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    Chapter 1 
 
    “It’s sickening!” I thundered as I stormed back and forth in the great hall of the Lunar Palace. “An absolute disgrace!” 
 
    I felt the amethyst eyes of my wife Alyona as she watched me migrate from one side of the room to the other in a fit of rage. Her stark white hair was twisted back into a long French braid while her raven-colored forelocks framed her porcelain face. She caressed her growing belly as she pressed her lips into a thin line of concern, and I took a deep breath and stopped to face her. 
 
    “You are right, my lord,” Alyona said with the cool tone that usually eased my fury. “No one should suffer that way.” 
 
    “Son, you must form a plan,” my father chimed in and frowned. 
 
    Ruslan, my adoptive father, was a fox Demi-Human whose bushy red tail swished back and forth behind him as he watched me pace. He put his arm around my human adoptive mother’s shoulders and pulled her close, and Julia nodded her agreement. 
 
    “I do think making a plan of attack would be much better, Evan,” she said as she glanced over at the two dragon brothers who had ignited my anger. “We must know more about these people before you go.” 
 
    Mikhail and Angelos had arrived from Afur last night while I was still in Odrein, and they’d shared the details of their escape from a band of criminals who had captured a number of dragons and tortured my brothers to carry out their evil schemes. The scars on the brothers’ skin made my stomach twist into knots, and I’d done well to contain my rage so far.  
 
    My first instinct had been to fly to Afur and set the entire group ablaze, though I had a particularly torturous plan in mind for their leader who called himself Kocin. He would be the last to die, and I hadn’t decided how quickly I’d make that happen yet. 
 
    “We know they must be stopped,” Valerra growled. 
 
    My rage was nearly matched by that of my dragon mate and mother of our egg, and it seemed she’d returned to the murderous anger she’d felt when she and I first met. Back then, she was known as the Crimson Dragon who lorded over the Crimson Canyons and guarded her treasures with unmitigated fury. I’d soon discovered she was not only protecting her gold but also her sister’s egg, and once we’d made our own, she agreed to stay in Hatra with both eggs within the city walls.  
 
    We’d thought we were the last of our kind, and it only heightened the desire to protect the eggs from harm, but lately, it had come to light that more than a few other dragons had stayed hidden from the wrath of the Sage.  
 
    Once I’d captured and she’d killed the Sage, I sent out a message to our fellow dragons, and they’d flocked to Hatra for safety. Mikhail and Angelos were our newest arrivals, and their story had put a kink in my current plan to close the Breach.  
 
    I knew it was no small task to close the largest rift Inati had ever seen, but the call to help my brothers felt just as large at the moment. I couldn’t simply go on with this mission knowing they were in trouble. The very idea of leaving them there until I’d finished with the Breach made my stomach twist into knots. 
 
    “My lord, if I may, we still have the mission at hand,” Laika said with a frown. “With this new development, we need to ensure our plan is swift and successful, so we may return to our mission quickly.” 
 
    As the leader of the Blue Tree Guild, Laika was familiar with making plans of attack, and I didn’t doubt the wolf Demi-Human had already begun to form a way to rescue the dragons. Her sapphire tunic was tucked into her brown leather pants, and her signature broadsword was strapped to her back as her steely gray eyes fixed on the map of Inati laid out on the coffee table.  
 
    “We need to have a good lay of the land,” Nikolaus agreed as he examined the map with his keen silver eyes. “Afur is strange territory with forests and mountains we’ve never explored, and there are these odd symbols I don’t recognize.” 
 
    Lord Nikolaus, or Nike as I called him, was a fellow Noble of the Sword from Leyte, and he’d spent the past year helping me with my missions. Even though he was a human, his experience with military techniques and diplomacy had been invaluable. Not to mention, he was a badass fighter, too. Having him on my side during our battles had been invaluable, and I wanted him there when I found Kocin and escorted him to the afterlife where he belonged.  
 
    “I believe it’s a reference to the type of stone there,” Ravi said and tapped on the symbols. “I recall seeing such markings on one of my father’s maps. I can’t remember what they mean, though.” 
 
    The phoenix brushed her fingers through her fiery orange hair that rolled down her back in waves and left the scent of a campfire in the air. She’d ditched the robes she often wore in favor of a gold tunic with black leather pants that matched Laika’s, and I realized Ravi was becoming more like the guild warrior with every passing day.  
 
    “Does it matter what stone it is?” I asked through gritted teeth. “I can move any stone in my way. I won’t let Kocin and his men keep hurting my brothers.” 
 
    “No one is suggesting you let them,” Nokomis assured me as she put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “We’re simply advising you to avoid the ‘guns blazing’ tactic you mentioned before, though I still don’t quite get it.” 
 
    Nokomis peered into my eyes with a soft, understanding look as she squeezed my shoulder. The snow leopard Demi-Human’s brown eyes were watery with her concern, and her speckled ears flicked atop her head while her matching tail swayed behind her lithe body. She was the newest lover to join my family, and I was reminded of her temperament as her other hand grazed over the Sword of Mercy. She wasn’t likely to run headlong into battle, but she was a warrior for the right reasons. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t storm the castle yet,” I sighed and rubbed a hand across my face. “I want to, but I’ve already learned my lesson about doing the right thing the wrong way.” 
 
    Aeron, the God of Punishment, had already given me a crash course into the way a bad choice could affect everyone around me. I’d wanted to go after the Demon King as soon as I had a few bonding ceremonies under my belt-- and some additional abilities to boot-- but he’d shown me what the future would be with that choice, and it ended with my family missing and probably dead, which wasn’t a possibility I was anywhere near okay with. I’d had to learn to be patient, and this was another time where patience was due, even if it wasn’t my specialty. 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” Polina chirped, and the trio of dryads giggled in unison. 
 
    Polina, Trina, and Marina were the dryad sisters who were also part of my harem, and while they put off a frilly, girlish vibe, they weren’t the women to fuck with. They were members of the Blue Tree Guild, and they’d taken on more than one fierce creature with their nature magic and swordsmanship. They’d rushed into the great hall in a flurry of purple robes and jade skin just now, and they hovered near Skye to whom they’d been teaching nature magic. 
 
    Skye was part-Naiad and part-Nepin, which made her an outcast in her home city of Yrosa, but it made her a one-of-a-kind lover as far as I was concerned. She had the beautiful cerulean skin of the Nepin people and dark chestnut hair currently pulled back into a ponytail that grazed her shoulder blades. Swirls and dots of white ink tattooed her collarbone and disappeared beneath her white robe, and she gripped the Sword of Youth on her belt as she awaited my decision. 
 
    “But how do we make our plan?” Aaliyah asked. “None of us have ever been there.” 
 
    The fierce lion Demi-Human put her fists on her curvy hips and furrowed her brow. Her dark blonde hair was braided into a pleat that hung down to her waist, and her crimson robe was wrapped tightly around her athletic body. She rarely carried a weapon, but her retractable claws were all she needed to do damage in a fight, and I’d seen her tear many opponents to shreds in the blink of an eye.  
 
    Next to her, Rebecca nodded her agreement, and the bear Demi-Human crossed her arms over her ample chest. Rebecca was as tall as I was and built like a bodybuilder, but she was soft and curvy in all the right places. She and Aaliyah had been connected at the hip since our return, and they stood together now as we determined our next steps to rescue the dragons. 
 
    Perhaps you should take advantage of the wealth of knowledge your people now have, Miraya suggested from my spiritual sea. 
 
    I focused on the spirit of the Sword of Healing, who sat on the beach in my mindscape and dragged her fingers through the pale sand. Her robes, which barely covered her anyway, hung open to reveal her sensual figure, and she laid back as the sunlight danced across her alabaster skin. Her white-blonde hair swept across the sand as the breeze tickled past her, and she looked completely calm despite my fury. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    You have thousands of citizens in Hatra now, she clarified. Any number of them could be familiar with Afur.  
 
    “Miraya thinks we should ask around,” I said as my temper began to simmer down. “Maybe someone we’ve invited into our city has been there before and can give us some insights.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Naomi agreed with a nod. “I’m sure we could go talk to a few people.” 
 
    Naomi was a lizard Demi-Human and one hell of a mage, despite being mostly self-taught. She’d grown up only reading books to learn about her magic, and she still managed to be incredibly powerful in her skills. Now, she tucked a stray magenta hair behind her ear as she blushed, and she turned away from the group whose attention was now on her. Then she subconsciously traced the scar from her forehead to her cheek as she bit her lip. 
 
    The scar was another thing that made me want to tear into someone, namely her brother, for giving it to her, but that was an issue for a different time. She’d put him in some sort of magical coma for his attack on her, and I had to let it go for now. We had non-comatose people wreaking havoc on our world to deal with. 
 
    “No, you’re right,” Isabella encouraged her. “We should talk to people. If we know what to look for, it may be easier to get rid of this Kocin guy.” 
 
    Naomi looked at the Nepin with grateful adoration, and Isabella’s sapphire skin darkened with her own blush. Isabella’s kaleidoscope-colored wings fluttered with happiness, and she twisted a lock of silvery hair around her finger before she looked at me with her bright turquoise eyes.  
 
    “Okay, so, what do we need to know?” I asked as I pushed my anger further down. 
 
    I wanted to do all the things they said not to. Storm the castle, roast the thieves, watch Kocin burn into a pile of ashes.  
 
    And yet, I had to push that aside and focus on what needed to happen. 
 
    Which was rescuing the dragons and getting back to our mission to close the Breach. 
 
    King Rodion, Alyona’s father, had already said he was losing his grip on the seal that currently kept the demons in the Breach at bay. If the seal broke for good, the demons and the Demon King would be free to roam throughout our realm, and the Demon King had already promised death and destruction to all of us on Inati.  
 
    I’d blocked him from invading my dreams, which was why Miraya had been spending so much time in my spiritual sea, but the only way to block him from our world entirely was by combining my power with that of each of the Nobles of the Sword.  
 
    So far, I’d bonded with five other Nobles of the Sword, which meant I was halfway through the plan the gods had laid out for me, but I couldn’t slow my pace. I had to handle the captured dragon situation efficiently, so I could stay on track to keep the Demon King in the Underworld where he belonged.  
 
    “Um, well, they kept us in a cave,” Angelos offered with a grimace. “It was always dark in there.” 
 
    “B-But it wasn’t always too dark to see the other dragons,” Mikhail added. “I think there were at least six, maybe seven others.” 
 
    Angelos and his brother Mikhail shared the same yellow scales on their forearms and pale-blond hair, and their blue eyes had become a little brighter with a good night’s sleep. They looked less ragged than they had when they’d arrived, and I was ready to get the rest of the prisoners back here to rest as well. 
 
    “And we were always chained up,” his brother said as he subconsciously rubbed his wrists. “Not just any chains, of course. They were magical, and we couldn’t shift while we were in them.” 
 
    “So, no getting bigger to bust out or smaller to slip them off,” I murmured. “What else can you remember? How many guards were there?” 
 
    “There were always at least four men guarding the cave,” Angelos replied. “Of that, I’m certain, but sometimes there were more. I think it just depended on if they felt threatened.” 
 
    “By whom?” Laika cut in with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “Not sure.” Mikhail shrugged. “The guards always talked about them as though they were animals.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll need to be prepared for the wildlife, then,” Nike said and pursed his lips. “What about Kocin?” 
 
    “I never saw him,” Angelos said with a shudder. “Heard the screams from his victims, though.” 
 
    “And the guards always talked about how everything they did was by his orders,” Mikhail added and curled his lip into a sneer. “As though the man was a god who couldn’t be defied.” 
 
    “Well, I can assure you, he’s not a god.” I smirked at the thought of this man being faced with the gods I’d already met. “And I wouldn’t be scared of him even if he was.” 
 
    “But we don’t know what he is,” Aaliyah pointed out. “What kind of man is brazen enough to take dragons as his slaves?” 
 
    “A stupid one.” Valerra scowled and drummed her fingernails on the table. “I say we slaughter them and hang their bodies in the cave as a warning.” 
 
    My inner dragon roared in agreement, but I had to let my human instincts step in.  
 
    “While I like that plan, it only applies once we’ve found Kocin and his men,” I said with a half-smile at my dragon mate. “We need to plan the attack itself first.” 
 
    “We have to hurry up and save them,” Valerra insisted. “Then you can finish off the Breach. We can’t let it stay open!” 
 
    I could feel the stress coming off her in waves, and I suspected she was having an internal struggle between wanting to rescue our fellow dragons and making sure the world was safe for our egg to hatch. She’d been under a lot of stress since we’d found a crack in the shell, though I’d told her I had a feeling it was a sign of our success.  
 
    But right now wasn’t the time to point that out, so I turned to my aunt Emma for a little support. She’d grown close to Valerra in the past few months since I’d brought her here from Earth, and she wrapped her arm around the lady dragon’s shoulders and hugged her close. 
 
    “Evan would never let anything happen to those eggs,” Emma assured my mate. “Let’s take a walk, okay?” 
 
    Valerra sighed but nodded, and the two women meandered out of the great hall.  
 
    I was grateful for my Aunt Emma every day but especially now that she and Valerra had formed such a close bond. Emma was the only human allowed in our secret egg vault, thanks to an enchanted necklace from Alyona and Valerra’s blessing, and she often took Valerra’s place guarding the eggs and checking for any more cracks. She’d been a godsend while I was away on our mission, and I was thankful now for her ability to get my dragon mate some fresh air. 
 
    “So, I think if we surround these cliffs where the cave is, we can attack from all sides,” Laika said as she pointed to the map. “I can gather the guild warriors, and we’ll have plenty of people to find the cave and take out Kocin’s men.” 
 
    “That’s a large area to sweep without being seen.” Nike frowned and rubbed his chin in thought. “Even if we start on the edges and work our way in, we don’t know the landscape well enough to search it thoroughly in such a large group.” 
 
    “Then maybe we should go small,” I suggested with a shrug. “We shouldn’t need that many of us to rescue the dragons, right?” 
 
    “Small is good,” Nike said as his eyes widened. “Yeah, okay, so just a few of us go, and we can scope out the landscape. We can find where the dragons are being held, and then we can see how many guys are in Kocin’s group.” 
 
    “And come back with reinforcements,” Laika murmured. “I think that would work out well. We could also find the right place to attack. If the guards only move in groups of four to watch the dragons, there’s probably a secondary location nearby where the rest of them go.” 
 
    “Okay, I think you two should go,” I said to Laika and Nike. “You have the most experience with strategizing the second half of this plan.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Nike nodded his head and glanced around the room. “I think the dryads should go as well. They can help us navigate any natural elements we find.” 
 
    “Good call,” I conceded. “And Alyona will be with me, and Nokomis should come, too.” 
 
    “Why me?” the snow leopard asked in surprise. “I have no experience with this type of mission. I had never even left Odrein until today.” 
 
    “Right, but you need the experience,” I said with a smile. “Trust me. You should come.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, my lord,” Nokomis agreed after a moment as she gave me a shy smile. 
 
    “What about us?” Mikhail asked and clenched his jaw. “What should we do?” 
 
    “I don’t want to go back.” Angelos shook his head violently and crossed his arms over his chest. “I-I can’t do it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t force you to,” I assured him. “You can stay here and be ready when the other dragons are freed. They’re going to need to see some familiar faces.”  
 
    I couldn’t imagine what the dragons had been through, but it had to be pretty bad for one to refuse to return, even to save the others. Angelos had apparently been traumatized by what had happened in that cave, and I wasn’t about to make him return. 
 
    “Really?” Angelos asked as he looked at me, and I nodded. 
 
    “The rest of you will stay here and help keep Valerra calm,” I said to the others. “I don’t want her worrying about the dragons and the eggs the whole time we’re gone, and she needs her sisters to be with her.” 
 
    “We won’t leave her side,” Ravi vowed.  
 
    “Well, I don’t want her to go nuts, either,” I chuckled. “Just be there for her, give her something else to focus on. Make sure she still goes to the school to teach.” 
 
    Valerra had taken up a teaching position at the newly established school, and from what I’d heard, her self-defense students adored her. If she could stay focused on her daily duties, it might be easier to keep her from losing her temper and attacking the caves or the Breach herself.  
 
    “We’ll take care of her,” Skye said in a solemn voice.  
 
    “I know.” I clenched my fist on the table as I stared at Afur on the map. “I just want to end all of this.” 
 
    “You must get your rest first, son,” Ruslan said. “It’s nearly nightfall already, and Afur will be even harder to scout in the dark.” 
 
    I fought the urge to slide everything off the table in dramatic fashion. I wanted to handle this now. I was already pushing my own patience levels by focusing only on the rescue first, and now I needed to wait until morning to go handle even that part.  
 
    Alyona gently wrapped her arm around my elbow and leaned against me. I wasn’t sure how she did it, but her touch always seemed to cool down my fiery temper, and I melted into her with a sigh. 
 
    “Alright, we’ll wait until morning,” I agreed. “We all need to get some sleep and food anyway. I know I’ll need plenty of energy to fly that far.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure we should fly,” Laika said as her furry gray ears twitched. “It looks like Kocin and his men would be able to see us fairly easily. See how this landscape is higher than the rest?” 
 
    “Dammit,” I grunted. “Okay, so, we need to portal there.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Alyona said with a smile. “No ocean to worry about in Afur.” 
 
    It seemed the decision had been made, and we’d leave first thing in the morning for Afur. I was partially relieved at the idea of portaling there since it allowed me to conserve my energy and get us there more quickly, but I didn’t like landing somewhere I couldn’t see.  
 
    Also, flying made me feel like a fucking badass, and I’d choose it every time if I could. 
 
    We ate dinner and updated my parents on the events in Narsglow, and I was a little concerned when Valerra didn’t show up to eat, but Emma popped in the dining hall to make them each a plate before she disappeared back into my dragon mate’s room. I was grateful my aunt had taken to my family so easily, especially since it was unlike anything I would have had back on Earth.  
 
    After we finished eating, most of my lovers took Nokomis on a tour of the Lunar Palace. Ruslan had spoken with the Leyte architects, and they planned to return to Hatra in the next two weeks for the additions I’d requested for my lovers, but for now, a few of my women would have to share. I knew they didn’t mind, and I soon followed them upstairs toward the bedrooms.  
 
    I walked into my chambers and tossed my boots on the floor. I knew I needed to rest, but my mind raced with thoughts of the Breach, the Demon King, and now, Kocin. I had to make sure this world was safe for my children, and I wouldn’t be able to do that until the Breach was sealed shut forever. 
 
    When I laid down, I realized Alyona was not already in bed like I’d assumed. I figured she must have gotten caught up in conversation with one of my other lovers, so I settled in to wait for her. I drifted in and out of sleep, and I eventually woke up with my face buried in the pillows. I blindly reached out for my wife, but the bed was still empty beside me.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered into the cushion. 
 
    “What?” Alyona asked, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. 
 
    I sprang upright, threw off the covers, and spun around.  
 
    The princess was sitting cross-legged on the floor with a small lantern on the ground next to her as she flipped through a book. I couldn’t tell what it was from the bed, and I rubbed my eyes as my heart rate returned to normal. 
 
    “What are you doing on the floor?” I whispered. 
 
    “Reading this book and trying not to wake you,” she giggled. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Wondering why you aren’t in bed with me,” I said and narrowed my eyes on her with an amused smile. “What book?” 
 
    “It’s a book about gestation in various species,” Alyona answered. “I found something about the crack in your egg.” 
 
    All my jokes disappeared as I crawled out of bed and sat on the floor next to her.  
 
    “What does it say?” I asked, and my heart thudded in my chest. 
 
    “It says cracks are a normal sign of an impending hatch,” she replied as she tapped the book. “If the environment is completely safe, the cracks are hardly noticed since they’re rapidly followed by the hatchling. In our case, the environment is becoming safe, and the hatchling is picking up on the change in energy outside his shell.” 
 
    “So, it’s normal.” A wave of relief washed over me as I considered the good news.  
 
    My instincts were right, and the hatchling was simply slow-rolling his way into our world. Valerra would be happy to hear it, at least I hoped she would. 
 
    “It’s normal,” Alyona said with a smile.  
 
    “Anything in there about centaur-dragon babies?” I half-joked. 
 
    I knew Mona, the centaur leader of Lumin, was sure she’d have our child soon, and she said she would contact me when the time grew closer, but there hadn’t been much information about exactly how much longer she would be pregnant. I was happy to provide my seed in her quest for a daughter to take over her leadership roles in the future, but I didn’t consider myself as just a sperm donor. I wanted to know my daughter was born happy and healthy, even though no one seemed to know anything about a child who was part-centaur and part-dragon.  
 
    “Nothing,” my wife sighed and shook her head. “I found information about each separately, but nothing together. I’m sorry, my love.” 
 
    “I’ll just get in touch with her again,” I decided as I conjured one of my magical messenger dragons. “She said it was almost time for the baby to arrive.” 
 
    The tiny, multi-colored creature turned a circle in my hand and sat patiently as I commanded it to check on Mona and the baby. Then it zoomed off into the night, and Alyona closed the book with a thump. 
 
    “Let’s try to get some sleep,” she suggested. 
 
    I helped my wife to her feet, and a smile crossed my lips as I reached down to her belly and lovingly dragged my fingers across my son’s current home.  
 
    “Don’t worry, bud,” I said in a soft voice. “We’ll make sure your sister is okay.” 
 
    I felt the surge of energy and emotion I experienced when my son heard my voice, and I grinned as I guided Alyona to the bed. It was easier to relax when she curled her body into mine, and I awoke a few hours later feeling slightly more at ease. I was still anxious to rescue the dragons and get back to finding the other Nobles of the Sword, but I’d at least slept more than thirty minutes straight.  
 
    We got dressed and made our way downstairs as the rest of my family meandered into the dining hall. Forsythe, the Hatra chef, had already laid out dozens of breakfast dishes on the table, and my stomach growled as I inhaled the scent of roasted peppers, chicken, and bread. He’d made some sort of salsa to drizzle over the chicken and peppers, and I happily doused my food in the spicy sauce before I shoved it into my mouth with a groan. 
 
    I’d missed the deer Demi-Human’s meals, and we’d only been gone a week. 
 
    He’d avoided making eggs per Emma’s request since Valerra was so stressed about our egg, but he easily made up for the signature breakfast item with plenty of other creative options, and I was here for it. 
 
    It didn’t take long for us to empty the trays on the table, and then I was ready to go.  
 
    We had business to handle. 
 
    “The Blue Tree Guild is ready to respond if we need them,” Laika said as we gathered in front of the Lunar Palace. “I can send word to Pyotr, and Naomi can portal them to us.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll need them?” I arched an eyebrow at the wolf warrior. 
 
    “Depends on how many there are,” she replied with a shrug. “It’s better to be prepared for anything.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and nodded before I turned back to my lovers who would stay behind. “You be ready, too. At the very least, I’ll be sending the dragons back here for safety.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure they have everything they’ll need,” Rebecca promised. “We’ll care for them.” 
 
    “Alright.” I hugged and kissed each of my women, and then I hugged my mother and my aunt. “We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Emma murmured.  
 
    “Always.” I smirked and kissed her on the cheek, and she scrunched up her nose at me as I stepped back to join Alyona, Laika, Nokomis, Nike, and the dryads.  
 
    Alyona had already begun her spell to open a portal directly in Afur, and we’d planned to land about a mile away from the edge of the caves since Mikhail and Angelos couldn’t remember exactly where they’d been held.  
 
    As soon as I heard the familiar sound of Alyona’s magical electricity snapping through the air, I knew it was time, so we gave another quick wave before we stepped into the portal and walked into the shade of a large tree in Afur.  
 
    The tree trunk was covered in a thick yellow moss that traveled up the bark and disappeared among the orange and green foliage above us. The trees seemed to grow in bunches of four or five, and they were separated by soaring rock formations that were nearly as tall as the trees. 
 
    “What kind of forest is this?” Laika asked under her breath as she reached out toward the moss. 
 
    “Don’t touch it,” Trina hissed. “Yellow moss doesn’t like to be touched.” 
 
    “Is it poisonous or something?” The wolf Demi-Human yanked her hand back with a grimace. 
 
    “No, it just doesn’t like it,” Marina said and cocked her head to the side. “I wouldn’t touch you if you didn’t like it.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” Laika chuckled and shook her head. “So, where do we go?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I muttered as I looked around at the odd variation of tree and rocks. “I don’t even see caves.” 
 
    “Up there,” Nike said and pointed above us. 
 
    Sure enough, each of the rock formations featured a cave that opened almost level with the leaves on the trees, which meant each cave would be about a twenty-foot climb.  
 
    “How the hell can we search all of those?” I clenched my fists as I racked my brain. “I can’t use echolocation for all of these. There are way too many.” 
 
    You’ll find them, my lord, Miraya soothed me. I know you will. 
 
    I just hope it’s in time, I grumbled back.  
 
    “What about your messenger?” Alyona suggested. “Does he remember where he took the messages about the Sage’s execution?” 
 
    As soon as she asked, I felt what could only be described as a mental tug, and I jerked my head in the direction my inner dragon pointed.  
 
    “Over there somewhere,” I said. “I’m not exactly sure where yet, but I think if we keep walking, we’ll find it.” 
 
    “We don’t know what else lives in this forest,” Nike pointed out. “We need to move with caution.” 
 
    “Something certainly does live here,” Polina said and sniffed the air. “I’ve never smelled it before.” 
 
    “There are probably many creatures we’ve never seen here,” Marina replied with a shrug.  
 
    “Nature is full of mysteries,” Nokomis agreed. 
 
    “Then we’ll make sure to be on the lookout,” I said. “We don’t know what creatures the guards were watching for, either, so just be careful.” 
 
    I led my group into the forest, and I kept the Sword of Hatra in my hand just in case. Kocin’s men had been worried about something here, but having no clue what it was made me wary. They obviously had some way of keeping the dragons locked up, so it didn’t make sense they would worry about a random forest creature.  
 
    We crept through the forest and rocks, and we used the foliage to take cover from the caves above us. The last thing we wanted was to be completely visible to a guard on the edge of the cave, so we had to stay hidden. 
 
    Then a flash of black whipped across my field of vision, and I held up my hand to stop our movement.  
 
    “Did you see that?” I asked in a low whisper. 
 
    “No,” Nike replied and narrowed his eyes on the forest ahead of us. “What was it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I took a slow step forward. 
 
    My lord? Miraya rose to her feet on my spiritual sea and frowned. I-I feel… 
 
    What is it? I pressed. Do you know what’s ahead of us? 
 
    No, she said and shook her head. But one of my sisters… she’s near. 
 
    Wait, besides the ones who came with us? I looked around us in confusion. 
 
    Yes… Miraya trailed off, and I could feel her urgency as she searched for her sister. I just… can’t quite reach out to her. 
 
    Suddenly, the leaves parted as a beast nearly the size of a car leaped out of the foliage and landed in front of us with a wild howl. 
 
    Then the wolf bared his teeth as he lowered his head to attack. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    I braced myself for the giant ball of black fur and orange eyes to pounce, but it merely paced back and forth in front of us, as though it was waiting for something. 
 
    Backup? 
 
    I needed to make the first move before the wolf’s pack arrived. It seemed like a good idea to make sure we didn’t get surrounded by a bunch of these huge creatures on their home turf. I didn’t come to Afur to kill anyone or anything except Kocin and his men, but I would do what was necessary to protect my family. 
 
    And this wolf looked ready to eat them. 
 
    My lord, please, be patient, Miraya pleaded. Something is not as it seems. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I muttered. “Something feels off.” 
 
    “Um, perhaps because this is not your average wolf,” Laika said in a soft voice. “I’m not sure what it is.” 
 
    “Well, what is it doing?” Alyona asked as she stood beside me with her violet eyes on the large canine. 
 
    “It’s waiting for something,” I said and gripped the Sword of Hatra in front of me. “I just don’t know what.” 
 
    “I’ve never known a wolf who doesn’t travel in a pack,” Laika murmured.  
 
    “I agree,” Nokomis said with a frown. “Even the wolves in Odrein travel in packs. If that’s what he’s waiting for, we can’t just sit here. They’d have us surrounded in seconds.” 
 
    Before we could make any decisions, the wolf stopped pacing and took a few steps back. Then he rose onto his back legs, and I stepped out in front of my group with my sword ready. 
 
    Instead of attacking, the wolf changed shape, and I recognized the ability to shapeshift as the jet-black fur disappeared and dark olive skin took its place. Paws melted into hands, and a nose replaced the snout until a starkly naked man stood in front of us with his hands out in front of him as if to show he carried no weapons. 
 
    I didn’t loosen my grip on my weapon as I eyed the man with suspicion. 
 
    “By the gods,” Nike whispered. 
 
    “What?” I asked under my breath without taking my eyes off the man. 
 
    “He must be a Tunglian,” my fellow noble said. “I’ve never seen one before.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Laika breathed, and her own wolf-ears perked forward with interest. “This is incredible.” 
 
    “He looks like a werewolf,” I muttered. “Except I don’t see the full moon.” 
 
    “A werewolf?” Alyona repeated. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Uh, well, they’re men who can change into wolves,” I explained with a shrug. “But they only do it with a full moon.” 
 
    The Tunglian continued to stare at us as we discussed his existence, and his neon-orange eyes had faded into a calm amber color in his human form. His black hair jutted out at wild angles, and his bare chest was marked only by a scar shaped like a star. I quickly realized it wasn’t a scar from a wound, but instead it was a brand burned into his skin.  
 
    The fuck? 
 
    “I’ve heard they draw their power to shapeshift from the moon,” Laika said. “But it’s hard to know much about them. They rarely speak to those outside their pack.” 
 
    “And I won’t begin divulging any of our culture to you today,” the man finally spoke and lowered his hands to his sides. “You have trespassed in my forest. This land belongs to the Runsa Pack. What business do you have here?” 
 
    “Sorry for intruding,” I said and lowered my sword to my side. “We didn’t know anyone was here.” 
 
    “That didn’t answer my question,” the man replied as he narrowed his eyes on me. “Why are you in our forest?” 
 
    I considered what information to give the shapeshifting stranger. He stood with his hands down, and his breathing was calm and even. He didn’t seem to have any desire to attack us, and I didn’t want to give him one, but for all I knew, the wolf was guarding Kocin’s group from outsiders.  
 
    “We’re just passing through,” I said after a moment. “Like I said, we didn’t know anyone was here. We didn’t mean to bother you. We just want to get to the other side of the forest. We heard about some caves there.” 
 
    “What do you want with the caves?” he asked. 
 
    His tone changed from angry to skeptical, and I noticed his gaze kept falling to the Sword of Hatra in my hand. He didn’t ask about it, but he couldn’t stop looking at it every few seconds. Although the wolf-man was strange, I didn’t feel the need to either hide my blade from him or brandish it.  
 
    I couldn’t get a read on this guy at all.  
 
    I wondered if Nokomis had picked up on anything with her empath ability, but she remained stone-faced as she watched the Tunglian with mild interest. 
 
    “Just looking for someone,” I said in a casual tone. “Do you mind if we--” 
 
    “Looking for someone in the yasil stone caves?” The Tunglian’s eyes widened in surprise. “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t think that matters,” I said as I steeled my grip on the sword. “All that matters is we have no intention of staying in your forest.” 
 
    “And we greatly apologize to the Runsa Pack for using your forest in our travels,” Laika added with a sideways glance at me. “We didn’t mean to intrude on your territory.” 
 
    “And that,” I agreed and motioned past him. “Now, I think we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “You can’t simply walk into the yasil stone caves,” the wolf-man sighed. “You must know this. It is the Kocin’s territory, and our line ends with his.” 
 
    “Wait, you know Kocin?” I frowned as I sheathed my sword. “And you aren’t guarding the caves for him?” 
 
    “Me?” The Tunglian pointed at his chest and barked a laugh. “No, my name is Mael, and I’m the Alpha of the Runsa Pack. I have no alliance with the Kocin.” 
 
    I told you, Miraya breathed. He’s a friend. 
 
    “That’s a relief,” I chuckled and stuck out my hand. “My name is Lord Evan of Hatra. Sorry about all the tension. We’ve never met a Tunglian before.” 
 
    I couldn’t honestly say I’d met many people who felt comfortable standing in front of a group of complete strangers buck naked, but it didn’t seem to bother the wolf-man at all. He stood in front of us in all his bare-assed glory as though he didn’t have a care in the world. Then he stepped toward me to return the greeting, and I made sure my eyes stayed above the equator as I focused on his face. It was slightly less awkward than I expected when he stood an arm’s length away from me. 
 
    “Most haven’t,” Mael said as he gripped my forearm. “We stay away from other civilizations. They don’t always, ah, agree with our way of life.” 
 
    “True wolves,” Laika murmured. “You live outdoors with just your pack?” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “We follow all the old traditions of our ancestors, and they tend to collide with the more contemporary beliefs of other races.” 
 
    I considered asking about these old traditions, but I decided it wasn’t worth asking the questions right now. We had enough on our plate at the moment, so I skipped over that and focused on the fact their traditions kept them separated from others for some reason. 
 
    “So, why did Kocin set up shop so close to you?” I wondered. “If you stay away from other people, you must not like him being your neighbor.” 
 
    “No, we don’t care for his proximity,” Mael grunted. “But he has respected the boundary so far, and we’ve done the same.” 
 
    “You called him ‘the’ Kocin,” Polina said as she tapped her finger against her lip. “Why is that?” 
 
    “It is what he calls himself.” Mael shrugged. “Like you call yourself a lord, he calls himself the Kocin. I don’t know his real name.” 
 
    “How long has he been staying in the caves?” I asked. 
 
    “Quite a few years now,” he said. “When I took over as Alpha, the agreement was already in place. I wouldn’t have agreed to it myself, but the previous Alpha’s word can’t be broken without reason. Afur used to be all our territory until he arrived and took over the caves.” 
 
    “Why did he come?” I felt like I was grilling the Tunglian, but I had to know everything I could about the Kocin before we went after him. 
 
    “I’m not sure why he chose Afur,” Mael admitted. “A few of my pack members have seen his men stow away treasures, and we’ve heard rumors they go destroy other cities and villages to get them, but we’ve never seen it for ourselves. As I said, he’s respected the boundary between the caves and the forest so far.”  
 
    “So, this douchebag is sitting up there in his cave sending his guys to conquer other people and steal their stuff, but that isn’t enough for the pack to break the agreement?” I met his stare with gritted teeth. 
 
    The Kocin and his men were out there hurting people, and the Runsa Pack had no plans to stop him. I didn’t care if they liked to avoid people. Refusing to stop someone like that was a disgrace, especially when they knew who was doing it. 
 
    “They haven’t hurt my people--” Mael started. 
 
    “Yet,” I cut him off with an icy stare. “How long until they decide it’s your treasure they want, huh? You know he has captives, too, right?” 
 
    “What?” The wolf-man’s mouth dropped open as he squinted at me with confusion. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He’s holding people hostage!” I thundered and took a step closer. “Two of them escaped and came to me for help! And you and your pack just hung out here in the forest while that bastard tortured them!” 
 
    “My lord,” Alyona murmured as she took my arm. “Let’s take a moment.” 
 
    My chest heaved up and down while I stepped backward and tried to catch my breath. I was already furious with the Kocin for forcing the dragons to do his bidding, but now, this so-called Alpha was only minutes away from the thieves and hadn’t done anything to help?  
 
    I was disgusted, and I knew the feeling was written all over my face. Mael began to pace back and forth again as I cooled off, and I took a deep breath before I turned to face him. 
 
    “I’m going to rescue the captives,” I said in a firm voice. “Are you going to stop us from continuing through your territory?” 
 
    “No.” Mael shook his head. “My pack will give you safe passage, but we will not cross the boundary as of now. I want to speak with my people about the information you’ve given me.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I muttered. “You let them be thieves. Why not let them be kidnappers, too?” 
 
    “The Kocin is not someone to trifle with, my lord,” he warned and stopped pacing to square up to me. “I can sense you have great strength and power, but the Kocin is no fool. I’ve seen the bodies of his men who dared to question him. He has no regard for people’s lives.” 
 
    “Then he’ll be treated the same way,” I said. 
 
    I didn’t risk looking at Nokomis when I uttered my decision, but I wasn’t sure how much mercy she would want to give to someone like the Kocin. She was known for her ability to see the good side of letting people live, but if the Kocin had already built up a reputation for killing anyone who asked a question about his decisions, he didn’t deserve our mercy. He deserved to receive the punishment he’d been doling out, especially to the dragons.  
 
    Mael motioned for us to follow him deeper into the forest, and after a few minutes, he stopped to kneel down behind a tree. He picked up a pile of clothes and began to dress, but it wasn’t his pants or shirt that interested me. 
 
    It was the Noble Sword he slung onto his belt. 
 
    There she is! Miraya cried out. I knew she was here somewhere! It’s Niamh! 
 
    “You’re a Noble of the Sword?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes,” Mael confirmed as he fastened his belt and turned to face me. “I noticed you are as well, which is why I didn’t attack when you first appeared in our territory. I have great respect for the brotherhood of the Noble Sword.” 
 
    “And sisterhood?” Nokomis smirked as she tapped the Sword of Mercy in her scabbard. 
 
    “Indeed,” the wolf-man chuckled. “It isn’t often we see a woman who is willing to be such a warrior.” 
 
    “Well, there are three female Nobles of the Sword that I know of,” I said with a grin. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there are more.” 
 
    “There wouldn’t be for this one,” Mael replied as he resumed his walk through the forest. “Only the Alpha of the Runsa Pack becomes the Noble of the Sword of Abundance.” 
 
    I was familiar with the “Alpha” werewolf concept, but that was certainly a new way to make sure only a strong Tunglian held onto the blade. It also meant the Alpha had to always be in the same bloodline, which made me wonder how they chose the next Alpha in the case of brothers, but it also led me to another conclusion. 
 
    “Interesting,” I murmured. “So, the Alpha who made the deal with the Kocin was your dad?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He scrunched up his nose in annoyance. “We didn’t feel the same way about a lot of things, including that pact, but I don’t disrespect him or his time as Alpha.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” I said with a shrug. “It’s just hard for me to wrap my head around knowing people are getting hurt and not doing anything about it.” 
 
    “I didn’t know about the captives,” Mael insisted. “And as for the treasure hunting, we haven’t seen the destruction for ourselves. It’s not smart to start a war based on rumors.” 
 
    I frowned but didn’t argue with the Tunglian. He’d avoided the Kocin and his men so far, but he also hadn’t done anything to help them, so at least he wasn’t a friend to their criminal cause. Not to mention, he was also a Noble of the Sword, and I felt a similar kinship with him as I shared with Nike. He was a warrior, and I had a feeling he wouldn’t stay away from the Kocin for much longer now that he knew about the kidnappings.  
 
    But knowing he was a Noble of the Sword also brought in a new set of questions. I couldn’t bond with him because the Redimi Vincio ceremony required a female, but I’d have to find out more about Mael and his bloodline to get the next step in the ritual done.  
 
    Yet I couldn’t bring myself to start talking about the ceremony when I knew my fellow dragons were a short distance away being held captive and possibly tortured. I wanted to close the Breach more than anything, but I couldn’t leave my brothers to deal with one more day of the horrors the Kocin and his men inflicted upon them.  
 
    The mental battle between my big mission and our dragon rescue mission continued, and I tried to decide how to bring up the Redimi Vincio bond with Mael as we continued through the forest. I hated this part of the mission anyway, but knowing we had another problem to solve made it even more difficult.  
 
    Did I ask a stranger who I could form a blood bond with, or did I ignore the biggest problem on Inati so I could save some of my fellow dragons? 
 
    Decisions, decisions. 
 
    “My love, are you alright?” Alyona asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    My wife had a way of noticing my internal struggles, and I felt the whirlwind of thoughts and emotions slow down as she laced her fingers through mine.  
 
    “I want to find out who to bond with,” I whispered. “But I don’t know how long we’ll have to save the dragons. For all we know, the Kocin is pissed about Mikhail and Angelos getting away and is taking it out on the ones who haven’t escaped.” 
 
    “You already know what you must do,” she assured me. “Your heart is always in the right place.” 
 
    “But the Breach,” I groaned. 
 
    “Will still be needing us to close it,” she said. “And these dragons’ lives are at stake now. We can come back to speak to Mael once we’ve sent the dragons back to Hatra.” 
 
    “What if--” I started, but Alyona pressed her finger to my lips. 
 
    “There are a million things that can happen at any time,” she said. “You do what’s right, and that’s what matters.” 
 
    My wife had an uncanny ability to put things into perspective for me. She was right about the dragons’ lives being at risk, especially if I was right about the Kocin’s response to the escape. Even though the Breach put millions of lives at risk, King Rodion had the seal over it. The dragons had nothing to stop the Kocin from torturing or killing them to make up for Angelos and Mikhail’s escaping from the caves.  
 
    Alyona knew I’d already decided what needed to be done, but she was good at reminding me. 
 
    “I try,” I sighed. “I hope this is right.” 
 
    “It feels like it,” she confirmed. “You need to save them. They deserve to live free. What good is closing the Breach if our people continue to live in pain and suffering?” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “Maybe when we come back, the Tunglians will decide to take back the caves. Mael seems pretty pissed about the Kocin having prisoners.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Alyona said with a smile. “You may have created a new alliance.” 
 
    Before I could respond, the wolf-man suddenly came to a halt and turned to face us. 
 
    “We’ve arrived at the border,” Mael announced.  
 
    We were stopped about ten feet from the edge of the trees, and I could see more of the strangely-tall rock formations just past the tree line. I couldn’t hear anything beyond the boundary, and the trees blocked my view of the caves. I had no idea what we’d find past the forest, but Alyona was right.  
 
    I knew this was what we had to do. 
 
    “Thank you for giving us free passage,” I said to Mael. “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to come back and talk to you more about the Noble Swords later.” 
 
    “You’re always welcome to the Runsa Pack,” he replied with a nod. “Just show them your blade, and you’ll be granted entry into our territory.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I gripped Mael’s forearm before he turned and headed back into the forest. “Alright, let’s do this.” 
 
    I led our smaller group toward the tree line, and we stopped at the edge of the shade and stared out onto the strange landscape. 
 
    The rock formations looked like skyscrapers, but past the forest, they were greater in number. At least three dozen of the tall stones were spread out in front of us, and each of them was surrounded by smaller stones. The ground was more of the flat stone, and it spread out like a never-ending expanse of pale yellow.  
 
    “It’s quite unique,” Trina observed. “I’ve never seen such stone before.” 
 
    “Look up there,” Marina said as she pointed to the nearest cave. 
 
    Though we couldn’t see inside the cave, the sun glinted off bright green rocks that jutted out from the mouth of the cavern. They looked like emeralds as they shimmered in the sunlight, and I wondered if they filled each of the caves.  
 
    “We can’t search all of these easily,” I grunted. 
 
    Your inner dragon is quite certain of where to go, Miraya said. Let him guide you. 
 
    I felt a tug at my subconscious, almost like when I was near treasure, and I knew my inner dragon had a plan to lead the way. 
 
    But there was one other problem with simply walking in that direction, and I wasn’t the only one to notice. 
 
    “My lord, there’s no cover here,” Nike pointed out with a frown. “Once we’re past these trees, anyone could look out of a cave and see us long before we see them.” 
 
    “And they would have the upper-hand in both location and surprise,” Laika agreed. “We can’t walk out into the open.” 
 
    “I can try to move the stones around to cover us,” I suggested. “I can feel their energy with my stone magic.” 
 
    “If the stones are moving with us, we’ll stand out just as much,” Nike said. “We need to blend in with them.” 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona opened her spatial storage and pulled out something that looked like a wide brown blanket. “We can use this!” 
 
    “I think it would still stand out, milady,” Nokomis said as she cast a doubtful look at the blanket. “It’s not even the same color as the stones.” 
 
    “Well, not yet,” Alyona giggled and turned to me. “I need to channel your stone magic for a moment, my love.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “I’ll use Lord Evan’s stone magic to replicate the stones on the ground,” she explained. “Then I’ll enchant the blanket to camouflage us against the stone.” 
 
    “Brilliant!” Polina clapped her hands together.  
 
    “I don’t think it will last very long with so many people to cover, but it should at least get us to the cave,” Alyona said. “Your dragon knows where to go, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s ready,” I confirmed.  
 
    We walked just far enough for me to touch one of the stones, and Alyona took my other hand and closed her eyes. It felt like water seeped up the hand touching the stones, flowed across my chest, and trickled down from my other hand into Alyona, and I shivered as she grabbed the blanket and began to chant. 
 
    “Stones of land, gold and strong,” she murmured. “Hide us where we don’t belong.” 
 
    Suddenly, the flow of water rushed through me, and I watched in awe as the exact color of the stones bloomed on the blanket in Alyona’s hands. In a matter of seconds, the blanket looked exactly like the stones laid out in front of us.  
 
    Then Alyona stood up and opened the fabric for us all to walk underneath it, and I took the lead and held the blanket over my head without blocking my vision. The camouflage would be useless if we tripped over a rock and rolled out from underneath it.  
 
    I felt the tug of my inner dragon’s pull again, and I motioned for everyone to join me under the blanket. Not only did we not know what was going on in the cave, we didn’t know how long the enchantment would last, so we had to get moving.  
 
    The blanket seemed much smaller once we were all piled underneath it. Alyona’s belly was pressed into my back side, and the dryads were right behind her. Nokomis and Laika squeezed in behind them, and Nike brought up the rear while he tried to keep a little space between his body and Laika’s furry tail.  
 
    “Okay, let’s move,” I ordered. 
 
    The first few steps were awkward as we all tried to keep the same pace, but then we got into a groove that was only slowed by the larger boulders that required more maneuvering to get around. All the while, I followed the desperate pull of my inner dragon. 
 
    Hurry. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and pulled everyone along a bit faster until we reached the base of a rock formation about two hundred yards in. It looked no different from any of the others, but my gaze traveled up the rocky stone face to the mouth of another green-stone cave at the top.  
 
    “Is that it?” Alyona whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied as I scanned the side of the stone and found a set of jutting rocks that looked like steps. “It looks like we can only get up over there.” 
 
    “We need to move quickly,” she said in a low voice. “The enchantment is fading.” 
 
    “Let’s go.”  
 
    We scurried around the base of the rocks until we reached the steps. Once we were closer, I realized they looked man-made, so they had to be how the Kocin and his group made their way to the cave.  
 
    We were definitely in the right place.  
 
    My gaze was caught by several sets of muddy boot prints that led away from the steps and disappeared beyond the other stone towers, but I shook my head and focused. Mikhail and Angelos had already said the guards took turns keeping watch, so it made sense for there to be a trail to their other hiding place.  
 
    I’d follow those tracks later. For now, I had some dragons to save.  
 
    The steps were just close enough to reach but far enough apart to be difficult with the blanket masking our arrival. We climbed the steps in less synchronicity than we’d walked in, but we were all determined to reach the top. A thin layer of sweat beaded up on my forehead as we trudged up toward the cave, and I slowed our pace when we got close enough to hear voices.  
 
    “…wants to wait it out,” one man said. 
 
    “For what?” another one asked in a shrill voice. “For the brothers to come back and kill us all?” 
 
    “They’re too weak for that,” the first one laughed. “We broke them over and over again. The others are still too fragile from their punishment to even stand.” 
 
    “I still think we should relocate,” the second one argued. “What if the brothers got more dragons to fight?” 
 
    “What other dragons?” the first one snickered. “The Kocin took what he wanted, and the Sage killed the rest. We have nothing to worry about, Bard.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one who disagrees with that,” Bard insisted. “Me and Rob were talking and--” 
 
    “And Rob is an idiot,” the first man growled. “If you listen to him instead of the Kocin, then you are, too. He’ll kill you both if he hears you talking like that.” 
 
    “And us for listening to you,” a third man said. “So, just shut up and wait like everyone else.” 
 
    I counted at least three distinctive voices, but I knew there was at least one more guard to prepare for.  
 
    “We don’t even know if the wolves--” Bard started. 
 
    “I said shut up!” the third man boomed. 
 
    I heard the distinctive sound of a slap, and I figured Bard had just lost his argument about moving the hiding place for the prisoners.  
 
    We crept up to the last step, and I motioned for my group to climb up and over to hide behind the lip of the cave. Then I peeked around the corner to count how many guards stood watch. 
 
    I guessed the man rubbing his cheek was Bard, and he seemed to have left the other two men as he stood a few feet away with his face twisted into a scowl. A fourth man leaned against the opposite wall of the cave’s opening, and he tossed a dagger in the air before he caught it and tossed it again.  
 
