cross into his gut. He doubled over just as his companion took a swipe at me with his blade, and I arched my back to keep my stomach away from the knife. I had impenetrable scales, but I did not have impenetrable skin. 
 
    I grabbed his dagger arm and spun him around into a headlock. He dropped his knife as he tried to claw at my arms wrapped around his throat, but I had already found his pressure points and begun squeezing him into unconsciousness. Within a few seconds, his body went limp, and I dropped him onto the sand before he lost all oxygen. 
 
    “No!” his buddy yelled before he charged me again. 
 
    He swung the dagger at my throat, and I sidestepped the strike and grabbed his wrist. Then I wrenched it around behind him and pressed his face down into the sand. 
 
    “Stop fighting me!” I bellowed. “We only came to talk!” 
 
    “You killed my friend!” he snarled before he coughed and spat sand. 
 
    “He’s not dead,” I said as I pulled his arm higher up his back and dug my knee into his spine. “He’s just asleep. And I don’t plan to change that if you guys will just stop.” 
 
    “Magic!” he screeched. “He has magic!” 
 
    “I’m not even using my magic,” I grunted. 
 
    Then I looked up and saw another two bandits had started toward us, but they held swords, which would be a little more difficult to defend without our own. I had to stop this nonsense before it got out of hand. 
 
    “Sorcerer!” the man under me shrieked. “He’s already taken down one!” 
 
    “I’m not--” I started to growl. “Ugh, never mind.” 
 
    With that, I spun a quick web around the man’s wrists and then rose above him before I sent a wider web across his back to hold him to the ground. He tried to roll out of it, but the web stuck to his side and wrapped him up like a burrito instead. 
 
    Whatever works. 
 
    I looked over to check on Nike just as he landed a haymaker on the second bandit’s temple that knocked him out cold. He was doing just fine. 
 
    I turned back to the next two bandits and decided to end this round a little early. I shot out two sets of webbing that landed at their feet and whipped around their boots. Both of them tumbled into the sand and tried to rip the webs from their feet, but Nike and I jumped on top of them to hold them down while I wrapped another layer of webs around their hands. I added webs to the three who were unconscious, just to be safe, and turned back to face the most recently captured. 
 
    “What are you?” one of the men gasped. “I-- uh, just take it. Whatever you want, okay? You can have our treasure!” 
 
    I stared down at the men who squirmed on their backs with their hands and feet bound with the sticky webs. 
 
    “We don’t want your treasure,” I sighed. “We’re looking for Vala. Word is she was traveling with you.” 
 
    “Even if we knew where Vala was, we wouldn’t tell you,” the other bandit scoffed. 
 
    “So, you do know her?” I pressed, and the bandit in front of me shot his companion a dirty look. 
 
    “We’ve heard of her,” he hedged and looked up at me with defiance. “But we won’t tell you anything else.” 
 
    “We don’t want to hurt her,” I told them as my frustration increased. “We just want to talk, that’s it.” 
 
    “You didn’t just talk to him,” he shot back and glanced at his unconscious friend on the ground. 
 
    “He’s still alive,” I sighed. “As I told your friend over here, I could do much worse if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Because you’re a sorcerer,” the bandit muttered. 
 
    “Because I’m a dragon,” I snarled and took a step closer. “See?” 
 
    I lifted my head and bellowed a column of flames above my head before I looked back down at him with obvious impatience. I felt another surge of power like the one I’d experienced this morning as I called the fire back into my chest, but I couldn’t think about that right now. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” he groaned. “Ohhh, gods.” 
 
    “Okay!” a female voice shouted from inside one of the wagons. 
 
    Nike and I looked up in time to see a woman burst out of the covered carriage with her hands above her head. She was young, maybe in her twenties, but it was obvious she was also pregnant. Her round belly stuck out from behind her large tunic, and her black hair flowed in the desert wind as she strode toward us. 
 
    We walked past the incapacitated bandits, and I held out my hand to introduce myself. This close to her, I could see a smattering of freckles across the young woman’s face, and her eyes were an interesting shade of turquoise that glittered in the sun. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Nike muttered. “It’s this one.” 
 
    I turned to my best friend and saw his silver eyes lit up like a fire glowed behind them, and his face was stretched into a wide smile. 
 
    “Nope, I’m not one of anything,” the woman grunted as she looked at my hand with a cold stare. “So, whatever weird thing you have in mind, I’m not the girl for it.” 
 
    “It’s not weird.” I lowered my hand and looped my thumb in my belt. “You already answered our first question, but he just answered the second.” 
 
    “Great, so you don’t need me,” she muttered and looked past us toward the bandits. “Can you let my guys go now?” 
 
    “Your guys?” I arched a suspicious eyebrow. “You run the bandits?” 
 
    “Yeah, so what?” the woman asked as she met my stare with a bold one of her own. “You think I’m scared of some dragon?” 
 
    “You don’t have to be scared, Vala,” Nike cut in and grabbed her hands in his. “We’re here to help you and your child.” 
 
    “We don’t need any help,” she huffed as she pulled her hands away. “Thanks, but no thanks.” 
 
     “It’s Lord Calvin’s child, isn’t it?” I asked in a softer tone. 
 
    “He didn’t really seem like the fatherly type,” Vala spat out. “Yeah, he put this baby in me, but he doesn’t have to do anything, so if that’s why you’re here, you can tell him to continue on his merry little way with all his other women.” 
 
    “I understand you’re angry,” Nike said as he dropped to one knee. “But can’t you feel the power of the child you carry?” 
 
    “Y-You know about that?” she stammered and then narrowed her eyes. “I haven’t told anyone.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” he insisted. “I can feel it because the same power courses through my veins.” 
 
    “Okay, Lord Nikolaus, let’s just dial it back a bit,” I interjected with a hand on his shoulder. “We don’t need to tell her everything all at once.” 
 
    “But she carries a child with the light!” Nike argued without taking his eyes off the woman. 
 
    “Yeah, and we don’t even know anything about her,” I pointed out. “Take it easy, brother.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, I’m so sorry,” he said to her with genuine concern. “Tell me all about you, milady.” 
 
    “Lady?” Vala chuckled as she seemed to resume her tough exterior. “Listen, I only know of one Lord Nikolaus who would come after me from Lord Calvin’s court, so you must be his grandson, and I’m not spilling my guts to you. And I’m not going back to that bastard, either, so don’t try to convince me. I’m good where I am.” 
 
    “And what about when it’s time to have the baby?” I wondered. “Can these guys help you with that?” 
 
    “We can make it to a village by then,” she said, but I could see the doubt in her eyes. 
 
    “How long?” I pushed for more information. “Until the baby is due?” 
 
    “Uh…” Vala trailed off and looked down to her stomach. “Any day now.” 
 
    “Then we have to go,” I decided. “We’ll get you to the castle, use their doctors, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t want to go!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “I understand that,” I assured her. “But I also understand that thousands of lives depend on us, especially that child. We need your help.” 
 
    Vala stared at me, and I met her gaze with complete confidence. I didn’t want her to feel as though I had anything to hide, but I wasn’t sure how to convey that to her. She was certainly hiding something from us, and I didn’t trust her like Nike seemed to, but we had to get her back to Leyte. 
 
    “Why would thousands of lives depend on me or my baby?” she finally asked, and I saw a shadow of disbelief and uncertainty flicker in her turquoise eyes. 
 
    “I swear to you, we’ll explain everything soon,” Nike promised. “But for now, you need to trust us to get you back to Leyte safely. Can you do that?” 
 
    Vala hesitated again, and her eyes swiveled between Nike’s pleading form and my confident one before she finally nodded her head. 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed as Nike rose to his feet with a smile. “Will you release my men?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “I’ll do it now if they promise to stop attacking us. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal.” Vala nodded and looked toward the other bandits. “We’re officially in a truce. No fighting!” 
 
    The men groaned but didn’t argue, and I walked over to remove the web bindings before they stood up and joined her at the wagons. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go with some dragon guy?” one of the men asked her in a gruff voice with suspicious eyes on me and Nike. 
 
    “It’s not him,” she advised. “It’s Lord Nikolaus. He’s known for his honor and valor, and he made a promise to me. I know he’ll keep it.” 
 
    Nike’s cheeks darkened a shade, and I punched him lightly on the arm as Vala said her goodbyes. 
 
    “What do we do while you’re gone?” another bandit asked her. “Will you come back?” 
 
    “Make something of yourselves, boys,” she commanded. “I don’t know when or if I’ll return, but I know we can all do better than we have been.” 
 
    They stared at her in shock, but she whirled around to us and put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “You good with flying?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t have wings,” she snorted. 
 
    “Get ready,” I chuckled. 
 
    I stepped back and transformed into my dragon body, and the bandits’ mouths dropped open at the sight of my huge form towering over their wagons. 
 
    “I’m supposed to ride you?” Vala’s eyes were wide with disbelief as she looked up and down my long body. 
 
    “It’s easier than it sounds,” Nike reassured her. “I’ll help you up.” 
 
    He gingerly lifted the pregnant woman onto my back as I flattened my belly against the sand to shorten the distance. Once she was on my spine, she wrapped her arms and legs around one of my spikes, and I could feel her trembling against my scales while Nike climbed up behind her. 
 
    “I’ll go easy,” I soothed her. “Just hold on.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can hold on any tighter,” she grumbled. 
 
    I laughed as I lifted my body from the ground and flapped my wings to take us into the sky. As we soared higher and higher, I could feel the shaking of Vala’s nerves slowing down, and then she screeched a laugh of pure joy. 
 
    “It’s amazing, right?” I called out over the wind. 
 
    “Absolutely wonderful!” she yelled back. 
 
    I avoided any crazy acrobatics since putting her into labor didn’t seem like the best idea, but I made sure she enjoyed the ride. When we finally landed in Leyte, it was nearly dinner time, and I could smell the mixture of spices that floated in the air above the palace. 
 
    As I landed as softly as possible in front of the castle, I sensed Vala’s body tense again, and I knew she would much rather I continue to fly her around Rahma than return her to Leyte. 
 
    “Okay, here we go,” Nike said as he slipped from my back and waited for Vala. “Just slide down here to me. I’ll catch you.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” she muttered before she let go of my spike. 
 
    The noble caught her easily and set her upright with a tenderness I’d never seen in him before. An outsider might assume he was smitten with Vala, but I knew it was the connection to her child that brought out his caring instincts. 
 
    As I took my human form, Alyona rushed out of the castle and planted a warm kiss on my lips, which I happily returned. Then I stepped back and gestured toward my pregnant passenger. 
 
    “May I introduce Vala,” I announced and then turned to the young woman. “Vala, this is my wife, Princess Alyona.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me--” she gasped and tried to curtsy around her round belly. “I didn’t know you were married to the princess. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No worries.” I waved her off. 
 
    “And please, don’t hurt yourself,” Alyona said as she lifted Vala back up. “You’re carrying a very special child.” 
 
    “Everyone keeps saying that,” Vala murmured, and her eyes darted around the palace as though she was searching for an escape. “I just don’t know why. I’m nobody. Just a bandit who conned her way into a noble’s bed and got knocked up.” 
 
    “We will explain everything,” my wife replied with an easy smile. “Come, let’s get you some dinner.” 
 
    Vala looked confused for a moment before she took Alyona’s hand and allowed the princess to lead her inside. I watched the pregnant woman with growing suspicion, but I wasn’t sure if it was her attitude that bothered me or something else. I knew better than to ignore my instincts, though, especially after my first encounter with Olivier, so I decided to keep a close eye on the young woman. 
 
    “What troubles you?” Laika murmured as I followed Nike, Alyona, and Vala inside. 
 
    “Something about that woman,” I replied in a low voice. “I’m not sure what it is. I think you all should get to know her a little better. Maybe I’m just overly cautious.” 
 
    “Your instincts are generally on point, my lord,” the wolf Demi-Human replied as her gray ears twitched atop her head. “They have yet to lead us astray.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just want to keep a close eye on her,” I said as we all filed into the dining room. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed. “I’ll let my sisters know.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I planted a kiss on the wolf’s cheek. 
 
    I shuffled past her to sit next to Alyona at the table. Vala had taken the seat on Alyona’s other side, and Nike sat across from Vala with his eyes trained on the young woman. His betrothed narrowed her eyes as she looked back and forth between them, but she seemed satisfied that Vala wasn’t returning the noble’s attention, and she sipped from her goblet with a smile. 
 
    “She seems nice,” Alyona whispered when I sat down. “Why are you worried?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I know we can’t do the Redimi Vincio ceremony with an infant. How are we going to do this?” 
 
    “Are we certain her child is the one?” my wife asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Nike hasn’t taken his eyes off her,” I chuckled. “He knew it was her as soon as she stepped out of the wagon. He said he felt it.” 
 
    “Then we’ll certainly have to figure it out,” she agreed. 
 
    “Where’s Lord Calvin?” I asked loudly as I looked around and realized his absence. 
 
    “I sent him to his room,” Laika answered and shrugged. “He was whining that he was tired.” 
 
    “How close is his room to Niall’s?” I wondered. 
 
    “Opposite wings,” Nike replied. “They won’t see each other.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Then we can talk a little more openly about the situation at hand.” 
 
    “Yes, the Child of Light must be kept safe from all harm,” the noble declared. “I believe we can tell Vala everything. The Sword of Light is about truth and honesty, and even if I could, I don’t intend to keep any secrets from the mother of this Child of Light.” 
 
    “Okay, brother, I hear you.” I pursed my lips as I tried to think of where to begin before I turned to Vala. “Have you heard of the Breach?” 
 
    “The demon rip?” she asked with wide eyes. “Yeah, everyone has. What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and explained how we’d been trying to shut it down, the denial of something within the Breach, and that we had a new plan. 
 
    “And that’s where your child comes in,” I finished. 
 
    “So, you want to marry my kid and get his or her power?” Vala gasped. “That’s insane.” 
 
    “No, no,” I insisted. “I don’t want to do that at all. First, I have no desire to marry a baby. Second, I wouldn’t perform the Redimi Vincio ceremony with a child. It would be cruel.” 
 
    “Well, what are you going to do, then?” she demanded. “Wait til my kid gets old enough?” 
 
    “We could age the child,” Naomi suggested with a frown. “There are a few spells to do that, but I don’t know how to reverse them. It could do irreparable damage.” 
 
    “Then that’s a no-go,” I said flatly. “We aren’t damaging this baby and hoping the ceremony works. There has to be another way.” 
 
    “Okay, so, I’m just going to get back to my people while you figure that out,” Vala declared as she started to rise from the table. 
 
    “Vala, wait,” Alyona said and grabbed her hand. “You are in no condition to travel so much.” 
 
    “I got here just fine,” the woman argued, though she fell back into her seat with apparent exhaustion. “I can… make it back.” 
 
    “Your body can’t handle that much effort right now,” my wife told her as she patted her hand. “You only have a few days left until you get to meet your son.” 
 
    “My… son?” Vala’s turquoise eyes filled with tears. “I’m having a boy?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona confirmed. “I knew from the moment I touched your hand earlier, so you need to relax, eat some food, and nourish your body.” 
 
    “I’m having a son,” Vala murmured as the first smile I’d seen lit up her face. “I don’t have a name chosen.” 
 
    “You have some time to think about it,” Polina chirped. 
 
    “Yeah, and there are so many wonderful names to choose from!” Trina added gleefully. 
 
    “Or make one up,” Marina offered. “You can do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Would you…” Vala trailed off before she cleared her throat and tried again. “Would you all help me decide?” 
 
    “Of course!” Rebecca chimed in. 
 
    “We’d love to!” Ravi clasped her hands together. 
 
    “I’ve never really had someone to talk to about it,” Vala admitted and looked down at her hands in her lap. “My, uh, friends were not exactly receptive to talking about the baby or names or… anything.” 
 
    “The bandits?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, they listened to me and did what I said,” she explained. “But that’s not the same as having real friends. I’ve never really had friends. I grew up as a street kid. You know, stealing food and clothes and then moving on to another part of the city, so I wouldn’t get caught.” 
 
    “Where were your parents?” Margaret suddenly seemed interested. 
 
    “No clue,” Vala answered with a shrug. “They were gone when I was a kid. I’ve had to fend for myself for as long as I can remember. There was another street kid who taught me how to steal, but he left as soon as he could. Then it was just me until I met the bandit tribe. They welcomed me in like family, and they liked that I was street smart.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Alyona said earnestly. “No one should have to work so hard to survive childhood.” 
 
    “I always hoped I could find something better for my kid,” Vala continued with a half-hearted smile. “I didn’t think it would be some magical ceremony with a dragon lord and a Noble of the Sword, but I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    Everyone laughed as the kitchen staff brought in dinner, and I watched as the bandit-turned-mother scarfed her food down as though she hadn’t eaten in days. And it seemed entirely possible that she hadn’t. When I was king, I had to find a way to connect with people like Vala and ensure they had what they needed. It wasn’t right for children to grow up without help. 
 
    I felt better knowing a little more about Vala’s past, and it made sense why she was so uneasy around us. It wasn’t that she was hiding anything, but more that she didn’t know how to be comfortable around normal people. We weren’t fellow thieves or street kids, so we were different from what she knew. She was just scared. 
 
    When we finally finished eating, I leaned back in my chair, patted my belly, and chuckled when I saw Vala doing the same. 
 
    “Feel better?” I asked her. 
 
    “Much,” she agreed and yawned. “Can I go to bed?” 
 
    “Of course!” Alyona smiled. “We’ll have to find you a better place than the beds we had last night.” 
 
    “I can help,” Nike offered. 
 
    “Yeah, we can all help you get settled,” Ravi agreed. 
 
    My first thought was to join my women wherever they decided to make their new bed, but I wouldn’t intrude on Vala. As soon as everyone had left the room, I started to get up when I noticed Margaret still sat in her seat and sipped the last of her wine. 
 
    “Do you need anything?” I asked, unsure of how to address her. 
 
    “No, thank you,” she replied without looking up. “Have a good night.” 
 
    I felt dismissed, so I trotted out of the dining hall and up the stairs to my room. Alyona would likely stay with Vala all night, and I had no problem with her supporting the soon-to-be mom, but I wasn’t looking forward to sleeping alone. 
 
    I sighed as I walked into my room and shut the door behind me, but just as I pulled off my boots and shirt, there was a light tapping on my door. 
 
    “Come in,” I called out. 
 
    The dryads burst into the room and nearly fell over each other. 
 
    “Just so you know,” Marina started. 
 
    “Our search took forever because--” Trina continued. 
 
    “Niall wanted to talk to every woman for houuuuurs,” Polina groaned before they all stopped short and stared at me. 
 
    “Oh?” I raised my eyebrows with amusement. 
 
    “But who cares about all that,” Trina murmured and licked her lips. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s all in the past,” Polina agreed as she took a step toward me and untied the belt of her robe. 
 
    “We’re much more concerned with the present,” Marina added in a husky voice. 
 
    “I completely agree,” I said as the dryads strutted toward me. 
 
    Polina was the first to reach me, and she pressed her warm lips to mine. Her tongue snaked between my lips, and I could taste a hint of wine on her breath. It was sweet and left me feeling a little woozy as Marina and Trina came up on either side of me. I yanked their robes off and let them fall to the floor, while they tugged Polina’s down with them. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the tiny bed and grimaced, but I wasn’t about to turn back now. We’d make the damn thing work. 
 
    As I kissed Polina, Trina ran her slender fingers down my bare chest and over the bulge that now pressed against my trousers. I wrapped my arms around her and Marina’s naked waists and pulled them to my sides to feel their skin against mine. I pulled away from Polina and kissed Marina, and then Polina began to trail kisses down my chest to my stomach. 
 
    The sensation of her lips above my trousers was enough to send me into overdrive, and I yanked my trousers down to reveal my rock-hard arousal. Once my erection sprang free, Polina and Trina went to work. Trina took my ball sack in her hand, and Polina dragged her tongue along my shaft.  
 
    “Fuck.” A shiver ran down my spine as they began to work me over. 
 
    I guided them back toward the bed, and I sat down on the edge with Polina and Trina on their knees in front of me. Polina nearly swallowed my cock, and I gasped at the sensation. Then I grabbed Marina and pulled her onto the bed. 
 
    “Bring that pussy up here,” I ordered her. 
 
    “Of course,” she giggled and climbed over my shoulders to straddle my face. 
 
    Her juicy emerald pussy hovered above me for a moment before I grabbed her hips and pulled her closer. Then I shoved my tongue inside her, and she screeched with pleasure as she dug her nails into the blanket. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled against her sweet lips as Polina shoved my cock deeper into her throat while Trina massaged my balls. “Trina, you take care of Polina.” 
 
    “Oh, I can do that, my lord,” the dryad whispered before I felt her move between my legs and Polina’s. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Polina moaned against my cock. “Yes!” 
 
    I went back to work on Marina, and I sucked and nibbled on her clit as her breathing became faster and faster. She gripped the blankets next to my head, and I knew she was close. I took her throbbing clit between my lips and then slipped a finger inside her warm tunnel. As I curled my finger, I flicked my lips against her clit, and her pussy walls tightened around me. 
 
    “Ohhhh, gods!” Marina gasped before a warm rush of her juices flowed past my finger and onto my tongue. 
 
    I licked and sucked her sweet mound as her honey poured over me, and she shook with waves of pleasure before she heaved a sigh and rolled off my face to lay on the bed and catch her breath. 
 
    “Trina!” Polina squealed and then moaned again as she dug her nails into my thighs. 
 
    Her hot breath and vibrating moans had me on the edge of my own climax, but then she nearly screamed with pleasure as she came in Trina’s mouth. I sat up in time to see her eyes roll back, and her body quivered with my cock still in her mouth. She slid her lips up and down my shaft while she climaxed, and it finished me. 
 
    I poured my load down her throat while she continued to orgasm, and my back arched as the climax shot through my bones like a bolt of lightning. Every muscle in my body clenched as the waves of pleasure rolled through me until I slowly came down from the sexual high. 
 
    “Trina, get up here,” I demanded. 
 
    Trina scurried out from under Polina and paused next to me. I pointed at the bed, and she giggled as she bent over it. I stood up, and Polina hopped onto the bed next to Marina. I took a long look at Trina’s round ass and tight pussy that peeked up at me from her bent-over position. Then I grabbed her hips and plunged my hard cock inside her. 
 
    “Gods!” she moaned as I pounded into her. 
 
    “You two, keep each other nice and wet for me,” I commanded. 
 
    “Yes, my lord!” the dryads agreed with a few giggles before they wrapped their arms around each other and began to passionately kiss. 
 
    I watched their tongues poke in and out of each other’s mouths before their hands drifted down to each other’s round tits. Soon, Polina’s tongue flicked Marina’s pert green nipples, while Marina slid her fingers in and out of Polina’s dripping pussy. I rocked my hips back and forth as my cock rubbed against every inch of Trina’s tight canal, and she bounced her ass against me with every thrust. 
 
    “I need your seed, my lord!” Trina begged. “Please, fill me!” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I growled as I began to fuck her harder. 
 
    It felt like I’d reached the end of her tunnel as I thrusted deeper and deeper into the dryad. 
 
    “Ohhh, gods, I want your seed, too!” Marina pleaded. “Fill her, so you can fill me next! Give us both your babies!” 
 
    I knew I’d have no problem with that. 
 
    I pulled Trina’s hips tighter as my cock filled every bit of her canal, and then her walls tightened around me. 
 
    “Oh, Lord Evaaaaan!” Trina gasped before her arms gave out, and I slid all the way inside her as she came. 
 
    Her body trembled, and her legs nearly folded as well while her climax took over. I watched as her skin dimpled with goosebumps, and she gripped the blanket until her knuckles turned white. I looked up to see her sisters staring as I made her cum, and they both looked eager for their turn. 
 
    “Almost,” I grunted before I released. “Fuck!” 
 
    Then my dragon seed filled Trina’s gushing tunnel as another climax wracked my body with pleasure, and it felt like gallon after gallon of my essence poured inside her until both our juices spilled over and trickled down her thighs. 
 
    Trina collapsed onto the bed with a gasp, and I turned to the other two. 
 
    “Me next!” Marina giggled and spread her legs open wide to reveal her sopping wet pussy. 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I growled. 
 
    A few hours later, the four of us laid in a tangled mess of sweat-soaked bodies and legs hanging off the bed. The dryads were asleep within seconds, but all the talk of babies had my mind wandering. 
 
    What would a dragon-dryad baby look like? Would it have scales? Or be green? Would it have green scales? 
 
    The thoughts shuffled through my mind as I tried to picture all three dryads pregnant with my children, and my inner dragon preened himself at the idea. When I finally fell asleep, it was with the image of little green dragon hatchlings twirling around the Lunar Palace. 
 
    Then the door to the room slammed open, and I opened my eyes to see Alyona rush into the room. 
 
    “We need to talk now!” my wife gasped. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I demanded as I sat up and grabbed her hands. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I--” Alyona hiccupped, and tears streamed down her face before she smiled. “It’s good, my love. Very good.” 
 
    “Then why are you crying?” I asked and wiped away a tear. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “My love, I am with child,” she answered. 
 
    My eyes widened, and my mouth dropped open as the news hit me. 
 
    My wife was pregnant. 
 
    We were finally having our baby. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I exclaimed before I jumped up from the bed and scooped her up in a hug. “We’re having a baby!” 
 
    “A baby?” Polina mumbled and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “Who’s having a baby?” Marina wondered with a yawn. 
 
    “Is Vala in labor?” Trina asked without opening her eyes. 
 
    “No, Alyona is pregnant!” I declared as I spun her around and then set her on the ground. “Oh, gods, sorry, did that make you nauseous? Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “I feel fine!” she laughed and kissed me. “But it seems our child has heightened my abilities considerably.” 
 
    “No way,” I exhaled. “That must be why I kept feeling those surges of power. I mean, I know I’m not pregnant, but… I don’t know. Maybe that’s crazy.” 
 
    “No, no, that makes sense!” Alyona exclaimed. “We’re bonded by the soul bridges and the Redimi Vincio ceremony. Anything that increases my power should increase yours as well. And the gods know this baby has to have a lot of power coming from you.” 
 
    “Damn, this is amazing news!” I cried out, and I was grinning so much it felt like my face might crack in half. “What do we do? Do you need to lie down? Do we know how long it takes? Should I make you some tea or something?” 
 
    “I don’t need anything right now,” she giggled. “Thank you. And I’m not sure how long gestation will last. Typically, the baby will be born at forty weeks, but with you being a dragon, I’m not sure. I know I’m not laying any eggs, though.” 
 
    “That would be horrible!” Marina gasped. “But what a relief!” 
 
    “Yes, when it’s our turn to have Lord Evan’s babies, I wouldn’t want to lay an egg,” Trina agreed and scrunched up her face. 
 
    “Our bodies couldn’t do that,” Alyona assured them with a smile. “We aren’t made for laying eggs, only for carrying the child. So, we’re all safe from that except for Valerra and Ravi.” 
 
    “Well, we have to tell everyone!” I declared. “I want the world to know!” 
 
    “The world?” my wife laughed and grazed her fingers along my jaw. “I think first we should tell my father.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, of course!” I agreed as I slapped my forehead. “Should we fly there?” 
 
    “No, silly,” Alyona giggled. “We can just use my mirror.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” My face warmed up before I shook my head. “On second thought, I don’t know if we should tell the world. I mean, I want to, but I don’t know if Lord Calvin should be made aware yet. I don’t know what I think about him, and I don’t want to do anything that could risk your safety or the baby’s.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” she said with a nod before she turned to the dryads. “Polina, Trina, Marina, would you lovely ladies mind excusing us so we can talk with my father?” 
 
