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    Chapter 1 
 
    “You know, my son,” King Rodion said through a half-smirk as he approached me from his wagon. “It seems our family grows more and more each time we see each other.”  
 
    “That’s because it has, Father,” my beautiful wife, the Princess Alyona, giggled as she twirled a bit of her dark bangs around with her finger. “Evan is growing more powerful by the day, and his harem continues to grow along with it.”  
 
    The priestess was right, but even though my harem had grown quite large in the last few months, only a few of them were currently present in the valley where we performed the Redimi Vincio ceremony.  
 
    Laika, the wolf Demi-Human, who was also one of the most skilled swordswomen I’d ever met, had remained back in Hatra just in case anything happened in my absence. Actually, many of my lovers stayed behind in the city to watch over the school where they taught the citizens of Hatra the arts of self-defense and magic.  
 
    Aaliyah the lioness, Valerra the red dragon, and Rebecca the bear Demi-Human all acted as combat instructors, while powerful mages such as Naomi the lizard Demi-Human, Isabella, and Skye all instructed on the topic of magic. I wasn’t exactly sure where Nokomis, the Noble of the Sword of Mercy, was at the current moment, nor did I know where the beautiful phoenix Ravi was, either.  
 
    All I knew was that they were back in Hatra, and they would be safe there.  
 
    Lastly, even though she wasn’t a citizen of Hatra, my thoughts couldn’t help but drift to Mona, the centaur who’d just recently given birth to our first child, Iris. I wondered how the two of them were doing, and I felt a twinge of longing in my stomach as I wished I could call them via magic mirror right now.  
 
    But not only had I added multiple sexy, powerful women to my family during my noble campaign to find the twelve Nobles of the Sword, I’d also found several new allies in this never-ending fight against the Demon King and the deadly breach that threatened to overwhelm Rahma if it were to ever break open.  
 
    Word of our campaign had traveled far, and before us stood three more Nobles of the Sword and their female liaisons who’d volunteered to bond with me as part of the Redimi Vincio ceremony.  
 
    Meanwhile, my wonderful wife was simply radiant as she stood before her father, proud and pregnant. Her hands rested upon the small baby bump that had grown in the last few weeks, and even from here I could see how her breasts were larger than before.  
 
    Alyona was already the most gorgeous woman I’d ever met, yet somehow her pregnancy made her ten times sexier.  
 
    “Indeed.” The king nodded. “Evan’s strength now outweighs my own, and soon he will be strong enough to close this horrific Breach on his own.”  
 
    “Stopppp,” I teased the king as I gave him a hearty pat on both shoulders. “You’re going to make me blush.”  
 
    “Not as much as I blush thinking about last night,” Trina, the green-skinned Dryad, giggled as she covered her face. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in that sort of position before.”  
 
    “I have,” her sister Marina sighed, and her eyes rolled back in her head. “It was marvelous.”  
 
    “No fair!” the third dryad sister, Polina, huffed as she crossed her arms across her ample chest. “I didn’t get to join in on any of the fun.”  
 
    “You were doing more important things,” I reminded Polina with a warm smile. “Indigo wouldn’t have found half the gemstones she did without your nature magic.”  
 
    Indigo was one of the newest residents of Hatra, a purple-scaled dragon woman who had an obsession with gemstones. At first, Indigo felt like she couldn’t offer much to our beloved city, until we figured out she possessed a particular penchant for finding rare gemstones. Now, with the help of the dryads and some of our farmers, she spent hours scouting through the fields as she searched for the precious rocks.  
 
    Anything she found was presented to me, and I chose the best pieces to add to my treasure hoard, which made me a very, very happy dragon.  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” the woman sighed. “Though I would have loved to be with my sisters polishing some other types of rocks…”  
 
    My cock grew hard in my trousers as I pictured the voluptuous, curvy dryad pleasuring me with her tongue, but I quickly repressed the thoughts since I had a ceremony to get to. I cleared my throat as the three dryad sisters snickered, and then I turned toward the podium where we normally did the Redimi Vincio ceremony.  
 
    Rodion’s right-hand man, Castor, was already up at the podium as he hustled about and prepared for the sacred ritual. Meanwhile, the shadow of a patrolling Eskandar flew in circles above us as the white-scaled dragon stood guard and watched for any potential dangers that might disrupt us.  
 
    My Aunt Emma had taken a strong liking to the old dragon when he was in his human form, and I couldn’t help but feel happy for the two of them as I stared up at my friend above. Both of them had lived very difficult lives up to this point, so seeing them finally find some solace in each other made my heart swell with happiness. Aunt Emma became my legal guardian after my dad left and my mom passed away, and she’d pretty much raised me to be the man I was today.  
 
    However, thanks to some shocking information I’d received from Theo, an orange dragon who we’d freed from the wrath of the evil bastard Kocin, it now seems like my life was never what it had seemed to be. According to Theo’s current claims, my father was actually another black dragon named Zoklan, and he may or may not still be alive.  
 
    “So, how does this work, Lord Evan?” Amin asked as he stood behind his daughter with his hands on her shoulders. “I will admit, I’m nervous about this bonding ceremony.”  
 
    I chuckled at the thought of the big, bad Viking from Skaa being nervous about anything, but it didn’t surprise me that he voiced his concerns, considering his Noble Sword was literally the Sword of Truth. It could only be wielded by somebody in the noble bloodline, and the spirit residing in his Spiritual Sea surely prodded him to be honest at all times.  
 
    Amin wore his hooded cloak of thick black fur, as usual, and his sunken brown eyes shimmered with a mixture of hope and concern as they stared back at me. The crescent moon-shaped tattoo on his face encompassed his left eye, and his wavy brown hair gently blew in the breeze of the ravine.  
 
    He had told me his daughter was sixteen years old, though her smooth, round, cherubic features made it look like she was a bit younger. The young lady wore a similar style of furry cloak as her father, but it was only clasped at the neck by a single, six-inch bone. Underneath she had on brown leather armor decorated with intricate impressions that reminded me of the ones her father had tattooed on his face and neck. Her soft green eyes shone with trepidation, but the girl pursed her lips and kept a strong face.  
 
    “There’s nothing to be nervous about,” I promised as I walked up to the two. “It’s just like I told you before, Amin. I just need to take a small bit of blood from her hand and put it into the flaming bowl, and then Rodion here needs to say a few words. That’s it.”  
 
    “I-I’ve never been cut before.” Amin’s daughter frowned and hung her head. “I’m ashamed to even say it out loud.”  
 
    “Why are you ashamed?” I asked softly.  
 
    “Because it means I have never been in battle,” she sighed. “I have never felt the sting of a blade like all the other great warriors of Skaa.”  
 
    “That’s nothing to be ashamed of,” I promised as I placed my hand gently on the girl’s shoulder and gave her a half-smile. “It just means your father here has done a great job of keeping you safe. I’m a father myself, and there’s nothing more in the world I want to do than keep my children safe.”  
 
    “But…” the girl trailed off. “It is what I have been trained to do my entire life.”  
 
    “For self-defense, I assume?” I raised an eyebrow at Amin, who nodded sternly. “That’s what I thought. I’m going to train all of my children in the ways of combat, too, but I hope and pray to all the gods that they never actually have to use it.”  
 
    “I’ve gone to great lengths to ensure my beloved Biarma hasn’t experienced the horrors of war,” Amin grumbled, and I swore his eyes welled up with tears for half a second.  
 
    “Biarma?” I repeated. “Is that your name, honey?”  
 
    “It is, Lord Evan,” Biarma said with a nod.  
 
    “That’s a very beautiful name.” I smiled.  
 
    “Her mother gave it to her,” Amin explained. “Before she-- Well… Before the Miasma got to her.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, my friend,” I said as I looked up to the Viking man. “I’ve lost family before, but it was back when I was a child. Losing your wife… I can’t imagine.”  
 
    And I never wanted to. No matter what I had to do, I would keep my women and our future children safe.  
 
    “It must cause you great pain to be here,” Alyona interjected with a frown. “So close to the breach.”  
 
    “The smell is awful.” Amin’s nose scrunched up as he spat onto the ground. “It’s a foul odor I’ll never be able to get out of my head.”  
 
    “Then we shouldn’t waste any more time,” Castor said as he nervously peered up at Eskandar circling above. “I always feel very vulnerable when we’re in this valley.”  
 
    “You shouldn’t,” Polina said as she placed a hand on her hip. “You have two big, badass dragons that can protect you.”  
 
    “And four Nobles of the Sword!” Trina added. “I don’t think you could ask for better protection.”  
 
    “Evan alone is enough protection for me,” Marina giggled. “He could probably take out the Demon King all on his own if he wanted to!”  
 
    “That’s what I’m going to do,” I promised the dryad. “After I bond with these last four Nobles of the Sword and get enough of a power boost, the Demon King won’t know what hit him.”  
 
    I stepped away from Amin and Biarma and over to Redmon and the woman I assumed was one of his daughters.  
 
    The elderly man from Kieso ran his hands through his short white hair as I approached, and I could sense he was just as nervous about the ceremony as Amin had been. The Sword of Wisdom seemed to hum with magic as it dangled softly from his belt, and I swore I heard its spirit, Ayden, whispering to her companion.  
 
    Redmon stood next to a woman who had to have been in her late thirties or early forties, though she was far from hard on the eyes. Her silver hair was pulled behind her head into an intricately braided updo, and her brown, almond-shaped eyes were full of courage as I walked up to her. Her plump lips sparkled with the purple makeup she wore upon them, and my eyes couldn’t help but wander up and down her athletic figure with its thick legs and her small, pert breasts. Redmon’s daughter had on a flowing gray tunic only a shade darker than her hair, and there were a few dark navy symbols stitched into the chest piece.  
 
    Damn. I didn’t know how old this woman was, but I hoped I looked just as good when I got to her age. 
 
    Even though her father seemed to be worried about the Redimi Vincio, this woman didn’t seem to bat an eye. She stepped forward, smiled, and gave me a bow, and something about her made my inner dragon stir.  
 
    “This is--” Redmon began, but the woman cut him off.  
 
    “Calltris,” she said as she stood from her bow. “Greetings and good fortune, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “Greetings and good fortune to you, Calltris,” I said as I returned the bow.  
 
    “I am to assume this is your daughter, Sir Redmon?” King Rodion asked the old man as he approached us.  
 
    “She is my eldest,” Redmon confirmed. “She was born when I was, well… Let’s just say it was many, many years ago.”  
 
    “Wow!” Trina whispered, though my enhanced hearing picked up her comments. “Talk about a hot mother.”  
 
    “I know,” Marina said. “I wonder if her mate is okay with her bonding with Evan? I bet he’s super jealous.”  
 
    “Who wouldn’t be?” Trina snickered. “She’s about to become one with the most powerful, sexiest man in all of Rahma.”  
 
    “Thank you for the compliments,” Calltris suddenly said as she turned her head to the dryads and smirked. “Though I am not a mother at all, nor do I have a mate.”  
 
    The three dryads’ eyes widened to the size of saucers as their mouths fell open, and dark crimson blushes crept into their cheeks. Then Trina looked down at the ground and giggled, while Marina and Polina both opened their mouths like they were about to speak but were too dumbfounded to form words.  
 
    “My father taught me magic from a very young age,” Calltris explained at the dryads’ shocked reactions. “One of the very first things I did was to enhance my senses via the Enchantment of Omatrium.”  
 
    “You know the Enchantment of Omatrium?” Alyona gasped. 
 
    “That is not a spell for the faint of heart,” Rodion added as he stroked his chiseled jawline. “How is it possible for a simple sorcerer?”  
 
    “I taught her well,” Redmon said as he puffed out his chest.  
 
    “Still,” Alyona continued. “It is a very powerful spell, especially for such someone at such a young age.”  
 