    All four men appeared to be human, but they were all armed with various weapons. Bard had a sword strapped to his belt, while one of the other men gripped an axe at his side. The guy with the dagger also had a sword on his back, and the other guard held a long staff with a sharp rounded blade on the top.  
 
    The two men finished their conversation and began to pace back and forth along the edge of the cave, and I knew we’d have to be silent in our attack, so they couldn’t alert the rest of the group.  
 
    I started to unsheathe the Sword of Hatra when its spirit spoke in my head. 
 
    Wait, Miraya urged me. 
 
    I paused with my hand on the jeweled handle when a fifth guard walked out of the shadows of the cave and approached Bard. 
 
    “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your mouth shut,” he grunted. “The Kocin doesn’t like being questioned, especially by someone who’s only been here a few months.” 
 
    He brandished a stiletto blade in front of Bard’s face with a barbaric grin before he shoved the knife into his belt and joined the others in guarding the cave.  
 
    I turned and held up five fingers to the rest of my group. We knew there could still be more, but at least we had something to start with.  
 
    And we knew how many lives we’d be taking today. 
 
    I held up my fist and began to count on my fingers as my people prepared their own weapons. 
 
    One. 
 
    Laika’s broadsword was silent as she pulled it from her back scabbard and gripped it while her gray ears flattened against her head.  
 
    Two.  
 
    Nokomis and Nike slid their Noble Swords from their belts and nodded. 
 
    Three. 
 
    I tossed the blanket aside, and we barreled around the corner with our weapons ready for a fight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “What the--” one of the men gasped as we plowed into the cave. 
 
    I swung my sword around and cut off his question and his head in one fell swoop. The man’s head tumbled to the ground, and blood spurted from his neck and bathed his fellow guards in crimson gore. 
 
    “Shit!” the other one cried out and blocked my next strike with the handle of his axe.  
 
    The dryads descended on Bard, and Nike and Nokomis took on the man with the bladed spear while I kept Alyona close to my side. Laika headed for the guard who brandished his broadsword, and I grinned at the look of confidence on his face. If he thought he had a chance against the wolf Demi-Human, he was even dumber than Bard.  
 
    My opponent shoved my sword back and swung at my chest with his axe, but I dipped back to avoid the blow, spun around, and jabbed his head with the hilt of my blade.  
 
    The guard stumbled to the side, and I thought he would save me a fight by falling off the edge, but he regained his balance just in time and charged toward me. I blocked his axe easily with my sword and conjured a fiery dagger in my other hand. 
 
    Then I shoved it into his belly, and the stench of burning flesh filled my nose as he let out a wild scream.  
 
    So much for being silent. 
 
    The guard flailed as the flames from my dagger raged over his robes, and he ripped them off in an attempt to save himself. 
 
    But fire wasn’t the only thing I had planned. 
 
    I called on my stone magic, and the shiny emerald stones on the walls began to tremble before three of them shot out toward the guard. He ducked the first stone, but the second one crashed into his ribs, and they cracked like eggshells as he flew across the cave. 
 
    “Please!” he begged as the third crystal skittered across the ground and slammed into his leg. “No!” 
 
    His broken bones poked out of his skin, and I towered over him with a maniacal smile. 
 
    “You fucked with the dragons,” I said in a low voice. “And now, you pay.” 
 
    I lifted the Sword of Hatra over my head and brought it down with all my strength. The blade penetrated his chest and plunged into the man’s heart, and he sucked in one last breath before his eyes rolled back in his head. 
 
    One down, four to go. 
 
    I turned around and saw the dryads had Bard pinned up against the wall as they pummeled him with their bare fists, but as I turned to check on Laika, I felt a blow to the gut that knocked the wind out of me. 
 
    Her opponent had decided to run from his losing battle, and he’d stumbled into my path instead. 
 
    I grabbed his arm as he tried to shove his way past me, and he swung wildly with his broadsword. I blocked it with my scaled forearm, and his eyes widened in fear when my impenetrable scales stopped the blade.  
 
    “What are you?” he breathed. 
 
    “I’m a fucking dragon!” I thundered. 
 
    Then I grabbed him by the throat and threw him against the stone wall as his sword went flying into the shadows of the cave. He slid to the ground with a groan of pain and rubbed the back of his head. Blood dribbled over his fingers as he brought his hand back to his face, and I marched over to stand in front of him.  
 
    “Please, I-I didn’t mean--” the man stuttered, and he looked up at me as the color drained from his face. 
 
    “You didn’t mean to torture my brothers?” I growled as I took a menacing step closer. “You didn’t mean to force them to steal for you and your beloved Kocin?” 
 
    “I-I didn’t think--” he tried again. 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” I cut him off. “But don’t worry. You only have to think one more time. Where are the dragons?” 
 
    “Beyond the shadows,” he answered without hesitation. “Please, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Just let me live!” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” I snarled. 
 
    Then I opened my mouth and released a plume of fire, and I was pleasantly surprised when my lava magic activated with it. Lava and fire poured onto the guard, and he wailed in pain for only a few seconds before he was consumed by my magic.  
 
    “Good riddance,” Alyona muttered next to me and rubbed her belly. 
 
    “Two more,” I said as I turned around and saw the dryads toss Bard over the edge of the cliff. “Make that one.” 
 
    His screams echoed among the rock formations until they were cut off by the thud of his landing. The trio turned back around to grin at me, and I searched for the rest of our group. Nike had just pulled Laika to her feet, but Nokomis stood on her own a few feet away with a look of frustration that twisted her mouth into a scowl. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she grunted. 
 
    “The guy with the spear?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, he hit me with it and took off,” Laika replied and furrowed her brow. “I shouldn’t have been caught off-guard.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Nokomis assured her. “I should have stayed with him.” 
 
    “You were helping us with the stupid one,” Polina cut in. “We didn’t know he had another knife.” 
 
    “Okay, but where did he go?” I demanded.  
 
    “I think he went that way.” Nokomis pointed toward the shadows. “He disappeared in there.” 
 
    “He could be going to warn the others,” Nike said with a frown. “We need to move quickly.” 
 
    “Wait, what is that?” I hissed and held up my hand to silence my group. 
 
    “Heeeeelp…” The voice was just above a whisper and followed by a groan of pain and the clinking of metal. 
 
    “Hurry!” I yelled as I tore into the darkness. 
 
    Nokomis and Laika kept pace with me, and I realized we were the ones who could see the best in the dark. The cave was larger than we’d thought, and it felt like we had to run a mile before I finally caught the glimmer of pale-yellow scales. 
 
    I flicked a fireball into my palm, and the cave was illuminated by my fire. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Nokomis gasped and covered her mouth. 
 
    Seven dragons were chained to the ground. The yellow-scaled dragon could barely turn his head to look at me, but he sighed with relief as he recognized a fellow dragon. He laid his head on the stone floor with another groan, and I stepped closer to examine my brothers.  
 
    Hundreds of lash marks had broken through the skin on their underbellies, and most of them had blood pooled underneath their bodies. Scales were broken or burned, wings were torn and bloody, and two of the dragons’ spikes had been broken from their backs.  
 
    I didn’t know if I was more heartbroken or enraged at their treatment, and I swallowed the lump in my throat as I reached toward the closest one. 
 
    “I can heal you, my brother,” I said in a low voice. “Just breathe.”  
 
    He opened one large eye to watch me, and I placed a gentle hand on his back as I let my healing power flow. I felt my magic pour into him like water into a cup, and as his body healed, his strength returned. He blinked a few times as he slowly rose to his feet, and then he shook his healed body with a look of disbelief. 
 
    “You… you really healed me,” he said in a voice filled with awe. “But you’re a dragon.” 
 
    “With healing magic,” I agreed. “And I’ll answer more of your questions soon, but we have to get you guys out of here first.” 
 
    I moved on to the next dragon as my people began to examine the iron chains that encircled the captives’ legs. The restraints were several inches thick, but I knew the Kocin and his bastards wouldn’t be able to hold down a dragon with only those. Mikhail and Angelos had told us the chains were magically powered, so we’d have to find a way to get them off before we could free the dragons. 
 
    With every dragon I healed, I sensed the heartbreak ease and the anger bubble up into my chest. They’d been put through hell, and it was all because the Kocin wanted treasure. It made me want to throw up and demolish him all at the same time.  
 
    “Thank you,” a dragon with bright purple scales said as she batted her eyes at me. “We’re forever grateful you’ve come.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied and rubbed her snout. “As soon as Mikhail and Angelos reached me, I knew I had to come help you.” 
 
    “They made it?” Another dragon lifted his head and cocked it to the side. “Then you are Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me,” I said with a smile. “They arrived last night, and I came first thing. They’re safe in Hatra, which is where we’ll be taking you as well. My dragon mate is there, and you’ll be safe inside our walls.” 
 
    “Did you really kill the Sage?” a blue-scaled dragon asked.  
 
    “Well, my mate did once I brought him to her,” I answered as I held up the Sword of Healing. “With my blade. The Sage killed her family, so I wanted her to have her revenge.” 
 
    “You are a good mate,” the yellow dragon rumbled. “I don’t know if I could have resisted killing him if I got him in my grasp.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe the brothers made it to Hatra,” the blue dragon murmured. “Neither of them knew where it was. They’ve been here since they were younglings.” 
 
    “That’s awful!” Nokomis wiped a tear from her cheek. “I can’t believe someone would do this to you. It’s horrible.” 
 
    “And we’ll make him pay,” I promised. “For now, we need to get these chains off and get you to safety.” 
 
    “I don’t recognize the enchantment on these,” Alyona said as she traced the designs carved into the metal. “Who did this magic?” 
 
    “The Kocin,” the purple dragon answered with a scowl. “The guards bragged about how the rotten bastard has more magic than anyone else, even the Sage.” 
 
    “He’s a mage?” I asked and furrowed my brow. “No one has mentioned that before.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s a mage,” the orange dragon cut in. “I think he’s a sorcerer. I’m not sure, but that’s what it seems like from what the guards say. He always has a totem, and he kills any of them who try to touch it.” 
 
    “Then it’s different magic,” Alyona murmured. “I have an idea.” 
 
    She wrapped both her hands around the iron cuff and began to recite a spell under her breath. The metal lit up under her palms, and I worried it would explode or burn her until she let out a sigh and released her grip. 
 
    The cuff snapped in two pieces and fell to the floor with a clank.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” the yellow dragon breathed as he lifted his leg from the floor and flexed it. “By the gods, you’re a miracle.” 
 
    “I’m just a priestess,” Alyona giggled. 
 
    She moved as quickly as she could to free each of the dragons, one leg at a time, and then she stepped back to look over her work as the freed prisoners moved freely in the cave. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I whispered into her ear and pressed my lips to her head.  
 
    “Lord Evan, there’s something else you should know,” the blue dragon said as he took a few steps closer and loomed over me.  
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s one other prisoner.” He motioned with his foreleg further into the cave behind them. “He’s back there, but we haven’t seen him in a couple days.” 
 
    “Who?” I demanded as I made my way deeper into the cave. 
 
    My fireball lit the darkest of the shadows, and I saw a man lying on the ground curled into the fetal position with his back to me. He didn’t appear to be moving, and I wondered if he’d been punished as severely as the dragons. He wasn’t a dragon, but I couldn’t tell anything else about him until I got close enough to illuminate the small hollow where he was tucked away. 
 
    His robes were in shambles and torn into shreds, but I recognized the blue stripes that rose over his bald head and came to a point at the base of his skull. His long body would stand well over seven feet if he stood up, and it only confirmed what I’d thought already. 
 
    “He’s a drache,” I breathed. “Is he…?” 
 
    “Alive?” the blue dragon filled in my question and lowered his head. “We can’t be sure. He was punished just as severely as we were.” 
 
    “If not more so,” the purple dragon added as tears of sadness welled up in her eyes. “He shouldn’t have stood up for us the way he did.” 
 
    “So, he was on your side?” I asked as my mind flitted over the memories of the last drache we’d encountered. 
 
    He had been a member of the Green Glass Sect, and he’d willingly joined Olivier on his destructive mission because he was tired of living in the confines of his village. It had made my stomach twist with anger, and I’d been happy to remove him from our realm.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” The purple dragon nodded vigorously. “He was captured in order for the Kocin and his men to communicate with us. I think they believed the drache had a power over us, but Rahil never tried to control us.” 
 
    “And I never would.” We all turned with a gasp as the drache unfolded himself and sat up. “You’re the most magnificent creatures on Inati. You didn’t deserve the treatment you received here.”  
 
    “You’re alive!” the blue dragon said as he lowered his head to meet the drache’s gaze. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “A little bruised, and I think my leg may be broken,” Rahil grunted. 
 
    “I can fix all of that,” I said and kneeled down next to him. “It should only take a minute.” 
 
    I blew a cloud of glittery healing magic over the drache, and he closed his eyes with relief as my power swept over him. The cuts on his face knitted together, and he flexed his freshly healed leg before he rose to his feet. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said with a nod to me. “I know you are a dragon, though one with healing abilities is rather strange.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m one of a kind,” I chuckled. “I am Lord Evan of Hatra, and these are my people. We’re here to get you guys to safety, and we’ll send you back to Hatra until we get this Kocin guy out of the picture.” 
 
    “We are most grateful.” Rahil bowed his head and looked over at the dragons. “You’ve already healed them?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “Now, we have a few things to do here before we return to Hatra, but my people there are expecting you. Well, to be honest, they’re expecting all of us, but tell the guards I sent you to ask for Ruslan. He’ll know what to do until we get back.” 
 
    “And what should we tell this Ruslan is keeping you from returning to us?” Rahil wondered with a faint smile on his thin lips. 
 
    “Tell him we need to take care of the problem now,” I said. 
 
    “Is the Kocin and his treasure hunting the problem?” the drache pressed. 
 
    “He is.” I nodded and furrowed my brow. “He needs to hunt for treasure without killing people for it.” 
 
    “He believes the magical treasures he hunts are worth killing for,” Rahil explained. “He isn’t simply getting rich, Lord Evan. He’s increasing his power.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “I’ve taken note of the specific items he wants the dragons to steal, or at least make sure they don’t destroy,” he replied. “They’re all of a magical nature, though I’m not familiar enough with them to understand what all of the objects could do together.”  
 
    “What are some of the items?” my wife prodded him. “Names? What do they look like? Anything?” 
 
    “Renault’s Mirror,” Rahil said as he ticked off the names on his fingers. “Cup of Natura, a necklace from Moregard, and several weapons and such. I can’t remember everything, but I grasped the theme.” 
 
    “Those are all magical objects, for sure,” Alyona murmured. “And they can be used to gain power for a sorcerer. He must be stopped.” 
 
    “And that’s what we’ll do,” I said. “We need to go talk to Mael, and we need to get the dragons and Rahil out of here. Are you all well enough to fly now?” 
 
    The dragons nodded their confirmation, and I turned to Rahil. 
 
    “If one of them doesn’t mind a passenger, I’m quite up to the trip,” he said with a smile. “I know you’re in a rush, my lord, but I must ask. Have we met before?” 
 
    “That would be quite impossible, I assure you,” I chuckled.  
 
    “You look incredibly familiar,” Rahil mused and then shook his head. “I’m sure I’ll think of it.” 
 
    “We can talk again in Hatra,” I agreed. “Does at least one of you know how to get there?” 
 
    “I do,” the yellow one said. “I can lead the others.” 
 
    “Alright, then we need to get moving before the guard warns the Kocin,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We raced to the mouth of the cave, and I felt a desperate desire to take my dragon form and fly with my brothers and sister. I’d dreamed of such a flight since I’d found out more of our kind existed, but now wasn’t the time. They’d be in Hatra, and we could fly together soon enough. 
 
    Right now, I had a sorcerer to kill. 
 
    “Lord Evan, I want to stay,” the orange dragon declared as the rest of the dragons prepared to take off. “Since you healed us, I feel strong enough to fight.” 
 
    “You need to get to safety,” I insisted. “We can handle the Kocin.” 
 
    “With all due respect, my lord, you don’t know what to look for.” The orange dragon shook his head and cleared his throat. “I’ve been the Kocin’s captive for many years, and I know how they operate. He keeps a small number of men, but they have magic and evil on their side. I can help you.” 
 
    I met the dragon’s gaze and considered his insistent offer. He wanted to help, and he had knowledge of the Kocin the rest of us didn’t. It couldn’t hurt to have someone with us who knew more about the Kocin and his men.  
 
    “Alright,” I finally agreed. “But you’ll have to shift to your human form to go talk to the Tunglians. And it would be nice to know the name of the person fighting with us.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” he chuckled. “My name is Theo. I’ll be happy to fight by your side, my lord. I want the Kocin to understand the pain and suffering he has caused.” 
 
    “Then he will,” I agreed. “And it won’t take long.” 
 
    Rahil gave me one last look as though he still wondered why I seemed familiar before he climbed on the purple dragon’s back. Then the dragons took off into the late morning sky, and Theo shifted into his human form next to us.  
 
    His brown hair was long, almost to the middle of his back, and he wrapped a piece of leather around it to keep it behind his shoulders as he watched the dragons fly away with watery green eyes.  
 
    “Kind of wish I’d gone flying now,” he said with a wistful smile. “It’s been a long time since I was able to fly where I wanted to.” 
 
    “We’ll fly together soon, my friend,” I promised. “Let’s get this scum off the face of our planet now.” 
 
    Theo nodded his agreement, and he set his face with determination as we began the descent down the stone steps.  
 
    “My lord, I know you want to handle this problem immediately, but do you think we should wait for the Blue Tree Guild to join us?” Laika asked with a frown. “My men are ready to join us as soon as you ask.” 
 
    “I know, and I appreciate that,” I said. “But we can’t wait. As soon as that guard tells the Kocin we were here, we don’t know what he’ll do, especially once he realizes his prisoners are gone.” 
 
    “He would go to the ends of Inati to find out where they went,” Theo added. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he went to Hatra for them.” 
 
    “We can’t put all our people in danger,” I muttered. “He must be dealt with now.” 
 
    “Wait, so why are we going to talk to Mael?” Nike asked and furrowed his brow. “I thought he planned to honor the boundary.” 
 
    “I think that was his original plan,” I agreed. “I don’t know if he wants to continue that plan now since he knows the full story. If we can get them on our side, the Kocin has no chance of getting away.” 
 
    “Good,” Theo growled.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine the fury he reserved for the Kocin. I had plenty of my own knowing how this sorcerer had treated my fellow dragons, but to be one of those dragons was a whole other story.  
 
    I’d be beyond furious. 
 
    We stalked down the steps and hurried through the rock formations to return to the forest. There was no need for camouflage this time. The Kocin most likely already knew or was about to know we were here, so the best option now was to get out of the open space of the tall caves and under the trees.  
 
    We made it to the tree line and beneath the foliage much faster without the blanket over our heads, and I was surprised to see another wolf crouched at the boundary line.  
 
    This one was only about three-quarters of Mael’s size with dark brown fur over his back and a white patch of fur on his chest. He narrowed his yellow eyes on us and bared his teeth as he released a low growl. 
 
    “Okay, hold on,” I said as I held my hands up. “We need to see Mael. I’m a fellow Noble of the Sword, and he said we’d always be welcomed by the Runsa Pack.” 
 
    The wolf immediately closed his lips over his teeth and bowed until his snout nearly touched the ground. Then he let out a low bark, turned around, and began to trot through the forest.  
 
    I guessed he meant for us to follow him, and I motioned for the rest of my group to run after him, too. We jogged through the forest behind him, but it didn’t take long to reach his destination.  
 
    Mael and two other Tunglians stood in human form in a clearing about thirty yards beyond the boundary, and they looked up as soon as the brown wolf led us to them. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Evan,” Mael said with a wide smile. “You’ve returned quite quickly. And you have a new friend?” 
 
    “Yes, this is Theo,” I introduced my fellow dragon. “He’s one of the captives we rescued from the Kocin’s cave.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear of your troubles, Theo,” the Tunglian said as he gripped Theo’s forearm. “I had no idea what all the Kocin was up to.” 
 
    “Mael is the Alpha of the Runsa Pack of Tunglians,” I explained to Theo before I turned back to the wolf-man. “We rescued Theo and seven others today, and that’s after at least two escaped. I had to heal them before they could even stand.” 
 
    “Heal them from what?” Mael’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “Torture,” Theo said. “Whips, chains, arrows, staves, whatever the Kocin’s men could get their hands on, they used against us.” 
 
    “Disgusting,” one of the other Tunglians spat out. “Why?” 
 
    “Because he was furious about the two who escaped,” Theo said with a shrug. “He thought we helped them.” 
 
    “Are you still okay with the agreement?” I asked Mael and arched a curious eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m becoming more disgusted by it every second,” the Alpha grunted. “I have to believe my father didn’t know what all the Kocin was doing. We’ve never supported such inhumane treatment of other creatures.” 
 
    “Does this mean you’ll support our efforts to rid Afur of this evil?” I pressed. “You could have all your territory back, including the yasil stone caves.” 
 
    “We could use the caves,” the other Tunglian murmured to his Alpha.  
 
    “I know we could,” Mael snapped, and the other wolf seemed to shrink down for a moment. Then the Alpha turned back to me. “I don’t like to drag my men into war, but I can’t imagine the Kocin will be happy to hear his prisoners have been rescued, and I don’t want the Runsa Pack to become his new targets for kidnapping.” 
 
    “Then you’ll help?” I couldn’t keep the hope out of my voice. 
 
    I didn’t think we needed the Tunglians to defeat the Kocin, but I wanted Mael to see that I only wanted to help people. If he realized I only had the good of other people in mind, maybe it wouldn’t be too difficult to get him on board with the Redimi Vincio, especially since I wasn’t sure what member of his bloodline I’d need for the ceremony just yet.  
 
    Mael ran his fingers through his hair and let out a deep sigh before he turned to the brown wolf who waited next to the other members of his pack. 
 
    “Gather the warriors,” he commanded. 
 
    The brown wolf howled almost immediately, and before I could ask if that was the sign to gather, I heard the thunderous sounds of animals trampling through the forest. Within a minute, ten more large wolves had joined us in the clearing, and ten minutes later, forty wolves filled the area and stared at their Alpha without moving a muscle.  
 
    “Wow,” Nokomis breathed. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Polina said under her breath.  
 
    “And fearsome warriors,” Mael declared with a proud smile. “And today, they’re ready to take on our enemy with honor and ferocity. The Kocin has loomed over us for far too long, and now, we’ve found he has been causing even more pain than we ever imagined. It ends today.” 
 
    Most of the wolves howled with excitement, but two of them shifted into their human forms to voice their concerns. I noticed they had the same star branded onto their chests as they stood before us in their naked human forms. 
 
    “Alpha, what about his magic?” one of the men asked. “It’s long been suspected this is the reason your father agreed to the boundary.” 
 
    “We can help win in the magical category,” I assured him. “We have plenty of power among us.” 
 
    “Because you are Nobles of the Sword?” he wondered as he eyed the blade on my belt. “He has power from many sources.” 
 
    “As do we,” I chuckled. “Don’t worry about the magic.” 
 
    “We must,” the other one insisted. “It’s the only thing he has that none of us do. While we’ve been trained to fight with the skills we have, it’s easy to lose a match against someone with great magical abilities.” 
 
    “What if we could protect you from his magic?” Alyona asked suddenly. “You are creatures of nature, correct?” 
 
    “We are,” Mael confirmed and focused on her with interest. “How does that help us?” 
 
    “We could combine nature magic with the Noble Sword defenses,” Trina said and clapped her hands excitedly. “Oh, milady, that’s brilliant!” 
 
    It is! Miraya agreed. Tell her I’ll channel the power through you for the Sword of Healing. 
 
    “Um, Miraya is all in on your plan,” I said as I glanced at my wife. “And she said she’ll channel the power through me.” 
 
    “Splendid!” Alyona replied with a grin. “It may take some time to get it right, but if we can do it, we can use the powers together to defend you as creatures of nature. Then the Kocin will be quite limited on what he can use against you.” 
 
    “Alright, does that answer your question?” Mael looked at the two doubters with a smirk.  
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” they replied in unison. 
 
    “Then we’ll gather food for everyone and eat,” the Tunglian Alpha continued. “Once the spell is complete, we attack.” 
 
    More howls erupted in the clearing, and I wondered if the Kocin would be drawn in by the sound, but I pushed the thought away. Even if he decided to attack before we did, the magical defense was already in the works, and we had plenty of people to take him and his thieves out for good.  
 
    The wolves dispersed into the woods, and Mael motioned for us to follow him toward another section of the forest. It already had a firepit and logs arranged for seating around the fire, so we sat down and discussed a plan of attack while Alyona and the dryads worked on their magic.  
 
    “Do you know where the other hideout is?” I asked Theo. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head and pursed his lips. “We were only allowed out of the cave to do his bidding. If we ventured even a little off course, the punishment was harsh.” 
 
    “I saw a set of boot prints leading away from the cave where we found you,” I said. “They led east toward more of the yasil stone caves.” 
 
    “Those caves extend for another two miles,” Mael pointed out. “That’s a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “I don’t know if we’ll be able to do it efficiently and prepare to attack in enough time.” 
 
    We mulled it over as the other Tunglians returned with various forest creatures, and the wolves began to roast the meat over the firepit. The smell of fresh meat filled the clearing, and it didn’t take long for the other warrior wolves to make their way over to eat.  
 
    Some of the pack had gathered fruits from around the forest, and we tore into the meat and fruits with vigor. It was delicious, and I felt a sense of camaraderie as we shared a natural meal with the Tunglians in their home. It made me feel like this was how everyone should live, though I was still curious about what made them avoid other people.  
 
    “If they get their magic to work, do you think we could search from the air and send the pack in after us?” Theo suggested after a while.  
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I murmured. “We should be able to see where they’re hiding if they’re using the same kind of cave.” 
 
    “So, you’re both dragons,” Mael said as he chuckled and shook his head. “I couldn’t believe it when I smelled you earlier, but it makes sense with the flying and magic and such.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do a few things.” I smirked. “If we fly--” 
 
    “Alpha!” I was cut off by an alarmed voice, and we all turned to see a Tunglian stumble into the clearing and stop to catch his breath. “Alpha, you must come quickly!” 
 
    “What is it, Dom?” Mael asked as he rose to his feet and strode toward the other man. 
 
    “A group of the Kocin’s men are making their way down from the caves toward the border,” he explained between gasps for air. “It’s hard to say how many of them!” 
 
    “Did they see you?” the Alpha asked. 
 
    “No, I stayed hidden. But--” 
 
    “Then they don’t know we know they’re coming,” Mael cut him off and looked at me. “But they also don’t know where to go. The forest is large, and they don’t come across the boundary.” 
 
    “That guard must have already told them and gotten them ready to go,” I muttered. “No need to find them if they’re coming to find us, but we need to have a plan on how to stop them.” 
 
    “How do we do that without the defense magic?” Mael asked as he glanced over at Alyona and the dryads, who had a ball of glowing green magic hovering between them. “How much time do they need?” 
 
    “If that magical orb is any indication, I’d say not much,” I said and jogged over to them. “The Kocin’s men are on their way. How is the spell coming along?” 
 
    “I just need…” Alyona trailed off as she took my hand and guided it toward the orb. 
 
    As soon as my fingers touched the surface, a bright white glow took over the green, and I was nearly blinded by the light that shot out in every direction. My body felt frozen in place as Miraya channeled magic out through me, and Alyona chanted some words I couldn’t hear over the ringing in my ears.  
 
    Then it stopped. 
 
    The orb now looked oddly like Earth from space with white, blue, and green swirls covering its surface, and Alyona grabbed it from the air and led us back to where the pack waited with apprehensive looks on their faces.  
 
    “That’s the spell?” Mael asked as his mouth twisted with doubt. 
 
    “She’s the best,” Nike assured him. 
 
    “And I have confidence it will help you,” Alyona added with a smile. “I just need all your warriors to come over here, and I’ll activate it. On my cue, Lord Evan, I’ll need a little of your magic as well.” 
 
    Mael nodded, and the rest of the Tunglians trickled back into the clearing as Alyona and the dryads stood beneath the orb and looked around. Once the wolves were settled, the real magic began. 
 
    “Grant protection,” Polina murmured. “Water.” 
 
    The blue swirls lit up as though she’d flicked on the light. 
 
    “Land,” Trina said. 
 
    The green swirls were the next to illuminate. 
 
    “Air,” Marina intoned. 
 
    Then the white swirls glowed, and Alyona looked at me. 
 
    “Fire,” she said. 
 
    I grinned before I opened my mouth and blew a thin stream of flames onto the orb, and the fire danced across the surface until the magical ball exploded. A rainbow of colors filled the air and fluttered down onto the Tunglians, who watched with mystified open mouths.  
 
    “That was incredible,” Mael breathed. “Did it work?” 
 
    “We can’t test it ourselves,” Alyona replied. “Our magic is natural, which is why nature is willing to let us protect you from the unnatural. The Kocin isn’t a mage or a naturally magical being, so nature sees him as an abomination.” 
 
    “The Green Mother would like to watch him rot like an old apple,” Marina chimed in with a malicious smile.  
 
    “And we’ll help her get that opportunity,” I said. “For now, we need to figure out a way to stop them from barreling in here and attacking all of us. We have the element of surprise, but what’s the best way to use it?” 
 
    “I have an idea, my lord,” Nokomis said in a low voice. “It’s worked for us before.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll help the Tunglians set up a trap,” she replied as she narrowed her dark eyes. “The bastards won’t even know what hit them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Nokomis and Nike joined forces with a handful of Mael’s pack members, and they led the rest of us toward the boundary between the Kocin’s land and the Runsa Pack’s territory. We quickly filed through the forest, and they discussed various options for slowing down the Kocin’s men as they stormed toward us. 
 
    “In the air trap or underground?” one of the Tunglians asked. 
 
    “Above ground has a better chance at being seen,” Nokomis replied.  
 
    “But underground takes some time,” Nike pointed out. “You can’t silently and quickly dig a hole.” 
 
    “We could,” Trina said with a grin. “A little nature magic goes a long way.” 
 
    “That would be great!” Nokomis smiled back. “I think this will work.” 
 
    We crossed over a river, and Nokomis and the others slowed our pace before we reached the edge of the forest. She directed the wolves to gather supplies, and then she got to work.  
 
    She’d trapped animals for hunting and rescuing in her home country of Odrein, so she had plenty of experience in building different traps depending on her prey.  
 
    As the wolves reappeared with a variety of sticks, leaves, stones, and sap, I realized I was way out of my element. I could fight and fuck with the best of them, but I had no idea how to build a trap out of nature’s tools, so I paid close attention to the others’ actions. They stacked, tied, weaved, and cut until a huge wall of grass and twigs leaned against the trees, while the dryads used their nature magic to dig a hole about ten feet across, four feet wide, and twelve feet deep.  
 
    “Do you want them to survive this fall?” Trina asked me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Not really,” I retorted. 
 
    “I agree.” Mael nodded. “To the death.” 
 
    “To the death!” the Tunglians echoed. 
 
    They piled rocks and sticks into the hole until a deadly landing was the only thing that awaited the Kocin and his people who fell into it. 
 
    Then Nokomis and the Tunglians dragged their wall thing over to the hole and laid it over the top. She moved around to view the trap from various angles, but even I had a hard time seeing the difference between the hole cover and the ground that surrounded it. The hole was almost perfectly camouflaged, and the Kocin’s men weren’t even expecting it. 
 
    The snow leopard Demi-Human was right. They’d have no idea what hit them. 
 
    Or what they fell into, anyway. 
 
    “Looks good to me,” I said with a smile. “Great job.” 
 
    “It was a team effort,” Nokomis replied as a blush colored her cheeks. “But it won’t do us much good if we stand around and watch them.” 
 
    “We just have to make sure this is the route they take,” Mael pointed out.  
 
    “So, we need bait?” Laika chuckled. “Any volunteers?” 
 
    “I will,” Theo said as he raised his hand. “They’ll be looking for me anyway, so I can run this way. I may need a little guidance through the forest. It’s been a while since I had to keep track of my own bearings.” 
 
    “Dom can run with you,” Mael said. “He knows the forest well, and he knows what the group looks like since he saw them already. I’ll want him in his natural form, so you’ll have to keep up.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” The orange dragon smirked. 
 
    “Alright, the rest of us will go back to the river and wait for any stragglers,” the Alpha decided. “If any of them get past the trap, we’ll handle them there. Theo and Dom will run straight through to the river. Any questions?” 
 
    No one said anything, and Dom shifted into his wolf form and nodded to Theo. Then they took off toward the tree line. 
 
    “I guess that’s our sign to head for the river,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Mael and I led the rest of his pack and my people back to the water’s edge, and the wolves spread out among the trees to wait for the Kocin’s group to arrive.  
 
    It didn’t take long before we heard the trampling of feet and paws coming toward us, followed by the yells of some of the thieves as they fell into the trap. The smell of fresh blood wafted along the breeze behind Theo and Dom, and the orange dragon came to a screeching halt before he crouched next to me. 
 
    “They weren’t far behind,” he said. “And they’ve grown in number, but it shouldn’t be anything we can’t handle with the pack.” 
 
    “Okay, so how many guys fell into the trap?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably the first dozen or so,” Theo replied. “I’d say three dozen more saw what happened and avoided it.” 
 
    “And they aren’t far behind you,” Mael grunted. “I can hear them. Get ready.” 
 
    With that, the Alpha dropped to all fours, ripped through his clothes, and shifted into his wolf form, and I picked up his Noble Sword and set it under the bushes, where another wolf seemed to appear out of nowhere to guard it.  
 
    Then I heard a sound like low thunder as dozens of boots trampled over the forest floor toward us. 
 
    The Kocin’s men burst into the clearing with swords, daggers, and staves, and the wolves’ response was immediate. 
 
    Their teeth ripped through the first few men’s robes and then flesh, but the attackers continued to flow. 
 
    I grabbed one man by the collar and tossed him toward the riverbank. Mud splattered all over his clothes, and his robe fell back to reveal his face red with anger and eyes narrowed into slits. 
 
    It was the escaped guard, and he apparently recognized me, too. 
 
    “You!” he hissed. “You’re the one who took the dragons!” 
 
    “I freed them,” I corrected as I loomed over him with the Sword of Hatra in my hand. “And now you’ll tell me where I can find the cunt Kocin.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” he spat out. “I’d rather die.” 
 
    “Granted.” I smirked as I plunged my blade into his belly, and streams of blood trickled into the river before I turned around to search for another target. 
 
    There were already at least ten bodies strewn about the riverbank, and they all appeared to be shredded by teeth and claws. The Tunglians showed the Kocin’s men no mercy, and I looked at the wolves’ blood-covered fur with a sense of satisfaction.  
 
    While they hadn’t been keen on going after the Kocin during his reign of terror, they clearly intended to make up for it now.  
 
    Another ragged body landed on top of the growing stack, and I realized we’d have to slow down on the death part to figure out where the Kocin was. He obviously hadn’t joined his soldiers for this battle since I hadn’t even caught a glimpse of a magical attack, so he had to be hiding out somewhere.  
 
    I whirled around to see Nokomis knock one of the men out with the hilt of her sword while Trina wrapped a vine around his neck and yanked him up to the branches of the trees. His body jolted and fought for a few seconds before he hung limply above them, and the duo moved on to another opponent. 
 
    Laika battled a sword-wielding man with his hood back to reveal a bald head marred with burns and lash marks. His face was twisted with rage as he tried to get closer to her with his blade, but the wolf Demi-Human pushed him back until he landed in the clutches of my wife. 
 
    She mumbled a few words, and a swirl of violet magic wrapped around his slender body. Then the silky tendrils squeezed him until his eyes bulged from their sockets, and Alyona tossed his lifeless body aside with a grunt.  
 
    I fucking loved watching my women kick ass. 
 
    But I still had to save a few for my questioning. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let the Kocin get away. 
 
    I grabbed one of the men who was sneaking up behind a Tunglian, and I pressed my blade to his throat while I wrenched his arm against his back. 
 
    “No!” Another man barreled out of the trees as he screamed at me. 
 
    I side-stepped his attempted tackle, and the second man tumbled into the river. He came up sputtering and coughing, and I laughed as I spun my captive toward him.  
 
    “Tell me where the Kocin is, or he dies!” I yelled. 
 
    “Then I must die,” the man I held grumbled. “No one will tell you.” 
 
    I looked past him toward the man in the river, and he furrowed his brow but pressed his mouth shut with defiance. I met his gaze and locked eyes as I dragged the Sword of Hatra across my captive’s throat. I felt the warm blood trickle down my arm until the man’s body fell against me, and I dropped him onto the ground. 
 
    “You’re next,” I muttered before I stomped into the water. 
 
    I slashed and stabbed the man in the river while I fended off another one of the soldiers who tried to attack me from behind.  
 
    “None of them will tell us where the Kocin is!” Nike called out as I slung another dead body into the river.  
 
    “One of them has to,” I said firmly. “Keep trying!” 
 
    “We can find him on our own!” Theo argued and punched another one of the men in the gut. “We don’t need any of these assholes.” 
 
    He wrapped his arm around the man’s neck and broke it with a loud crack, and then the dragon dropped the body onto the ground with a sneer. 
 
    “Just keep a couple of them alive!” I ordered. “That’s all I need!” 
 
    Theo scrunched up his nose in annoyance but didn’t argue as he returned to the fight.  
 
    I shoved the Sword of Hatra into my belt and opted for a fire whip, and I lashed out to wrap it around one of the Kocin’s soldiers. The flaming rope encircled his large frame and brought him to the ground with a thud, and he struggled against the binding as he glared at me. 
 
    “The Kocin’s magic is way better than this,” he grunted. 
 
    “I don’t see you getting out of it.” I smirked and yanked on the rope to drag him closer. “Tell me where the Kocin is.” 
 
    He groaned as the fire began to eat away at his clothes, and he tried to roll around on the forest floor to put it out, but it was no use. The flames continued to travel up his robes toward his bare skin, and his breathing came faster and faster. 
 
    “I can’t!” he wailed.  
 
    “You can, and you will,” I said as I tightened the rope even further. 
 
    The man opened his mouth, but his reply was cut off as a Tunglian leaped on top of him and dragged his claws across the man’s exposed throat. The wolf left the man to gurgle and drown in his own blood without a second glance, and I sighed and looked around for another possible informant. 
 
    “My lord, we’ve got a couple for you!” Marina sang. 
 
    I looked at the dryad to see she, her sisters, and Nokomis had trapped two men in a tangle of branches and leaves. They were bound to two trees, and there was no way for them to escape. 
 
    “Perfect,” I murmured.  
 
    It looked like it was a good thing my women had listened to me because the two men in their bindings were the only ones left alive. Between my people, the Tunglians, and Theo, Kocin’s army was nothing to speak of. 
 
    I marched over to the two men and eyed them carefully. One of them looked to be on the verge of tears, while the other glared at me with disgust. His face was scrunched up into a sneer as he watched me pace in front of them, and I decided he would take a little more work to break. 
 
    I’d start on the easy one. 
 
    I turned to his sniveling buddy and pressed my dagger to his throat. 
 
    “Where’s the Kocin?” I snarled. 
 
    “Oh, gods, he’s probably in the caves,” the man whined. “Please, I’ll tell you everything I know.” 
 
    “You said he’s probably there,” I said through gritted teeth. “You don’t know for sure?” 
 
    “Well, no one does,” he insisted. “He doesn’t like to tell us everything.” 
 
    “Especially not spineless weasels like you,” the other one snapped. 
 
    “So, you know more than your friend here?” I asked as I cocked my head toward the second one. 
 
    “He isn’t my friend,” he spat. “And it doesn’t matter what I know. As soon as either of us talks, we’re dead.” 
 
    “You’re talking now,” I countered with a smirk. “And you both look like you’re breathing.” 
 
    “Come on, Luka,” the first one pleaded. “Just tell him something so we can run away and stay alive!” 
 
    “No loyalty,” Luka grunted. “Not an ounce in your puny little body, Sal.” 
 
    “I’m loyal to life,” Sal said and turned his nose up into the air. “If I knew more about where the Kocin was, I’d already be off and running.” 
 
    “Until he caught up with you,” Luka shot back. “You’d be just as dead as the rest of our crew.” 
 
    “Okay, enough with the bullshit,” I cut in. “One of you knows where he is, and I want to know now.” 
 
    “Well, I want to keep my head.” Luka shrugged. “If I tell you where the Kocin is, he’ll cut it off. He has no mercy for traitors.” 
 
    “He has no mercy for anyone,” Sal pointed out.  
 
    “But especially not for someone who tells his secrets,” Luka said. 
 
    “And if you don’t tell me, I’ll do much worse than cut off your head,” I hissed. “I can cut off whatever I want, heal the wound, and keep cutting. Would you like to see a demonstration?” 
 
    I unsheathed the Sword of Healing and tapped it against each of their shoulders as I tried to decide which one would get me a result.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard the scream of something flying through the air. 
 
    Then an arrow plunged into Sal’s forehead and pinned him to the tree. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Luka gasped as he tugged on the bindings. “Let me out! I’m next! Fuck! Anatole never misses!” 
 
    “Who’s Anatole?” I demanded while I held up my fiery shield to protect us from another shot. “Tell me!” 
 
    “He’s the Kocin’s right-hand man,” the prisoner explained as he eyed my shield. “He’s the best archer I’ve ever seen. The Kocin knew Sal was about to talk! I’m fucking dead.” 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” I growled and turned back to face Mael. “There’s an archer named Anatole out there. We need him found!”  
 
    Mael dipped his furry head and released a howl that echoed around the trees. The other wolves howled back, and they headed out into the forest to find Anatole. 
 
    “You won’t get him,” Luka groaned. “He’ll come back and kill me. He doesn’t miss, and he doesn’t argue with the Kocin. This is it.” 
 
    “He does whatever the Kocin says to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he’ll kill anyone if the Kocin orders it.” Luka shuddered. “If he killed Sal, it’s because the Kocin said to, which means he knows we were about to talk.” 
 
    “Were you?” I arched an amused eyebrow.  
 
    “I-It doesn’t matter if I die!” Luka shrieked. 
 
    “He seemed much tougher earlier,” Polina said with a smirk. 
 
    “Yeah, that was before I almost got impaled with an arrow,” he retorted. “I just watched my friend die!” 
 
    “You said he wasn’t your friend,” I chuckled. “It doesn’t matter. No arrow is getting through this shield, which means now you can tell me where the Kocin is. Does he go along with Anatole?” 
 
    “He goes where he wants,” Luka huffed. “I doubt he’s frolicking in the forest right now, but he’s got to be close. He likes to see his victims die.” 
 
    “That’s not creepy at all,” Nokomis muttered. 
 
    The details about the Kocin reminded me of something else I’d heard before, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Either way, we needed to know more, and we wouldn’t be able to do it if Luka was freaking out about Anatole shooting him. 
 
    “Do you have somewhere safe we can go?” I asked Mael. “We need to question him more and find out where the Kocin is.” 
 
    The Alpha bared his teeth at our captive for a moment before he shifted back to his human form and glared at him again.  
 
    “Why would we let him live?” Mael snorted. “He’s just as guilty as the others, and we’ve shown them no mercy.” 
 
    “Which I fully support,” I said with a nod. “But we also need to cut the head off the snake, and this guy seems to know where the Kocin is hiding, so we need to get that information before we do whatever you want to do with him.”  
 
    “You’re going to let the wolves decide what happens to me?” Luka shrieked. “They’ll eat me for dinner!” 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” Mael said and rolled his eyes. “Humans are far too chewy.” 
 
    I thought Luka’s eyes might pop out of his skull, and I suppressed a laugh before I turned back to the Alpha. 
 
    “So, do you have somewhere around here?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, follow me,” Mael sighed. 
 
    Nike and I grabbed Luka, and the dryads tightened his bindings around his body before we dragged him after the wolf-man. His pack hadn’t returned from their search for Anatole, and I wondered what kind of man was okay with following kill orders from the Kocin without asking any questions. 
 
    Perhaps he’s worried about his own life, Miraya suggested. The men have said the Kocin has no mercy. 
 
    Yeah, but he had to have the opportunity to say no at first, right? I mused. It isn’t one day you just become a mercenary. 
 
    I’m not sure, she murmured. 
 
    It seemed like we’d walked for nearly an hour when Mael finally came to a stop in front of a tree. It looked no different than all the other trees, and I started to ask what was up when he yanked open a hidden door at the base of the trunk. He grabbed a torch from the wall, and we followed him down the secret stairs into a dark tunnel.  
 
    The tunnel stretched on for about fifty yards before we could see a light ahead, and we continued toward it as the tunnel opened up wider and wider. 
 
    Then the underground village came into view. 
 
    Dozens of huts lined the outer edges of the cavern walls, while several carts and wagons of goods were spread out in the middle. A few Tunglians worked on metal and wood, and others appeared to be chopping up meat and vegetables. There was a powerful scent that reminded me of cinnamon and sugar in the air, but I couldn’t tell where it came from.  
 
    “Wow, this is magnificent,” Nokomis said.  
 
    “Thank you, milady,” Mael replied with a smile. “My people have kept this village intact for several hundred years. It’s where our pack remains while the warriors hunt and defend above the ground.” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” Laika agreed, and her ears and tail flicked happily as she looked around. “It feels so homey.” 
 
    “It feels like death,” Luka grumbled. 
 
    Nike and I yanked on his bindings to shut him up, and we followed Mael through the village toward a large hut on the furthest end of the cavern. The Tunglian citizens bowed to their Alpha as he passed, though the children risked glances in our direction while we walked behind him.  
 
    Everyone seemed to be curious but smart enough to know not to ask questions. Their respect for the Alpha was apparent. 
 
    “Bring him over here,” Mael said as we reached the large hut. 
 
    A wooden chair sat in front of the building, and the dryads helped us move the bindings onto the wooden beams of the seat. Luka made a noticeable effort to break through the leaves and twigs, but he was no match for the dryads’ nature magic.  
 
    “That should do it,” I said with a grin. “He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Well, now what do you do?” Mael asked and frowned. “He isn’t saying anything.” 
 
    “We have to ask questions,” I chuckled. “He knows something about where the Kocin is, and once we have that, we can go after the bastard.” 
 
    “My men are used to hunting in the dark,” the Alpha replied. “They might find him on their own if you’ll give them a chance.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said and dipped my head to the Tunglian. “But they might only find Anatole. We have to handle the Kocin, or he might just move on and start over with more soldiers and prisoners. We can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “Listen, I really don’t know for sure where he is,” Luka cut in. “I can only guess.” 
 
    “Make a list,” Mael ordered. 
 
    He nodded to a Tunglian who stood guard, and the wolf-man nodded his head back before he retrieved a journal and pencil from inside the hut. Then he stood next to Luka and jotted down every place the prisoner said. 
 
    “Are we going to search all these places?” Nike asked with a grimace. “What if he isn’t in any of them?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I didn’t think it would be quite so extensive.” 
 
    “There has to be a way to narrow it down,” Mael muttered. “Even with all my pack members, it would take days to search all the places he’s listing.” 
 
    “…or maybe in the pond by the northeast bay,” Luka suggested while the guard took his notes with a disapproving frown. 
 
    “And they aren’t close,” Mael added. “There’s no way to efficiently search them all, especially with the archer in the forest.” 
 
    “Okay, so maybe we get as much other information as we can,” I tried. “If he says something else useful, it might narrow down the search areas.” 
 
    Suddenly, the smell of cinnamon and sugar got so strong I thought I could taste it, and Mael’s demeanor changed as he straightened his back and looked past me. 
 
    I turned around to see a female Tunglian. 
 
    She was in her twenties with long strawberry-blonde hair that flowed in perfect waves to her waist, and her bright gold eyes flicked over each of us as she cocked her hips to the side. Her mouth curled up into a playful smile, and her gaze slowed when she reached Nike before she focused on the Alpha. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help, Alpha?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you see something you like, Shaya?” Mael snickered. “Your scent is overpowering.” 
 
    Shaya threw her head back to laugh, and it was a melodic sound that filled the air before she looked at the Alpha with a grin. 
 
    “You know me well, cousin,” she said as she looked at Nike again. “I’m quite interested in one of your new friends.” 
 
    Nike’s eyes widened in surprise as he met the Tunglian woman’s stare, and then the slightest twinge of pink colored his cheeks.  
 