    “Oh, of course not!” Polina said with a warm smile. 
 
    The dryads leaped from the bed and searched for their scattered clothing, and once they were dressed, they hugged Alyona and then breezed out of the room.  
 
    I pulled on my trousers and tunic while the princess pulled her white jade hand mirror from her spatial storage, and we sat together on the bed as she began the spell that activated the connection to her father. 
 
    The surface of the mirror swirled and appeared to turn into liquid mercury before the image changed into that of King Rodion’s face. His long, white hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and I recognized the chair that sat on his balcony overlooking the Breach. His amethyst eyes were surrounded by wrinkles of worry, and he peered into the mirror with concern. 
 
    “Are you alright, my daughter?” the king asked as soon as the images were clear. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” she replied with a smile. “And we have news for you. Some very good news.” 
 
    “Ah, you are with child!” Rodion’s expression changed just slightly to show a hint of excitement as he guessed what this call was about, but his worry quickly returned. “You must come back to the temple at once.” 
 
    “Father, don’t be ridiculous,” Alyona argued. “I’m not spending my pregnancy without my husband.” 
 
    “You can’t go dallying around the country on a dangerous mission while carrying my grandchild!” he gasped. “That is too much risk.” 
 
    “I would never allow anything to happen to either of them, Your Eminence,” I vowed. “I would gladly give my life to ensure their safety. You have my word.” 
 
    “While I trust you, dear son, I worry about the mission you are on,” Rodion explained. “There are people who still side with the demons in this battle. It isn’t only the Noble Spirits you have to be watching out for.” 
 
    “We’ve already faced a few battles in the last few days,” I said carefully. “I beat some kind of lava beast that we suspect came from the underworld, and I dispatched a tribe of bandits. Alyona wasn’t in any danger.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he insisted. “I don’t like it, Alyona. I want you safe.” 
 
    “I will be, Father,” she replied. “Besides, my family needs me for this mission. I have the most magical knowledge of all of us.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed with a frown. “Even if I felt like anyone else could keep her safe, she is crucial to understanding what we need at every step of this journey. I couldn’t close the Breach without her.” 
 
    “Gods,” Rodion muttered and clenched the arms of his chair. “I know you’re right, but I still worry. This is my first grandchild. I can’t bear the thought of something happening.” 
 
    “And this is my child and wife,” I said softly. “I meant my promise. I would rather die than let anything happen to them. You can count on me, Your Eminence.” 
 
    Rodion inhaled a long, slow breath before he let it out with a whoosh. 
 
    “Okay,” he finally agreed. “But if anything goes wrong, Alyona is to portal here immediately. Can we agree on that?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I nodded and looked to Alyona. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she conceded before she furrowed her brow. “Father, how did you already know why we were calling?” 
 
    “I know a lot of things, my child,” Rodion chuckled. “And I also know you have another question for me, so ask it.” 
 
    “We do?” I looked at my wife in confusion. 
 
    “Well, I figured we could ask him about the ceremony,” she explained and turned back to her father. “Do you know how we could use it to bind the baby’s bloodline ability with Evan’s power? We’ve already agreed we won’t age the child, so we have to find another solution.” 
 
    “Yes, aging the child is very dangerous,” Rodion murmured as he twirled his white beard around his finger. “I’m not sure how else to do the Redimi Vincio without it. I will have to do some research, my daughter.” 
 
    I was stunned. The king always had an answer to our problems, but this one was outside of even his league. We were dealing with some pretty serious stuff, and now, we had to wait a while longer to figure out just how we were going to do it. 
 
    “Please, hurry,” Alyona told him. “Vala will be due to give birth in just a few days, and the child is a son. Even if we wait until he’s older, the ceremony doesn’t always work with two men.” 
 
    “I know,” Rodion assured her. “I promise, I’ll work on it immediately. Castor has already gone to retrieve some of my texts as we speak.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Alyona breathed with relief. “We’ll look through our texts as well. There has to be something.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is.” The king smiled and then exhaled slowly. “I didn’t even say congratulations.” 
 
    “I know you were worried,” she replied. 
 
    “I was, but it’s no excuse,” he chided himself. “Congratulations to both of you. A child is a great blessing upon us all, and you two will make wonderful parents.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said with a grin. “We’re pretty stoked.” 
 
    “I assume stoked is a good thing,” Rodion chuckled. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I know something.” 
 
    With that, the king ended the mirror connection, and a few seconds later, our faces were the only ones reflecting back at us. 
 
    “Well, at least he’s happy for us.” I smirked and kissed her on the cheek. “Now, I need to make sure my pregnant wife gets her breakfast.” 
 
    “Oh!” she giggled as I lifted her from the bed and carried her to the door. “I can walk!” 
 
    “Not once my big dragon baby gets to growing,” I laughed before I set her on the ground, bent down, and pressed my lips to her still flat stomach. “Hey, little buddy. It’s your dad here. Just checking in.” 
 
    “Do you think the baby can hear you?” she wondered with her head cocked to the side. 
 
    “The doctors back on Earth always said so.” I shrugged and kissed her belly. “I’ll do it the next nine-ish months, just like I talk to the eggs.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable,” Alyona giggled. 
 
    I stood up and offered her my elbow. My wife linked her arm through the crook of mine, and we headed downstairs to the dining hall. The aroma of eggs and pastries wafted through the castle, and Alyona practically took off at a sprint toward the dining hall to eat. I stifled a laugh and followed behind her.  
 
    If my baby had my appetite, she was in for a lot of food. 
 
    We walked into the room and found Lord Calvin and Vala at the table, and I started to intervene when I realized they were both smiling and laughing. 
 
    Holy hell, were they actually getting along? 
 
    “Oh, good morning, Lord Evan!” Calvin bellowed once he noticed us in the doorway. “It’s so great to see you! And Princess, I must say, you look absolutely ravishing this lovely day!” 
 
    “Uhh, yeah, same to you,” I murmured as I turned to Alyona with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    Did I wake up in yet another alternate world? 
 
    Before I could ask anything more, Nike, Niall, and the rest of my women trickled into the room behind us and took their seats. Alyona and I joined them at the table, and she quickly filled her plate with heaping piles of eggs, sliced ham, and puffy jelly-filled pastries. 
 
    “Are you a bit hungry this morning?” Rebecca waggled her eyebrows at Alyona and smiled. 
 
    “Famished,” the princess replied before she tore into her meal. 
 
    Yep, that baby definitely had my appetite. 
 
    “It’s almost like you’re eating enough for two people,” Aaliyah purred and then winked. 
 
    “I can’t imagine why you’d be doing that!” Laika feigned innocence. 
 
    “How do you…” I trailed off as I tried to keep the secret from Calvin’s prying ears. 
 
    “The soul bridges keep us very in tune with each other,” Miraya explained with a smile. “I knew immediately, but everyone else figured it out pretty quickly.” 
 
    “And we’re all very excited,” Ravi whispered and grinned. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile back at my lovers, and my mind drifted to thoughts of all my future children with my women. There would be a dozen kids of all kinds that roamed the halls of the Lunar Palace, or maybe the White Jade Temple, but I shook my head to bring myself back to the present. 
 
    “So, what happened to the other women we brought in yesterday?” I asked as I realized I hadn’t seen them since we’d left for the desert. 
 
    “Well, we tested the blood of the older children, and they weren’t a match for Lord Calvin or Baron Niall,” Naomi explained when Alyona didn’t stop eating to respond. “And that angry pregnant woman?” 
 
    “Sarahi?” I supplied. 
 
    “Yeah, the one who smacked the baron,” Polina confirmed. 
 
    “It turned out she was kicked out of the harem over a year ago,” Laika continued. 
 
    “So, it couldn’t have been either father or son who got her pregnant,” Ravi said with an eye roll. “She just wanted to see if they would give her some money or gold.” 
 
    “Ruthless,” Aaliyah said with a curl of her lip. “But I don’t think she’ll show her face around here anymore.” 
 
    “The princess told her what’s what,” Trina agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, she told her that using a child for personal gain was selfish and disgusting,” Marina added. 
 
    “She’s not wrong.” I smirked and looked at my wife, who grinned before she shoved another bite of fried egg into her mouth. “So, the only woman left is Vala?” 
 
    “Other than a woman named Isabella,” Nike pointed out. “But we don’t know for sure where she is.” 
 
    “I think it might be time to figure that out,” I decided. 
 
    “You could talk to Rosie,” Lord Calvin suggested and shrugged when I turned to look at him. “She’s the wench at the pub where most of my women have spent their spare time. Even if she doesn’t know where Isabella went, there might be a few there who do.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “We’ll go as soon as we finish eating.” 
 
    I glanced over at Alyona, who had already begun to fill a huge plate for the second time, and I laughed as she took a bite of bread and sighed. 
 
    “I don’t know when I’ll be done eating,” she whispered. “I feel like I’ve barely touched anything.” 
 
    “I understand the feeling,” I chuckled. “You don’t have to go with us. I can tell Laika to stay here with you. Actually, they can all stay. Nike and I can go alone.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Alyona asked and chewed on her bottom lip. “What if the women don’t want to talk to you?” 
 
    “Vala hated us at first, but she came around.” I smirked. “Trust me, I think we’ll have this in the bag.” 
 
    “I don’t know what bag you’re putting it in, but if you say you can do it, then you should go,” my wife agreed. “Besides, we need to have a backup plan in case my father doesn’t find an answer soon enough.” 
 
    “Okay, Nike, you’re with me,” I said as I rose from the table. 
 
    “Wait, I can help,” Niall offered. 
 
    “I think you’ve helped enough,” I replied and narrowed my eyes on the man who actually looked sober. “You can try to figure out how to talk to your dad without screaming at each other.” 
 
    “I’d much rather go talk to the women,” he muttered and leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “Well, you can pout about that later,” I scoffed. “We’ll be back.” 
 
    I caught Laika’s attention, and we shared a silent agreement. She wouldn’t leave Alyona’s side for any reason. I knew my women would love my baby, but I couldn’t say the same for Lord Calvin or Baron Niall. They didn’t care about their own kids, so I didn’t know how they’d feel about mine. 
 
    Nike and I walked out of the palace and headed toward the pub. 
 
    “I don’t like leaving Vala there,” he muttered suddenly. 
 
    “You don’t think she’s in danger, right?” I wondered as I turned to watch my best friend struggle with his stress. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Nike replied with a frown. “I just can’t believe someone so great is growing inside of her, and I want to make sure nothing happens to him.” 
 
    “I understand,” I murmured. “What do you think she’ll name him?” 
 
    “Maybe Nikolaus the Second,” he suggested. 
 
    “Then I’ll save Evan the Second for my kid,” I laughed as I clapped him on the shoulder. “Alyona’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Oh, wow!” the noble exclaimed and stopped to shake my forearm. “That’s great news, brother!” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” I grinned as we clasped arms and went in for a bro-hug. “I’m pumped. She’s pumped. I have no idea what I’m doing.” 
 
    “No one ever does,” Nike replied sagely. 
 
    We continued toward the pub, and Nike pointed to a fancy building with green, pink, and neon-yellow paint around the wooden door. A single mug had been painted onto the door, and I put my hand in the center of the cup as I pushed the door open and walked inside. 
 
    It looked like every medieval movie interpretation of a pub I’d ever seen. A series of small wooden tables were scattered around the room, and a handful of women in short skirts rushed from table to table with their fingers wrapped through the handles of mugs. I motioned to one of the tables, and Nike and I sat down to wait for one of the women to come check on us. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll figure something out for Vala’s baby?” Nike asked. 
 
    “For the ceremony, or for his life?” I clarified, but then I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll figure out both. If we can’t use him for the Redimi Vincio, we’ll keep looking. Your grandfather wasn’t sure that was a complete list, and we may be able to squeeze a few more names out of your father.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” he said with a grimace. “He seemed pretty certain that he hadn’t had as many lovers as Grandfather, so I don’t think he’d want to embarrass himself any further with adding random women to the list.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we better make sure Vala and her baby work out,” I surmised just as the wench appeared at our table. 
 
    “It’s not even lunch time, Lord Nikolaus,” she said with a smile. “Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    “Of course,” he laughed. “We’re looking for Rosie.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s in the back getting everything ready for some party she agreed to host tonight,” the woman replied. “Want me to get her?” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed before she scurried off to the back of the building. 
 
    A few minutes later, a small head appeared just above the tops of the tables and bobbed toward us, and when she made her way around to our table, I realized she was a dwarf. She was no taller than four feet, and her almond-shaped eyes watched us with growing curiosity while she approached us. 
 
    “My lords, it is surprising to see you at my establishment,” Rosie said as she dipped into a curtsy. “I apologize you had to wait to see me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about all that.” I waved my hand dismissively. “We just need to ask a few questions about Isabella.” 
 
    “Ohhh, the sweetheart,” the woman said with a fond smile. “She had the biggest heart and the fastest feet I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Fastest feet?” I raised a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    “Because she got out of here so fast,” Rosie explained. “Listen, I was in Lord Calvin’s harem, too, but it wasn’t so bad Isabella had to leave the whole damn city. We got free food, jewelry, gold, you name it, we had it.” 
 
    “So, why did you leave?” Nike wondered. 
 
    “I had a big dream to build this pub,” she replied and shrugged. “Once I had enough money saved up from my earnings, I bought this building and opened my pub. I never looked back.” 
 
    “What about Isabella?” I pressed. “Did she ever look back? Or come back to Leyte?” 
 
    “No.” Rosie shook her head. “She would have told at least one of us if she was back in town. I think she went home.” 
 
    “And where is home?” I asked. “Lord Calvin said somewhere by the border.” 
 
    “No, it’s not the border,” she said with an eye roll. “Isabella said she was never too far from family if she needed them, but it was never a good time to invite them, according to her.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we’ll have to invite ourselves,” I decided. “Do you know where exactly the village is?” 
 
    “It’s near the southern ocean,” Rosie explained. “Right past the buffalo farms. You’ll find what you need, or they’ll at least point you in the right direction.” 
 
    “Another portal?” I grumbled as I stared at Nike. 
 
    “Uh, yes, my lord,” he said as he tapped his foot on the hard floor. 
 
    “Are you going to make it this long away from the child?” I chuckled before I stood from the table. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Nike said as he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Good, I need you in my corner,” I advised. “So, no funny business. We find Isabella, and then we get out. Let’s tell the women what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” he agreed as we started to head for the door. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” I said to Rosie before I tossed a handful of gold coins from my spatial storage onto the table in front of her. 
 
    “Wow, thanks,” she breathed and then pocketed the coins. “This will help pay the bills.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I offered her a slight bow. “We may see you again.” 
 
    “Good luck finding Isabella!” Rosie called out as we stepped outside. 
 
    I sighed and motioned for Nike to lead us back to the castle. This was one of the times I wished my dragon body was a little smaller. Then I could fly just about everywhere we went, but for now, I planned to take a walk through Leyte with my best friend. 
 
    We made our way back to the castle and strolled inside to find Lord Calvin on the sofa with two other women sitting on the floor in front of him. 
 
    “Did Rosie know anything?” he wondered. 
 
    “Yeah, we have a solid lead on where Isabella might be,” I confirmed. “We’re going there now. Where’s Vala?” 
 
    “She’s with your women,” Calvin replied. “Something about picking baby names or some other nonsense.” 
 
    “You might want to be more concerned with the choosing of your child’s name,” I reminded him. “It’s what you’ll be calling him for the rest of his life.” 
 
    “She doesn’t want my help,” he grumbled. “Besides, she already rejected Calvin the Second.” 
 
    “Perhaps because the current Calvin is a bit of an ass?” I offered. 
 
    “I’ve been following your rules, Lord Evan,” Calvin huffed. “I haven’t been a young child’s father for several decades now, and my son doesn’t seem to be impressed with the way I did things, so forgive me if I’m rather uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I’ve never been one, but I still know I’d want to be part of every step of his life,” I argued. “You have to want to do it. If you don’t want to, you’ll never be a good dad.” 
 
    My response seemed to strike a chord with the bald man, and he stared at me as though I’d just told him the moons were made of cheese. At first, I couldn’t decide if he was impressed or appalled at my choice of words, but then his expression turned into one of consideration. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I’ll have to try harder,” he said after a moment of thought. 
 
    “Indeed,” I muttered. “Anyway, we just came to tell everyone that we were following the lead on Isabella. We should return soon.” 
 
    “What should I tell your lovers?” he asked. 
 
    “Exactly what I just said.” I eyed him curiously. “Why would you tell them something different?” 
 
    “Won’t they want to know exactly where you’re going?” Calvin asked. “Or how long you’ll be there? Or perhaps one of them will ask to go with you.” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “They know I’ll be fine while I’m there, and I’ll return to them as quickly as I can. Like I said, they know I love them, and they love me back. It’s loyalty, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Loyalty,” he murmured and lifted his coffee cup to his lips. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Like what you had with Grandmother,” Nike finally piped up. “That was loyalty and love, right?” 
 
    “That was a long time ago,” Calvin muttered. “And only one of us truly believed in love, then. If she’d believed in it, she wouldn’t have left.” 
 
    Suddenly, the lord’s callous behavior toward women all made sense. His wife, his true love, had broken his heart. I couldn’t imagine how I’d react if Alyona or any of my women decided to leave me, but it seemed the loss of his wife had driven Nike’s grandfather into becoming a tough-shelled womanizer who did his best to avoid becoming emotionally-attached to anyone else. That explained his careless attitude about lovers coming and going from his harem, and part of me softened a little bit toward the old man. He’d just never recovered from the loss of his love. 
 
    Nike stood with his mouth open at his grandfather’s words, and I took the opportunity to make our exit. 
 
    “Okay, we need to figure out where we want to--” I started to plan where to put our portal when a loud voice cut me off. 
 
    “My lords!” We turned to see one of the guards who stood watch at the gates. “Please wait!” 
 
    “Wait for what?” I demanded. “It can’t be any more important than this.” 
 
    “There’s someone at the gate,” he answered. 
 
    “Well, let His Grace deal with that,” I huffed as I started to push past him. 
 
    “No, wait, she said she wants to see the lord she heard about,” the guard said with a puzzled expression. 
 
    “Well, I don’t simply rush to the gates to talk to people,” Calvin scoffed. “She can come into town alone, and I’ll talk to her later.” 
 
    “Not you, Your Grace,” the guard explained and then hesitated before he pointed at me. “She wants to talk to the dragon lord.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Nike and I stared at each other for a few seconds before I glanced at Calvin’s offended expression. 
 
    “Sooo, I guess we’re going to the gates first,” I finally said. “We’ll let you know what we find out.” 
 
    “I should accompany you,” Calvin grumbled and motioned for the women to get out of his way as he started to rise from the sofa. “It seems odd for someone to come to my city and ask for a visiting lord.” 
 
    “Just wait here,” I insisted. “If necessary, we’ll bring her back here. I deal with many people from around Rahma. This could be completely unrelated to you.” 
 
    “Fine,” he huffed as he plopped back onto the cushions. “You’ll keep me apprised of the situation.” 
 
    “Yes, Grandfather,” Nike agreed. 
 
    We strode out the door of the palace and headed for the front gate. The guards had allowed the woman to pass through the initial layer of protection, but they’d kept her between the stone wall and the metal gate. As soon as Nike and I walked over the drawbridge, I got a glimpse of the woman, and my mouth nearly dropped open. 
 
    She was absolutely stunning. 
 
    Her long, silvery hair fell in waves past her shoulders, and her skin glistened in the sun as though it were covered with slivers of sapphires. As we got closer, I could see her skin was actually blue, and it was decorated with tattoos in gold, silver, and white that criss-crossed over her arms and chest. The dress she wore reminded me of a toga with a white bodice that dipped into a V at her large breasts and black straps that wrapped around her slender figure. The dress ended at her mid-thigh and revealed the sinewy muscles of her azure legs down to her gladiator-style sandals. 
 
    I cleared my throat as we stood on the inside of the metal gate and stared in awe at this beautiful stranger. 
 
    “I am Lord Evan of Hatra,” I announced with a slight bow. “I was told you were looking for me.” 
 
    “Well, I heard you were looking for me,” the mysterious woman replied in a raspy voice that somehow reminded me of old jazz music. “So, I figured I’d save you and me both the trouble. And here I am.” 
 
    “I think I’d know if I was looking for someone like you,” I chuckled. 
 
    “They say you have the name ‘Isabella’ on a list,” she hinted and trained her ocean-blue eyes on me. “Is this true?” 
 
    “You’re Isabella?” I stared at her with my mouth wide open. 
 
    “One of my grandfather’s--” Nike started to ask. 
 
    “Now, now,” Isabella cut him off with a cool smile. “We can discuss more personal matters when we are, ah, less public, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    She glanced up at the guards overhead and behind her who were watching her with open fascination before she gestured for us to allow her inside the gate. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, of course,” I mumbled before I looked at the guard who led us here. “Let her in.” 
 
    “At once.” He dipped his head and motioned for the rest of the soldiers to allow the woman access to Leyte. 
 
    The gate slid to one side, and she slipped through the gap with a smile. I offered my elbow to her, and she wrapped her arm through mine before Nike and I led her over the drawbridge and back toward the palace. Several pairs of eyes watched us walk through the city, though Isabella didn’t seem bothered at all by the attention. She slowed her pace as we walked through the downtown area, and I got the feeling she didn’t want to make her way to the castle just yet. 
 
    “Shall we stop at the pub?” I offered. “I think Rosie would be happy to see you.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be wonderful,” Isabella replied with a wide smile that revealed perfect pearly-white teeth. 
 
    Nike opened the door to the pub, and we walked inside as Rosie came out of the back door with a stack of mugs in her hands. 
 
    “Oh, my gods!” she squealed as she tossed the mugs onto the counter and rushed over to Isabella. “You’re back!” 
 
    “I’m back,” the blue-skinned beauty murmured with a smile and bent down to hug the dwarf. “It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    I was caught off guard when Isabella knelt in front of us, and I noticed something I’d missed in our casual walk. 
 
    “You have wings?” I asked abruptly. 
 
    “Well, obviously,” Isabella giggled. “I’m a Nepin, after all.” 
 
    “You went looking for a Nepin without realizing that’s what she was?” Rosie stifled a laugh. “That was silly.” 
 
    “Okay, no one mentioned anything about a Nepin or whatever,” I huffed. “I don’t even know what that is.” 
 
    “We’re sort of like fairies,” Isabella explained with a mischievous grin. “I’m sure you know what fairies are?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “So, what’s the difference between you and them?” 
 
    “They can access magic,” she answered. “We can’t, though we can fly, which is fairly convenient.” 
 
    “That explains how you got here so fast,” I mused. “So, how does someone like you get caught up in Lord Calvin’s harem?” 
 
    “I wanted to escape my village for a while,” Isabella sighed as she walked over to a table and sat down. “I was supposed to marry a Nepin from another village, and I had no interest in marrying a man I didn’t love, so I left to find something else for myself.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Rosie agreed and nodded her small head. “When you showed up here, we could all tell you had a heavy heart.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the Nepin confirmed as she offered me a smile. “But Lord Calvin didn’t lift that weight. He was kind to me, though obviously careless with his lovers, and he offered me a place in his harem.” 
 
    “And you accepted?” I was still blown away that someone so beautiful would be attracted to the bald, old man. 
 
    “I did,” she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Though I wasn’t exactly… active in the harem.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I wondered. 
 
    “I was there for the parties, the fancy dresses, the big meals, but I was very skilled at slipping out of the lord’s chambers when it came time to, ah, become one of his lovers,” Isabella replied as she tapped her slender fingers on the table. 
 
    “Told you she had fast feet,” Rosie chuckled. 
 
    “He was drunk most of the time, or occupied with his other women. To be honest, the whole house is like a river, with different fish swimming through it all the time. He doesn’t even pay attention to anything that isn’t spread open before him.” 
 
    “Ugh…” Nike sighed as he Captain Picard face-palmed.  
 
    “So, you never actually…” I trailed off as I tried to think of a nice way to ask the question. 
 
    “I never had sex with Lord Calvin,” Isabella finished and kept her eyes on me. “Is that your question, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered with obvious relief. “We’re looking for… well, never mind. It doesn’t really matter.” 
 
    Isabella opened her mouth, but the door to the pub creaked open, and my lovers tumbled inside. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Laika’s eyes traveled over to Isabella and widened in surprise. “A Nepin?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Isabella confirmed with another stunning smile before she turned back toward me. “A wolf Demi-Human warrior in your harem? Quite impressive, my lord.” 
 
    “We heard someone was looking for you at the gate,” Polina said as she looked me up and down. 
 
    “And then you didn’t come back to the castle,” Marina continued. 
 
    “So, we were starting to get a little worried,” Trina finished with a curious eye on Isabella. “But you look to be alright.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I chuckled. “Thank you for your concern. I’d like you all to meet Isabella. She is definitely not carrying any descendants.” 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you,” Alyona said as she grasped Isabella’s hand with a smile. 
 
    “And you as well,” Isabella replied before her gaze dropped to Alyona’s stomach. “Both of you.” 
 
    “How did you know?” my wife gasped and covered her slim belly. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Isabella admitted as she blinked a few times. “I just… knew. When I touched your hand.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    “But I won’t tell anyone if that’s what you’re worried about,” the Nepin promised as she took Alyona’s hand again. “I have heard of the great work you and the dragon lord have done in Rahma. I would never put you or your child in danger.” 
 
    “I believe you,” my wife replied and pursed her lips. “You should join us for lunch at the palace.” 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” Isabella stammered as she looked around at my lovers. “I wouldn’t want to intrude on you or Lord Calvin…” 
 
    “He’s a grown man,” Aaliyah purred with a feline smirk. “He’ll be fine. Besides, he has other things to worry about right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, like if he’s going to have a say in the name Vala chooses for their son,” Rebecca giggled. 
 
    “If he keeps denying the ones she likes, she might just tell him to buzz off,” Ravi agreed with a laugh. 
 
    “And that would be much nicer than what I’d say,” Naomi added. 
 
    “Lord Calvin is having a child?” Isabella’s blue eyes widened. “Did you think I was having the baby?” 
 
    “We had to check,” I answered carefully. “There are… certain reasons for it.” 
 
    “Which we can discuss later,” Alyona cut in. “Please, come eat. You came all this way.” 
 
    “Okay,” Isabella agreed as she stared at the princess. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “And you can sit with us,” Laika declared. 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t have to sit by Lord Calvin,” Naomi agreed. 
 
    “Good.” The Nepin seemed to relax at the idea. 
 
    Before I knew it, my women had her by the hand and tugged her toward the door. 
 
    “It was good to see you!” Rosie called out. 
 
    “I’ll come back later!” Isabella waved to her friend as we all squeezed out of the pub and headed toward the palace. 
 
    My lovers quickly enveloped Isabella into the fold, and they giggled and chattered about all kinds of topics from Leyte and Hatra to palaces and their favorite types of cake. By the time we reached the golden front door, Isabella was clearly more at ease, and she strolled inside with my women as though she owned the place. 
 
    “Isabella!” Calvin grinned and spread his arms wide. “How I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “You didn’t even realize I’d left,” Isabella scoffed as she ignored his offered hug. “I’m going with Lord Evan’s ladies to lunch.” 
 