    “Where’s your staff?” Nike, my best friend and the Noble of the Sword of Light, asked. “Or your necklace? If you’re a sorcerer and are using your powers right now, don’t you need a magical item?”  
 
    “I thought humans couldn’t use magic unless they cultivated it?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “And I thought that took like, hundreds of years to get up to full power?”  
 
    “She may not look like it,” Redmon began. “But Calltris is partly Demi-Human. Her mother was half-tiger.”  
 
    “I did not inherit my mother’s ears or stripes,” Calltris mused. “Though I did inherit her penchant for magic.”  
 
    “Demi-Humans naturally have magic inside of them,” Rodion explained. “Though if they do not come from a mage bloodline, they require a bit of a boost from magical items.”  
 
    “Okay, then,” I continued. “Where’s your magical item that channels your powers?”  
 
    “Shall I show them, Father?” Calltris asked as she looked back at her dad with a half-smirk.  
 
    “Just… Please don’t be so casual about it,” Redmon sighed.  
 
    Calltris just scoffed and rolled her eyes before she gently undid the top button of her robe, and the blood rushed to my nether regions as I watched the woman’s mocha skin come to the surface, including a thick line of cleavage where her breasts pressed together.  
 
    However, there was something else revealed when Calltris pulled open the top of her robe, something that made my inner dragon purr with excitement.  
 
    Jewels.  
 
    The woman from Kieso had ten quarter-sized diamonds embedded into her skin, right along her collarbone. This must have been what piqued my draconic senses earlier.  
 
    “Ingenious,” Rodion chuckled to himself.  
 
    “What are they?” I asked, and I couldn’t tear my eyes off the gems.  
 
    “Other than permanent jewelry?” Marina added.  
 
    “Remember how Lord Evan and my father used enchanted items to take magic with them to boost their power?” Alyona asked the dryads.  
 
    A sexy sorceress with literal diamonds in her skin, who didn’t have a mate? The dragon inside of me knew I needed to make her mine, but that had to wait for now.  
 
    We needed to complete the ceremony first.  
 
    Finally, there was the bird Demi-Human known as Solon. He was a good friend of Redmon, as well as the Noble of the Sword of Time, and he’d come to us all the way from Ogrines. When he first got here, Solon claimed to have no female living relatives, and thus was skeptical we would be able to do this bonding ceremony.  
 
    However, my friends and I had quickly disproved that notion.  
 
    Alyona, Nike, and I had spent hour after hour down in the archives as we leafed through Solon’s family tree until, finally, we found out his second cousin, twice removed, was a woman by the name of Smarri.  
 
    On the surface, Smarri appeared to be about the same age as me, though I knew from experience that in Rahma looks could be deceiving. She was a raven Demi-Human, as well, with shiny black hair that cascaded down to her shoulders and was filled with several dark feathers. Her nose had the same large, angled appearance as most of the bird Demi-Humans I’d met before, though she pulled it off beautifully. She had a whole “Cate Blanchett” sort of thing going on, and I was all for it. A pair of feathered wings folded between her arms and the sides of her body, which itself was covered with a simple cream-colored robe that ran all the way down to her talons.  
 
    “The trip from Ogrines was kind to you, I presume?” Rodion asked the raven-woman.  
 
    “Hmm?” Smarri’s yellow eyes glanced up from the ground as she bit her lip nervously. “Oh, yeah, I suppose. It took me a while to fly through the desert.”  
 
    “That’s why I sent the wagons, dear cousin,” Solon reminded his relative. “So that you didn’t have to fly.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Smarri noted in a voice as soft as a whisper. “I like to spread my wings every now and then.”  
 
    “I just appreciate you making the voyage to Hatra,” I said to the Demi-Human. “I’m sure it was confusing to get my message out of the blue like that.”  
 
    “Nothing to be confused about,” Smarri said as a blush crept up her alabaster skin, and she refused to look me in the eyes. “A little silver dragon ran up to me while I was bathing and told me I was being summoned by Lord Evan of Hatra, and that it was an urgent matter. Of course, I was going to come. I would do anything to protect my homeland.”  
 
    “How have we not met before?” Solon chuckled. “You sound like a proud Ogrinean!”  
 
    “Lord Evan.” Castor cleared his throat as he stepped forward. “King Rodion… Princess Alyona… I do not wish to rush things along, but as I said before--”  
 
    “You don’t want to stay around here any longer than you have to,” Nike said with a roll of his silver eyes.  
 
    “Okay.” I nodded as I looked to Rodion. “Shall we? Who wants to go first?”  
 
    “I will go first, Lord Evan,” Calltris proclaimed as she stepped forward and stuck out her chest proudly. “I do not fear a simple cut.”  
 
    “It’s not the cut you have to fear,” Alyona warned. “It’s getting the blessing of the gods that is the dangerous part. But we have never had any problems with this before, so I am not worried.”  
 
    “At this point, Aeron probably thinks of me as a regular customer,” I snickered. “I’m sure he will bless this bond, just as he has done others we have performed.”  
 
    With that, I took Calltris’ hand, and the two of us plus Rodion approached the podium. Then Castor knelt down, placed the bowl between the bejeweled sorceress and I, and stepped over beside Nike.  
 
    Rodion knelt down and used the Blade of Wystonia to cut apart the remaining ingredients for the spell, which he placed one by one in the metal bowl. Then the king picked up the bowl with a tired sigh, and he held it up before my face.  
 
    “You know what to do, my son,” he said. “Fire of the dragon.”  
 
    I sucked in my breath as I felt a slow, burning heat start to radiate from the back of my throat, and then I opened my mouth and spat out a tiny blast of flames into the ceremonial bowl. The flames lit up the materials in the bowl and began to crackle as a small column of flames roared up toward the sky.  
 
    Next, Rodion handed the Blade of Wystonia to me and gave me a solemn nod.  
 
    “Alright,” I said as I turned to Calltris. “Cut my hand.”  
 
    “Are you sure that’s okay?” the silver-haired beauty asked.  
 
    “It won’t hurt,” I promised. “I can heal myself instantly, and I will heal you up the second you’re done, too.”  
 
    Calltris’ brown eyes narrowed as she took the blade from my hand. Then she slowly lowered the sharp edge down to my open palm, took one deep breath, and dragged it across. The knife sliced open my skin with no effort, which caused dark crimson blood to pool upon my flesh.  
 
    I quickly held my hand over the bowl, squeezed it into a fist, and watched as my blood fell down into the bowl with a sizzle. Then, just as soon as the cut had been made, I felt my skin stitch itself back together, and when I flipped my palm back over, it looked good as new.  
 
    “Gods,” Calltris gasped.  
 
    “Pretty neat, right?” I teased as I took the blade. “Are you ready?”  
 
    “Just do it,” the woman said as she held out her palm. “The more I think about it, the worse it’s going to be.”  
 
    I quickly dragged the blade over Calltris’ flesh, and she let out a slight wince as it cut open her skin. The second I pulled the blade away, Calltris raised her hand over the fire and repeated my action, which caused the flames to dance back and forth like a charmed snake.  
 
    Then I took Calltris’ wounded hand with my own, flipped it over, and gently blew out a bit of healing glitter down onto her cut. The woman’s eyes practically bulged out of her head as she watched the blood begin to coagulate, and her skin started to pull itself back together.  
 
    “See?” I said when her wound was healed. “Good as new.”  
 
    “Great Gods of the land and sky,” Rodion began as he looked up and raised his palms. “We present the dragon and the woman for your eternal blessing, as they bond their magical souls.”  
 
    Like clockwork, the sky turned into a hazy dark blue, and thunder rolled into the valley with a loud crash.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I promised my new friends. “This is supposed to happen.”  
 
    Then a figure floated down through the cerulean beams of light, though I could tell right off the bat it wasn’t Aeron. The figure had a much wider frame, with what appeared to be a round belly. This new god held a horn cup in his right hand and a small bunch of grapes in the other, and he simply wore a dark brown tunic that was all one piece. The god’s skin was light green, but his round, rosy cheeks reminded me of Santa Claus.  
 
    “Maltres,” Rodion said and bowed his head respectfully. “The God of Bountiful Harvests.”  
 
    “Indeed, my children!” the god declared, and he landed on the ground as the blue beam ceased. “I come to bestow my blessings upon thee.”  
 
    “Did Aeron not want to see me?” I chuckled.  
 
    “He sent me in his stead, dear boy,” Maltres declared with a booming laugh. “Aeron is busy at the moment, though he has told us all we should approve any bond of Redimi Vincio you wish to make.”  
 
    “Busy?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “Busy how?”  
 
    “Lord Evan,” King Rodion sighed. “It is not our business to question the gods.”  
 
    “He’s fine, Rodion,” Maltres said with a raised hand. “Aeron told us Lord Evan was the one who helped him capture the beast, so he has a right to know.”  
 
    “This is about the shadow spider?” Nike asked.  
 
    I didn’t even want to think about that horrific thing. When we’d been here, in this very valley doing a bonding ceremony, we were attacked by a horde of shadowy spider creatures of unknown origin. At Aeron’s behest, I had captured one of the monsters alive, and the god took it back with him to study. 
 
    “Yes, Aeron has been studying it for weeks now,” the God of Bountiful Harvests noted. “Many of my brothers and sisters have been.”  
 
    “What have you found?” Alyona asked in a tone that sounded like an innocent, curious kindergartener.  
 
    My wife’s amethyst eyes lit up as she asked the question, and I knew she was thinking about all the different possibilities of texts she could study based on what Maltres answered. The Princess of Rahma was what we’d call a “bookworm” back on Earth, and she was always looking for an opportunity to spend hours down in the archives thumbing through dusty old books and scrolls in the hopes of acquiring new knowledge.  
 
    It was adorable.  
 
    “I cannot tell you,” Maltres said as he waggled a fat finger at Alyona. “Mostly because we do not know much about the creature ourselves.”  
 
    “Aeron said he had his suspicions about where it came from,” I said to the god. “Can’t you at least tell us what those suspicions are?”  
 
    “I would if I could.” Maltres shook his head. “I cannot speak for my allies, nor do I know enough about the Demon King to elaborate. I’m sorry, but my only duty here is to bless this ceremony and then return to my realm.”  
 
    “So, you approve of this bond, then?” Rodion asked.  
 
    “Yes, I hereby give my blessing and that of my allies to this Redimi Vincio ceremony,” Maltres said with a slight, awkward bow. “May you use this power for the goodness of our sacred creatures and the home you share.”  
 
    Right as the words left Maltres’ mouth, a bolt of lightning crackled through the air and came down right into the ceremonial bowl. The bowl shattered into a million pieces as the god let out a hearty laugh, and then the blue beam came down once more from the heavens. 
 
    I felt power swell deep within my Spiritual Sea as my soul merged with the bloodline of the Sword of Wisdom, and then I closed my eyes as I was transported to my Spiritual Sea, where the waves crashed along the pure white sand of the beach in the abyss of pure serenity.  
 
    Miraya stood there, and the Spirit of the Sword of Healing smiled at me as the moonlight radiated off her alabaster skin and her long, white hair. Her body was covered by a completely transparent robe that hung open to reveal her perfect, wide hips, and her silky-smooth breasts, and I felt a wave of excitement flow into my loins along with the new power I was experiencing.  
 
    “Do you feel any wiser?” Miraya teased.  
 
    “It’s strange…” I trailed off as I tried to describe the feeling. “I don’t know any more knowledge off the top of my head, though I feel like I’m… Older? I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”  
 
    “With age comes wisdom, Evan,” Miraya giggled as she walked up and pressed her body against mine. “You probably feel older because you have absorbed some of the wisdom of my sister Ayden.”  
 
    I had Miraya’s half-naked body pressed up against mine, and the dragon inside me wanted nothing more than to throw her down onto the beach and ravish her right here and now.  
 