    My fellow noble hadn’t been hit on so bluntly before, and I was all about watching the show.  
 
    “Um, I… uh…” He cleared his throat and gestured to our prisoner like he wanted someone to continue the questioning. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment and then shook my head with a grin. He didn’t even know what to do, but I’d definitely play the wingman for him later. 
 
    “We’re getting information from this man about the Kocin,” I explained. “Do you want to observe?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” Shaya replied. “I’d also like to learn your handsome friend’s name, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Lord Nikolaus,” I said, and I stifled another grin at her blunt response.  
 
    “A lord?” The she-wolf’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “How very respectable.” 
 
    “Most of the time,” I joked and elbowed him in the ribs. “Say hello or something.” 
 
    “It’s nice to, uh, meet you, Lady Shaya,” Nike said as he took her hand and kissed it. 
 
    “And you, my lord,” Shaya giggled. 
 
    “Now, can we please get back to the prisoner?” Mael rolled his eyes and nudged Luka’s boot. “What else can you tell us about the Kocin, assuming your list is complete?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Luka replied with a sheepish smile. “I know more about the missions he sent us on than his escape plans. He showed up a few years ago in Xostea, where I’m from.” 
 
    “Xostea?” Mael echoed and frowned.  
 
    “Yeah, I lived in Parcy, near the coast,” the captive explained. “He arrived in the city a few years back and said he had a mission for anyone who wanted to make some real money. I was stealing food to survive, and I accepted the offer immediately.” 
 
    “The offer to become a criminal?” I pressed. 
 
    “Well, I was already a criminal,” Luka admitted. “I stole food, money, clothes, whatever I needed. No one in Parcy would give me a job because my father was a known criminal, so I turned to the family business. Anyway, I didn’t know the Kocin wanted us to be criminals for him.” 
 
    “What did you think you were going to do?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “Work.” Luka shrugged and looked down at his lap. “I found out quickly that wasn’t the case. The Kocin had found several criminals from around the area to go back to the yasil stone caves with him, and there were more of his soldiers there already. He gave us a specific item he wanted, its location, and sent us on a dragon’s back to destroy anything that stood in the way of his item.” 
 
    “And you were okay with this?” I furrowed my brow and glared at him. 
 
    “What choice did I have?” he sighed. “He made it clear from the moment we arrived in Afur that no one left his army alive. And he has no qualms about killing anyone or anything that keeps him from his treasures.” 
 
    “Tell me about the treasures,” I ordered. 
 
    “One of the other guys said they’re all magical stuff.” Luka shrugged. “I don’t know much about it. He had some magic when he brought me back from Xostea, but now, he has a lot more. I guess he uses those treasures to build up his power. At least, that’s what the other guys said.” 
 
    “So, he is a sorcerer, like we thought,” Alyona mused.  
 
    “Yeah, he has to be,” I agreed. “But this just means he’s easier to beat, right? Like that one guy, we took his totem thing.” 
 
    “It can be easier,” she hedged. “But it isn’t guaranteed. It depends how much power he has amassed in his treasures and how he’s linked them to his power. If he’s been at this for a while like it sounds, it won’t be as simple as the one who went after Callan.” 
 
    Callan was the first of my fellow dragons to respond to my messenger, and he was safe and sound back in Hatra now, but he’d come to us for help when someone had attacked him in his hideout. It had turned out to be a hired attack, and the young sorcerer was trapped in the Blue Tree Guild’s airship back in Hatra, but he’d made a valiant effort to escape.  
 
    “Okay, so, don’t count our chickens before they hatch,” I said before I turned back to Luka. “What else can you remember about his magic?” 
 
    “Um, I don’t know if it helps, but I always thought it was strange he doesn’t use it to kill people.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “You said he has no mercy for anyone.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, he kills them,” Luka said and nodded vigorously. “He just doesn’t use magic to do it. He always uses his bare hands. And he said something weird about how he likes his victims to see him when they die. Well, not him exactly, but the tattoo on his arm. It’s a sword or a dagger or something. He said it’s their last vision before death. I guess he gets off on it…” 
 
    Luka continued, but my mind had already started to spin with the connection I’d just made.  
 
    When we’d captured Dolion, the young sorcerer who was hired to go after Callan, he’d told us his boss was a guy with a sword tattoo on his arm who liked to kill people with his bare hands, so it was the last thing they’d see. 
 
    If the Kocin was Terach, then the former conqueror wasn’t as dead as everyone had thought he was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Visions of cutting a sword tattoo off Terach’s arm raced through my mind, and I couldn’t decide what was the best way to kill the bastard. 
 
    Maybe I should try that death by a thousand cuts thing. 
 
    Or roast him into ashes. 
 
    There were many possibilities-- 
 
    “Do you know who I’m talking about?” Luka’s voice snapped me back to the moment. 
 
    “Uh.” I shook my head to clear it and focused on the captive. “Yeah, I’ve heard a few things about that guy. His real name is Terach, and apparently, everyone thought he was dead a long time ago, but here he is, wreaking havoc and pissing me off.” 
 
    “Why did they think he was dead?” Mael wondered. 
 
    “Because he went from killing anyone and everything that stopped him from conquering cities to disappearing off the face of Inati,” I said. “Then he made the mistake of sending a kid named Dolion after a dragon friend of mine.” 
 
    “I thought the description sounded familiar,” Laika grunted, and her gray ears flattened against her head. “He needs to get what’s coming to him.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should get more information before we decide upon his death,” Nokomis suggested with a frown. “Could it be a different person?” 
 
    “Even if it is, the Kocin has killed more people than I can count,” Luka said with a hollow look in his eyes. “Some of the soldiers didn’t care about all the death we left behind, but I couldn’t stomach it. I volunteered to steal the treasure, but I never wanted to kill people like that.” 
 
    “Why would Terach or the Kocin or whatever we’re calling him do all that?” Nokomis asked. “To get these treasures?” 
 
    “To get more power,” I growled. “That’s all he wanted during his first set of attacks, and that’s all he’s going for now. He seems to think he can take whatever he wants, no matter the cost.” 
 
    “But why did he try to kill Callan?” Nike cut in with a frown. “Wouldn’t he want to kidnap him like he did Theo and the others?” 
 
    “He always sent someone to do that,” Theo said. “The Kocin-- er, Terach wasn’t ever there when we were taken.” 
 
    “He wasn’t there for Callan’s attack, either.” I shook my head and rubbed my beard in thought. “So, why send someone to kill him?” 
 
    “Unless he holds some secret treasure, I couldn’t tell you,” Luka said. “I only know the Kocin wants power, and if he can’t get it from someone, he ignores them or kills them.” 
 
    Nike made a good point. Callan seemed like an average guy-- other than his weird abilities-- and he hadn’t mentioned anything that made him some kind of powerful, secret treasure-holding dragon, so what made him different from the ones who were captured?  
 
    Maybe Callan knows something we don’t, Miraya offered. 
 
    He wouldn’t keep a secret treasure from me, I insisted. I trust him. 
 
    I’m not saying you shouldn’t, the spirit replied with a smile. I’m only suggesting he knows something he hasn’t shared yet. You’ve been running across the world lately, so there hasn’t been much time for pleasantries. 
 
    Yeah, I think we need to talk to him when we get back to Hatra, I decided. There has to be a reason Terach wanted him dead instead of in his army of dragon prisoners, and I doubt it has anything to do with his magical prowess. 
 
    I’m sure Callan will be happy to figure it out with you, Miraya said. 
 
    “He sounds like a pleasant man.” Polina scowled and crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Let’s finish him.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” Nokomis murmured, and the snow leopard princess pursed her lips into a thin line. “If he has indeed taken so many lives, there is nothing to be gained by giving him mercy. If anything, it would be merciful to the rest of the world to rid them of such a deadly enemy.” 
 
    “Then we’re all in agreement,” I said. “Terach has to go.” 
 
    “Yep,” Nike agreed, and the others nodded. 
 
    “Good.” I clenched my fists at my sides. “Then as soon as we find Terach, he suffers the consequences of his choices.” 
 
    “We may not need to wait much longer,” Mael murmured as he pointed past us. “That’s one of my hunters now.” 
 
    The Alpha strode past us toward another Tunglian who had just entered the cavern in his human form. We left Luka strapped to the chair despite his questions and followed Mael toward his pack member. 
 
    “Alpha, we have good news,” the man said with a feral grin. “We have the Kocin and his archer cornered.” 
 
    “All pack members accounted for?” Mael asked. 
 
    “Yes, Alpha,” his warrior replied and turned to Alyona. “Thank you, milady. Your spell protected us from his magic, and we were able to fend off his attacks with ease.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said as she smiled and took my hand. “Lord Evan and I are happy with your success.” 
 
    “Shall I take you to them, Alpha?” he asked Mael. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll be right behind you,” the Tunglian Alpha answered with a nod. “Lead the way.” 
 
    We started to follow him, and I noticed Shaya grab Nike’s arm as he fell into step behind me. She whispered something in his ear, and his face turned cherry-red before he smiled and nodded. Then he hurried to catch up with us, and I laughed as he pointedly avoided my stare. 
 
    “You helped him break off an engagement he didn’t want,” Alyona whispered. “Don’t you want him to meet other women?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I laughed. “But he’s not going to get anywhere with them if he only says two words at a time.” 
 
    “Maybe Lady Shaya enjoys a timid man,” Nokomis said in a low voice as she matched my step on the other side.  
 
    “A timid man, he is not,” I snorted. “I don’t think he’s used to women coming onto him, though. His ex-fiancée wasn’t exactly the flirting type.” 
 
    “Certainly not without wine,” Alyona giggled. 
 
    Nike’s former engagement was arranged by his family, and when we’d met the lucky lady, none of us were impressed by her prim manners or vicious drunk tongue. It was like a Jekyll and Hyde act, and I’d been quick to make sure my best friend wasn’t stuck in a hateful marriage for the rest of his life.  
 
    As we climbed out of the secret village, our teasing got quiet. Darkness had fallen over the forest, and the moonlight illuminated the path we walked behind the Tunglians. It took about twenty minutes to reach the base of one of the rock formations that were scattered among the trees, and at least ten Tunglians stood shoulder to shoulder in front of it. 
 
    Mael pushed through with obvious leader authority, and I followed behind him to find two men in front of the base of the stone tower. One had pieces of a broken bow at his feet and a quiver of arrows on his back, and I figured it was safe to assume he was Anatole, the famed archer lieutenant.  
 
    The other man looked like a caged lion as his stare traveled across each of the wolves with a fiery rage in his eyes. He stood probably about six-foot-two with bright blue eyes and white hair, and I wondered for a moment how old he was. He had a few wrinkles on his angry face, but it seemed he’d found some sort of magic to help him stave off the normal wear and tear of a human aging. 
 
    But the tattoo on his arm was the dead giveaway. 
 
    The tip of the blade touched his wrist, while the hilt crossed his elbow. It wasn’t any sort of fancy artwork to impress others, but it certainly would leave a memory on anyone who saw it. 
 
    Especially if it was the last thing they saw. 
 
    Terach was a cocky bastard, and he scoffed as Mael approached. 
 
    “You think the Alpha scares me?” Terach asked. “I made a deal with the last Alpha, and I’m sure I can find one that suits you. What is it you want? Treasure? Gold? Or perhaps…” 
 
    The heathen’s bold arrogance seemed to trickle away as his gaze finally landed on me, and he scooted himself back into the stone wall in a frenzy. 
 
    “The Alpha doesn’t scare you, but I do?” I asked with a smirk. “What’s the matter, Terach? I’m guessing you don’t like dragons who aren’t chained to the fucking floor.” 
 
    I kicked a stone in front of him, and he didn’t even bother to stop the rock from hitting him in the face. A small line of blood appeared on his cheek, and he shuddered as I towered over him. 
 
    “I-I don’t l-like anything… like you,” he finally spat out. 
 
    “Do you want us to kill them, Alpha?” one of the Tunglians asked. “He’s been trying to make a deal since we caught him, but we waited for you.” 
 
    “We’ve done the part I wanted,” Mael said with a wave of his hand. “This man has harmed many more of Lord Evan’s kind, so I’ll give him the final decision.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Terach groaned. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Anatole hissed and nudged his leader. “He’s just another dragon.” 
 
    “No!” Terach yelled. “He’s just like the other.” 
 
    “The other what?” Anatole asked. 
 
    “Who gives a shit?” I laughed. “All you need to know is I’ll kill both of you without a second thought. You both kidnapped, tortured, and maimed my brothers, and for that, you’ll pay, but first, I have a few questions of my own.” 
 
    “Please, just kill me and be done with it!” Terach begged.  
 
    I couldn’t figure out what had the sorcerer so freaked out, and he wasn’t even trying to use his magic on me. The Tunglians hadn’t said anything about taking away his totem, but the fearsome conqueror didn’t seem so fearsome to me now. He looked like a sniveling coward. 
 
    “I said, I have a few questions,” I snarled. “Why did you send Dolion to kill Callan?” 
 
    “He didn’t kill him?” Terach gasped. “Dammit! I knew I should have sent Anatole.” 
 
    “I told you,” his lieutenant muttered. “I would’ve gotten that dragon.” 
 
    “Why did you want him dead?” I thundered as I dropped to one knee and slammed my fist into the stone. 
 
    The ground beneath us shook thanks to a bit of my stone magic, and Terach sucked in a sharp breath as he tried to melt into the rock formation at his back. 
 
    “You should know,” he finally said in a quivering whisper. “That’s who you’re like, and I would have killed you both if I’d known about you before.” 
 
    “We’re both dragons?” I couldn’t figure out what the hell the disgraced Kocin was getting at.  
 
    He didn’t try to kill all the dragons, but he wanted to kill Callan and me? It didn’t make a damn bit of sense, and I was starting to get tired of all the riddles. 
 
    “You know good and damn well what you are!” Terach shrieked, and a vein popped out of his forehead as his blood pressure rose. “You know what you are!” 
 
    “Okay, fucking loony tunes, I’m done,” I muttered. “You aren’t making any sense.” 
 
    “Now, you shall provide me with a warrior’s death!” he continued. “I have successfully created a long reign of power, and I demand it! I deserve it!” 
 
    “You deserve the death part,” I agreed. “But you don’t get to demand shit.” 
 
    I stood up and turned to face Mael, who looked completely bewildered at the conversation between Terach and I.  
 
    “Did you, uh, find out what you needed?” he asked. 
 
    “I found out this guy has lost his marbles.” I shrugged and jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “What the hell does he mean by a warrior’s death?” 
 
    “Death by the sword,” the Alpha explained. “I don’t think…” 
 
    “He deserves that?” I finished with a smirk. “Nah, he doesn’t get what he wants. I just wanted to make sure what it was, so I could kill him in a different way.” 
 
    I turned back around and stalked over to Terach and Anatole, and though Terach continued to shake like a chihuahua, he met my stare with unblinking eyes.  
 
    “So, you will use your sword, right?” Terach asked. 
 
    “Fuck, no,” I grunted. “You wanted death by the sword, and I don’t want to give you anything you want. I’ve made my decision. You took dragons and used them against their will to do your bidding, so you get death the dragon way-- by fire.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, gods,” Anatole groaned. 
 
    “No, wait, please!” Terach begged as he scrambled to his knees in front of me. “I can give you treasure! I know dragons like treasure!” 
 
    “I’ll find your magical stash when I feel like it,” I shot back as I put my boot against his chest and shoved him onto his ass. “Right now, I feel like it’s time for an execution.” 
 
    I motioned for Theo to join me, and together, we opened our mouths and poured flames onto the leader and his lieutenant.  
 
    “I’ll live forever!” Terach bellowed. “With the king!” 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    I slowed my torrent of fire, but Theo was so filled with rage, his flames burned hotter and hotter as he torched the duo. I yanked him backward and tried to send a wave of healing magic onto Terach, but the two evil sons of bitches had already become matching piles of ash. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Theo demanded. “I was almost done!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, brother,” I said and put a hand on his shoulder. “He said something I wanted to know more about, but he was too far gone.” 
 
    I glanced over at Alyona, who gnawed on her nails with worry. She’d heard what Terach had said, too.  
 
    What king was Terach going to live forever with? 
 
    I could only think of one, and the thought of Terach joining the Demon King wasn’t one I wanted to consider.  
 
    “Alpha, should we put the ashes in the river?” the Tunglian who led us here asked.  
 
    “Mael, I’m sorry to interrupt, but we can’t risk Terach’s ashes making it to the Breach,” I interjected. “A river is moving, so the ashes could get there eventually, right?” 
 
    “I agree, it’s too risky,” Alyona said with a nod. “If he were to join forces with the Demon King…” 
 
    She shuddered and leaned against Nokomis. 
 
    “Yeah, it would be bad,” I agreed.  
 
    “What do you propose we do instead?” Mael asked. 
 
    “Take the ashes as far south as you can and bury them away from moving water,” I said after a moment. “We can’t be too careful. The Demon King makes this guy look like the Easter bunny.” 
 
    “The what?” Mael cocked his head to the side as he wrinkled his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Never mind.” I shook my head and grimaced. “They’re both bad, and we can’t let them team up in either realm. How far south can your men take the ashes?” 
 
    “As far as the Xostea border,” Mael replied. “After that, they would be beyond the Runsa Pack territory, and we don’t want to cross another pack.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “Just make sure they avoid rivers and streams and anything else that could help the ashes get back north to the Breach.” 
 
    “As you wish,” the Alpha said with a slight bow. 
 
    He barked his orders at the other wolves, and they howled their understanding while the one who remained in human form scooped the ashes into a small satchel. Then he tied it around the neck of one of the large wolves, who took off south into the forest toward the Xostea border.  
 
    Terach hadn’t been the powerful sorcerer his people made him out to be, and I wondered if it was another case of how a lack of knowledge about magic made people more scared of it. If he could only do a few things with his power, and they could do nothing, maybe that’s why they were so terrified of the power he possessed. I was still surprised he hadn’t tried to use it against me, but it made it easier to take care of my business. 
 
    Now, there was one less enemy to the dragons on Inati, and I could get back to the mission of closing the Breach.  
 
    “So, it’s pretty late,” I said as I stifled a yawn. “Do you think we could stay in your village for the night?” 
 
    “Not me.” Theo shook his head and looked up at the sky. “I think I’ll make that flight to Hatra now. With the Kocin dead, I’ll be able to sleep tonight, but I don’t think I can sleep underground.” 
 
    “I can make you a portal, if you’d like,” Alyona offered gently. “It would be easier.” 
 
    “Oh, no, milady,” he replied and smiled. “I need to fly. We prefer it.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said with a nod. “We’ll see you back there soon.” 
 
    Theo dipped his head and set off on a jog for the edge of the forest. There was nowhere near enough room within the trees to take his dragon form, and I felt a little twinge of jealousy that he was going to be able to fly tonight. 
 
    “You are all welcome to stay,” Mael interrupted my thoughts. “I already have the guest huts being prepared for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as we made our way back through the forest. “And since we have some time now, I wanted to talk to you about the, uh, Noble of the Sword stuff.” 
 
    “What about it?” The Alpha looked at me with confusion as we got closer to the hidden door of his village.  
 
    “So, you know, I’ve been traveling and meeting the other Nobles, but I haven’t really told you why,” I began. 
 
    And then I told him our story. 
 
    The Tunglian’s eyes were filled with awe and surprise and complete shock as I told him of the other Noble Swords, the battles we’d fought, the enemies we’d faced, and the Breach and its king. When I finally finished, he swallowed and shook his head. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” he breathed. “But what does it have to do with me?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve bonded with many other Nobles of the Sword, so I can access their powers when it’s time for me to take on the Demon King and close the Breach for good,” I explained. “And now, I need to bond with your sword’s bloodline.” 
 
    “Okay, so how do we do that?” he asked. “Is it a spell?” 
 
    “Um, not exactly,” I replied as we headed down the steps into the village. “It’s a ceremony, and it can’t be with you. I can only perform the Redimi Vincio ceremony with a female.” 
 
    “I see,” Mael murmured. “How does that work? I can’t give the sword to a female just for you to do the ceremony.” 
 
    “No, that wouldn’t work anyway,” I assured him. “It has to be a female who already has the bloodline ability, someone who had it passed down to her. Like Nokomis and her twin brother, their mother passed down the bloodline.” 
 
    “I don’t have any daughters.” The Alpha frowned and tapped his chin while we walked through the nearly empty pathway toward his hut. “I’ve only had sons with my mate, and she’s not with child at the moment.” 
 
    “What about a sister?” Laika suggested. “Anastasia, she’s the Noble of the Sword of the Land, and she already had the bloodline ability even before she got the sword back from her brother.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, um, I have a sister,” Mael said as we stopped in front of the large hut. 
 
    It seemed Luka had already been moved to another location, and the single chair he’d been bound to had been replaced by a set of ten chairs. Mael dropped into one of them, and the rest of us found our own seats to continue the conversation. 
 
    “Where is she?” I asked. 
 
    “She left the pack a long time ago,” he sighed. “Female Tunglians join the pack of their mates. They don’t stay with their birth families once they’ve found a mate.” 
 
    “Alright, that makes sense,” I said with a shrug. “So, we go talk to her with her new pack.” 
 
    “They aren’t quite as friendly to outsiders as I was to you,” Mael warned me. “The pack is in Xostea, so it isn’t far away, but they don’t have any regard for Nobles of the Sword since they don’t have any among their ranks. It won’t be a simple journey to talk to her.” 
 
    “Maybe if you introduced us?” Alyona suggested.  
 
    “Yeah, you could tell them we aren’t there to start any fights,” I added. “We just want to talk to them and get your sister’s help.”  
 
    “Mila won’t be thrilled to see me,” Mael said and scrunched up his nose. “I didn’t hide my distaste for her mate, but she would never disrespect our blood bond. I can make the introduction.”  
 
    “Thank you,” my wife breathed and offered a smile. “We’re grateful for your help in many ways, Mael.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t usually leave the pack, but I don’t want any of you to get hurt,” he explained. “It isn’t right what Terach did to those dragons, but it’s nothing compared to what Mila’s husband would do if he thought you were going there to steal her from him or hurt her. Tunglians are extremely protective over their mates, especially the males. You’ll need to watch your back.” 
 
    “We can do that,” I said. “When do you want to go?” 
 
    “In the morning,” he decided. “I’m exhausted, and it appears your wife may be as well.” 
 
    I glanced over and grinned when I realized Alyona had passed out in the chair in a matter of seconds. It seemed as soon as we’d determined Mael would help us find his sister, she was content enough to fall asleep. 
 
    “I’ll take her to bed,” Laika offered with a smile.  
 
    “You can take the first hut right over there,” Mael said and pointed to the right side of his hut. “All three of those are open to you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the wolf Demi-Human replied. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Nokomis said as she rose from her chair. 
 
    The Demi-Humans wrapped Alyona’s arms around their necks, and they guided her into the first hut to go to sleep.  
 
    “I think I’m going to get to bed, too,” Nike said and then yawned. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Night,” I chuckled and waved. 
 
    “Good night, Lord Evan.” Mael dipped his head and then walked into his hut, and I glanced over at the dryads, who looked at me with hooded eyes. 
 
    Trina licked her lips as her gaze dripped down my chest to my trousers, and my cock throbbed in response. Marina rubbed her breasts through her tunic, and I could see her nipples perking up through the silky fabric.  
 
    Polina was the first to stand up, and I could smell her desire as she breezed over to me and grabbed my hand. 
 
    “We’ve really missed you,” she said in a hoarse voice as she tugged me toward the third hut. 
 
    I let the dryad take the lead, and her sisters trailed along behind us.  
 
    We barely made it into the grass and stick building when Polina spun around and pressed her warm lips to mine. Then Trina and Marina pulled my clothes off as I plunged my tongue into Polina’s mouth and wrapped my arms around her curvy body. I yanked her tunic over her head, and I rumbled out a growl when I caught a glimpse of her bare breasts in the cool air.  
 
    Her jade nipples were already hard, and I let my hand slide down to take one of her breasts in my hand.  
 
    “Oh, gods, I’ve missed having your hands on me,” Polina moaned.  
 
    “Me, too,” Marina whispered into my ear as she rubbed her hands and lips across my bare back.  
 
    “I’ve missed all three of you,” I murmured. 
 
    I turned and kissed Trina while Polina dragged her tongue down my neck to my collarbone. Then Trina wrapped her hand around my head and raked her fingers through my hair as she pulled me closer with a desperate moan. 
 
    “My lord,” she gasped against me. 
 
    Polina grabbed Marina’s hand and pulled her around to stand in front of me, and then they both dropped to their knees while I sucked in a sharp breath. They hovered a few inches from my fully erect shaft and kissed each other, and I pulled away from Trina just enough to watch their tongues wrestle. 
 
    Then they moved a little closer to me, and their tongues wrapped over and under my cock as they teased me. I clenched my fists as they licked and kissed my shaft while Trina continued to kiss my throat and chest.  
 
    “Let’s go to the bed,” Trina suggested. 
 
    “Oooh, yes!” Polina agreed as she pressed a kiss to the side of my shaft, and her voice vibrated my cock while I shivered with pleasure.  
 
    It was only a few steps to the bed, and the dryads shoved me onto it with a plop before Trina climbed up next to me while Marina and Polina returned to their makeout session with my cock. They went back and forth between licking from my head to my balls and shoving my cock between their plump tits, and then Trina guided me onto my back, straddled my waist, and leaned down to kiss me again. Then she moved up the bed and let her breasts dangle in my face, so I caught one in my mouth and sucked on her hard nipple. 
 
    “Ohhh, gods!” Trina moaned. 
 
    I kneaded her breast and flicked her nipple with my tongue while she ground her hips against me. I could feel her core getting warmer and warmer as she gyrated on top of me, and I grabbed her hips to pull her pussy to my face.  
 
    “Mmmm, this is what else I’ve been missing,” I said before I dove between her thighs. 
 
    Trina shuddered above me as I dragged my tongue between the wet folds of her hot lips, and I nearly shoved my whole tongue inside her when one of the other dryads plunged my cock to the back of her throat.  
 
    I tilted my head just enough to see Marina had taken over the blow job, while Polina slipped underneath her. I could just imagine the dryad suckling Marina’s pussy, much like I was doing to Trina, and the image was almost enough to send me over the edge.  
 
    “Ohh, fuck, Lord Evan!” Trina gasped as she rode my face. 
 
    I sucked her throbbing clit while she gripped the blanket on either side of my head, and her thighs squeezed against me as her breathing sped up. I pulled her hips even closer to me and shoved my tongue inside her as I tasted every inch of Trina’s hot tunnel.  
 
    Then I pulled back just enough to gently roll her clit between my tongue and my teeth, and her body gave another shudder before a deluge of her sweet juices poured over me.  
 
    “Fuck, yes, Polina!” Marina groaned, and her mouth squeezed around my cock as she hit her climax with Trina.  
 
    Two of the three dryads moaned with their ecstasy, and Marina sucked harder and harder as her orgasm continued. I felt my back arch away from the bed, and then a rush of electricity sent shivers from my spine to my fingers and toes as my cock sent a river of dragon seed down Marina’s throat. 
 
    My hot load filled her mouth, and she kept sucking and swallowing as I poured more and more of my seed into her.  
 
    “My turn!” Polina chirped as she hopped onto the bed and bit her lip. “I want your seed.” 
 
    “I want to give it to you,” I rumbled as I drank in her deliciously naked body. “But I want you to cum for me first.” 
 
    “You always let me cum first,” Polina giggled. 
 
    Marina and Trina climbed off me, and Polina quickly crawled over to straddle my hips. She dragged my rock-hard cock over her wet slit, and then she lowered her body to take me inside her. 
 
    I shuddered as my head dragged across the velvet ridges and valleys of her tunnel, and she closed her eyes as she began to rock her hips back and forth.  
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned. 
 
    Trina and Marina leaned over and took Polina’s breasts in their mouths, and Polina’s hands slid down to rub between the other women’s thighs as she grinded on my cock. Ripples of pleasure rushed over my body, and Polina continued to fuck me and finger the other dryads while I made sure I didn’t even blink.  
 
    The dryads were so fucking hot. 
 
    Polina switched from rolling her hips to bouncing up and down on my cock, and I bit my lip as Trina and Marina moved over to kiss each other above me while I gazed at Polina’s jiggling tits. Then they crawled up the bed to put their own breasts in my face, and I took turns sucking and licking them until Polina started to breathe heavier. 
 
    “My lord, oh, gods, yesssss!” Polina shrieked as her pussy walls tightened around my cock like a vise. 
 
    Then a river of her hot juices rushed down my shaft and poured onto my hips as she trembled with pleasure. I grabbed her waist and kept the movement going while she screamed and climaxed, and then my own orgasm bubbled to the surface.  
 
    “Yessss!” I bucked beneath Polina as another load of my hot dragon seed spurted inside her. 
 
    Our juices filled her within seconds, and Polina’s pussy soon dripped with our combined cum while we shuddered and gasped with ecstasy. I let my hands drop to the bed as my cock filled her empty womb, and I’d barely finished when I looked over to see Trina had climbed to her hands and knees. 
 
    Her dripping wet slit waited for me, and I wasn’t going to disappoint.  
 
    I moved up onto my knees and slammed my cock between her thighs, and she gasped as I filled her tight canal.  
 
    “My lord!” she screeched. 
 
    I pounded into her while I yanked her hips toward me over and over again, and Marina and Polina began to kiss and fondle each other on the bed next to me. I reached down and slipped one finger inside Marina, and she shivered as Polina began to suck on her clit.  
 
    “Oh, my gods!” Marina gasped. 
 
    “You’re next,” I whispered and slid a second finger into her warm pussy.  
 
    She giggled and turned her body so she was directly under Trina, and Marina pulled Trina’s face down to hers to kiss her while I continued to fuck Trina from behind.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Trina’s canal to tighten around my cock, and she nearly collapsed on the bed as her second orgasm hit. 
 
    “Fuck! Fill me up! Please!” Trina screamed as her body shivered and trembled with her climax.  
 
    Her pussy hugged my cock as I slid in and out of her cream-filled tunnel, and then I released my own juices.  
 
    “Gods, yes!” I thundered while I thrust back and forth. 
 
    My dragon seed spilled over and dripped onto the bed beneath us as I unleashed wave after wave of my hot load inside her womb. 
 
    “Our lord is so manly,” Marina said, and I turned to see her and Polina watching me cum inside Trina while they bit their lips with desire.  
 
    They couldn’t get enough, and neither could I. 
 
    Who the fuck needed sleep anyway? 
 
    Eventually, I did, and I sprawled out on the bed with the dryads’ naked bodies wrapped over mine as our eyes fluttered closed.  
 
    But they snapped open when a wild howl filled the air. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I leaped out of bed and nearly tossed the dryads onto the floor as I scrambled for my pants.  
 
    Was there a chance we hadn’t caught all of Terach’s men? 
 
    Someone had to be attacking one of the wolves to make them sound like that, but how did they get past the guards and into the hidden village? 
 
    I tore out of the hut and looked around, but all I saw were other Tunglians peeking out of their own doors. One of the Betas who guarded the Alpha’s hut strode out into the soft light of the torches and met my stare with confusion in his eyes. 
 
    “What was that?” I demanded. 
 
    “It’s a female’s call,” he said as he walked toward me and scanned the area. “But I’m not sure who or why. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “What’s all the fuss?” Mael asked and yawned while he looked at the guard and me. “Who howled?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to figure out, Alpha,” the guard replied with a shrug. “I don’t see anyone, and no one else has sounded an alarm.” 
 
    “Oh, calm down, fellas,” Shaya laughed as she breezed out of Nike’s tent. 
 
    The she-wolf adjusted the silky belt around her waist and ran her fingers through her tousled hair. I recognized the scent between her thighs-- hell, I’d just smelled it a little bit ago on the dryads-- and I had to stifle my own laughter.  
 
    “Lady Shaya, are you--” the guard started to ask when Nike followed her out into the open. 
 
    “It’s none of your business, Parson,” Shaya cut him off and waved a dismissive hand. “I wasn’t expecting to feel so… satisfied by a human.” 
 
    Nike’s face turned a deep crimson, and he grinned at her before he looked at me and shrugged.  
 
    “Y-You… with… a human?” Parson stammered as his mouth fell open. “Why?” 
 
    Apparently, one of those old traditions was not having sex with humans, which would explain Parson’s deer caught in the headlights look. It made sense not to live close to other cultures if they weren’t allowed to mingle with them, so perhaps that was part of the reason for their separation from other types of people. I wasn’t sure if Parson was offended because of the tradition or something else entirely.  
 
    “Because I wanted to,” Shaya said. “And I can. Right, Alpha?” 
 
    Parson and Shaya turned to Mael, who chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “She’s correct,” the Alpha said. “She is unmated, so she can choose whoever she wants for her personal pleasure until a mate chooses her. I’ve never seen one of our females choose a human before, but he is no ordinary human.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a Noble of the Sword,” Shaya told Parson and stuck out her tongue. “It’s way more impressive than being a Beta.” 
 
    “Being a Beta is a great honor,” Parson growled. 
 
    “Not if you’re an arrogant bastard about it,” she shot back. 
 
    Parson’s eyes narrowed on the she-wolf, but he chose not to respond as he turned on his heels and stomped back into the Alpha’s hut.  
 
    “Try to keep it down next time,” Mael said with an amused smile.  
 
    “I can’t promise anything, Alpha,” Shaya giggled as she batted her eyes at Nike. “My lord is quite fantastic with his--” 
 
    “Ooookay,” I interjected and put my hands up. “I don’t need to hear about my best friend’s skills in the bedroom.” 
 
    “Hey, I have to hear about yours all the time,” Nike retorted with a wicked grin. “It’s only fair I get one time.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” I laughed. “I’m going back to bed. I almost trampled the dryads to come rescue you.” 
 
    “All three of them?” Shaya’s eyes widened as she looked back at Nike. “I have some girlfriends in the pack, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, you do?” Nike’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as Shaya tugged him back into the hut.  
 
    I chuckled to myself and waved to Mael before I returned to my hut. The dryads were all awake, and they decided another round was in order, so I happily obliged until the chime of a bell caught my attention. 
 
    “Breakfast!” a man’s voice called out. “All guests of the Alpha are welcome in his hut for breakfast!” 
 
    “Guess we better go eat,” I said with a grin as I slid out of Polina’s sopping canal. 
 
    “I would have thought you had plenty to eat already,” Trina giggled.  
 
    We got dressed and met Laika, Alyona, and Nokomis in front of the huts. The subtle sounds of a bed moving radiated from Nike’s hut, and I shook my head and grinned.  
 
    “Come on, he’ll catch up,” I said as I motioned for my women to follow me into the Alpha’s hut.  
 
    Parson let us inside and pointed to the left, where a dining room had been set for all of my people to sit with Mael. The Alpha was already seated at the head of the table, and he stood up when we walked into the room. 
 
    “Welcome, please, have a seat wherever you’d like,” he said with a smile. “My chef will serve us in just a few minutes. Where is Lord Nikolaus?” 
 
    “I think he’s, uh, still busy.” I smirked.  
 
    “Ah, yes, the sexual appetite of a female Tunglian is quite unlike that of a human,” he chuckled. “My mate educated me in that department very quickly.” 
 
    The thought of a Tunglian female with the same sexual appetite as me and my lovers intrigued me, and I tried to think if I’d seen any single females in the pack since we’d arrived. The only one I could picture, however, had seemed to latch onto my best friend, but I was happy he was finally getting some action since his failed arranged engagement had fizzled out.  
 
    “Where is your mate?” Laika wondered as we sat down around the table, and her gray eyes flicked around the room.  
 
    “She’s taking our sons to their training class,” he replied. “They’re learning the ways of the warrior. One of them must be prepared to take my place as Alpha one day.” 
 
    “And Noble of the Sword,” I added. 
 
    “Indeed,” Mael agreed, and then his eyes lit up as he looked toward the doorway. “And here is our breakfast.” 
 
    Bowls of eggs, roasted meat, bread, and sugary pastries were set out on the table with a flourish, and as soon as the Alpha had filled his plate, we followed suit. Nike staggered into the dining room a few minutes later on shaky legs, and I eyed him with caution as he practically fell into the open chair. 
 
    “Are you alright, brother?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Yeah, um, I just need some food,” he grunted. 
 
    He piled his plate and tore into the bread without another word, and I wondered exactly how much the Tunglian woman had taken out of him. He must have gotten even less sleep than I did to be that exhausted.  
 
    “So, Lord Evan, unless you have a better idea, I’ve decided we should only take a few of my Betas who already know Mila,” the Alpha declared. “With the Kocin handled, many of my pack have begun to explore the yasil stone caves for supplies and food, so the fewer we take with us, the more who can be doing that.” 
 
    “I don’t see any problems with that,” I agreed. “There aren’t any other pack territories between here and Xostea, right?” 
 
    “No, we have all of Afur now,” he replied. “Thanks to you. We can continue to grow our pack without worrying about expanding beyond the border.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I said with a grin. “So, when are your Betas going to be ready?” 
 
    “They should be arriving any moment,” the Tunglian said. “But we won’t leave until you and your people have had your fill. It’s not a far hike, but as we move further south, the hills and valleys can be quite tiring, especially for your wife.” 
 
    Mael nodded to Alyona’s growing belly, and I reached over to rub my hand over the small bump with a smile. The surge of happiness I felt from my son washed over me, and I wondered how our connection would be once he was born. 
 
    Would I still be able to read his emotions? 
 
    It could make things a lot easier. There wouldn’t be screaming for a diaper change or food if I already knew what he wanted. Maybe being a dad wouldn’t be so hard.  
 
    “We’re ready when you are,” Alyona said before she popped the last bite of her bread into her mouth. 
 
    “Your wife is quite brave,” Mael remarked with a nod. “She is more than welcome to stay here if it would be easier.” 
 
    Even though the idea of keeping Alyona far away from any potential dangers was tempting, I knew there was no chance she would stay behind unless I told her to, and I didn’t particularly want to tell her that. I wanted her away from danger, yet I knew I was the only one who would do literally anything to protect her and the baby, so I didn’t want her to leave my side.  
 
    Maybe being a dad would actually be way harder than I expected with the protective instincts I felt.  
 
    “She goes where I go,” I said firmly. “And we’re ready to head to Xostea.” 
 
    Mael perked up and appeared to be listening for a moment, but I couldn’t hear anything. Then he scooted his chair back and took a swig from his mug. 
 
    “My Betas are outside waiting,” he announced. “Let’s go to Xostea.” 
 
    We followed Mael out of the hut, and Nike grabbed my arm as my women continued outside. 
 
    “Brother, are all women so…” He searched for the right word for a moment. “Insatiable?” 
 
    “Mael said it’s a Tunglian thing,” I laughed. “So, good luck with that.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, how am I going to keep up?” Nike groaned and traipsed outside behind me, and then he stuttered to a stop. “O-Oh, hey, Shaya.” 
 
    “There you are!” the lady Tunglian gushed as she marched up to Nike and planted a hard kiss on his lips. “I volunteered to go with you to Xostea.” 
 
    “That was nice of you,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” Nike agreed and wrapped his arm around her waist. “I had to eat. I needed some energy.” 
 
    “You wore me out, too,” Shaya whispered loud enough for us all to hear.  
 
    The other Tunglians spoke in low voices for a moment before Mael turned around and motioned for us to follow them. 
 
    “We’ll walk over to the tunnel to take us out of the village, but we’ll be taking our wolf forms once we’re in the tunnel,” he explained. “We travel better that way, though it won’t make for much conversation.” 
 
    “I can relate,” I chuckled.  
 
    As we walked behind the Tunglians, they stripped their clothes and left them in a pile at the edge of the village. Just like before, one of the Betas scurried over to gather Mael’s Noble Sword, and he stuffed the Alpha’s clothes into a satchel before he handed it to his leader. Mael wrapped the satchel around his neck, and the four wolf-men and the she-wolf changed into their furry forms before we’d made it to the exit.  
 
    Then they nosed their way out of the hidden door, and we stayed behind them as they headed south for Xostea.  
 
    The wolves moved quickly through the forest, but with my swiftness ability, I had no trouble keeping pace with them. Then I looked over my shoulder and realized Nike and my women were having a harder time keeping up with us, so I slowed my speed just enough to be visible to them and still see the wolves. Part of me wished to shift into my dragon form so my companions could climb onto my back, but the trees of the forest were too close together for my massive draconic body, and it would be harder to keep track of the Tunglians.  
 
    It was interesting to see how the forest creatures were both interested and afraid of the Tunglians. Birds sat on their branches overhead, but they ceased their morning songs as soon as the wolves came into view. The creatures who lived near the ground skittered out of the wolves’ path while keeping a close watch on where the Tunglians went next. 
 
    I knew the wolves hunted in this forest, so it was odd the animals didn’t simply run away and hide. If I got the chance, I’d have to ask Mael about it. 
 
    But he couldn’t exactly answer me at the moment. 
 
    Niamh says it’s because the Tunglians always honor the animals they hunt, Miraya said as she lolled on the beach of my spiritual sea. They don’t kill for fun, only for food, so the animals know they’ll serve a purpose once they’ve been hunted. 
 
    So, they’re okay with dying as long as it’s for a good reason? I tried to wrap my head around the concept. Is that one of those creatures of nature things? 
 
    Yes, the spirit confirmed. Nature has a way of understanding the true cycle of life and death. 
 
    The circle of life, I sang back. 
 
    Miraya shook her head with a grin and laid back onto the sand. 
 
    Apparently, my Lion King reference wasn’t one she knew, but I focused on the path ahead as we dipped down into one of the valleys Mael mentioned. It wasn’t as steep as he’d made it sound, and Alyona trucked along behind me without slowing down. 
 
    We went up a hill, down into another valley, up one more hill, and slowed to a stop. The Tunglians shook their bodies like a dog fresh out of the bath, and I stepped back to avoid getting hit with sweat and slobber. Then Mael shifted into his human form and pulled his clothes out of the satchel.  
 
    Once he was dressed, he motioned for the other Tunglians to stay on the Afur side of the border. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” he said. “I need to talk to their Alpha before you can go into their territory. Like I said, he doesn’t have the same understanding about the Nobles of the Sword.” 
 
    “Got it.” I nodded. “We’ll wait here.” 
 
    Mael dipped his head, took a deep breath, and walked down the hill into the shade of the trees below. The forest below us looked almost exactly like the one in Afur, but I could smell subtle differences between the two areas. Where Afur smelled like leaves and light, Xostea smelled more like metal and wood.  
 
    The Betas paced back and forth, but Shaya shifted back to her human form and stood next to Nike. I was still surprised by the Tunglians’ complete openness as the she-wolf waited in all her naked glory. I could see she didn’t have the star branded on her chest, and I wondered how the mark played into the Runsa Pack. I wasn’t sure if she was the one to ask, and at the moment, she was completely focused on her new love interest. She leaned in to whisper something to Nike, and he turned a bright red before he responded under his breath. 
 
    I could only guess what Shaya had said to my fellow noble, but from the way Mael talked about the female Tunglians, I suspected it had something to do with finding somewhere in the forest for another round while she was already naked.  
 
    They remained at the border with us, however, and soon the minutes turned into a half-hour. I felt my patience begin to wear thin, and I started pacing along with the Betas. They eyed me for a moment but resumed their back and forth, and I clenched and unclenched my fists as we waited for the Alpha to reappear. 
 
    “My lord, he’ll be back,” Laika assured me after about ten minutes of pacing. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” I said. “It’s been way too long. We should go check things out and make sure Mael is okay.” 
 
    “I’d advise against that,” Shaya cut in with a serene smile. “The Alpha doesn’t like to be questioned. If he said to wait, then we must wait.” 
 
    “Well, if he got attacked or something, we’re just waiting for him to get killed,” I pointed out as I narrowed my eyes. “Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “Alpha Mael can handle anything the Sinen Pack throws his way,” she insisted. “Besides, we’ll know if he’s in trouble. He’d howl.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I grumbled and resumed pacing. 
 
    Another thirty minutes passed when we all heard the sounds of footsteps ahead of us. 
 
    Shaya quickly shifted back to her wolf form, and she and the Betas watched the trees as they sniffed the air. Then I saw their bodies relax, and I figured Mael must be the one who was headed this way. 
 
    A few seconds later, my theory was confirmed as the Alpha breezed through the tree line and arched his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Were you worried about me, Lord Evan?” he asked with a glint of amusement in his eyes.  
 
    “You said they were jerks,” I scoffed. “I just thought you were taking too long, and we might have to come rescue you.” 
 
    “They are jerks,” Mael agreed and laughed. “Which is why it took so long to convince them you were a friend.” 
 
    “You couldn’t just tell your own sister who I am?” I asked. 
 
    “Ah, no,” he chuckled. “It’s not her decision who comes and goes into their territory. It’s their Alpha.”  
 
    “So, he knows why we’re coming, then?” I pressed.  
 
    “Uh, not exactly,” Mael admitted with a shrug. “Listen, I told him you had to speak with my sister. He agreed on that much, but Gunther is, um, kind of an asshole. And he’s not the smartest wolf I’ve ever met. He’s going to need some convincing.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about him,” I said. “I need to know if I can convince Mila. Is she…” 
 
    I trailed off as I tried to think of a way to ask my question. 
 
    “A jerk?” The Alpha smirked. “A raging asshole? No, my sister is intelligent and calculating. If she can see the benefit, she’ll help.” 
 
    “Benefit,” Nokomis repeated and shook her head. “Whose benefit?” 
 
    “Hers, usually,” Mael said and pursed his lips. “Though I can’t see how she would reject the idea when it benefits the entire planet, which would include herself.” 
 
    “Then I guess we’d better go talk to her,” I decided. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Mael nodded, turned around, and headed past the Xostea border. Shaya and the Betas stayed behind, and we walked past them to follow the Alpha downhill. The shadows grew longer and darker the further we walked, and I could hear the subtle movements of what I suspected were Sinen wolves as they watched us make our way toward the pack’s village.  
 
    We walked for about fifteen minutes when Mael stopped in front of a tree and motioned toward the shadows. Two gray-furred wolves stepped into the shallow light and eyed us with caution.  
 
    “Their entrance is similar to ours, but I can’t go any further,” he said. “You’ll have to follow the tunnel. These two are from the Sinen Pack.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to introduce us to Gunther?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Alphas cannot enter the village of another Alpha,” Mael explained. “It’s considered a challenge for the pack and the territory. I have no desire to start that battle today. We’ve gotten plenty of our territory back already.” 
 
    He laughed as he stripped off his clothes and stuffed them into the satchel, and by the time we lifted the trapdoor open, Mael had returned to his wolf form. We waved before he took off toward his pack, and we stepped down into the gloomy darkness of another underground city with one of the silent wolves in front and the other behind us.  
 
    The tunnel was long and winding, and I’d started to wonder if the Sinen Pack was even here when I finally caught a glimpse of a flickering light ahead. A set of torches lit the entrance into the village, and it was quite similar to the Runsa Pack’s village.  
 
    Huts lined each side of a main path ahead, and the large Alpha hut was toward the furthest end of the village at the end of the path. The two wolves who had guided us shifted to their human forms and grabbed clothing from buckets near the mouth of the cavern.  
 
    “Efficient,” Laika murmured.  
 
    “Come,” one of the Tunglians ordered. 
 
    His long blond hair draped to his lower back, and his forearm was wrapped with a blue tattoo just below the elbow. I glanced over to check, and the second Tunglian sported the same marking.  
 
    Did all the packs have their own way of marking members?  
 
    But why didn’t Shaya have one? 
 
    She hasn’t been mated, Miraya pointed out. Maybe that’s why. 
 
    That makes sense, I mused as we followed the blond wolf-men toward the Alpha’s hut. If they were picked by another pack, they’d have the wrong mark on them. I wonder which one Mila has, then. 
 
    I’d bet it’s the blue tattoo, the spirit replied.  
 
    My focus was drawn to the number of wolves who exited their huts to watch us walk by, and their eyes were filled with a mixture of emotions from fear to disdain to concern. Either way, it didn’t seem any of them wanted us to be here, and we moved along the dirt path quickly as we approached the Alpha’s hut. 
 
    Our guides stopped about ten yards from the door and pointed for us to continue.  
 
    “How friendly,” Alyona murmured as we continued past them.  
 
    As we approached the door of the hut, I wasn’t sure if we were supposed to knock since Gunther already knew we were coming, but I didn’t have to think about it long.  
 