    The Nepin breezed by Calvin with a renewed sense of pride, and I chuckled at his crestfallen expression when she continued toward the dining hall without a second look. 
 
    “Maybe not caring about the women in your harem isn’t the way to go,” I offered as Calvin turned back to face Nike and me. “How’s everything with Vala?” 
 
    “Fine,” he muttered. “Though she had a ridiculous list of names for my son, and I think she said something about a mutiny if I don’t pick one from the list.” 
 
    “You always take a pregnant woman seriously,” I warned with a wink. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten that part about being a father,” Calvin huffed before he turned to face the dining hall, but then he spun back around to face me. “Do you think I can go eat lunch with everyone?” 
 
    “It’s your castle,” Nike reminded him with a nudge. “You can eat wherever you want, but you must respect Isabella’s wishes. If she doesn’t want to speak to you, then you leave her alone.” 
 
    “Ah, I will not bother her,” Calvin agreed. “I have a few decisions to make already. I’m not going to complicate things with additional females.” 
 
    I eyed him with curiosity, but Nike’s grandfather refused to say anything more about his decisions. I hoped it meant he was going to do right by Vala, but I wouldn’t be holding my breath. 
 
    We walked into the dining room, and the conversation ceased momentarily, but my women picked back up where they’d left off. Margaret sat in her usual seat with a tiny finger sandwich in one hand and her typical mug of wine in the other, but she stared off into the distance as my lovers chatted. 
 
    “My lord, did you ask Isabella where she’s from?” Ravi asked with an excited quiver in her voice. 
 
    “We hadn’t gotten there yet,” I admitted as I walked to my chair and sat down next to Alyona while Nike and Calvin headed for their seats. 
 
    “You won’t believe it!” Miraya gushed. “She’s from Yrosa.” 
 
    “Isn’t that--” I started to ask. 
 
    “The other Rahman city we have to visit!” the spirit finished for me as though she couldn’t hold it in any longer. 
 
    “So, we have a way in,” I mused. “That will certainly be helpful. What can you tell me about the noble families there?” 
 
    “Ah, not a lot,” Isabella answered with a frown. “My family used to be in the noble lines, but one of my ancestors had a baby out of wedlock, dishonored our family name, blah, blah. My arranged marriage was supposed to bring us back into good graces, but I just couldn’t go through with it.” 
 
    “Even if it meant becoming a noble again?” Margaret suddenly asked with confusion. 
 
    “Even so,” Isabella replied. “I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my life with that man. He was just so… boring.” 
 
    “I’m sure some people could relate,” I muttered with a sideways glance at Nike, who deftly avoided my gaze. “But you do know the noble families?” 
 
    “By name, of course,” she confirmed and nodded. “I can show your family around Yrosa, but I’m not sure how much help I can be from there. My family was already angry with me when I returned from Leyte. That’s why I didn’t want you to come looking for me. I didn’t want them to think I’d… you know.” 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona covered her mouth with surprise. “You’re pure.” 
 
    “Yes.” Isabella offered a tight-lipped smile. “I don’t care much for the cultural expectation of remaining pure until wedded, but I also don’t care for the men who have already tried to claim me.” 
 
    Calvin cleared his throat, and I shot him another glare before I turned back to Isabella. 
 
    “So, it’s by choice?” I clarified, and a warm sensation traveled through my body as I stared at the Nepin. 
 
    “It is,” she agreed with a curious look into my eyes. 
 
    I allowed my gaze to travel down her body while she watched me, and I ran my tongue over my lips as I drank in the swell of her sky-colored breasts and her slender throat. I wondered if her tight nipples would be the same shade of blue, or even her tongue as it slid along my shaft. 
 
    “Perhaps a new man will pique your interest,” Alyona nearly whispered into Isabella’s ear. 
 
    “Perhaps,” the Nepin agreed in a husky voice. 
 
    I finally tore my gaze from hers and began to fill my plate with some of the small sandwiches from the lunch trays. We ate in silence for a few minutes before Vala finally entered the room. 
 
    “I got it!” she announced with a flourish. “My lord, I have the name.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” he groaned and then cleared his throat. “My apologies, dear one. What is the name?” 
 
    “Elian,” Vala said and smiled at Nike for a moment. “It means light.” 
 
    Calvin blinked twice, and then a grin cracked his stern face. 
 
    “Elian,” he repeated. “My son’s name will be Elian.” 
 
    “The perfect name for a Child of Light,” Nike declared as he held his goblet up for a toast. 
 
    “Hear, hear!” the dryads cried out. 
 
    The mood seemed to return to a more casual feeling, and soon, everyone was talking and laughing until a shrill sound pierced the room. 
 
    Alyona reached into her spatial storage and grabbed her hand mirror. She looked at me, and I nodded my understanding as I pushed my chair from the table and helped her to her feet. 
 
    We rushed out of the dining hall, and she answered her father’s call as we walked into the great room. 
 
    “Father, I hope you have good news,” she said to the image of the king that appeared on the mirror’s surface. 
 
    “I may,” he replied as he tugged on his white beard. “I have no guarantees, but I suspect I have found the solution to our dilemma.” 
 
    “Okay, what is it?” I wondered. 
 
    “Well, we agreed we don’t want to age the child,” Rodion started, and I could hear him flip the pages of a book as he spoke. “And the Redimi Vincio ceremony is considerably less effective with someone who doesn’t know what he or she has agreed to, so waiting until the mother has given birth is not an option.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Alyona agreed. “And the child will be a son, so even aging him wouldn’t work right, either.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” The king pursed his lips before he finally looked up at the princess again. “So, we must instead perform the ceremony with the mother.” 
 
    “But she doesn’t have the bloodline,” I said with confusion. “How would it work with her?” 
 
    “She may not have the bloodline in her veins, but she holds it within her body,” Rodion explained. “She will be the link between you and the Child of Light, a sort of link in a chain, if you will.” 
 
    “Are you confident in this plan, Father?” Alyona asked as I brooded over the possibility of being bound to Lord Calvin’s ex-lover. 
 
    “I am reasonably hopeful,” he replied carefully. “Though there is one caveat to this plan.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I pressed. 
 
    “The mother must be absolutely willing to participate,” the king answered. “She cannot be coerced or spelled into it because then the ceremony most certainly will not succeed. She has to be a complicit link, or she will instead become a block. You will no longer have access to the child or his power.” 
 
    “Okay, we kind of banked on having to talk people into the ceremony,” I murmured. “But we have to be able to promise her there’s no danger to the baby.” 
 
    “As long as she’s committed, the baby will be safe from harm,” he explained. “If she has any doubt about the ceremony or the bond, it puts everyone at risk.” 
 
    “Oh, great,” I muttered. “So, we have to convince her to do it, and she has to not be scared to do it?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I believe that is the case,” Rodion agreed. 
 
    “Will the child’s mother be, uh, linked to me like the rest of my women?” I wondered suddenly. 
 
    “No,” the king chuckled. “Your link will be with the Child of Light.” 
 
    “Wait, not like--” I sputtered as I tried to word my question. 
 
    “You will think of him like a godson,” Rodion explained with a broad smile. “You have nothing to worry about, my son.” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” I sighed with relief. “So, we just talk her into it, bring her to the temple, and we can have the first link complete?” 
 
    “If all goes as planned, yes,” he confirmed. 
 
    Before I could respond, the front door clanged open, and Niall stormed inside and wrung his hands together in front of his stiff body. He ignored Alyona and me as he continued toward the dining hall. 
 
    “That doesn’t look good,” I murmured. “We probably need to wrap this up before something crazy goes down in there.” 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed under her breath and then looked back at the mirror. “We will talk with Vala. As soon as we have her consent, we will bring her to you to perform the ceremony.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Rodion replied before he ended the connection. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see what’s going on with the baron now,” I groaned as we headed back toward the dining hall. 
 
    “Baron Niall, just slow down,” Trina soothed as we walked inside. “Take a breath and relax.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    The situation was not as intense as I’d imagined, though Niall looked on the verge of a complete meltdown. 
 
    “I was… talking to Rosie,” he said between deep breaths. “She reminded me of a couple years ago… when I first started going to the pub.” 
 
    “Okayyyy.” I waited for the rest of his story with more than a little impatience. 
 
    “Back then, I was, ah, very angry that my father had so many women in and out and in and out--” Niall continued. 
 
    “We get the idea,” Calvin grumbled as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I had several lovers. Go on.” 
 
    “Well, I decided to, ah, even the score,” his son muttered. “So, in a very-- and I mean, very-- drunken stupor, I invited every woman in the pub to join me that night.” 
 
    “Every woman?” I echoed with wide eyes. “So, you had an orgy?” 
 
    “Oh, gods.” Niall dropped his face into his hands. “I don’t remember all of it, Lord Evan, I swear! I was so determined to show up my father. I’d forgotten all about it until Rosie brought it up this morning when she said Isabella had come by.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me there could be a dozen more women you slept with that we haven’t even found yet?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he groaned. “I’m sorry. I vaguely remember waking up in the middle of the night in someone’s bed, and there were several women around me. I hurried and got dressed, and then I snuck out.” 
 
    “You two really need to learn how to keep it in your pants,” I growled at the father and son, who both looked down at their laps. “I don’t care about the sacred bloodline rules and all that, but damn! You could at least have a little respect for the women whose lives you could be changing forever!” 
 
    “You’re right, my lord,” Niall mumbled. “I’m a disgrace.” 
 
    “It’s only a disgrace if you continue to let it be,” Nike finally said. “You need to find these women. Even if they aren’t carrying a child with the bloodline ability, it’s time to be honest and true.” 
 
    “And if they are carrying the ability, we could be missing out on another Noble of the Sword,” I pointed out. “There’s a lot of evil shit going on right now, and we should be training warriors, not pretending they don’t exist.” 
 
    “A child with the bloodline power outside of a noble family?” Calvin scoffed. “That’s unheard of.” 
 
    “Is it?” I retorted. “Or is it you’re so determined to control who your family marries that you make sure the bloodline is kept ‘sacred?’” 
 
    Calvin’s silver eyes narrowed into slits as he tried to think of a response. 
 
    “Is that possible?” Nike demanded. “Is it possible for a child to be born with the Noble of the Sword bloodline without having two noble parents?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Calvin spat out. 
 
    “Vala,” Alyona said softly. “Are you of a noble bloodline?” 
 
    “If I was, do you think my village would have let me become a street kid?” the young woman answered with genuine sadness. 
 
    “A street kid?” Calvin repeated as his mouth opened into a perfect O. 
 
    “Yeah, not that you ever cared to ask,” Vala shot back. 
 
    Calvin clenched his hands into fists before he pushed his chair back from the table and stalked out of the room without another word. 
 
    “He always said the noble bloodlines had to be preserved,” Nike mumbled. “It’s the whole reason for the Bloodline Council to arrange marriages.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at Margaret, who looked suspiciously calm despite the realization of her betrothed that he may not really have to marry her. I wondered for a moment if she cared one way or the other, but I decided it wasn’t important. Nike clearly wasn’t in love with her, and this might be the first step to paving the way for him to find a new future. 
 
    “Okay, listen, we have two things that need to get done now,” I said after everyone had settled down. “First, we need to get Vala to the White Jade Temple for the ceremony, and second, we have to find these other women in case there’s another Child of Light out there somewhere. We should have a backup if the ceremony doesn’t work.” 
 
    “Hold on, what do you mean if the ceremony doesn’t work?” Vala stood up and held her belly. “You haven’t told me everything yet.” 
 
    “You’re right, and I’m sorry,” I apologized. “It will be easier to explain once we’re with the king.” 
 
    “King Rodion?” she gasped. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed before I turned to Ravi and the dryads. “I need you four to take Baron Niall back to talk to Rosie. Maybe she can remember the women who took him up on his orgy offer.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Ravi agreed. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Marina muttered as the women led Niall out of the dining hall. 
 
    “I don’t have to go anywhere with you,” Vala said and backed away from us. “I-I’m not doing anything that could hurt my baby.” 
 
    “I understand completely,” I replied in a soothing tone. “And I would never ask you to. Right now, I’m only asking you to trust us to get you to the temple, and we’ll talk more there. Okay?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head adamantly. “I want to know more about this ceremony right now.” 
 
    “I think we should tell her, my lord,” Alyona murmured. “She’s worried about the child.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nike said in a soft voice. “She’s scared.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “Here’s the deal. Typically, the ceremony is performed with someone who holds power, like Princess Alyona. However, in this case, you aren’t the one who has that power, it’s your kid, but I can’t do the ceremony with him. King Rodion found a way to have the ceremony with you, and you’ll channel the bond to Elian.” 
 
    “Lord Evan would never ask you to do something scary if it wasn’t the right thing for everyone,” Naomi said as she placed a gentle hand on Vala’s shoulder to guide her back over to us. 
 
    “And he’s already done it himself,” Laika pointed out. 
 
    “Will the ceremony… hurt?” Vala nearly whispered. 
 
    “Briefly,” I admitted. “We have to use the ceremonial knife to cut our hands.” 
 
    “But Lord Evan will heal you immediately,” Alyona cut in. “I had only just begun to feel the pain of the cut when he healed me.” 
 
    “Healing power,” Vala murmured. “That’s nice.” 
 
    “It’s one of a few abilities I have,” I replied with a kind smile. “I promise I will do everything I can to make this process easy for you, and it has an added benefit at the end.” 
 
    “What’s that?” She finally met my stare with a bit of curiosity. 
 
    “When I’m bound to Elian, I’ll feel the desire to protect him,” I explained. “The king said it will feel like he’s my godson, so I’ll always be looking out for him.” 
 
    “As will I,” Nike added. “He may technically be my uncle, but I will help care for him and teach him how to use his abilities.” 
 
    “That’s two pretty big allies,” Aaliyah commented, and Rebecca and Laika nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    “And you all believe in him?” Vala’s turquoise eyes searched the women for any signs of doubt. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Miraya answered in a heartbeat. “We’ve more than once trusted ourselves with Lord Evan.” 
 
    “He’s never steered us wrong,” Rebecca agreed. 
 
    “Just think about it while we get the portal ready,” I advised Vala. “If you have any more questions, we’ll be with the king, so he can help answer them. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed with a slight nod. 
 
    I looked over at Alyona, who began preparing to open the portal to her father’s castle. It only took a few minutes, and I watched Vala gnaw on her bottom lip and pick at her nails while she considered the boatload of information we’d just laid on her. She knew it was important to close the Breach, but it was a lot to take in as a woman who grew up being unimportant. 
 
    “So, should I just stay here or…?” Isabella trailed off as she looked around at the group. 
 
    “No,” I answered firmly. “I want you with us.” 
 
    “Yes, he does,” Aaliyah purred. 
 
    “I mean, on our mission,” I clarified with a smile. 
 
    “To meet the king?” Isabella still seemed uncertain. 
 
    “He’ll love you,” Laika assured her. “And we want you there.” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” the Nepin replied, and all my women smiled and nodded their agreement. 
 
    I heard the familiar crackle of Alyona’s magic, and I glanced over to see the doorway to the White Jade Temple was open. I nudged Nike, and he seemed to understand that his connection to Vala was different than mine, so he held his hand out to her, and she grasped his fingers with uncertainty before she followed him through the portal. We all walked through and stepped onto the king’s balcony, where Rodion sat in his high-backed chair that overlooked the Breach. 
 
    “My gods, what is that?” Vala wrapped her arms around herself as she looked around. “It feels so… evil.” 
 
    “The Breach,” King Rodion boomed and rose from his seat. “It grows stronger every day, and the demons fight my protective spells, though I find I am less exhausted, thanks to the magical coins.” 
 
    “Good,” Alyona sighed as she hugged her father. “You look much better.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, it is an honor to meet you,” Vala said and started to drop to her knees, but her round belly got in her way. 
 
    “The honor is mine,” Rodion declared as he motioned for her to stand. “I understand you are here to help us rid the world of the Breach.” 
 
    “That is the goal,” Vala hedged. 
 
    “You are concerned,” the king said rather than asked. “I understand. This is no small task, but it is an important one that will impact thousands of lives.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of pressure,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Do you remember what you said last night?” I asked her. “About wanting something better for your son than the life you had?” 
 
    “Of course,” Vala murmured. 
 
    “This is it.” I took her hands and knelt down in front of her. “This is your chance to do something for the good of your country, something no one would ever expect from a plain old street kid, right? Do this for Elian, for the world he’s going to grow up in.” 
 
    Vala squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a deep breath before she opened them again and met my gaze. 
 
    “You’re right,” she finally agreed. “I want him to live in a world free of demons and miasma and all the evil I can feel here by the Breach. I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Alyona sighed. “We must get to the cliff.” 
 
    “Castor has already taken everything we need there,” Rodion said as he grabbed the text from his chair. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We followed the king through his chambers and into the palace, and for an old man, he sure could book it. I nearly had to jog to keep pace with him, and I kept looking back to make sure Vala was behind us, but Nike hadn’t let her out of his sight. 
 
    Isabella looked slightly overwhelmed, but she didn’t slow down or question the plan, and something told me she’d fit in with us just fine. 
 
    We burst through the front doors and started to turn toward the cliffs when a large shadow passed overhead. 
 
    I looked up to see familiar white scales as Eskandar flew over us. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” he bellowed. “Thank the gods you’ve returned!” 
 
    “Why?” I called out. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s been an attack on one of the mountain villages,” he explained. “We must hurry!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Take them all back inside!” I ordered Nike. “We don’t have time to load up. I’m flying with Eskandar.” 
 
    “Another dragon?” Vala gasped and covered her mouth. “It can’t be.” 
 
    “It can, and he is a valiant warrior for our country,” Alyona replied as she shooed the other women back inside before she turned to look at me. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Always,” I murmured as I sprinted further from the castle and transformed into my scaly dragon form. 
 
    “Send for me if you need help,” Nike called out as I kicked off into the sky and looked down at my group. 
 
    “I will,” I agreed before I nodded to Eskandar. 
 
    The large white dragon dipped his head, flapped his wings, and took off to the south of the palace. I followed his lead, and we soared past the Breach and headed further into the Mihireti Mountains. Eskandar activated his camouflage ability, and his scales soon blended into the scenery as we flew. I tried to avoid looking down at the murky surface of the Breach, but my gut told me I had to at least take a peek. 
 
    When I let my gaze drop, my stomach tightened at the number of demons that were now more visible just below the surface of the seal. Instead of shadows, I could see their slender bodies with clawed hands that pawed at the thin layer of magical protection holding them back from our world. 
 
    I clenched my talons, but I continued to fly next to Eskandar. We had to help the village before I could get back on the track to closing the Breach once and for all. 
 
    “So, what exactly did you see?” I yelled over the wind that whooshed past our ears as we flew. 
 
    “I was doing my rounds, though I’ve remained unseen,” he explained. “I saw smoke curling up from between those peaks, but by the time I got there, whoever attacked it was already gone.” 
 
    Eskandar pointed a few miles ahead of us, and I could just make out thin wisps of smoke that still floated in the air, but there were no other signs of an attacker so far.  
 
    Still, I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach as we got closer to the village. 
 
    Finally, the white dragon slowed his pace as we crested a peak and hovered over a small village. 
 
    Most of the huts were piles of ash, and the remaining buildings were barely standing. Some had one or two walls, and only a handful had all four, but all the grass roofs were gone completely. The damage was hauntingly familiar, and I growled in frustration at the sight. Several of the citizens milled around the center of the town, and they looked up with gasps of shock when they realized we were above them. 
 
    “Oh, gods, it’s back!” one of them screamed. 
 
    “No!” another screeched. 
 
    Within seconds, they’d all fled the square in a frenzy of flailing arms and wails of help. 
 
    “Wait!” I called out. “We aren’t here to hurt you!” 
 
    “We were already attacked by the dragon beast today!” a man yelled from the doorway of a semi-intact hut. “Just leave us alone!” 
 
    “That wasn’t a dragon,” I insisted as I ignored Eskandar’s questioning look. “Please, just hear me out.” 
 
    The man cowered under his weak defense, but he didn’t run inside when Eskandar and I landed in the middle of the now empty square. His eyes widened when he realized there were two of us, but we shifted into our human forms before he could freak out even more. 
 
    “Kind sir, we are here to help,” Eskandar declared with a bow. “Could you please direct us to whoever leads your village?” 
 
    “You mean Elder Pierson,” the man supplied and frowned. “If he survived, he’s in the hut directly behind you.” 
 
    “If he survived?” I repeated as I narrowed my eyes on the man. “No one has checked on the village’s Elder?” 
 
    “We just got the fires put out,” he explained. “Then you arrived.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll check on him now,” I grunted and turned to face the hut he’d pointed out. “This doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Eskandar agreed as we looked over the burned hut. “You said it’s not a dragon. Is that because we’re the only ones left? You didn’t know I existed before you rescued me.” 
 
    “No, I’ve seen this type of damage before,” I murmured. “Just a couple days ago, we hunted down some kind of hellbeast that attacked a Mahigan village near Hatra.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it was?” he wondered, and a concerned look came over his chiseled features. 
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head and frowned. “Emma touched its talon and picked up on a relationship to a dark, shadow figure, but that’s all we know.” 
 
    “Then it appears the first beast had a friend,” he mused. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” I agreed. “Let’s go talk to Elder Pierson.” 
 
    We stalked across the square toward the hut, and I tried to decide how to knock on a door that looked ready to fall off its hinges already. Luckily, it was decided for me when a frail old man pulled the door open and stared at us with narrowed gray eyes. He appeared to be human, and his skin looked like dark leather as though he’d spent years baking in the sun. His hair was gray and fell just past the shoulders of his ash-covered white robes. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he demanded. 
 
    “Are you Elder Pierson?” I asked in a kind voice. 
 
    “Who wants to know?” The old man regarded me with blatant suspicion. 
 
    “Lord Evan of Hatra,” I replied as I held my hands up to show I meant no harm. “And this is my friend, Eskandar of the White Jade Temple.” 
 
    “You come from the palace?” Pierson asked, and then his expression changed as though he’d finally hit a realization. “Oh, gods, you’re the new husband of Princess Alyona!” 
 
    “Indeed,” I confirmed with a smile. “Now, you understand we mean you no harm?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, my lord.” He dipped his head. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Well, I’d actually like to do something for you,” I countered. “I’d like to help you get rid of whatever attacked your village. Did you see it?” 
 
    “Some of my people thought it was a dragon,” Pierson answered as he brushed some of the ash from his clothes. “I knew it wasn’t. I’ve seen a few dragons in my time, and that thing wasn’t it. Besides, it threw lava, not fire.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” I muttered. “Did you see which way it went?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “I hid as soon as I saw its first drops hit the buildings. I only came out when I heard your voices and didn’t recognize them.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll find it,” I decided. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I wasn’t worried,” Pierson scoffed as he straightened his back and stared straight into my eyes. “And I don’t need your help. We have our own warriors.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” I acknowledged. “But this beast is unlike anything they’ve seen before. You can’t expect your men to know how to defeat it.” 
 
    “They’ve been trained well,” he insisted. “They’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “I’ve already killed one of these things,” I argued. “I just don’t want anyone to get hurt, and I can help prevent that. Let me help you.” 
 
    Pierson cocked his head to the side as he mulled over what I’d said, and then he finally released a huge sigh. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Why do I want to help you?” I arched an eyebrow with curiosity. 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “Why would someone as important as the king’s son-in-law want to help a small mountain village? We don’t contribute to His Majesty’s palace or provide any sort of assistance to other villages. We stay to ourselves.” 
 
    “None of that matters to me,” I answered. “You’re my people, and I’ve vowed to do anything I can for my people.” 
 
    My response seemed to surprise the old man, and he chuckled as he shook his head. 
 
    “You are a brave dragon, Lord Evan,” he said with a smile. “None of us knew where you came from or who you were. It has been assumed that you were simply another courting noble who got lucky and finally talked the princess into marriage, but it seems that was an underestimation of you. I think the beast flew east of here, though I don’t know how far or how fast it went.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elder Pierson,” I replied with a humble bow. “I will do everything I can to make this right for you. In the meantime, I’d like to send a few people to help you repair the damages, if that’s alright.” 
 
    “I’m sure King Rodion would be happy to send a few of his men,” Eskandar agreed. 
 
    “Then I will accept.” Pierson nodded. “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “We’ll let you know once we’ve taken care of it,” I told him. “Until then, try to keep your people inside the standing buildings. This creature is ruthless, and it will take as many lives as it can.” 
 
    “We will heed your warning,” he murmured before he opened his mouth as if to say something else and hesitated. 
 
    “What is it?” I demanded. 
 
    “It’s just… something you should probably know,” Pierson said with a frown. “The beast… it spoke to us.” 
 
    “It spoke?” I blinked in surprise. 
 
    The other beast hadn’t seemed to have any ability to talk, but I hadn’t really given it a chance to, either. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “It said to pledge our allegiance or suffer the consequences. I had no intention of pledging my village to that vile creature, so I told everyone to stay hidden.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed. “Thanks, Pierson. We’ve got it from here.” 
 
    The old man nodded, and then he returned to his home and shut the door. 
 
    “How are we going to find this thing?” Eskandar asked once we’d started our walk back to the square. 
 
    “It leaves a trail of ashes,” I answered. “We need to go talk to the king and have him send some men to help the village. Then we’ll track the ashes and get rid of this thing. Who knows how many other towns he’ll visit to try to make this deal.” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” The white dragon nodded before we both shifted into our dragon forms and kicked off toward the sky. 
 
    We headed back to the temple, where the king and the rest of my group waited on the balcony. I motioned for Eskandar to follow me, and we hovered next to the stone landing as they rushed over. 
 
    “What did you find?” Rodion demanded. 
 
    “The village was attacked by the same kind of beast we found in the Mahigan village,” I answered, and then I shook my head when the king looked confused. “I didn’t really get a chance to talk to you about it, sorry. Anyway, Aunt Emma said its master was a shadowy figure, but that’s all we know about it. Oh, and it had lava magic.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” he grunted. “It must have escaped the underworld, which means the seal on the Breach has loosened its hold somewhere.” 
 
    “I worried the same thing,” I agreed. “Either way, it means we need to hunt this thing down before it destroys some other villages. This one was also a little different than the one we killed before.” 
 
    “How so?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “It actually spoke and told the villagers they could pledge their allegiance to avoid the consequences,” I answered with a frown. “The beast we found before didn’t talk to us, but maybe it didn’t want to. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Or this one is more evolved,” Rodion suggested. “I think we need to ensure our people’s safety before you go on your hunt. There could be more damage we don’t know about, and you may get lucky and catch the creature in the act.” 
 
    I wavered in my agreement, but I finally decided the king had much more experience than I did. Not necessarily with this creature, but in general, he knew a lot more about Rahma. 
 
    “Okay,” I finally said. “We’ll do a quick flyover of the area to check on all the mountain villages. For now, can you send some people to help Elder Pierson’s village clean things up? They have buildings on the verge of collapse.” 
 
    “Thank you, son,” Rodion boomed. “I will send them to him straightaway.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” I said to Eskandar. 
 
    We floated back up above the temple before we changed direction and returned south. 
 
    “You take east, and I’ll take west,” Eskandar called out. 
 
    “Got it,” I agreed. 
 
    We split off over the Breach and kept our eyes on the villages below. As we got closer to Pierson’s village, I realized most of the places close to the temple were untouched, but the further we went, the more burnt-out trees and grass we saw. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the white dragon barked. 
 