    However, something inside my mind reminded me that, back in reality, I was standing there in front of a living god and a bunch of my friends, and there would be plenty of time for lovemaking later.  
 
    That must have been the whole “wisdom” thing talking.  
 
    My eyes shot open, and I saw Maltres’ round face as he leaned in and inspected me curiously.  
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled. “I was just taking it all in.”  
 
    “I was afraid I’d accidentally killed you,” Maltres admitted. “I’ve never done one of these blessings before. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to head back--”  
 
    “Wait!” Alyona said as the blue light began to descend once more. “We still have two more ceremonies to do.”  
 
    “More ceremonies?” the God of Bountiful Harvests asked as he folded his hands over his belly. “No one told me it would be multiple ceremonies.”  
 
    “Only two more,” I promised. “We can make them quick.”  
 
    “As you wish,” Maltres sighed. “I shall remain here until you have finished.”  
 
    Thankfully, Castor had prepared and brought two more ceremonial bowls to replace the one that had shattered. He hastily set up the ceremony and set out the ingredients once more, and then he stepped away as his king began to prepare them.  
 
    “Are you ready, sweet morning star?” Amin asked Biarma, and the girl nodded and pursed her lips.  
 
    Then Biarma walked up next to me with fear in her eyes, but she continued to try and put on a brave face for her father. I blew fire into the bowl, Rodion said the magic words, and the girl had no qualms in cutting open my hand.  
 
    When it was her turn, though, Biarma seemed to tense up.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I told the teen. “It will only hurt for a split second, and then I’ll heal it right up. You saw how it worked for Calltris, right?” 
 
    “It’s alright, dear,” Calltris said as she held up the hand that had been cut and turned it back and forth for the girl to see. “You can’t even tell there was a wound there.”  
 
    “And the cut isn’t deep,” I promised Biarma. “It’s just going to feel like your palm is getting hot, and then you’ll feel some slight twinges of pain as your blood starts to come out. After that, it’ll be over.”  
 
    “Okay.” Biarma frowned and held out her hand. “Do it.”  
 
    Still, the girl began to tremble as I pressed the blade to her palm, and I wanted to get this over with as soon as possible so she didn’t have to be afraid any more.  
 
    “On three,” I said as I pushed the blade slightly into her flesh. “One, two…”  
 
    Before I got to three, I dragged the knife across Biarma’s hand and sliced open her palm. She let out a gasp of surprise as her eyes widened, but then she instantly held her bleeding hand over the bowl and let her blood drain down into the fire.  
 
    She didn’t even get to pull her hand back before I released a spray of healing glitter, and by the time Biarma flipped her palm over to inspect it, it was as good as new.  
 
    “That-- that wasn’t so bad after all,” Biarma said with a sigh of relief.  
 
    “I’m proud of you, my child.” Amin smiled from ear to ear.  
 
    Maltres blessed the ceremony again, and the second bowl was destroyed by a bolt of lightning.  
 
    The power of the Sword of Truth swelled through my Spiritual Sea, and I found myself on the desolate beach once more.  
 
    “Welcome back, Evan,” Miraya giggled.  
 
    “So, what happens with the Sword of Truth?” I asked the gorgeous spirit. “Does my nose grow any time I tell a lie?”  
 
    “That would be very counterproductive.” The white-haired spirit frowned, since she obviously didn’t get my Pinocchio reference. “You already have the ability to pull the truth from your enemies, so I believe the power given to you by Viera will simply amplify that.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how that power could be any more amplified than what it already was, but I was curious to find out.  
 
    “I’ll be back,” I said with a wink. “Don’t go skinny dipping without me.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Miraya chuckled.  
 
    Then my eyes popped open, and this time Castor had already reset the ceremony.  
 
    “Did it work?” Amin asked as he studied me hopefully. “Do you have the powers of my sword, Lord Evan?”  
 
    “Miraya-- Er, the spirit in the Sword of Healing, seems to think I do.” I nodded. “Though I’m still going to have to test it out at some point.”  
 
    “Then it is time for the final blessing,” Rodion noted. “Smarri?”  
 
    The shy raven Demi-Human hesitated for a moment before she blew out a long breath and stepped up to the podium. Then Smarri, Rodion, Maltres, and I completed the ceremony without a hitch, and I returned to the desolate beach of my Spiritual Sea as more power than I’d ever felt before pulsed through my body.  
 
    This time, the waters of my Spiritual Sea weren’t as calm and as relaxing as they normally were. Instead, large waves nearly ten feet tall sloshed across the surface of the water and then crashed onto the shore with the fury of a miniature tsunami. 
 
    “Evan!” Miraya called out as she ran over and threw her arms around me.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as I embraced the tender spirit. “Why is the water so choppy?”  
 
    “I-I believe this is what Alyona and Rodion were afraid of,” the spirit of the Sword of Healing stammered. “You have now bonded with eleven of the twelve Noble Swords, and the power level of your Spiritual Sea is becoming unstable.”  
 
    “So… This is a problem?” I gulped.  
 
    “It is not a problem right now,” Miraya explained. “This is just the early stages. The real problem will come when you bond with the final sword.”  
 
    As if on cue, the winds around us began to die down, though the waters of my spiritual sea were still choppy and foamy. 
 
    Fuck. I was going to have to see if Alyona or Naomi had any ideas about how to calm this storm down.  
 
    “So you’re okay if I go back to the physical world?” I asked. 
 
    “I will be fine.” The woman nodded. “The waters are just a bit turbulent at the moment, but as long as we don’t try to swim or boat across them, they will do us no harm. In the meantime, enjoy the power of my sister, Dara.”  
 
    “Which would be what?” I raised my eyebrows at Miraya.  
 
    “Just as the Noble who wields it,” the spirit began. “You can now pause time around you.”  
 
    “So I can freeze my enemies in place?”  
 
    “Not quite. When Dara sends out a time barrier, anything within its parameters does not experience time in a linear fashion. Living things do not grow older, nor does the day turn to night or night to day, nor do the seasons change.”  
 
    “Well, that still sounds pretty awesome.” I grinned.  
 
    Then a sudden thought raced through my mind. If I could freeze time around me, did that mean I could use this newfound power to become immortal? If I always stayed inside of the spell, my body would never age, and I would be in my prime for, well, the rest of time.  
 
    If I could somehow transfer that power to the rest of my friends and family, then we could all live together forever after we killed the bastard Demon King, but I’d have to talk to Alyona and see what she knew about all this.  
 
    “Goodbye, my love,” I said as I leaned in and kissed Miraya’s soft lips. “Come visit soon.”  
 
    The next thing I knew, my eyes popped open, and everyone looked at me like I had six legs.  
 
    “Well?” Solon questioned as he scratched the side of his crooked nose.  
 
    “I have the ability to freeze time around me and other objects,” I said as I grinned from ear to ear.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh,” Polina interjected. “Does that mean we can make love for hours and hours now without interruption?”  
 
    I hadn’t even thought of it before, but it was certainly something I wanted to try out now.  
 
    “I bid you ado, Lord Evan,” Maltres said as the beam of blue light descended from the clouds. “Good luck.”  
 
    “Good luck?” I asked. “Good luck on what? Aeron said this was all the gods’ plan.”  
 
    “It is,” the God of Bountiful Harvests said as he stepped into the beam and began to fade away. “But by performing three Redimi Vincio ceremonies in a row, you have unloaded much power into the surrounding valley.”  
 
    “Oh, no…” Alyona gulped as her pale skin turned even whiter. “I didn’t consider that.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” I demanded from my wife as Maltres fully faded away. 
 
    “That power in the valley will act as a beacon to any other creatures around the area,” Rodion explained.  
 
    “And we’re right next to the fucking Breach.” Nike cursed as he drew the Sword of Light from its sheath. “Which means we just rang the dinner bell for who knows what.”  
 
    That was when an earthshaking scream echoed through the air and sent goosebumps down my spine. 
 
    “Dad?” Biarma gasped and clung to her Vikingesque father. “What’s happening?”  
 
    “It’ll be alright, child,” Amin said as he patted his daughter on the head and then drew the Sword of Truth. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”  
 
    “I won’t, either,” I promised with a growl.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” Eskandar the white dragon called down from above. “We have company.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “I-I’ve never seen anything like it before,” he admitted. “All I know is it’s got horns, it’s nearly as big as myself, and it’s flying in this direction very quickly.”  
 
    “A dragon?” I asked with a twinge of hope.  
 
    “No…” King Rodion said through gritted teeth. “A demon.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    A demon. An honest-to-god demon was heading our way, and my friends and I were all basically sitting ducks down here in the valley.  
 
    “Alyona, protect the girl!” I declared as I pointed toward Biarma. “And anyone else who doesn’t want to fight.”  
 
    “I’m always ready to fight,” Calltris huffed as she stepped forward and pulled up her sleeves. “Demon or not, I will not abandon you, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “N-Nor w-will I,” Smarri sputtered somewhat awkwardly, though she had determination in her voice.  
 
    “Protect Castor, as well,” Rodion said to his daughter. “He is invaluable to the crown, even if he cannot fight.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I heard Castor whisper under his breath as he moved over to Princess Alyona.  
 
    “What about you three?” I asked the dryad sisters. “Do you want Alyona to protect you, too.”  
 
    “No way!” Polina scoffed. “We’ll always have your back, Lord Evan!”  
 
    “Pllleaaassseee turn into a big, badass dragon, though,” Trina added as she clasped her hands under her chin and batted her jade-green eyes. “That’s always my favorite part.”  
 
    “Eskandar?” I asked and looked up at my dragon brother. “How far out is the creature?”  
 
    “Too close,” Eskandar retorted.  
 
    “Portal Biarma, Castor, and your father back to Hatra,” I ordered Alyona. “The rest of us will stay here and handle whatever comes over those mountains.”  
 
    “Why don’t we all just portal back?” Solon asked with fear in his voice, and his grip on the Sword of Time left his knuckles a faded white. “Why must we face such a foul beast at all?”  
 
    “Because the White Jade Temple is nearby,” I explained. “And if the demon hangs around long enough to destroy that, then we’re all doomed. Plus, it took a lot of effort to purify this land, and I don’t want it tainted again. You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to.”  
 
    A moment of tense silence passed as Solon’s eyes flicked up to the sky and back to me. 
 
    “No, we are now bonded, Lord Evan,” Solon finally said. “I am with you until the end.”  
 
    “Which hopefully won’t be right now,” Nike snarked and drew the Sword of Light.  
 
    “I will attempt to surprise the monster,” Eskandar declared as he activated his camouflage ability and seemed to disappear into thin air.  
 
    “Be careful, my love.” Alyona bit her bottom lip as her eyes filled with tears.  
 
    “We’ll take care of him,” Polina joked.  
 
    “I’ll send you a messenger dragon after the fight is done,” I promised. “Now go.”  
 
    Alyona hesitated for a second before she bowed her head and began to murmur her spell. Within seconds, there was a blinding flash of pure white magic, and a portal opened to the interior of the Lunar Palace in Hatra.  
 
    “Quickly,” my wife ordered as she gestured to Biarma, Rodion, and Castor. “We must make haste.”  
 
    “Good luck, son,” Rodion said as he walked to the portal. “I wish I could stay and fight, but it would be too much of a strain on my powers.”  
 
    “That’s fine.” I shook my head. “You need to focus on keeping the Breach closed, and nothing more.”  
 
    The four figures disappeared through the portal, and Alyona’s amethyst eyes looked back at me as tears streamed down her face. Then the portal closed, and we were resigned to our fates.  
 
    It was eerily quiet as the ten of us stood there on edge.  
 
    “How are you going to fight, cousin?” Solon whispered to his distant relative. “You have no weapon.”  
 
    “Yes I do,” Smarri mumbled as she spread out her arms to the sides.  
 