    The front door swung open to reveal a young Tunglian, maybe sixteen, and he grunted and motioned for us to follow him inside. He had darker blond hair than the other two, but his was just as wild and flowed down his bare back to the top of his leather pants. As he turned around, I could see some lines and dots marking his skin, and I wasn’t sure if they were signs of abuse or some other pattern I couldn’t discern.  
 
    Since the kid didn’t seem keen on answering any questions, I decided to leave it alone. We had one thing to accomplish with the Sinen Pack, and I needed to focus on this step so we could get the Breach closed. 
 
    The teenager led us toward a large open room with three chairs in a row toward the back of the room and a big open space in the middle. There was nowhere for us to sit, and I took it as a sign the Tunglians didn’t intend for us to stay very long.  
 
    The walls were covered in skulls from various animals, and I wondered if they were for decoration or a threat. I turned to ask our teenage guide about them when I realized he’d already left and shut the door behind him. 
 
    “I feel so at home,” Polina joked as she cringed at the decor. 
 
    “Not at all like lambs brought to the slaughter,” Marina said as her lip curled in annoyance.  
 
    Before I could respond, the door slammed open again, and a huge man walked into the room with six or seven more men behind him. The one in the lead was at least a head taller than the others, and his face was twisted into a disdainful scowl. He was built like a tree, and he walked with an air of importance as he narrowed his green eyes on me.  
 
    “You’re Evan?” he grunted. 
 
    He looked and sounded like every description I’d ever read of a Neanderthal. He was enormous and dumb, and it looked like he hadn’t been able to find a hairbrush in at least two months. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Nike corrected him as the man sat in the middle chair in front of us. “Of Hatra.” 
 
    The other Tunglians furrowed their eyebrows as they stared menacingly at Nike, but the noble didn’t even glance their way. All our eyes were on the Neanderthal. 
 
    “Hatra isn’t in Xostea,” the man replied as his scowl seemed to melt into a sneer. “So, Evan is what I’ll call you.” 
 
    Obviously, this was the Alpha, and he was feeling the need to assert his dominance over me in front of his pack. Two could play this game. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Gunther,” I said as I purposely avoided using his Alpha title with my own smirk. “I assume you know why we’re here?” 
 
    “You want to meet my mate,” Gunther said.  
 
    Okay, that would have been nice for Mael to mention. 
 
    He hadn’t said one word about Mila being mated to the damn Alpha. Here I thought we’d only need his permission to go talk to someone in his pack, not his fucking wife. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but we have something important to talk to her about,” I explained after my brief WTF moment.  
 
    “You talk to me,” he said. “I decide what happens.” 
 
    Gunther was blunt and to the point, which I couldn’t complain about, but how much of the Breach could I explain without going over his big, dumb head? He hadn’t spoken more than five words per sentence, and the Breach wasn’t an easy thing to understand.  
 
    I glanced over at Alyona, who seemed to share my concern, and she took the reins.  
 
    “We need her help to close the Breach,” she said simply. “Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “No.” Gunther shook his head and frowned. 
 
    “It’s a hole in our realm,” Alyona continued. “If it opens, it will let the creatures of the Underworld into our world. They’ll kill everyone and everything.” 
 
    “So, close it,” he said. “Why Mila?” 
 
    “Because it’s shredded open,” I interjected with frustration. “You can’t just glue it shut, man. We have to use magic.”  
 
    “Mila isn’t a priestess.” Gunther rolled his eyes as his minions laughed. “Her brother made a mistake.” 
 
    “He didn’t say she was a priestess,” I replied through gritted teeth. “He said she has the Noble of the Sword bloodline, which is what we need to help close the Breach. I have to do a magical bonding ceremony--” 
 
    “You want to bond with my mate?” Gunther nearly threw his chair back as he stood up with a feral growl. “Out of the question.” 
 
    “It’s not a bond like that,” Alyona assured him. “It merely gives Lord Evan access to Mila’s power when he needs it to close the Breach. It’s what the gods have planned to defeat the Underworld.” 
 
    “Mila doesn’t have magic,” the Alpha insisted as he settled back into his chair. “This is a waste of time.” 
 
    “She may not actively use her magic, but I assure you, she has access to it,” my wife said. “It’s part of being in the bloodline of a Noble Sword. If something were to happen to Alpha Mael before one of his sons was prepared to take over the duties of the Noble, Mila would be next in line.” 
 
    “A female Noble of the Sword?” Gunther barked a laugh. “That’s dumb.” 
 
    “Is it?” Nokomis asked as she tapped the handle of the Noble Sword on her belt. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    The Tunglians muttered to each other as they looked at her sword with wonder, and Gunther quieted them with a single hand in the air.  
 
    “It doesn’t happen here,” he grunted. “And neither does your ceremony.” 
 
    “You’re right on that,” I chuckled. “We’d have to take her back to Rahma. There’s a ceremonial valley--” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Gunther folded his arms over his chest. “The Alpha of the Sinen Pack has spoken. Mila is not interested in your bonding thing, and she will not be going. You will leave now.” 
 
    “No,” I snarled as I took a few steps closer. 
 
    The other pack members growled and closed in on me, but I stood firmly in front of the Alpha with my fists clenched at my sides.  
 
    “What do you mean, no?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
    “No, I’m not leaving until I get to talk to Mila,” I said. “It’s her decision, and I’ll stand right here until she comes in here.” 
 
    I matched his pose and crossed my arms as I glared at the Alpha wolf-man. His eyes widened in surprise, but it was his Betas who lost their shit. 
 
    “A challenge!” one of them yelped. 
 
    “He’s challenged the Alpha!” another one gasped. 
 
    “No, I’m not challenging him--” I started to argue. 
 
    “It’s a fight to the death!” the first one declared.  
 
    “I’m not fighting anyone to the death,” I growled. “Now, listen--” 
 
    “You dare to challenge me in my own home?” Gunther joined in the challenge bullshit with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m not fucking challenging you!” I shouted. “I’m making a point that you shouldn’t get to decide if Mila can help us or not!” 
 
    “I decide what’s best for my pack,” the Alpha growled as he rose to his feet. 
 
    He stood about six inches taller than me, and he seemed to think his size would intimidate me, but I remained still while he looked down at me.  
 
    “And I decide what’s best for my people,” I finally said. “But not at the expense of their free will. Everyone should get to make their own choices, and I’m not leaving here until Mila has heard us and makes her own decision.” 
 
    “You say you’re not challenging me,” Gunther rumbled as he paced in front of me. “Yet, here you are, refusing to leave my village until you speak with my mate. That sounds like a challenge.” 
 
    “I’m challenging the way you’re looking at the problem,” I countered. “I have no desire to take your Alpha spot. I’m not even a Tunglian. I’m a dragon!” 
 
    “Yes, I could smell it when you arrived,” he hummed. 
 
    “Listen, if she decides to go with us, we’ll have her back to you as soon as it’s done,” I said. “It takes a few hours at most. I don’t understand why you wouldn’t even let us talk to her about saving the world.” 
 
    “I protect mine,” Gunther growled as he lowered his head to glare into my eyes. “You must not understand.” 
 
    “I understand,” I replied in a low voice. “Mine are willing to fight for what’s right, and I protect them while they do the right thing. I don’t tell them they aren’t allowed to help.” 
 
    “I made the decision to do the ceremony,” Nokomis chimed in and then cocked her head to the side. “Is that what you’re worried about? That she’ll say yes?” 
 
    “My worries are not your concern, woman!” Gunther hissed. 
 
    “Don’t talk to her like that.” I stepped between the Alpha and my snow leopard as I put my hand on the Sword of Hatra. “She makes a valid point. It seems you’re more worried about Mila agreeing to go with us than you are about protecting anyone.” 
 
    “Do not question me!” Gunther bellowed, spun around, and kicked one of the chairs into the back wall. 
 
    The chair shattered into a dozen pieces, and he turned back to face us with a red face and heaving chest.  
 
    Before I could call him out for his little temper tantrum, I watched the blood drain from his face. Then the Betas dropped to their knees and lowered their heads to the floor.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    My question was soon answered when the door opened again, and a beautiful female Tunglian breezed inside. 
 
    This had to be Mila. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Mila had the same raven hair as her brother, though hers was twisted into braids that formed a nest on top of her head. Her golden eyes were bright with intelligence and annoyance, and the dark cerulean tattoo was wrapped around her slender forearm. She was more clothed than her male counterparts, but her tightly wrapped sky-blue robes clung to her curves and left nothing to the imagination. 
 
    “Mila, my love--” Gunther started. 
 
    “An introduction,” she cut him off in an icy voice. 
 
    “Lord Evan, Princess Alyona, and, ah, I didn’t catch the other names,” the Alpha muttered. “This is my mate, Mila, the Luna of the Sinen Pack.” 
 
    The Betas remained in their kneeling positions until Mila walked forward and gently grazed her long nails across their bare backs. As soon as she touched each one, they stood at attention and kept their mouths shut.  
 
    I wished Mila had been here earlier when they almost went rabid over the whole challenge thing. It seemed like she was the only one around here who made sure the wolf-men didn’t act like wild animals. 
 
    “And you’re here to talk to me?” Mila asked with a sideways glance at her mate. “But I’ve not been invited into the room?” 
 
    “Mila, please, just--” Gunther tried to soothe her. 
 
    “Why not?” she demanded. “The discussion is about me, and I heard Lord Evan say it should be my choice, so I want the full story now.” 
 
    “I just wanted to protect you,” her mate insisted. 
 
    “Protect me from what exactly?” Mila arched an eyebrow at him. “This obviously volatile dragon or from making my own decisions?” 
 
    Gunther opened his mouth and closed it as he tried to find a suitable response, while I couldn’t help but grin at the Luna’s snappy remarks. I’d tried to tell him she should be in the loop, so her anger at him was his own fault.  
 
    “Luna Mila, we can tell you everything you’d like to know,” I finally said when it became obvious the Alpha had nothing more to say.  
 
    “Please do,” she replied with a nod. 
 
    “I was explaining to your mate that we need you for the Redimi Vincio ceremony,” I continued. “It will help us close the Breach. He didn’t know what that was, but do you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mila said and shrugged. “I can smell it every time I go to Afur. The stench is the worst on the northern coast past the yasil stone caves, but I haven’t been that far north in a while because of the Kocin.” 
 
    “Well, we took care of him already,” I chuckled. “You can go wherever you want in Afur now.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she murmured. “So, your goal is to close the Breach, which I admire, but how am I supposed to help you?” 
 
    “The ceremony I mentioned will bind our power,” I explained. “So, when I go to close the Breach, I’ll be able to access your magic.” 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s been some mistake,” Mila said with a frown. “I’m not magical.” 
 
    “You have it in your bloodline,” Alyona chimed in. “Because you’re descended from a Noble of the Sword, the sword’s abilities are passed down in your blood, though you have no need to use them unless you take over the Noble Sword duties.” 
 
    “Once I’ve bonded with all the other Nobles of the Sword, I’ll be able to tap into all our powers at once and take out the leader of the Underworld,” I continued. “He’s made his plans pretty clear. If we don’t close the Breach before he gets through it, he intends to burn Inati to ashes.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Mila said in a quiet voice. “Why does he hate us so much?” 
 
    “I really don’t know,” I admitted. “He really hates me now since I told him I won’t join his death and destruction plan. He showed me in a dream, but I figured out a way to keep him out of my head.” 
 
    “Will he be able to get into mine?” she wondered and chewed her bottom lip with worry. 
 
    “I haven’t had that problem,” Nokomis interjected. “I’m a Noble of the Sword also, but I think the Demon King has focused his efforts on Lord Evan because he poses the greatest threat.” 
 
    “Do you?” Mila asked as she cocked her head to the side. “Is it because you’re a Noble of the Sword or a dragon?” 
 
    “Not sure.” I shrugged and met the Luna’s gaze. “Either way, he sees me as a threat, and I am.” 
 
    “My pack could handle this Demon King,” Gunther cut in. “We don’t need the dragon or magic to defeat a beast.” 
 
    “He isn’t just some big, bad creature,” I said as I turned my attention back to the Alpha. “He’s some kind of magical overlord god in the Underworld, so he has a lot of power and the demons to back him up. I thought I could take him on a couple weeks ago, but the gods showed me it would only lead to destruction. I have to follow their plan to unite the powers of the Noble Swords.” 
 
    “And I’ll help you,” Mila decided.  
 
    “You… what?” Gunther gaped at his wife and blinked a few times. 
 
    “I’ve made my decision,” she said. “I’ll go do the ceremony and help Lord Evan build up his power to defeat the Demon King. We can’t let him or his demons overrun our world, Gunther. It would be foolish to ignore the threat they pose to our pack.” 
 
    The Alpha snapped his mouth shut, glared at me, and then faced his wife again with a sigh. 
 
    “As you wish, my love,” he replied through gritted teeth.  
 
    It looked like Gunther’s eyeballs might explode from their sockets as he resisted the urge to tell his mate not to go, but Mila seemed to hold some kind of power over him. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was his mate or because he was obviously in love with her, but I couldn’t tell exactly how she felt about him. This Tunglian mating stuff wasn’t anything I was familiar with. 
 
    “If we portal to the ceremonial valley now, we can be back before lunch,” I said as the tension started to ease. “It shouldn’t take long at all.” 
 
    “Assuming we aren’t attacked,” Nike muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s assume that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Attacked?” Gunther asked and narrowed his eyes on me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Demon King sometimes sends his minions to try to stop us,” I replied with a shrug. “We kill whatever beasts he sends, and we do the ceremony anyway. I just take it as a sign he knows we’re getting stronger every time. He doesn’t want that.” 
 
    “Then Mila doesn’t go without me,” he declared. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    He stared me down as though he dared me to defy him again, but this time, I didn’t have a reason to argue. Well, other than not wanting to hang out with a dumb asshole, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a Tunglian on hand if we did get attacked again.  
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. “She’s your wife, You should come with us.” 
 
    Gunther froze for a moment as he tried to wrap his head around the fact that I hadn’t argued with him, but his mate was quick to swoop in. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Mila said with a smile. “My mate is happy to ensure my safety on this journey. Now, did you mention a portal?” 
 
    “I’ll be doing that part,” Alyona replied. “I’ll create a portal directly into the valley, so it won’t take long to arrive or return. Have you used one before?”  
 
    “No.” The Luna shook her head and tapped a long fingernail on her lips as she considered it. “I’m a bit nervous.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s so cool, as Lord Evan likes to say,” Laika assured her. 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human laid out the details for how it felt to travel by portal, while Alyona pulled her white jade hand mirror from her spatial storage. 
 
    “I need to let my father know we’re on our way,” she murmured.  
 
    “Your father?” Mila asked. 
 
    “Yes, he’s the king of Rahma,” Alyona explained. “So, he’s the one who has to perform the ceremony. He’ll meet us in the valley.” 
 
    The reflective surface of the mirror began to shimmer and wave as it changed from Alyona’s reflection to an image of the king. He looked so tired his violet eyes were barely open, and his stark white hair was pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. He was slumped in his chair on the balcony of his chambers at the White Jade Temple, and he looked at his daughter with both exhaustion and adoration in his eyes.  
 
    “My princess, I was starting to wonder if you’d ever find the next Noble of the Sword,” he said in a hoarse voice.  
 
    “Of course, we did, Father,” my wife said, though her hands trembled. “We would never let you down.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” he chuckled, but it turned into a cough. “We must move quickly. The demons have begun to crowd the surface of the Breach. I fear they can sense my strength draining away.” 
 
    “You think they’ll get through soon?” I asked with wide eyes.  
 
    “I’m not sure, my son,” Rodion sighed. “I’m struggling to maintain the seal, and I don’t know how much longer I can do it.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Alyona gasped and covered her mouth. 
 
    “We’re moving as fast as we can,” I promised. “We’re almost halfway done.” 
 
    “I hope we have enough time,” the king murmured.  
 
    “We shall hurry to you, Your Majesty,” Mila said. “I’ve made the decision to bind the Sword of Abundance with Lord Evan. I know it’s only one of the swords you need, but I hope it helps.” 
 
    “It will,” he said with a kind smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you soon,” she promised as she stepped back from the mirror. “Beta Cohen, go prepare my bag.”  
 
    One of the wolves jumped to his feet and scurried out of the room without a word, and Rodion’s lips curled up in amusement.  
 
    “Then we shall prepare for the ceremony,” he said as he motioned to someone out of view. “Castor is gathering everything now. We will likely have to travel on foot. I can’t strain my power with a portal.” 
 
    “I understand,” Alyona replied. “You could have the men prepare you a wagon, Father. I know it’s been some time since you used one, but it would be easier on you than walking.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the king agreed. “Castor is telling them now. I’ll see you soon, my dearest daughter.” 
 
    King Rodion ended the magical call, and Alyona slipped the mirror back into her spatial storage with a worried frown on her face. 
 
    “He’s tough,” I whispered. “Don’t stress out too much right now. We just have to do our part.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen him appear so… weak,” she murmured. “We have to do something. Maybe I can make him some more coins.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said with a nod. “We’ll make sure to do that before we leave the temple.” 
 
    Alyona dipped her head in agreement, but the frown didn’t quite leave her porcelain face as we waited for Cohen to return with whatever Mila needed for our short trip.  
 
    Gunther paced around behind her, and his Betas kept their eyes on him as though they waited for him to make some sort of move. Then Cohen burst into the room with a bright red satchel, and Mila draped it over her shoulder and looked at Alyona. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” the she-wolf declared. 
 
    “Okay,” Alyona said as she turned toward the wall. 
 
    She began to draw a magical circle onto the grass and mud, and the Tunglians stepped back in surprise. The snaps and crackles of her electric white power filled the room, and soon the tendrils of magic joined together to form a circle on the wall.  
 
    Where the wall of the hut had just been, now we had a perfect view of the ceremonial valley.  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Mila breathed. “And you can just… walk through that?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Come on, the king should be there soon.” 
 
    I took Alyona’s hand, and we led our people, Gunther, and Mila through the portal into the ceremonial valley. At first, the scent of fresh air and flowers filled my nose, and I took in a deep breath, but then the stench of the Breach seeped into the space, and it made me growl in frustration. 
 
    The smell of death and decay was enough to make my stomach turn, and it seemed the wolves felt the same way. 
 
    “Gods, that is terrible!” Gunther snarled and bared his teeth. “What is it?” 
 
    “The Breach,” Mila said and looked at me. “Right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “It’s pretty bad up here. That’s why we wanted to move quickly.” 
 
    “But where’s my father?” Alyona asked in a tiny voice. 
 
    “Just give him a few minutes,” I assured her just as a large shadow passed overhead. 
 
    I started to pull the Sword of Healing from my belt when I looked up and saw Eskandar above us. My fellow dragon’s white scales gleamed in the sunlight, and he playfully swatted at me with his spiked tail before he grinned and lowered his large body to the ground for a landing.  
 
    “Brother, how are you?” the white dragon asked with a wide smile. 
 
    “Not bad since we’re about to do another ceremony,” I replied and returned his smile. “Another step in the right direction.”  
 
    “I heard.” Eskandar nodded and looked up at the slightly cloudy sky. “I figured I’d keep an eye out for any other obstructions.” 
 
    “By obstructions, you mean shadow spiders or corrupted beasts?” Nike chuckled. 
 
    “Exactly,” the white dragon replied with a wink.  
 
    “This is so amazing,” Mila said as she moved closer to examine Eskandar. “I’ve never met one, let alone two, dragons before today. Are you part of the ceremony?” 
 
    “No, milady, I just keep watch,” Eskandar said. “We’ve had some trouble in the valley before, but Lord Evan and I do our best to keep the Demon King’s minions away from the ceremony. It’s vitally important to the future of our world.”  
 
    “So I’ve heard,” she mused before she turned back to me. “Now, what can we expect from the ceremony?” 
 
    I laid out the steps of the ceremony, and Gunther growled once I mentioned how we had to cut each other’s hands. 
 
    “I know that sounds bad.” I shook my head and grimaced. “I understand, but it’s necessary, and I always heal us both before it even starts to hurt, I promise.” 
 
    “He really does!” Nokomis chimed in. “I hardly noticed the cut before it was already almost gone.” 
 
    “I can handle a little cut on the hand anyway,” Mila said and waved her mate away. “What do we do with the blood?” 
 
    “We pour it in the bowl after I set it on fire, and the king says a few things and asks for the gods’ blessing,” I continued. “One of them shows up and--” 
 
    “Wait, one of the gods shows up?” Mila asked with wide eyes. “Here? With us?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “We’ve had a few different ones come to bless the ceremony, but that just tells you they’re on our side. They know we’re doing the right thing.” 
 
    “So, we’re going to see a real god?” Gunther asked as he narrowed his eyes on me with disbelief.  
 
    “Most likely.” I shrugged. “There’s been one every time so far.” 
 
    “Incredible,” the Luna breathed.  
 
    “Then there’s basically a light show in the sky, and we’re done,” I finished. “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Nope,” she replied and covered her mate’s open mouth with her hand. “I’m all in. I’m ready when you are. We need to save the world.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a smile. “Now, we need to figure out where King Rodion is.” 
 
    I turned to Eskandar, who seemed to sense my concern, and he dipped his head before he flew off into the sky. He could go check the king’s path from the temple to the valley and figure out how far away Rodion was.  
 
    And it wouldn’t hurt to make sure none of the corrupted creatures got to him before he could make it here.  
 
    A split second later, Eskandar swooped back over the valley, and I prepared myself for the worst until the white dragon landed and pointed at the gap between the hills.  
 
    “He’s right there,” he said.  
 
    As soon as we all turned to look past him, we saw the horse-drawn wagon carrying King Rodion and Castor rolling toward us. Castor sat in the front with his hands white-knuckling the reins, and as he slowed to a stop, I could see Rodion in the wagon slumped back with his eyes closed. 
 
    “Father!” Alyona rushed over and yanked open the door. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” the king mumbled as he opened his eyes and gazed lovingly at his daughter. “Just getting a little nap.” 
 
    “That’s all he ever takes is naps,” Castor said in a low voice. “He needs real sleep.” 
 
    “I can’t get real sleep,” Rodion chided. “If my hold on the seal weakens for even a few moments, the Breach could be forever open to the Underworld. We would all be dead in a matter of days.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we decided to make you more coins while we’re here,” Alyona said as she helped him down from the wagon. “Then you can use those to help you like you were before.” 
 
    “I have a few left,” the king replied with a meek shrug. “They’re hardly doing anything to help me anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” my wife asked and frowned. 
 
    “The demons are pushing back against the seal now,” he explained. “It isn’t merely a matter of me holding it in place. It’s become a struggle to hold them down as well. It requires much more power than what is held within those coins.” 
 
    “What if you had something more powerful?” I wondered. “Would that help you?” 
 
    “My dear son, I’m not sure,” the king sighed. “It couldn’t hurt, but I don’t know how much longer I can do it with only the coins to help me. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “The items Terach-- er, the Kocin stole,” I said. “They were magical things, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona said as her eyes lit up with excitement. “The Cup of Natura, Renault’s Mirror, the Chain of Moregard, and who knows what else! We can get those for you, Father!” 
 
    “I daresay even Renault’s Mirror alone would help me,” Rodion murmured as he rubbed his chin. “It’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Then we’ll get them after the ceremony,” I decided. “We’ll return Mila and Gunther to Xostea, and then we’ll go back to Afur and get those for you. Anything we can do to help, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Well, you can start by introducing me,” he chuckled and nodded to the Tunglians. 
 
    Both wolves stared at the king with round eyes and open mouths, and Laika shook her head as her tail swished around behind her. 
 
    “They’ve probably never seen royalty before,” she explained. 
 
    “Creatures of nature often don’t,” Polina agreed. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “They don’t leave their nature,” Trina giggled. 
 
    “Yeah, if we could live in the trees all the time, we totally would,” Marina added.  
 
    “But then we’d miss out on you,” Polina pouted. 
 
    The dryads tittered, and I laughed as I shook my head and walked the king over to Gunther and Mila. 
 
    “Alpha Gunther, Luna Mila, this is King Rodion,” I introduced them.  
 
    They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries while Castor finished setting up the ceremony. Once he was finished, he called out to Rodion, and we moved into position. 
 
    Gunther stood next to Alyona with his fists clenched at his waist and his wild hair flowing in the gentle breeze. His green eyes were bright with apprehension, and he kept his stare on Mila as she stood next to me in front of King Rodion.  
 
    The Luna looked confident in her decision as she turned toward me and waited for Castor to place the bowl between us. Then he set the dagger on the king’s podium and stepped back to stand next to Nike.  
 
    Rodion began the task of cutting each of the ingredients in half and placing them in the bowl as he named them. Mila watched with a curious smile as he added more things to the bowl, and then he looked at me. 
 
    “Fire of the dragon,” he said with a tired smile. 
 
    “Of course.” I grinned as I blew fire into the ceremonial bowl and watched its contents light up with flames.  
 
    “Wow.” Mila’s mouth stayed open as she watched the fire dance across the bowl, and then she looked over at Rodion, who held the Blade of Wystonia out toward her. “I go first?” 
 
    “You cut me first,” I replied and held my hand out to her. “Go ahead, I won’t even feel it.” 
 
    Mila took my hand cautiously and dragged the blade across my skin. I quickly flipped my palm over and squeezed my blood into the bowl just as my automatic healing kicked in, and then I turned my hand back over to show her it had nearly healed already.  
 
    Then I held my hand out for the dagger, and she passed it over and laid her hand in mine.  
 
    I always moved quickly when it came to this part, and I cut, flipped, squeezed, and healed Mila’s hand in a matter of seconds. Then she examined her palm, and her mouth resembled a perfect O when she realized the wound was almost gone.  
 
    “Great gods of the land and sky, we present the dragon and the Tunglian for your eternal blessing, as they bond their magical souls,” Rodion said and lifted his palms up to the sky.  
 
    I tried not to hold my breath this time, and then the thunder rolled above us like a freight train. I looked up as a deep blue light poured from the clouds and washed over the grass where we stood.  
 
    It looked like the day had flipped the switch into night as the blue light flooded the valley, and then a figure I didn’t recognize stepped down into the cerulean beams. 
 
    “Great heavens, Loveta!” Mila cried out before she dropped to her knees and bowed before the figure. 
 
    Even dumbass Gunther fell into an awe-stricken kneel as the figure descended toward us. 
 
    Then the goddess stepped into the brightest part of the blue spotlight, and I could just make out half of her beautiful face, though the other half was covered with black hair that fell in thick waves down to her waist. The part of her face I could see had silky smooth skin and a bright blue eye that peered out at all of us. Her robes were almost the same black as her hair, but it featured images of a silver moon in various phases all over it.  
 
    “Loveta, Goddess of the Wolf,” King Rodion said as he lowered his top half into a bow. 
 
    “Rodion, it is wonderful to finally meet you,” Loveta replied in a voice that sounded like it belonged on a sex hotline. “Please, my dear puppies, rise and look at me.” 
 
    Mila and Gunther stood up and cowered in front of the Goddess of the Wolf. She traced her fingers over Mila’s shoulder, and I watched as goosebumps dimpled her bare skin.  
 
    “It is the greatest of honors, great Loveta,” Mila nearly whispered. 
 
    “I am proud of you for accepting this unique challenge, dear Mila,” Loveta said. “I hereby give my blessing and that of my allies to this Redimi Vincio ceremony. May you use this power for the goodness of our sacred creatures and the home you share.” 
 
    Then Loveta brought her hands together and bowed her head, and the bolt of lightning streaked across the sky and crashed into the bowl. I wondered how many of these ceremonial bowls the king had on hand, since it seemed like they never survived the ceremony.  
 
    The goddess faded back into the blue light as the power of the Sword of Abundance flooded into me, and I was consumed by an almost indescribable feeling of complete confidence. I suddenly knew we’d have everything we needed to complete our mission, save Inati, grow our family, and keep Hatra healthy and fed. 
 
    It was as though the Sword of Abundance told me it would provide whatever we needed, and I believed it one hundred percent.  
 
    But how did I use it without the sword itself? 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” Mila squealed and snapped me back to the present. “That was incredible! The Goddess of the Wolf, here!” 
 
    “I must agree,” Gunther said as he took her hand. “It was great. Can we go home now?” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “Alyona still has the portal open. We’ll return you home, and then we’ll go to Afur for the totems.” 
 
    “I’ll be anxiously awaiting your return.” Rodion nodded and turned toward his wagon. 
 
    “Your Majesty, if I may, I’d like to fly you back to the temple,” Eskandar said as the king started to walk away. “And I’d like to take care of all your transportation needs until the Breach is taken care of.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Eskandar,” the king tutted and waved his hand. “I can use the wagons.” 
 
    “You can,” the white dragon replied as he searched for the right words. “But I can protect you if you’re with me. We were worried when you hadn’t arrived yet.” 
 
    “Oh, stop being stubborn, Father!” Alyona cut in. “Eskandar was once tasked with protecting the White Jade Temple and its king, and that’s you. Let him do his job and take care of you.” 
 
    “I, uh, suppose it couldn’t hurt,” Rodion sighed. “But how do I--” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Castor offered with a jaunty skip over to the king. 
 
    He boosted Rodion onto Eskandar’s back, and the white dragon grinned at his success. Then we all waved as they floated toward the castle, and Castor bundled up the rest of the ceremonial supplies before he loaded himself into the wagon. 
 
    “Okay, we’re all set, then,” I said and motioned toward the portal.  
 
    Gunther and Mila were quick to step through to their hut, and the rest of us followed right behind them. As soon as we were back in the grass-walled room, the Betas seemed to let out a collective sigh of relief.  
 
    “We’re fine,” Gunther assured them. “Your Luna is a hero.” 
 
    The Betas clapped and cheered for Mila, who smiled but settled them down with a quick hand in the air. 
 
    “Now, that isn’t even the most exciting part,” she said with a dramatic flourish. “We met the great Loveta, Goddess of the Wolf!” 
 
    “Wow!”  
 
    “No way!” 
 
    “Amazing!” 
 
    The Betas gasped and cheered again, and Gunther continued to tell the story as the Betas gathered around him like kids at a campfire. Meanwhile, Mila walked over and took my hand with a firm shake. 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured. 
 
    “I should be thanking you,” I said with a smile. “You made a difference today. I’ll get that Breach closed before you know it.” 
 
    “I have every faith in you,” the Luna said. “You and your people are warriors, and you’ll defeat this Demon King. As for me and my pack, we’ll be grateful when that smell is gone.” 
 
    “Won’t we all?” Laika quipped. 
 
    We all laughed before we said our goodbyes, and one of the Betas guided us out of the hut, through the village, and back to the tunnel. We headed up to the trapdoor, and I pushed through it to lead us into the forest. Then I paused as I realized I wasn’t sure how to get back to the border.  
 
    Suddenly, a flash of black fur appeared in the bushes ahead of us, and I laughed as Mael skidded through the leaves to a stop in front of us.  
 
    “Alright, you’ve got the lead,” I said with a grin. 
 
    We trotted through the Xostea forest behind him, and as soon as we hit the Afur border, Mael shifted into his human form.  
 
    “So, how did it go?” he asked and arched his eyebrows. 
 
    “Great!” I replied. “Mila did the ceremony, Gunther is a douche, but everything is good to go. Now, we have a little side mission to accomplish.” 
 
    “What’s that?” the Alpha wondered as he cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “We need to find the Kocin’s other hideout,” Alyona said. “He stole multiple magical totems, and we think King Rodion can use them to help keep the Breach at bay for a while longer.” 
 
    “It would give us more time to find the other Noble Swords,” Nike added. 
 
    “That seems like something pretty important,” Mael murmured. “Would you like some help?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” I grinned. “You’d bring in the pack for this?” 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t do much for the ceremony thing, so I want to help in any other way I can,” he explained. “The Nobles of the Sword have always had a deep sense of brotherhood, and I want to retain that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I gripped his forearm and met his solemn gaze. “I appreciate this more than you know.”  
 
    “Let’s go find a cave,” Mael replied with a wide smile. 
 
    He quickly took his wolf form again, and we followed him, Shaya, and the Betas back toward their village. I assumed we’d stop to gather more of the pack, but it seemed we were picking them up on the way instead. More and more wolves began to trot next to us, behind us, and with Mael as we passed the entrance to the village and continued toward the yasil stone caves.  
 
    “We should spread out,” I said as we neared the edge of the forest. “Cover more ground.” 
 
    Mael nodded his furry head, and suddenly, the wolves seamlessly split into four groups. They took off for the caves, and I looked back at my group with a shrug. 
 
    “Guess we’re making our own group,” Nokomis giggled. 
 
    “Looks that way,” I agreed with a smile. “Might be easier if I’m in dragon form. I’ll fly above you and search inside.” 
 
    I stepped forward and transformed into my dragon body. It had felt like years since I’d let my black scales ripple down my arms and my spikes erupt from my spine. I grew nearly as tall as the caves, and I flapped my wings to hover above my people.  
 
    But before we could even begin our search, I heard one of the wolves yelp. 
 
    I looked past the stone tower, and I growled in fury as a giant winged monster swooped down and attacked the Tunglians. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    A desperate howl echoed around the stone towers as I flew headlong toward the beast with Alyona, Nokomis, Laika, the dryads, and Nike right behind me. I barreled into the creature, and we both slammed into one of the rock formations with a thud that seemed to shake the entire planet.  
 
    The beast threw its head back and let out a strangled screech, and I finally got a good look at my opponent. 
 
    It was some kind of bird, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Its head was shaped like an eagle with white feathers above its eyes and down the back of its neck, but its wide body was covered in brown, slimy scales that I quickly realized had oozed onto my talons. The beast was nearly as big as I was, but the slime and the stench soon told me it was corrupted.  
 
    As I pulled myself away, chunks of scaly skin stuck to my underbelly, and a wave of bile rose in my throat. 
 
    He must be given mercy, Miraya reminded me in a soothing voice.  
 
    Mercy, right. 
 
    The creature screeched at me again before it shoved itself away from the rock formation and flew toward me with its black, rotted claws outstretched. I dodged to the side and wrapped my talons around its neck as it flew past, and then I used the beast’s momentum to slam it into the nearest pile of boulders. 
 
    Black blood oozed from its injured head, but I knew that wouldn’t stop a corrupted creature. I opened my maw and released a column of flames onto the scaly bird, and in a matter of seconds, the beast was reduced to ashes.  
 
    “What the hell was that thing?” Mael asked. 
 
    I looked down to see the Alpha kneeling next to his injured pack member, and I released a cloud of healing magic over the wolf before I responded. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but--” I started. 
 
    Then another fierce caw pierced the air, and I looked up to see a pair of bird beasts as they zoomed over the yasil stone caves toward us. 
 
    “But there are more!” I finished as I flew up to meet them. 
 
    The first one slammed into me, but I was ready for the impact, and I spun its body around to crash into one of the caves. It flopped over the mouth of the cave and fell to the stone ground with a thump. Then it squawked again, but I tore my attention away to focus on the one still in the air. 
 
    The third beast released a wild screech as it flew down with its dead, beady eyes focused on me, and I opened my mouth to bellow fire in its face. The bird reacted more quickly than I’d expected, and it dipped below the fire to go for my rear leg. I kicked the beast with my clawed foot, and I felt its skin slough away as I made contact.  
 
    The creature started to fall and caught itself, but I looked past it to see the wolves had descended on the second creature. They tore into its rotted flesh with their claws while Alyona and Laika warned them not to use their teeth. We didn’t need the Tunglians to get poisoned with miasma, but they seemed to be doing plenty of damage with their claws.  
 
    I focused on the last beast, which seemed to have better reflexes than its partners, and it had already regained its balance from my kick. The creature squawked at me and beelined for my chest, but I turned to let it whizz by me. Then I followed it into the air and slashed through its slimy belly with my talons, and more of the black ooze dripped down to the ground below us.  
 
    The creature hardly noticed the damage as it looped around and targeted me again, but this time, it had something I wasn’t expecting. Gray and yellow liquid dribbled down its rotting beak, and as I was trying to figure out what it was, the beast squirted it at me. 
 
    Instinctively, I closed my eyes to keep the goo out, and that seemed to be what the bird hoped for. The beast collided with me, and we both flew over the tops of several yasil stone caves until I dug my claws into one of the rock formations and dragged us to a stop.  
 
    Then I took advantage of the beast’s confusion and flipped over to pin it on its back. It seemed like the creature barely squirmed beneath me, and I knew it was ready to die.  
 
    For real, this time. 
 
    The corrupted creatures were dead already and then brought back to life, kind of, by the miasma. It was just one of a thousand reasons we had to get rid of the Breach.  
 
    We couldn’t risk the miasma taking or reanimating any more corpses.  
 
    I opened my mouth and bellowed flames onto the bird beast’s hardly squirming body. Then I rose to my feet and let the wind blow the ashes away before I flapped my wings and headed back to where the Tunglians had been fighting the second beast. As soon as I landed, I shifted back to my human form and joined the rest of my people. 
 
    “Looks like just three of them,” Nike said as he wiped black blood from the blade of his sword. “We helped finish that one off.” 
 
    Not much remained of the corrupted creature, and the Tunglians’ fur was drenched in black ooze.  
 
    “What is this stuff?” Mael asked as he started to touch one of his pack members’ fur. 
 
    “Part of the corrupted creature,” I replied. “They don’t exactly bleed anymore because they were already dead. The miasma brings them back to life.” 
 
    “To do what?” the Alpha wondered. 
 
    I thought about his question for a moment. 
 
    It seemed the corrupted creatures were always out to kill us, but did they always go after us? 
 
    Alyona had always thought it was strange how the miasma seemed to know where to go, who to infect, and what would do the most damage to our cause, and the more I thought about it now, the more I realized it wasn’t just a hive mind thinking like I’d considered before. The miasma was under someone’s control, and I could think of only one person who would be so evil. 
 
    “The Demon King,” I finally said. “He’s got to be the one behind the miasma and the corrupted creature attacks. He must have a way to control it from the Underworld.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” Alyona agreed. “The miasma is always trying to stop us from getting closer to ending the Breach.” 
 
    “Which means we must be close now,” I mused as I looked around us. “Where exactly was your man when he got attacked?” 
 
    “Over here,” Mael answered and led us over to one of the caves.  
 
    I walked over to the yasil stone caves, but the only thing inside were the emerald-colored stones on the walls. I knew we had to be close, and I wanted to dive into the treasure once we found it.  
 
    Treasure. 
 
    As soon as I thought the word, I felt the tug of my dragon instincts that pulled me toward the nearest treasure.  
 
    The mental pull dragged me northwest, and Mael followed with a curious look on his face while my people were used to my random instincts. The Runsa Pack was close behind, and I was glad to see the injured wolf was good to go and ran right alongside the others.  
 
    The tall rock formations became fewer and further between until I could smell the Breach and ocean in an odd combination of salt and decay along the flat stony landscape.  
 
    “Where is it?” I grumbled to myself.  
 
    But the mental tug continued to push me forward, and I needed to trust my instincts to keep going.  
 
    Then it seemed like the stone ground simply fell away. 
 
    A large canyon expanded before us, and I couldn’t tell exactly how deep it was, though I could hear a river running far below the surface where we stood. My instincts told me we had to go down from here, and I knew the easiest way would be to fly.  
 
    “Where do we go from here, my lord?” Alyona asked from behind me. 
 
    “Down,” I replied. “I’m going to fly into the canyon. Will you come with me? You’ll know what we’re looking for better than I would.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said with a smile.  
 
    I grinned and jumped off the edge of the cliff. I heard the Tunglians gasp in surprise, but I shifted mid-air and soared back up over the canyon’s edge in my dragon form.  
 
    “You nearly sent me into a panic!” Mael yelled as he tried to stifle a smile.  
 
    “That’s the best part.” I winked and lowered my body to give Alyona an easy step onto my back. 
 
    My wife slid on, grabbed a spike, and held on tight. Then I flapped my wings and followed the pull toward treasure.  
 
    About a hundred yards down the cliffside, a small overhang jutted out from the wall, and I hovered in front of it to peer inside.  
 
    “Is this it?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I replied. “This is it.” 
 
    I eased onto the overhang and let Alyona slide down to the ground before I shifted back to my human form. Then I lit a fireball in my palm and guided the princess deeper into the cave.  
 
    While all the other caves had been filled with the yasil stones on the walls, this one was much different. 
 
    It featured green, yellow, blue, purple, and orange stones in a rainbow of gemstones all across the stone walls. We walked further inside, and the tunnel split into two, but my treasure hunting instincts were on point. I veered to the right, and a few minutes later, we walked into a large cavern.  
 
    And there it was. 
 
    Mounds of gold coins were piled high along every wall of the cavern, and various jewels and silver accessories were intermixed with the gold. My inner dragon roared with excitement, and I wholeheartedly agreed.  
 
    “I’ll find the totems,” Alyona said as she glanced over at me. “You get whatever else you want.” 
 
    “Deal,” I replied before I sprinted toward one of the piles. 
 
    I scooped handful after handful of gold and jewelry into my spatial storage, and I couldn’t wait to add it to my hoard back in Hatra. There were quite a few dragon myths I couldn’t get behind, but hoarding treasure was the one I wouldn’t disagree with.  
 
    I moved on to the next pile and turned to check Alyona’s progress. 
 
    The princess examined a mirror nearly as tall as she was, and she touched the surface with a gentle finger. Her reflection shimmered as though the mirror was made from water, and she grinned before she rolled it into her own spatial storage.  
 
    If I was a gambling man, I’d guess that was Renault’s Mirror.  
 
    I returned to filling my hoard stash while she tucked away at least a dozen magical items in her spatial storage, and by the time we were both finished, the cavern had less than half the treasure left. As much as I wanted to keep adding to my hoard, we needed to get the totems back to King Rodion. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to offer the rest of the gold to the Tunglians as a thank you. 
 
    “Did you find everything you needed?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I think we found more than enough!” Alyona grinned as I held out my elbow to her. 
 
    She linked her arm through mine, and we hurried back out of the tunnel and onto the ledge. I was a little less dramatic with my shift this time, but I still had to step off the edge to have enough room. When I floated back up to my wife, she giggled as she climbed onto my back, and I flew to the edge of the canyon where everyone else waited. 
 
    “Well?” Laika asked as she uncrossed her arms. “Did you find the treasure?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laughed. “We found it alright. Tons of it, and we got the totems for the king.” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Nokomis breathed, and her spotted leopard ears twitched with relief. “He looked like he needed the help.” 
 
    “Yeah, so we should get back to the temple,” I said as Laika helped Alyona get down. “Oh, and I left a few things in there for you, Mael.” 
 
    “You did?” The Alpha looked surprised as his eyebrows shot up. “I thought dragons loved treasure.” 
 
    “We do,” I chuckled. “But I also wanted to thank you for all your help. We couldn’t have accomplished any of this without you, so there’s plenty of gold still in the cave. Just make sure you turn right when the tunnel splits.” 
 
    “Turn right,” Mael murmured. “Got it.” 
 
    “We’d better get going,” I said. “We need to get the totems to the king.” 
 
    A few of the Tunglians shifted to their human forms to tell us goodbye, including Shaya. She breezed through the other wolves to wrap her arms around Nike and planted a big, wet kiss on his lips.  
 
    “You’re welcome to come back any time,” she said in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “And I mean, any time.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nike replied as a blush darkened his skin. “Maybe, uh, once we get the Breach closed and everything.” 
 
    “I’ll be here.” Shaya winked and swatted Nike on the ass before she returned to her wolf form and ran back toward the forest.  
 
    “If she isn’t mated, you are welcome to visit her, Lord Nikolaus,” Mael said as amusement twitched across his lips. “And you are all welcome in Afur whenever you please. Thank you for helping us rid our territory of the vermin.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I replied with an easy smile. “See you around!” 
 
    “Around what?” he asked as he furrowed his brow in confusion. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” Laika giggled.  
 
    Alyona smiled and shook her head as she opened a portal to the White Jade Temple. The landscape beyond her magical doorway showed the courtyard of the castle, and we offered our final waves to the Tunglians before we stepped through it.  
 
    “Your Highness, the king is on the balcony,” one of the guards advised as we walked toward the temple doors. 
 
    “Thank you!” Alyona called out before she turned back to us. “Let’s hurry, he’ll be so happy!” 
 
    She nearly sprinted up the stairs to the second floor, and I cringed as she hurried. I didn’t want her to fall and hurt herself or the baby, but I didn’t want to slow her down now. She wanted to help her father, and I knew I could rely on my swiftness ability to protect them both if I had to.  
 
    Alyona burst through the door of her father’s chambers and startled the two women who were cleaning up his room. One of them dropped the pile of clothes she held in her hands, while the other almost knocked over a tray of tea.  
 
    “Your Highness!” the second one gasped. 
 
    “Sorry, ladies, I’m just in a hurry,” Alyona said in a rush of words as she hurried past them to the balcony. 
 
    King Rodion was in his high-backed chair that overlooked the Mihireti Mountains and the Breach, and he was sound asleep. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he looked dead, but Alyona squatted down in front of him and gently patted his leg.  
 
    “Hmm?” the king mumbled as his eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “Father, we have the totems!” Alyona said as her face flushed with excitement. “Look!” 
 
    She began to pull the various items from her spatial storage, and I soon realized she’d grabbed more than I’d thought. The mirror, the Cup of Natura, and the necklace from Moregard were only a minor portion of what she’d brought back for the king.  
 
    Alyona slipped a thin gold bracelet with about a dozen charms on it over her father’s wrist and murmured something under her breath. The charms lit up with a white light, and Rodion almost immediately sat up straighter in his chair.  
 
    “Oh, gods,” he sighed. “That’s better.” 
 
    “Windsor’s Charm,” Alyona explained. “And I have…” 
 
    The duo discussed each of the items we’d brought back, and they worked their magic on each of them.  
 
    Nike and I looked out over the edge of the balcony, and I frowned as I caught a glimpse of more demons swimming just under the surface of the seal. They had become bolder and bolder while Rodion grew weaker, and now, they were brazen enough to remain in clear view as they waited for the seal to give out.  
 
    Then I noticed something else. 
 
    As Alyona and Rodion enchanted each of the totems, my view of the demons grew hazier. In fact, every time they finished a spell, it seemed like the seal thickened, like another layer had been added on top of the last. The demons didn’t leave the surface, but the surface became further away from them with every stroke of magic.  
 
    “Are you seeing this?” I asked Nike. 
 
    “Yeah, the magic is definitely working,” he murmured. “The seal is getting thicker.” 
 
    “Good, we needed the extra time,” I said. “This should buy us enough time to find the last few Nobles of the Sword.” 
 
    “About that--” Nike started with a frown. 
 
    Before he could finish, my messenger dragon zipped through the air and landed on the balcony railing. It opened its mouth, and Mona’s voice filled my ears.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” she panted. “I… am in labor… with the baby. Please… come to Lumin.” 
 
    My heart nearly stopped in my chest.  
 
    My daughter was coming. My firstborn.  
 
    Then the little dragon disappeared in a puff of gray smoke, and I whirled around to see Alyona and my other women hadn’t even noticed. They were absorbed in the spells with the king, and I rushed over to get their attention. 
 
    “Mona’s in labor,” I announced. “We need to hurry and get to Lumin.” 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Alyona gasped. “We’re almost done. Just a few minutes.” 
 
    I refrained from tapping my foot impatiently as Alyona and Rodion whizzed through the last few items. Then he tucked a few into his spatial storage for later, and she kissed him on the cheek. His skin had already started to look brighter instead of like old paper, and the light returned to his violet eyes. The magical totems seemed to help him even more than any of us had expected, and I was happy to see the worry was gone from Alyona’s face as well.  
 
    “Go on,” Rodion shooed Alyona away as she looked over her shoulder at him one more time. “Don’t miss the baby’s birth.”  
 
    “Ooooh, I can’t wait to see what she looks like!” Marina squealed. 
 
    “Me, either!” Trina agreed. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough,” Alyona assured them as she began to draw the portal in the air. “Let’s get to Lumin.” 
 
    Her father waved with more energy than I’d seen from him in weeks, and we hurried through the portal into the city of Lumin. It had been months since we’d visited the home of the centaurs, and a few of the citizens watched our magical entrance with an unfamiliar wariness.  
 
    Then I saw a familiar face near the entrance to the castle, and though he hadn’t liked me at first, he seemed to be relieved at my appearance now. 
 
    “River!” I called out. 
 