    I veered over to where he’d stopped and looked down to see two villages that were only about half a mile apart. One village was still smoking, and we couldn’t see any movement on the ground, but the next village was completely untouched. Not a single scorch mark could be seen, and the fire damage on the ground stopped almost perfectly at its border. 
 
    “What the hell?” I murmured. “Let’s get a closer look.” 
 
    We landed on the outer edge of the village and shifted to our human forms as we walked casually inside. A few people watched us with interest, but they didn’t question our sudden appearance. 
 
    Once we walked to the other end of the village, I noticed a pair of brown eyes watching us from inside a large, circular building. I motioned for Eskandar to follow me as I rapped on the door, and a few seconds later, a pudgy woman with stringy brown hair and the same brown eyes opened the door with a forced smile. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, we’re looking for the village Elder,” I answered. 
 
    “Elders,” she corrected. “That would be me, Torrance, and my brothers, Tomas and Trapper. They aren’t here right now.” 
 
    “We need to talk to all three of you,” I said in a firm voice. “Now.” 
 
    “I-I will send f-for them,” the woman stammered as she waved to someone behind her and stepped outside. “What is th-this about?” 
 
    “It would be better if we talked to all three of you, Elder Torrance,” I answered and looked around. 
 
    “You have a beautiful village,” Eskandar remarked. 
 
    “Thank you,” she sighed. “We’ve worked hard to maintain it.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured. “When will your brothers arrive?” 
 
    “Any minute, ahhh, I didn’t get your name,” Torrance said with another fake smile. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” I filled in, and my inner dragon grinned when she took in a sharp breath. “You’ve heard of me, then?” 
 
    “E-Everyone has, my lord,” she stuttered. “You are to be the next king.” 
 
    “I am,” I confirmed. 
 
    Before she could ask anything else, two men who looked like identical twins rounded the hut and stopped next to Torrance. 
 
    “What’s going on?” one of them boomed. 
 
    “Tomas, this is Lord Evan,” Torrance said as she nodded her head toward me. “Watch your tone.” 
 
    “Oh, my gods, Lord Evan, I’m so sorry,” Tomas apologized, and he blanched. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” I waved him off and watched them all with curiosity. “Have you had any visitors lately?” 
 
    “Ah, no, not that I can recall,” Trapper replied with a shrug. “We don’t get many people up here that aren’t family.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I mused as I looked over all three of them for any signs of deception. “Anyone else care to answer?” 
 
    “Well, Tomas and I have been hunting for the past few days,” Trapper said. “We only returned this morning. Is this about those fires I saw in the forest?” 
 
    “Shush!” Torrance hissed with wide eyes. 
 
    “No, no, please continue,” I urged him. “What fires?” 
 
    Trapper glanced at his sister with confusion before he faced me again. 
 
    “It’s the whole reason we headed back earlier,” he continued. “We weren’t supposed to be back until tomorrow night, but most of the forest creatures were on the run, and then I saw all the smoke. We worried it was our village, but when we got back, nothing was wrong, so I figured the fires were all in the forest.” 
 
    “And a few other villages,” I said as I focused my attention on the woman. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Elder Torrance?” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” she groaned and dropped her face in her hands. “I knew it was too good to be true.” 
 
    “What was?” I pressed. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “The demon creature,” Torrance wailed as her eyes filled with tears. “He said he would spare our village, our people! All I had to do was swear to help him when he needed it and decline to help the king.” 
 
    “You made a deal with a demon?” Tomas gasped as he gaped at his sister. “Why would you do that? And without us?” 
 
    “You were gone!” she insisted. “I had to protect our people!” 
 
    “By pledging your allegiance to the underworld,” I scoffed. “Yeah, I’m sure that deal would never go sour.” 
 
    “You are a foolish woman.” Eskandar shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “You put many other villages in danger.” 
 
    “Maybe we should burn yours down like theirs are already,” I snarled as I conjured a fireball in my hand. 
 
    “No, please!” Torrance begged as she dropped to her knees before me and clasped her hands. “I just wanted to keep them safe! I’d do anything for them!” 
 
    “Clearly,” I muttered and twirled the fiery orb in my palm. “But nothing for those around you.” 
 
    “I had no idea he’d go after other villages,” she sobbed, and the tears poured down her cheeks in clear rivers. “How could I have known that?” 
 
    “You should have known better than to make a deal with a demon,” Trapper spat out. “The village will hear of this immediately, and I doubt you will be an Elder for much longer.” 
 
    Torrance doubled over as she sobbed into her hands before she got up, turned around, and ran into her house. As the door slammed behind her, the brothers dropped to their knees and laid their faces down at my feet. 
 
    “We would never have done this, my lord,” Tomas vowed. “And we’ll do anything we can to make it right.” 
 
    I tapped my boot as I pondered our next move. It wouldn’t be right to punish all of them for Torrance’s mistake, and it seemed even her own brothers were so disgusted with her actions they planned to remove her title immediately. 
 
    So, I called my fireball back into my hand, and I took a deep breath. 
 
    “You can start by loading up anyone who can work and taking them to the village to the north,” I ordered the two. “They’ve lost a lot of buildings, and we have to find the creatures that did this before they hurt anyone else.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Trapper said as the brothers rose to their feet. “We’ll send out a group immediately.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured. “If you need anything for them, please send word to the castle.” 
 
    “We will,” Tomas agreed with a nod. 
 
    Then the two headed into the village and began to knock on doors. They took my statement seriously, and I appreciated their immediate efforts to make up for their sister’s grave mistake. 
 
    “Let’s finish our flyover, then we’ll update the king,” I told Eskandar. 
 
    We hurried back through town and shifted as soon as we were clear of the buildings. Then we flew above the mountains again to search for any more issues. No other villages seemed to have sustained damage, and as we headed back to the White Jade Temple, I wondered about the hellbeast’s attempts to gain allegiance from the people. 
 
    What would be the point of having ordinary villagers on his side? They couldn’t possibly defeat me or any of my people in a battle, and most of them didn’t appear to have hordes of money or treasure to buy weapons. In fact, they didn’t seem to really know why it was important to avoid the demons, despite the constant danger they were in, given their close proximity to the Breach. I couldn’t figure out what the beast’s objective was, and that frustrated me almost as much as Torrance had. 
 
    By the time we arrived at the palace, the sun had started to set, and I was thankful for our dragon eyesight since there was no way my human eyes would have been able to go back and track the ashes from Pierson’s village. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” Rodion asked as he strode toward the edge of the balcony where we waited. 
 
    “We found a traitor,” I growled. 
 
    “One of the village Elders agreed to the beast’s deal,” Eskandar explained in a grim tone. “Torrance said she would help the creature if it didn’t destroy the village. Her brothers have begun the process to remove her position and are already working with a nearby town to repair their damages. A few other villages were damaged as well, though it seems Pierson’s had it the worst.” 
 
    “Yeah, we could probably send a handful of people to the other towns over the next few days,” I agreed. “They aren’t as in dire need right now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the king sighed with relief. “Now, do you think you can find the beast’s lair?” 
 
    “I know we can,” I replied as I lifted my chin. “They leave a trail, so we’ll follow that. The other one liked the desert, probably for the heat so he could have his lava pool. I imagine this one will be no different.” 
 
    “Never assume too much,” Rodion warned. “If this one has evolved into a more sentient being, it could be infinitely more dangerous than the first.” 
 
    “Understood.” I dipped my head and looked past the king. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “I told them to eat dinner,” he replied. “I won’t have my future grandchild withering away because his mother is too worried to eat.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I know she’s got to be hungry. She ate almost as much as me for breakfast.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” he chuckled. “A dragon’s appetite will be new territory for her, but I will ensure she is healthy while she’s under my watch.” 
 
    “I know.” I nodded my appreciation. “We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    The king stepped back toward his chair, and we headed south to Pierson’s village. 
 
    “The closest desert would be at the south end of the Mihireti Mountains, but it’s dangerously close to the Breach,” Eskandar told me with a grimace. 
 
    “The demon probably likes being close to it.” I scowled. “Who wouldn’t want to be close to home?” 
 
    We picked up the pace as we zoomed toward the edge of the village, and I pointed out the trail of ashes that stood out against the dry grass near the town. The white dragon nodded, and we followed the trail. Though the ashes initially headed east of the village, they soon veered south, and I knew Eskandar’s prediction was right. The beast was holed up in the desert near the Breach, and we were sure to find its nest there. 
 
    When we finally hit the sandy territory, I focused on any deviations among the tiny grains. Even the slightest change of color or shape could be the beast’s hideout. 
 
    Then I felt a warm sensation in my chest, and it felt oddly similar to when I called on my fire power, but it was also different. More like-- 
 
    “My lava magic,” I grunted as I realized I could feel the call of the lava to my power. “Follow me!” 
 
    I zoomed over the sand until the sensation became more of a throb that pounded with the same rhythm as my heartbeat. Then I looked down and saw it. 
 
    There was a hole dug out of the bottom of a dune, just like we’d seen near the Mahigan village. It wasn’t big enough for us to fit through as dragons, so we landed close to the dune before we transformed into our human bodies. Then we both drew our swords as we stepped inside the tunnel. 
 
    The lava was practically screaming at me to come closer, and we crept along the dark tunnel toward the light I knew waited at the end. 
 
    Sure enough, we finally reached a cavern well below the surface of the desert that opened up over a boiling pool of the molten liquid. It bubbled and popped, and Eskandar looked at it with obvious concern. 
 
    “I don’t think the lava is what we should be worried about,” I whispered and pointed into the cavern. 
 
    At least six pairs of beady black eyes gleamed orange as they peered down at us from the walls of the cavern. 
 
    “Who… are you?” one of the beasts snarled in a strangled voice that sounded like he swallowed nails for fun. 
 
    Rodion was right. This one seemed different than the one I’d fought before, as well as his buddies in the cavern now. His eyes held a certain intelligence the others didn’t have, and he cocked his head to the side as he watched us. 
 
    “For you, we’re death,” I growled. “You hurt my people, and now you’ll pay.” 
 
    “You must be… the dragon,” he rasped. “We have heard of you.” 
 
    “From who?” I demanded. “Your master?” 
 
    “Ah, you’ll find out soon enough,” he chuckled. “When we send your soul to the underworld.” 
 
    “Not today,” I sneered as I clutched the Sword of Hatra and glanced at Eskandar. “Ready?” 
 
    “As I’ll ever be,” he murmured. “Let’s kill these bastards.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” I stormed into the cavern with the white dragon on my heels and my blade held high. 
 
    One of the beasts threw itself from the wall and swooped into the lava. 
 
    “What the--” Eskandar started. 
 
    “Look out!” I shouted as I threw a fire shield over his head just as the hellbeast emerged from the lava and rained down the molten liquid over his head. 
 
    I dove to the side to avoid the heated attack and swiped at the beast with the Sword of Hatra, but it dodged the blow as it flew higher into the cavern to loop around and attack again.  
 
    This time, I conjured a fiery bow and arrow, and I launched one of the fire projectiles at its exposed underbelly. The beast tried to dodge the second strike, but my target precision ability made sure the arrow stayed true. The arrow plunged into its belly, and the beast screeched as it landed on the wall again and clung desperately to the stone near the one who had spoken. 
 
    Then I sucked in a sharp breath as the evolved hellbeast reached over and snapped off the arrow to leave only an inch of the fiery projectile exposed. He bellowed a raspy laugh as he tossed the remaining piece into the lava pit and seemed to sneer at me. 
 
    If this bastard wanted a real fight, he would get one. 
 
    I glanced over to see Eskandar had grabbed hold of the fire shield and now used it to protect himself as he battled with another hellbeast.  
 
    Then I formed a pair of fireballs in my palms and launched them at the evolved leader. It dodged the first fiery orb but didn’t see the second one coming. The second fireball connected with the side of its head, and even though the flames didn’t seem to harm the bastard, the impact was enough to knock him off balance, and the beast clawed at the stone to maintain its hold on the cavern wall. 
 
    “Get… him!” the leader shrieked and pointed at me. 
 
    With that, another of its minions dove into the lava with a wild screech and emerged with lava dripping from its expanded wings. I sidestepped the first droplets and trotted onto the edge of the lava pit. The liquid fire bubbled at my feet, and I wondered if I could use it to my advantage this time.  
 
    I doubted the hellbeasts knew I had lava magic, thanks to one of their dead buddies.  
 
    As the beast looped around for another shot at me, I activated my displacement power, and the lava poured onto the sand a few feet to my right. The beast looked around wildly, and as I figured, it quickly ran out of lava for its attack.  
 
    Then I started to swing the Sword of Hatra when the hellbeast realized where I really stood, but it leaped just out of my reach and clambered onto the stone next to one of its companions. 
 
    I decided exactly how I would use my newest ability. 
 
    I called on my lava magic and pushed a wave of the molten liquid up the wall toward two of the beasts. They started to relish in the lava until I focused on the stones of the sandy wall behind them. Then I forced the lava and the sand together, and in seconds, they formed thick, black obsidian fists that wrapped around the creatures. They squawked and screeched as the glass crushed their slimy bodies, and soon, a trail of orange blood dribbled down the side of the cavern. 
 
    I turned to see Eskandar had taken on one of the beasts, but the creature had forced him close to the edge of the lava pool. He teetered on the edge before he planted his boots and charged the beast again and plunged his blade into its torso. 
 
    The hellbeast’s shrieks echoed through the cavern, and I growled when another tried to attack Eskandar from the side and push him back toward the lava. I started to run around the edge, but I knew I wouldn’t get there in time. If I could use that wave of lava to create obsidian, I had to be able to do it with the whole pool. It would keep him safe, and it would take away the beasts’ main weapon. 
 
    I focused on the lava pit and the sand around us. Then I pulled the pool back toward the wall opposite Eskandar, and the molten liquid sloshed across the cavern and splashed against the wall. As soon as they connected, I pushed the sand into the lava, and one of the hellbeasts leapt away from the wall just as the obsidian began to harden. 
 
    While my plan had worked, it still left a giant hole about ten feet deep in the middle of the cavern, but I felt more confident in my ability to heal a fall, so I went to work on the beast that escaped my obsidian wall. 
 
    I pulled sections of the wall out like stairs and jumped from step to step to reach its new landing spot, and it whirled around with surprise when I dove from the last step and brought my sword down. 
 
    The blade pierced the creature right between its wings, and it tried to fly while I shoved my sword in even deeper. I grabbed onto one of the wings and yanked, and I nearly tumbled from the creature’s body when the wing ripped off like paper. Then a ripping sound nearly pierced my ears as a new wing sprouted in its place. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    I grunted as the beast shoved off the wall and flapped its wings again, but I straddled its back and twisted my sword to do as much damage as I could. The hellbeast tried to knock me off with a barrel roll, but I wrenched back on the Sword of Hatra like a joystick. The blade ripped through more of the beast’s back, and I looked down to see orange blood pour from its body where the blade had poked through the other side. 
 
    The creature was going down, and I didn’t want to go down with it, so I yanked my sword from its back and jumped back toward the wall as I activated my stone magic to create a landing. No sooner had my boots hit the sand than the beast crashed down into the empty pit below me. 
 
    As soon as I looked up again, the vocal creature snarled while it zoomed toward me. I glanced both ways, and then I jumped from the landing into the pit just as the beast crashed into the wall behind where I’d been standing. 
 
    “Dragon!” the creature bellowed. 
 
    I cushioned my landing with my healing magic, and then I looked for Eskandar. He’d tossed one mangled beast into the pit and had the other one by the throat. 
 
    He was good, so I could focus on the leader of the pack. 
 
    I whirled around just as the hellbeast took a nose dive from the landing with its sharp fangs aimed for my head. I dodged its first strike, and the beast rolled as it hit the ground and stood on its hind legs to face me. I jabbed at its middle with the sword, but it flapped its wings to carry it backwards just out of my reach. 
 
    “Slimy bastard,” I growled. “You’ll pay for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “As will you,” the beast hissed as it flung a wing out against the side of the pit and showered sand all over me. 
 
    I was blinded for a moment, and the beast charged me again. Even if I couldn’t see, I conjured a ball of lightning in my palm and launched it through the rain of sand. I heard the sizzle as my electric attack connected with skin, and the beast roared as it stumbled and nearly fell on top of me. 
 
    I couldn’t get the Sword of Hatra between us, so I formed a fiery dagger in my hand and shoved it into the beast’s belly. The blade cut through its skin like a knife into butter, and I dragged it up until I felt the blade slam into its ribs. 
 
    The hellbeast howled with pain, and I backed up far enough to press my boot into its gut and shove it away. The creature tumbled back and clutched at its belly, but the orange liquid flowed between its clawed fingers. 
 
    It was time to finish the job. 
 
    I swung the Sword of Hatra in a wide arc over my head and then brought it around to slice through the creature’s neck. The hellbeast’s head fell from its shoulders and rolled across the pit until it came to a stop in an orange puddle. 
 
    “Eskandar!” I called out. “All good up there?” 
 
    “Two dead here!” he yelled back as he peeked over the edge of the pit. “I think you got that one.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I chuckled as I picked up the beast’s head and dropped it. “Shit, this thing really is slick.” 
 
    “What do you want to do with it?” Eskandar wondered. 
 
    “I want to send a message,” I growled. “Help me round up what’s left of these things.” 
 
    I pulled a knapsack from my spatial storage, and we piled the bodies of the creatures into the cloth and tied it up. Next, I pulled out a separate satchel for the leader’s head and tossed it inside. Then I climbed out of the pit and joined Eskandar in the cavern. 
 
    “What do we do with this place?” He looked around at the sand and obsidian walls that surrounded us. 
 
    “Leave it,” I answered with a shrug. “There’s no more lava for them to come back to, so it’s useless now if there are any more out there.” 
 
    We dragged the bag out of the tunnel, and I set the satchel on the ground in the light of the moons. Then we shifted into our dragon forms, and I clutched the two bags in each of my claws before we flew off into the night. Eskandar followed me toward the undamaged village, and I hovered over the round hut for a moment before I dropped the satchel at the front door. 
 
    The bag landed with a thump, and I tossed the knapsack to Eskandar before I shifted to my human form and landed in front of the door. 
 
    Torrance, Tomas, and Trapper walked out with their mouths gaping open as I opened the bag to reveal the beast’s head. 
 
    “Y-You brought that thing here?” Torrance gasped. 
 
    “Well, it’s dead,” I pointed out. “So, it’s not like it can do anything now.” 
 
    “B-But it h-had a legion,” she whispered. “It said so.” 
 
    “Yeah, we got those, too,” I chuckled as I pointed up to the other bag in Eskandar’s claws. 
 
    “So, we’re safe from these monsters?” Tomas asked. “You have defeated them.” 
 
    “You’re safe from them,” I confirmed. “But I don’t know yet if there will be repercussions from the king for the deal that was made. Can you swear your village’s loyalty to His Eminence?” 
 
    “Of course,” Trapper answered without hesitation as he placed his fist over his heart. “Torrance’s status as an Elder has already been revoked, and we are searching for a replacement, but we will not allow the seat to be filled by someone who does not have the respect for King Rodion that we do. He will not ever have to worry about a traitor from our village.” 
 
    I eyed the men carefully, but they stood with stoic resolution while their sister looked ashamed. 
 
    “Very well.” I nodded. “I will pass this information to His Eminence upon my return. In the future, if your village is at risk, you must reach out to the temple for assistance.” 
 
    “With all due respect, my lord, how shall we do that?” Tomas asked. 
 
    “Send a messenger, shoot off a flare, however you can,” I replied with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I understand the point, my lord, but we have no one with magical abilities here,” he continued. “If we are in imminent danger, a messenger could take days to reach His Eminence’s palace. We could all be dead by the time help arrives.” 
 
    He had a good point. There weren’t cell phones to call 911 here, and the only hope anyone had for a quick response was magical. Without a mage, they had no chance to get help before the danger became deadly. 
 
    “I’ll work on that,” I promised. “When we have a solution, you’ll know about it.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Tomas replied and lowered his head. “We are forever grateful.” 
 
    “And loyal,” Trapper added. 
 
    “I expect nothing less.” I offered a grim smile before I tucked the beast’s head back into the satchel and tossed it up to Eskandar. Then I waved as I rushed to the edge of town, shifted back into my dragon body, and joined the white dragon in the sky. 
 
    “Now what?” he asked as he gestured to the bags. 
 
    “Now, we deliver the message,” I answered as I took the knapsack and satchel in my claws. 
 
    “Alright.” Eskandar gave me a confused look before I turned and flew toward the Breach. 
 
    As soon as we were over the tear, I opened the knapsack and let the body parts fall into the giant, murky hole. Then I tugged the head from the satchel and dropped it into the biggest part of the Breach. 
 
    “You see your little pets?” I roared. “I overcame them, and I’ll overcome you!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Eskandar and I landed in the courtyard in front of the White Jade Temple, and the moment we transformed into our human bodies, I felt exhaustion set in. 
 
    I was beat. 
 
    I knew my automatic healing would renew my muscles soon enough, but I felt like I needed about ten dinners and a two-day nap to make up for the day. 
 
    “You’ve returned!” Alyona ran out of the front doors to wrap her arms around my waist. “Thank the gods!” 
 
    “Your Highness!” one of the guards shouted as he ran out the door behind her and then breathed a sigh of relief. “Ah, Lord Evan. I was trying to keep an eye on the Princess, but she’s a feisty one.” 
 
    “Indeed, she is,” I chuckled as I pressed my lips to her hair. “Is your father upstairs?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded and looked up at me. “Tell me you have good news. He needs something to lift his spirits. He feels as though he’s failed because of these creatures that escaped the Breach.” 
 
    “He couldn’t have known they’d get out,” I insisted. “Let’s go talk to him.” 
 
    Alyona led us back inside and up the stairs to her father’s room, where the rest of my lovers waited anxiously. I hugged and kissed each of them before I realized someone was missing. 
 
    “Where’s Nike?” I asked. 
 
    “He went with Lex to check on the guards,” Rebecca answered. “He wanted to make sure everyone was ready in case the creatures came here.” 
 
    “Smart,” I murmured before I made my way to the balcony and walked around to the front of the king’s chair. 
 
    “Lord Evan, I pray you have succeeded,” he said as lines of worry wrinkled his skin. 
 
    “Of course, Your Eminence,” I replied. “We killed the beasts.” 
 
    “Beasts?” the king repeated with wide eyes. “More than one?” 
 
    “Six, Your Majesty,” Eskandar filled in. “Only one was evolved, and Lord Evan slayed him and several others.” 
 
    “And Eskandar handled a few himself,” I chimed in with a grin. “It was a pretty epic battle.” 
 
    “May I see them?” Rodion asked. 
 
    “Ah, no,” I answered as I rubbed the back of my neck. “I threw their bodies into the Breach.” 
 
    “Y-You did what?” he stammered. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “To let their master know I mean business,” I growled as I clenched my fists at my sides. “I’m tired of him playing games with us. Olivier used to do the same bullshit, and it took way too long to figure out who he was. I’m not letting this guy take months to reveal himself.” 
 
    “And what if all you did was make him angry?” Rodion demanded. “What if he sends hordes of these creatures into Rahma now?” 
 
    “Then I’ll kill those, too,” I snickered. “Right now, all we know is someone in the Breach is pulling the strings. We don’t have a name, a face, anything! I had to do something!” 
 
    “That was foolish!” the king thundered. 
 
    “So is sitting around waiting for this guy to break out of the Breach and show us who he is!” I bellowed. “You have your job, and I have mine. Both of us will protect this world.” 
 
    The king and I had never disagreed so vehemently, and I felt Alyona’s gentle touch on my arm. Somehow, the anger burning through my blood slowly dissipated, and I took a deep breath as I turned from the king and stared out over the Breach. 
 
    “Perhaps the method isn’t the one you would have chosen, Your Majesty,” Eskandar finally said. “But Lord Evan has a point. We can’t fight an enemy we don’t know, and you both love our kingdom and world.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I muttered before I exhaled and turned back around to face the king. “I’m sorry for losing my temper, Your Majesty, but I don’t regret my decision. Sometimes, a bully has to be called out, so he can get angry and expose a weakness.” 
 
    “You may be right,” Rodion sighed as he rubbed tiredly at his face. “I just… I hate the unknown.” 
 
    “As do I,” I agreed. “And I hate the unknown even more when I’m bringing my child into it, so I have to do everything I can to clean this up before our baby arrives.” 
 
    “I understand.” Rodion nodded before he met my gaze. “You’re going to be a great father, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “I hope so.” I looped my fingers through Alyona’s. “Now, can we please get some food?” 
 
    “Oh, gods, you haven’t eaten since lunch!” my wife gasped. “Come now, we’ll get you fed.” 
 
    I smiled gratefully, and we all headed for the dining hall. 
 
    “So, you killed the beasts and dumped them into the Breach?” Laika whispered as we walked downstairs. 
 
    “Yep,” I muttered. “Do you think that was stupid? The king seems to think so.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head, and her furry gray tail swished around behind her. “I think it was the perfect move to show your dominance.” 
 
    “Coming from another warrior, I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “I thought it was bold,” Isabella nearly whispered. 
 
    “And do you like bold?” I asked as I arched an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “It can be… interesting,” she hedged, though a shiver ran through her slender body as I kept my eyes on her. 
 
    “I can be many kinds of interesting,” I said in a low voice as I stopped just outside the dining hall while everyone continued past us. “Would you like to find out the kind you like?” 
 
    “I-I, ah, my lord…” Isabella trailed off, but her eyes never left mine. 
 
    “Take your time,” I chuckled and took another step closer. 
 
    She opened her mouth, but no words came out, and I brushed a wayward silver hair from her forehead to tuck it behind her ear. She shivered again at the gentle contact, and I winked before I headed into the dining hall and found my seat. 
 
    Isabella trailed in the room after me, and she sat between Naomi and Miraya with a few not-so-subtle glances in my direction. I’d gotten under her skin, and we both knew it. She may be pure, but she’d already admitted it was of her own choice, which meant she could make up her own mind at any second. 
 
    A few minutes later, kitchen staff rushed in with trays of roasted ham and crispy bacon and casserole dishes full of rice with vegetables. The aromas were overwhelming, and I almost forgot about my encounter with the beautiful Nepin as I filled my plate and dug in. I hardly tasted the first few bites I inhaled, but soon, the scrumptious flavors of the meal began to hit my tongue. 
 
    Once my stomach stopped feeling like a black hole, I could focus on everyone around me. Eskandar, Aaliyah, Alyona, and I were the only ones eating, and I assumed everyone else already had their dinner. 
 
    Isabella and Naomi were having a deep discussion, and the look on Isabella’s face had me tuning in my dragon hearing. 
 
    “So, you didn’t even want a man when you met Lord Evan?” the Nepin asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Nope.” Naomi shook her head. “I’ve always preferred women, but he convinced me to… well… He didn’t push me into it at all, just so you know. He just made me want him and everything that comes with being part of this family. Now, I am quite happy and very satisfied.” 
 
    “Family?” Isabella echoed. “I thought you were in his harem.” 
 
    “We are,” the lizard mage giggled. “It isn’t like Lord Calvin’s harem, though. Lord Evan actually cares about us and loves us. He only wants us to be happy, and we share a special bond.” 
 
    “He loves each of you?” The Nepin’s brow was furrowed as she contemplated this information. “Like, he really loves you? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Of course,” Miraya chimed in as she leaned over to the other two women. “It’s like nothing we’ve ever experienced before.” 
 