    As she did so, the raven Demi-Human’s wings opened up to reveal their edges all had sharp metal tips.  
 
    “How did you--” Solon started.  
 
    “The blacksmith in Ogrines,” she said, but she didn’t elaborate.  
 
    Honestly, I didn’t care where she’d gotten them from or how they were used, because they looked pretty freaking badass.  
 
    Suddenly, fire erupted in the sky above us as Eskandar unleashed his deadly attack toward the approaching creature. There was a bone-chilling shriek as the air was filled with crackling flesh, but then a massive shadow passed overhead like a shooting star. The creature was still on fire as it turned its trajectory downward and toward the valley, and for the first time I was able to see it in all its glory.  
 
    It’s skin was black, though bits of it seemed to glow purple as deadly miasma billowed out of its body and trailed behind it like a crop-dusting plane. The creature was slightly smaller than I was in my dragon form, but that still made it at least ten feet tall. It had long, slender arms and legs that stretched out the length of its entire body, and each appendage flowed into hands with four sickle-like claws at their end. Five horns jutted out of the monster’s head in total, with four curved ones along the sides of its noggin and one thick, straight one at the center of its forehead. The beast had two sets of eyes that were sunken in and glowing bright red, and its mouth opened to reveal a snake-like tongue and three rows of razor-sharp teeth.  
 
    This was definitely a demon, just like the ones I’d seen swimming under the breach. The question was, how the hell had it gotten out? Was Rodion’s seal getting weaker, or was the Demon King finally just getting powerful enough to overtake Alyona’s father?  
 
    Either way, this thing was here, and we needed to kill it.  
 
    “Dryads!” I commanded the three sisters. “See if you can bind that thing. Calltris? What kind of magic do you know?” 
 
    She might have been of the Sword of Wisdom’s bloodline, but she was not the current wielder, so I was curious to see what she had up her sleeves since she appeared so confident.  
 
    “Watch and see,” the silver-haired beauty growled, and then she began to make motions with her hands.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt the wind around us change direction as if a switch had been flipped. I heard the rustling of leaves and plants as it began to blow more violently, and I instantly realized what Calltris was doing.  
 
    Wind magic. The woman could use wind magic.  
 
    Then Calltris let out a battle cry as she moved both hands to the left, and the wind followed suit.  
 
    The demon above us was abruptly jerked to the side, and he let out a shriek as he slammed into a nearby cliff and sent debris tumbling downward.  
 
    “Now’s our chance, sisters!” Marina called out, and all three of the dryads placed their hands on the ground and called upon their nature magic.  
 
    At the same time, I summoned up my stone magic and aimed it at the cliffs next to the demon. Instantly, large, rocky tendrils sprouted from the cliffside and ensnared the demon in their grasp, and the stems of several large plants also began to elongate as they stretched up to the demon and then wrapped around him in a tight, living vise. 
 
    The demon roared as miasma began to pour out of him like a smokestack, and the plants instantly started to wither away and die. My rocky tendrils, though, remained around his body.  
 
    “Well, damn,” Polina hissed.  
 
    “Evan still has him!” Trina said.  
 
    “Come on, Smarri,” I commanded the raven Demi-Human. “We’re the only ones that can fly up there and take him out where he stands.”  
 
    “What exactly are we supposed to do, Lord Evan?” Amin gulped.  
 
    “Pray we kill that thing before it gets down here,” I said in a dark tone. “And if not, start pulling out every trick those Noble Swords of yours have.”  
 
    I quickly ran over to an open spot away from the podium and then transformed into my dragon form. As I took to the sky, Eskandar let out another blast of fire straight onto the demon’s body, and the creature was engulfed in the fiery deadliness. It shrieked as the flames overtook its figure, but my brother’s attack didn’t seem to be enough.  
 
    I sucked in a hot breath as I approached the demon, and then I used my precision aiming skill to take aim at the spot where his heart should be. By the time I finally blasted the bastard, I was only about twenty feet away, and his body erupted in flames. Smarri and I both did a flyby and shot up into the sky where we could join Eskandar, and then we looked down at the burning demon.  
 
    As I stared at my enemy, words flashed across my vision. 
 
    Classification: Demon  
 
    Condition: Minor Burns 
 
    Priority: None 
 
    Danger: None 
 
    Status: Healing 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I growled to my friends. “The fire’s not doing anything.”  
 
    “What is this thing?” Eskandar pondered aloud. “The demons we fought thousands of years ago easily succumbed to the flames.”  
 
    “Not this guy, apparently,” I groaned. “We’re gonna have to try something different.”  
 
    Perhaps you could petrify him? Miraya’s voice echoed in my head. Then Smarri could cut his throat with her wings?  
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me,” I muttered.  
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Smarri asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I said. “Just follow me, and be ready to drag your wings across that bastard’s neck. Eskandar, you watch our backs.”  
 
    Smarri and I both swooped downward until we were dangerously close to the demon. He took a swipe at me with one of his free claws, but I was quick enough to roll out of the way and avoid the blow altogether. When I came up from the dodge, I summoned my petrification magic, and a plume of yellow-green smoke billowed out of my mouth into the demon’s face. It was inhaled by the screaming monster in an instant, and his red eyes faded for a second before his body went rigid.  
 
    Then Smarri unleashed a squawking battle cry as she banked around and flew right toward the creature’s neck. Her razor-sharp wings hit the demon’s throat, and she began to drag them across with a horrific scraping noise that reminded me of nails on a chalkboard.  
 
    However, when the raven Demi-Human was finished with her assault, there wasn’t a single drop of blood.  
 
    The hell?  
 
    Classification: Demon  
 
    Condition: Petrified, Minor Skin Abrasions 
 
    Priority: None 
 
    Danger: None 
 
    Status: Healing 
 
    I channeled my inner Jim Carrey with a loud “oh, come on!” before I tried to think of my next move. This monster seemed to have impenetrable skin, but there had to be some way to crack it open.  
 
    I didn’t have long to think it over, though, because the demon’s eyes suddenly flashed with light, and he began to growl.  
 
    “Shit, get back!” I yelled.  
 
    Giant bits of rock and debris sprayed into the air as the demon returned to life and pulled away from the tendrils that bound him. Then the monster shrieked as it launched itself forward under the power of its wings, opened its jaws, and headed right for Smarri.  
 
    The thought of this asshole mangling the beautiful bird-woman set off my inner dragon, and a puff of angry smoke blew out of my nose as I snarled at the bastard. Smarri may not have been my woman yet, but we were bonded as bloodline nobles, and a dragon would never let any harm come to his bondmates.  
 
    I activated my speed ability and zoomed across the valley at a breakneck speed. Then my body slammed into the demon and intercepted him before he could get to Smarri, and we both tumbled across the sky in a flying heap.  
 
    Waves of pain shot through my body as the demon tore at me with his claws and his teeth, but my automatic healing ability was able to seal up any wounds before they could become fatal.  
 
    I sliced my talons across the demon’s chest, face, and neck as hard as I could, and then I blasted him at point-blank range with a shot of fire before I shoved off him and backflipped away.  
 
    Classification: Demon  
 
    Condition: Minor Burns and Skin Abrasions  
 
    Priority: None 
 
    Danger: None 
 
    Status: Healing 
 
    “Miraya?” I asked the Spirit of the Sword of Hatra. “Any other ideas?”  
 
    “Watch out, Lord Evan!” Calltris warned at the top of her lungs.  
 
    I looked down to see that the sorceress had caught a bunch of the falling rocks in a small wind funnel, and she swirled them around as her eyes locked in on the demon. I instantly banked to the right as Eskandar blasted down another shot of flames that harmlessly bounced off our opponent, but the attack did its job.  
 
    The demon was distracted and had no clue what Calltris was about to do.  
 
    The sorceress let out a yell of determination as she flicked her hands upward, and the wind funnel shot up with them. The wind caught the demon, and all he could do was helplessly shriek as he was caught in an updraft and pummeled by hundreds of blunt stones.  
 
    “Let’s add to the effort, shall we?” Eskandar suggested with a growl as smoke escaped his maw. 
 
    The white dragon and I both unleashed our flames into the wind funnel, which launched the fire upward around the demon’s body.  
 
    The demon snarled and hissed as he was tossed into the air about one hundred feet above us, but then he simply shook off the attacks as if they were nothing.  
 
    “Seriously?” I grumbled. “What’s it going to take to kill this guy?”  
 
    He is from the Breach, correct? Miraya asked. A creature brought into this world by dark magic?  
 
    “That lines up with all the evidence I’m finding, yes,” I said semi-sarcastically before I darted out of the way of the demon’s claws.  
 
    If he is a creature of pure darkness, the Spirit of the Sword of Hatra said. Then perhaps he needs to be purified?  
 
    “Alyona’s not here right now,” I said as I blasted another breath of fire at the demon, who just shook it off. “Should I send her a message?”  
 
    Not necessarily, Miraya continued. You would just need to attack the demon with a force of sheer purified magic. 
 
    Suddenly, it all hit me.  
 
    “Like you!” I gasped.  
 
    Me? Miraya asked.  
 
    The demon came at me again, but this time I was more than ready. When he was right up on me, I swooped to the right, grabbed his arm with my talons, and then used his momentum to hurl him across the ravine. Eskandar hit him with another wave of fire as he passed, but at this point, we both knew it would do nothing.  
 
    “What shall we do, Lord Evan?” a frantic-sounding Smarri asked as she flew over beside me. “None of our attacks are doing any damage to this beast.”  
 
    “I have an idea,” I told the raven Demi-Human. “It’s a crazy one, but it just might work. Fly down to the others and tell them to be ready. Tell the dryads to prepare bonds for the creature, and tell the other Nobles to prepare to attack.”  
 
    “But it seems to be--”  
 
    “Just do it,” I interjected. “We don’t have much time, Smarri.”  
 
    The raven-haired woman gave me a somber nod, and then she flew down toward my allies below.  
 
    Which just left the demon, Eskandar, and I in the skies.  
 
    Not for long, though.  
 
    I used my super speed ability to zoom over behind the demon, and I quickly flew up above him. Then I commanded my body to turn back into its human form.  
 
    What are you doing, Evan? Miraya yelped as gravity suddenly took over my body, and I began to plummet down toward the monster.  
 
    Without another word, I reached into my spiritual storage and drew the Sword of Hatra, and then I took aim at the demon’s back. I landed right on top of the dark creature with a hearty thud, and the second my foot hit his flesh, I stabbed my sword down into him.  
 
    The demon let out a wail of pain as my sword pierced his flesh, though the blade only seemed to go a few inches in. Still, it seemed to work, so I checked his status to make sure.  
 
    Classification: Demon  
 
    Condition: Minor Puncture Wound  
 
    Priority: None 
 
    Danger: Minor  
 
    Status: Injured  
 
    “Ha!” I cried out triumphantly. “The Noble Sword hurts this asshole! Miraya, do the rest of your Sisters have the same pure energy as you?”  
 
    They should, the spirit answered. We were all created by the same gods.  
 
    The Noble Swords were the key. The only problem was that the demon was all the way up here, and the other four Noble Swords were down on the ground. 
 
    I needed to change that.  
 
    Without missing a beat, I called forth my webbing ability and sprayed a bit onto the base of the demon’s right wing. I knew I needed a bit more heft to my body if I wanted this plan to work, so I quickly pulled the Sword of Healing out from the demon and tossed it into my spatial storage.  
 
    Then I found myself going for a bit of a ride.  
 
    The demon shrieked as he jerked his body to the right, and I was tossed from him like a rag doll. Too bad that was all part of my plan.  
 
    I held onto the long strand of webbing that was attached to his wing, and I shifted my body back into its dragon form. Then I proceeded to fly around the demon in a circular motion, all while I continued to extend the webbing from my hand. The thick strand of web wrapped itself around the base of the demon’s wings and then promptly pulled them together as one. Once the wrap was good and tight, I detached my webbing, and then I hovered there with a smug grin as I watched the demon plummet downward, completely helpless.  
 