    The commander of the Sagittarius Order pushed his way through the bustling crowd and loomed over us with a solemn grimace. His bare chest was inked from his neck to the black fur of his legs, his long braid hung down his back, and his brown eyes registered an emotion I couldn’t quite discern. 
 
    Was he worried? 
 
    “Lord Evan, thank the gods you’ve arrived,” River said. “Come, the queen wants you in the castle immediately.” 
 
    “Of course,” I murmured as we all headed toward the doors. 
 
    As the guards opened the front doors, I could hear Mona scream in pain, and I felt every hair on my body stand on end.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Alyona whispered as she squeezed my arm. 
 
    I hadn’t realized my hands were clenched into fists, and my teeth gritted together at the sound of Mona’s pain. I wanted to take it away, and I couldn’t imagine how much worse it would get as the labor progressed.  
 
    River led us up the stairs, stopped at Mona’s door, and turned around. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you can’t all come into the delivery room,” he said with a frown. “Lord Evan and Princess Alyona are the only ones the queen has requested.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Laika sighed. “We can see the baby once she’s born, right?” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be accommodated,” he agreed. “For now, I’ll take the rest of you, uh… somewhere.” 
 
    “To the dining room?” Nokomis asked with a half-smile. “We haven’t had lunch yet.” 
 
    On cue, my stomach growled loud enough for them to hear, and I pursed my lips as I thought about getting some food in my belly. Then Mona let out another ear-piercing scream, and I decided the food would have to wait. I needed to be with her while she gave birth to our child, even if I felt like I hadn’t eaten in days.  
 
    River nodded, and he led the rest of our people back downstairs while Alyona and I pushed through the door to Mona’s chambers. The familiar red and gold landscape of her room took me back to the day she’d asked me to help her bear a daughter, and I looked around at all the surfaces in the room we’d used to make that happen.  
 
    Then my gaze fell on Mona. 
 
    The centauress was as beautiful as ever, despite the sheen of sweat that covered her coppery skin. She was completely naked and in human form as she laid on her bed with a nurse by her side. Her stomach was swollen with our child, and I could hear both their hearts pumping as the moment of birth drew nearer.  
 
    Mona’s chestnut hair was twisted back into a braid that fell across the pillows, and her jade eyes were rimmed with tears.  
 
    “Oh, gods,” I groaned as I walked closer to the bed. “Maybe I can heal her and take away some of the pain?” 
 
    “No, don’t do that!” Alyona grabbed my arm. “If you heal her in the middle of labor, you can slow down the birthing process.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “She wouldn’t appreciate that.” 
 
    “Not at all,” my wife agreed. “You have to let her give birth first. Then you can heal her. She’ll feel better if you do that.” 
 
    “Okay, I guess I’ll wait,” I said with a frown. 
 
    I continued over to the bed and knelt down beside it as I took Mona’s hand. Her eyes rolled over in my direction, and she offered a faint smile before another wave of pain rolled through her body.  
 
    “Fuuuuuck!” Mona screamed, and she squeezed my hand so tightly I felt my bones shift. “Why isn’t she out yet?” 
 
    “It takes time, Your Majesty,” the nurse assured her. “She’s getting closer. She’s moved into position already.” 
 
    “Well, move her out!” the centaur queen growled.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said as I patted her hand. “She’s coming.” 
 
    “I fucking hope so!” Mona turned on me. “The boys were not this difficult! Your child is-- ahhhh!” 
 
    She gasped as another contraction hit her, and I remembered from my EMT classes that closer contractions meant birth was imminent. I held Mona’s hand and tried to breathe calmly, but she cussed me out, thanked me, cried, and cussed at me some more before the nurse finally let out a deep breath. 
 
    “I see her head!” she called out. 
 
    “Finally,” I said as I turned to Mona. “Alright, she’s going to tell you when to push. You’ve got this. You’re a strong, badass centaur queen.” 
 
    “I got this,” Mona panted as sweat streamed down her face. “I got this. I got this.” 
 
    Then she took in a sharp breath, and the nurse spread her legs open. 
 
    “Push!” she ordered. 
 
    It only took three rounds of pushing before I heard the nurse’s quiet gasp, followed by the littlest breaths I’d ever heard. 
 
    And there she was. 
 
    A tiny bundle of perfect tan skin and jet-black hair. 
 
    Despite being covered in goop, she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and I waited impatiently as the nurse quickly wiped her clean and laid her on top of Mona’s chest. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Mona sobbed. “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    I was speechless. 
 
    She was definitely beautiful, and I felt my heart swell with pride as I soaked in the sight of her tiny fingers and toes, her squishy cheeks, and her smooth skin. She was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen, and I couldn’t believe this small person was part of me. I had to be the luckiest dragon alive. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I agreed as I gently ran my fingers through our daughter’s dark hair. “She has your nose.” 
 
    “And your chin,” Mona choked out a laugh. “She’s perfect.” 
 
    We murmured to the baby for a few minutes while the nurse cleaned Mona up, and I’d almost forgotten about healing her. I quickly sent a wave of healing magic over the queen and our baby, just in case, and Mona let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “I told you she’d appreciate it afterwards,” Alyona giggled as she walked closer.  
 
    “You were right,” Mona agreed with a smile. “I feel good as new, which is quite unlike birthing the boys. I was exhausted for days after their births. It made it even harder to prepare for their shifting.” 
 
    “Oh, my gods!” Alyona gasped. “Look at her eyes!” 
 
    My sweet baby girl’s eyes fluttered open as she met my gaze, and I was shocked to see the jade color of Mona’s eyes with swirls of my own amethyst color mixed in between. I’d never seen anything like it, and she stared at me as though she wanted me to get a better look. 
 
    Mona sat up enough to look for herself, and her mouth dropped open in surprise. 
 
    “Wow,” she breathed. “I’d say she has our eyes, my lord.” 
 
    “That she does,” I chuckled and rubbed her chubby little cheeks. “And I didn’t think she could get more beautiful.” 
 
    “Would you like me to take her measurements now, Your Majesty?” the nurse asked as she looked at us with a smile. 
 
    “Not yet, Hilda,” Mona replied without looking away from our daughter. “I don’t think I can let go of her just yet.” 
 
    Hilda nodded and resumed her task of cleaning up Mona’s bed from the birth as a second nurse joined her to help. 
 
    “What were you saying about her shifting?” I asked. “How soon does that happen?” 
 
    “Oh, any time,” Mona laughed. 
 
    “You have to be ready as soon as they’re born,” Hilda added. “Babies usually shift within the first hour of their births.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “I had no clue how to do it at first.” 
 
    “It’s a natural ability in centaurs,” the nurse explained. “But they can’t really control it. Sometimes it’s the first cry that causes the first shift, and sometimes it’s getting hungry. We never know until they do it, so we always have to be prepared for it.” 
 
    “I wonder if my hatchlings will be the same way,” I murmured to Alyona. “We may need to read up on that, too.” 
 
    “Definitely,” my wife giggled. “I’d like to know if I’m growing this child in dragon or human form.” 
 
    “Oh, a dragon-human hybrid?” Hilda asked. “Sorry to eavesdrop, but that’s never happened as far as I know. Since female dragons lay eggs, I’m afraid you’re entering into just as new of a territory as the dragon-centaur hybrid you see here. We weren’t sure which form she’d take at birth, either.” 
 
    “I’m just glad I didn’t birth an egg,” Mona chuckled.  
 
    “It might have been easier,” I pointed out with a grin. 
 
    “I’ll just let the princess try that instead,” the centauress said and winked at my wife.  
 
    We joked around and cooed over the baby for a while before Mona finally agreed to let Hilda and the other nurse measure her. They carried the baby to a small scale, weighed her, and measured her length.  
 
    “Oh, Your Majesty!” Hilda called out. “Look!” 
 
    Mona nearly shoved me out of the way to hurry over to the scales, and we watched with fascination as the little girl’s face scrunched up. I wasn’t sure if she was about to take her first poop, nor was I sure if I wanted to watch it, but then I realized her feet were slowly changing shape.  
 
    Her toes curled into hooves, and the lower half of her body elongated as a second pair of legs sprouted from her horse-like rear end. A long dark tail erupted from her skin, and then it got weird. 
 
    Hilda and her companion stepped back with surprised screams, and Mona, Alyona, and I got closer. 
 
    While the baby took her centaur shape, we soon realized it wasn’t horse hair that covered her horse legs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Tiny black scales flowed over my daughter’s silky-smooth skin where the fine hair of a horse should have been. She tried to stand on her wobbly scaled legs, and I nearly came out of my skin as I tried to grab her before she tipped over the edge.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Mona assured me. “This is normal, too. Well, except for the scales.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw as I watched our child struggle to her feet-- er, hooves, and when she finally made it, I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Then came the next surprise. 
 
    A tiny pair of black wings sprouted from her back, and she unfolded them to their entire two-foot span with a sigh.  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Alyona gasped. “She’s…” 
 
    “Incredible,” Mona finished for her. 
 
    I was still speechless as I watched my tiny daughter flutter her wings and stamp her hooves on the scale. The needle to show her weight shot back and forth with every stomp, and I chuckled at her apparent orneriness even at less than an hour old.  
 
    Less than an hour, and she was already standing in her centaur-dragon form. It was mind-blowing, to be honest. 
 
    Centaurs are amazing creatures, Miraya murmured. I didn’t know they could stand so early, but horses do, so it makes sense. 
 
    Yeah, I just can’t fathom my kid yet, I sighed. She’s special. 
 
    What’s her name? Miraya wondered. 
 
    My amazed smile faltered for a moment as I realized we hadn’t even chosen a name yet. I had no idea if Mona already picked something since I wasn’t here for her pregnancy, or if she planned to discuss it with me, and I had no idea what to even suggest for a name.  
 
    I glanced over at Mona, who was still staring at our daughter with complete adoration in her watery eyes, and I decided I’d better find out now. I couldn’t just call her “the baby” all the time. 
 
    “So, Mona, did you pick a name already?” I asked with a degree of caution. 
 
    “Of course not,” she said as she tore her gaze away to look at me with surprise. “Why would I choose one without you?” 
 
    “I wasn’t here.” I shrugged and looked over at our little winged baby again. “I wouldn’t be upset if you had.” 
 
    “You went to go fight in a war for our people,” Mona insisted. “It’s not like you disappeared without a trace. Besides, it’s tradition for the father to approve the name, and I have a few on my list.” 
 
    She motioned toward Hilda, who opened a drawer in the golden desk beside her and pulled out a small scroll. My curiosity was piqued as she handed the scroll to Mona, and the centaur queen flipped it to roll out a list that nearly reached the floor along with my jaw. 
 
    There had to be a hundred names on the list, and I stared at it with eyes that felt like they’d pop out at any second. 
 
    “Um, that looks like more than just a few,” I said with an awkward smile. “Do you think I could just look over them real quick?” 
 
    “Of course.” Mona handed me the scroll, and it unraveled even further so it draped the ground.  
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    I scanned the names and took note of some I really liked and a few I really hated. 
 
    Millicent. No. 
 
    Florence. Nope. 
 
    Brunhilda. No freaking way. 
 
    “What about Iris?” I asked as the name caught my eye. “Her irises are super unique, and it’s pretty.” 
 
    “And it means rainbow,” Mona gushed and scooped the baby off the scale just as she shifted back into her human form. “It’s perfect for her!” 
 
    “Iris, it is,” I said with a grin. “May I hold her?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” she giggled. “I’m sure Iris would love that.” 
 
    I scooped Iris into my arms and cradled her against my chest. Her jade and violet eyes were wide open as she stared up at me, as though she was trying to memorize my face.  
 
    It tugged at my heartstrings because I knew that was exactly what I would have to do. Once I rejoined the mission, I’d have to just remember Iris’ face, since I wouldn’t be able to see her every day. Now that I held my daughter in my arms, I couldn’t imagine how I’d ever be able to leave her here.  
 
    “My lord, I think Iris has some visitors,” Alyona said in a soft voice and brought me out of my reverie.  
 
    I looked up to see the dryads rush into the room with Laika, Nokomis, and Nike right behind them. 
 
    “Oh, my gods!” Trina gushed.  
 
    “Look at her perfect little face!” Marina grinned and made a kissy face. 
 
    “And her eyes!” Polina gasped. “They’re beautiful!” 
 
    “Aren’t they?” Mona giggled and looked at Iris lovingly. “She’s wonderful.” 
 
    I grudgingly handed Iris over to Polina, and the dryads doted on her as they passed her around between them, Laika, Nokomis, and Alyona. Nike steered clear of holding the baby, but he came over to shake my hand. 
 
    “Congratulations, brother,” he said. “She’s a really pretty baby. I wasn’t sure what to expect with the whole--” 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Nokomis gasped. “What’s she doing?” 
 
    Iris started to stretch into her centaur form as her black scales covered her four legs, and her little wings popped out of her back. The snow leopard Demi-Human kept an awkward grip on the baby as she shifted forms, and then Iris squirmed to get free. 
 
    “You can put her down,” Mona said with a smile. “She wants to run.” 
 
    Nokomis widened her eyes but did as the centauress said, and as soon as Iris’ hooves touched the floor, she skittered around the room and filled the air with her perfect baby coos.  
 
    “That’s amazing!” Laika grinned at me. “She’s the perfect mixture of both of you. She has wings!” 
 
    “I wonder when she’ll be able to use them as easily as she figured out her horse legs,” I chuckled. “She seems to have those down pat.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will come to her,” Mona assured me. “Centaurs are quite masterful with natural abilities, so I don’t see why the wings she was born with would be any different.” 
 
    Iris stumbled over toward me, and I swooped her up off the floor just as she yawned and began to shift back to her human form. Hilda handed me a small pink blanket, and I wrapped my little girl up and tucked it around her tiny body. She blinked twice before her eyes stayed closed, and a few seconds later, she was snoring softly with her head against my chest.  
 
    “Awwww,” the dryads sighed in unison. 
 
    “You should let her get used to sleeping in her bed,” Hilda said as she gestured toward the ornate pink and gold crib next to Mona’s bed. 
 
    I did a double take since I was fairly certain it hadn’t been there just a few minutes ago, but I figured the nurses had brought it over at some point while I was completely focused on Iris.  
 
    “Oh, uh, right,” I murmured. 
 
    I walked over to the crib and gently laid Iris on the padded mattress. She snuggled into the bed and let out a soft sigh, and I had to swallow the lump in my throat as I stared at her some more. 
 
    “Come on, you need to eat,” Alyona whispered. “She needs her rest.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumbled. 
 
    I let Alyona guide me out of Mona’s chambers, and the centauress followed our group out into the hallway.  
 
    “You’re more than welcome to eat and stay as long as you want,” Mona said. “It’s getting dark, and I’m sure you’re tired.” 
 
    “I’d love some food,” I agreed. “And it wouldn’t hurt to rest for the night, but we can’t stay long even though I want to. I hate the idea of leaving Iris.” 
 
    “You’re a warrior for your people, my lord,” Mona insisted. “I’ll always tell her about you, so whenever you come to see her, you won’t ever be a stranger.” 
 
    “That makes me feel a little better,” I said with a half-smile. “I don’t want to miss anything she does, either. What if she starts flying when I’m not here? Or if she says ‘dad?’” 
 
    “I don’t have all the answers right now, I’m afraid,” the centauress sighed and put her hand on my shoulder. “But I know word of your mission has reached my men, and they told me you’re working on closing the Breach. You have to finish that, for Iris’ sake. Her birth today won’t mean a thing if we all die at the hands of the Underworld, my lord. Your mission is more important than anything else right now.” 
 
    “She’s right, you know,” Alyona whispered and settled her hand over her own baby bump. “For Iris, for our son, for your hatchlings, we have to make sure the world is safe for them.” 
 
    “I know,” I groaned. “I just hate being the savior right now. I just want to be a dad.” 
 
    Mona stood up on her tiptoes and pressed a gentle kiss to my cheek.  
 
    “You are a dad, and you’ll be a wonderful one for Iris and the rest of your family,” she said. “But first, you’re a warrior, and they’ll all love you for that.” 
 
    She smiled before she turned around, crept back into her room with the silent, practiced footsteps of a mother, and eased the door shut behind her.  
 
    “Let’s get you some food,” Nike said as he threw his arm around my shoulders and guided me toward the stairs. “Their chef made some excellent roasted turkey and potatoes. You’ll love it.” 
 
    I did love it, but I couldn’t appreciate the flavors at the moment. All I could think about was leaving my tiny, defenseless daughter behind while I went off in search of the other Nobles of the Sword.  
 
    Just saving the world instead of being here for Iris, no big deal.  
 
    And I knew the thought was pointless because I had to do it, and I knew it was crucial for her that I fight and win this war, but I didn’t want to miss a single second of her life.  
 
    Alyona and Laika whispered together for a moment, and I glanced over as they both snuck a look at me and dipped their heads back down again. Then Laika stood up from the table, and Alyona leaned over to whisper into my ear. 
 
    “Be in the bedroom with the blue door in five minutes.” She pecked me on the cheek, and then she and Laika hurried out of the dining room.  
 
    I looked over at the dryads, who giggled and looked away while Nokomis and Nike shrugged with feigned innocence. I narrowed my eyes on each of them before I scooped the last few bites of food into my mouth and cleaned up with my napkin. 
 
    “Uh, well, I suppose you all know where you can sleep for the night?” I asked.  
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Nike chuckled and waved for me to go on.  
 
    I pushed my chair back and traipsed up the stairs. Then I walked down the hall away from Mona’s chambers until I found a blue door at the other end of the corridor. I raised an eyebrow when I heard two women whispering on the other side, but I gently rapped on the door and waited.  
 
    “If it’s Lord Evan, you may come in,” Alyona called out. 
 
    “It is,” I said as I pushed open the door. “Now, what--” 
 
    My words caught in my throat as I stared at my two lovers. 
 
    But it wasn’t the two lovers I was expecting.  
 
    Alyona and Mona laid on their sides on the king-sized bed in lacy lingerie. My wife wore a deep violet bra that pushed her creamy breasts up higher than usual, and a lacy curtain was split down the middle to reveal her growing belly and tiny purple panties that did nothing to disguise the scent of her desire.  
 
    Mona’s outfit was dark red and featured straps that crossed over her ample chest and barely covered her nipples. The straps continued down her slender waist to her curved hips and peaked at the apex of her thighs. She looked up at me with hooded green eyes, and I knew exactly what they were planning. 
 
    “Where’s Laika?” I asked in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “With the baby,” Mona replied and bit her lip. “I’ve been rather lonely, and you’ve healed me quite nicely, annnndddd…” 
 
    “And?” I asked as the two women shared a quick look. 
 
    “Mona’s race isn’t saved yet, my wonderful husband,” Alyona said. “One female heir will help, of course, but…” 
 
    “I need another,” Mona continued. “I need many more daughters, and sons, to ensure my people can continue, and they must be your children, Lord Evan. Will you fill my womb with your seed again so I can bear you another child?” 
 
    “Oh, hell, yes.” I yanked off my boots and clothes and tossed them aside as I hurried toward the bed. My erection was in full-swing, and Mona was the first to grab me as I reached my lovers. She wrapped her cool hand around my warm cock, and goosebumps raced across my skin. Alyona stood up next to me and pulled me in for a breathy kiss just as Mona began to stroke my shaft.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I groaned. 
 
    Alyona dragged her tongue across my lips and then left a trail of kisses down my jaw, my throat, and my chest before she sat next to Mona. My wife leaned over and kissed the centauress while she pumped her hand up and down my cock, and their tongues danced between their lips as I watched with heaving breaths.  
 
    Then they both lowered their heads, and they continued to kiss each other with my shaft between them. Their tongues tickled my sensitive skin as they played and sucked and licked, and I leaned over to trace my fingers over the soft skin of their backs before I snapped their bras off with one hand each.  
 
    “Oooh, impressive,” Mona giggled.  
 
    They slipped their bras off without missing a beat of their joint blow job, and I shivered as their tongues caressed my cock. I reached around and took one of their breasts in each hand, and they moaned against my shaft as I massaged their tits and rubbed their pert nipples.  
 
    Then Mona slid back, and Alyona turned to lay on her back, and it felt like she nearly swallowed my dick as she lifted her head to continue sucking me off.  
 
    “Oh, my gods!” I moaned as I watched Mona crawl across the bed. 
 
    The centaur queen knelt between Alyona’s legs, and she tugged the purple panties from my wife’s hips to reveal her moist slit. Mona licked her lips as she met my stare, and then she dipped her head between my wife’s thighs. Mona locked eyes with me as she dragged her tongue across Alyona’s quivering mound, and Alyona moaned with pleasure as she continued to shove my cock down her throat. 
 
    “Yessss, Mona!” she hummed against me.  
 
    Mona continued to tease and lick the princess while I pumped my hips back and forth with my hard rod between Alyona’s lips, and then I watched as Alyona’s hips lifted from the bed, and she clenched the blankets as her chest heaved up and down. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, yes,” I growled. “Cum for her!” 
 
    “Gooooods!” Alyona moaned before a flood of her juices poured into Mona’s mouth.  
 
    I watched the centauress lap up every drop of Alyona’s sweet cream, and I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
    “Fuckkkk,” I groaned as I released what felt like a gallon of my hot seed down my wife’s throat. 
 
    A dozen bolts of lightning raced from my head to my toes as I poured load after load into her mouth. Alyona sucked out every last bit of my cum from me until my toes were curled underneath me, and then she sat up on the bed and looked at me with her round tits and dripping pussy as Mona scooted over to kiss her on the neck. 
 
    “Please don’t drink all of your husband’s seed,” Mona purred into Alyona’s ear. “I need it…” 
 
    “He makes plenty,” my wife giggled. “Don’t worry, my friend, we’ll make sure you are pregnant before the night is over. Now, who will Lord Evan penetrate next?” 
 
    I practically leaped onto the bed while I tried to decide who I’d take first. My wife was already soaked and ready for me to slide right in, so I tugged her to the pillows and laid her down. She motioned for Mona to join her, and I watched the lady centaur climb onto Alyona’s face. 
 
    Holy fuck, they were so hot. 
 
    As Alyona began to lick Mona’s sweet pussy, I wrapped the princess’ legs around my waist and slipped my cock inside her. Her walls were still swollen from her orgasm, and I shivered with pleasure as I slowly pushed deeper and deeper into her hot tunnel.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” Mona cried out as she gripped the headboard. 
 
    The centaur queen’s ass jiggled as she quivered with ecstasy, and then she dug her fingernails into the wooden headboard and released a primal scream while her juices rushed into Alyona’s mouth.  
 
    I thrust in and out of Alyona’s tight, wet canal as I watched her make Mona cum until she trembled, and then I felt her pussy walls squeeze around my cock as I hit her sensitive spot over and over again.  
 
    “My lord, ohhhh, yes!” Alyona shrieked as her hips bucked underneath me, and a wave of her cream washed over my cock.  
 
    She shuddered and dug her nails into Mona’s thighs, and I wanted nothing more than to fill her quivering pussy with my seed. 
 
    “Alyonaaaaa,” I groaned as I unleashed a river of my hot dragon seed inside her.  
 
    I pumped my hips back and forth as I filled every inch of her canal with my load until both our juices dripped down her thighs.  
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    I grabbed Mona and set her on her hands and knees in front of me with her slit still dripping from her orgasm, and then I plowed into her from behind. 
 
    “Yesss!” she whined as I slid into her like butter. 
 
    Her walls pulsated from her climax, and I knew it wouldn’t take long to send her over the edge again. I nodded to Alyona, and she scooted across the bed underneath Mona. Before I knew it, they were in the sixty-nine position while I fucked Mona, and it was the sexiest fucking thing I’d ever seen.  
 
    Mona nibbled at Alyona’s cum-covered pussy, and Alyona alternated between licking Mona’s mound and tasting my cock as I slid in and out of the lady centaur.  
 
    I was in fucking heaven. 
 
    Within a minute, Mona was on the verge of another orgasm, and I pushed her head down further to get deeper access. As I slid as far into her as I could go, her walls tightened around my cock, and she gasped and moaned as her back arched away from me. 
 
    “Gods, my lord, ohhhhhh!” Mona screamed as she gushed a waterfall of her juices all over Alyona and me.  
 
    It looked like a flood by the time her body stopped shaking, but Alyona was right behind her. The princess’ toes curled up as she gripped my thighs, and I tumbled over the edge with her. 
 
    “Fill her up, husband,” Alyona begged me. “Give her another baby… please…” 
 
    “Yesssss,” I groaned as I poured my dragon seed into Mona’s fertile womb.  
 
    I felt Alyona’s tongue lap up the droplets of our juices that poured from Mona’s overfilled pussy, and I shivered as pleasure raced through my veins. 
 
    “Hmmmm,” both of my lovers sighed once I was done coming inside of Mona, but then Alyona wanted to make sure the queen centaur was pregnant, so she made her ride me until I filled her womb four more times.  
 
    Mona thanked me and Alyona each time my seed poured into her, and any excess seed that dropped out of the stuffed centaur, my wife eagerly licked up after each of my orgasms.  
 
    When my lovers were finally exhausted, they fell across the bed in a naked heap of sweaty limbs, and I wasn’t far behind.  
 
    I dozed off for what seemed like a few seconds before I sat straight up in bed. 
 
    “What is it?” Alyona mumbled. 
 
    I waited and listened, and there it was. 
 
    Iris was crying. 
 
    “It’s Iris!” I gasped before I tugged on my pants and sprinted out of the room.  
 
    I burst into Mona’s chambers just as she sat down on her bed and lifted Iris to her bare breast. I hadn’t even realized she wasn’t in bed with us anymore, but I watched with awe while she guided the baby’s mouth to her nipple, and Iris didn’t hesitate to start suckling for her milk. It was breathtaking to see the mother of my child provide everything my daughter needed to live, and I choked back another lump in my throat as I tiptoed over toward them.  
 
    “Are you alright, my lord?” Mona whispered with the hint of a smile on her lips. 
 
    “Yeah, I, uh, just heard her crying,” I muttered. “I’m sorry I busted in here like that. I was worried.” 
 
    “Your paternal instincts are exactly as they should be,” she replied. “No need to apologize. You can stay while I nurse her if you’d like.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I sat on the bed next to her. “Is it always like this? I’m freaking out over every little thing. Iris, the eggs, even Alyona running up the stairs earlier had my heart pounding.” 
 
    “You care for your brood,” Mona chuckled. “It is to be expected, though unlike most men with harems I’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve seen a few of those,” I grumbled. 
 
    Nike’s dad and grandfather had been in that category until he and I went to Leyte and set them straight. They’d left a long line of heartbroken women and single mothers in their wake, and we’d made sure they went back and did right by them.  
 
    “Lucky for Iris and I, that’s not the case with you,” she continued. “You just have to remember you aren’t the only one who cares for her. That should cause you less stress.” 
 
    “Yeah, but my dragon instincts are screaming at me to stay and protect her,” I said as I looked down at Iris. “I don’t want to leave her.” 
 
    “She has an entire army at my beck and call,” Mona reminded me with a gentle smile. “The Sagittarius Order would never let anyone lay a finger on her. Any attempt to touch her would be met with certain death.” 
 
    “I guess that helps,” I said and resisted a frown. “I just would rather kill them myself.”  
 
    “I understand,” the centauress giggled. “Perhaps that could be the arrangement.” 
 
    “I have another arrangement idea.” We turned to see Alyona peek in the door with a soft smile. “May I come in?” 
 
    “Of course, milady,” Mona replied. “What’s your idea?” 
 
    Alyona weaved through the furniture to stand near Iris’ bed. Then she examined the wall and stepped back with a smile.  
 
    “So, you know the mirror I share with my father?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah…” I trailed off before the light bulb finally clicked on. “Wait, can you--” 
 
    “Make one for you and Iris to share?” Alyona finished with a wide smile. “Yes, if it’s alright with Mona. The mirror here would probably be best placed over her crib, which is very close to the bed.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” Mona replied and shrugged. “The wildest thing you’ll see is my breasts at feeding time.” 
 
    “Kind of like now?” I laughed. 
 
    “Exactly,” the centaur queen giggled as she draped a robe over her shoulders and grazed her fingers along Iris’ cheek. “Thank you for giving me Iris, Lord Evan. I knew it was a strange request, and it’s become even more difficult with your attachment to her, but I can’t tell you enough how grateful I am. Lumin would have died if I didn’t have a female heir, and I couldn’t bear the thought of such a thing.” 
 
    “I’m grateful you’re letting us use the mirrors,” I said. “I suppose I hadn’t really thought about how attached I’d be to her. I just wanted to help your city, but now, I can’t imagine my life without her in it. I’ll be happy to watch from the mirror when I can’t be here, but you have to promise to come visit us, too. She’ll need to meet her brothers.” 
 
    I reached over and rubbed Alyona’s little belly, and Mona grinned as she nodded her agreement.  
 
    Our family was unconventional, even by Inati’s standards, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.  
 
    We talked for a while as Alyona finished the mirror spell, and Iris shifted again as soon as she finished nursing.  
 
    Then her little wings fluttered, and she lifted about two inches off the bed while we all gaped at her. 
 
    “Oh, my gods!” I gasped. 
 
    “I told you she’d be a natural!” Mona said and clapped her hands together. “Mommy is so proud of you, Iris!” 
 
    Iris turned in a circle like a show horse, and we all laughed until she yawned again. Mona motioned for me to pick her up, and as soon as I did, she shifted back to her human form. I cuddled her to me until she fell asleep in my arms, and then I carefully laid my little girl in her bed.  
 
    “Here,” Alyona whispered. 
 
    She handed me a box about the size of a deck of cards, and I looked at it in confusion until I noticed a tiny clasp on one side. I pushed on the clasp, and the box clicked open to reveal a folded mirror. I extended the mirror and snapped it into place. Once it clicked, the surface of the mirror rippled and then showed us in Mona’s chambers.  
 
    I held my hand up and waved at the mirror above Iris’ bed, and the mirror in my hand showed the movement immediately.  
 
    “It’s great, Alyona,” I murmured as I closed the box and tucked it into my spatial storage. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anything for you, my love,” she replied with a blush. 
 
    “I’m ready for breakfast,” Mona declared as she rose from the bed and tied the robe around her waist. “I’ve been making food for Iris, and now, I need some in my belly so I have energy to make Lord Evan’s next child.” 
 
    “Breakfast before we hit the road,” I agreed.  
 
    The women made their way to the door, but I stopped to take one last look at Iris. I gently touched her forehead and her cheeks, and I promised her I’d never forget anything about this moment.  
 
    Then I followed Mona and Alyona down to the dining hall, where the rest of our group had already started eating pancakes and eggs.  
 
    No one said anything as we sat down, and I knew my face already showed the emotion I felt. 
 
    I was sad to leave Iris. 
 
    I ate a pancake and then pushed my plate to the side. I couldn’t eat anything else, and eventually, everyone said their goodbyes. Then I hugged Mona and told her I’d come back as soon as I could. 
 
    “I know,” she said with a kind smile. “You follow through with that mission, so our baby stays safe.” 
 
    I nodded and followed the rest of my people outside. Alyona began to create the portal that would take us back to Hatra, but I realized I needed a different mode of transportation today. 
 
    “I think I’ll fly back to Hatra,” I announced as the portal snapped and crackled into view. “I need to, um, clear my head.” 
 
    Trina opened her mouth to argue, but Marina and Polina covered it and nodded their heads. 
 
    “We’ll see you at home,” Alyona said.  
 
    They all stepped into the portal, and I walked through Lumin until I reached the city gates. The guards lifted the iron gate, and once I was outside, I finally had enough room to take my favorite form. 
 
    As my scales rushed over my skin, I pictured Iris’ random shifting between her human and centaur-dragon form. It had been amazing to see, and I was happy I hadn’t missed all of her firsts, though I would have to miss some of them. Even with the mirror, I wouldn’t be able to see every single thing my daughter did, but Mona was right. 
 
    My mission was important, not just for Iris, but for my son who was growing in Alyona’s womb, my egg back in Hatra, and the new baby I’d likely just put in Mona. Not to mention Valerra’s sister’s egg, who’d been waiting a long time to feel safe enough to hatch, and all the other children that I would eventually give my other lovers.  
 
    My current and future children were all counting on me to take care of them and bring peace back to Rahma, and even though I didn’t like being away from Iris or the eggs, I knew I needed to finish the path I’d started on. Not only had the gods basically drawn it out for me, I knew damn well I couldn’t let any of my kids grow up in a place where the Breach, the Underworld, or the Demon King loomed over them. 
 
    The wind whistled past me as a million thoughts raced through my head. Miraya stayed respectfully silent as I contemplated all the trials I’d dealt with, and I was grateful for her emotional support. She was confident in my ability to succeed, and I could feel that while she was in my spiritual sea, but she didn’t want to intrude on my thoughts.  
 
    I landed in front of the Lunar Palace by mid-morning, and I shifted into my human form with a sigh. The flight had been relaxing, and I felt some of the stress lifted from my shoulders, but I could fly for days without a care in the world.  
 
    I walked inside to find my adoptive parents in the great hall. 
 
    “Oh, my dear boy,” Julia gasped as she rose from the couch and enveloped me in a motherly hug. “Alyona told us everything.” 
 
    “Are you alright, son?” Ruslan asked while he patted my back.  
 
    “I will be,” I said after a moment. “I miss her. She’s beautiful, Pops, like no one I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “Everyone agreed on that,” my mother said with a smile as she pulled me toward the couch. “Tell us everything about her.” 
 
    So, I told them about Iris, her midnight-colored hair, her jade and amethyst eyes, her black scales, and her wings. Then I told them how she already could walk when she shifted and had even flown a few inches.  
 
    “That’s outstanding!” Ruslan declared. “That’s my grandbaby for you!” 
 
    “I can’t wait to take you to meet her,” I said with a grin and then froze. “Wait, I can at least show you her. Hold on.” 
 
    I pulled the mirror from my pocket and snapped it into place. Within a second, Mona’s room appeared, and she held Iris in front of the crib. Luckily, Mona was clothed in the robe she’d been wearing when we left, and she danced around the room with Iris tucked against her as she hummed a song.  
 
    “She’s beautiful.” Julia wiped a tear from her cheek. “We’re so happy for you, Evan. This is wonderful.” 
 
    “I know you’re upset about not being there right now, son, but you’re doing the right thing,” Ruslan assured me. “Sometimes, the worst part about being a parent is doing what’s right for your kid, even if it’s awful for you.” 
 
    I let his words ring in my ears for a moment, and it made sense to me. I wasn’t sacrificing anything in Iris’ eyes because she was too young to remember if I’d been there or not, but it was for her own good that I finished the mission. It was me who felt like shit for missing out on things.  
 
    “Thanks, Pops,” I said. “That actually helps me a lot.” 
 
    “Any time, kid,” he replied with a grin. “So, where’s your next stop?” 
 
    “You know, I’m not sure,” I admitted. “We should go check the map.” 
 
    “I have it,” Nike said suddenly as he strode into the room with the rolled-up map in his hand. “And we have a problem.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “What is it now?” I asked with a grimace. 
 
    Nike marched over to the coffee table and rolled out the map just as Alyona, Laika, and Nokomis walked into the great hall.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Laika wondered, and her wolf-ears flicked curiously. “Are you deciding where to go next? I hope it’s somewhere with no more tyrants we have to kill. Well, kind of.” 
 
    I glanced at the wolf warrior with a smirk, and she stifled a smile as she looked back at me. 
 
    “There’s no point in using this map,” Nike said with a frustrated shake of his head. “See, there was no mark in Afur, yet the Sword of Abundance was there. We wouldn’t have even checked there.” 
 
    He pointed to the country of Afur, and sure enough, the spell we’d used to access my ancestral memory hadn’t indicated a Noble Sword would be there. It had been a complete accident that we’d run into Mael and discovered what he was. If we hadn’t gone to rescue the dragons, we never would have known he was there. 
 
    “How the hell did that happen?” Laika asked as her brow furrowed. “The others have been right.” 
 
    “Well, sort of,” Nike said. “A two-for-one.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed. “Yeah, you’re right. There’s only one mark in Odrein, but there were two swords there.” 
 
    “And there have been two for a few generations,” Nokomis said with a frown. “This map seems to be quite outdated if it still shows the Sword of Strength in Asmeal. That’s where our great-great-grandfather was from. When was this map made?” 
 
    “Well, we made it a few weeks ago,” I explained. “But we used an ancestral memory from the Sword of Hatra to see it.” 
 
    “How far back was this memory?” Nokomis pursed her lips as she thought. “I think our swords came together almost a century ago.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I just know how to look at them in my spiritual sea, and that was basically an accident. I don’t know how to tell when the memory happened, and I didn’t exactly trace back the family tree to check.” 
 
    “If it was Adrian’s memory, it was at least a hundred and ten years ago,” Ruslan chimed in.  
 
    “So, basically, we’ve gotten lucky to find what we have,” I muttered. “I didn’t think about that when I looked at the memory. They could have moved to a thousand different places since Adrian’s wife performed the spell.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe I hadn’t considered that possibility. There was no way of knowing how many of the other Noble Swords had been lost, found, or lost again, and the thought of having to look everywhere on Inati was not only daunting, it seemed impossible. 
 
    “What do we do?” Laika asked as her furry gray tail twitched with agitation. “We can’t just hope we get lucky again. We don’t know how long those totems will help the king hold down the seal.”  
 
    “And at least two of the X’s on here would be a waste of time,” I said with a nod. “We have to figure out another way to find the rest of the Noble Swords, and we don’t have much time to do it. There has to be something we can do.” 
 
    “The answer will come to you,” Julia assured me. “I know it will. You were given this task by the gods. They don’t want you to fail. We only have to find a way.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we have no idea what way it is,” I sighed. “I should have thought about the time frame. Rookie mistake.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what that means, but no one else thought about it, either,” Ruslan pointed out. “We were all happy to have an easier way to find them, so we didn’t think about the long-term accuracy. At least Lord Nikolaus discovered the issue before you went on a search and found nothing. Now, we can make sure you don’t waste any time.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I agreed and pursed my lips. 
 
    I realized Alyona had stayed quiet during most of our conversation, and I looked over to see her deep in thought. I could practically see her wheels turning from here, and I hoped that meant she had an idea.  
 
    Alyona was the best priestess in Rahma, maybe all of Inati. She seemed to always have a way to solve our magical problems, and I had a feeling this time would be no different. She just needed to get to the solution. 
 
    “Basically, we need a new map,” Nike said. “Or we search each kingdom for the Nobles of the Sword, which would likely take a while.” 
 
    “Yes!” Alyona pumped her fist in the air. “That’s it!” 
 
    “What is it?” I looked at her with a knowing smile. 
 
    I knew my wife would come up with something.  
 
    “A new map from a new spell,” Alyona said. “We need to redo the spell Sicily performed.” 
 
    “How?” I wondered.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, but a smile pulled at her lips. “Yet. I just have to find it, and I’ll figure it out. I can do it. I know I can. I’ll look in the archives.” 
 
    “That sounds like a lot of pressure on just you,” I murmured as I met her distracted gaze. “I’m sure we can help you.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you to the archives,” Julia offered. “Lord Evan is right. You shouldn’t do it all on your own.” 
 
    “I can help, too,” Nokomis said. “I’m not sure what the archives are, but I’m a fast learner.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re amazing!” Alyona gushed and took Nokomis’ hand. “Come on, we can show you.” 
 
    Alyona tugged Nokomis out the front door with Laika and Julia right behind them. They were headed for the underground library known as the archives, where thousands of years’ worth of history was tucked away from the rest of Hatra. We’d used the texts and papers from countless ancestors to find spells, medicines, and answers to our endless stream of questions.  
 
    I wanted to go into the archives with them, but I quickly reminded myself I wouldn’t even know what to look for, and I could find something else to help with. 
 
    Although I had no idea what else to do. 
 
    The city had been running smoothly for weeks now, and even with our growing population, there hadn’t been many issues Ruslan hadn’t been able to solve without me.  
 
    I glanced over at my adoptive father, and he seemed to be able to read my mind.  
 
    “Feeling a little useless?” he chuckled. “You’re usually the hero going after the problem, but it’s okay to be the supporter now and again, too. I learned that a long time ago with your mother. It may be hard to imagine, but she’s more of an intellectual than I am.” 
 
    “You don’t say.” I smirked and shook my head. “But what can we do to support them? I have no ideas.”  
 
    “I have something we can do while they’re on their search,” Ruslan said as he grinned and winked. 
 
    “What?” I wondered, and Nike arched a curious eyebrow as well. 
 
    “Go to school,” my father said with a shrug. 
 
    The school was Hatra’s latest project, and our teachers covered a multitude of subjects from self-defense to magic to trade skills. It was something Ruslan was quite proud of, and I was happy to go see the school in action since I hadn’t been there yet. 
 
    The dryads and Naomi had been teaching various magic classes, while Aaliyah, Valerra, and Rebecca had taken up self-defense classes. They’d started out working together, but it seemed Valerra did better with the older students. I’d heard she intimidated them into success, and it made me chuckle. Valerra had lived by her Crimson Dragon reputation for a long time, and it looked like it had trickled over into her teaching status. Meanwhile, Aaliyah and Rebecca did well with the younger students, like my little friends Ilya and Ilyushina. 
 
    We’d rescued the brother-sister duo from their demolished village, and they were two of the last four Asurans we knew of. Their caretaker Natalya worked making weapons, and she was damn good at it. I made a mental note to check in on the little Asurans at the earliest opportunity, and I figured they’d be excited to see Iris, too.  
 
    Ruslan led us out of the Lunar Palace, and we walked through the busy streets of the city until we reached a large stone building. It would have looked cold and uninviting if not for the children’s paintings hung on the windows and neon-yellow doors. Images of rainbows, butterflies, and animals filled the glass, and it made me smile to think of the happiness contained within the city we’d built.  
 
    It was much better than the world we witnessed on our missions.  
 
    The school was three stories tall, and a large area was fenced-in on the rear end of the building. I wondered if anyone had thought to build a playground for the younger kids, but I didn’t get much time to think about it. 
 
    Even from the front, I could hear Valerra call out commands. 
 
    “Front kick!” she yelled. “Right chop!” 
 
    Each of her commands was followed by the grunting sounds of her students as they performed the maneuvers.  
 
    “Your mate has taken to her new calling with passion,” Ruslan laughed as he walked around the side of the building and let us in through the back gate.  
 
    Valerra wore a loose red tunic over gold harem pants and stood barefoot in front of about a dozen young people. Most of her students looked like teenagers, but they ranged from animal Demi-Humans to Mesics to humans. Vardaan, one of our newest dragons, walked along the rows of kids and quietly corrected their movements. It seemed he’d found his place in Hatra, and I appreciated his willingness to teach our youngest citizens.  
 
    Callan stood near Valerra at the front of the class, but he remained silent as she directed the students. The green dragon had his arms crossed over his chest and eyes narrowed on the class, which was somewhat amusing since he was the least intimidating guy I knew.  
 
    One young lady was clearly putting in as little effort as possible as she flailed a noodle-like leg in an attempt at a side-kick, and Valerra noticed her within seconds. She stopped giving commands, and the other students visibly relaxed as my dragon mate stormed over to the girl. 
 
    “Mo, why are you giving me ten percent?” Valerra demanded. “You’re capable of one hundred, and you’re acting like you’ve never done this before.” 
 
    “I don’t see the point.” The girl shrugged and tucked a loose strand of onyx hair behind her ear. “I don’t even need to know how to fight.” 
 
    “Being a Diyera doesn’t mean you’ll never have to,” Valerra argued. “There are reasons to make sure you can defend yourself.” 
 
    “What’s a Diyera?” I whispered to Ruslan. 
 
    “They have the ability to command animals,” he said under his breath. “We thought they were extinct until she and her brother and parents showed up a couple weeks ago. It’s a fascinating ability, but the girl seems to think very highly of herself.” 
 
    “The animals protect me,” Mo insisted. “I don’t need this class. I want to be doing something else!” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and sulked, and I was reminded of every movie I’d ever seen about teenage girls and their attitudes. Valerra’s eyes lit up with anger, and I hoped to the gods she wouldn’t roast the student on the spot. 
 
    “That’s it!” Valerra growled. “Twenty push-ups! Now!” 
 
    Callan chuckled as the girl froze and looked at him before she dropped down and began the push-ups.  
 
    As the Diyera lowered her body to the grass, Valerra lectured her about controlling her temper, utilizing her skills, and learning new ones to make herself stronger and ready for anything.  
 
    I walked over to stand next to my fellow dragon and leaned in. 
 
    “So, what do you do if they don’t do the push-ups?” I asked. “She looked right at you.” 
 
    “I touch them with my tentacles,” Callan laughed. “They hate it.” 
 
    “You do?” I snorted a laugh and shook my head. “Of course, you do. You and your weird skills.” 
 
    “It makes me unique,” he retorted with a Cheshire cat grin. “How did it go with the Kocin guy?” 
 
    “Turns out the Kocin was Terach,” I said as we watched the Diyera finish her push-ups and rise to her feet with a sigh. “You remember him?” 
 
    “Oh, the guy who tried to have me killed?” Callan muttered and shook his head. “How could I forget?” 
 
    “Well, I found out why he was trying to have you killed,” I said. “Uh, kind of, anyway. He said he wanted you and me both dead because we’re the same. Do you know what he meant by that?” 
 
    “No.” Callan turned to me with wide green eyes as he searched for an answer. “I have no clue. I don’t think I’m anything special.” 
 
    “You don’t think?” I smirked. “You’re basically half-sea animal at this point.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he chuckled. “But really, I’m not sure about a lot of things. When I ran from the Sage, I was at the drache temple. They didn’t train me for anything out of the ordinary. I learned the same flying, fire-breathing, assimilation stuff as everyone else. At least, I’m pretty sure. I only remember a little bit of it. Things get pretty hazy around the time of the raids.” 
 
    “Raids?” I repeated with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “People I thought were good people,” he hedged. “They weren’t. I’m not sure what all was going on, but it made me want to leave. I remember that feeling.” 
 
    “What about before the temple?” I pressed. “Were you born there or moved there?” 
 
    “Um…” Callan trailed off with a frown. “I’m not sure. I sort of remember a mountain… but I don’t know where or if that was part of the temple. I’m sorry I’m not much help. I was so young then.” 
 
    “Maybe we know someone who can help,” Nike suggested as he joined us. “Someone who was at the temple.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, you’re right,” I said and grinned. “We rescued a drache from Terach’s little kidnapping ring. Let’s go talk to him.” 
 
    Callan waved to Valerra, who nodded her approval that he was leaving early, and he threw one more menacing stare at the students before he strode after me, Ruslan, and Nike. 
 
    “Rahil was with Mikhail and Cam when I saw him yesterday,” Ruslan said as he opened the gate and ushered us out of the schoolyard. “They’ve been spending a lot of time in the gardens.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll go,” I decided.  
 
    Once we reached the gardens, I could hear the roaring laughter of one of the dragons we’d rescued, and as we got closer, I could see Rahil, Theo, Angelos, Mikhail, and a female dragon I assumed was the purple one we’d rescued from the yasil stone cave.  
 
    “Hey! Look who it is!” Theo called out with a vigorous wave. “Our hero!” 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Angelos grinned and bumped knuckles with his brother.  
 
    “Aw, come on,” I laughed as I began to shake their hands. “You’re going to embarrass me.” 
 
    “Well, you did rescue us,” Rahil said with a fond smile. “Except for the brothers who found you first.” 
 
    “Yeah, so we kind of helped, right?” Mikhail asked as he looked to me for approval.  
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. “I wouldn’t have found them or the next part of my mission without you guys.” 
 
    “Damn, we helped with your mission, too?” Angelos whistled in surprise. “We’re basically badasses, then.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, you are,” I chuckled. “Where’s everyone else?” 
 
    “They went to meet with someone named Afra,” the female dragon replied as she examined her nails. “Something about getting to work. It sounded incredibly boring.” 
 
    “Afra runs the fields,” I explained. “They must be looking for their jobs. I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name at the cave.” 
 
    “It’s Indigo,” she said and finally looked up to meet my gaze. “Thank you for saving us, but I have no idea what job I’d have. Before the Kocin kidnapped me, I lived a rather royal lifestyle. I didn’t have a… job. The most work I’ve done was for the Kocin, and that was to stay alive. I didn’t like one second of it.” 
 
    “Did you have any hobbies or anything?” I arched a curious eyebrow.  
 