    “And he loves his wife,” Isabella murmured. “And she’s okay with this?” 
 
    “Oh, gods, yes,” Naomi laughed and then lowered her voice again. “She loves us, we love her, and sometimes, we join each other with Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Wow,” Isabella gasped. “I had no idea it could be like that. When I arrived in Leyte, Lord Calvin was only interested in me as an object, you know? He just wanted to add me to his numbers. I was surprised he even remembered my name.” 
 
    “He didn’t remember that you always got away before your turn,” Miraya pointed out with a giggle. 
 
    “I really didn’t have any interest in that man,” Isabella sighed and covered her smile. “Lord Evan is much more attractive.” 
 
    “And he has much better hearing,” Miraya whispered with a wink. 
 
    “Oh!” Isabella shot me an embarrassed glance before she looked down at her lap, and I grinned at Naomi and Miraya as I nodded my head. 
 
    It turned out my lovers were making for some pretty good wingmen. 
 
    “Would you like to ask him more about the family?” Naomi offered. 
 
    “Or are you more of a hands-on learner?” Miraya asked in a husky voice. 
 
    There was a brief moment when I wasn’t sure how the Nepin would react, but then a smile crept across her beautiful features as she turned to face me. 
 
    “Definitely hands-on,” she whispered. 
 
    That was all I needed. 
 
    “I’ll come to our chambers later,” I murmured to Alyona as I pressed a kiss to her cheek. 
 
    “Sounds good,” she mumbled around a mouthful of food. 
 
    I chuckled as I strode past Naomi and Miraya’s chairs, and they grabbed Isabella by the hands to pull her after me. I started to lead them upstairs before I realized I wasn’t sure where to go. 
 
    “Over here,” Miraya giggled and pushed open a door to my right. 
 
    I followed the women inside, shut the door, and turned around to face the trio. I drank them in, and I smiled when Isabella wrapped her arms tightly around her body. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “We can go slow.” 
 
    “Come on,” Naomi said. “Let’s get on the bed.” 
 
    I watched them walk the Nepin toward the bed, and I felt my blood rush south as I stared at the three gorgeous asses sashaying away from me. The women laid down across the black satin sheets, and I stared at them with a deep hunger, but I had to calm down and take things slow. 
 
    Not only was Isabella new to our lives, but she was also a virgin, so I had to be careful with her. 
 
    I walked over to Miraya and pulled her to her feet. Then I kissed her long and slow, and I could feel waves of heat pour from the other two women’s bodies as they watched us. 
 
    I dropped my hands down to her waist and gently untied the belt of her robe, and Naomi scooted closer, pulled the nearly transparent fabric from Miraya’s shoulders, and let it fall to the floor. Then she tugged Isabella closer and guided one of the Nepin’s hands up Miraya’s bare hip. 
 
    “Oh!” Isabella gasped as her fingers grazed the spirit’s naked skin. 
 
    “Keep going.” I wrapped my hand around Isabella’s and slid it up to the soft flesh of Miraya’s breast, and I used her thumb to rub against the spirit’s soft nipple. “She likes it, and I know you will, too.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Miraya moaned against my lips. “Don’t stop, Isabella.” 
 
    Naomi nudged Isabella directly behind Miraya, and I pulled Isabella’s other hand up to Miraya’s other round tit. Soon, the Nepin was massaging Miraya’s breasts, and I glanced at Naomi and gave her a wink. 
 
    The lizard Demi-Human leaned over and kissed Isabella’s neck while her hands wrapped around the Nepin’s waist to begin to untie her toga. The straps fell free, and the white sheet fluttered before Isabella looked up at me with uncertainty. 
 
    I pulled away from Miraya and tugged Isabella to her feet with the spirit between us. Then I lifted the last part of her dress over her head to reveal her beautiful sapphire body. 
 
    The multi-colored tattoos were all over her, and the twists and lines of the markings dipped down between her perfectly round breasts and around the curves of her hips. 
 
    “Wow,” Naomi breathed. “You have…” 
 
    Before I could ask what she was talking about, the lizard mage spun Isabella around, and I sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    Silver and opalescent wings sprouted from Isabella’s bare back and glittered in the flickering light of the lanterns. They were folded against her skin, which was probably how she’d kept them hidden under her dress. 
 
    “Show me,” I breathed. 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, Isabella spread her wings, and both of the other women gasped. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Miraya sighed. 
 
    “Stunning,” Naomi agreed with a smile. 
 
    Isabella turned back around and chewed on her bottom lip. 
 
    “Now, fly on over here and let me make things interesting for you,” I murmured. 
 
    “Okay,” she giggled as she closed the gap between us and wrapped her arms around my neck. “You really like them?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I growled before I dipped my head down to kiss her indigo lips. 
 
    She tasted like grapes and honey, and I coaxed her lips open with my tongue to let me inside. Her body shivered against me, so I pressed her closer to me as I reached over to tug Naomi’s black robe to the floor. 
 
    I glanced over to see the lizard mage’s pink scales that wrapped around her slender body, and I followed their trail down to her already dripping pussy. She was enjoying the show so far, but I already knew she liked to watch. 
 
    “Miraya, why don’t you warm Naomi up for me?” I suggested with a playful wink. 
 
    “Of course,” she giggled as she wrapped her arms around the lady lizard. 
 
    Their lips crashed together, and I guided Isabella to the bed next to them where she nearly tumbled onto the sheets and started to blush. I sat down and stood her up in front of me to take a better look at her sweet body while I undressed. 
 
    As my cock sprang free from my trousers, the Nepin’s eyes widened before her tongue grazed her lips with anticipation. 
 
    “Me first,” I murmured as I grabbed her hips to pull her to me. 
 
    I had the perfect eye-level view of her breasts, and I could see her desire glisten on the thatch of silvery hair at the apex of her thighs. She straddled my legs, and I grabbed her ass as I pressed her tits to my mouth and dragged my tongue across the ocean-colored surface. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Isabella groaned as I flicked my tongue across her hard nipple. 
 
    She gripped the back of my head and raked her fingers through my hair while I sucked and licked each of her breasts. 
 
    “You should taste her, my lord,” Miraya said in a breathless whisper. 
 
    “Oh?” I turned to see she and Naomi had paused their own making out to watch me with Isabella, and I grinned as I scooted back on the bed and motioned for Isabella to follow me. 
 
    Naomi guided her up to my face, and the Nepin straddled my head with careful movements until her slick pussy hovered just above my mouth. I leaned up just enough to graze her warm lips with my tongue, and she dug her nails into the bed. 
 
    “Lord Evannnnn,” Isabella mewled. “O-Oh!” 
 
    Miraya slipped down to the space between my thighs, and I groaned as she took my cock in her mouth just as I delved into Isabella’s sweet pussy. 
 
    “Come here.” Naomi clambered up above my head and knelt in front of Isabella, and she grabbed the Nepin’s face to pull her into a long, wet kiss. 
 
    I continued to lick and suckle Isabella’s slit while Miraya shoved my dick to the back of her throat. I gripped the Nepin’s hips as she began to roll back and forth across my face, and then I slid a finger inside her. 
 
    “Oh!” Isabella gasped and shuddered against me, and it didn’t take long for her body to begin to shake. “Gods!” 
 
    Then a tidal wave of her sweet nectar dumped into my mouth, and I held her tight to my face as I continued to tongue-fuck her sweet pussy while she trembled above me. 
 
    “Yesssss,” Miraya moaned against my cock, and her words sent vibrations down my shaft and up my spine. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned as I took one last lick of Isabella’s slit before my own climax crashed through my body. 
 
    Electric shocks reverberated through my bones as I shot a load of my seed into the spirit’s mouth and down her throat. She sucked out every drop, and my legs went limp against the bed for a moment. 
 
    “Oh, I thought you would give our wombs your seed,” Isabella said with a twinge of sadness. 
 
    “You think I’m done?” I chuckled. “I’ve only just started.” 
 
    Isabella crawled off my face as Miraya stood up, and I flipped over to climb on top of the Nepin. I hovered over her with my rock-hard cock poised to enter her, while Miraya scooted onto the bed near Naomi. Then I sent a wave of healing magic into Isabella’s body as I slowly slid my cock inside her tight canal. 
 
    “Gooooods,” Isabella moaned and gripped the black satin below her. “Oh, gods! Ohhhh, Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Does it feel okay?” I asked, and I froze when I bottomed out inside her fluttering pussy. 
 
    “It feels… amazing,” she gasped. “Y-You’re filling up every inch of me. You are spreading me open. It feels… soooo… wonderful.” 
 
    “Perfect.” As I started to rock my hips back and forth, I caught Naomi’s gaze and pointed to Isabella’s face. “Get on top.” 
 
    “I can do what you did to her?” Isabella gasped with surprise. 
 
    “Hell, yes,” I growled. “If you want.” 
 
    “I want,” she whispered. 
 
    Without another word, Naomi straddled Isabella’s face, and the Nepin began to kiss and lick her wet lips. Then Miraya laid on her back in front of Naomi, and the lizard Demi-Human lowered her body to taste Miraya. 
 
    Holy fuck, it was a pussy-eating train while I fucked Isabella, and I was here for it. 
 
    The women’s moans echoed throughout the room, and I plunged my cock deeper and deeper into Isabella’s narrow tunnel while she pulled Naomi’s pussy closer to her mouth. Then I felt her walls tighten around me, and she began to shiver before another wave of her juices flowed over my cock and down her slit. 
 
    “Oh, yesssss!” Isabella was soaking wet, and a puddle soon formed beneath her hips as waves of pleasure wracked her body. 
 
    Her orgasm was like a domino effect, and I kept pumping my hips as Naomi and then Miraya screamed with their orgasms. As I watched them soak the bed with their juices, I couldn’t hold back any longer. 
 
    “Fuckkkkk,” I groaned as I dumped a hot load of my dragon seed into Isabella’s waiting womb. 
 
    “Please, fill me, my lord!” she begged and wrapped her legs around my back to push me further in. “I want it!” 
 
    “I’ll fill you til you overflow,” I growled, and I snapped my hips against her harder as shivers raced up my spine. 
 
    As my seed continued to pour into her, I felt the bond of our soul bridge form, and I knew Isabella had officially joined the family. 
 
    “What was that?” she gasped when the connection was complete. “I feel… everything.” 
 
    “We’ve bonded,” I explained in a gentle voice. 
 
    “Isn’t it wonderful?” Naomi gushed. 
 
    “Amazing,” Isabella agreed with a soft smile that turned mischievous as she stared into my eyes. “But not as amazing as you, my lord.”  
 
    “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet,” I chuckled huskily, and the Nepin gasped as I ground my pelvis down into her clit. 
 
    I grinded my hips against hers, and she screamed with pleasure as she gripped uselessly at the sheets underneath her sky-colored skin. Miraya and Naomi clambered across the bed and crouched on either side of the Nepin, and then they leaned over her writhing body and took her breasts in their mouths. 
 
    I watched their little pink tongues slither across her pert blue nipples, and Isabella pressed her hands to the back of their heads to pull them closer. 
 
    “Oh, gods, please!” she moaned. “Don’t stop!” 
 
    Miraya kissed Isabella’s flushed skin and dragged her tongue up the Nepin’s body to her throat. Then the sword spirit pressed her lips to Isabella’s and groaned against her mouth. 
 
    “I can taste Naomi,” the spirit purred between kisses. “Soooo good!” 
 
    The lizard mage giggled as she continued to flick her tongue across Isabella’s tits, and then she reached one slender hand down to rub circles on Isabella’s clit.  
 
    In a matter of seconds, I felt the Nepin’s pussy walls tighten around my cock as she came again.  
 
    “Ohhhh, yes!” Her body shook and trembled beneath me, and she poured a hot river of her sweet juices over my thick cock. 
 
    “Get on top of her,” I ordered Naomi. 
 
    “Whatever you say, my lord.” She smiled as she straddled Isabella’s hips and glanced over her shoulder. “Now what?” 
 
    “Kiss her,” I said with a mischievous smirk. 
 
    Naomi tried to hide her smile as Miraya sat up, and Naomi leaned down to kiss Isabella. As soon as her perfect pink lips were exposed, I pulled my arousal from Isabella’s dripping pussy and slid it inside the lady lizard. 
 
    “Oh!” Naomi gasped and then moaned as I pumped in and out of her tight canal. 
 
    Miraya scooted to the edge of the bed where I stood and reached her hand between my thighs. She took hold of my throbbing sack and began to gently massage my balls.  
 
    “Fuck.” I shivered at the contact as I thrust in and out of Naomi’s quivering pussy while she made out with the Nepin.  
 
    Then I grabbed Naomi’s hips and pulled her against me as I plunged deeper and deeper into her sopping wet pussy.  
 
    “Oh, my gods, Lord Evaaaan!” the lady lizard squealed before her climax took hold. 
 
    A gush of liquid rushed over my cock and dripped down her pussy lips onto Isabella’s soaked mound below her. The sight was enough to send me over the edge, and I released a hot load of my dragon seed into Naomi’s waiting womb. I pumped back and forth as my orgasm rippled through my body, and Miraya’s massaging hands kept it going even longer than usual until I was gasping for air.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I grunted when I’d filled her so full our juices both dripped down onto Isabella. 
 
    “Can I have your seed, too, my lord?” Miraya asked in a husky voice as she looked up at me with her big, round eyes. 
 
    “Abso-fucking-lutely,” I growled and stepped over in front of her. 
 
    I’d planned to bend her over, but the spirit grabbed my dripping cock and licked the juices along my shaft. I shivered with pleasure as she sucked every drop of the other women’s cum from my arousal, and then she laid back on the bed with a grin.  
 
    “Naughty,” Isabella giggled as she and Naomi sat up. “I have a naughty idea, too.” 
 
    “Well, who’s stopping you?” I quirked an eyebrow at the Nepin before she scurried over and dipped her head between Miraya’s thighs. “Ohh, yeah, keep doing that.” 
 
    Isabella laid sideways on the bed with her tongue flicking across Miraya’s clit, and I stepped closer to the bed, lifted Miraya’s hips just enough, and slid my cock inside her dripping pussy. 
 
    “Ahhhh,” Miraya moaned as the Nepin licked and sucked her lips while I rocked back and forth inside her.  
 
    Naomi laid next to Isabella and began to rub and lick Miraya’s tits, and soon, the spirit was squirming beneath the three of us as she dug her nails into the bed. 
 
    “Does it feel good, Miraya?” Isabella asked hoarsely. 
 
    “Gods, yes!” Miraya gasped. “Oh, gods, I’m about to cum already!” 
 
    I pounded harder and harder inside her, and her creamy white skin dimpled with goosebumps as she got closer to her climax. I rubbed my cock against every inch of her tightening tunnel while she took sharp breaths.  
 
    Then her pussy walls squeezed my cock like a vise, and a rush of her warm nectar flowed over my arousal like a waterfall.  
 
    “Mmmm, I can taste it,” Isabella moaned against Miraya’s pink lips. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” Miraya exhaled as her body shook and quivered with pleasure.  
 
    I rocked back and forth inside her, and when her orgasm finally ended, Isabella dragged her tongue up to graze my cock as it went in and out of Miraya’s tunnel.  
 
    “Oh, godsssss,” I groaned and felt my toes start to tingle. 
 
    I unloaded another surge of my dragon seed into Miraya, and Isabella flicked her tongue across my shaft with every thrust. I shuddered as the waves of pleasure rippled through my body until the last drops of my orgasm began to trickle down Miraya’s thighs. 
 
    “That was fun!” Isabella giggled as she sat up and wiped the mixture of juices from her chin. 
 
    “Oh, it’s not over yet,” I growled. 
 
    I spent the next few hours filling all three women with gallons of my juices, and when we were finally too exhausted to continue, we flopped onto the bed in a mixture of sweat and cum. 
 
    Within minutes, Naomi and Isabella were fast asleep, and I rolled over to the edge of the bed to find my clothes. Normally, I’d stay with my women through the night, but I wanted to check on Alyona. Her pregnancy had me hypervigilant, and I didn’t like the idea of her sleeping alone. 
 
    “My lord?” Miraya whispered as I pulled on my trousers. 
 
    “Oh, I thought you went to sleep, too,” I murmured. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I have a bad feeling,” she admitted and sat up to watch me. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I want to check on Alyona,” I replied as an uneasy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. “What’s your bad feeling about? Not her, is it?” 
 
    “No.” Miraya shook her head and looked down at her hands. “I’m really not sure what it is. Sometimes, I get feelings from the spirit world and can feel them here, but it can be really unclear.” 
 
    “Well, it can’t be easy to pick up on what’s being said in another world,” I pointed out. “Is it easier to hear or read that kind of thing when you’re in my spiritual sea?” 
 
    “It can be,” she agreed. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I answered with a shrug. 
 
    A few seconds later, Miraya stood naked on the beach of my spiritual sea, and her bare body glistened in the moonlight before she dove into the water with a light splash. Her head poked through the surface, and she took a long breath. 
 
    Better? I chuckled. 
 
    Yes, she confirmed. I love being out there with you, but this is more natural for my mind. I think I’ll be able to figure out the feeling soon. I’m just going to relax here for a while. 
 
    Do what you need to, I replied. Just remember, whatever it is, we can handle it. 
 
    I have faith in you, Miraya agreed. It’s just that unknown thing you were talking about earlier. It’s difficult to be in the dark. 
 
    Yeah, it is, I conceded. But we can do anything together, and that means we just have to be ready for anything. 
 
    I suppose you’re right, she murmured, but she already looked more relaxed as she paddled around in the smooth water. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I finished getting dressed and tiptoed out into the hall. Then I made my way down a few doors and crept inside the bedchambers I shared with Alyona. I remembered the first night we’d spent here as husband and wife, how my other lovers had joined us that night, and how I’d never been more tired in my life than after that night. 
 
    I could see Alyona was asleep in our bed, and I silently crossed the room and pulled off my boots before I slid under the blanket to join her. 
 
    “Mmm, was it a good night?” she asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “It was,” I confirmed with a grin. “Did you feel it?” 
 
    “Isabella’s soul bridge,” Alyona breathed as she finally opened her eyes. “I do feel it. How wonderful!” 
 
    “She’s pretty great,” I agreed and leaned down to kiss the princess. “I’m glad you like her.” 
 
    “I love her,” Alyona corrected me with a smile. “And now, she loves us. I can’t wait to watch our family grow. I can already feel her inner peace becoming closer to ours. She is much happier with us.” 
 
    “She was pretty happy a few times just a little bit ago,” I teased, and my wife giggled and threw her arm over my side to cuddle against me. “Did you know she has wings?” 
 
    “No, though I suspected it,” she answered. “Are they beautiful?” 
 
    “Gorgeous.” I grinned. “You’ll love them.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see them,” she sighed as she nuzzled up against me. “Now, hush and let me sleep. Your baby is exhausting.” 
 
    “I believe it,” I chuckled as I closed my eyes. 
 
    Whatever Miraya was worried about, it wouldn’t bother me right now. I had another lover in my family, my wife was having a good pregnancy so far, and I’d killed a few nasty creatures. It was a good day. 
 
    My eyes finally closed, and I fell asleep with my wife curled against my chest. 
 
    It felt like I’d been asleep for days when a blood-curdling scream ripped through the castle. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Alyona asked as she bolted upright and rubbed her sleepy eyes. “Was that you?” 
 
    “No,” I muttered and threw the blankets back to rise to my feet. 
 
    “Gods!” the womanly voice screamed again. “The baby’s coming!” 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Alyona and I jumped out of bed, ran to the door, and flung it open just as Laika, Naomi, Miraya, and Isabella rushed out into the hallway. 
 
    “Vala’s in labor!” Laika called out, and her ears and tail were bristled with alertness. “Come on!” 
 
    “She can’t have the baby yet,” Alyona groaned. “If she does, the whole plan will fail!” 
 
    “Okay, I’m sure we can come up with something,” I assured her, though I wasn’t exactly sure how easy it was to slow down the process of labor once it had already started. “I mean, we have to. We’re out of other options unless Niall found a descendant.” 
 
    “He didn’t,” Laika grunted, and she bared her fangs in a slight grimace. “The dryads sent word last night when they returned to Lord Calvin’s palace with the baron. They’ve had no luck tracking down the members of the one-night orgy.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I muttered. “So, Elian is our last chance for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Is there a plant or something she can eat to slow down time?” Isabella suggested. “I know I’m not magical, but there has to be something like that.” 
 
    “If we slow down time, we risk weakening the seal on the Breach,” Alyona sighed. “We can’t mess with the time for the whole world. We have to think of something else.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Naomi said as we rounded the corner and hurried down the hall to Vala’s room. “We could try a despasen spell.” 
 
    “That could work!” Miraya agreed, and the spirit’s eyes widened. “But we must hurry. It would put the baby in danger if he’s already breached.” 
 
    We rushed to the woman’s door without another word, and I knocked as I entered the room. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Vala wailed, and her face was flushed and contorted with pain as she clutched at her large belly. “My contractions are close!” 
 
    “Okay, deep breaths.” Alyona immediately went into midwife mode as she crouched next to Vala’s bed. “We have a plan. How long has it been since your last one?” 
 
    “Five minutes, I think,” the pregnant woman answered with a grimace. “But before that, they were almost ten minutes apart.” 
 
    “And has your--” the princess started. 
 
    “Excuuuuuse me!” a voice sang out from behind us. 
 
    I whirled around to see a heavyset dark-skinned woman stride through the door with a handful of towels and blankets. She wore dark red robes that reminded me of blood, and her blonde hair was twisted back into two braids that fell down her back. She walked past us to Vala’s bed and sat opposite Alyona before she began to check Vala’s vitals. 
 
    “Uh, hey,” I said carefully. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Yazmin,” she replied without looking up. “King Rodion called on me to be here in the palace for Lady Vala and the child. I’m a doula.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I murmured as relief washed over me like a warm wave. “Well, we need to slow down her progress. Can you make sure the baby isn’t, uh, on his way out yet?” 
 
    “Do you mean has he breached her pelvis?” Yazmin finally looked up and blinked at me. “No, her birth sac is still intact.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. “Then we need to do a spell real quick.” 
 
    “Ah, no.” The doula clicked her tongue and shook her head. “I do not use magic for birth. It can be quite dangerous.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not to help her give birth,” I explained as I scratched my head and tried to think of the right words. “I can’t go into detail, but we have to keep that baby inside for just a little while longer.” 
 
    “We’re going to use a despasen spell,” Naomi added. “It won’t harm Vala or the baby, but it will slow down the birth progress for a while.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Yazmin gasped before she turned to look at Vala. “Are you alright with this?” 
 
    “Lord Evan knows what needs to be done.” Vala nodded as she gritted her teeth against the pain. “Do it.” 
 
    “Okay, what do we need?” I asked the magical women. 
 
    “Gekko root, marlinse, and yedseed,” Naomi rattled off, and the lizard mage ticked off each ingredient on her slender, scaled fingers. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I stared blankly at the trio who looked at each other in agreement. “So, do we have that stuff?” 
 
    “We need to find the marlinse,” Alyona announced as she dug through her spatial storage. “I have the other two here already.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s a spice cabinet in the kitchen,” Isabella chimed in and then blushed. “I saw it when I went to sneak some bread last night before dinner. I’m sure there’s some in that.” 
 
    “Let’s go see,” my wife chuckled. 
 
    The two headed for the door just as Castor slipped inside. They brushed past the king’s right-hand man, and he looked around with a mixture of sleepiness and confusion. His normally tidy blond hair had been hastily pulled back into a man bun, and I could just see the stubble of a five o’clock shadow. 
 
    “Is the baby here?” he asked as he rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “No,” I answered. “We’re going to slow down his arrival, just until we finish the ceremony.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” Castor slapped his cheeks sharply and seemed slightly more awake. 
 
    “Hopefully, not long,” I hedged. 
 
    “Well, I hope it can give me a few hours,” he murmured as he rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    “For what?” My gaze turned suspicious as I stared at the king’s advisor. 
 
    “Please, do not be angry with me,” Castor sighed and looked down at his feet. “I didn’t realize we weren’t performing the ceremony yesterday until it was too late.” 
 
    “Too late for what?” I demanded. 
 
    “The blue panthemum,” he groaned. “It has to be alive to use in the Redimi Vincio ceremony, and I had everything ready for you at the cliff, but then the attacks happened and--” 
 
    “Slow down,” I ordered. “So, you’re saying we need bluer panthemum before we can do the ceremony, right?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the man confirmed in a contrite voice, and he seemed to shrink into himself a little. 
 
    “So, what’s the problem?” I cocked my head to the side. “Get some more.” 
 
    “It was a long journey to acquire it the first time, my lord,” he sighed again. “It will take time to get it again.” 
 
    “We don’t have much time!” I snarled. “What--” 
 
    “Got it!” Alyona chirped as she and Isabella breezed into the room. 
 
    “We aren’t done here,” I growled under my breath to the king’s advisor before I turned back to check on the women’s spell. “Do you have it all now?” 
 
    “Yes,” Miraya answered as she began to stir the ingredients in a large black pot from Alyona’s spatial storage. “It shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    “Ahhhhhh!” Vala wailed as another contraction rolled through her body. 
 
    “You must hurry if you want to do this before it’s too late,” Yazmin advised and put her hands on Vala’s round belly. “The baby will not be inclined to wait very long.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Alyona agreed, and she tucked her raven-black forelocks behind her ears as a determined expression settled across her features. “Let’s all do it.” 
 
    Laika and Isabella took a few steps back to stand by me, while Alyona, Naomi, and Miraya carried the steaming cauldron to Vala’s bed, joined hands around her, and began to chant. 
 
    “Seconds to minutes, minutes to hours, give time to us, share your power,” they intoned in echoing voices. 
 
    Vala gasped and gripped her belly, and for a brief moment, I was terrified we’d been too late. Then she took a deep breath and let it out with a soft whoosh. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” she mumbled, and her body went slack against the bed as the creases in her face smoothed out. “It feels like… my body is in a lake. I can feel every movement he’s making.” 
 
    “It worked.” Alyona grinned and glanced at Naomi. “Good idea.” 
 
    “Thank you, milady,” the lizard mage replied as the color of her cheeks nearly matched her scales. “I’m just glad we have more time now.” 
 
    “I need to know how much time we have,” I said and shot a narrowed gaze at Castor. “It seems we’re missing an ingredient for the ceremony.” 
 
    “My lord, I swear, I had no idea!” Castor insisted. “Once the flower is plucked, special care must be given to keep it alive long enough!” 
 
    “What flower?” Alyona asked with a sharp frown. “I thought you had everything.” 
 
    “I did,” he murmured, and he cowered slightly under the princess’ sharp amethyst gaze. “But when the ceremony fell through yesterday, I wasn’t told for almost two hours. The blue panthemum had already wilted by the time I got back to the palace.” 
 
    “What did we miss?” Nike was breathless when he and Eskandar appeared in the doorway. “Elian isn’t here yet, right?” 
 
    “No, we slowed his birth,” Miraya answered. “But it seems we have a different issue at hand.” 
 
    “I can send my men now,” Castor said as he looked up at the window to see the first rays of morning creep through. “They should be back by this afternoon.” 
 
    “That’s hours away!” I argued. “Where is this flower?” 
 
    “Ah, near Pullis,” he answered with a frown. “My men are able to portal there, but they had a rather difficult time locating it before.” 
 
    “How are they going to get all the way there and back in a few hours?” I demanded. “Do you have another dragon I don’t know about?” 
 