    With his ability to fly now hindered, all the demon could do was shriek in horror right before he slammed into the ground below with an earthy thud. The second he was on the ground, the dryad sisters sent a pulse of their nature magic into the ground, and several of the plants around him grew up into tendrils and then began to wrap themselves around his body.  
 
    The demon fought back against the bindings with his claws and his teeth, and for a second, it looked like he might be able to slip away from their grasp. 
 
    Thankfully, Redmon and Calltris were already on the case. The two sorcerers worked in unison as they moved their hands downward, and a massive gust of wind howled through the valley as it came crashing down onto the demon. The powerful wind was apparently strong enough to pin the bastard down, because he just seemed to flail helplessly as he tried to fight back against the assault.  
 
    Meanwhile, Nike, Amin, and Solon all had their swords drawn, and then they charged at the beast as they let out thundering battle cries. All three of the nobles began to stab and slice the trapped beast, and dark purple blood splashed onto their boots as they attacked. Several billows of violet miasma erupted from the demon’s wounds, as well, and for the first time, it seemed like we were getting somewhere.  
 
    Still, I wanted to be the one to deliver the finishing blow.  
 
    I flew down to the ground as quickly as I could before I transformed back into a human and drew the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage. The demon’s head rolled over to look at me, and I caught a hint of fear in his eyes when he saw me marching toward him with the Noble Sword. He began to struggle even harder against the vines and wind that were pinning him to the ground, but it was too late for the bastard.  
 
    I used my speed ability to dash over to the demon’s head and swiftly plunged the tip of my blade straight into his right eye socket. My enemy let out a snarl as blood and purple smoke exited the fresh wound in his head, and then his body began to writhe in agony.  
 
    “Keep at it!” I commanded my friends as they continued to attack the demon.  
 
    I pulled my sword from the creature’s eye with a wet shlock before I took aim at the spot at the center of his forehead, right underneath his center horn. Then, before the demon could make another move, I unleashed a roar and plunged the Sword of Hatra right into his brain, all the way down to the hilt.  
 
    The demon’s red eyes went wide for a second, but then they seemed to lose their glow as his mouth opened and his tongue flopped out of his mouth. The monster’s body suddenly went limp, and miasma poured out from his maw like the smokestack on a steam engine and polluted the air with its stench.  
 
    Classification: Demon  
 
    Condition: Deep puncture wounds, blood loss, severe brain damage  
 
    Priority: Fatal  
 
    Danger: N/A  
 
    Status: Deceased 
 
    Thank fuck. We would definitely need to purify the valley again, but at least the monster was dead.  
 
    “Good call, Evan!” Nike said as he wiped his brow and then sheathed his sword. “How did you know the swords would work against this beast?”  
 
    “Miraya-- That’s the name of my sword’s spirit,” I clarified to the other Nobles. “She said these beasts were made of pure darkness, and that they could only be killed by purifying magic.”  
 
    “The Spirits in our swords.” Amin smiled as he gently patted his weapon.  
 
    “The Spirits in our swords,” I confirmed. “Why do you think the gods want me to be the one to close the Breach, after bonding with all the Noble bloodlines? It didn’t make sense to me before, but now it’s clear as day.”  
 
    “Maybe I’m just dense,” Trina said with a frown. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “The more swords Evan bonds with, the more pure energy he gets,” Polina explained to her sister. “And if pure energy is what it takes to kill a demon, and demons come from the Breach…”  
 
    “Oh!” Trina slapped her hand on her forehead. “Duh. The sheer power of Evan’s pure energy will be key in closing it for good! That makes so much more sense now.”  
 
    “It’s not going to do us any good if we don’t clear the miasma from this valley,” Eskandar noted as he landed, and then the white dragon turned back into his human form.  
 
    “On it,” I said before I held my open palm up to my head and summoned a messenger dragon. “Go tell Princess Alyona the coast is clear, and that they can come back to join us.”  
 
    The little dragon tilted its head as it listened to my command, and then it let out a small squeak as it disappeared into itself.  
 
    I let out a long, winded sigh as I placed the Sword of Hatra back into my spatial storage and looked out at the scene before me. We may have been able to kill this demon, but this was just one of many.  
 
    At least we knew how to kill them now.  
 
    Now, the only question was how it had gotten through the Breach in the first place, and how we were going to stop any more of these evil creatures from entering our world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “This is quite the mess, Lord Evan,” Nike said as he prodded the dead demon with his leather boot. “Do you think your magic will be enough to clean it all up?”  
 
    “Are you doubting your future king, Nikolas?” Trina teased, and Nike just rolled his eyes.  
 
    “It’s a legitimate question,” Redmon admitted with a deep frown. “I’m not even sure my daughter and I together would be able to purify a creature of this nature, made of pure darkness and miasma. It seems peculiar that a single man would be able to handle this situation.”  
 
    “Ye have little faith.” I just smiled at the old man. “I’m going to purify this entire valley.”  
 
    “The entire valley?” Calltris asked with a curious gasp. “As in, all of this around us right now?”  
 
    “I’ve done it before,” I explained as I winked at her. “I can do it again.”  
 
    “Let’s see it then, brother,” Nike prodded me on. “I wasn’t here the first time you did this.”  
 
    “I was lucky enough to bear witness,” Eskandar chuckled. “It was pretty spectacular.”  
 
    “This creature was very scary,” Smarri said, and I didn’t miss how she inched away from its corpse. “Are you sure there aren’t any more of them?”  
 
    “I didn’t see any more when I was patrolling,” my dragon brother explained. “Nor when I was up above trying to burn it with fire.”  
 
    “Hold on,” Polina interjected as she rubbed her jade-colored chin. “If fire doesn’t burn this creature, what can we do with the body?”  
 
    “Didn’t you hear Lord Evan?” Marina scoffed, and she gave her sister a playful smack on the back of her head. “He will wipe it out with his magic.”  
 
    “I’m not deaf,” Polina huffed and crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Or an idiot. Purifying creatures just releases them from their miasma poisoning. It doesn’t get rid of the body.”  
 
    “How do you know?” Trina stepped into the fray. “We’ve never killed one of these demons before.” 
 
    “Because that’s not how magic works!” Polina argued.  
 
    “We don’t know how Lord Evan’s magic works.” Marina just shrugged. “He could be using a magical spell to make his cock even more satisfying.”  
 
    “No way,” Trina added. “That’s all Lord Evan, pure and simple.”  
 
    Though I was amused by the quibbles of the Dryads, Polina brought up a good point. We now had a large, demonic corpse laying before us, and we couldn’t just leave it there to rot. Hell, we didn’t even know if these creatures did rot, considering it took our Noble Swords to actually do any damage to its flesh. We also couldn’t burn it, and cutting it up into little pieces seemed like way too much effort for what it was worth.  
 
    “I guess we’re about to find out what happens to it,” I chuckled as I placed the tip of my sword against the ground. “Miraya? Are you ready for this?”  
 
    Just give me the word, Evan, Miraya’s voice whispered in my head. Remember, focus on your surroundings.  
 
    I’d had quite a power boost since the last time I purified this area, so I wondered how much effort I’d actually have to put into this endeavor. Still, it was good to know one of my women had my back at all times, even if she was a soul-bonded spirit that lived inside of a sword.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to take everything in, but at first, all I could hear was the pounding of my heart and the pulsing of adrenaline through my veins, which was still front a center after the epic battle with the demon. I tried to push that sound down as I took a few long, deep breaths and relaxed my body, and within seconds, my mind’s focus was redirected to the gentle swaying of the plants in the wind and the sounds of cawing birds off in the distance. A gentle, calming breeze brushed against my cheeks, and the soles of my boots could just about feel the soft earth underneath me.  
 
    “Open it up,” I commanded Miraya, though it was also a rhetorical comment for myself.  
 
    A surge of power flowed through my entire body as I opened up my eyes, and I watched a massive spray of rainbow glitter shoot out from both my chest and my sword. The shiny mist floated around my friends and I for a second before it wafted up into the sky and began to spread out across the entire valley.  
 
    Then I watched with amusement as the thick cloud of miasma above wilted and began to evaporate like snow in a sauna, and the colors of the valley started to return to their original hues. The sun shone down on us once again, and every fiber of my being sensed the darkness leaving the valley.  
 
    The healing glitter landed on top of the slain demon in a thin coating, and it simply sat there for a moment as if it was actually trying to figure out what to do with the beast. Finally, a sizzle filled the air around us, and my healing powers seemed to be eating away at the demon’s flesh like acid.  
 
    Within seconds, the fallen beast was completely gone, and the valley looked as good as new. 
 
    “Ha!” Marina pointed at Polina. “Told you!” 
 
    “I-I don’t even have words,” Calltris sputtered, and her brown eyes went wide as her purple-painted lips formed an awed ‘O’ shape. “How is this possible?”  
 
    “Lord Evan is the Black Dragon,” Nike explained with a smirk. “With him, anything is possible.”  
 
    “I will admit, Lord Evan,” Solon said with a slight bow of his head. “I had my doubts about this journey before, but you have since put them all to rest. Please forgive me for doubting you, my lord.”  
 
    “All is forgiven,” I said to the raven Demi-Human. “Sometimes, you really do have to see something to believe it.”  
 
    With the valley cleansed and the demon dealt with, my allies and I took a seat as we waited for Alyona to bring everyone back to the valley, and during that time, we all got to know each other a little bit better.  
 
    Amin told us a couple of the stories of Skaa, and how he only inherited the leadership of the city because Viera, the Spirit of the Sword of Truth, refused to let him lie to the former Warlord. Apparently, Amin didn’t like the way the last Warlord ran things, and as a result, they fought to the death for the position of City Commander.  
 
    As crazy as that story was, though, it didn’t compare at all to Redmon’s tales of the shit he’d seen over the years. Meanwhile, Solon and Smarri talked to each other about small, superficial topics since they didn’t really know each other at all, and I could see both of their feathers fluttering during awkward silences.  
 
    Finally, a circle of bright white light appeared before us, and through it stepped Alyona, Rodion, Castor, and Biarma.  
 
    “Dad!” The teen ran over to her father with eyes full of tears.  
 
    “Praise the gods, you are safe,” Amin blubbered as he embraced his daughter, and then he looked up at me. “And praise the gods for Lord Evan killing this foul beast and letting me see you again.”  
 
    “Th-thank you, Lord Evan,” Biarma said as she turned to me and smiled. “You saved my father.”  
 
    “He got in a few good blows on the demon, too,” I said with a wink. “Your old man’s no slouch.”  
 
    “I cannot believe there was a demon here, in our world,” Rodion said with clenched fists. “My powers have not subsided in the slightest, so the seal should still be fully in place. At least, I do not believe they have waned.”  
 
    “They haven’t, father,” Alyona reassured her dad. “With all of the magic artifacts in your possession, you are stronger than you ever have been before.”  
 
    “Then how did that abomination get through?” The king rubbed his temples and let out a frustrated sigh. “Eskandar? Did you see where it came from? Did it actually come through the Breach, or was there a possibility that it could have already been in our world?”  
 
    “It came from the Breach, King Rodion.” Eskandar frowned.  
 
    “And it definitely looks like the demons I always see trying to break through from the other side,” I said.  
 
    “This is a very troubling development,” Rodion continued before he straightened to his full height. “I will round up a few of my most trustworthy soldiers and head to the Breach for further inspection.”  
 
    “Please be careful, Father,” Alyona said, and her amethyst eyes glittered with worry. “You don’t need to strain yourself any further.”  
 
    “If anything, I need to strain myself further!” the king declared. “One of the Demon King’s minions was able to enter our world, daughter. That is my fault.”  
 