    “I suppose,” Indigo murmured. “I collected stones and polished them into jewelry.” 
 
    “You know, I heard Jack was looking for someone to make prettier things,” Ruslan said with a smile. “He’s one of the blacksmiths here. I bet he would appreciate your skills, and he would pay well.”  
 
    “I met him yesterday,” Mikhail added. “I can introduce you, if you want.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt to get paid to do what I enjoy,” Indigo said with a smirk. “I guess I’ll go with you, but if this doesn’t work out, I’m not working in the fields.”  
 
    Mikhail offered his elbow, and Indigo slipped her arm through his as they began to walk back toward the middle of the city with Angelos hot on their heels. It seemed the brothers were rarely apart, and today was no different.  
 
    Theo watched them walk away with a chuckle and a shake of his head. 
 
    “Indigo is something else,” he laughed. “She wasn’t such a priss when we were stuck in that cave.” 
 
    “Things change when you have the option,” Nike pointed out with a grin. “It seems her option is to not be working if she doesn’t have to.” 
 
    “I’m glad she’s figured out she has to do something,” I said. “I’d hate to be the messenger for her bad news.” 
 
    “She’d probably try to roast you.” Theo threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    Once we had all stopped laughing, I focused on the reason we’d come to the gardens. 
 
    “So, Rahil, I wanted to introduce you to someone,” I said and motioned to the green dragon. “This is Callan.” 
 
    Callan stepped up next to me and held out his hand to grip the drache’s forearm. “How are you?” 
 
    “You don’t remember me?” Rahil chuckled as he released his hold on the green dragon. “From the temple?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t.” Callan shook his head and frowned. “I don’t remember much from before I was on the run from the Sage.” 
 
    “Well, I remember you,” the drache said with a wise smile. “We looked for you for a long time after the temple was cleared of the Green Glass Sect members, but you were nowhere to be found.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure who to trust anymore,” Callan admitted. 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked and narrowed my eyes with concern. 
 
    “Some of the Green Glass Sect had infiltrated the temple staff,” Rahil explained. “It was a sad oversight on our part to allow non-drache people to enter our sacred village, but we learned from the mistake. Callan was the only dragon we couldn’t find again.” 
 
    “I went underground, I guess,” he murmured. “I just remember leaving, being terrified to return, and moving around a lot. It’s kind of a blur.” 
 
    “Understandable.” The drache nodded and steepled his fingers together. “You were already in a difficult place when you joined us, I can only imagine how the sect put you in more turmoil.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “Callan doesn’t remember anything at all before the temple.” 
 
    “Oh!” Rahil gasped and covered his mouth. “Why, we were called to rescue you from a small city in Futhar called Atmos. The village had been under attack by the Sage and his men, and your parents were terrified you’d be captured because you were so young and unable to defend yourself properly. They begged us to take you, train you, and keep you safe.” 
 
    “My… parents?” Callan’s eyes widened in surprise. “I… never really thought about… I have parents?” 
 
    “Did they tell you anything else, Rahil?” I pressed. “If he was anything special or something?” 
 
    “Not specifically, though I had my suspicions,” the drache replied. “They said Callan had to live to continue their bloodline. I never figured out what they meant.”  
 
    There are many things associated with one’s bloodline, Miraya mused. Not the least of which is family pride.  
 
    We need to figure out why his is so special, I countered. Especially if Terach said we’re the same. Maybe there’s something about both of us we need to know to defeat the Demon King. 
 
    “…my lord?” Rahil looked at me quizzically. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said and shook my head. “I was just thinking. What did you say?” 
 
    “I asked the names of your parents,” he apparently repeated. “I can’t shake the feeling I’ve seen you before.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Theo muttered. “He’s been talking about this since we got here.” 
 
    “Well, this is my dad,” I said as I gestured to Ruslan. “My mother, Julia, is one of the Elders here. I don’t know if you’ve met her yet.” 
 
    “I don’t mean the parents who adopted you,” Rahil chuckled as he cocked his head to the side and studied me. “You obviously were not born of a human and a fox Demi-Human. Dragons are born of dragons.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before.” I shrugged and glanced at Ruslan. “But these are the only parents I have here.” 
 
    I caught the mistake in my wording as Rahil’s eyes lit up with curiosity.  
 
    “Here?” he echoed as he arched an eyebrow. “Where, pray tell, are you from, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Not here,” I said firmly. “So, you can’t possibly know my real parents.” 
 
    “My lord, I don’t mean to disrespect you, but I know you’re a realm traveler,” Rahil replied. “So, do you mean your real parents aren’t of this realm?” 
 
    My heart leaped into my throat as I stared at the drache in confusion. 
 
    How did he know I’d traveled here from another realm? 
 
    Even when I said my adoptive parents were my family here, I could have meant Rahma, but he seemed to know I meant the entire world of Inati.  
 
    Maybe there was more to the drache than I’d expected.  
 
    “Yes,” I said with a cautious nod. “My birth parents were in another realm.” 
 
    “But one of them is from here,” he continued as though it wasn’t a question. 
 
    “I don’t know how that would be possible,” I retorted. “In my realm, I was a human. Nothing special.” 
 
    “If that were true, you’d be a human here as well,” Rahil said with a faint smile. “Like I said, dragons must come from dragons. You can’t be only a human in one place and a dragon in another. I’ve studied eons’ worth of draconic history, my lord. I speak from a wealth of knowledge.” 
 
    Just as quickly as my heart had jumped, it sunk down to the pit of my stomach.  
 
    What did all this mean? How could I have a dragon parent and not know it? 
 
    I didn’t even know one of my parents, not really. My mom raised me by herself until she had Aunt Emma to help her, and then it was just Emma after my mother died when I was young. And Emma hadn’t become a dragon when she reached Inati.  
 
    “I’m not sure what to do with that information,” I mumbled.  
 
    “You must have an idea,” Rahil insisted. “I wonder--” 
 
    “I got it!” Theo cut him off and pointed at me with a grin. “He looks familiar because he looks like Zoklan!”  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” the drache said as he pressed his hand to his chest, and his eyes widened. “You do, my lord. You’re his spitting image! I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.” 
 
    “Wait, who’s Zoklan?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    “He was one of the dragons I trained,” Rahil said as he looked up in thought. “It had to be about thirty or forty years ago when he left the temple. He said he wanted to go on an adventure, and he never returned.” 
 
    “Why not?” I prodded. “Did he get lost? Is he dead?” 
 
    “My lord, I cannot say for certain,” he said. “I’ve not seen him in decades. Rumors flew for months that he was captured by the Sage, then he supposedly organized a rebellion against the Green Glass Sect, and another tale said he’d escaped Rahma completely, but no one knew where he’d gone. Zoklan has grown into a bit of a legend at the temple.” 
 
    “Was he powerful or something?” I asked. 
 
    Something about this Zoklan character piqued my interest, but I didn’t want to make a connection that wasn’t there yet. I just wanted to know more about him.  
 
    “He was incredibly powerful,” Rahil confirmed with a nod. “He had this uncanny ability to hold onto the powers he assimilated. Not many of us can do that without practicing them all the time, but once he had an ability, he usually kept it. It’s something I was never able to teach any of my students. I believe it’s a natural ability.” 
 
    More thoughts raced through my head about Zoklan and how similar we sounded already. I didn’t have to practice my assimilated powers, either. I usually could call on them at any time, and I’d have them.  
 
    A chill trickled down my spine.  
 
    “Do you know if Zoklan had any other family?” I asked.  
 
    “He had a brother…” Rahil trailed off as he glanced at Theo. “Do you remember him? He left soon after the raids as well, but he came back long enough to tell us he’d rather be on his own.” 
 
    “Zarek?” Theo tapped his lip. “Yeah, Zarek was his name. He didn’t talk much, but he was alright.” 
 
    “Where did he go?” I wondered.  
 
    “Oh, he hasn’t kept in touch,” Rahil said. “Dragons aren’t known to hold onto relationships outside their family. It’s fairly normal for one to leave the temple and not come back. We aren’t a prison, you know.” 
 
    Damn it. I was dying to know more about Zoklan and Zarek, and I tried to hold off on the idea of calling them my father and my uncle, but the temptation was high. It would make sense why my mother wouldn’t talk about my father if he was a realm traveler who just appeared in her life one day.  
 
    I remembered Emma’s promise not to tell me anything my mother had said, but I wondered if she’d confirm or deny the information I had now. I couldn’t help but think her face would give her away if I asked at the right time. It bothered me slightly to think of tricking my aunt into giving up my father’s name, but I had to know if I was on the right track. 
 
    Besides, being a realm traveler myself, I might be able to find him. 
 
    It would have to wait until we closed the Breach, but it was a path I desperately wanted to take. I wanted to know about my father, where he was from, why he hadn’t stayed with my mom and me, everything. I hated that shadow over my story, and I’d do just about anything to shed some light on it.  
 
    “Is it possible Zoklan has returned to Inati?” I asked.  
 
    “Anything is possible.” Rahil shrugged and cocked his head to look at me. “You believe he’s your father?” 
 
    “Anything is possible,” I repeated with a smirk. “I just--” 
 
    “My lord!” I was interrupted by the familiar voice of my wife. 
 
    I turned to see Alyona, Nokomis, Julia, and Laika trotting through the gardens toward us, and the princess waved a paper in the air as she grinned with an expression of pure elation on her face.  
 
    I had the same brief worry she would trip and fall on her belly, but my wife remained on her feet as she skittered toward me and held out the paper. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked.  
 
    “I found it!” Alyona grinned. “I found the spell.” 
 
    We could make our own new map. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    I looked at the words and symbols on the page Alyona held out to me, but they were beyond my magical knowledge. I trusted her to come up with a plan that would work, and I grinned as she tucked it into her spatial storage. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I said and leaned down to press a kiss to her cheek. “I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “I was glad to have the help,” she replied with a smile at the other women. “It would have taken me days without them.” 
 
    “That’s what family is for,” Julia said easily.  
 
    And it was one of the things I loved most about my family. 
 
    No one was left out of anything, and everyone chipped in to make things better. We all worked together as often as possible to make sure we completed our missions, and even though I wanted to dig deeper into the Zoklan situation, we had to get back to the mission now.  
 
    “Can we talk more later?” I asked Rahil. 
 
    “I’ll be here as long as I’m welcome, my lord,” he said and dipped his head.  
 
    “And you’ll tell me everything you know about Zoklan?” I pressed. 
 
    “Everything I know,” he agreed. “It may not be much, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I shook his forearm and turned back to the others. “We need to get started.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to stay,” Callan said. “I’d like to learn more about my time with the drache. Maybe I’ll remember something.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “Good luck.” 
 
    Rahil, Callan, and Theo waved goodbye as we headed back to the Lunar Palace. Then Alyona and Julia went over the spell again, and I wondered how long it would take to get all the ingredients they listed. 
 
    We’d traveled all over the place for parts for spells in the past, and the last thing I wanted was to take more time to go on a hunt for some weird ass flower again. Plus, the thought of running into another troll made my skin crawl. 
 
    “So, who’s Zoklan?” Alyona interrupted my thoughts and whipped me back to the present.  
 
    “Oh, uh, he’s this dragon they say looks like me,” I replied. “Or I look like him, I guess. Anyway, I think he might be my dad, but it’s too early to tell for sure.” 
 
    “My love, that’s wonderful news!” she gushed.  
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything sooner?” Laika asked as her bushy gray tail swished with excitement. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re so happy for you!” Nokomis agreed. 
 
    “We all are,” Julia added with a kind smile.  
 
    “How did you find out about him?” Nike asked. 
 
    “Well, Rahil has been trying to figure out why I looked familiar,” I explained. “Theo remembered the dragon he was thinking of, but he left the temple a long time ago. It fits the time he would have arrived on Earth, though. I just can’t say for sure if it’s him until I know more.” 
 
    “I hope it is,” she said sincerely. “I know you’ve wanted answers about him for a while, and maybe he could explain where he’s been.” 
 
    “If he’s still alive,” I murmured. 
 
    “Don’t think like that,” Alyona chided me. “You never know, he could have been captured like the others. There are a hundred things that could have kept him away from you.” 
 
    “Nothing but death could keep me away from my kids this long, and Iris has only just been born,” I said and pursed my lips. “Maybe I don’t want to meet him.” 
 
    “I think you’ll do the right thing,” she assured me.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what the right thing was, but the more I thought about Zoklan and his absence, the more I wondered if I did want to know the truth. 
 
    What if he was just hanging out in some paradise realm living his best life? Did he even care about me or my mom? 
 
    I couldn’t speak for him, but if it had been me and Iris, I’d never have walked away without looking back. Hell, I could barely stand to leave her this morning, and I knew I’d be back.  
 
    Maybe he thought he’d be back, too, Miraya pointed out. 
 
    I focused on my mindscape and the spirit who laid on the sand with her face turned toward the sun. She looked so peaceful with her creamy bare skin sparkling in the light as her robes laid in a puddle around her, and some of my tension eased just at the sight of her.  
 
    You think something stopped him? I asked with a frown. 
 
    I think that’s the only way a dragon wouldn’t return to his progeny, she said and shrugged. That’s just my experience.  
 
    I let her words sink in for the last few minutes of our walk to the palace, and I decided she’d made a good point. 
 
    But no matter what the answer was, I wouldn’t know until I found Zoklan. And I couldn’t go look for him until I had the Breach closed, so I had to take it one step at a time.  
 
    We walked inside, and I was surprised to see my other lovers bustling around the castle. They’d made a pile of plants, bones, and spices in the middle of the great hall, and Polina tossed a spray of flowers on top of the pile before they all stepped back.  
 
    “Ta-da!” Marina gestured to the pile with a flourish. 
 
    “What’s all this?” I asked. 
 
    “The ingredients for the spell,” Alyona giggled. “They were already working on it when we left. We just needed you.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said with a half-smile. “So, no troll fights today, then?” 
 
    “Nope,” Aaliyah laughed, and her golden tail flicked around playfully behind her. “Thank the gods.” 
 
    “The only thing we need now is a place with a view,” Julia said. “For Sicily, they had the cliffs on the edge of the canyon, but the landscape has changed since then. We need something else.” 
 
    “Where can we see the most of the land around us?” Alyona wondered. “The top of the palace?” 
 
    “That’s too dangerous,” Ruslan said. “I wouldn’t want to risk you or our grandbaby up there. There has to be a better place.” 
 
    “What if I fly up somewhere?” I suggested. 
 
    “I have to draw the pattern on the floor,” Alyona said as she tapped her lip in thought.  
 
    “How about my balcony?” Valerra offered. “I can see all of Hatra and pretty much everywhere west of here when I’m on it. And it’s big enough for my dragon form, so I’m sure it’ll have enough room for your spell.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea!” the princess said, and a smile bloomed across her face. “Okay, let’s gather everything and go upstairs.”  
 
    A few minutes later, we each had an armful of ingredients as we traipsed up the stairs to the top floor where Valerra’s chambers were. Then my dragon mate opened the door and hurried over to open the balcony doors. I’d forgotten how large the architects from Leyte had made it, and as the doors opened wide, it felt like we stood on the same cliffs as I’d seen in the ancestral memory. 
 
    “You really can see everything from here,” I murmured.  
 
    “It’s one of my favorite places,” Valerra agreed. “Second to the egg room.” 
 
    She glanced over at the secret door that led to the room where we kept our egg and her sister’s egg in a gold-encrusted dresser with velvet pockets for each egg. It was a cozy place for them and a decent storage area for her treasure hoard, and I wondered if Emma was the one currently on egg duty. 
 
    My question was answered a few seconds later when my Aunt Emma appeared in the entrance to the secret room with a confused look on her face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    “We have to make a new map,” I explained. “We’ve already found two swords that weren’t on the one we have, so Alyona found the spell to redo it so we can find the last five swords.” 
 
    “Well, alright,” Emma chuckled. “I’ll be with the eggs if you need me.” 
 
    She started to turn back to the room when I hurried over and grabbed her hand. 
 
    “Wait,” I whispered. “If I got something of my dad’s, would you read it for me?” 
 
    Since her arrival in Inati, we’d discovered Emma was a history maven, so when she touched an object, she could see the story of its history. It made sense with her obsession with everything historical, and she’d even opened an antique shop back on Earth before I’d brought her here.  
 
    “Evan, please,” she said in a low voice. “Why are we talking about this again?” 
 
    “Because I might be able to find him,” I answered honestly. “If I can, I might need your help. You don’t have to break your promise. I just… I want to know if it’s him.” 
 
    Emma looked me in the eyes and released a heavy sigh. “Alright, I’ll read it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I kissed her hand and let her return to the egg room.  
 
    I knew it had taken a lot for my aunt to agree to help me with my search, and I’d decided against the sneak attack for a few reasons, mainly because she was the one who’d taken care of me when my mom got sick. It didn’t feel right to make her break a promise to her own sister when she’d done so much for me already.  
 
    Not to mention, she was inadvertently the reason I’d ended up here in Rahma, thanks to that dragon mask she’d bought at a random auction.  
 
    When I turned back around, Alyona had already begun to place the plants and flowers at various intervals on the giant star she’d drawn with chalk on the balcony while Julia put candles on each of the star’s points. It reminded me of some witch movie I’d seen forever ago, though there wasn’t a single actress on Earth who looked as good as my wife as she made her way around the star.  
 
    A few minutes later, she was finished, and she motioned for me to join her. 
 
    “I need you to use the Sword of Healing,” she said. “That’s how Sicily did it before. The spirits essentially will call out to each other.” 
 
    I-I think I remember this… Miraya suddenly sat up and looked out on my spiritual sea with excitement. This is right. I can feel it! 
 
    “Miraya says you’re on the right track,” I said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    I unsheathed the sword and held it in front of me, and Alyona put her hand on the hilt as she stared into my eyes. 
 
    “Just stay close,” she said. “When I say the last two words, hold the sword up in the air. Can you hit it with lightning?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied. “Just tell me when.” 
 
    “When you hold it up,” she explained. “As high as you can.” 
 
    “Got it.” I nodded, and she took a deep breath. 
 
    “Twelve sisters, seven seas, across the stars of the galaxies,” Alyona chanted. “Peto quaero! Peto quaero!” 
 
    I called on my lightning magic as I lifted the blade straight into the air above me, and a crash of thunder filled the sky as a single bolt of lightning zigzagged down toward us. It hit the blade with a loud crack, and I half-expected to be electrocuted as the power rushed through me, but instead, it seemed to flow through me as the chalked star lit up a nearly blinding bright purple.  
 
    Then nothing. 
 
    I felt the power course through my body, and Alyona finally turned to me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Sicily was more powerful than I am!” she called out over the storm that now swirled overhead. “We need more!” 
 
    As I tried to figure out a solution, I felt Nike’s hand on my shoulder before he lifted the Sword of Light next to mine. Another bolt of lightning hit his blade, and he seemed surprised by the sudden rush of energy as the star’s light changed from its violet hue to a yellow one that looked like the sun.  
 
    Then Skye hurried over toward us, and she lifted the Sword of Youth with ours. As the lightning crashed into her sword, the star shifted to a crimson shade, and then Nokomis joined the spell with the Sword of Mercy.  
 
    The star glowed a soft shade of blue before we saw them. 
 
    Flashes of light began to fall from the sky, and Alyona snapped her fingers before she laid the map of Inati out on the balcony. The flashes looked like tiny shooting stars as they shifted course and zoomed across the sky toward the map. 
 
    They landed on the map like balls of fire, and I wondered if it would go up in flames, but the map stayed intact as the storm faded away. Then Alyona stood up in triumph, and we lowered our swords while she held the map above her head. 
 
    “It worked!” She grinned as she led us back into Valerra’s room and spread it out on the desk. “See, here’s you all in Hatra.” 
 
    “And there’s Tawa in Odrein,” Nokomis said as she pointed to her home country, and her bushy snow leopard tail seemed to curl happily at the mention of her brother.  
 
    “Anastasia in Copacia.” Ravi picked out the elf’s city.  
 
    “And Mael in Afur,” Laika murmured as her gray eyes narrowed. “So, we know it’s closer to accurate than the last one was for sure.”  
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed. “Looks like there’s one in Skaa and one in Kieso.” 
 
    “Ogrines isn’t too far,” Aaliyah said as her furry golden ears twitched with excitement. “But I’ve never even heard of Pashar.” 
 
    “It’s a very small country next to Claon,” Alyona explained. “Almost as small as Afur.”  
 
    “So, where’s the other one?” I asked. “There are still five swords we need to find, so there’s one more.” 
 
    “Look,” Nike said and pointed at Hatra. “There are five dots here.”  
 
    Five dots… 
 
    “But there are only four of us.” Nokomis looked around in confusion. “Right?” 
 
    “Right,” Ravi agreed.  
 
    “Well, there have been a lot of new people in the city,” Ruslan pointed out. “Perhaps one of them is the fifth one?” 
 
    “Four of us,” I murmured. “In the palace.” 
 
    Suddenly, it clicked. 
 
    One of the Nobles of the Sword was in Hatra, but he wasn’t in the castle, and I knew exactly where he was.  
 
    I nearly sprinted across the room to fling the door open. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Ruslan yelled from behind me. 
 
    “It’s Callan!” I called out without slowing down.  
 
    Callan was supposed to be a Noble of the Sword. That’s how he and I were alike, though I had no idea how Terach knew it. Maybe the Demon King told him, but I couldn’t worry about that part right now. I needed to figure out where his sword was, and I wouldn’t figure it out standing in the Lunar Palace.  
 
    Nike caught up with me a few feet outside the front door, and the rest of my group trucked along behind us as I headed for the gardens.  
 
    Callan must have been rescued by the drache before he got the Noble Sword. It was the only explanation I could think of for why he had no idea what he was, or he would have recognized our bond.  
 
    The question remained, who had the sword right now? 
 
    We would have to travel to his home city to find out, and I had a feeling Callan would be up for the adventure.  
 
    He sat on a bench with Rahil while Theo meditated a few feet away, and I nearly skidded to a stop when I saw them.  
 
    “Lord Evan?” Callan asked with alarm in his voice. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “I figured it out!” I had to lower my voice from the excited shouting. “Uh, sorry. We did the spell, and it said there’s another Noble of the Sword here in Hatra. I think it’s you.” 
 
    Callan’s face was the epitome of stunned. His mouth hung open, and his green eyes were as round as dinner plates as he stood up. 
 
    “A-Are you… sure?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “But I have a gut feeling, and they’re usually right. I knew when you showed up that I could trust you, and I bet it’s because we share the brotherhood of the Noble Swords.” 
 
    “Not because we’re dragons?” Callan narrowed his eyes with uncertainty. “I don’t know, my lord. This seems crazy.” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Rahil interjected as he rose to his feet and began to pace as the rest of our people reached us. “It makes perfect sense, actually.” 
 
    “How so?” Callan asked. “You would have known that, right?” 
 
    “Not if your parents withheld that information,” the drache said with a shrug. “Their concern was preserving your life and the bloodline, which we assumed was for the family, but if it was because you’re a Noble of the Sword, it’s to preserve the bloodline ability.” 
 
    “I knew it!” I pumped my fist in the air. “I’m telling you, I felt the connection when you got here. This is it. We have to go to Futhar!”  
 
    “Atmos,” Rahil added. “That’s the city we saved him from. If his family is still alive after the attacks, that’s where they’ll be.”  
 
    “Do you remember their names or anything?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m afraid not.” The drache shook his head and frowned. “I imagine if he’s the Noble of the Sword, someone will know exactly who he needs to see.” 
 
    “Wait,” Callan cut in and held his hands out. “I don’t know about all this. What if all my family is dead? I have no idea what’s happened to them. I don’t even know who they are!” 
 
    “It’s a little scary, man,” I said with a soothing tone. “I get that, but we need you to be strong right now. You could be the next step in the mission to close the Breach, and we have to find out if it’s you. We have to go.” 
 
    “Alright,” he agreed after a moment. “Let me know how it goes.” 
 
    “No way,” I chuckled. “You’re coming, too. They aren’t going to believe some random dragon who walks in and says he knows you. Do you really think they’d just hand me the Noble Sword based on my word?”  
 
    “I suppose not,” Callan sighed. “Alright, alright, I’ll go. When do you want to leave?” 
 
    I looked up at the darkening sky and frowned. It was already late, and without knowing much about Atmos, I didn’t think it would be smart to arrive at night. 
 
    “We’ll leave in the morning,” I decided. “Get some dinner and rest for tonight.” 
 
    “Should we all prepare to go?” Alyona asked.  
 
    I considered it for a moment, but I decided this wasn’t the time to take everyone. We had no idea what to expect from Atmos or Callan’s family, and taking a huge group of various people into a city that could be full of dragons seemed like a terrible idea.  
 
    “No,” I replied. “I think just the Nobles of the Swords will go, and I want you there as well.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she said. 
 
    “So, we don’t get to see the dragon city?” Trina pouted. 
 
    “I’m sure Lord Evan has a good reason,” Naomi chimed in with a smile.  
 
    “I do,” I promised. “I want the rest of you here to keep watch. If it turns out Callan isn’t the other Noble of the Sword, I need to know who is. So, you’re the only ones I trust to figure out who else it could possibly be.” 
 
    “We can do that,” Rebecca said and nodded.  
 
    “Do we just look for the sword?” Isabella wondered. 
 
    “I’d say that’s a good start,” I agreed. “If someone has a Noble Sword, I want Naomi to send word immediately.” 
 
    “What else should we look for?” Laika asked with a frown.  
 
    “I think magic would be a good sign,” Alyona pointed out. “Each of the Nobles of the Sword has his or her own magical ability. That’s not to say every magical person should be questioned, of course, but perhaps just someone to keep an eye on.” 
 
    “I have several magical students,” Valerra said. “I can keep my eyes open at the school.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I confirmed. “There’s no age limit to being a Noble of the Sword from what I can tell. They only pass it down when they’re ready, so that could be any age.” 
 
    “We can do this,” Aaliyah said firmly, and her orange eyes flashed with determination. “If Callan isn’t the one, we’ll find out who is.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded and smiled. “Now, can we go get some dinner? I’m starving, and I know Forsythe has to be whipping up something already.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to join us,” Ruslan offered to Rahil and Theo.  
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” the drache said with a subtle bow.  
 
    We headed back to the Lunar Palace, and when we got close enough, I could smell the spices and herbs that indicated I was correct. Forsythe had already begun dinner, and it didn’t take long for us to get seated at the dining table.  
 
    A few seconds later, the staff set baskets of buttered rolls and cubes of cheese out in front of us, and we all tore into the appetizers with fervor. The butter melted on my tongue as I chewed the roll, and I closed my eyes as I soaked in the flavor.  
 
    Then I laughed as Alyona stuffed the cheese into her roll and began to eat another of our baby’s cravings. This one wasn’t as weird as her pickle soup, so I decided to join her and give it a shot. The cheese melted into the roll, and the taste was even better than I’d hoped.  
 
    “This is the best one he’s wanted,” Alyona giggled as she licked the cheese from her fingers.  
 
    “You are with child,” Rahil said with a slow smile. “I thought I sensed another dragon, but the feeling was different than usual.” 
 
    “Why?” I wondered. 
 
    “Likely because he’s half-human,” he replied. “The fact that I can sense him from inside the womb is quite extraordinary. He’ll likely be a powerful being.” 
 
    My chest swelled with pride as I rubbed Alyona’s noticeably larger belly. It seemed our son had grown more even just in the past few days, and I wondered if she’d found out how long it would take until he was born. 
 
    Then the conversation was cut short as Forsythe’s staff brought out the first round of food. The roasted lamb meat was tender and juicy, and the peppery crust was like heaven in my mouth. I dipped the meat in the mashed potatoes and gravy, and before I knew it, my plate was disappointingly empty.  
 
    But then a second plate was in front of me, and I was back to it. I cleared three plates of meat before I finally sat back with a sigh. I would never get tired of Forsythe’s cooking.  
 
    After everyone had finished, Forsythe breezed into the dining hall with a smile almost as wide as his antlers. Then the deer Demi-Human motioned for the kitchen staff to clear the table, and he clapped his hands together.  
 
    “How was everything?” he asked in a booming voice. 
 
    “Fantastic,” I said with a grin. “As always.” 
 
    “Happy to please, my lord!” Forsythe chuckled. “Is anyone interested in dessert? I have chocolate pudding, a sweet cream cake, and a batch of pumpkin cookies ready to eat.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Alyona said in an eager tone. 
 
    “At once, Your Highness,” the chef laughed.  
 
    Within seconds, trays of the sweets filled the table, and we happily dug into the tasty treats. By the time we’d finished, my stomach felt like it might burst, and Rahil and Theo leaned back with groans. 
 
    “I’ve never been so full,” Theo declared. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the drache agreed. “I think we’d better get home before I fall asleep here at this very table.” 
 
    I laughed as they both stood up and said their goodnights. Then they headed home, and I looked around to see my lovers’ eyes were all on me. 
 
    “Okay, we heard you have a mirror to see the baby’s room,” Ravi said with a smile. “Can we see her?” 
 
    “Definitely!” I pulled the mirror from my spatial storage and opened it into place. “Isn’t she beautiful?” 
 
    My women gushed over Iris’ perfect face, bright violet eyes, and dark curls. I hoped she would shift for them to see, and it was like she heard me as she took her scaly centaur form. When her wings sprouted, even Valerra gasped with excitement. 
 
    “Oh, my gods, her little wings!” the red dragon cooed. “I just want to hold her forever!” 
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed with a grin. “She’s perfect. I can’t wait until we have a dozen of them running around here.”  
 
    “Speaking of other children, I need to check on the eggs,” Valerra decided as she scooted back from the table. “And I’ll take Emma some food.” 
 
    “Oh, let’s send her down here to eat,” I said. “I’ll stay with the eggs.” 
 
    “We both can,” she replied.  
 
    “Deal.” I smirked as I took her hand and waved to the rest of our family. 
 
    They barely noticed as they all gushed over Iris in the mirror, and I didn’t mind one bit. I knew Iris was already loved and would be treated like royalty by my family.  
 
    And I intended to fill each of my lovers’ bellies with more perfect children.  
 
    We walked upstairs hand in hand, and Emma jolted with surprise when we walked into the egg vault.  
 
    “What are you both doing here?” she asked.  
 
    “Coming to relieve your shift,” I chuckled. “Go get some food. Forsythe cooked an amazing dinner.” 
 
    “As usual,” Emma said and clucked her tongue. “You could have just brought a plate up here.” 
 
    “You need to get up and stretch your legs a bit,” Valerra said. “You’ve hardly left the vault since I started teaching at the school. You should let Eleanor and Emily take over sometimes.” 
 
    “They chatter too much.” My aunt waved her hand to dismiss the idea. “It disturbs the eggs. I’d rather be here myself.” 
 
    “Well, we’re here now,” I said as I glanced over to see a pile of pillows and blankets in the corner. “Go take a break. We’ll take over for tonight, so you can sleep in a real bed.” 
 
    “If you’re sure…” Emma looked at Valerra, who nodded her agreement.  
 
    Aunt Emma finally climbed the stairs to leave the egg room, and I opened the drawers containing the eggs.  
 
    Valerra’s sister’s large red egg was in perfect shape, as it had been for several thousand years while it waited for the right time to hatch. Our egg was slightly smaller, with swirls of black, purple, and gold. The now familiar crack in one of the black swirls had begun as merely an inch or two, but it was now nearly four inches long.  
 
    Valerra ran her clawed finger along the crack as she chewed her bottom lip with worry.  
 
    “I know everything we’ve read says it’s a good sign, but it’s taking so long,” Valerra groaned. “I just want everything to be okay. I want our hatchling here with us where we can keep him safe.” 
 
    “He will be soon,” I assured her. “We’re at least halfway through bonding with the other Nobles of the Sword, and now that we have Callan and the map, we can make quick work of the rest. We’re getting close, I promise.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed as she leaned her head against my chest. 
 
    It was a rare moment when Valerra showed affection or any other emotions she considered weak, and I wrapped my arms around her shoulders to hold her close. I could feel her holding back tears, but she had no reason to hide her feelings from me. Within a few seconds, I felt her shoulders shake with her crying, and I kissed the top of her head as we sat down on Emma’s makeshift bed. 
 
    Valerra curled up against me, and once her tears finally stopped, she fell asleep in my arms. I felt myself start to drift away, and before I knew it, we were both asleep in the egg vault.  
 
    The next morning, I awoke with a start until I realized where we were. I gently eased Valerra onto the pillows and got up, and then I strode over to the egg dresser, opened the drawers, and peered inside.  
 
    “Morning, Junior,” I whispered to our egg. “I know you can feel us getting closer, and I swear I’m hurrying as much as I can. We have to make this world safe for you, so I promise that’s my highest priority. I’ll do anything for you.” 
 
    “I think he can hear you,” Valerra said from behind me, and when I looked back, she was sitting up in bed. Her golden eyes glinted like coins in the low light, and her features were soft as she gazed at our egg.  
 
    “Good,” I replied with a smile. “I want him to know who his dad is and what I’m doing for him.” 
 
    “He will,” she promised. “I’ll make sure of that.” 
 
    We talked to the eggs for a little while longer before we headed downstairs for breakfast. It wouldn’t be too long until it was time to leave for Futhar, and I wanted to get some food in my belly before we made the trip.  
 
    The table was set with dozens of waffles covered in butter and fruit, and several jugs of a sweet-smelling syrup sat nearby. While my belly growled at the sight, I paused at the sight of my green-scaled friend, who sat in his chair staring at his plate of food with a distant gaze.  
 
    Callan looked up when we walked in, and I watched his eyes focus on me before he shook his head.  
 
    “Morning,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Morning,” I said and arched an eyebrow. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Valerra patted my hand before she walked over to join Nike and the rest of my lovers while I talked to my fellow dragon. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Callan said with a frown. “I think I’m just nervous. We’re going to the place I’m from today.” 
 
    “I know.” I grinned and sat next to him. “That’s a good thing. Haven’t you wanted to learn more about yourself?”  
 
    “Sometimes I’ve thought about it,” he agreed. “But I didn’t even know where I was from, so I never tried to go anywhere to figure it out. I sort of figured my family had to be dead if they weren’t looking for me.” 
 
    “Maybe they were,” I countered. “Inati is a big place, brother. You never know if they tried, but now you know where they’re from. You have somewhere to start looking for them from now.” 
 
    “I guess,” Callan said and sighed. “What if they don’t want me there?” 
 
    “They sent you somewhere to protect you,” I reminded him. “If they didn’t want you around, they would have just let you die when you were a hatchling. I’d bet someone in Atmos is missing you. We just have to find out who.” 
 
    Callan seemed to mull that over for a few seconds, and I let him think as I poured syrup over my waffles and stuffed a bite in my mouth. I waited him out for a few minutes before he finally let out a deep sigh. 
 
    “You’re right, brother,” he said. “I need to know where I come from, and they were worried about our bloodline for a reason. I need some answers.” 
 
    “Then let’s get them.” I grinned before we both ate our breakfasts.  
 
    When everyone was finished, we all prepared to leave and walked outside. 
 
    “Should I make a portal?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “No, if Atmos is a dragon city like we think, we need to fly in,” I decided. “It might make them less suspicious of us.” 
 
    She nodded her agreement, and Callan and I shifted into our dragon forms. Laika and Valerra helped Alyona climb onto my back, while Skye and Nokomis pulled themselves up after her.  
 
    “I think I’ll ride with him.” Nike smirked at me and then hopped onto Callan’s back. 
 
    I roared a laugh as Callan and I kicked off into the sky. Futhar was almost due south of Hatra, but the city of Atmos was closer to the bordering countries than to the ocean, so we’d have to fly southeast to find it. On the map, Atmos sat atop a mountain, and I wondered if it was the mountain Callan remembered, but he wasn’t up for conversation at the moment. 
 
    The green dragon seemed to be enjoying the open air as he flapped his wings in slow, deep strokes, and his gaze was pinned to the empty space ahead of us. He was probably thinking about what we’d find in Atmos, and I was, too. 
 
    I hoped we would confirm he was the Noble of the Sword since that would make things a lot easier as far as closing the Breach went. While Callan had no memory of the sword, it made perfect sense to me. I’d felt a kinship with him when he’d arrived in Hatra, and it wasn’t simply because he was a fellow dragon. Then, with the Noble Sword map, I’d been able to connect the dots, so to speak.  
 
    The flight to Futhar only took about an hour, and we angled our bodies to the east to find the mountain on which Atmos sat.  
 
    Then one solitary peak tore through the clouds ahead of us.  
 
    I glanced over at Callan, and we nodded to each other before we lifted our snouts and flew above the clouds to find the top of the mountain. 
 
    And once we did, I was surprised to see the top had been flattened into a plateau. On top of the flat surface, a smattering of buildings and tents sat in a nearly perfect circle with one larger building in the center.  
 
    “Atmos!” Alyona called out.  
 
    We dipped down to land next to the largest building in what seemed to be the town square and waited for someone to come outside.  
 
    But the city looked deserted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    None of us moved or even breathed as we waited for something to happen. 
 
    No one popped out of the buildings or tents to investigate, and the cool wind blowing over us felt like the frigid situation we’d found ourselves in. We’d finally found our way to the city Callan was from, but no one seemed interested in our sudden appearance. Or at least more interested than afraid.  
 
    How would we find Callan’s family if-- 
 
    My thought was cut short as I heard the slightest sound of boots on the ground.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, someone is here,” Callan agreed. “Maybe we should shift and look around. If they aren’t dragons, they might be scared of us.” 
 
    “Hold on.” I cleared my throat and raised my voice. “We don’t want to hurt anyone. We’re just looking for someone, another dragon. Have you seen any other dragons?” 
 
    Other than the ones who were going around stealing people’s stuff thanks to a kidnapping murderous psycho, of course.  
 
    If that’s the only set of dragons they’ve seen, your search might be more difficult than we planned, Miraya murmured.  
 
    I paused and waited for our silent observer to make himself known, but still no one moved or responded.  
 
    “My lord?” Skye squinted her eyes as she looked around. “Perhaps Callan is correct. If this is not the dragon city we thought, they could be worried about this appearance.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “We’ll shift back to our human forms.” 
 
    After my lovers slid down from my back and Nike from Callan’s, we transformed into our smaller bodies and looked around the city’s open square. I could see a few carts of food and flowers, and they looked fresh enough to be from today. The city wasn’t deserted, but its citizens were certainly staying out of our view. Surely, dragons wouldn’t be this frightened of other dragons, right? 
 
    Unless other dragons actually had already attacked here already. 
 
    “What are you thinking, my love?” Alyona asked. 
 
    “I’m wondering if Terach sent his kidnapped dragons here before,” I murmured. “Maybe that’s why they’re scared, especially if he knew a Noble Sword was here and tried to get it.” 
 
    “So, how do we assuage their fears?” Nokomis wondered.  
 
    No one answered as we all tried to figure out a way to convince the people of Atmos we were here on a peaceful mission. Calling out to them hadn’t worked at all, and I didn’t exactly want to go from door to door and let them know we were nice dragons.  
 
    There had to be another way. 
 
    “You should leave now!” a man’s voice suddenly called out. 
 
    I spun around to find its source, but I couldn’t tell where the man was. I started to activate my echolocation magic when I heard a different sound. 
 
    A sword leaving its scabbard.  
 
    Then I turned to my right just as a man stalked out of one of the smaller huts with a sword in his hand. 
 
    But it wasn’t just any sword. 
 
    I recognized the jewel-encrusted handle and long, shiny blade of a Noble Sword as the man gripped the sword and glared at us with a furrowed brow. He looked pissed, but I noticed the tremor in his hand as he tried to lock eyes with each of us.  
 
    He looked to be in his early thirties with windswept blond hair that he pushed behind his ear. His eyes were a dull green, and he wore a dark blue robe that draped over the ground at his feet and nearly covered his hands. His clothes were so ill-fitting, it almost looked like he was a child playing dress up. It was a bit laughable, though I maintained my composure as I continued with my nice guy routine. 
 
    “We aren’t going anywhere until we find who we’re looking for,” I said in a calm voice with my hands in front of me. “We aren’t here for a fight. My name is--” 
 
    “I don’t care!” he cut me off and lifted the sword just enough to aim the tip at me. “Unless you’re the King of Futhar, you have no business here!” 
 
    “I’m the future king of Rahma.” I smirked and rolled my eyes. “And I have business here because my friend--” 
 
    “You will leave now or die!” the man nearly shrieked. 
 
    “Listen here,” I growled. “I don’t take well to being interrupted, but I’m going to give you another chance since you’re obviously scared. My name is Lord Evan of Hatra. I’d like to speak to whoever is in charge.” 
 
    “No,” he shot back and took a step closer with the Noble Sword pointed at my chest. “Now, go.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes on the man as he got close enough for me to catch his scent.  
 
    He was a dragon. 
 
    So, why was he so scared of us? 
 
    “That’s a fight you don’t want to start, my friend,” I warned as his blade inched closer to me. “You won’t win.” 
 
    “I could win a fair fight against you!” he argued. “In fact, I challenge you to a duel!” 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” I said with a frown. “I didn’t come here to fight anyone.” 
 
    “Too bad!” he replied as his confidence seemed to grow. “I want you to leave, and if you won’t, then we’ll duel. When I win, you will go.” 
 
    “And if I win?” I arched an amused eyebrow.  
 
    “Then…” he trailed off as he thought about it. “Then I’ll let you see whoever you want.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said and slid my own Noble Sword from my belt. 
 
    The dragon’s eyes widened as he recognized our similar blades, but I had to give him some credit. He didn’t back down from the duel, and he looked past me to the rest of my group, who seemed completely shocked at the turn of events. We’d come here to find Callan’s family, and now, I was stuck dueling a fellow Noble of the Sword.  
 
    The real question was how did he get one if no dots had popped up in Futhar on the new map? 
 
    I pushed that problem to the side for now as the man went into action to set up the duel.  
 
    “Your friends have to stay over there,” he ordered and pointed to a shaded area next to the large central building. “If they help, you lose.” 
 
    “I don’t need anyone’s help,” I chuckled. “Can I at least have your name, so I know the next person I’m defeating?” 
 
    “My name is Lord Huxley,” the dragon snapped. “And I won’t be defeated.” 
 
    He marched over to a wide-open space between the central building and a collection of small huts, and I followed him with a half-smile and the Sword of Healing in my hand.  
 
    I had no problem dueling the dragon, but I hoped he’d keep up his end of the deal. The dragons from before my time weren’t exactly known for their sense of honor, and I wasn’t sure if this one would be any different once I was victorious, especially if the only witnesses were my people. 
 
    Suddenly, I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye, and a small head poked out of the window of one of the huts. Then a few more pairs of eyes peered out of other windows and from between tent flaps. I could smell a few more dragons, but most of the onlookers seemed to be humans.  
 
    The city of Atmos was no longer dominated by the dragon population it once was, though if Huxley was any indication, they still tried to rule over everyone else.  
 
    I had a fleeting thought about the dragons treating the humans as slaves, as I’d witnessed among the Demi-Humans in Atheson, and I decided I’d set all of Atmos straight if I needed to.  
 
    I felt a growl rumble deep in my chest as we stood across from each other.  
 
    “So, all these people will make sure you keep your word, right?” I asked as I motioned to the growing number of spectators. “About letting me see whoever I want once I win?” 
 
    Some of them had even made their way onto the street to watch in plain sight, though no one said a word.  
 
    “You don’t need to worry about them,” Huxley spat out. “Even though I’m not losing today, I have a code of honor.” 
 
    “Which apparently includes challenging a dragon you’ve never met for showing up in your city,” I said with an arched eyebrow. “I suppose we have different meanings of the word ‘honor.’” 
 
    Huxley’s eyebrows dipped down to form a deep V, and he gripped his Noble Sword and glared at me. “That’s enough! Begin the duel!” 
 
    He barreled toward me with the sword above his head, and he slung it around in a wide arc intended for my throat. I blocked the strike, and our swords clanged together and left my hands vibrating. Both blades were incredibly powerful, but I soon realized it wasn’t his sword I’d have to worry about. 
 
    Huxley held his palm out toward me, and a dozen darts shot out of his hand toward my face. I threw up my fire shield, and the black projectiles crashed into it with a hiss as they poured some kind of green venom into the fiery blockade.  
 
    “So, we’re using magic, then?” I growled. “It would have been nice to know beforehand.”  
 
    “Haven’t you ever dueled before?” Huxley laughed. “Any weapon you have is usable, boy!” 
 
    Then he opened his mouth and breathed a wave of cold air onto my fire shield. The handle froze in my hand, and I released my grip to let it shatter on the ground.  
 
    “A cold dragon?” I had to resist rolling my eyes. “Callan fits right in here with your strange assimilations.” 
 
    “Callan?” he repeated. 
 
    While he was distracted, I held out my hand, shot webs onto his feet, and locked him to the ground. Huxley tried to move and almost lost his boot, so I took the chance to conjure a fiery rope and whipped it around his legs. I tried to continue to wrap it around his arms, but the dragon was a smarter dueling partner than I’d expected.  
 
    He snapped his blade through the webbing around his feet, and suddenly, the flaming ropes froze into brittle strands that he broke through with ease.  
 
    So, he had the same ability to cool his body down as I could with warmth. Interesting, but not enough to beat me.  
 
    I called on my lightning magic and yanked a bolt of electricity from the clouds below the city ground, and the lightning crackled across the air before it zipped toward the dragon. He dodged the bolt just in time, and it crashed into one of the fruit carts behind him.  
 
    Huxley rolled across the ground and jumped to his feet, but I’d already started my next move. I conjured my fiery bow and arrows and shot one at his boot, and the arrow pierced his foot and entered the soft ground beneath him. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Huxley bellowed. 
 
    He tried to freeze the arrow, but it didn’t do much good since it had already pierced through his foot. Then he formed an icy orb and launched it at me, and I caught it in my palm and melted it in less than a second as I stalked toward him.  
 
    I formed another fiery rope, wrapped it around him, and then added a few layers of webbing until he looked like a spider victim. He toppled to the ground at an awkward angle with his boot still pinned to the ground, and I towered over him with the Sword of Hatra pointed at his throat.  
 
    “I told you not to start this battle,” I snarled. “But lucky for you, my sense of honor includes my fellow Nobles of the Sword. I won’t kill one of my brothers.” 
 
    I sheathed my sword and started to offer my hand when Miraya’s words in my head made my blood run cold. 
 
    He isn’t the true Noble of the Sword, she said.  
 
    I pulled my hand back and glared down at Huxley with a newfound sense of disgust.  
 
    Are you certain? I asked, though I knew it was a dumb question.  
 
    Absolutely, she said. The spirit of this sword is Carina, and she’s not with him. She never has been. That’s why the map didn’t show a Noble of the Sword in Futhar. 
 
    “You’re a fraud!” I thundered as I pressed my blade to his throat again. “Explain yourself!”  
 
    “I-I, uh, wait--” Huxley stammered. 
 
    “Now!” I nicked his skin with the blade and watched his blood trickle down. “Why do you have the Noble Sword if you are not its master?” 
 
    “Lord Evan, is it?” a woman asked from behind me. 
 
    I whirled around to see an old human with scraggly gray hair well past her waist and a collection of jewelry that jangled as she stepped out of the hut and into the sunlight. Her electric-blue eyes stood out against her papery white skin, and her face was set with determination as she gazed at me and then Huxley beneath my sword. 
 
    “And you are?” I narrowed my eyes with suspicion on the woman.  
 
    Wait, I know her, Miraya murmured.  
 
    How? I asked. 
 
    I’m not sure. I don’t remember, but I know I’ve seen her before. 
 
    “My name is Celestia,” the old woman said and smirked. “You have nothing to fear from me, my lord. And I believe you have succeeded in defeating Lord Huxley in this duel, correct?” 
 
    “I could kill him with a flick of my wrist, so, yeah,” I muttered. “I’d say I won, which means he has to help me find the person I’m looking for. Although, I’m questioning his honor now that I know he isn’t what he says he is.” 
 
    “I’m a Noble of the Sword!” Huxley insisted from beneath my blade. “You can’t take that away from me! I swear I am! On my family’s name!” 
 
    “You are no such thing,” I hissed. “If you were, you’d know the spirit of the sword. What’s her name?” 
 
    Huxley’s mouth opened and closed like a floundering fish, and I resisted the urge to slice him in half as he fell into the trap of his lies. He should have no problem naming the spirit of this Noble Sword if she was with him, but since Miraya had already told me she never had been, he was completely clueless.  
 