    “I took them,” Eskandar chuckled. “To the cave, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Castor confirmed with a curt nod. 
 
    “Then we’ll go get it ourselves,” I decided and looked to Eskandar for support. “We can fly faster alone, and since Eskandar has already been there, he knows where to look.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The white dragon nodded. 
 
    “My lord, let me send a few men with you,” the king’s advisor insisted. “Just in case you have any trouble finding the blue panthemum.” 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed. “Have them ready in five minutes. We’re leaving as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Castor conceded before he hesitated and spoke again. “Also, it was not easy for my men to obtain the blue panthemum the first time. I pray you have an easier time.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I growled. 
 
    “I-I’m sure it won’t be a problem for you,” he stammered before he hastily scurried out of the room. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t mysterious. 
 
    It wasn’t unusual for something to be easier for me than it was for humans, but Castor’s lack of detail made me gnaw on my lip as I considered the possibilities. Surely, a flower wasn’t guarded by some beast, right? Maybe it was just on a high ground they couldn’t reach very easily, but either way, the mystery would be solved soon enough. 
 
    “We’ll stay with Vala and keep her relaxed,” Alyona said. “That should help until you get back.” 
 
    “Yeah, anything you can do to keep her calm,” I agreed. “Tea or whatever pregnant women can drink, books, music, whatever. She just can’t have that kid yet.” 
 
    “My lord, what do we do if the despasen spell doesn’t hold on that long?” Yazmin asked as she cocked her head to the side. “You don’t very well expect Miss Vala to hold her child inside, do you?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “The last thing we want is to harm Elian. If he comes, we’ll just have to figure out something else.” 
 
    “But my lord, we don’t have something else,” Laika whispered, and her wolf ears flattened against her head in distress. “If the Child of Light is born before the ceremony, we may have to wait decades before another descendant is conceived.” 
 
    “Decades might be a bit much,” Nike chimed in with pursed lips. 
 
    “Decades,” the wolf Demi-Human repeated firmly. “You don’t even like your betrothed.” 
 
    “Margaret is perfectly respectable,” he argued. “I’m sure she’ll make a great mother someday.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know how babies are made, right?” Laika raised a skeptical gray eyebrow. 
 
    “Okay, so the situation is not ideal,” I interjected, despite the wolf Demi-human’s valid argument. “But we have to make it work. They still haven’t found the, ah, orgy women yet, so there’s still hope. We can’t give up.” 
 
    “Lord Evan is right,” Alyona agreed as she sat by Vala’s bedside and held the frightened woman’s hand. “If we have no hope for our mission, it is sure to fail. We must believe the gods supported this plan for a reason.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I murmured. “So, Eskandar and I will go get this flower, and the rest of you make sure nothing else is missing. We don’t need any more surprises.” 
 
    “If it’s alright, I’d like to stay with Vala,” Nike said with a sheepish expression. “For the child.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded at my fellow noble. “Please, let me know if anything changes before we get back.” 
 
    “I will,” he agreed. 
 
    Eskandar and I turned to leave the room when Vala called out to me. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” She held one hand out to reach toward me. “Be careful. We need you to finish this. My son… he needs to stand for more than I ever could have. This is his destiny.” 
 
    “It’s only one step of it,” I replied with a gentle smile. “Elian will do great things. I can already tell.” 
 
    Vala’s lips twitched upward in a half-smile, and she waved before the white dragon and I headed out into the hallway. 
 
    “Did you mean that?” Eskandar asked suddenly as we walked down the stairs to the great hall. 
 
    “About Elian?” I looked at him with curiosity. “Of course, I did. Her son is a Child of Light, which means one day, he’ll wield the Sword of Light. It’s a pretty big deal, so I want her to see how important he is.” 
 
    “I see,” Eskandar murmured, but his brow was creased in thought. 
 
    I felt like he had more questions, but we didn’t have time for the Q and A session. Four of King Rodion’s men were lined up by the front door, and Castor stood in front of them with his hair smoothed out and his expression grim. 
 
    “The men have been assembled, my lord,” he announced. “They are honored to join you in completing this task.” 
 
    “Great, let’s go,” I grunted as we continued past them and stalked outside. 
 
    The sun was finally above the horizon, and it nearly blinded me as I looked to the east where we would be flying. Just what we needed. 
 
    Eskandar and I walked a few paces ahead of the guards before we shifted into our dragon forms, and the four of them looked at us in awe, which quickly changed to discomfort. 
 
    “Do you, ah, want us to get, um, on you, my lord?” one of them stammered. 
 
    “Yes, two with me, two with Eskandar,” I barked. “And hurry up. We have a flower to pick.” 
 
    As the white dragon and I lowered our bodies, our passengers climbed on with obvious anxiety. I wasn’t sure if it was about riding on our backs or about getting ready to fly, and I didn’t have time to care. We had to get the damn flower before Vala had that kid. 
 
    “Ready?” Eskandar called out. 
 
    The guards gave us a few thumbs up, and we kicked off into the morning sky. The sun radiated warmth on my back as we flew west toward Pullis, the underwater city where we’d spent a week chasing mermen mages and getting rid of miasma poisoning.  
 
    And I’d fucked a couple mermaids, so that was a nice break from all the chaos. 
 
    Eskandar and I had an unspoken agreement to move quickly, and we cut through the air like knives as we soared closer to the ocean. At our high speeds, it only took about thirty minutes until I could see the guard’s tower that I knew watched over the city. 
 
    I wondered for a moment about the young mermaid who was set to give birth soon when we’d left, but I didn’t have time to stop in and check on her. We had to make our way to the flowers and get back to the temple before another kid was born. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I yelled over the wind to the guards on my back. 
 
    “Over there to the right!” one of them answered and pointed. “Down the shoreline!” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes when I realized I’d been in that area before just a few weeks ago. We’d had to retrieve a unique plant for the spell that allowed us to breathe underwater while we were in Pullis. I followed the guard’s directions, and sure enough, he motioned for us to land just outside a familiar cave. 
 
    “Are you sure this is it?” I watched the cave entrance carefully as Eskandar and I lowered ourselves to the ground. “Does the flower grow in water or something?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, this is it,” Eskandar answered. “The men went into the cave to retrieve the blue panthemum, though I’m not sure where it grows. Why do you have that expression?” 
 
    “Because I know why it was hard for them last time,” I sighed as the men slid from our backs. “And I know I probably need to do this on my own.” 
 
    “My lord, the flower does grow in water, but you cannot simply walk into the cave and grab it,” one of the guards insisted. “If you’ve been here before, you know it will not be so simple.” 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “But it will be simpler for me by myself. Trust me.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” The white dragon looked at me with a mixture of doubt and confusion. “Castor said it was difficult before, and the men were in there for a few hours last time.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure,” I chuckled. “Just wait here for me.” 
 
    Eskandar opened his mouth and then closed it with a nod. He seemed to have figured out I knew what I was doing, even if I was the younger dragon. 
 
    I shifted into my human form and stalked toward the edge of the water. The mouth of the cave opened toward the sea, and when I’d been here before, we had a ship that we sailed inside. This time, I just walked as close to the wall of the cave as I could, though the water still reached my knees. I trudged through it and made my way inside the large cavern until my boots hit the sand of the interior beach. 
 
    Then I lit a fireball in my palm and continued toward the tunnel at the back of the cave. This time, there was no green light to meet me in the tunnel, though I could feel the increasing energy as I got closer to the place I needed to go. 
 
    I stepped over the large rock that had tripped me last time, and in the middle of the cavern was the stone bird bath with its neon green water. I knew better than to touch it, but I started to wonder where the cave’s resident had disappeared to. 
 
    “I’m here, dragon lord,” the Oracle’s voice echoed around me. 
 
    I whirled around and finally saw her slender body emerge from one of the neon-green pools of water. Her nearly translucent skin still looked dry, though the water dripped from her black robes as she stepped onto the solid rock floor. 
 
    “I knew you had to be around here somewhere, Oracle,” I said with a smile as I knelt on the floor in front of her. “I only came for a blue panthemum. I don’t want to bother you.” 
 
    “You are in favor with the gods,” she declared as she cocked her head to the side, and her black ringlets fell in front of her face. “Why would that bother me?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” I murmured. “You’re important.” 
 
    “As are you,” the Oracle replied with a mysterious smile. “And your favor with the gods has earned you an answer from me.” 
 
    “For what question?” I wondered. “I haven’t asked anything.” 
 
    “But you want to,” she said, and her smile widened to reveal her white teeth. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “I mean…” I trailed off as I ran my fingers through my hair. “I would like to know several things.” 
 
    “You have one question,” the Oracle replied. “Ensure you are asking exactly what you want to know.” 
 
    Ahh, I’d seen this movie. If I asked my question the wrong way, I could get a totally useless answer. I had to think specific, not just general, even though the Oracles were known for their wide-open predictions. 
 
    “Okay, I need to think about it,” I finally said. “I’m going to find what I came for first. Then I’ll ask.” 
 
    “The blue panthemum,” the Oracle mused. “It is a rare flower indeed, though if properly cared for, it can last for months outside its usual habitat.” 
 
    I hadn’t asked that question, but she sure had hinted at something that would help me. I could pick a few of the flowers to keep at the temple for later ceremonies, but we needed to make sure they were properly preserved, so they didn’t go to waste like the ones Castor and the guards had retrieved. 
 
    “You’re much nicer than the other Oracle I met,” I commented as I strolled around the cavern to find the flower in one of the pools of green water. “She didn’t seem to like visitors.” 
 
    “Ah, you must be referring to the Oracle in Lumin territory,” she chuckled. “I do not share her distaste for mankind, though I am a bit surprised she wasn’t more interested in you. She generally enjoys the company of magical creatures.” 
 
    “I had several magical creatures with me,” I murmured as I recalled our first encounter with the other Oracle. “She wasn’t having it. She booted us out of her whole cave.” 
 
    “Someone must have offended her.” The Oracle smirked and was clearly amused. “I have never been one to be consumed by the words of others, especially a newcomer to our world like yourself.” 
 
    “I’m hardly a newcomer anymore,” I replied with pursed lips. “I’ve been here about a year now and made Inati my home.” 
 
    “It was always meant to be your home,” she murmured as she turned toward the stone pedestal and gently traced the lip of the bowl on top. 
 
    “What do you mean?” My attention was focused on her as I momentarily forgot about the flower. 
 
    “Is that your one question?” the Oracle asked as she arched a jet-black eyebrow and stared at me. 
 
    While it was tempting to get clarification on her statement, I knew I had to focus on our mission for my question. I wanted to know more about how Inati was meant to be my home, but I would have to save that for another time. Apparently, I just had to stay in good graces with the gods, and I figured closing the Breach would definitely do that for me. 
 
    “No,” I muttered and looked down at my feet. “I haven’t decided on my question yet.” 
 
    “Very well,” she conceded as she dipped her finger into the water of the bowl. 
 
    A green glow emanated from the bowl and reflected on her thin skin. It made her look like she’d swallowed a firefly that lit her from the inside out, and I was momentarily stunned at how beautiful the Oracle was. I wondered how they became Oracles, if they started out as humans, and what led to them becoming the guides to our world. 
 
    “Found it,” I muttered as I shook my head and squatted next to one of the pools. “I mean, this looks like a rare blue flower, I guess.” 
 
    I started to reach into the pool to pluck it when I realized I didn’t have the preservation thing the Oracle had mentioned. I reached into my spatial storage and pulled out a narrow gold box from my treasure horde. I wasn’t sure if it would be exactly what she intended, but I figured it would keep the flowers safe enough until Alyona could pull some magical mumbo jumbo to make it work. 
 
    “Clever,” the Oracle mused as I gently tore the flowers free from their hold underwater. “You are much smarter than the men who came before.” 
 
    “I’m more than just a pretty face, you know.” I smirked, and the Oracle laughed a sound that reminded me of a flute. “Now, I think I’m ready for my question.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” she replied as she cleared her face and gazed at me with her jade-colored eyes. 
 
    “Okay.” I took a deep breath while I tucked the gold box with the blue panthemum into my spatial storage. “Are my family and I going to be able to get past the shadow figure and close the Breach?” 
 
    The Oracle smiled as she pulled her finger from the water and tapped her closed lips for a moment. 
 
    “You are certainly on the right path,” she confirmed. “This path will lead to the destruction of your enemy and closure of the Breach, but be warned. It is not an easy task you have undertaken, and you cannot stray from this path or become distracted. If you stray, you will alter your outcome, though there are many ways to change the future.” 
 
    “Distracted,” I murmured and stroked the stubble that had sprouted on my jaw. “Would you consider helping the Mahigans a distraction?” 
 
    “I have already answered your question, dragon lord,” the Oracle replied with laughter in her eyes. “You ask more?” 
 
    “Simply wondering your opinion.” I smirked before I lowered into a bow. “I thank you for the answer you gave. It certainly gives me confidence as we move forward. I have to get this Breach closed before it kills everyone.” 
 
    “I can confirm that,” she agreed with a nod. “If the Breach is allowed to grow stronger, it will unleash hell on Inati and destroy thousands. The beasts will stop at nothing to assert their domination.” 
 
    “And I will stop at nothing to defeat them,” I growled, and my inner dragon roared in agreement. “No one will hurt my family or my people.” 
 
    “Then you must be on your way,” she encouraged me. “Little Elian will be arriving soon.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as I turned toward the tunnel. “Thank you, Oracle. I’ll see you… when I see you, I guess.” 
 
    “Our friendship is merely beginning to blossom,” the Oracle chuckled. “Oh, and dragon lord?” 
 
    “Yeah?” I spun back around to face the Oracle, who had soundlessly glided across the cavern and now stood only inches from me. 
 
    “In my opinion, saving more of your people is not a distraction,” she whispered and peered into my eyes. “I would consider it a branch that extends from the great tree you are climbing.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned as she took a step back and clasped her hands together in front of her thin body. “See you.” 
 
    The Oracle nodded her head, and I slipped into the tunnel and began the upward walk to the cave on the beach. When I could finally see the sunlight, I picked up the pace and rushed out onto the sand. 
 
    “You found the flowers already, my lord?” one of the guards asked with an astonished look on his face. 
 
    “Yeah, the Oracle and I go way back,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Did she make you answer a riddle?” another guard wondered. 
 
    “No, she answered my question,” I said with a smile. “Don’t worry, fellas. It’s not always that easy for me.” 
 
    The guards grumbled as Eskandar shook his head with amusement, and we shifted back into our dragon forms. Then the guards climbed onto our backs before we flew east to return to the palace. I was energized by the Oracle’s answer, but I knew we still had to hurry. She knew the Child of Light would be making his appearance soon, and we still had to get the ceremony done before that happened. 
 
    It took even less time to make it back to the White Jade Temple, and we landed in the courtyard in record time. We waited for our passengers to hit the ground before the white dragon and I transformed into our human bodies. Then I led Eskandar inside, and we rushed up the stairs to Vala’s chambers. 
 
    The round-bellied young woman was surrounded by my lovers, while Nike and Yazmin stood at the head of her bed and kept a close eye on her. The noble’s face was grim until he looked up and saw us in the doorway. 
 
    “You found it?” he asked with a slow smile. 
 
    “Of course.” I smirked as I pulled the gold box from my spatial storage and turned to Alyona. “The Oracle said there’s a way to preserve them, so we don’t have to go hunt for one every time. I’m sure you can figure that out, right?” 
 
    “A preservation spell?” she laughed. “That’s easy. Let me see them.” 
 
    My wife crossed the room and looked inside the box. She pulled out one of the blue-petaled flowers, and then she murmured a few words under her breath. 
 
    A shimmery wave of opalescent magic grazed over the top of the box like a wave, and the lid snapped shut. 
 
    “Wow, that was easy,” I chuckled. “So, the rest of them are good?” 
 
    “Yes, for a while,” she confirmed. “It should give us plenty of time to perform the ceremony several more times before we need to get more. Wait, did you say the Oracle?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “The flowers were in her cave by Pullis, so we had a good little chat.” 
 
    “About?” Laika eyed me with curiosity as she walked over to stand by Alyona. 
 
    “Our plan.” I shrugged and smiled. “She said it’s good, but no distractions. She also said some mystical shit about Inati being meant to be my home, but I only got to ask one question, so I’m still not sure what she meant about that.” 
 
    “Does she always give you partial information?” Eskandar wondered. 
 
    “Usually,” I laughed. “All the Oracles and the gods seem to find it amusing, like their own little mortal world entertainment.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Alyona mused and then shook her head. “Anyway, we need to get going. Vala’s contractions have returned, though they still aren’t as close as they were earlier.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I agreed. “Castor!” 
 
    “My lord!” The blond-haired man appeared at the door within seconds and sighed with relief. “Ah, you had no trouble, then. I assumed you would fare better than the guards. Are we ready to proceed?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed and then remembered my EMT training back on Earth. “But Vala can’t walk that far. It could push her into labor before we even get there. Can we use a portal?” 
 
    “No, the shift in magic could deactivate the despasen spell or, worse, strengthen it to affect other things,” Alyona replied as she pursed her lips together. “We have to get there naturally.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could use a modified binding spell,” Naomi suggested without moving from her seat next to Vala’s bed. “Maybe the one we use for our enemies, except we could use it to lift her.” 
 
    “Like you did with that hellbeast,” Laika murmured, and she flashed the mage a fanged grin. “Great idea, Naomi.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The lady lizard blushed and smiled. 
 
    “Will it hurt her?” Yazmin chimed in with a frown. “This must be safe. His Eminence has charged me with Vala and the child’s safety.” 
 
    “No, it won’t hurt at all,” Alyona reassured her before she walked over and took Vala’s hand. “Rather than the ropes we use for captives, we’ll create a sort of blanket that wraps around you and will carry you with us to the ceremonial cliff. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Vala agreed and then grimaced as another contraction rippled through her belly. “We should hurry.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Vala hovered in the air on her back with magical black and white sheets wrapped around her body. Alyona and Naomi had combined their magic to ensure it would hold her without hurting her or the baby, and they held hands tightly as they motioned for Eskandar and me to lead the way. 
 
    “Nike, you take the rear,” I ordered. “Castor, you go get His Eminence, so he can perform the ceremony.” 
 
    “Of course,” he agreed and shuffled out the door to find the king. 
 
    The white dragon and I strode out the door with my lovers, the floating pregnant woman, her nurse, and my best friend behind us. It probably looked like a strange parade, but we had a job to do. 
 
    By the time we reached the foyer, King Rodion stood with his hands folded together, and Castor was beside him. They stepped seamlessly into our lines, and we continued out the front door toward the ceremonial cliffs where Alyona and I had been married and bonded just a few days ago, though it felt like ages. 
 
    Our trek seemed to take forever, but we finally reached the stone cliff that hung over the village. It wasn’t filled with onlookers this time, and the decorations that had signified our marriage were gone. This time, the goal was to get right to the point, which was to complete the ceremony and bind my power with that of the Child of Light. 
 
    Easy peasy. 
 
    “It’s beautiful up here,” Isabella breathed and then scrunched up her nose as she looked over the edge. “Well, except for the Breach.” 
 
    “Yeah, it stinks,” I agreed. “But that’s one of many reasons we’re getting rid of it.” 
 
    “A brave knight,” the Nepin said with a smile. 
 
    Castor, Rodion, and my women set to work preparing the ingredients for the Redimi Vincio ceremony, while Nike, Eskandar, Yazmin, and I watched over Vala. Her breathing was shallow, and I could tell she was trying hard to mask the pain of her impending labor. I wondered if there was something like an epidural here to help her, but it was something we’d have to figure out after the bond was complete. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Rodion announced as he made his way to the edge of the cliff. “Please, bring forward Vala and Lord Evan.” 
 
    Naomi and Alyona waved their hands in a wide circle, and Vala was gently placed on her feet. I grabbed her arm as the magical blankets began to unwind from her body, and she leaned against me with exhaustion. 
 
    “Almost there,” I murmured. “It won’t be long.” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” she whispered. 
 
    I guided her to stand next to me in front of the king, and he opened his text to begin. 
 
    Suddenly, the king’s eyes went blank, as though he were daydreaming. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I turned to see Vala’s eyes looked the same as Rodion’s, and when I whirled around to check on the others, they all had the same blank stare. 
 
    Then a vision hit me like a ton of bricks, and the orange eyes and shadowy figure were all too familiar. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    I told you I would not be overcome, the voice cackled. Do you honestly think a spirit child will be enough to stop me? 
 
    He bellowed an evil laugh that reverberated through my bones and sent the hairs all over my body on end. Whoever he was, he somehow knew what we were doing already. 
 
    You won’t win, I snarled back. I have a lot of power on my side. 
 
    The gods? he sneered. They know nothing. They think they are above every single mortal, but they are no better. 
 
    They’re gods, I snorted. I’m pretty sure that automatically puts them above everyone since they could smite us all if they wanted. 
 
    And yet, here we are, the shadow laughed maniacally. You only think you have power, dragon. You are nothing. You don’t even belong here. 
 
    So, the shadow knew I wasn’t from Inati, but he didn’t seem to know Elian was only one stop on our journey to build my power.  
 
    Well, I wasn’t about to ruin the surprise. 
 
    If I’m so easy to beat, show yourself! I demanded. I’m not afraid of you, but you seem to be afraid to reveal who you are! 
 
    Afraid? the shadow laughed. I’m merely waiting until the seal has finally weakened enough for me to escape. You shall rue the day you challenged me. 
 
    Rue the day? Who even says that? 
 
    Before I could offer a witty comeback, the shadow disappeared, and we all blinked and looked around at each other. 
 
    “What was that?” Vala gasped and clutched her belly. “Was that thing inside me? Did he hurt Elian?” 
 
    “No, dear child,” Rodion soothed her, but his eyes were dark and troubled, and his lips were pursed into a thin line. “That being simply knows how to project his consciousness, though I fear he’s growing in strength. He only projected to you before, right, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed as I scratched my head. “So, everyone saw him this time?” 
 
    There were nods and yeses all around, and I grunted with frustration. 
 
    “My lord, it seems we have other things to worry about at the moment,” Eskandar announced as he pointed over the edge of the cliff toward the Breach. 
 
    I whirled around in time to see a series of purple streaks headed straight for us. 
 
    “Great,” I muttered as I ushered everyone away from the cliff. “Nike, Eskandar, and I can handle this. Everyone else, keep Vala safe.” 
 
    “A barrier spell,” Naomi said to Alyona. 
 
    “Yes,” the princess agreed, and her violet eyes sparkled with grim determination. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Miraya volunteered. 
 
    Within seconds, a pearlescent dome surrounded the women, King Rodion, and his advisor, and I nodded my approval before I turned back around to face whatever was headed our way. Then the familiar stench of death and decay reached my nostrils, and I groaned in frustration. 
 
    “Miasma,” Nike observed as he unsheathed his weapon. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Maybe you should guard the barrier. Eskandar and I can fight them from above.” 
 
    “Of course,” the noble agreed before he rushed over to stand in front of the dome with the Sword of Light gripped in his hands. 
 
    Aaliyah and Rebecca stepped out of the dome with Laika on their tails, and the three warrior women brandished their weapons of choice to guard the barrier. I was surprised to see Isabella flit out of the dome with her silvery wings expanded before she hovered over the barrier with an eye on the incoming attackers. Then Nike and the three women on the ground surrounded the dome and watched for the intruders. 
 
    I looked to Eskandar, and we simultaneously transformed. Our huge dragon bodies nearly filled the entire cliff, and we flapped our wings to meet the attackers head-on. 
 
    As they got closer, I realized the feathers under the purple haze of miasma were a bright orange, and I scowled when I made the connection. 
 
    The beast used the bodies of phoenixes, likely the ones killed when the Breach had first opened. While I had no desire to hurt a phoenix, these birds were already dead and corrupted by the miasma. It made me sick to my stomach, but we needed to keep them away from the cliff. 
 
    “Will fire kill them?” Eskandar called out. 
 
    “We’ll have to see,” I replied with a grimace. 
 
    The typical phoenix turned to ash when it was killed so it could be reborn, but I had no idea what to do with the miasma version. It might take a few tries. 
 
    I opened my maw and released a plume of fire on the first two corrupted birds. They squawked and veered to both of my sides, and I turned to see one still had flames on its orange feathers, while the other somehow dodged the fiery blow. 
 
    I looped around and went after that phoenix first. The injured one would take a moment to heal, but the other one had already altered its course to head for the ceremonial cliff. The speed ability I’d assimilated helped me zoom across the sky and catch the phoenix before it even got close, and I reached out with my talon to grab one of its wings. 
 
    A clump of feathers ripped from the corrupted bird’s wing, and I let them flutter to the ground below as I went after it again. This time, the phoenix dipped just out of my reach and flipped around to open its beak. 
 
    A purple cloud of miasma erupted from its mouth, but I quickly conjured a fiery wall between us. The cloud billowed up the fire shield and dissipated in the air above me, while the phoenix took advantage of the distraction and darted toward the cliff again. 
 
    “I won’t be beaten that easy,” I growled as I dove under the shield and snatched at the bird again. 
 
    It screeched when I grabbed hold of its tail and used it to yank the corrupted bird toward me. Then I took a deep breath and bellowed another column of fire onto the creature. 
 
    This time, its feathers were engulfed in flames, and I released its tail as it spiraled down to the ground in a burning ball of fire. I wasn’t sure if it would be able to be reborn like its living counterparts, but at least it was out of the way for now. 
 
    I turned to see the injured phoenix had made its way onto the cliff, and Laika had already raised her broadsword to take it out. 
 
    “Did the other one die from your fire, my lord?” she called out. 
 
    “Not sure yet!” I answered. “Just kill it. We’ll deal with the ashes later.” 
 
    In one fell swoop, Laika beheaded the corrupted bird that scurried toward the dome, and its orange head rolled across the cliff. 
 
    Meanwhile, I whipped around and nearly tackled another phoenix that had tried to attack me from behind. Its tiny talons were outstretched, but they ran into my impenetrable scales and nearly snapped off. 
 
    The bird screeched with pain and reared its head backward, so I took the opportunity to grab it by the neck. Then I snapped the bone with one clench of my talons, and the corrupted bird went limp in my claws. 
 
    I tossed its body down toward where the fiery phoenix had spiraled off, and then I turned to see Eskandar as he roasted his attacker. The body started to fall toward the Breach, but I didn’t want these poor creatures returned to the beast who had sent them, so I called on my fire magic and hoped it would work. 
 
    I pulled Eskandar’s flames toward me, and the phoenix’s body floated along with the fire. Then I dumped the fiery mass down with the other two. 
 
    “Did you see any more?” I asked Eskandar. 
 
    “Got it!” Rebecca answered from the cliff. 
 
    The bear Demi-Human and Aaliyah tossed the shredded body of a corrupted phoenix on top of the decapitated one, and I nodded my approval. I looked around to see if any other miasma-possessed creatures had appeared, but the sky seemed clear. 
 
    But it wasn’t the sky we needed to worry about. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Laika yelled, and I looked down to see everyone on the ground trying to hold their balance.  
 
    Suddenly, some kind of serpent burst out of the side of the mountain and slithered up to the cliff. Its iridescent green scales glittered in the morning sun, and it seemed like it had no end as it made its way up the peak.  
 
    “The fuck is that thing?” I growled. 
 
    “No idea,” Eskandar grunted. 
 