    Suddenly, a dire thought flitted through my brain.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s on you, Rodion.” I shook my head. “I don’t think you’re weaking… I think the Demon King is just getting stronger. Stronger than you.”  
 
    The little bit of color the king had in his pale skin seemed to drain away, and his eyes widened in horror.  
 
    “I-Impossible,” he said. “I have been the Sun of Rahma for--.”  
 
    “And he’s surely the most powerful creature in whatever realm or dimension he lives in,” I cut in gently. “If he’s somehow getting stronger…”  
 
    “That spells certain doom for our world,” Redmon gulped, and he clenched the hilt of the Sword of Wisdom dangling at his belt.  
 
    “We need to get back to Hatra,” I said with a growl. “We need to find the Sword of Shadows as soon as possible if we want to stand any chance at closing the Breach for good.”  
 
    “I will inspect the Breach for clues and send out scouts to find any other magical items that could help boost my power,” Rodion said, but the determination in his voice faltered as doubt flickered through his eyes. “Though I am starting to fear it won’t be enough.”  
 
    “Just hang in there a bit longer,” I promised my father-in-law. “We only have one more Noble Sword to find, and then we can finally put an end to all this madness.”  
 
    “I hope so. May the gods be with you, Lord Evan.”  
 
    My allies and I gave the king a respectful bow, and then Alyona muttered a few words under her breath. A bright portal opened up in front of us, so we said our goodbyes before we stepped through and found ourselves in the bustling streets of Hatra. 
 
    “My goodness,” Smarri gasped, and her feathers ruffled in shock as she looked around. “This is Hatra? I was always told it was a dead city.”  
 
    “It was, before Lord Evan came around,” a familiar voice said from behind us.  
 
    I turned around to see Laika, my beautiful wolf Demi-Human lover, as she approached with a wide smile on her face. Her gray tail flicked back and forth happily as she walked, and her canine ears and silver hair bounced with each step she took. Laika’s broadsword hung at the hip of her skimpy armor, and I could see the deadly-sharp canines behind her lips, but her gray eyes were filled with happiness and relief as she walked over and wrapped me up in a warm embrace.  
 
    “Lord Evan has single-handedly saved this city,” Alyona explained to Smarri. “What was once ruins of a long gone past, an ugly stain that reminded Rahma of the miasma and the death that it brought along with it, has been restored. Now, it’s the safest, most prosperous city in all of the land.”  
 
    “Impressive,” Smarri said as she pursed her lips and gave me a smirk. “It sounds like you’ve been very busy, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “Not as busy as I’m about to be,” I admitted as I rubbed the back of my neck. “We’ve got to get down to the archives and figure out where the Sword of Shadows is located.”  
 
    “We also need to find out what we’re dealing with, my love,” Alyona warned. “From the sounds of it, even our new friends don’t know much about this mystery sword.”  
 
    “Let me guess,” Laika teased my wife. “You need to do research on it?”  
 
    “Is there any other way to get information?” The priestess smiled.  
 
    “Yesssss,” Polina groaned as she threw back her head. “Lots of other ways.”  
 
    “Ways that don’t involve sitting in a dark underground tunnel looking at old scrolls and books,” Trina mumbled.  
 
    “For hours,” Marina finished with a pout.  
 
    “So, I take it you won’t be joining us?” I chuckled.  
 
    “We’re always up to join you, Lord Evan,” Trina giggled and placed her hand over her mouth. “Especially in your bedchambers. Or on the beach. Or on top of a table. Or in the hot springs.”  
 
    “But I believe we have had enough excitement for one day,” Polina noted. “We should check in with Pyotr, anyways. I’m sure he misses us.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure,” Laika said with a roll of her eyes.  
 
    “What about you?” I asked the rest of my new allies. “Now that the Redimi Vincio ceremony is over, you may return to your homes as you wish. I really, really appreciate you all doing this.”  
 
    “I will protect Skaa.” Armin nodded. “And for my beloved city, I will do anything.”  
 
    “Aye,” Biarma agreed as she narrowed her eyes and placed her fist against her chest. “Anything for Skaa.”  
 
    “I shall return to Ogrines, as well,” Solon said with a bow. “My people will be pleased to know they have such a gracious, powerful leader watching over this country.”  
 
    “Shall we begin our journey back to Kieso?” Redmon asked his daughter, but the woman simply shook her head.  
 
    “About that, Father…” Calltris trailed off, and she dropped her brown eyes to her feet. “I don’t think I’m going back to Kieso. Not right now, anyways.”  
 
    “Oh?” The old man tilted his head to the side and raised an eyebrow. “You wish to remain in Hatra?”  
 
    “I do.” The sorceress nodded, but then she raised her head and met her father’s gaze dead on. “Now that I have seen Lord Evan and Princess Alyona’s powers firsthand, I realize there is still much I do not know about magic. If I stay here, perhaps I can learn from them and their allies, which would make me the most powerful sorceress in Kieso’s history. You always tell me how you want me and my sisters to protect Kieso when you are gone, and the only way I will feel comfortable doing that is by becoming stronger.”  
 
    “There is still magic I can teach you, Calltris,” Redmon explained.  
 
    “Not like this, Father.” Calltris shook her head. “The things they know are far beyond anything anyone in Kieso could possibly teach me, even you. I-I’m sorry, Father… I didn’t mean any offense by that.”  
 
    Redmon’s brow wrinkles deepened at his daughter’s words, and his amber eyes became misty as his face twisted into a frown. Seconds later, though, he cleared his throat, wiped at his eyes, and then rustled his hands through his wiry hair.  
 
    “I understand,” he said with a stern nod, though his voice cracked a bit when he spoke. “Lord Evan and the Princess know magic far beyond what I can teach you, and if you want to truly become the future protector of Kieso, then you will need to become as powerful as you can possibly be. It may hurt me to be so far away from you, my child, but I swore long ago I would always put my children’s needs before my own. If you wish to stay in Hatra with Lord Evan, then I shall bless your decision.”  
 
    “If he’ll have me, that is.” Calltris looked over at me with a sultry frown and a bit of mischief in her brown eyes, and I could just feel the double entendre oozing from her choice of words.  
 
    My heart fluttered as I searched for words to respond to the beautiful sorceress with jewels embedded in her skin, but it appeared most of the blood that was intended for my brain had traveled down to my loins.  
 
    Thankfully, Alyona was quick to respond.  
 
    “I’ve always wanted an apprentice,” the priestess said with a warm smile. “And I am certain Naomi will enjoy teaching magic to a new student, as well.”  
 
    “Especially one that’s such a looker,” Trina whistled. “Those jewels in your chest really make your eyes pop, you know.”  
 
    “I know.” Calltris smirked. “This is why I chose these specific colors.”  
 
    “They were always your mother’s favorite,” Redmon said through a misty-eyed smile. “Probably because they reminded her so much of our daughter’s eyes.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Redmon,” I promised the old sorcerer. “If she’s in Hatra, she is one of my people, and I never, ever let anyone harm my people. Your daughter will be well protected here. That is the least I can do for you.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Redmon said with a nod. “Words cannot explain how deeply indebted to you I am.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I waved him off. “You have done me a great service, so now I shall return the favor.”  
 
    “Come, Redmon,” Solon sighed as he placed a hand on his travel companion’s back. “We should go and gather up our people for the journey home.” 
 
    “If they wish to return,” Redmon noted. “I would not be surprised if many of them wished to remain in Hatra for the time being, considering how dangerous the world is outside of these gates.”  
 
    “Then perhaps our caravan will be much smaller,” the raven Demi-Human sighed.  
 
    “You could all stay here, if you so desired,” Alyona suggested. “You’re free to return to your homes, but there is plenty of room here in the city for everyone who made the long journey.”  
 
    “I’m afraid we cannot accept your hospitality any longer, Princess,” Amin said with a stern expression. “Our bloodlines have been bonded with Lord Evan, and our destinies are now intertwined with each other forever. I have agreed to fight alongside our future king against the beasts of the Breach, and I fully intend to uphold that agreement. That said, I cannot simply leave my people in Skaa without a leader as it is dangerous enough for them as it is. Just know, whenever you call on Skaa, Lord Evan, I and my people will come running to your aid.”  
 
    “As will the people of Ogrines,” Solon added.  
 
    “And Kieso,” Redmon agreed with a smile.  
 
    “You have my gratitude, and when the time comes, I will call on you,” I said. “Just be on the lookout for a tiny silver messenger dragon.”  
 
    “Charming,” the old sorcerer chuckled. “I shall eagerly await your call, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “And I shall eagerly await your response,” I said, and then I gave my new allies a bow.  
 
    “Please,” Alyona offered. “At least allow me to portal you home.”  
 
    “If you insist, Princess,” Armin said with a shrug. “It would certainly shorten our travel time.”  
 
    “It would be my pleasure.” My wife smiled. “Just come and find me when you are ready to leave.”  
 
    The three Nobles accepted with gracious bows, and then they turned to go find their people. Amin put his arm around Biarma as he and his daughter sauntered away, while Solon shuffled off awkwardly in a way that reminded me of a stork walking on land. Redmon, however, stayed behind and placed his hand on his daughter’s face tenderly.  
 
    “Father…” Calltris rolled her brown eyes. “You act as though I’m dying. We will see each other again soon, and when we do, I will be strong enough to take your place as the Sacred Protector.”  
 
    “I know, I know… farewell, my child,” Redmon sighed, and he pulled her in close, kissed her gently on the forehead, and gave Calltris a long hug.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” the sorceress promised, and then she watched as her father turned and followed the other Nobles.  
 
    “What about you?” I asked Smarri. “You aren’t going back to Ogrines with your-- uh… Distant cousin?”  
 
    “I’ll go back eventually.” The bird Demi-Human shrugged. “I’m in no rush, though. It’s not like I have anything waiting for me back home… Is there anything I could be doing of use in Hatra?”  
 
    “Are you a good warrior?” Laika asked, and her gray ears perked up as a fanged smile twisted up her lips. “The Blue Tree Guild is always looking to add to its membership.”  
 
    “The Blue Tree Guild?” Smarri gasped as her yellow eyes widened. “You-- you would actually want somebody like me?”  
 
    “If you are a good enough warrior.” Laika shrugged.  
 
    “She is, Laika!” Polina grinned.  
 
    “We saw her fly head-first into battle with a demon!” Trina added.  
 
    “Really?” Laika placed her hands on her hips as she looked over Smarri. “And you lived to tell the tale?”  
 
    “Lord Evan did most of the work,” Smarri admitted as a soft blush colored her cheeks, and she shifted her wings uncomfortably. “I was mainly just there as a distraction.”  
 
    “No way!” Marina said, and then the dryad began an elaborate pantomime of the previous battle. “She attacked the thing with her metal-tipped wings many times, even though she didn’t know if it would actually hurt the creature or not.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Smarri chuckled and withdrew a little into her dark hair. “It was pretty stupid of me.”  
 
    “It was very brave of you,” Alyona corrected. “You showed no fear against one of the most powerful creatures we’ve ever encountered.”  
 
    “Sounds like Blue Tree Guild material to me.” Trina smirked. “We should take her with us back to the airship to meet the rest of the team.”  
 
    “Hold on, sisters,” Laika said as she held up her hand. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I said she sounds like Blue Tree Guld material, but we need to make sure she has all the proper skills first.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” Smarri questioned, and she swallowed nervously as she stared at Laika.  
 
    “By training,” the wolf Demi-Human said with a smile. “With the best instructors in Hatra.”  
 
    “Ohhhhhh, Aaliyah, Rebecca, and Valerra will all love her,” Polina purred.  
 
    “We should introduce them at once!” Trina squealed.  
 
    The dryads stepped toward Smarri, but I quickly got in between them. The sisters may have had the woman’s best interests at heart, but I could tell Smarri was pretty shy and reserved. Polina, Trina, and Marina, on the other hand, were the polar opposite, and I didn’t want their extroverted personalities to overwhelm our newest ally.  
 