    “Lord Evan has seen through your façade, Lord Huxley,” Celestia declared. “As I told you a true Noble of the Sword would. You’re incredibly lucky he has spared your life.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t,” I growled. “I only spared him to honor the brotherhood, but he’s no brother of mine.” 
 
    “While that is true, he’s also an ignorant fool who needed to be taught a lesson,” she said. “I believe the lesson has been well-taught, thanks to you.” 
 
    “I’m no fool,” Huxley grumbled. “I’m protecting our city from intruders, even if they share a name with--” 
 
    “Callan is here now,” Celestia cut him off with a wave of her hand. “Your so-called protection is no longer required. Lord Evan, would you kindly release him, please?” 
 
    I looked down at the red-faced dragon under my blade, and I almost cut off his hand when I saw it inch toward the Noble Sword. I settled for stabbing my sword into the ground between them, and he yanked his hand back with a squeal.  
 
    “You could have cost me a hand!” he said and pointed his finger at me accusingly. “You need to be more careful!” 
 
    “If I’d wanted your hand, I’d have it,” I snarled. “Now, go before I change my mind.” 
 
    Huxley glared at me before he sent waves of cold air through his body and shoved his way out of the frozen ropes and webbing I’d trapped him with. Then he jumped to his feet and scurried out of my sight before I removed any body parts that continued to offend me.  
 
    I’d probably start with his lying tongue.  
 
    “Thank you for your kindness, my lord,” Celestia said. “I know that was not an easy decision for you. Lord Huxley has a way of… making people angry.” 
 
    “He’s not skilled enough for his arrogance,” I scoffed.  
 
    “Oh, he’s quite skilled, actually,” she chuckled. “You are the first person to defeat him in a duel. He’s never faced anyone with just as many assimilations as he has. It was quite a show.” 
 
    “Happy to entertain,” I murmured. “So, how about helping me find that person since you let him leave? And how did you know my friend’s name?” 
 
    “I have all the answers you seek,” the old woman said. “But you’ll need to come with me.” 
 
    Yeah, that didn’t sound suspicious at all. The old hag with the half-answers wanting us to come with her sounded like the beginning of a terrible horror flick. 
 
    But we didn’t have many other options. 
 
    “I don’t think we should go with her,” Callan whispered as he sidled up beside me. “She’s… strange.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s the only one who wants to help us,” I pointed out as I gestured toward the few remaining onlookers. “None of them are even talking to us, and most of them have already hidden again. We need to see what she knows.” 
 
    “I know I’ve spoken to the Oracle,” Celestia called out. “And the Oracle knows all that can, will, and could be. She told me Callan would return to us eventually, and he’d be in the presence of great power. I can’t imagine she meant anyone other than you, Lord Evan. Is it safe to assume you’ve assimilated more abilities than what you just displayed?” 
 
    “It is,” I said carefully. 
 
    “Then you must be the powerful one the Oracle talked about,” she declared. “I have no doubt, but you must come with me to learn more. We can’t discuss it here.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side for a moment as I thought about my last encounter with an Oracle. She’d also known everything, despite her quick temper, and she’d pushed me on the path I needed to be successful on my last mission. Surely, this Oracle had the same purpose.  
 
    “Where do you want us to go?” I asked.  
 
    “Inside my home.” The old woman motioned into the hut. “I have no weapons, no magic, only the desire to do what the Oracle has said. Please, Callan.” 
 
    Callan froze when she mentioned his name again, and I glanced over to see Nike and my lovers looking at each other with uncertainty. I walked over to the Noble Sword left on the ground, and I slipped it into my spatial storage for now. If it belonged to Callan, we’d figure it out soon enough. Until then, I wanted to hang onto it and avoid any more frauds picking it up.  
 
    Lord Huxley wouldn’t get a second chance at forgiveness from me.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said in a firm voice.  
 
    Celestia led us into the hut, which was actually much bigger inside than it appeared from the outside. We stepped into a large circular room with an array of sofas and chairs, and a second room about half the size was off to the left. I could see a water basin and countertops, so I assumed it was the kitchen. Another door was on the back wall of the main room, but it was pulled shut.  
 
    “Thank you for trusting me, my lord.” Celestia sat down and motioned for us to join her on the sofas. “I know you have a lot of questions, and I intend to answer what I can, but I want to first explain who I am.” 
 
    “Someone even Lord Huxley respects, despite his attitude,” Alyona murmured and pursed her lips. “Though you aren’t magical.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Celestia confirmed. “I’m a spiritual leader, so I have the ability to communicate with the spirit world. It’s a gift I taught myself, which is why you don’t sense any magic within me. I assume you are a priestess?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona said. “How did you teach yourself? Cultivation?” 
 
    “Of a sorts,” the old woman chuckled. “I died.” 
 
    “You… what?” Skye stared at her with an open mouth.  
 
    “Died?” Nokomis’ eyes were nearly as wide as Skye’s mouth.  
 
    “Yes, and my time spent in the spirit world was days, while only a few minutes passed out here in our realm,” Celestia continued. “The spirits taught me how to communicate with them, so I could help guide the lost souls here in Atmos. Many were struggling after our leadership… well, things have been rather uncertain.” 
 
    “Why?” I pressed.  
 
    “I’ll explain that soon,” she hedged. “Anyway, once I returned, I had an open line of communication, so the spirits, the Oracles, and every spiritual guide known to this realm and the others were able to reach me at any given moment. I just had to remain open to them, and I ha--” 
 
    Suddenly, Celestia’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she gripped the arm of the sofa where she sat as her mouth fell open. Her body froze in place, and I felt my heart pound against my ribs. 
 
    This didn’t look like any stroke I’d ever seen as an EMT, but I had no idea what it could be. I started to send out a wave of healing magic, but Miraya stopped me. 
 
    She’s communicating, Miraya said. Give her a few minutes. She’ll be back.  
 
    Are you sure? I asked.  
 
    Yes, I can feel her presence there, the spirit replied. Someone has called on her to receive a message.  
 
    “She’s getting a spirit message, apparently,” I explained to everyone else as they started to scramble into action. “We just have to wait.”  
 
    It was almost five minutes later when Celestia took a gasping breath and sat up, and her eyes returned to normal. Then she searched the room for a few more seconds and let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Well, that was a big one,” she said with a half-smile. “Sorry about that. I have to remain open to all messages, or I could lose my ability. I’ll deliver that message soon. For now, we’re focusing on Callan.” 
 
    “What about me?” he asked and grimaced. “Do I communicate with the spirits or something?” 
 
    “No,” she laughed before she sobered up and faced him. “I know you’re here to find your family and who you are. The spirits said you would one day return for such a mission, and I’m happy to help you, but you must know something.” 
 
    “What is it?” Callan dug his fingers into the arm of his seat. “Is something wrong with me?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with you,” Celestia assured him. “But I’m afraid you only have one member of your family left here. The rest are gone from this city or from this world. It’s hard to know which one. For now, I can only give you one person.” 
 
    “That’s better than none,” I said and nodded to Callan. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready?” he repeated and then shook his head. “To meet them? I don’t know if I am. I don’t know if I could be. I just--” 
 
    “Callan, you’re ready,” Celestia interjected. “If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be here with the powerful one as the Oracle predicted. It’s time.” 
 
    The old woman creaked to her feet and walked over to the rear door. We lined up behind her, and I guided Callan in front of me. He should be able to see his only known family member first.  
 
    I heard Callan suck in a sharp gasp, and I peered over his shoulder to see an old woman lying in a bed. She almost looked dead until she took a ragged breath and opened her eyes.  
 
    They were the same shade of green as Callan’s.  
 
    The woman looked as old as dirt, but her arms glistened with the dark green scales that indicated she was a dragon. As we walked into the room, her eyes lit up and began to fill with tears, and as they poured down her wrinkled cheeks, she reached her hands out toward Callan.  
 
    “My… son,” she gasped.  
 
    “Mother?” Callan whispered. 
 
    Then he broke down into tears as he fell onto the bed next to her.  
 
    I looked away as his body was racked with sobs, and I motioned for everyone else to do the same. It felt like we were intruding on a private moment, but there weren’t many options to give them some peace and quiet.  
 
    “Your friend hasn’t seen his mother in quite some time,” Celestia said in a low voice. “She has missed him dearly.” 
 
    “He was sent away as a youngling,” I explained. “He doesn’t remember much from here, only his time at the drache temple before he ran away to escape the raids and then the Sage. His time with us in Hatra has been the calmest time he’s ever known.” 
 
    “Poor thing.” She shook her head. “The past few hundred years have been hard on the dragons, and that bandit group of them made things worse.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the ones from Afur?” Nike asked. 
 
    “Yes, we heard that’s where they were from,” she confirmed. “Two yellow dragons and an orange dragon tried to swoop in here and steal the Noble Sword right out from under Lord Huxley. And yes, I know he shouldn’t have it, but there isn’t anyone in charge to tell him otherwise at the moment.” 
 
    “Why isn’t anyone in charge?” I asked. “There’s no council or leader or anything?” 
 
    “There is…” Celestia trailed off and glanced over her shoulder. “Lenna is the countess of Atmos, but she’s been sick and weak for so long… The rest of the city appears to merely be waiting for her to die, so someone else can officially take over.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Alyona said as tears welled up in her eyes. “They should respect the woman who has been their leader. Have they no loyalty?” 
 
    “Many are angry she hasn’t named an heir,” the spiritual leader answered. “Lenna has long believed Callan would return one day. She’s been waiting many years.” 
 
    “And everyone thought I’d die first,” Lenna said before she choked out a cough and cleared her throat. “They thought I’d be gone before my son returned, but I told them I’d still be here. I said he’d be back to take what was rightfully his.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Mother?” Callan asked with a frown. “What’s rightfully mine?” 
 
    “My dear son,” his mom chuckled. “You are the future Noble of the Sword of Waning.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “The Sword of Waning?” Callan repeated as he searched his mother’s face for more information. “Future… wait. So, you’re the Noble of the Sword now?” 
 
    “I am, but I’m far too weak to continue,” Lenna said in a breathy voice. “You must take over the duties.”  
 
    “I-I have no idea how to do that,” the green dragon insisted. “I’m not… I don’t do anything special or brave or whatever.” 
 
    “You have to,” his mother said. “It’s in your blood. I wish I could train you, but I’ve been unable to leave this bed for nearly a decade. The Oleandus has taken away most of my ability to move on my own.” 
 
    “What’s Oleandus?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    “A draconic disease from the old days,” she sighed. “I’ve had it all my life, but it doesn’t really settle in until old age. I’m about eight thousand years old now, and the Oleandus is taking its toll on me.” 
 
    “I have healing magic,” I said. “Maybe I can--” 
 
    “It won’t do any good, child,” Lenna cut me off with a tired smile. “Though I appreciate the sentiment, the disease has already abused my body inside and out. I’m afraid I’m not meant for this world much longer.” 
 
    “But I only just found you,” Callan said as he choked back another sob. “I don’t even get the chance to know you.” 
 
    “My sweet son, you do know me.” His mother slid her hand over to touch his. “In your heart, you know me as well as you possibly could. You are my only child, and you must take on the duties of the Noble of the Sword. There is no one else with the bloodline.” 
 
    “What about the other family Celestia mentioned?” I asked. 
 
    Not that I didn’t want Callan to be a Noble of the Sword with me, but he was so nervous about it, I figured it couldn’t hurt to check for other options, especially since Callan was not a female I could bond with. 
 
    “Ah, yes, my dear Solvio’s family,” Lenna murmured as her eyes drooped. “Solvio was my mate and Callan’s father, but he was killed during the Sage’s attacks on the villages in southern Futhar. Even though he wasn’t a Noble of the Sword, he defended every dragon he could until he was defeated by a mage from the Green Glass Sect. He was a valiant dragon up to the very end.” 
 
    “So, my father is dead,” Callan said as he wiped away another tear. “I’m glad I got to come meet you before… you know.” 
 
    “I’ve lived a long life, my son,” his mom replied and squeezed his hand gently. “I only wish I could have had you in it longer, but I’m glad the drache kept you safe. Now, I can pass on our family’s legacy.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alyona cut in with a sideways glance toward me. “If she passes down the sword now, we won’t have anyone for the Redimi Vincio ceremony.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed and shook my head. “You’re right. We have to do the bonding ceremony first.” 
 
    “What ceremony?” Lenna asked.  
 
    “I don’t know how much you know about the Breach, but it’s tearing open a hole in our realm,” I explained. “If we don’t close it soon, the Demon King and all his buddies are going to rip us to shreds.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what that has to do with me handing down the Noble Sword,” she said as confusion marred her bright green eyes. “I’m on my deathbed, Lord Evan. I must pass on the duty to my son before… all is lost.” 
 
    She makes a good point, my lord, Miraya whispered. If the Noble Sword isn’t passed on to the next heir, another warrior could take it over. Without the bloodline ability, the new wielder of the sword can use it however he or she pleases. 
 
    Like to join the dark side? I asked. 
 
    If you mean the side of evil, then yes, she said as she stood up and wrapped her robe around her trembling body. Carina could be lost between the realms forever unless she chooses to help an evil master.  
 
    “So, we have to hurry,” I said firmly. “We can’t give up a chance to get one of the Noble Swords in the bond, Countess. I’m sorry it’s so much information right now, but the fate of the entire world literally hangs in the balance. The gods told me to bond with all the swords.” 
 
    “What is this bond?” Lenna asked. 
 
    “Long story short, it gives me access to the swords’ powers when I need them,” I said. “I’ll use it to defeat the Demon King and close the Breach for good.” 
 
    “And you can’t do this ceremony with Callan once I’m gone?” she prodded. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “It has to be a female with the bloodline ability. It’s in the spell. I’m sorry to pile this on you, but we have to do it.” 
 
    “My lord, you’re asking a lot of an old, sick dragon,” Lenna rasped. “I don’t know if I even could do such a thing.” 
 
    Even though I didn’t like it, the dragon countess made a good point. She was bound to the bed and had been for ages, and I knew there had to be a magical solution to move her, but I didn’t want to risk causing her any pain, either. She said the disease had ravaged her body beyond even my healing abilities, and I didn’t know if it would finish her off to go to the valley for the Redimi Vincio ceremony. 
 
    “May I talk to my mother alone?” Callan asked as we waited for Lenna to make up her mind.  
 
    “Of course,” Alyona agreed.  
 
    We filed out of the room with Celestia right behind us, and she eased the door shut with a sigh.  
 
    “Is everything you said true?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “The Breach is real, the Demon King is real, and we really need her help to get rid of them. If we don’t, everyone on Inati is sure to be killed. I’ve seen the visions myself.” 
 
    “I’ve been told of such a future.” Celestia nodded. “The Oracle said it was a possibility if the hero did not succeed. I suppose that makes you the hero.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said with a shrug. “I’ve been working on this for weeks, and I have to get her on our side. Do you think you can convince her?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll have to,” she chuckled. “Her son will make an argument she can’t refuse.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I wondered.  
 
    “Callan is a warrior of the heart,” Celestia said with a fond smile. “The spirits talk about him with great respect. Though he has never known what he is, he’s always done what is right, and that’s a trait he gets from his mother.” 
 
    “You think she’ll do the ceremony, then?” Nike asked.  
 
    “Yes, I do.” The spiritual leader nodded her head, and her wild gray hair floated around her face. “Before the Oleandus disease set in, she ruled Atmos with a firm but kind hand. She always treated her people the right way, even when they didn’t deserve it. This disease has taken so much from someone who never deserved it.” 
 
    “How did she get it?” The thought struck me with an urgency. 
 
    If the Oleandus disease was hereditary, Callan could be at risk for it as well, as well as every dragon in his bloodline. It could spell disaster for the Sword of Waning. 
 
    “During the Battle of Muwardia,” Celestia said. “She was hit with a poison dart. In humans, it causes instant death. In dragons, it leads to Oleandus disease, which is eventually fatal but takes much longer to kill a dragon.” 
 
    “Ah,” I sighed with a bit of relief. 
 
    It was too late for Lenna, but at least Callan was safe from the disease. I hated this experience for him. I knew it all too well, and it didn’t make it any easier that no one could help. He just had to spend as much time with his mother as he could before she was gone.  
 
    “So, Callan will be okay,” Nokomis murmured. “That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, my thoughts exactly,” I agreed. “Now, you said there was an issue with leadership, but if Lenna is the countess, what’s the issue? No one wants to listen because she’s old and sick?” 
 
    “Basically,” Celestia sighed.  
 
    “So, the rotten little bastard who challenged me with the sword that wasn’t even his won’t have any repercussions?” I scowled at the thought of the fraud getting away with his crime.  
 
    “He wouldn’t anyway,” she said with a frown. “His father is the one who has decided he’ll take over when Countess Lenna is gone.” 
 
    “Decided?” Skye echoed and clenched her fists. “People just decide they’re in charge around here?” 
 
    “No one has been brave enough to challenge him because of Huxley,” Celestia explained. “As I mentioned before, he’s quite skilled in duels, and he fights in his father’s place if anyone questions him. It’s quite appalling, really.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Nokomis muttered, and her fuzzy, spotted tail swished behind her in uncharacteristic annoyance. “Is that why he had the Noble Sword?” 
 
    “Yes, he believes he deserves it because his father has taken it upon himself to rule Atmos,” Celestia said and scrunched up her wrinkled face in annoyance. “I tried to tell him once Callan returned, he would be the rightful owner of the sword, but he insisted Lenna’s death would give him possession of it.” 
 
    He was correct, Miraya murmured. If he had the Noble Sword when the standing Noble of the Sword died without handing it down, he could claim it. Callan would have to challenge him to return it to the bloodline. 
 
    “How does he know so much about the Noble Swords?” I asked the old woman before me. “The spirit of my sword says he was right about taking it once Lenna died, but even I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “A few people believe he’s in cahoots with the ring of bandits in Afur, but that can’t be confirmed.” Celestia shrugged.  
 
    A dragon who was in bed with a murderer who kidnapped dragons? The thought made me sick to my stomach, and I wished I hadn’t shown Huxley any mercy in our duel earlier.  
 
    I should have roasted his wintery ass to see if he turned into ash or snowmelt.  
 
    “Well, their leader is no longer a problem.” I smirked as I remembered Terach’s pile of ashes. “So, if that’s where he’s getting his info, he won’t be anymore.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she said with a sigh of relief. “And now that Callan is back, he can take over all his rightful duties, including the ruling of Atmos.” 
 
    “Whoa, what?” I was stunned for a moment. “He’s the next in line for that, too?” 
 
    “He’s Lenna’s only child,” Celestia reminded me. “Once she has passed on, her heir will take over Atmos. Everyone will be relieved Lord Huntington and Huxley won’t be able to stay in their… current roles.” 
 
    “No one likes them?” Nike pursed his lips as his voice dripped with sarcasm. “I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “Not only is Huxley a raging imbecile, but his father is also mean and violent,” she replied. “They’re a deadly combination for anyone who argues or challenges them.” 
 
    “Sounds like Callan has his work cut out for him,” I muttered. “Hopefully, he can conv--” 
 
    Just then, the door to Lenna’s room swung open, and Callan stepped into the living room as he released a deep breath.  
 
    “My mom will do it,” he declared. “She’ll do the ceremony.” 
 
    “We have to move quickly,” I said. “I have the Noble Sword, so we don’t have to worry about Huxley getting it, but if she dies before we finish, I can’t bond with you.” 
 
    “So, Huxley was right about taking the sword once my mother passed on?” Callan groaned. “I don’t like that guy.” 
 
    “Well, once you’re in charge, you can do whatever you want with him,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I-I’ll be in charge?” Callan stammered and shook his head. “No, not me. I don’t know how to do something like that.” 
 
    “You can’t let Huxley and his dad take over,” Nike pointed out. 
 
    “I can’t possibly run an entire city,” the green dragon said. “I’ve been on my own for so long, I don’t know anything about what people want.” 
 
    “You’ve been doing great in Hatra,” I insisted. “You’ve helped Valerra, made friends, been part of the school.” 
 
    “And that qualifies me to rule over a city?” Callan puffed out his cheeks as he exhaled a heavy sigh. “Let’s just take care of one thing at a time, okay?” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed. “We need to get this going. Without a female child, you wouldn’t do us much good. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” he said with a half-smile. “We need to take my mother to, uh, wherever it is we go for the ceremony.” 
 
    “Rahma, near the White Jade Temple,” I replied and turned toward Alyona. “We need to have your father and Castor get everything ready immediately.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said as she pulled the white jade hand mirror from her spatial storage. “I’ll let him know now.” 
 
    When the king answered her magical call, he looked almost radiant, especially compared to the way we’d seen him just a few days ago. His skin and eyes were brighter, his hair was clean and swept into a low ponytail, and a smile was on his kind face.  
 
    “My daughter, do you have good news?” Rodion asked. 
 
    “You look wonderful, Father,” Alyona gushed. “And yes, we do! We have another Noble of the Sword coming, but we must move quickly. She’s quite ill, and she can’t be healed.” 
 
    “What is the ailment?” he wondered with a frown.  
 
    “It’s Oleandus disease,” I said, and his frown deepened. 
 
    “Ah,” he murmured. “Yes, I’m afraid I’ve yet to find anything to cure the disease in dragons. It seems the healing takes nearly as long to work as the illness takes to damage the body. I’m sorry to hear this.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. “It’s Callan’s mom, but we have to get her to you now since he’s the only heir she has, and he has no children.” 
 
    “Then Castor and I will meet you in the valley in a few minutes,” Rodion declared. “He’s already begun to gather our supplies.” 
 
    “See you soon,” Alyona said before the call ended.  
 
    The magical relics we’d acquired from Terach’s stash had obviously done Rodion some good, and I was pumped to see him looking more like his usual self. He was one of the most powerful kings to have ever lived, and it didn’t seem right or fair for him to go on a downward spiral because of the Breach or the Demon King.  
 
    As soon as my wife stuck her mirror back in her spatial storage, we turned back to Callan, whose face was twisted into a frown. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “We still have one problem,” he pointed out. “My mother can’t move her legs. She can barely move her arms. How is she supposed to go through the portal or do the ceremony?”  
 
    “I can guide her through the ceremony,” I said as I ran my fingers through my hair. “But I’m not sure about how to move her.” 
 
    “You must be cautious,” Celestia interjected. “Her pain can be quite immense with movement.” 
 
    “I can help with the pain,” Skye said. “I’ve been working on redirecting all kinds of energy, so I can move the pain somewhere else, but I can’t move her.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t hurt her, I can carry her,” Callan murmured as he dropped his eyes. “I just…” 
 
    “It would be too hard,” I said and put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “We just need something like a wheelchair to move her.” 
 
    “What’s a wheelchair?” he asked and arched a curious eyebrow. 
 
    Oh, right, Earthly stuff.  
 
    “Um, a chair with wheels,” I replied with a nudge to Alyona. “Can you make something like that?” 
 
    Alyona tilted her head to the side as she imagined the contraption I’d somewhat described. Then she whipped a piece of paper and a quill out of her spatial storage and handed them to me. 
 
    “Can you draw one?” she asked. “I can enchant the paper like we did with that trap for Olivier, but I need something to go on.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” I grimaced as I took the paper and quill to the living room table to draw an adequate version of a wheelchair.  
 
    I tried to take my time enough to do it right, but I had to move quickly to get it done, and there wasn’t exactly an eraser on the other side of the quill. When I finally finished, I looked at the drawing with a bit of surprise. Wheels, seat, back, handles, it was all there, even if it looked like a four-year-old had drawn it.  
 
    Art had never been my forte, but this creation wasn’t the worst I’d ever done. 
 
    “That is quite an invention,” Alyona said as she eyed the drawing. “I think it would help a lot of sick people.” 
 
    “It has,” I agreed and then shrugged. “Well, on Earth, anyway. Will this work?” 
 
    “I just need to add the connections here and here.” Alyona’s tongue grazed her lip as she focused on the additions to my drawing. “Done. I can do it now.” 
 
    Then she set the paper on the floor, and we took a few steps back as she began the spell that would bring the wheelchair from the paper to our world. A white smoky trail left her fingertips as her magic swirled toward the paper and surrounded the drawing. Then the spell seemed to lift the ink from the page and solidified it while we watched on in awe.  
 
    A few seconds later, the wheelchair I’d drawn was sitting before us, and I decided to test it out with my own weight.  
 
    “Not bad,” I said as I jiggled my body in the seat. “It’s pretty sturdy.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Alyona replied with a smile. “Then let’s get Countess Lenna in it and to the valley. My father should be there already.” 
 
    I hopped out of the chair and wheeled it into Lenna’s room. The old dragon eyed the contraption with suspicion, but Callan took her hand to soothe her. 
 
    “Princess Alyona made this for you,” he explained. “It will carry you, so you don’t have to walk or anything, okay?” 
 
    “If you think it will work, my son,” she said in a raspy voice. “I trust you.” 
 
    “Callan and I will put you in it,” I added. “And Skye will help keep the pain away.” 
 
    “S-She can do that?” Lenna gasped. “I haven’t been able to move without pain in years.” 
 
    “I can do it, Your Grace,” Skye chimed in with a confident smile.  
 
    “Alright,” Lenna agreed after a moment. “Shall we?” 
 
    Callan slipped his hands under her shoulders while I carefully scooped her legs, and Skye focused her energy power on Lenna as we gently picked her up and set her in the chair. Even though she was dead weight, the countess hardly weighed a hundred pounds, and I assumed it was the disease that had ravaged her body. I’d never seen such a small adult dragon, and I had to swallow a lump in my throat as we arranged her limp body in the chair.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Celestia asked as she gently touched Lenna’s shoulder. 
 
    “I-I am,” the countess breathed in a surprised tone. “The young lady was surprisingly successful in keeping the pain away.” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing,” Skye said and grinned.  
 
    “Nice job,” I whispered to her, and I planted a kiss on her cheek before I pulled the Noble Sword of Waning from my spatial storage and laid it across Lenna’s lap. “I believe this belongs to you.” 
 
    “Oh, my gods, you got it back!” she gasped. “How?” 
 
    “I took it.” I smirked. “That douchebag didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Lenna agreed with amusement, but her eyes were sincere when they met mine. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said. “Alright, we need to get going. The king is waiting on us.” 
 
    Alyona opened the portal, and Lenna stared at the swirling magical doorway with a look of wonder in her green eyes. Skye’s ability to draw out her painful energy seemed to have brightened them a few shades, and a half-smile curled the corners of her mouth.  
 
    Callan waited for Alyona and I to go through first, and then he wheeled his mother through the portal behind us with Nike, Skye, and Nokomis right behind him. Once we entered the valley, Lenna took a deep breath and looked around us with a full smile. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” she marveled. “I haven’t been outside in so long. The air is so fresh and clean!” 
 
    “Yeah, and the ground has been purified,” I explained. “I healed all the nature here of evil and death.” 
 
    “Which somehow makes it even better,” Alyona added with a smile and then pointed to the river. “Look, Father and Castor are setting up now.” 
 
    Castor rushed around like a chicken with its head cut off as he set up the podium and a table with the ingredients for Rodion. The king looked almost radiant as he directed his right-hand man, and by the time we’d wheeled Lenna over to him, everything was ready. 
 
    “Countess Lenna, thank you for your help today,” Rodion said in a warm voice as he took her hand. “Your generosity does not go unnoticed.” 
 
    “It’s an honor, Your Majesty,” she replied and dipped her head. “I’m sorry I can’t exactly bow at the moment.” 
 
    “Not necessary,” he chuckled. “Your presence is the most important thing today.” 
 
    Rodion glanced over at me, and we stepped away from the others as Alyona explained the ceremony to Callan and his mother.  
 
    “Are you sure I can’t heal her?” I asked with a frown. “Callan just got to meet his mom, and she’s so nice and deserves to live.” 
 
    “If you tried, you would only prolong her pain,” he replied. “Oleandus disease is brutal, and the healing magic takes too much time to work. My theory is the healing must occur within a few hours of the poison, but I haven’t had an opportunity to test it out. As you know, I’ve only had one dragon in my kingdom for quite some time until recently.” 
 
    “And he wasn’t ever hit with the poison,” I murmured. “Thank the gods. She’s miserable. I just hate watching her die like this, and I know it’s even worse for Callan.” 
 
    “Your friend is strong, and this will make him stronger,” Rodion said. “I believe you are quite familiar with that growth.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nearly whispered.  
 
    The king always seemed to know more than I expected, and even though I hadn’t talked to him about my own mother’s death, he understood it had made me grow up and become strong for my aunt.  
 
    “Now, let’s get started,” he said. “I have a feeling this will be her final act of kindness.” 
 
    I grimaced as I followed the king back over to the others, and he opened his book on the podium to the page for the Redimi Vincio ceremony. Most of the next twenty minutes was a blur for me while my mind raced with ways to stop Lenna’s imminent death, but suddenly it was time for the fire of the dragon, and I blew the flames into the bowl and waited. 
 
    “Now, the Blade of Wystonia,” the king declared as he handed me the dagger. 
 
    I gently lifted Lenna’s hand and wrapped her fingers around the handle. Then I helped her drag the blade across my skin and squeezed my blood into the ceremonial bowl.  
 
    Next came the part I dreaded, and I scowled when Lenna winced at the pain of the dagger on her palm. I healed her in a matter of seconds, but she was already in so much pain, the blade had hurt her before I could heal her. It made my stomach twist into knots as I laid her hand in her lap and returned the dagger to Rodion.  
 
     “Great gods of the land and sky.” He lifted his hands in the air and looked toward the sky. “We present the dragons for your eternal blessing, as they bond their magical souls.” 
 
    Thunder rolled over the valley, and a crack of lightning lit the darkening sky. Then Aeron stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    The God of Punishment wore his signature gold armor, and his blond hair flopped over his eyes before he pushed it back with a movie star smile.  
 
    “Lenna, it’s good to see you again,” he said with a bow to the old dragon. 
 
    “Likewise, great Aeron,” she replied and nodded her head.  
 
    “Wait, you two know each other?” I asked in confusion.  
 
    “Oh, Countess Lenna has carried out dozens of my tasks in her battles,” Aeron chuckled. “She is quite the warrior.” 
 
    “Was,” she corrected him with a fond smile. 
 
    “Is,” he repeated firmly. “You’ve survived this long and were rewarded with your son. Though your final moments are near, you will continue to be rewarded in our realm. My allies and I hereby bless this ceremony. May you use this power for the goodness of Inati and punish those who wish to harm it.” 
 
    He grinned at Lenna before he slapped his palms together, and another bolt of lightning zipped down to hit the ceremonial bowl. As the lightning faded, so did the God of Punishment, and he was gone just as quickly as he’d arrived.  
 
    I felt the familiar rush of a new power, though it was oddly small compared to the others. I didn’t have time to explore it right now, and I looked over to see Callan rush over to his mother. 
 
    “Your final moments,” Callan whispered as he knelt down and took her hands. “I just got you, and I’m already losing you.” 
 
    “Aeron was right, my son,” Lenna replied. “You were the greatest reward I could have in this realm. And now, I need to do what has been long awaited.” 
 
    She grimaced in pain as she grabbed the Sword of Waning and lifted it to touch Callan’s shoulder.  
 
    “Help her,” I whispered to Skye. 
 
    Skye nodded, and then she closed her eyes as she drew out Lenna’s pain-filled energy while the countess spoke to Callan.  
 
    “I, Countess Lenna, hereby deem you Count Callan, ruler of Atmos in the great land of Futhar,” she declared. “And the new Noble of the Sword of Waning, as is your birthright. Take both roles with kindness and strength, and become the leader of your people.” 
 
    Her hands quivered as she motioned for Callan to take the sword. 
 
    “What do I--” he started to ask before he gripped the handle. 
 
    The Sword of Waning lit up in his hands, and a bright yellow glow emitted from the blade and the jewel-encrusted handle. The light grew brighter and brighter until we all had to shield our eyes, and then it faded out.  
 
    Carina is elated, Miraya said. 
 
    So is Lenna, I agreed and nodded to the countess. 
 
    “Perfect,” Lenna sighed with a happy smile. 
 
    Callan choked back a sob as his mother’s eyes slowly closed, and they didn’t open again.  
 
    She had passed on her roles, and her final moments had ended.  
 
    The green dragon laid across his mother’s lap and cried, and the rest of us stood in solemn solidarity as we waited for him to grieve. The pain of losing a parent was more than anyone could describe, and I had no intention of stopping him from expressing his feelings right now.  
 
    Then Lenna’s body suddenly trembled before it shifted into her dragon form, and we all scrambled back. Her eyes remained closed, and her breath was still gone, but her dull green scales were bright in the sunlight as she crushed the wheelchair and laid on the ground.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered.  
 
    “I’d heard a dragon takes its true form upon death, but I’ve never seen it happen before,” Alyona whispered with tears in her violet eyes. “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a glance at Callan, who now sobbed against his mother’s scaly chest.  
 
    “Why?” he asked the clouds. “Why take her from me when I only just got her back? It’s not fair!” 
 
    Callan shook his fists at the gods above us before he laid down again and cried some more. Lenna almost looked like she was merely asleep as her snout laid on the ground, but her body didn’t move. 
 
    “What should we do?” Nokomis whispered as she wiped away the tears from her cheeks. “He’s so sad. I can feel it coming off him in waves.” 
 
    “We don’t do anything.” I shook my head and frowned. “He needs to feel it all, trust me.” 
 
    Alyona took my hand and squeezed it, and Nokomis looked at me with sad eyes.  
 
    “You’ve lost your mother,” the snow-leopard Demi-Human said in a low voice. “I didn’t know. Julia…” 
 
    “Is my adoptive mother,” I explained. “My real mother died a few years ago when I was on Earth. It broke my heart. She was the only parent I ever knew, which is why I want to find out if Zoklan is my father.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Nokomis murmured and nodded her head. “He would be your only living parent if he’s here somewhere.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “I want to find him. Or at least his brother. Maybe I could get some answers.” 
 
    “We need to get my mother home,” Callan suddenly declared in a hoarse voice. “I want to get her home now. Okay?” 
 
    “Of course, brother,” I said as I walked over and put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Whatever you need, we’ll do it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered, and he didn’t move to wipe the tears still steadily dripping down his face. “I’ll have to ask Celestia to help with the ceremony. I don’t remember it anymore.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll do everything she can,” I assured him. “We just--” 
 
    I stopped as the sky darkened above us, and I looked up to see the familiar white scales of my friend Eskandar. He hovered overhead for a moment before he dipped down to land a few feet away from the riverbank.  
 
    “My lord!” he called out to me. “Have you finished the ceremony?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed with a nod. “We’re just about to take Lenna’s body back to Futhar.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that will have to wait,” he said in a grim tone. “It appears we have company.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Rage bubbled in my chest at the thought of someone interrupting my friend’s grieving process. He was dealing with his mother’s death, and now, he had to deal with an attack.  
 
    I glanced over at Callan, but his look of sadness was replaced by pure fury. His eyebrows were angled toward his nose, and his green eyes were bright with anger. His mouth twisted into a furious scowl, and his fists were clenched at his sides.  
 
    “Who is it?” I demanded, though I already knew.  
 
    “I imagine they’re a Demon King creation,” Eskandar replied. “Nothing we can’t handle.” 
 
    When no attack had immediately followed after the bonding ceremony, for a moment I thought the Demon King was changing up his tactics.  
 
    But it looked like I was wrong. He was going for another head-on attack.  
 
    He must be getting desperate.  
 
    “We can take care of this,” I told Callan. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I’m not letting them come anywhere near my mother,” he snarled. “Let’s destroy these bastards.” 
 
    I was a little surprised by Callan’s aggression, but I wasn’t about to hold him back. He was pissed off, and that would make him an asset against whatever was heading our way.  
 
    “I’ll lead you to them,” Eskandar said, and I nodded in reply.  
 
    Then we shifted into our dragon forms, and the three of us flew into the sky. I could see a dark cloud on the horizon, and as we flew closer to it, I realized it wasn’t a cloud at all. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered.  
 
    It was a flock of flying black tigers, and their eyes glowed purple with miasma. Their wings flapped across the sky as they flew in formation toward us, and they let out roars that echoed over the mountains as we came closer to attack.  
 
    “Namuras!” Eskandar shouted. “They’re vicious creatures!” 
 
    “Do they always have purple eyes?” I asked. 
 
    “No, but they’re evil anyway,” he replied. “All they do is tear into flesh and watch their victims die. I’ve eradicated them from Rahma, but these must have come from the Underworld!” 
 
    “Then let’s eradicate them, too,” I growled.  
 
    I hit the first two Namuras with a burst of orange flames, but the flying cats powered through it at first. They flew toward me as balls of flaming fur and wings, but the fire engulfed their miasma-powered bodies in a matter of seconds, and they careened down to land in the Breach.  
 
    I looked over to see Callan had taken on his swordfish ability, and he impaled two more Namuras on his sharp snout like a shish kabob.  
 
    Eskandar used his white fire and mace-like tail to shred through the flying beasts, and I turned back just in time to see a Namura come for me with his claws outstretched. The sharp talons clinked against the impenetrable scales of my foreleg, and I chuckled as I swiped the beast away. 
 
    “Can’t get me that easily,” I muttered and followed after it.  
 
    I roasted the Namura until only its ashes fluttered in the wind, and then I moved onto the next one. 
 
    The beast seemed to have paid attention to its buddy, and it didn’t come at me straight on. Instead, it hovered in front of me for a few seconds as though deciding which direction to attack me from, but he didn’t know about the tricks I had up my sleeve. I activated my precognition ability, and a bright gold line appeared in my vision to indicate the Namura had decided to attack from my right, so I kicked it into gear as it flapped its wings.  
 
    We met in the middle, but I was bigger and stronger, and the impact sent the Namura tumbling into another trio of its kind. As their wings and claws tangled together, I opened my maw and released a blast of fire that engulfed them, and their howls of pain reverberated along the mountains as they fell from the sky.  
 
    I didn’t have to look far for another opponent.  
 
    We powered through the Namura flock, but it seemed as though they were never-ending. Dozens more of the flying cats flooded the skies, and soon I realized a few had flown under us to get closer to the valley.  
 
    “Look!” I called out. “We can’t let them get to the others!” 
 
    “Or my mother!” Callan snarled. “Let’s go!” 
 
    He took one last stab at one of the Namuras before he zoomed around and made a beeline for the valley. Eskandar and I flew close behind him as he knocked the escaping Namuras out of his path like a linebacker, and I wrapped my talons around the only Namura left as we arrived. I slammed its body to the ground and felt its bones break beneath me, and I tossed the limp body aside as we waited for the rest of the flying beasts to arrive.  
 
    “Get your swords ready!” I ordered. “There are plenty more where these came from.” 
 
    “Namuras?” Nokomis asked as she unsheathed the Sword of Mercy. “I thought they were extinct.” 
 
    “They might be,” I replied. “These came from the Underworld. No mercy for them.” 
 
    She nodded her head, and Callan and I shifted to our human forms to use our Noble Swords as well.  
 
    Then came the battle. 
 
    At least twenty Namuras landed before us, and we charged them with our swords held high. I sliced the first one’s head clean off with one blow, and I swung around to stab another one in the belly. Onyx-colored blood poured from the wound, and the Namura howled in pain as it laid in the black pool.  
 
    I glanced around to see Nokomis swing her sword and take out two Namuras with one strike, and Nike and Skye moved in unison as they impaled another pair of the vicious beasts. Even Callan fought with fluid movements I hadn’t expected as he tore through his own winged opponent with the Sword of Waning. 
 
    He moved like a dancer, and I wondered if he was a natural fighter or if the sword gave him a new bit of confidence. 
 
    Either way, he was kicking ass, and we needed it.  
 
    The number of Namuras had increased by another two dozen since we’d landed, and the sky was still dark with more on their way. 
 
    Thankfully, Rodion kept Alyona by the river and protected her with a barrier spell while she watched us battle the Namuras. Her face was twisted with annoyance, and I knew she wanted to help, but her father and I were on the same page about keeping her and the baby safe from anything that could cause them any harm.  
 
    The flock of Namuras began to feel more like a horde as we left piles of black bodies on the ground and continued to press through more of them. We sliced, stabbed, cut, and obliterated dozens of Namuras, but they just kept coming. I couldn’t help but wonder if they were in the Underworld because of all the pain and suffering they’d caused on Inati, and I had every intention of putting them right back where they belonged.  
 
    I swung the Sword of Hatra in a wide arc and sliced through another Namura’s legs, and it fell to the ground with a roar of pain as it began to bleed out its black blood. Then I turned and cut another beast in half, and I watched as Callan did the same a few feet away.  
 
    “We have to figure out how to stop them,” I said. “There are way too many of these damn things.” 
 
    “There has to be an end to them,” Callan grumbled.  
 
    I agreed, but the only thing I could think of was to petrify them, and I didn’t know how well it would work on creatures that had come from the Underworld.  
 
    We had to think of something we hadn’t used before. 
 
    “Wait, waning,” I murmured. “Maybe that makes less of them? Like a waning moon is less of the whole moon?” 
 
    “Okay?” the green dragon asked as he took another Namura by the throat and jabbed his sword through its head. “So what?” 
 
    “So, use your Noble Sword for its magic,” I said. “Maybe it’ll take out some of them, and we can kill the rest.” 
 
    “Its magic?” he echoed with an arched eyebrow before he plunged the blade into another Namura.  
 
    “Yeah, every Noble Sword has its own power,” I explained as I sliced another Namura’s head off. “Mine is healing, Nokomis’ makes her an empath, yours has to do something.” 
 
    “Even if it does, we don’t know what it is,” he argued. 
 
    “It has to be better than fighting these guys off forever,” I growled as I disemboweled another tiger-beast. “You have to try.” 
 
    “I have no idea how to use it,” he pointed out. “What if it makes more of them? I might mess it up!” 
 
    “It’s your birthright,” I reminded him. “It will come to you. Just focus on the power you feel with it and let it flow. It isn’t rocket science.” 
 
    Carina’s ready for him to use her, Miraya murmured. She said it’s been so long since she was able to produce her power. She loves being in battle. 
 
    Do you know her power? I asked. Is this a mistake? 
 
    I know it, the spirit giggled. It won’t be a mistake, I swear. 
 
    Her giggle made me question my choice to push Callan into using the sword’s magic, but if it wouldn’t be a mistake, then he had to do it. We needed to try something to get rid of all these Namuras before they overran us. We were all fighting two or more at a time to keep them away from Alyona, the king, and Lenna’s body.  
 
    Finally, Callan closed his eyes and grunted as he tried to use the sword.  
 
    “Nothing is happening!” he yelled a moment later.  
 
    “Oh, yes, it is,” I said and pointed at his blade. 
 
    The tip of the Sword of Waning was illuminated with the bright yellow light, and then it shot out like a beam and powered through three of the Namuras. Suddenly, the huge, winged tigers began to shrivel into small cats, then kittens, then even smaller until they were no larger than beetles.  
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    “Did it work?” Callan finally opened his eyes and looked at the tiny Namuras. “What the hell?” 
 
    “You shrunk them!” I laughed as I squished one beneath my boot. “Of course, your sword does something unlike everyone else’s. Do it to all of them!” 
 
    Like every other ability Callan had, this one was unique to the green dragon, and it damn well came in handy today.  
 
    “Stand back!” Callan called out to the others. 
 
    Nike, Nokomis, Skye, and Eskandar looked over at Callan’s glowing blade and scurried to stand behind us. 
 
    Then he let the yellow beam fly.  
 
    The newest Noble of the Sword swung the blade around to hit every one of the Namuras with its bright yellow light, and I felt like I was watching a Star Wars battle as the beasts shrunk down small enough for us to step on them. The fight immediately went from wild and erratic to easy-peasy, lemon squeezy in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Is that his power?” Nike murmured. “Shrinking things?” 
 
    “I guess so.” I grinned and shrugged. “I suppose it’s a version of waning, right?” 
 
    “That it is,” my fellow noble chuckled. “I can’t believe it. He has the oddest abilities, my lord.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a laugh. “You should see his tentacles.” 
 
    Nike barked a laugh as he shook his head, and we followed Callan through the ranks of Namuras to step on their tiny bodies once he’d shrunk them down to size.  
 
    But before we could breathe a sigh of relief, I heard the sound of something else approaching, and I looked up to see a swarm of creepy gray bodies and flimsy wings as they hovered over us.  
 
    “What the hell are those?” Nokomis asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Hell fairies,” I grunted. “They regenerate limbs, so we can’t just cut them up. I know they’re small already, but do you think you can shrink them to squishable size, too?” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” Callan replied.  
 
    He aimed his sword at the incoming flood of hell fairies, and the yellow beam shot out of his blade. The beam glowed brightly as it hit each one of the gray-skinned beasts, and then they began to shrink. 
 
    Suddenly, the first hell fairy simply poofed.  
 
    With a puff of gray smoke, it disappeared, and it seemed Callan had completely shrunk it out from existence. He continued to aim his sword through the horde, and more of the puffs took the fairies’ places. It was both comical and awesome as he laid waste to at least three dozen hell fairies in less than a minute.  
 
    As we looked across the valley, I could still see a few clouds of gray smoke floating in the air above the dozens of dead Namuras. Their black blood had soaked into the ground, and I could feel nature reach out to me and beg for healing. I knew I’d have to take care of the valley again before we left, so I looked at Eskandar, and we got to work.  
 
    We blew flames over all the Namuras’ bodies until only ashes were left while Callan, Nike, Nokomis, and Skye stepped on the last few beetle-versions to finish them off. By the time we finished, the grass was littered with blood-soaked ashes and tiny squished piles of Namura guts and wings. It was a sad sight for the purified valley, and it was time to take care of it.  
 
    I focused on my healing power and nature magic as I combined the two and worked to pull out the evil, the death, and the miasma from the ground. I knelt down to dig my fingers into the soil, and I closed my eyes as I felt every drop of poison get plucked from the dirt beneath my fingertips before the black droplets evaporated into the air.  
 
    Then it all felt clean and pure again. 
 
    The air was fresh, and the river water was clear, but I wondered how many times I could purify the valley before it became impossible to cleanse the evil from its roots. I hoped that never happened since it had been difficult to find this place after the ceremonial cliffs were ripped away by the Demon King and his minions.  
 
    Besides, I liked the valley. It gave us a safe haven for the Redimi Vincio ceremonies, and it was easy for Eskandar to watch overhead for any dangers like the Namuras. No one had successfully gotten the jump on us since we’d found this place, and I wanted to keep it that way.  
 
    I turned around to see Rodion, Castor, and Alyona had begun to wrap Lenna’s body in a silky piece of fabric, though none of them could lift her. I walked over to help wrap her, and Callan and Nike joined while Alyona and my other lovers watched with tearful eyes.  
 
    It was sad to see such a beautiful creature taken over by disease, especially knowing she’d finally gotten to see her son again after decades of loss. It pulled at my heartstrings, but I had to take Aeron at his word. He’d said she would be rewarded in their realm, and hopefully, she was happier now that she wasn’t in pain all the time.  
 
    “We should get back to the temple,” Rodion said once we’d finished. “I presume you’ll want to fly her back.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Callan confirmed. “Thank you for your help and your kindness.” 
 
    “If you ever need anything in Futhar, please feel free to talk to me,” the king said as he offered a firm handshake. “I consider you and Atmos an ally.” 
 
    “Likewise,” the green dragon agreed.  
 
    “We’ll see you again,” Rodion said as he formed a portal back to the White Jade Temple.  
 
    He and Castor stepped through to the white jade floors of the castle, and the rest of us looked around for a moment before I turned toward Callan. 
 
    “I’ll help you fly her back,” I said. “You shouldn’t do it alone.” 
 
    Callan nodded somberly before he shifted into his dragon form. Eskandar and I followed suit, and then the white dragon tipped his head and took off to return to his guard duties. He kept watch over the Mihireti Mountains and White Jade Temple, and he had to make sure no one went after the king while he kept up the seal on the Breach.  
 
    Callan grasped one end of his mother’s silk-wrapped body, and I grabbed the other.  
 
    “We’ll meet you there,” Alyona said as she guided everyone else toward her portal. “I’ll let Celestia know you’re coming.” 
 
    “Thank you, milady,” Callan replied and choked back another sob.  
 