    As soon as the beast’s head crested the cliff, it opened its mouth wide to reveal a set of fangs that dripped with lime-green venom. I dove down to land with a thud between the serpent and my group, and the creature hissed a shrill sound that echoed around the peaks.  
 
    Oh, yeah?  
 
    “Two can play this game!” I opened my mouth and roared a plume of flames in the beast’s face.  
 
    Its scales burned and darkened, but they didn’t catch fire. I was slightly disappointed, but I had plenty of other options for getting rid of the creature.  
 
    “My lord, look out!” Eskandar yelled. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder just as the other end of the serpent appeared over the edge of the mountain with a matching, venom-dripping head. 
 
    “Of course,” I muttered. 
 
    I whipped my tail out and caught the second half just below its head. It slid backwards with a hiss, and the head in front of me moved to strike me with its fangs, but as soon as its sharp teeth hit my scales, the serpent screeched in pain.  
 
    My impenetrable scales kept its fangs from biting, and I took advantage of its surprise and reached out with my talon to grab the beast around the throat. Then I sat back on my haunches as I jammed my other claw into its body. My sharp talons sunk into its soft skin until I hit some sort of bone and grabbed on. I ripped backward, and the serpent released a feral hiss as I ripped its spine from its body. Black blood sprayed from the beast’s exposed guts, and I grimaced as the tarry substance landed on my scales. 
 
    The head that faced me fell limp, but I wasn’t sure if the other one was still alive, so I yanked the beast up over the edge of the cliff and tossed it onto the plateau. The second head moved sluggishly, but it was definitely still alive. 
 
    “I’ll handle this one,” Nike snarled.  
 
    The noble leaped forward and plunged the Sword of Light into the second serpent head. Black blood bubbled over the hole and down its green scales as it twitched for a moment and then was motionless. 
 
    “He can have that shit back,” I muttered as I flapped my wings, wrapped my claws around the serpent’s narrow body, and flew up over the Breach. “Return to sender, asshole!” 
 
    I dropped the long, lifeless body into the giant rift and hovered until I heard the shrieks of the demons below. Then I turned around and flew back toward the cliff where I had to do a double take.  
 
    Laika and Nike both had their swords raised, but I couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “There was something right there!” Aaliyah shouted and pointed to the edge of the cliff.  
 
    “It seems to know how to disappear,” Laika observed with narrowed gray eyes that searched the grassy area. “See!” 
 
    I looked down and saw the impression of feet in the blades of grass but couldn’t see who they belonged to.  
 
    “Let’s see if this one will burn,” I muttered as I zoomed over the invisible intruder and bellowed a column of fire. 
 
    Eskandar quickly flew over next to me and joined in the roast, but nothing happened. Our fire seemed to disappear as though the invisible beast consumed it. I started to get frustrated when Rodion stepped out of the barrier spell and held out one hand. 
 
    “Ostiendo!” he thundered. 
 
    A bolt of his stark white magic leaped from his palm and charged for the invisible creature below us, and I knew the moment his spell hit as the creature screeched and came into view. 
 
    It looked like it had already been roasted before with charred, black skin and disjointed arms that hung loosely at its sides. It almost resembled a human, but it was only about a third of my human size, and I couldn’t figure out what the hell it was. Then it took a menacing step toward the king, and I growled before I called on my nature magic to pull a wall of soil up in front of the burnt beast.  
 
    “Not a chance,” I snarled as I dipped down and grabbed the creature’s limp arm with my talons. 
 
    The beast hissed at the contact, and I felt the warmth of fire that bubbled just below its surface. If anyone else had touched it, they might have been burned, and I knew I needed to keep it away from my people. 
 
    “It’s a Malassa!” Rodion yelled from the other side of the wall. “Use your lava magic!” 
 
    “I don’t see any volcanos!” I hollered back with obvious confusion and then nearly crashed to the ground when the Malassa’s arm snapped off in my claw. 
 
    Before the king could explain, an orange trickle of liquid flowed out of the joint where the beast’s arm had been, and I had my answer.  
 
    I called on my lava power, and I could see the Malassa’s hardened expression change from angry to confused as I moved the molten liquid inside his body. Then I imagined the lava exploding, and the creature’s tarred skin split open as gallons of the liquid fire burst out of its insides.  
 
    I looked around for the words in my vision that would show a new ability, but nothing happened. Then I remembered I could only assimilate powers native to Inati, and this bastard seemed distinctly underworld-y.  
 
    Damn, no invisibility power for me today. 
 
    As I released the wall of soil and pushed it back into the ground, I glanced over just as Nike took a step back from another invisible creature. This time, I didn’t hesitate before I flew closer and threw a fire shield in front of Nike. Then I exploded the second Malassa, and the molten liquid splashed up onto the fire shield with a hiss. 
 
    “Thanks,” Nike chuckled. 
 
    “No problem.” I smirked as I hovered over him. “See any more of them?” 
 
    “Not yet,” he muttered. 
 
    “They usually attack in pairs,” Miraya said in a muffled voice behind the barrier. “But they also don’t usually venture this far from volcanic terrain.” 
 
    “It seems our foe in the Breach has a few tricks up his sleeve,” I grumbled. “I’m not sure--” 
 
    I was interrupted by a wild scream that almost sounded like a siren, and I whirled around just as long, branchlike fingers curled over the edge of the cliff.  
 
    Fuck, the asshole in the Breach was pulling out all the stops, huh? 
 
    “What is that?” Isabella gulped.  
 
    Then the fingers were followed by what looked like four walking trees. The branches and trunks were black and reeked of miasma, and their eyes glowed purple in the thinnest part of the trunks.  
 
    “By the gods,” Rodion gasped. “It can’t be.” 
 
    “What is it?” I demanded. “And how do I kill them?” 
 
    “Are those Tammany Queras?” Naomi covered her mouth with shock. 
 
    “Yes,” the king confirmed before he looked over at me. “You must completely destroy them. Even without miasma poisoning, they kill everything they can and gain power with every kill. Watch out for their branches.” 
 
    On cue, one of the Queras snapped its branchy arm like a whip, and the wood popped in the air between us. I knew my scales would keep me safe, but I wasn’t sure how well swords would fare against these horror movie trees.  
 
    “Everyone in the barrier!” I ordered. “I’ll take care of these.” 
 
    Nike, the king, and my women rushed inside the magical dome, and Eskandar hovered above it with a watchful eye on the approaching tree creatures. I flew next to the cliff and whirled around to whip my tail across the Queras’ trunks. The blow was solid, and two of the trees went flying, but the other two only stumbled before they continued toward the barrier. 
 
    Okay, so wood burns, right? 
 
    I opened my maw and blew fire over their branches, but the fire only took hold for a second before it sizzled out. They were more like wet wood, and I grunted as I tried to think of another plan.  
 
    I decided to focus on my lightning magic, and I summoned four bolts of lightning that zinged out of the sky and connected with the Queras’ upper branches.  
 
    They released more of the siren-like howls as the electricity shot through their branches, and I took advantage of their slowed progress. I used my nature magic to pull the soil up underneath them, and they wobbled as they tried to continue walking over the uneven ground. They may have been ruthless, but they weren’t very coordinated. 
 
    Then I swooped down and grabbed two of them by the branches in my talons and slung their trunks together. The crack of wood against wood was satisfying, and the two tumbled to the ground in a daze. Then I grabbed another Quera and shoved my talons into the wide, purple-tinted eyes.  
 
    Its screech was nearly deafening, but I continued to gouge my claws into its eye sockets until it no longer made a sound. When I pulled my claw back, black goo dribbled down my scales, and I curled up my lip in disgust as the Quera fell in a heap on the ground. 
 
    The crack of a whipping branch resounded in my ear as I felt a pinch of pressure from the attack to my backside. I whirled around to find the other Quera had homed in on me, and I grinned as I dove down and tackled the giant tree to the ground. Its branches continued to lash at my back, but my scales prevented its wooden whips from meeting my skin.  
 
    I tore into its trunk with my talons and shredded the wood of its body until only a pile of kindling remained  and its purple eyes faded into blackness. Then I leaped into the air again to find the last two. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Isabella screamed. 
 
    I flipped around and grabbed the Queras before they crashed through the barrier spell, and I tossed them back to the other end of the cliff. 
 
    “Fucking scrap lumber,” I snarled as I called more lightning bolts from the sky and launched them into the weakened Queras. 
 
    Their wild howls pierced the air, and I slammed my giant body down on top of both beasts. Then I plunged my claws into their trunks and ripped the wood from their bodies. The same black ooze soon covered my talons, and I finally stopped when their eyes no longer glowed the neon purple of miasma. 
 
    “You must burn the remains, Lord Evan!” Rodion called out. “It’s the only way to ensure their complete annihilation.” 
 
    “No problem with that.” I smirked as I rounded up the Queras with Eskandar’s help.  
 
    Once we had a pile of the gangly tree creatures, we both lit the pile on fire, and this time, the beasts were ablaze with our flames within seconds. When the fire finally disappeared, the ashes blew away with the wind and took the scent of miasma with them. 
 
    “Are there any more fucking giant, pissed off trees I need to worry about?” I growled. 
 
    “Not that we can see, my lord,” Alyona said as she stifled a smile. 
 
    “We’ll do a quick sweep, just to be sure,” I decided with a nod to Eskandar. 
 
    The white dragon and I took off on a wide loop around the mountain and over the Breach. It didn’t look like anything else had found its way to us, and it seemed Eskandar agreed.  
 
    We were in the clear. 
 
    I veered back toward the cliff, and I swallowed the bile that quickly filled my throat as I looked down at the three piles of ashes below us. They had landed on a lower cliff at the edge of the village, and even now, I could still smell the miasma present in the ashes. 
 
    “What do you want to do with them, my lord?” the white dragon asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “They should be better cared for,” I muttered. “Let’s get the ashes.” 
 
    He followed me down to the stone outcropping that held the remains of the corrupted phoenixes, and we scooped them into our claws before we flew back up to the cliff. By the time we landed, the other two bodies had disintegrated into piles of ash as well, and we gently poured the other three with them. 
 
    Then we shifted back to our human forms as Alyona and Naomi released the barrier spell. 
 
    “Were those…” Alyona trailed off with a look of horror. 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumbled. “Now, we’re going to treat them the way they deserve.” 
 
    Alyona nodded and reached into her spatial storage to remove a small urn, and we swept the ashes inside without another word. Ravi had told us the way to keep a phoenix from being reborn was to get their ashes wet, and it seemed like the most humane way to ensure these creatures weren’t born again under the power of the miasma. 
 
    I closed my eyes and called on my nature magic. I felt the presence of a stream that ran down the side of the mountain to the west, and I pulled some of the water toward us. It flowed through the air, and if it wasn’t such a somber moment, I might have found it amusing, but for now, I focused on putting the airborne stream of water into the urn. 
 
    The ashes sizzled and hissed as the water poured inside, and I pursed my lips until the stench of miasma finally disappeared. 
 
    “Now, they can be at peace,” Alyona whispered, but there was a deep sadness in her purple eyes. “What do we do with the ashes?” 
 
    “Ah, the only tradition I know is to spread them out in nature,” I answered. “I could fly over and do that.” 
 
    “I’ll join you,” Eskandar said in a firm voice. “I had to take one of their lives, as well.” 
 
    “Their lives were already gone,” I pointed out. “This was just that thing’s way of trying to get in our heads. I’m just glad Ravi wasn’t here for this.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Laika agreed as her ears flattened on her head. 
 
    “But, speaking of that thing, what was it?” Vala asked, and her face was pale as she trembled from both pain and fear. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered and looked to the king for guidance. 
 
    “I didn’t recognize it  either,” he huffed. “I’ll be doing some research once we return to the palace.” 
 
    “What if it comes back?” Vala nearly whispered as she rubbed her belly. “I have to keep my son safe-- ohhh, gods!” 
 
    “The contractions are coming faster,” Yazmin remarked with a narrowed gaze on me. “Are you ready to do whatever you need to? This baby will not wait much longer.” 
 
    “We have to hurry, my lord,” Miraya said softly as she took the urn of ashes from my hands. 
 
    Everyone rushed back to the cliff’s edge as Rodion opened his book once more. 
 
    Then I sensed a shift in the air, and I whirled around with the Sword of Healing gripped in my hand. The tall, athletic figure appeared in the blink of an eye, and I sheathed my sword when I recognized the jet-black hair and neon-blue eyes of our newest ally. He smiled to reveal a set of perfectly straight, white teeth, and my attention was caught again by the crest on his breastplate, but I had a more important question to ask at the moment.  
 
    “Aeron?” I was surprised to see the God of Punishment waltz onto the ceremonial cliff as if he was an expected guest. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I can see why your father wasn’t thrilled with your manners,” Alyona murmured, and I turned to see the princess and everyone else had already dropped to one knee. “Great God of Punishment, we are honored by your presence.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I muttered as I bowed before the god alongside my group. “I didn’t expect to see you again, Your Godliness.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Aeron chuckled before he motioned for us to rise. “I told you I would do what I could, so here I am.” 
 
    “I thought you ran out of things you could do,” I wondered with an arched eyebrow. “New plan?” 
 
    “Same plan,” he replied and waved a dismissive hand. “You must continue with the Redimi Vincio, and I will bless the bond myself.” 
 
    “My son and I are honored,” Vala gasped as she lowered her head. “I do not deserve this, but he will.” 
 
    “You are in the midst of something not many people would volunteer for,” Aeron insisted as he lifted her chin to face him. “You have been brave and true, and even the gods notice these things.” 
 
    Vala’s face flushed a deep shade of red, and her turquoise eyes swam with tears as she nodded and swallowed almost loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “Great Aeron, God of Punishment, shall we begin?” King Rodion asked carefully. 
 
    “Proceed,” the god said with another flourishing wave of his hand. 
 
    I guided Vala back to the king, and he began the ceremony. There wasn’t as much fanfare this time, and Rodion pulled the Blade of Wystonia from the pocket of his robe. He quickly sliced through the sage, then cracked the ivory, and continued to add ingredients to the bowl that Castor held in front of him. Alyona poured a small vial of water that I knew came from the Lake of Life into the bowl, and then Rodion nodded for my finishing touch. 
 
    I blew a small flame into the concoction, and the fire began to burn the contents. Then the king looked over at Vala with a look of concern before he handed her the ceremonial dagger. 
 
    “Draw the blade across his palm and pour the blood into the bowl,” he commanded her. 
 
    Vala winced as I held out my palm, and I offered her a reassuring smile. She gripped the blade, and after she took a deep breath, she dragged it over my skin until a thin red line appeared. Then she flipped my palm over, and the blood droplets landed in the fire and sizzled before my wound closed. When she turned my hand back over, her eyes widened at the absence of a wound, and I grinned to remind her I could heal. 
 
    Vala smiled back, passed me the Blade of Wystonia, and held out her hand. I moved fast to avoid hurting her, and within seconds, her blood dripped from her hand to the bowl, and I healed the wound on her palm. 
 
    She glanced at her palm with a twinkle in her eyes before we both turned to Rodion as he held the bowl above his head. 
 
    “Great gods of the land and sky,” he declared and then glanced at Aeron, who nodded. “And punishment! We present the dragon and the Child of Light in his mother’s womb for your eternal blessing as they bond their magical souls!” 
 
    Thunder rolled overhead as Aeron stepped forward and placed his hands on both of our shoulders. A surge of power seemed to electrify every atom in my body, and I had to close my eyes as I drank it in. 
 
    “I, Aeron, God of Punishment, give my blessing and that of my allies to this bond,” he bellowed, and I opened my eyes to see a bolt of lightning streak across the sky. “May you use your power for the good of this land.” 
 
    As soon as Aeron’s lips stopped moving, another bolt of lightning crashed down from the sky and hit the bowl in Rodion’s steady hands. The flames rose higher as the clouds erupted in a rainbow of colors that lit up the sky, and for a brief moment, my bones felt like mush, and my legs almost buckled before a jolt of energy flowed into me. 
 
    I felt the warmth of the sunshine through the clouds, the light and truth of the world around me, and the electricity of the lightning bolts overhead. It was like I could reach out and grab one, and I realized I had already seen one person use light as a weapon. 
 
    Nike. 
 
    I felt the power of the Child of Light, and it was even stronger than I’d imagined it could be. I’d sensed its weight at first, but now, I experienced its strength instead, and I knew I was stronger with Elian’s bond. 
 
    “My lord?” Alyona asked as she took my hand and jolted me from my daydream. “Did it work?” 
 
    “Yes,” I murmured, and I finally blinked and looked down at her. “I can feel his power. It’s… incredible.” 
 
    “Brilliant!” Aeron boomed and clapped me on the shoulder. “Then my work here is done.” 
 
    “Thank you, great God of Punishment,” my wife praised as she fell to her knees again. “We are forever grateful.” 
 
    “I will continue to bless the ceremonies for you,” he continued as he looked from the princess and back to me. “We want nothing more than for you to succeed.” 
 
    “Does this mean we’re friends now?” I joked and then grimaced as Alyona whacked me in the shin. “I mean, thanks for everything.” 
 
    “You must press on, Lord Evan,” he said without acknowledging me. “There will be obstacles, of that I am certain, but nothing is more important than completing this task. The world and the heavens are at stake.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I mumbled and cleared my throat. “We won’t let you down.” 
 
    “I know.” Aeron smirked and turned to Vala. “You have accomplished an amazing task today. Your son is blessed, and he will learn much from you as his mother.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she gasped and grabbed her round belly again. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a waver in our bond, and I turned to see a trickle of water drip down Vala’s leg. 
 
    “It is time!” Yazmin announced as she pushed through the crowd and wrapped her arm around Vala’s shoulders. “We do not have time to get back to the castle.” 
 
    “I’m having my baby out here?” Vala wailed and then groaned. “Ohhh, gods!” 
 
    “Only one here right now,” Aeron chimed in with a smirk. 
 
    “Okay, okay, let’s make her as comfortable as possible,” I suggested before I turned to my wife. “Um, do you have blankets or anything in your spatial storage?” 
 
    “You can make one of those beds like the dryads used to,” she countered. “Just use your nature magic.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” I mumbled. 
 
    No big deal, just use my nature magic to make a bed. I’ve seen the dryads do it a hundred times. Eeeeasy. 
 
    I knelt to the ground and focused my hands on the grass beneath my fingers. Then I closed my eyes and pictured one of the cushiony beds we’d slept on many nights of our early travels. I imagined it growing from the grass and adding layers of softness for Vala to lay on while Elian made his big arrival. 
 
    “Perfect!” Naomi squealed. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see the grassy bed had formed perfectly, and Nike and Yazmin gently laid Vala on its green surface to relax. 
 
    “Okay, here we go,” Yazmin said as she crouched near the foot of the bed with one of her towels from the palace. “Your child is ready. I can see his head.” 
 
    “Oh, godssss!” Vala screamed, and the tendons in her neck stood out as she bared down. 
 
    While I’d spent quite a long time on Earth as a medic, it was nothing compared to being present for a live birth on a cliff with no pain meds. Vala cried, screamed, and tore at the grassy bed while Nike held one of her hands and Alyona held the other. 
 
    I could feel the ebb and flow of the boy’s power as he started to make his appearance, and then suddenly, he was here. The surge of magic felt like a hand reached into my soul and took hold, and I couldn’t do anything but stare at the beautiful child with my mouth open. 
 
    Elian had the same jet-black hair as his nephew, brother, and father, and though his eyes were still closed, I knew they’d be silver. 
 
    “My work here is done,” Aeron announced as he crossed his arms over his chest and looked over at me. “I’ll be seeing you soon, I hope.” 
 
    “As soon as we find the next bond girl,” I shot back with a grin. 
 
    “The sooner the better,” he chuckled and shook his head. “You are an odd one, dragon. Until then.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the God of Punishment was gone, and my attention was back to Elian. I could hardly resist the urge to pick him up and carry him around, and when I looked at Nike, I could tell he felt the same way. His eyes hadn’t left the child, and he hovered over Vala with a look of complete adoration. 
 
    “My son,” she whispered as she cradled the tiny boy in her arms. “My Elian.” 
 
    He let out a little contented sigh, and all my lovers sighed and smiled. I couldn’t wait to make every single one of them a mother to one of my children, and I joined Alyona and wrapped my arms around her middle. I rubbed her tiny belly and wished for the day when I could feel our child move beneath her skin. 
 
    “Soon enough, my love,” she whispered as though she could hear my thoughts. “Ours will be here soon enough.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I murmured into her ear before I raised my voice where Nike could hear me. “For now, I can’t wait to teach Elian everything we know.” 
 
    “Yes!” My fellow noble pumped his fist in the air. “We’ll teach him to wield a sword, to be brave among beasts, to--” 
 
    “For now, let’s just get back to the palace,” Vala cut him off with a tired smile. “I’d like to rest on a real bed, though this one wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.” 
 
    Nike looked crestfallen at her words, but I reminded myself she’d just been through childbirth and a Redimi Vincio ceremony. She was probably exhausted and needed some sleep. 
 
    “Of course,” I said and motioned for Naomi and Alyona to help her. “Can we take her back the same way?” 
 
    “Yep!” Naomi smiled. 
 
    As the pair began to wrap Vala and Elian in the magical sheets, Miraya stepped closer to me. 
 
    “She doesn’t feel the same connection to you,” the spirit said under her breath, and her tone carried a hint of disappointment. “I suspected only the child would since she has no magical ability, but I hoped her soul would still connect.” 
 
    “Okay, I thought it was just me,” I muttered. “She doesn’t seem to want anything to do with Nike or me since Elian actually came out. It’s almost like he’s the only reason she felt any connection to us.” 
 
    “And that’s entirely possible,” Miraya agreed. “They shared a body for that time, which means he likely affected her emotions. Now that he is of his own body, she no longer feels what he feels and vice versa.” 
 
    “Then she can go back to feeling like the angry street-kid-turned-bandit,” I growled. “This could be a problem.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she assured me. “I know it will work out for the best.” 
 
    “I hope so.” I frowned as we trudged back toward the castle. 
 
    Despite her shutdown, Nike hadn’t left Vala and Elian’s side. He stayed close with one hand on his sword, and I knew he was in protective mode over his tiny uncle, which was super weird to think about. 
 
    I sensed the bond between Elian and me surge, and I strode forward to close the gap between us. Then his soul sighed with relief once I was close enough to walk next to Nike. Even the child seemed to know Nike and I were there to keep him safe. 
 
    Alyona was right about our bond. I didn’t feel like a parent or even a family member, but more like Elian had chosen me to be his guardian. I could feel the pangs of hunger in his belly mingled with the curiosity at the bright colors around him. It was an odd sensation, like being an adult and a child all at once. 
 
    I smiled when I felt his relief as Vala put his mouth to her breast, and he began to consume her milk with fervor. He was so hungry and desired to be close to her, so he was getting the best of both worlds. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Isabella crept up beside me. “I was wondering if I could do something for you.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked as I turned to her with confusion. 
 
    “You mentioned earlier you wanted to return the phoenix ashes to nature,” she answered in a soft voice. “My people have a similar tradition, and I’d like to do it for these dear creatures, so their souls may rest. I can fly out now and be back to the palace in just a short while.” 
 
    “That’s kind of you.” I looked deep into her sapphire eyes. “Are you sure? You must stay far from the Breach.” 
 
    “Oh, that ground is in pain,” she said with a shiver. “I wouldn’t return them there. Actually, there’s a forest over that ridge with fresh saplings growing. I can feel them trying to thrive amongst the chaos. They could use the cleansing of new life.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” I agreed as I handed her the urn. “I’ll send Eskandar with you, just to make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    “Very well.” The Nepin nodded, flicked her wings to lift her up, and pecked me on the cheek. “We’ll return soon.” 
 
    “Eskandar, please follow Isabella,” I told him. “A little protection never hurt.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” The white dragon transformed from his human body and flapped his giant white wings as Isabella led him toward the forest. 
 
    When the rest of us walked into the palace, I led everyone to the dining hall. Not only was I starving now, but I knew Vala would need some food in her belly after such a long, drawn-out birth. 
 
    “Castor, have the kitchen prepare a meal,” Rodion commanded as he walked toward his chair at the head of the table. “And have them bring out something small to eat while we wait.” 
 
    An appetizer, helllll, yes. 
 
    “Right away, Your Majesty,” Castor said and hurried toward the kitchen. 
 
    We sat down at the table, though Vala seemed anxious and paced back and forth as Elian suckled her milk. While I could read Elian’s feelings, I couldn’t tell what was going on in his mother’s mind. 
 
    Before I could ask, two servants scurried into the dining hall and spread baskets of bread and butter out on the table before they began to pour water into our cups. I normally enjoyed the wine, but with all the pregnancy going on, I was grateful for water today. 
 
    “Vala, you can come sit down,” I offered and pointed to the empty seat across from me and next to Nike. “You’re making me nervous pacing around like that.” 
 
    “It has been a trying day, my lord,” she sighed. “Fine, I’ll sit. I’m hungry anyway.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” I chuckled as she made her way to the seat. 
 
    Then I frowned when she pointedly sat one seat over from Nike, and he watched the child with an obvious desire to hold him. 
 
    Alyona glanced over at me, and I could see everyone had started to notice Vala’s avoidance. 
 
    “Lunch will be prepared shortly,” Castor announced and broke the awkward silence. 
 
    “Thank you,” Rodion murmured before he turned to me. “Lord Evan, what is the plan from here?” 
 
    “Once we eat, we need to get back to Leyte,” I answered. “We can get Vala set up at the palace, regroup with the rest of my women, and then we’ll be headed to Yrosa.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but there’s no way,” Vala declared suddenly, and even Elian jumped in her arms. 
 
    “No way of what?” I quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “No way I’m going back to Lord Calvin,” she answered, and her tired eyes suddenly blazed with fire. “Or staying with any of you. Elian and I are not dealing with any more of this crazy life!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “Where else would you go?” I demanded. “You’re going to take a child awake from his father?” 
 
    “Ha!” Vala laughed with a note of sarcasm. “His father didn’t even know or care if he existed before you told him he had to. He’ll probably be relieved to hear we aren’t coming back.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the case, Vala.” My wife frowned as she eyed the new mother. “He seemed very interested in doing the right thing before we left.” 
 
    “Yeah, and he was trying to help pick the baby’s name,” Aaliyah added. 
 
    “Not to mention, the boy will grow up with money and a nice home,” Rebecca pointed out. “The things you said you’d never have.” 
 
    “A home requires love,” Vala argued with a creased brow. “Lord Calvin doesn’t love me or Elian. He loves himself and stacking up lovers in his bedroom.” 
 
    “Now, I’m sure that was accurate at one time--” I started. 
 
    Before I could finish, Isabella and Eskandar strolled into the room. The Nepin was smiling, and I could tell she was satisfied with her role in returning the phoenixes to the land, but her smile faltered when Vala whirled around to face her with a pointed finger. 
 
    “Ask Isabella!” she shrieked. “She knows what it was like! We were nothing but numbers to that man! Tell him, Izzy!” 
 
    “Oh, no.” The Nepin held her hands up and skirted around the table. “If this is about Lord Calvin, keep me out of it. I wasn’t really one of his lovers, so I can’t speak to it.” 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a surge of anxiety, and I realized it was coming from Elian. The boy had picked up on his mother’s emotions, and he began to squirm and curl his fists in her arms. 
 
    “You’re upsetting the boy,” I told her. “I can feel him worrying.” 
 
    “See!” Vala gasped. “Why would I want to be around for these crazy things like a man who can feel my son’s emotions? Is that any better than a man who feels no emotion?” 
 