    “I’ll take her,” I offered. “I wanted to check in on those three, anyway.”  
 
    “Awwww.” Trina pouted. “I wanted to see how the ferocious dragon responded to her new plaything.”  
 
    “Plaything?” Smarri gulped and looked between us with wide, yellow eyes. “Dragon? There’s another dragon?”  
 
    “Ohhhh, yes,” Polina snickered. “She is not quite as nice as Lord Evan is, either.”  
 
    “They’re just teasing, my dear,” Alyona reassured the raven Demi-Human. “Aaliyah and Rebecca are tough, but they are good teachers and excellent warriors. They will train you well. And Valerra… well, she takes time to warm up to people, but she is a skilled warrior and a very loyal friend.”  
 
    “Don’t let her hear you say that,” I teased my wife, who shushed me and giggled. 
 
    “Besides,” Laika said as she turned to the dryad sisters and raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you say you three were going to go and torment Pyotr, anyways?”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Marina said with a wave of her hand. “Come on, ladies, let’s get to the airship!”  
 
    The three dryad sisters linked arms and then strutted away with an almost-choreographed stride. They looked like a chorus line as their hips sashayed in unison, and the dragon inside me roared with glee as I watched their three shapely asses jiggle with every step they took.  
 
    “Calltris?” Alyona said to our newest sorceress. “You shall come with me. I want you to meet Naomi, and then we can all go to the archives together to study up on the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    “I’ll meet you down there,” Nike offered. “I will surely accompany you on the journey to get the sword, and I’ve actually developed quite an interest in studying the family trees of Rahma’s families.”  
 
    “I’ll take Smarri to the school,” I told the rest of my friends. “Come find me if you find anything in the meantime, and if not, I’ll just plan to meet you down in the archives.”  
 
    Alyona nodded and motioned to Calltris, who followed my wife off toward our home, the Lunar Palace, to find our resident lizard Demi-Human, Naomi.  
 
    Nike headed off in the direction of the tunnel system that would lead to the underground library full of thousands of years’ worth of information on Rahma’s history and magic. A trip to the archives was always quite an overwhelming experience for me, but it seemed to be the highlight of the day for Alyona and Naomi. Then again, the two magic users seemed to know what they were actually looking for, while I always felt like I was searching for a needle in a haystack.  
 
    The school was more my speed, anyways. Particularly the self-defense classes that were taught by some of the greatest fighters in all of Hatra, who were also apparently beloved by their students despite their rather “hard” personalities. Naomi taught magic classes with Skye and Isabella as assistants, even though Isabella couldn’t technically use magic, while Afra and her family taught about agriculture, and the Asuran weaponsmith Natalya had even started to teach the little ones about her craft.  
 
    Of all the endeavors I’d undertaken in Hatra since my arrival in this world, the school seemed to be the one that made my adoptive parents, Ruslan and Julia, the most proud.  
 
    Smarri, Laika, and I walked down the bustling streets of the city, and Smarri seemed to be in awe of everything she saw. The bird Demi-Human stopped to look at the carpenter shops as the men and women inside them hammered and chiseled away at their work, and her yellow eyes lit up when we passed by the marketplace, in which wafted smells of delicious foods and sparkled brightly with all the fresh vegetables and savory dishes the people of the city had produced.  
 
    I didn’t quite know what the situation was in Ogrines, but I imagined it was nowhere near the greatness we had built Hatra into.  
 
    Eventually, the three of us arrived at the three-story stone building that acted as the place of instruction for Hatra’s youth. My heart warmed at all the brightly-colored drawings that sat in the windows of the school, all of which had been created by the growing child population of the city, as well as what appeared to be bright chalk drawings all around the exterior of the stone like a juvenile tapestry. Then I laughed when I noticed the chalk scenes stopped at about three feet up the building.  
 
    Still, it was enough to give the drab structure a bit of character, and I was grateful for whoever had decided to let the kids give it a makeover.  
 
    We entered the building and were immediately greeted by the sounds of chattering and laughing children as it echoed through the stone halls.  
 
    “The self-defense classes should be down this way,” Laika said as she pointed to the back of the building. “Out in the back of the building.”  
 
    As we passed through the schoolhouse, however, I heard a familiar voice whisper from one of the doorways.  
 
    “Evan!” the voice of Skye rang out.  
 
    I turned around to see the beautiful, sapphire-skinned woman as she waved us into her classroom. Skye was part Nepin and part Naiad, a combination that was seen as an abomination by her people and had caused her to be driven out of her home. Thankfully, the people of Hatra were a bit more open-minded, and the woman was welcomed into my family with open arms.  
 
    Skye’s gorgeous chestnut-brown hair hung down around the dark blue skin on her shoulders like a cascade of chocolate, and the white tattoos on her collarbone casually stuck out from beneath the sleeveless silver tunic she wore on her body. A sleeve of the white patterns wove all down the woman’s toned arms, and from experience, I knew she had the same sort of designs on every single inch of her narrow, supple body, too.  
 
    “You go ahead and take Smarri to the yard,” I said to Laika. “I’ll be there in a second.”  
 
    The leader of the Blue Tree Guild gave me a nod, and then she hustled away with Smarri right at her heels. Meanwhile, I stepped into Skye’s classroom and was greeted with a resounding “Hello, Lord Evan!” from a bunch of the locals.  
 
    “It appears Skye has tracked down Lord Evan.” Isabella, the silver-haired Nepin woman, smirked.  
 
    Isabella’s turquoise eyes lit up when she saw me enter, and a half-smile crept up her face as her silver wings flapped behind her happily. She was a full-blooded Nepin, which had caused a bit of tension with Skye at first, but now they were both a part of my harem and were actually pretty good friends. She wasn’t a Noble of the Sword like the other fairy-woman was, but Isabella was still a vital part of my team.  
 
    While I was admiring the two beautiful, sapphire-skinned women in front of me, I felt two pairs of arms wrap around my midsection from behind.  
 
    “Evan!” the little Asuran girl, Ilyushina, giggled as she hugged me tightly.  
 
    Her brother, Ilya, was the other set of arms, and I patted both the children on their heads as I looked down at them with a chuckle.  
 
    These two were half of the surviving Asurans left in Rahma, who we’d found in a village that had been completely devastated by the Green Glass Sect and the miasma. The two children and I had formed a powerful bond over the last few years, and at this point I was pretty much like a favorite uncle to the little ones.  
 
    Still, I didn’t want to be showing favoritism in front of all of my loyal subjects.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said to the kids. “I’m happy to see you, too. Now, go back to your places so Skye and Isabella can teach their lessons.”  
 
    “But Lord Evan,” Skye said with narrowed brown eyes, though I could still see the flecks of blue in them. “That’s exactly why I’m glad to have found you. Today’s lesson deals with rare magic forms, and the kids were hoping you could give them all a demonstration.”  
 
    “Please, Evan?” Little Ilyushina asked with a pout. “Nobody believes me that you can actually send messages with your magic.”  
 
    “Yeah?” I raised an eyebrow and looked around at the kids in the class. “Who says that?”  
 
    “Darmol said it!” Ilya was quick to tattle on his classmate, and he pointed over to a young boy who appeared to be the same age of a preteen, with long ears that sat horizontally on his head.  
 
    His front two teeth were somewhat bigger than the rest when he scoffed and rolled his eyes, and the kid gave a twitch of his nose as he crossed his arms over his chest. The boy’s feet were abnormally large for his legs, and their size difference was even more noticeable as he sat there cross-legged on the floor.  
 
    A rabbit Demi-Human. Those were pretty rare in Hatra, but apparently their population was growing by the moment. There were at least three more of them in this room, and if their species were anything like the rabbits back in my homeworld, there would probably be hundreds more in the next few months.  
 
    “So, Darmol,” I said as I stepped over to the boy and crouched down so I could look him in the eyes. “You don’t think it’s possible to send messages via magic?”  
 
    “I’ve never seen it before,” Darmol harrumphed in the most moody teen voice I’d heard in years. “Ilya and Ilyushina also say you can pull things out of thin air. And control lava and see the future. And that you can heal yourself without even trying. It’s kind of ridiculous all the lies they’re telling to make themselves sound more popular.”  
 
    “You don’t believe in the powers of the future King of Rahma?”  
 
    “I believe that you’re amazingly powerful, Lord Evan,” Darmol said with a slight bow of his head. “But all those powers in one human? That seems like a bit much.”  
 
    “But I’m not human, I’m a dragon,” I said with a smirk. “In addition to all those things my friends said about me, I can also control rocks, hit a coin with an arrow or knife from twenty feet away, and summon fire weapons from my hands.”  
 
    “What?” Darmol scoffed, but I could see a glint of interest in his brown eyes. “Come on, Lord Evan… You can’t be serious.”  
 
    “Why don’t you show the young man here what you can do, my lord?” Skye asked in a playful tone. “If he does not believe it himself, then you should make him a believer.”  
 
    “Okay, class…” I trailed off as I stood up and rubbed my hands together. “Get ready for something awesome.”  
 
    I held out my right hand, palm-side up, and then called forth the little silver messenger dragon. The whole class let out a chorus of “oohs,” “aahhhs,” and “wows” when they saw the little guy appear, so I leaned forward and whispered a snarky message into the dragon’s ear.  
 
    He let out a squeak as his head perked up, and then he jumped into the air and disappeared in a small flash. The dragon suddenly reappeared on Darmol’s left shoulder, and it leaned in and delivered my message to the kid.  
 
    “Wh-what?” Darmol gasped as his eyes widened, and his bunny ears went erect.  
 
    Then the silver dragon vanished just as soon as it had appeared.  
 
    “Well?” Isabella giggled. “What did it tell you?”  
 
    “It-- it said not to doubt the Protector of Hatra.” Darmol hung his head.  
 
    “That’s right,” I chuckled. “Now, who wants to see what else I can do?”  
 
    I spent the next few minutes going through my various powers, from my nature magic to my healing ability to my spatial storage powers. The students in the classroom watched in awe and amazement the entire time, and by the time I was done, I couldn’t help but feel like a magician at a birthday party. 
 
    “That’s enough, Lord Evan,” Skye laughed and clapped her hands to draw the class’ attention. “I’m sure you have plenty of important city business to attend to, so we don’t want to keep you too long.”  
 
    “It was my pleasure,” I said with a grand bow that elicited some giggles, and then I stepped toward the door and pointed between the two fairies. “Now, you guys need to listen to Skye and Isabella, okay? They’re freaking fantastic warriors.”  
 
    “You’re too kind, Lord Evan,” Isabella said as she looked down, and a dark blush crossed her cheeks.  
 
    The kids all bade me farewell as I stepped out of the classroom, and then I began toward the back of the building. This magical detour had taken a few minutes out of my day, but it was well worth it to make an impression on the young, impressionable minds of Hatra.  
 
    Plus, it allowed me to show off all the cool shit I’d learned since coming here, and I was always down for that.  
 
    “Come on!” Valerra hissed as I stepped through the back door and out into the schoolyard. “I know you can do better than that!”  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Rebecca, the beefy bear Demi-Human, snarled in response. “Come a little bit closer and say that, and I’ll pop your head off your neck like a flower!”  
 
    Normally, I would be a bit worried if I overheard two members of my family talking to each other like that, but I knew Valerra and Rebecca were both highly competitive, and they could sometimes get lost in the heat of battle.  
 
    Sure enough, Rebecca and Valerra were at the center of a circle of students and instructors, and they both walked around in a clockwise direction, like tigers stalking their prey.  
 