    Then we gently lifted Lenna’s body from the ground, and we glided into the sky to head south toward Futhar. Callan wasn’t making conversation as we flew, and I had no plans to make him. I knew the pain he was feeling, and sometimes it was better to work through it. I hadn’t done that great of a job working through my own when it was my mother, and I’d thrown myself into my schoolwork with a fiery passion that ended with a stress blow-up on my aunt. 
 
    Of course, Aunt Emma wasn’t about to take it lying down, and she tore me a new one to make sure I knew she wouldn’t be my verbal punching bag. I’d learned my lesson, and after I’d cried to her for about an hour, things were back to normal. And thank the gods for that, since she was the only person who really knew me and my mom and could tell me things I didn’t remember or know about her.  
 
    We flew over the sands of Rahma, and I let the warm air blow over my scales as we zoomed south in silence with the weight of a great dragon between us. At some point, I glanced over to see Callan had tears streaming down his snout, but I didn’t say a word.  
 
    When we finally reached Atmos, many of the city’s people were in the town square. I was surprised to see so many of them were openly emotional, and Celestia stood on her front porch with Alyona, Nike, Skye, and Nokomis.  
 
    Then Celestia rushed forward as we gently laid Lenna on the ground and shifted to our human forms. 
 
    “Oh, my gods,” the old woman cried out as she fell to the ground and laid her head on the silk. “My sweet friend, oh, I’m so glad you’re no longer in pain, but I will miss you dearly.” 
 
    A line of people quickly formed, and dozens of citizens came forward to pay their respects to the countess. Given their standoffishness before, it was interesting to see how easily they approached Callan now to express their condolences, and I wondered how many of them had been following Huxley and his father’s orders while Lenna was sick.  
 
    “I need you to tell me the rituals,” Callan said to Celestia. “I-I can’t remember them now.” 
 
    “We’ll arrange all that,” she replied as she wiped away a tear. “Don’t you worry about that, Your Grace.” 
 
    “It is official?” A woman stopped at the head of the line and looked between Celestia and Callan. “Count Callan has been named?” 
 
    “Yes,” Callan replied as he tapped the Sword of Waning on his belt. “My mother declared me the count and the new Noble of the Sword shortly before her death. I’m taking my rightful place as ruler of Atmos.” 
 
    Callan looked out on the people with the regal air of a ruler, and even I was impressed. I wasn’t sure if it was the Noble Sword that added to his confidence or if it was simply knowing he was in charge, but he sure looked the part of a badass count.  
 
    “Thank the gods!” the woman gasped. 
 
    The small crowd erupted with cheers and applause, and a few scattered to other houses to spread the news. It seemed most of Atmos was pleased with this turn of events, even though the reason for the gathering wasn’t so pleasant.  
 
    Within an hour, the line had grown to the point that it wrapped around the large central building and continued down the main street of Atmos. People came from every corner of the city to pay their respects to Lenna and Callan, and it was amazing to see how they came together in his time of grief even though he obviously hadn’t been around for a while.  
 
    Then the line began to draw the attention of a certain angry dragon. 
 
    Huxley shoved his way through the growing crowd with a scowl on his face, and he marched over to stand mere inches from Callan. 
 
    “Who do you think you are?” he hissed. “Telling people you’re the new count? My father has been in charge for years!” 
 
    “Your father is a fraud, just like you,” Callan retorted. “Now, get out of my face.” 
 
    “I don’t think I will,” Huxley said with a smirk. “And I think you’ll give me back my sword now.” 
 
    I started to intervene when Alyona grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Wait a moment, my love,” she said in a low voice.  
 
    She’s right, my lord, Miraya whispered. Let Callan handle it.  
 
    But he needs help, I insisted. 
 
    If he accepts your help in this small battle, his people will have no faith in him, she said. You must let him handle this idiot on his own.  
 
    “You are right,” I sighed with resignation and settled for crossing my arms over my chest while I glared at Huxley.  
 
    “I think you’ve lost your damn mind if you think I’ll hand it over,” Callan snarled. “You didn’t deserve it in the first place, and you took it from a sick, old woman who happened to be my mother!” 
 
    The color drained from Huxley’s face as he stared at Callan’s heaving chest with a mixture of fear and defiance.  
 
    “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have left her,” he sneered. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “He fucked up now.” 
 
    Sure enough, Callan lost it. 
 
    He reared back and delivered a solid punch to Huxley’s jaw that sent the douchey dragon’s eyes rolling back in his head. He fell to the ground in a slump, and I realized Callan had just TKOed him.  
 
    Fucking awesome.  
 
    It took almost a full minute for Huxley to recover, and he blinked his eyes a few times before he clambered to his feet and pointed at Callan. 
 
    “You’ll regret this!” he shouted. “I’m going to get my father!” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Callan shrugged and laughed. “I’m not scared of either of you.” 
 
    Huxley furrowed his brow, turned on his heel, and stomped away as he shoved people out of his way.  
 
    The line continued as though nothing had happened, and I began to realize not many of the citizens seemed to be on Huxley or his father’s side. We’d yet to meet the violent and mean Lord Huntington, but I had a feeling he would soon make an appearance.  
 
    And we didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    A few moments later, Huxley returned with his father in tow, but Lord Huntington looked like he’d seen better days. His robe was askew, his balding head glistened in the sunlight, and his skin shone with a thin layer of sweat. He looked about thirty pounds overweight, and he struggled to adjust the belt on his robes as he stumbled along behind his angry son.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Huntington demanded as he motioned toward the line. “I knew nothing of a death ritual!” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know because it just happened,” Callan said as he glared at the older man. “My mother, Countess Lenna, has passed onto the other side. The people are paying their respects to her.” 
 
    “I see,” the fat man muttered. “Well, now, I suppose that means I need to start preparing--” 
 
    “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Callan cut him off in an icy voice. “I’ve already begun the preparations, and you and your son may return to your home.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, we must begin packing it to move into the royal hut.” Huntington motioned toward the large central building. “With Lenna gone--” 
 
    “I’ll be taking her place,” Callan interrupted him again. “She declared it upon her death.” 
 
    “With no other witnesses?” Huntington snickered. “I highly doubt the people will allow such a thing. No one even knows who you are.” 
 
    “I am Count Callan, Noble of the Sword of Waning,” he replied as he unsheathed his sword and pointed it at the fat dragon. “And you and your son will not defy my rightful inheritance of the seat. I have accepted my role, and you will accept your fate, or I will give you another one.” 
 
    Huntington narrowed his eyes and grabbed the blade, and blood trickled down his hand as he pulled himself closer to Callan with a gleam of disdain in his light eyes.  
 
    “You don’t tell me what to do, boy,” he snarled. “Huxley could beat you in a single duel, and then you’ll be shit out of luck in becoming anything but my stable boy. So, go back to wherever you’ve been hiding the last thirty years, and don’t come back.” 
 
    I felt a growl rumble in my chest at the older dragon’s hateful words, and I wanted to roast him on the spot, but it seemed Callan had other plans.  
 
    He ripped his sword out of Huntington’s hand and sliced off his pinky with a quick flick of his wrist. Then he aimed the blade at Huntington’s throat and paused.  
 
    “Now that I have your attention and your finger, I want you to listen closely,” Callan said in a low voice. “I said I’m not afraid of either of you. If you want your son to duel me for the seat, go ahead, but when I kill him in front of you, I better not see a single tear from your treasonous eyes.” 
 
    Huntington took a shocked step backward, but Huxley wasn’t finished. 
 
    “You have some fucking nerve talking to my father that way!” the douche yelled. “In case you forgot, someone had to rule this place while your sickly mother was lying in bed all day doing nothing! That was my father!” 
 
    Callan snapped the sword faster than I could blink, and suddenly, Huxley began to get shorter and shorter until he was no taller than a foot and a half.  
 
    I stifled a laugh as Huxley spun around and tried to get his bearings in his new small size.  
 
    “I decided your size should match your maturity,” Callan retorted before he turned toward Huntington. “I’m officially stripping you and your son of your titles of Lord Huxley and Lord Huntington. Now, would you like the same fate as Huxley, or would you like to take your miniature son home?” 
 
    Huntington immediately scooped Huxley up from the ground and scurried back down the main road. I had a feeling they wouldn’t be testing Callan anymore, though I wasn’t sure he knew how to turn Huxley back to normal size. 
 
    Or if he even wanted to. 
 
    I didn’t really give a shit either way. Atmos was Callan’s city now, and he could do what he wanted with the little bastard.  
 
    “I’m sorry about your mom,” I said as we walked over to join him. “But we have to get back to Hatra. Congratulations on your new job, though.” 
 
    “It’s a big one,” he murmured. “I don’t know how to do it, but I think I can figure it out. You were right. This birthright stuff seems to come naturally. You don’t think I was too harsh on Huxley, right?” 
 
    “Nah,” I chuckled. “And Huntington is lucky he only lost one finger. I think I might have cut off the whole hand with the attitude he had.” 
 
    “It was tempting,” Callan agreed with a smile. “But I don’t want to scare everyone away. That seemed to be Huntington’s way of doing things, and I’m not like that. I hope I’ll be as good as my mother was.” 
 
    “You will be,” Nike said in a firm voice. “And now you have the whole brother and sisterhood of the Nobles of the Sword to back you up.” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” Callan breathed. “Do you all have a spirit that pops into your head?” 
 
    “Yep,” Skye said with a grin. “Mine is Juniper. She said yours is Carina. As Lord Evan would say, it’s awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I agreed. “Send me a messenger dragon if you need anything or just want to talk. We need to get back to Hatra and find the next Noble Sword before the Breach gets any stronger.” 
 
    “I understand, brother,” Callan murmured. “You have an important task ahead of you, and I need to keep my people safe. Once you’ve closed the Breach, we’ll see each other again.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said with a grin as we gripped each other’s forearms. “See you soon, brother.” 
 
    I wanted to fly instead of portal, so I took my dragon form, and Nike, Alyona, Nokomis, and Skye climbed onto my back. We waved goodbye to the people of Atmos, and then I took off north toward Hatra.  
 
    Part of me hated leaving Callan when I knew he needed a friend, but he had Celestia and a growing number of supporters in Hatra, and the other part of me knew I was right about getting back to our mission. It was too important to push it off for anything or anyone else. 
 
    We had to get the Breach closed and the Demon King sealed off for good.  
 
    As I glided over the desert, I could see the familiar stone walls of Hatra on the horizon, but something else caught my eye.  
 
    In front of the gates to the city, a crowd had gathered.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    At least twenty people stood outside the gates of Hatra, though they weren’t fighting to get in or even talking to the guards who stood on top. They merely sat in a circle with one man standing near the gate.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at them as we flew over the walls and landed just inside the gate, where Ruslan stood and wrung his hands together while the dryads, Naomi, Laika, Isabella, Ravi, Aaliyah, and Rebecca were deep in their discussion. 
 
    “…have to figure out who they are first,” Aaliyah said as she glanced over at the gate.  
 
    “How are we supposed to do that if they won’t talk to us?” Laika asked with a frown.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as my passengers slid down to the ground. “Who are those people?” 
 
    “We have no idea,” Ravi replied and crossed her arms over her chest. “They won’t tell us anything except that they want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Did they say why?” I wondered. 
 
    “Nope,” Marina said. “They basically knocked on the gates, asked for you, and sat down.” 
 
    “Kind of weird, honestly,” Trina added.  
 
    “It sounds like it,” I agreed.  
 
    “But they haven’t tried to get in,” Ruslan pointed out. “And they haven’t tried to fight anyone, either. They just said their piece and sat down to wait for you.” 
 
    “How long have they been here?” Alyona asked.  
 
    “Since this morning,” Rebecca replied. “Right after you left, they showed up.” 
 
    “And they’ve refused any water or food.” Isabella frowned and looked over at the gate. “They want you and nothing else.” 
 
    “Sounds ominous,” I chuckled. “I’m not too worried if they aren’t trying to fight their way in, especially since they knew I wasn’t here to defend Hatra. I’d be more worried if they tried to take advantage of my absence.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s a good point,” Laika murmured as her wolf-ears flattened against her head. “I still don’t like it. They won’t even tell us one person’s name.”  
 
    “Well, then I’ll talk to them,” I decided. “If I can at least get some info from one of them, then we can talk about letting them all in. There’s one guy standing while the others sit, so I think it’s safe to assume he’s the leader.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Nokomis agreed. “He was standing alone and closest to the gates.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “So, I’ll pull him in, and we’ll go from there. Either they’re here to do something bad, or they’re looking for somewhere safe to go. If it’s the second one, there’s probably a dragon in the group, but I didn’t smell any dragons, just humans.” 
 
    “Wait a second, where’s Callan?” Polina asked with a frown. “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s fine,” I chuckled. “Turns out he’s not just the Noble of the Sword of Waning, he’s also the count of Atmos.” 
 
    “That’s great!” Ruslan said as my lovers grinned. “So, he stayed to take over?” 
 
    “Yeah, but his mom died while we were there,” I sighed. “He had some rituals and such to take care of before he could get too far into things. What about Valerra? Where’s she at?” 
 
    “Guarding the eggs,” Ravi replied and tossed her orange hair over her shoulder. “She didn’t want any of those people to get near them, just in case.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured. “Okay, I guess it’s time to solve the mystery, gang.” 
 
    They all looked at each other and giggled, though I knew they didn’t catch my Scooby-Doo reference.  
 
    I walked over to the gate with my group right behind me, and I looked over the people sitting outside. They certainly appeared and smelled human from here, and the man who stood apart watched me with cautious eyes.  
 
    He looked like a Viking with long brown hair that fell down his back in waves, and he wore a hooded robe made from jet-black fur, which told me they weren’t from around here. It was way too hot in the desert to wear a fur coat. He pushed the hood away from his face to reveal a half-circle tattoo around one eye that reminded me of a crescent moon, and more ink covered the same side of his neck and disappeared under a black tunic.  
 
    “I’m Lord Evan of Hatra,” I announced. “Who are you, and why are you here?” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” the man said as he dropped to one knee.  
 
    The others in his circle quickly moved to bow on their knees as well, and I looked at Alyona with confusion. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I whispered. 
 
    “They’re showing you their respect,” she replied. “I’m not exactly sure why yet, but they won’t stand until you tell them to.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” I said as I turned back to the Viking man. “Um, please, rise and tell me your name.” 
 
    “I am Amin,” he replied and rose to his feet. “Thank you for agreeing to speak with me, my lord. May I enter the city?” 
 
    “You and only you,” I agreed. “Once I trust you, we can allow the rest of your, uh, people in. Okay?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” he said as he held up his hands to show he wasn’t armed.  
 
    My lord, there’s something odd here, Miraya murmured. I think one of my sisters is with him. 
 
    You think he’s a Noble of the Sword? I asked in surprise. But why would he just show up here? 
 
    I’m not sure, she replied.  
 
    “Show me your belt,” I ordered as I faced the man.  
 
    Amin smiled as he pulled back his robe to reveal a Noble Sword hanging at his hip. It was gold like ours, but the jewels encased in the handle were bright white opals. I hadn’t seen anything like it yet, and I was curious about why he’d shown up in Hatra.  
 
    “You recognized a fellow brother?” Amin asked. 
 
    “Not me,” I replied with a shrug. “The spirit of my sword. She said a sister was near.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, my sweet Viera is excited to be reunited with her sisters,” he agreed. “She has spoken of nothing else as we traveled here from Skaa.” 
 
    Skaa was one of the places on the new map, and it gave me a bit of relief to know his story matched up so far.  
 
    “But how did you know to come here?” I wondered.  
 
    “May we talk more inside?” he asked. “I’m not here to cause any harm, only to help your cause.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I smirked as I motioned for the guards to let Amin in the gates.  
 
    I led him toward the Lunar Palace and ushered him into the great hall. He sat down in a plush armchair, and we sat down on the couches across from him to listen to his story.  
 
    “I am the Noble of the Sword of Truth,” Amin declared. “Therefore, I must always be honest. You can trust what I say, as it is my bloodline gift to be honest and forthright. With my sword, I can also gain the truth from others, even if they do not wish to give it to me. This ability has helped me in many ways when defending our country from those who wish ill will toward my people.” 
 
    The Sword of Truth was a new one, and Miraya seemed pleased with his information. It seemed to line up with her memories of Viera, so I’d go along with it, too. 
 
    “Makes sense,” I agreed. “So, what brings you to Hatra?” 
 
    “Word has reached Skaa about your mission to close the Breach,” he explained. “As well as your search for other Nobles of the Sword. I decided to come on my own and fight this battle with you.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not exactly a battle yet,” I said with a frown. “I’m gathering the nobles to perform a bonding ceremony. The gods told me--” 
 
    “It’s true you’ve spoken to the gods?” Amin gasped as his eyes widened. “We’d heard such a rumor, but we weren’t sure if we should believe it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve met a few doing the ceremonies,” I explained. “They said I have to keep doing the bonding ceremonies with all the Noble of the Sword bloodlines to gain enough power to beat the Demon King.” 
 
    “Then I will bond with you,” he said. “It is my duty.” 
 
    Amin put his fist to his chest in a sign of solidarity, and I couldn’t help but shake my head with amusement. He was very formal, and it seemed like he had grown up learning about the right things to do in every situation. 
 
    I liked the guy.  
 
    “I appreciate the enthusiasm,” I chuckled. “But I can’t bond with you. It has to be a female with your sword’s bloodline, so a daughter or a sister.” 
 
    “Any of my family would be willing to do the ceremony,” Amin replied firmly. “They all understand how important this mission is.” 
 
    It felt like he spoke from a place of sorrow, and my wife seemed to get the same impression as she joined in the conversation.  
 
    “Skaa is close to the Breach,” Alyona said. “Have you had many problems there?” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “We’ve been attacked by some sort of lava creatures, small, gray-skinned flying men, and hundreds of our people have been killed by the miasma. It’s a disaster, and we’d do anything to stop it.” 
 
    “I’ve fought those, too,” I said with a grimace. “I’m sorry your people have been through so much. We’ve been trying our best for the past few months to stop it.” 
 
    “I would have been here sooner to help you if not for the Breach commanding most of the mountains between us,” Amin said. “We had to travel north of its barriers and through the largest part of the desert.” 
 
    “And you’re still wearing furs?” I asked and smiled. “Aren’t you hot?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Amin cracked a smile as he removed his fur coat to reveal a tunic with sleeves cut to allow room for his gigantic biceps covered in more of the tribal-style tattoos. “Thank you. I didn’t want to offend.” 
 
    “By getting comfortable?” I chuckled. “You won’t offend anyone here. We like our people and our guests to be happy, even if that means taking off an unnecessary coat. Now, how did you hear about our mission?” 
 
    “One of our nobles was in Lumin a few months ago and spoke with Queen Mona,” he answered. “She told us of your bravery and her child, and when he returned, I knew we needed to come help you. The Breach has taken its toll on us, and it’s my responsibility to do what I can, although I did expect a battle rather than a ceremony.” 
 
    “Most people do,” I said with a grin. “It’s called Redimi Vincio, and it basically gives me access to your sword spirit’s magic when I need it. And I’m going to need it to take on the Demon King.” 
 
    “Who is that?” Amin asked, and his brow furrowed over his dark eyes.  
 
    “He’s a creepy guy,” Polina muttered.  
 
    “He is creepy,” I agreed. “He’s also the leader of the Underworld, and I think he’s the one who summoned all those creatures you’ve seen. I believe he makes some of them, too. He’s sent corrupted beasts, miasma-poisoned creatures, and a dozen other wild enemies our way. He even tried to corrupt my dreams for a while.” 
 
    “A dreamwalker?” he gasped and covered his mouth. 
 
    “I guess so.” I shrugged. “I blocked him out, but he wanted me to join his side of the fight instead of closing the Breach. I obviously told him no, and he was pretty pissed off about it.” 
 
    “I can imagine so,” Amin murmured. “He wanted a strong warrior with him instead of against him, which means you’re probably doing something that will eventually defeat him.” 
 
    “I hope that’s the case,” I said. “I’m just following what the gods have told me to do. I wanted to fight him a long time ago, but they made sure I knew that wouldn’t work out, so I kept searching for the other Nobles of the Sword. You’re the first one who came to me, though.” 
 
    And the first one I got to figure out on my own turf. Everyone else was defending their territories when I arrived, and I’d mostly had to battle for every bond, but now, here was Amin with the bond on a silver platter.  
 
    Well, mostly.  
 
    “I brought my best warriors, but it seems they won’t be needed,” Amin said.  
 
    “Oh, shit, yeah, we should let them in now,” I laughed and looked toward Ruslan. “Can you take care of that, Pops?” 
 
    “Yes, son,” he replied with a smile. “I’ll bring them in now.” 
 
    “And let’s have Forsythe start on dinner for everyone,” I decided. “Let Amin and his people join us.” 
 
    “That is most gracious of you, my lord,” Amin said. “You don’t have to do that. We have our own supplies.” 
 
    “And you’re guests in my city,” I replied. “I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    “Then I shall not say no,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    “Good choice.” I grinned as my father hurried off to gather the rest of Amin’s people. “We’ll find somewhere for you to stay the night here in the city. You’ve traveled long enough.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, my lord,” he replied. “But I brought warriors for a battle, and we can’t fight. What else can I do?” 
 
    “You can tell me who I could bond with,” I replied. “It would have to be a daughter or a sister who shares the Noble of the Sword bloodline with you.” 
 
    “I have six children,” Amin said with a smile. “Two of them are daughters. I believe one of them will suffice for the ceremony. Correct?” 
 
    “Yeah, as long as they aren’t little.” I grimaced. “I had to bond with a little girl before, and I didn’t like it. It was her choice, but still, it was… uncomfortable, to say the least.” 
 
    “Ah, is it a blood ceremony?” Amin asked. 
 
    “It is,” Alyona confirmed. “Though the sacrifice is only a drop of blood from each person being bonded, they must be cut with the ceremonial dagger in order for the spell to work.” 
 
    “I can see why a nobleman such as yourself would be uncomfortable with such an act,” Amin observed. “I myself would have a difficult time with it as well. As fathers, we want to look out for young children.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “And I can’t do that if I have to cut them for a damn spell or ceremony or whatever, even though I know I have to do that to protect everyone, including my daughter and my future children.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the rumors have been swirling about your egg,” he said. 
 
    I glanced over at the stairway to make sure Valerra hadn’t overheard him, and I was relieved to see she hadn’t appeared at the top of the stairs with murder in her eyes. She would easily cut this man in half if he talked about our egg, especially right now.  
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry about that,” I said and changed the subject. “So, how old are your daughters?” 
 
    “The eldest is sixteen,” he replied. “She is plenty old enough to make the right decision to do the ceremony with you. Will she become part of your harem?” 
 
    “No,” I immediately blurted out and shook my head. “I don’t know if that’s a regular thing, but all my lovers are my family, and in my beliefs, a woman needs to be eighteen years old to make any sort of long-lasting romantic decisions.” 
 
    “And the woman should be allowed to choose?” He raised both his eyebrows. 
 
    “Of course.” I shrugged. “As long as she is eighteen.” 
 
    “That is a relief, my lord,” Amin sighed. “I’ve never wanted to arrange a marriage for my children, and I’ve always hoped that my daughters could find a man to love and honor them. Thank you for allowing my eldest to make her own decision.” 
 
    “I’d never ask you or her to do that,” I said firmly. “My women are more than a collection of lovers to me. I consider all the Nobles of the Sword my brothers, so your daughters would be like my nieces.” 
 
    “I think that’s brilliant,” he replied with a grin. “A true brotherhood.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said, and I mirrored his smile. “Now, tell us about Skaa.” 
 
    Amin spent the next hour talking about his home country and the city of Hopinia where he and his family lived. The room slowly filled with his people as he told us about his sons and his daughters, as well as how he’d spent their lives training them all to become the next Noble of the Sword.  
 
    “And I know there aren’t many female Nobles of the Sword anymore, but I don’t want my daughters to think they can’t do something their brothers can,” he explained. “Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed and turned toward Skye and Nokomis. “I have two female Nobles of the Sword here now. And we met another in Copacia.” 
 
    “How fantastic,” Amin said with a grin. 
 
    I was liking this guy more and more already. He seemed like an agreeable dude, and a lot of his values aligned with my own. He also got a lot of points for seeking me out and saving me from making another trip.  
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said before I turned to see Forsythe enter the room.  
 
    “My lord, dinner is ready,” he announced with a formal bow.  
 
    “Thank you, Forsythe,” I replied. “Let’s eat. I’m fucking starving.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Aaliyah growled, and so did her stomach.  
 
    We made our way to the dining hall where Julia and Emma were already seated, and I wondered why they hadn’t joined us in the other room. They were deep in conversation, and they jumped when I walked in. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Emma said a little too quickly. 
 
    “Is it the eggs?” I whispered while Amin and his people found their seats at the table. 
 
    I already didn’t like the rumors floating around about our eggs, but I didn’t want any of Amin’s people to overhear our conversation. I may have considered him a brother, but I couldn’t speak for all his people. I could only imagine what a dragon egg would sell for in Inati’s version of the black market, let alone two. 
 
    “Ahhh, sort of,” my aunt hedged. “The crack has… gotten quite long. Nearly the entire length of the egg. Valerra is upstairs having a whole breakdown. She’s a mess.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “I’ll go check on her.” 
 
    “No, leave her alone for now,” Emma advised me. “She nearly cooked me when I walked in there a few minutes ago to switch places, so she should be the one to come and see you. She only burned up a dresser, but Emily and Eleanor won’t even go near her now.” 
 
    “I’m still going.” I shook my head. “She can’t hurt me, and I don’t want her freaking out by herself. She’s my mate.” 
 
    “I suppose you know her better than I do,” Emma said in a sad voice. 
 
    “I do, but I’ve also been here longer,” I pointed out softly. “And, like I said, I’m her mate. I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by her anger earlier. She’s just worried about the eggs and hatchlings. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she’s okay. I might go talk to Rahil afterwards, so don’t wait on me to eat.” 
 
    “See if you can get her to eat something, too,” my aunt said as she patted my arm. “She hasn’t eaten since dinner last night.” 
 
    “I will.” I grabbed a serving platter and piled double-helpings of roast beef, green beans, baked potatoes, and a couple rolls on it before I made my way toward the stairs.  
 
    I used every ounce of self-control I had to keep from eating all of Valerra’s dinner myself as I traipsed upstairs to her chambers, but I snuck a roll before I opened the door.  
 
    “Go away!” she roared from the secret egg vault. 
 
    “No, I won’t,” I said as I made my way to the door and down the steps into the hidden room. “I brought you dinner.” 
 
    “I don’t want the damn food,” Valerra muttered as she stared at the eggs in the drawers. Her face was contorted into an angry scowl, but I could see the way she was clenching and unclenching her hands in her lap.  
 
    “Come on,” I cajoled while I made my way toward her. “Forsythe outdid himself again.” 
 
    “No,” my mate growled, but it almost sounded like a pout.  
 
    “Valerra,” I sighed. 
 
    “My stomach is in knots, alright?” she huffed, and the barest hint of red tinted her cheeks, like she was embarrassed by her admission of “weakness.” 
 
    “Well, it hasn’t been filled for how many hours?” I smirked as I set the plate in front of her and watched her eyes dilate. “Try a few bites at least. But if you don’t eat it, I will. It smells way too good to let it sit out.” 
 
    “Fine,” the feisty redhead grunted. Then her arm shot out, snagged a roll from the plate, and ripped off a piece to toss it in her mouth.  
 
    “Better,” I said as I took a slice of roast beef and began to eat it.  
 
    Silence stretched between us for a long moment while Valerra slowly took bigger and bigger bites of her meal. Once I thought she had enough food in her to stave off any residual hangryness, I took a deep breath and decided to bite the bullet.  
 
    “So, the crack got bigger?” I asked, but I made sure to keep my tone neutral and even.  
 
    My mate stiffened beside me like she’d been struck by lightning, and I noticed how she refused to look at me. I thought she might actually just ignore me, but then she exhaled an actual huff of smoke.  
 
    “Yes,” Valerra finally grumbled before she stuffed another bite of a roll into her mouth.  
 
    I fought back a small smile. The fearsome Crimson Red Dragon might have come out of her shell in recent months, but whenever she was scared, she covered it up with anger and withdrew. And yet I was the one she consistently tore down her walls for.  
 
    I was proud to be her mate, and I knew she would make a fantastic, if slightly terrifying, mother sometime soon.  
 
    “Then we’re getting closer to making it a safer world for them,” I said as I reached out and laid a comforting hand on her arm. “We only need to find three more Nobles of the Sword now. The fourth one we were about to look for just appeared on our doorstep.”  
 
    “Appeared?” she echoed around a mouthful of bread, and her golden eyes were confused when they met mine. “With magic?” 
 
    “No, with his group of friends from Skaa,” I chuckled and shook my head. “I guess he heard I was gathering the other Nobles of the Sword and decided to come help me fight the battle. He didn’t realize it was only the ceremonies we needed to do.” 
 
    “But you can’t bond with him.” Valerra frowned as she swallowed the last bite of her roll and picked up a slice of roast beef. “So, how does that help?” 
 
    “He has a daughter who’s old enough,” I clarified. “I can bond with her as long as she’s willing. He said she’ll do what’s necessary.” 
 
    “That sounds confident,” she said as her eyes narrowed. “How does he presume to know his daughter’s mind?” 
 
    “He’s a very duty-bound kind of guy,” I explained with a shrug. “I assume he’s raising his children to be the same way.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said and polished off the roast beef, but her face was thoughtful as we sat in silence for a moment. Then she sighed and turned to me, and her expression was equal parts embarrassed and grateful. “I suppose you were right about the food. I was hungry.” 
 
    “I figured,” I said as I smirked. Then I looked around the room. “I assume you’re planning to stay in here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to make sure the eggs are safe,” my dragon mate murmured as she lovingly grazed her clawed finger across our egg, but she looked up when she felt my eyes on her. “I’ll take a break later, I promise.” 
 
    “You should,” I agreed and rose to my feet. Then, before she could make a face at me, I swooped down and kissed my ferocious mate on the tip of her nose. “I’m going to talk to Rahil. I need to know what else he knows about Zoklan. He could be the key to unlocking a lot about my past.” 
 
    “Then you’d better get going,” she huffed as she waved me away, but the bridge of her nose and her cheeks were dusted with the lightest pink again. “He’s usually back at the inn before nightfall.” 
 
    “Got it, thanks.” I nodded my head and headed up the short stairs to her chambers. “Have a good night, my love.”  
 
    “Same to you, my lord,” Valerra called after me like she couldn’t help it, and I smirked as I left her room.  
 
    Then I made my way down to the first floor of the castle and outside into the fresh evening air. It was just starting to cool down, and the sun had almost finished its descent toward the horizon.  
 
    After a brief moment of thought, I decided to head for the inn to find the drache. If he usually went back to his room there by nightfall, I’d have to catch him before that, so I jogged toward the inn, and a few minutes later, I heard Rahil and Theo as they headed for the door.  
 
    “Rahil!” I called out and waved my arms over my head. 
 
    The drache motioned for Theo to continue inside, and I skidded to a stop in front of him.  
 
    “Are you alright, my lord?” the drache asked with a concerned look on his face.  
 
    “Yeah, I just wanted to, um, finish our conversation,” I said. “Can we talk some more?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Rahil agreed and nodded. “Ask me anything.” 
 
    Anything. 
 
    It was a kind offer, but I also had about a million questions. I wanted to know what Zoklan was like, if he was even worth finding, if his brother was any different. I had a lot to learn about the dragon who could possibly be my father, but I had no idea where to start.  
 
    “So, uh, was Zoklan one of your students?” I finally asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Rahil confirmed, and a look of understanding settled on his face. “I was the one who taught him how to assimilate and cultivate.” 
 
    “What about realm traveling?” I pressed. “Did you teach him that?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but Zoklan was incredibly intelligent,” the drache said. “He read countless books about how to do new things, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he taught himself.” 
 
    Intelligence was a good sign.  
 
    “So, it’s possible he traveled to another realm,” I mused. “If he did, would he know how to get back here?” 
 
    “I can’t say for certain, I’m afraid.” Rahil frowned and tapped his lip in thought. “I believe he was powerful and smart enough to figure it out if he truly wanted to.” 
 
    “But he never returned to the drache temple,” I said in a low voice, and then I ran a hand through my hair as I sighed. “So, he may not have come back to this realm at all.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I’m not sure,” the drache replied with a shrug. “I don’t know another reason why he would have stayed anywhere else other than the Sage’s attacks.” 
 
    “One of the rumors was he’d put up a rebellion against Olivier, right?” I asked as a kernel of hope ignited in my chest. “Maybe he came back to save the other dragons.” 
 
    “It would fit with what I knew of him,” Rahil agreed. 
 
    “But if he came back to Inati, where would he have gone after that?” I wondered and frowned at the ground in thought. 
 
    “Perhaps to search for his family,” Theo suggested as he popped his head out of the inn door. “I once heard Zarek say they didn’t know much about their parents since they were dropped off at the temple as hatchlings.” 
 
    My father had ditched me in order to find the parents who ditched him first? So far, it was the one piece of the puzzle that didn’t quite fit in with the rest. 
 
    “Do you think he would have left a child behind?” I asked. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Theo replied in a firm tone. “He felt responsible for Zarek and treated him more like a son than a younger brother. He asked him to go on the adventure with him, but Zarek said he wasn’t interested. It broke Zoklan’s heart to leave without him, and after everything with their parents, there’s no way he’d bail on his own kid.” 
 
    So, maybe Zoklan wasn’t my father after all. It sounded like he wasn’t the type of guy to get a woman pregnant and leave her to deal with the child on her own, which was basically the only story I’d ever gotten out of my mom.  
 
    “Unless…” Theo started, but then he trailed off with a frown.  
 
    “Unless what?” I pressed.  
 
    “Unless he thought his presence put you in danger,” Theo said, and his eyes grew kind of distant, like the dragon was looking back on a long-ago memory. “Zoklan was selfless, even when we were younger. He always put Zarek first.” 
 
    “How would I be in danger on Earth?” I grumbled. “Compared to here, it’s the safest place I’ve ever been.” 
 
    “Everyone is afraid of the unknown,” Rahil said sagely.  
 
    “I guess,” I muttered, but I wasn’t entirely satisfied with that platitude. 
 
    What could possibly be so scary on Earth that my father would have to leave me and my mother there without him? There weren’t any mages or sorcerers or Demon Kings to defend us from, so it seemed like a joke to think he was merely afraid of a world he didn’t know and left us to find a less scary place.  
 
    “Of course, there’s also the possibility he didn’t even know about a child,” Rahil suddenly said and snapped me back to the conversation. “He wouldn’t have left if he knew.” 
 
    “How could he not know?” I snapped, but I took a deep breath and lowered my tone. I wasn’t angry at the drache, hell, I didn’t even know if I was angry at my father, but something just didn’t add up, and it was rubbing me the wrong way. “I’m sorry, it’s just… I knew about my child soon after conception.” 
 
    “Well, your home realm is not magical in nature, correct?” Rahil asked.  
 
    “Right,” I said.  
 
    “Then that’s how he wouldn’t know,” the drache reasoned. “If Zoklan is your father, he wouldn’t have known your mother was pregnant until she knew, but if he’d already left her realm by then--” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have been able to tell him,” I finished as a chill trickled down my body. “Maybe he is my father, and he just doesn’t know I even exist.” 
 
    “If he’s back in this realm, he’s heard of you by now,” Theo said. “Even since I’ve been in Hatra, your people talk of nothing else but your adventures and accomplishments throughout Inati.” 
 
    “Then perhaps he’ll come looking for me, too,” I murmured, and my heart skipped a beat at the thought. “Unless he hasn’t made the connection yet.” 
 
    My mind raced with the possibilities of finding my father after all this time. I wondered if this was the reason my mother didn’t want to talk about him. If he’d left before she knew she was pregnant, maybe she was embarrassed about not knowing why he left or something. Or maybe it was a one-night stand, which was a possibility that had crossed my mind more than once.  
 
    I would never have judged my mom for something like that, but she was always worried about telling me more, and finding my father could explain why.  
 
    “There is one other thing I remembered, Lord Evan,” Rahil said after a moment. “I’m not sure if it will help, but Zoklan used to always wear an amethyst pendant. I never knew why, and he didn’t say, but he never took it off.” 
 
    An amethyst? 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask several follow-up questions, but I was interrupted by a stampede of guards as they rushed toward the front gates.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded. 
 
    “Someone is approaching, my lord!” one of the men called out as they ran by.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “I have to go,” I said as I turned back to Rahil. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” he replied with a subtle bow. “I’ll try to find out more, and you may come to me with any other questions you have.” 
 
    “I’ll definitely take you up on that later. Have a good night.” Then I dipped my head and hurried after the guards. With my swiftness ability, I easily caught up and reached the gates at the same time as the first two guards, who looked at me with surprise but didn’t ask any questions.  
 
    We stared out across the darkening sand to see a large group of at least forty people headed toward the gates. I could see no signs of weapons, only two bright green flags and two red flags carried by the four men in the front of the group.  
 
    My lord, I have the same feeling as earlier, Miraya whispered.  
 
    One of your sisters? I asked. Could we be so lucky? 
 
    Two, she said with a breathy gasp. Two of them are here! And getting closer! 
 
    No way had it been this easy. 
 
    We’d gone through the trouble of finding the spell, making the new map, and three of the four other Nobles of the Sword were showing up at the gates ready to go?  
 
    There had to be a catch.  
 
    I waited for the other shoe to drop and the flag holders to approach the gate, but they stopped about ten yards away. Instead, two men stepped between them and marched forward, each of them with a Noble Sword on their belts.  
 
    The man on the left was a bird Demi-Human with jet-black feathers on his head and arms, and his beak-like nose was hooked to the left as though it had been broken in a fight. He was at least six feet tall, and most of that appeared to come from his long, skinny legs. He wore a thin green sleeveless shirt with the symbol of a lion emblazoned on the chest and a simple pair of black trousers.  
 
    The first man’s counterpart on the right was a human, though an air of magic surrounded him, and I got the feeling he was a sorcerer. His white hair was twisted back into braids that fell halfway down his back, and his chocolate skin was lined with wrinkles. Still, his bright amber eyes were alight with excitement, and his teeth were perfectly straight when he smiled and spread his arms wide.  
 
    “We’ve come to meet the great Lord Evan of Hatra,” the white-haired human declared. “My name is Lord Redmond of Kieso, and this is my good friend Lord Solon of Ogrines.” 
 
    “And what is your business with Lord Evan?” I asked with a degree of caution.  
 
    “We’re here to help with the mission for the Nobles of the Sword,” Redmond explained. “I am the Noble of the Sword of Wisdom.” 
 
    “And I’m the Noble of the Sword of Time,” Solon added in a gruff voice.  
 
    Ayden and Dara! Miraya gasped. It’s been so long since I’ve seen them! 
 
    “You came together?” I asked the men before me.  
 
    “No, we both heard of the mission to close the Breach separately, and we met along the path here,” Redmond said. “Could we speak to Lord Evan about the mission?” 
 
    “You are,” I chuckled. “I’m Lord Evan, Noble of the Sword of Healing. I’m surprised to see you both here, especially after another Noble of the Sword has already arrived to help with the mission as well. Guards, allow them inside.” 
 
    The guards immediately jumped into action and opened the gates for my fellow nobles, and they marched inside with their large group in tow. I was fairly certain I didn’t have room for all of them in the dining hall, and I decided the only other place I could invite them to eat was the Smoky Pavilion. 
 
    We usually used it for our city meetings, but it had tables and chairs with plenty of room for the forty guests who had just arrived, in addition to anyone from Amin’s party who wanted to join us.  
 
    I told one of the guards to loop Ruslan in on my plan to move the groups to the pavilion, and he scurried off to pass along the message.  
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Solon said with a humble bow, and the feathers along his head and arms rustled with the motion. “We are grateful for your hospitality. I’ve traveled a long way, though not nearly as far as Lord Redmond has.” 
 
    “Yeah, Kieso isn’t a short trip,” I agreed. “I was actually planning on coming to each of you.” 
 
    “We thought we’d save you the trouble,” Redmond said and smiled. “It seemed to be the… wise choice.” 
 
    A play on his Noble Sword abilities. I liked this guy already.  
 
    I knew the gods of Inati said they didn’t like to interfere in the affairs of mortals, but I couldn’t help but feel as if they were smiling down on me.  
 
    “Well, it may save me some trouble, but we still have a few things to discuss,” I said as I returned a smile. “Let’s meet with Amin, he’s another fellow noble, and we’ll go over the mission together.” 
 
    The two new nobles nodded their agreement, and I led them down the main street toward the Smoky Pavilion. A few of the Hatra citizens watched with curiosity, but they didn’t interrupt our progress as we made our way to the large gazebo. Then I gestured for the men to join me at a circular table on the east end of the pavilion, and their parties found seats in other areas. 
 
    A few moments later, Ruslan and my people arrived with Amin and his group right behind them. Alyona took her place next to me, and Skye and Nokomis joined us at the table. The rest of my lovers lined up next to the table while Amin, Nike, and Ruslan sat down at the table with us.  
 
    Amin introduced himself to Redmond and Solon, and within minutes, it felt like we’d all known each other for years, so I smiled and took a moment to soak it all in. 
 
    Seven of the Nobles of the Sword were sitting here in my city prepared to help with my mission to save our world. It was incredible, especially since the swords had been separated for so long.  
 
    I could feel Miraya practically vibrating with excitement, and I knew it had been centuries since she’d last seen so many of her sisters. 
 
    Why don’t you all do the physical world thing? I suggested. Catch up or whatever. 
 
    Oh, I’d love that, my lord! she gasped. Thank you! 
 
    In the blink of an eye and a flash of light, the spirit of my sword appeared next to me, and her appearance was followed by six more flashes that revealed the other sword spirit sisters.  
 
    I recognized Aine, Juniper, and Gratia, but the other three spirits were new to me.  
 
    “My lord, this is Viera, spirit of the Sword of Truth,” Miraya introduced me to a beautiful spirit who looked quite like herself. 
 
    Viera had the same long white hair as Miraya, though she seemed much younger in her features. She looked no older than thirteen, and her white robe was much more opaque than her sisters’.  
 
    “This is Ayden, spirit of the Sword of Wisdom,” Redmond said as he gestured to the spirit behind him.  
 
    Ayden looked nothing like Miraya, with her closely cropped black hair and a regal air about her. She wore a nearly transparent gray robe that revealed a slender body and narrow hips, and her hazel eyes were bright with intense excitement.  
 
    “And I’m Dara, spirit of the Sword of Time.” The third spirit dipped her head to me with her introduction. “It’s an honor to meet you, Lord Evan.” 
 
    Dara was gorgeous like the other spirits with bright blue eyes the color of the ocean and wavy pastel pink hair that draped over her shoulders. Her robe was pearlescent, ended at her knees, and wrapped perfectly around her curvaceous hips.  
 
    “Likewise,” I said as I bowed to the spirits. “You’re all welcome in Hatra any time. I’m glad to help Miraya reunite with her sisters.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Ayden said in a cool voice. “We’re all happy to be together again.” 
 
    The sisters greeted and hugged each other for a few minutes, and once the reunion was finished, it was time to get down to business.  
 
    “Alright, I’ve gone over some of this with Amin already,” I said. “But I need to fill everyone else in. First off, I wasn’t reaching out to all the Nobles of the Sword to start a fight with the Demon King. I just need to use your bloodline abilities to fight him myself.” 
 
    “You want to handle the Breach on your own?” Redmond arched an amused eyebrow. “That seems rather… foolhardy.” 
 
    “I’m just following the directions from the gods,” I replied with a shrug.  
 
    “And you want our abilities to do it?” Solon asked as his brow furrowed, and the feathers along his neck fluffed up like he was uncomfortable. “I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “You don’t lose anything,” I assured the bird Demi-Human. “All I need is to bond with a female who shares your bloodline ability, like a daughter or a sister. Amin has already volunteered his daughter for the ceremony.” 
 
    “Well, I have no children.” Solon’s frown only deepened. “And no sisters that I know of.” 
 
    “I said the same thing,” Nike chuckled, and his silver eyes were bright with amusement as he raked back his black hair. “But we made it work. We’ll just have to go over your family tree.” 
 
    Solon sat back in his chair with a grunt, but he didn’t argue. Still, I wasn’t sure how easy it would be to convince him we were on the right track.  
 
    “I have twelve children,” Redmond chimed in with a smile. “With four daughters, surely one of them will agree to this… what kind of ceremony?” 
 
    “Redimi Vincio,” I replied. “It’s a blood ceremony, but only a few drops are needed for the bond. Basically, it allows me to access your powers when the time comes to close the Breach. I want to seal it for good.” 
 
    “A noble idea, but hasn’t the king already been working on that?” Solon asked as he drummed his fingers on the table. “He’s the most powerful magical being in Rahma.” 
 
    “He was,” I corrected. “But I’ve already bonded with my wife Alyona and seven other Nobles of the Sword. I’ve surpassed his power, and one day, I’ll inherit his throne.” 
 
    Three pairs of eyes widened in surprise at my bold statement, but I knew it was true. Not to mention, Rodion had given up trying to close the Breach and settled for keeping a seal on it until the Demon King started to push back.  
 
    I was the only one the gods had put their faith in to close the rift for good.  
 
    “You are the daughter of the king?” Redmond turned to Alyona, who nodded yes. “And you believe Lord Evan has become more powerful than he?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona said without hesitation. “My father is an incredible mage, but even he has not accumulated the kind of power Lord Evan has. Plus, Lord Evan has done so with barely a year of magical knowledge. He’s a natural, and the Demon King is obviously threatened by him since he tried to convince my husband to join his side of the battle.” 
 
    “And I said no, just to be clear,” I added. “Then I set up a mental block to keep him out of my head forever, so no more job offers. I’d rather take his head.” 
 
    “I think we all would,” Amin grumbled, but the Viking-esque man looked at me with a glint in his eye. “I have to say I’m impressed, my lord. You seem to have a plan, though I’m not sure how well it would work for you to fight the Demon King alone, powerful or not.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” Redmond said. “I think even if we do the bonding ceremony with you in some capacity, we should be there to fight with you.” 
 
    “I mean no disrespect, but when was the last time any of you were in battle?” I asked carefully. 
 
    Redmond looked sixty years old with his white hair and wrinkles, and I had a hard time believing he would be an asset on the battlefield. Solon looked fit and able, but he was so skeptical of everything I said, I wasn’t sure he would have my back. Amin was the only one I could imagine being helpful, but I still wasn’t sure he was necessary.  
 
    “The last time I was in battle was before I left for Hatra,” Redmond chuckled. “Kieso has long battled insurgents for territory, and I’ve fought for our king for many years to keep our enemies at bay.” 
 
    “Alright,” I replied. “It’s worth considering, but I won’t promise anything right now. I need to talk to Aeron about it. He’s been with me for every step of this fight, and I know the gods have a plan.”  
 
    “You are able to speak with the God of Punishment?” Amin asked with wide eyes.  
 
    “And a few others.” I smirked. “Most of the ceremonies are blessed by one deity or another.” 
 
    “And their plan is to close the Breach for good, right?” Redmond asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Why?” 
 
    “Then they don’t have a plan for defeating the Demon King you told us about,” he continued. “They only want to keep him out of our world, but if he fights back, closing the Breach may become more difficult.” 
 
    He had a good point, though I wasn’t entirely convinced I wanted his help yet. I needed to talk to the God of Punishment and see how the gods felt about these additions to my team, especially since they were the ones who’d separated the Noble Swords long ago.  
 
    However, there was one other thing that weighed heavily on my mind. 
 
    “You’re right, it might be harder than we think,” I said with a frown. “But we’ll come back to that later. My only question now is where is the other Noble of the Sword?” 
 
    “Tell us what all swords you’ve found,” Solon replied. “Perhaps we can help.” 
 
    “The Sword of Light,” Nike said with a nod.  
 
    “Sword of Mercy,” Nokomis answered. 
 
    “Sword of Youth,” Skye chimed in. “And the Sword of the Land.” 
 
    “The Swords of Strength, Waning, and Abundance,” I continued. “And I have the Sword of Healing.” 
 
    Redmond looked around with a grimace. “I was hoping that wouldn’t be the case.” 
 
    “What wouldn’t?” I wondered.  
 
    “The only one you’re missing may be nearly impossible to get,” he explained as he leaned forward and furrowed his brow. “You’re missing the Sword of the Shadows.” 
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