    “I know my grandfather can be a difficult man,” Nike interjected. “But he’s not heartless. Did he ever promise you anything?” 
 
    “Ah, well, yeah,” Vala said and twirled a lock of black hair around her finger. “He promised me gold and jewels.” 
 
    “Did you get them?” Nike pressed. 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed with a nod. “But I sold them when I left Leyte. He didn’t mean anything by them.” 
 
    “Did he tell you he did?” the noble continued. 
 
    Ahh, I realized where he was going with this. 
 
    “No.” Vala shook her head. “He made it clear we were his companions, and we were free to come and go as we wanted. He didn’t care which we chose.” 
 
    “So, he was honest with you,” I said with a smile. “He seems heartless, but he’s merely heartbroken, and he’s avoided giving his heart to someone else for years now. Lord Calvin is distant to protect himself, not to hurt you.” 
 
    “Protect himself?” Vala’s turquoise eyes widened before she looked down at her son and smiled. “He’s only had one love.” 
 
    “Yeah, my grandmother,” Nike answered with a complicated expression I couldn’t decipher. “She left when my father was young. There was no explanation, just a note that said not to look for her. It broke my grandfather’s heart, and he’s never been the same. My father… well, he took it nearly as hard to have his mother leave, but he blamed his father, so they were constantly at odds. It made for a difficult relationship, which became even more strained when my parents met and fell in love. Anyway, the point is Lord Calvin doesn’t promise anything he can’t deliver, and he hasn’t been able to deliver his heart in a long time.” 
 
    “Plus, Elian will have many opportunities growing up in a noble family,” Miraya said in a soothing tone. “He will be well-educated in many ways, and he could very well become a Noble of the Sword himself.” 
 
    “Becoming a Noble of the Sword is an incredibly high honor,” Laika pointed out. 
 
    “And I would be honored to pass on the blade to him when he is of age,” Nike added. “I would teach him everything I know, and I believe Lord Evan feels the same way.” 
 
    I watched as Vala’s expression softened while she grazed Elian’s cheek with her finger. She seemed to be considering Nike’s explanation, but she hadn’t made a decision. I didn’t know what we’d do if she decided to go back to her bandit lifestyle, but she’d already convinced her tribe to move on. Surely, she wasn’t going to try to reunite them. Or worse, form another group. 
 
    My mind began to wander to all the possibilities for poor Elian if he grew up in such a rough life, and I hated the idea. Maybe Nike and I would go find him, or-- 
 
    “Okay,” Vala sighed, and I snapped back to the present. 
 
    “Okay?” I quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll return to Leyte and stay with Lord Calvin,” she finished. “But this doesn’t mean I’ll be one of his lovers or a lady of the court or anything. I just want my son to have his father in his life and become someone great.” 
 
    “He already is someone great,” Alyona said with a smile. “He has a loving mother who wants the best for him, as well as a doting nephew and fellow noble who will do anything for him.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Vala murmured and kissed the baby on his head. “He got pretty lucky. I’m sorry for my… emotions. Having a baby is so strange and wonderful.” 
 
    “He did,” Naomi agreed and grinned. 
 
    Just then, the kitchen staff appeared with lunch, and a series of platters were spread out on the table. The aromas of lamb, duck, roast beef, and turkey filled my nose and made my stomach growl with a ravenous hunger. Fruits, vegetables, and soups followed, and we quickly filled our plates with the delicious food. 
 
    I took a bite of the duck meat, and it felt like an explosion of flavors melted on my tongue. It was a bit spicy, but also sweet, the perfect combination of herbs and spices. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Alyona muttered and clutched her stomach, and her cheeks paled. “I think I’m going to be ill. That duck smells awful.” 
 
    “It’s so good!” I insisted as I swallowed my bite. “Oh, is it the baby?” 
 
    “Yes, he or she doesn’t seem to like something I smell.” My wife scrunched up her nose and shooed away my plate. “Hurry up and eat it.” 
 
    I chuckled as I wolfed down the rest of the duck, and Alyona took a deep breath and sighed with relief. 
 
    “Better?” I asked, and she nodded. “Looks like our kiddo is already running the show.” 
 
    “If yours is anything like Alyona in her mother’s womb, you should also avoid pine trees,” Rodion cut in with a smile. “The very scent of pine would make her mother vomit on the spot.” 
 
    “Oh, how awful,” Alyona giggled. “I was a pain.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Her father smiled with obvious adoration. “But you were the sweetest child. Even as an infant, you never cried. You always watched us with those big, round eyes and waited for us to figure out what you wanted. Your mother always said she thought you would learn telepathy someday.” 
 
    “I might still,” she shot back and grinned. 
 
    The rest of lunch was much more casual than the beginning had been, and after a while, everyone was full and relaxed. 
 
    I finally began to take in what we’d just accomplished. I’d bonded with the Child of Light, and I could feel his power like electricity in my veins. It blended perfectly with the bond I’d made with Alyona and my other lovers, and I felt like I could take on the world. 
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite enough to take on the underworld. 
 
    Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “My lord, are you ready?” Alyona asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I mumbled as I rose from the table. “We should get back to Leyte. Lord Calvin should get to meet his son, and we need to get headed to Yrosa soon after that.” 
 
    “I shall pray for your safe travels,” Rodion murmured and stood with his arm extended. “And the offer still stands for Alyona to stay here at the White Jade Temple.” 
 
    “Father, please.” My wife shook her head and smiled. “I know you mean well, and you only want the best for me, but the best is to be with my husband. We have to close the Breach, so we can bring our child into this world safely.” 
 
    “I understand,” the king sighed. “I never realized how brave you are, my daughter.” 
 
    “I learned from you and Mother,” she replied easily before she walked over to give him a hug. “We’ll speak to you once we arrive in Yrosa.” 
 
    “Okay.” He nodded and squeezed her gently before he looked at me with a fire behind his amethyst eyes. “You will keep her safe, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “I will guard her with my life,” I vowed. 
 
    The king dipped his head, and I ushered Nike, Vala, and my lovers toward the door to lead us outside. Then Alyona and Naomi began the work of opening a portal back to Leyte. 
 
    “I will see you again soon, brother,” Eskandar said as he strode out of the castle and gripped my forearm. “Hopefully, it won’t be for a rescue next time.” 
 
    “But I’m always down for a hunt.” I grinned as we released each other, and he headed out of the gates to take on his dragon form. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to portal inside the gates this time,” Nike advised the duo. 
 
    They nodded, and seconds later, we were prepared to return to Nike’s home city. He turned and offered his elbow to Vala, and she hesitated before she looped one arm through his and tightened her grip on little Elian. 
 
    Then they stepped through the magical doorway, and the rest of us followed close behind. As soon as my boots hit the soil, I heard a cacophony of screeches and excited yelling from inside the palace. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Trina screeched as she and her sisters barreled out the front door. “You’re back!” 
 
    “Thank the gods!” Marina squealed. 
 
    “We’ve missed you!” Polina added before they all wrapped me up in a group hug. 
 
    “I missed you, too!” Ravi chirped as she joined in the celebration of my arrival. 
 
    “We were only gone a day,” Vala said with a doubtful crease in her brow. 
 
    “When you fall in love, you’ll understand,” Polina explained and grinned. 
 
    Ravi and the dryads hugged the rest of my lovers, and when they reached Isabella, she blushed and looked away. 
 
    “You’re with us now,” the phoenix commented with a wide smile. “You get hugs, too.” 
 
    “I was hoping so,” Isabella giggled before she joined in their excited greetings. 
 
    “Vala!” Lord Calvin called out from the front door before his face drained of color. “Is that…” 
 
    “Elian,” she finished and smiled. “Come meet your son.” 
 
    A wild array of emotions flickered across Calvin’s face before he glanced at Nike. His grandson nodded his encouragement, and then Calvin made his way down the few steps to see Elian. 
 
    “He’s… beautiful,” Calvin breathed as he gently touched Elian’s brow. “I wish I could have been there when he arrived.” 
 
    “You do?” Vala’s eyes were wide open as she stared at the noble. “Why?” 
 
    “His first breath, his first cry, a father should be there for those things,” he said as a tear rolled down his cheek. “He’s my son.” 
 
    “You love him,” she murmured before she shook her head and held Elian out to him. “Do you want to hold him?” 
 
    The look of pure joy that washed over Calvin’s face was enough to put a lump in my throat, and I found myself reaching down to Alyona’s belly as if to reassure my own child his or her time would come soon enough. The now-familiar surge of power rushed through my body, and I smiled as our baby reacted to my hand on my wife’s skin. 
 
    “Let’s go inside,” Nike suggested. “We have a few things to talk about before it’s time to leave.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Calvin said as he proudly carried his son into the castle. “Have you eaten lunch?” 
 
    “Yes, Grandfather,” Nike replied. “Where is my father?” 
 
    “Right here,” Niall announced when we walked inside. 
 
    The baron sat on one of the sofas in the great room with a young girl who looked to be about four or five next to him. She glanced up when we entered, and her silver eyes twinkled with interest. 
 
    “Is that the dragon?” she whispered. 
 
    “That’s him,” Niall confirmed, and he smiled softly at the girl. “And that’s your brother, Nikolaus.” 
 
    “Brother?” Nike repeated as his mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Yep, we finally found all the, ah, people we were searching for,” his father explained with a grimace. “It turned out one of them had given birth to Haven here, but she didn’t remember much more about that night than I did. When I finally tracked her down, I invited them both to the castle to stay with me.” 
 
    “It looks like we have two new additions to the family, then,” Calvin laughed. “Meet Elian.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” Haven asked in a tiny voice. 
 
    “Well, technically, he’s your uncle,” Niall explained. 
 
    “But he’s a baby,” she giggled. “How can he be my uncle?” 
 
    “We’ll explain more when you’re older,” he promised with a teasing glance at his father. “For now, you don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Okay, can I hold him?” Haven asked and clasped her hands together. “Pleeeease, Papa?” 
 
    I recognized the puppy dog eyes I’d used hundreds of times as a kid, and Niall finally smiled. 
 
    “Alright, but only if Lady Vala says it’s okay,” he conceded. 
 
    “I’ll sit with you,” she offered as she retrieved Elian from Calvin’s grudging arms and carried him to the sofa next to the little girl. 
 
    “There’s nothing quite like reuniting a family,” Marina sighed happily. 
 
    “It’s basically the second best feeling ever,” Polina agreed. 
 
    “Second?” I looked at her in confusion. 
 
    “You’re obviously first,” Trina replied with a playful roll of her eyes. 
 
    “Even I saw that one coming,” Laika chuckled, and her fluffy gray tail swished around behind her with amusement. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed before I cleared my throat and looked to Nike. “Let’s gather the men in the dining hall.” 
 
    “Father, Grandfather,” he called out. “Come on. We’ll be brief.” 
 
    Niall and Calvin both looked longingly at their children before they followed us out of the great hall. It was almost comical that they were now so attached to these kids when a couple days ago, they didn’t even care to know if they existed. It seemed the paternal instinct I had for my growing child and hatchling was more natural, but theirs came into play once they saw the children, like it had finally become real. 
 
    We led them to the table and sat in the chairs closest to the door. 
 
    “This won’t take long,” I began as I motioned for the nobles to sit with us. “I don’t want to keep you from your family, but there are a few things to be discussed.” 
 
    “I have a feeling I know where this is going, Lord Evan,” Calvin muttered. “I was not exactly kind or welcoming to Vala or the idea of our child, but that’s completely changed now. I can’t believe I was so callous about my son.” 
 
    “I can see you feel differently,” I acknowledged with a smile. “I just still have to say what I need to say. You understand.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” he conceded and dropped his head. 
 
    “You may not understand the bond Elian and I now share,” I continued. “It is similar to the one he shares with Lord Nikolaus, but instead of merely feeling close to him, I feel his soul. I can tell you he was immensely happy when you picked him up, and I know when he’s hungry and tired, too. I will know if anything happens to him.” 
 
    “I would never let anything happen to him!” Calvin insisted as tears shone in his eyes. “You have to know that!” 
 
    “He’s our family,” Niall added with a clenched fist. “We would fight to the death for him.” 
 
    “I swear it upon the land of my father,” Calvin vowed and pressed his fist to his chest. “No harm will ever come to Elian.” 
 
    “Just what I needed to hear.” I nodded. “But that also brings up the next part. You need to care for Vala, too. She carried Elian, gave birth to him under extreme circumstances, and still was brave enough to return here, despite your careless behavior toward her before.” 
 
    “She had a rough life,” Nike added. “She had to be tough to handle it, and now, she just needs to have the chance to be a mother.” 
 
    “Does she, ah, want to, um…” Calvin trailed off as he searched for the right words. “She doesn’t want to get married, right?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “She only wants to be your partner in raising your son. If that changes later, that’s up to you two. For now, she wants to work together, that’s all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Calvin sighed with relief. “I dismissed my harem.” 
 
    “You, uh, did what?” Niall turned to his father in shock. “You don’t have a harem anymore?” 
 
    “I saw the way Lord Evan’s women looked at him,” the bald man mused. “It was obvious how much they care about him. My harem was for two things, and neither of them was love.” 
 
    “So, then what?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” he admitted. “I want to focus on Elian for now.” 
 
    “Understandable.” I nodded my approval. “Then it’s settled. Vala and Elian stay here with you under the protection and care of your guard. Anything they need, you will provide. If you can’t provide it, you will reach out to Nike or myself, and we will ensure they get it.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Calvin agreed, and the father and son started to rise from the table.  
 
    “Oh, one more thing,” I said, and I avoided Nike’s questioning look. “I want to talk about this Bloodline Council bullshit.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Calvin blinked in shock. “What about it?” 
 
    “Listen, you know and I know that Margaret and Lord Nikolaus aren’t in love,” I explained. “So, why is it so important for them to get married?” 
 
    “The council determines the best bloodline combinations to pass on each family’s worthiest traits,” he replied with a frown. “But I think I can see where you’re going with this.” 
 
    “You didn’t care about the bloodline traits and all that when you were shagging half the women in town.” I smirked as Nike covered his face in his hands. “I don’t mean to be rude, but it seems kind of dumb to not let your grandson find love and a family in his own way when you could have been passing on your genes to a hundred different women of varying bloodlines. And even one of the random ones managed to carry the trait that made Elian a Child of Light.” 
 
    There was a cold moment of silence as Calvin and Niall looked at each other before Calvin dropped his head to his chest and sighed. 
 
    “You’re right,” he finally said. 
 
    “What?” Nike’s voice was incredulous as he dropped his hands and stared at his grandfather. “You agree?” 
 
    “The Bloodline Council has been in place for centuries,” Calvin said with a shrug. “It worked out well enough for me and for your father, but I can see it won’t work for you. Margaret is, ah, well…”  
 
    “Boring,” I filled in. “And a bit of a drunk.” 
 
    After a much shorter silence, Niall broke out in hysterical laughter, and soon, Calvin laughed with him. 
 
    “I believe you’re right on both counts,” Niall agreed as he wiped a tear from his eye. “My son deserves someone as adventurous and respectable as he is.” 
 
    “I will dismiss Margaret from the court with honor,” Calvin said with a smile. “And I think we will dismiss the entire Bloodline Council from their duties. It seems they may not be as useful to the growing strength of our city as was previously thought.” 
 
    “So, I don’t have to marry Margaret?” Nike’s mouth hung open like he still couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “No, son, you can find your own wife,” Niall answered and clapped him on the shoulder. “Or wives, like your friend here.” 
 
    “I’ll just stick with one for now,” Nike shot back with a laugh. “They seem like a lot of work, unless you are a dragon lord.” 
 
    More laughter followed until we all had to take deep breaths. 
 
    “Well, I suppose we’d better get back before the women come looking for us,” Calvin said as our hysterics died down, and we all stood up. “And Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Yeah?” I stopped to look at him. 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered. “For finding Elian, saving Vala, and bringing us all together. My heart hasn’t felt so full in a very long time.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said with a smile. “Now, let’s get you back to your kids.” 
 
    Niall and Calvin raced out ahead of us to rejoin their children, and Nike looked at me with gratitude. Our eyes met for a moment before I grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    He didn’t have to say anything. I knew his bond with Elian ran deep, and oddly enough, I could feel Elian’s love for Nike as well. He wanted reassurance that his family would protect the tiniest noble, and our conversation had cemented that for him. Elian would be safe and cared for by the best Leyte could offer. Not to mention, now Nike could find a woman he truly cared about instead of being stuck with the lame-ass version of Shirley Temple. 
 
    We strolled back out to the great hall, and I realized Elian was being passed down the line of my women who cooed and awed at him with every little movement. Then his little dark-haired head turned to face me, and I saw the bright silver eyes of his family. He gazed at me, and a feeling of contentment washed over me. 
 
    “Okay.” I cleared my throat. “Did everyone get their turn?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Nike said in a soft voice before he strode forward. “May I?” 
 
    “Of course,” Laika replied as she gently handed Elian to his nephew. 
 
    Nike whispered to the child and kissed him on the forehead, and I motioned for my women to follow me away from the others. 
 
    “We need to get back to Hatra before we move on to Yrosa,” I said. “I want to check in with Valerra and Emma. We can stay there tonight, and then we’ll head to Yrosa in the morning.” 
 
    “Should I just, ah, meet you there?” Isabella asked with a frown. 
 
    “What?” I pursed my lips as I tried to grasp her question. “Meet us where? Hatra?” 
 
    “Yrosa,” she answered and looked down. 
 
    “Why would you meet us anywhere?” I chuckled. “You’re one of my women now. You go with us. Unless you don’t want--” 
 
    “I want to!” the Nepin squealed and wrapped her arms around my neck. “I just didn’t want to assume!” 
 
    “You’re adorable,” Polina giggled. “Lord Evan would never leave you behind.” 
 
    “Never?” Isabella looked at me with her ocean-blue eyes open wide. 
 
    “Never,” I confirmed. “The only reason Valerra isn’t with us is for our egg’s protection. Otherwise, my women are always with me.” 
 
    “Then I will be, too,” she agreed with a wide smile. 
 
    I grinned back and turned to check on Nike. He had returned Elian to Haven’s arms, and he knelt in front of the two as he spoke in a soft voice. I couldn’t imagine the odd feeling of knowing he had a day-old uncle and a four-year-old sister all of a sudden, but he seemed to adapt pretty well. 
 
    He rose to his feet and started his goodbyes. 
 
    “We’ll be back to visit,” I said as I shook each of their hands. “Don’t worry about that.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Vala murmured. “You and Lord Nikolaus have brought much joy to my life, and I am grateful.” 
 
    “Trust me when I say family is everything,” I replied. “You haven’t had that chance before, but life is full of surprises.” 
 
    The new mother smiled and waved as we finished our hugs and goodbyes before we headed out the front door. Alyona opened a portal in the courtyard, and we stepped through the magical doorway to re-enter Hatra. 
 
    My city smelled like fresh bread and campfires, and I inhaled a deep breath as my body began to relax. 
 
    I was home. 
 
    “You’re home!” Julia cried out as she ran out of the Lunar Palace. “Oh, it’s so good to see you!” 
 
    “And you.” I hugged my mother as my father scurried out behind her. “How are Valerra and Emma?” 
 
    “Great!” Julia gushed. “They’re the best of friends.” 
 
    “Really?” I narrowed my gaze. “No joke?” 
 
    “Really,” Ruslan insisted. “They’ve been inseparable since you left, but enough about us! How did the Redimi Vincio ceremony go?” 
 
    “Let’s go inside and have Valerra and Emma come down,” I suggested with a laugh. “Then we will only have to tell the story once.” 
 
    Ruslan dipped his head and disappeared inside the palace, and we all walked in behind him and made ourselves comfortable in the great room. A few seconds later, Valerra and my aunt rushed down the stairs, and the welcoming party started over again as more hugs and kisses went around. 
 
    “We’re happy to see you,” Valerra said as her gaze dropped to Alyona’s stomach with a smile. “All of you.” 
 
    “Well, obviously, we’re happy to see all of you, even the new face,” Julia laughed and looked at Isabella. “You’re a Nepin?” 
 
    “Yes, milady,” Isabella replied with a curtsy. 
 
    “Oh, come now, I assume you’re with my son, so you don’t need all the formalities with me,” my mother chuckled. “You may call me Julia.” 
 
    “Isabella,” the Nepin introduced herself and smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Julia.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Julia shot back with a grin before she glanced at me. “Very pretty.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded and winked at Isabella. “And she’s from Yrosa, so she can help us get a foot in the door to find the next Noble Spirit.” 
 
    “I don’t know which family has the sword,” the Nepin pointed out with a frown. “I can only get us into the city.” 
 
    “Well, that’s better than having to fight our way in,” I joked until her eyes widened. “No, I’m kidding… mostly, but seriously, it helps to have a familiar face when we’re dealing with people we’ve never met. They may not trust us without you, so your presence will be a big help.” 
 
    “Nepins are known for being very close-knit,” Ruslan commented. “I’m certain you’ll be helpful, Isabella. Lord Evan is right.” 
 
    “Well, I certainly don’t want to be a burden,” she murmured. 
 
    “You could never be that!” Ravi insisted. 
 
    “We love you!” Trina added. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t you feel it?” Miraya breathed. 
 
    Isabella took a deep breath and nodded. 
 
    “It’s real,” Aaliyah promised. “We all feel it.” 
 
    “We love each other almost as much as we love Lord Evan,” Rebecca agreed. “It’s the best feeling ever.” 
 
    “It took some getting used to for me,” Valerra admitted. “But now, I couldn’t imagine my life without our family.” 
 
    “That might be the sweetest thing you’ve ever said!” Polina giggled, and the lady dragon stuck out her tongue before they all laughed. 
 
    “So, everything went well in Leyte, then?” Ruslan finally asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” I told them everything about our adventure with Lord Calvin, Baron Niall, and the Child of Light. “Then the baby was born, and after everyone loved on him for a while, we headed home for the night.” 
 
    “That seems like quite an interesting ordeal,” Julia murmured with a glance at Nike. 
 
    “Yeah, I warned everyone about my family,” Nike said and shrugged. “But I’m glad they finally figured things out by the time we left. I think things will be much better there now.” 
 
    “And you found out about a sister and an uncle,” I pointed out with a smile. “Not too bad of a day.” 
 
    “Not too bad at all,” he agreed. 
 
    “So, now you move on to Yrosa,” Ruslan mused. “I’ve never been there, though it really isn’t far. I’ve just never had any reason to go.” 
 
    “We went near it on a trip to the ocean,” Laika chimed in. “But we were looking for a sea creature, so we didn’t go into the city at all.” 
 
    “Then I suppose it’s even better that we have Isabella.” I grinned at the blushing Nepin. “She can show us around.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m excited for your trip and all, but I think there’s something else to discuss,” Valerra interjected and stared pointedly at Alyona. “Don’t you have a secret you’d like to share?” 
 
    “A secret?” Julia turned with wide eyes to look at the princess. “What secret?” 
 
    Alyona looked at me as if to ask if we should tell everyone yet, and I nodded my agreement. It was early in the pregnancy, but in a magical world, things like that tended to get out anyway. 
 
    “I’m pregnant!” my wife burst out with a grin. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Emma shrieked before she hurried over and squeezed Alyona. “I’m so happy for you!” 
 
    “Thank you!” Alyona gushed. 
 
    “Wow,” Julia breathed and turned to Ruslan. “See, I told you that dream wasn’t for nothing!” 
 
    “What dream?” I wondered as my father’s cheeks turned a red that nearly matched his furry ears. 
 
    “I had a dream that I was a grandmother, and I held the child close to my chest as he cooed and stared at me,” she explained with a fond smile. “He had those brilliant violet eyes, and I just knew he had to belong to the two of you.” 
 
    “It was a boy?” Alyona gasped. “Your dream foretells the future.” 
 
    “I’m having a boy!” I exclaimed and punched my fist in the air. 
 
    “Congratulations, son,” Ruslan said as he shook my forearm with obvious pride. “We must celebrate!” 
 
    “Oh, yes, a party!” the dryads cheered in unison. 
 
    “Oh, yay, a party,” Valerra deadpanned and crossed her arms over her ample chest. 
 
    “It will be fun,” I insisted. “I’m sure Eleanor and Emily will be happy to put together the details.” 
 
    “Already working on it!” Emily sang out from the hallway as she breezed through the room and scurried into the kitchen. 
 
    “Of course, she is,” Valerra grumbled. 
 
    “They’re very enthusiastic,” Ravi observed as she smiled and twirled an orange lock of hair around her finger. 
 
    “Very,” my dragon mate confirmed with a grimace. “All the time. I’m convinced they don’t sleep.” 
 
    “Well, I think we’d better go get cleaned up before dinner, then,” I cut in before Valerra went on another rampage about her ladies-in-waiting. “Isabella, I don’t have a room prepared for you yet, but I think one of the ladies can help you find something.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she replied as we all rose from the couches. 
 
    “Come on, we have some things you can wear!” Marina said, and the dryads grabbed her by the arms to pull her toward the stairs. 
 
    After about an hour, we all started to return to the great hall, and I could hardly contain myself as I looked over my women in their glamorous gowns. 
 
    The dryads had lent Isabella a stunning black dress that wrapped around her torso and criss-crossed over her back to free her wings, and they fluttered behind her as she walked. She looked like an angel as she glided down the stairs, and the dryads hurried along behind her with wide grins. 
 
    “Doesn’t she look magnificent?” Trina exhaled. 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. “As do you three.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Polina squeaked. 
 
    The sisters wore matching gold dresses that reminded me of corsets. The tight bodices accentuated the curves of their bodies in all the right ways, and the dresses ended just above the knees. 
 
    Valerra waltzed through the doorway behind the four women, and she was wearing her usual flaming-red dress that matched her dragon scales. She winked at me as she sashayed over and pressed a kiss to my cheek. 
 
    Then Aaliyah and Rebecca breezed in, and my gaze drifted to the muscular warriors and their sleek black dresses. Aaliyah’s sleeveless dress dipped almost to her bellybutton to reveal the perfect swells of her breasts, while Rebecca’s was higher in the front but dropped to a V down her back almost to her round ass. 
 
    Ravi, Naomi, and Miraya walked in behind the other women, and they seemed to coordinate with silver-colored gowns that draped the ground as they walked. The silver made Naomi’s magenta hair and Ravi’s orange hair pop out, while Miraya’s dress made her look even more ethereal than usual. 
 
    Finally, Laika and Alyona entered arm-in-arm, and the wolf Demi-Human wore her signature blue color in a slinky dress that wrapped around her hips and flared out just below her knees. My wife wore a pearl-colored gown that skimmed the tops of her feet and lifted her porcelain breasts. 
 
    I had to force myself to close my mouth before I drooled all over my own violet tunic. 
 
    Emma and Julia walked in behind my lovers, and my aunt let out a low whistle. 
 
    “You girls sure know how to dress up for a party!” she commented. 
 
    “Aren’t they gorgeous?” Julia agreed with a grin before she turned back toward the stairs. “Ruslan! We’re all ready!” 
 
    “Coming!” My father’s voice echoed down the staircase, and he followed right behind it. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    The next few hours were full of celebration for the new life we were bringing into the world. 
 
    My son, the next in line for the Sword of Healing. 
 
    And once we were done celebrating him, we would go make the world safe enough for his arrival. 
 
    It was time to add to my power, so I’d be one step closer to becoming the most powerful magical being in this world and the next. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 15 
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