    Valerra’s long, red hair billowed in the wind behind her, and the sun shone off her equally crimson tunic as she held her fists out in a defensive position. It was always strange to see the red dragon in this state, mostly because she preferred to be completely naked when she wasn’t a giant, blood-red, fire-breathing beast. Of course, it wasn’t exactly appropriate for her to be in the buff when she was teaching a bunch of children and teenagers, nor was it a good idea for her to be engaged in hand-to-hand combat while naked, either.  
 
    Rebecca, on the other hand, was as close to naked as one could be. The buff woman’s abs were completely exposed as her large figure towered a full foot over Valerra, and her muscles made her equally as wide. The bear Demi-Human wore nothing but a tiny black leather bikini that barely covered up her nipples and a loincloth made of the exact same material. The loincloth did a little bit more to cover her up, but it still didn’t leave much to the imagination with the way it rode up every time she moved.  
 
    “Why would I get closer?” Valerra scoffed and narrowed her golden eyes. “This lesson is about being faster than your opponent, remember?”  
 
    “Speed means nothing, students,” Rebecca called out to the class. “What dear Valerra here doesn’t understand is that all I need is one good hit to knock her on her pretty little ass.”  
 
    “And what Rebecca doesn’t understand is she’s never going to catch me,” the Crimson Dragon said with a smirk.  
 
    “Stop taunting each other and fight!” Aaliyah, the golden-haired lion Demi-Human, yelled. “This is not a verbal sparring match.”  
 
    Aaliyah’s voice was filled with her usual fiery sass as she stood there with her hip popped out to the left. Her blonde hair was tied back into a single, intricate braid that hung down around her neck like a mane of fur, and she wore two single pieces of white linen. One of the linen strips was tied up around her upper torso to hold her pert breasts in place, while the second was wrapped around her wide hips and hung down just below her toned, tight ass. Her orange eyes were full of gleeful rage as she watched her friends circling each other, and the claws on her fingers were extended as if she were about to jump into the fight herself.  
 
    Without another warning, Rebecca made the first move.  
 
    The bear Demi-Human’s ears pulled down against her head, and she stomped forward and took a powerful swing at her opponent.  
 
    Valerra sidestepped the attack without much effort before she responded with two quick body blows to Rebecca’s chest, and then she twirled away as the bear-woman came around with a backhand. Valerra ducked down under Rebecca’s fist before she let out a roaring yell and kicked her opponent in the back of the calf.  
 
    However, it didn’t seem to do anything.  
 
    Rebecca simply twisted around and slammed her foot square into Valerra’s chest, and the Crimson Dragon let out a yelp as she tumbled across the ground and then landed at Aaliyah’s feet.  
 
    “Rebecca doesn’t get knocked off her feet,” Laika chuckled to Smarri from the side of the circle.  
 
    “Come on, Valerra,” Aaliyah teased as she helped the dragon back to her feet. “You can do better than that.”  
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” Valerra huffed while she brushed the sand off her tunic.  
 
    Meanwhile, Rebecca simply smirked and cracked her knuckles.  
 
    Then Valerra took a fighting stance again, though this time she went in for the kill first. Once she was only a few feet away from Rebecca, the Crimson Dragon fell down onto her back and allowed her momentum to carry her straight between the bear-woman’s spread legs. Rebecca attempted to stomp Valerra with her foot, but all she did was hit sand as she launched the gritty debris into the air.  
 
    Valerra flipped up to her feet, planted her left foot, and then let out a battle cry as she raised her right foot and slammed it into Rebecca’s back. This time, Rebecca let out a gasp as her brown eyes went wide, and then she went down onto her knees. Before Rebecca had a chance to retaliate, Valerra jumped up into the air, lifted both feet off the ground, and then drop kicked her opponent in the same spot she had hit her in before.  
 
    “Gah!” Rebecca grunted as both the women fell to the sand.  
 
    “See?” Valerra chuckled, and then she flipped around on all fours and back to her feet. “Speed beats strength, every single time.”  
 
    Suddenly, Rebecca planted her palms into the sand, raised her back half, and performed what could only be described as a donkey kick straight to Valerra’s chest.  
 
    The Crimson Dragon let out a loud “oomph” as she was thrown backward, and I could practically hear the air leaving her lungs as she slammed into the dirt. Valerra coughed a few times and then groaned as she rolled around and stared up at the sky, until Rebecca finally appeared above her.  
 
    The bear Demi-Human simply smiled as she extended her hand for her sparring partner to grab, and Valerra took it without hesitation. The Crimson Dragon had come a long way since the times where she snapped at anyone who got near her, and I couldn’t be more proud of my mate. 
 
    “What were you saying about speed beating strength?” Rebecca teased as she helped Valerra back to her feet.  
 
    “O-Okay,” Valerra said with a cough. “You win this time. Class dismissed.”  
 
    “Who says you dismiss class?” Aaliyah chuckled. “I want to see a round two!”  
 
    “What?” the crimson dragon asked, and the horrified look on her face made me double over laughing.  
 
    “I’m kidding,” Aaliyah said as she patted her friend on the shoulder and then turned to all the spectators.  
 
    “Make sure you don’t miss our lesson tomorrow!” Rebecca declared. “I’m going to be teaching you about how to break out of an opponent’s hold.”  
 
    As the children and teens of Hatra left the schoolyard, I went over to Laika and Smarri and slid up behind them as stealthily as I could.  
 
    “So…” I whispered as I stuck my head between the two women’s shoulders. “What happened here? Did Smarri show off her fighting prowess?”  
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Smarri admitted with a blush, though I couldn’t tell if her coloring was caused by my question or proximity. “The bear-woman and the woman with red hair were sparring most of the time.”  
 
    “She will get her chance tomorrow,” Laika said. “I, for one, can’t wait to see what Rebecca has come up with.”  
 
    Valerra, Rebecca, and Aaliyah approached right behind Laika and Smarri. Valerra was still rubbing the side of her body where she’d been kicked as she walked up, and she leaned on Aaliyah for support.  
 
    “Do you need me to heal you?” I asked the Crimson Dragon, though I already knew what her overly stubborn answer was going to be.  
 
    “No,” Valerra growled. “I want to keep this bruise as a reminder of my failure, so that the next time we spar, I’ll remember not to make the same mistake again.”  
 
    “Come on, Val,” I chuckled. “Just let me--”  
 
    “Valerra!” my mate hissed as murder entered her golden eyes. “Call me ‘Valerra’ in front of my students.”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” I raised my hands in surrender. “Sorry, ‘Valerra.’”  
 
    The Crimson Dragon had a temper like no other, but she let me get away with way more than she let anyone else get away with. That was probably just because I was one of the only dragons left in the world, and because I let her and our eggs stay safely down in a highly-guarded chamber. And the fact I helped her get revenge on the evil mage who had killed all her family members. Plus, the fact we were going to have a little dragon together. 
 
    If it wasn’t for all of those put together, Valerra probably would have added me to the piles of bones in her old lair by now.  
 
    “Come on, Valerra,” Rebecca said. “Don’t be a sore loser.”  
 
    “I’d have to actually lose to be a ‘sore loser,’” the Crimson Dragon retorted and lifted her nose into the air. “That was only one of our many sparring matches.”  
 
    “The dragon has a death wish,” Aaliyah said with a chuckle, but then her orange eyes locked onto Smarri. “Is this the raven-woman?”  
 
    “My name is Smarri,” the bird Demi-Human said softly. “Pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    “You’ll have to forgive her, girls,” Laika joked. “She’s a little bit shy, but she is apparently a fierce warrior.”  
 
    “I’ll vouch for that,” I said with a raised hand, and then I started to recount the entire story of our most recent time in the valley.  
 
    Laika, Rebecca, Valerra, and Aaliyah all listened with bated breaths as I told them of the demon and how we’d finally been able to kill it, and once we were all done, they simply looked at Smarri.  
 
    “I’m impressed,” Aaliyah finally said, and the lioness studied the raven-woman with a newfound appreciation. “I don’t even know if I would have gone after a demon head-on.”  
 
    “I was just doing what Lord Evan asked of me,” Smarri whispered and seemed to retreat into her sheaf of black hair.  
 
    “You were following your master’s orders,” Valerra teased as she blew a small kiss. “Good girl.”  
 
    Smarri’s face turned beet-red, and she let out a small scoff.  
 
    “Now, now,” I said to the Crimson Dragon. “Is that any way to treat a new student?”  
 
    “Yes.” The fiery redhead smirked. “That was actually pretty timid compared to the way I treat most of my older students.”  
 
    “Oh, dear,” Smarri gulped.  
 
    “Enough about sparring and fighting and self-defense,” Rebecca finally grunted. “Isn’t it about time for us to have dinner?”  
 
    “Don’t wait up on me,” I said to my friends. “I told Alyona and Nike I’d meet them down in the archives, and I’m already running really late.”  
 
    “What a shame,” Aaliyah said with a pout, and her long golden tail suddenly brushed sensually across my wrist. “Hopefully, we will see you soon, then, my lord.”  
 
    “Definitely,” I promised and smirked. 
 
    Then I waved to the girls as they turned and began to head out toward the Lunar Palace, but Valerra didn’t leave. The Crimson Dragon remained behind, and her expression remained stony and emotionless until the others were completely out of the way. Then her beautiful face fell into a deep frown.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked as I placed my hand against Valerra’s cheek.  
 
    “It’s the eggs,” my mate sighed.  
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face, and my throat was suddenly tight like I’d swallowed a frog. Our egg was already in a somewhat unstable condition thanks to all the craziness that was going on, and Valerra was worried to death that it was going to hatch before it was ready.  
 
    “What’s wrong with our eggs?” I asked as evenly as I could.  
 
    “The crack…” She took a deep breath and shuddered as she leaned into me. “It’s-- it’s getting bigger. I don’t know how much longer it has before it hatches. Or worse.”  
 
    “There is no ‘or worse,’” I promised my mate. “You’re going to be the proud mother of two healthy, happy baby dragons soon, and there’s no ‘ifs,’ ‘ands,’ or ‘buts’ about it. They will hatch when they feel safe, and we have provided the safest environment for them possible, and it’s going to only get safer when we finally close the Breach. I’m only one Noble Sword away from being powerful enough, my love, and then this will all be over.”  
 
    “I hope so. If the crack keeps getting bigger--”  
 
    “It means the world is getting safer,” I reminded her. “Try not to stress about it, Valerra. Please.”  
 
    The Crimson Dragon exhaled two small puffs of smoke from her nostrils before she shook her head and covered her mouth. Then her expression quickly returned to stoicism, and she took a deep breath before she put her arms over her bosom.  
 
    “Emma said the same thing,” she admitted. “But I don’t think it’s true. Knowing my luck, it’s just going to crack open before the time is right, and the fate of our species will truly be sealed.”  
 
    My Aunt Emma was the only one in all of Rahma who’d been able to get close to Valerra, and now she was always watching over the dragon’s eggs while she was away. Emma always seemed to know how to calm the fiery woman down, which was no easy task.  
 
    Still, the very thought of our majestic species going extinct made my blood boil.  
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” I growled, and then I grabbed Valerra and pulled her close to me. “I won’t let that happen to our children, or our people. You’re just overreacting, Valerra. You have to trust me on this one.”  
 
    “I do, Evan. I’m just-- just…”  
 
    “Scared?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “No!” The dragon scowled. “I’m just concerned, as anyone would be in this situation.”  
 
    “Tell you what,” I began. “Why don’t I take you back to your room in the Lunar Palace and help quell those fears of yours?”  
 
    “That… Would be nice,” Valerra said with some reluctance. “Perhaps after we have some of Forscythe’s cooking?”  
 
    “Of course,” I promised. “But I can’t take long. I have to go meet Alyona and Nike, remember?”  
 
    “The least you can do is walk with me, then,” Valerra said in a grumpy tone, though I could see the excitement behind her golden eyes.  
 
    “Deal.” I nodded, and then I held out my hand like an old-timey knight.  
 
    Valerra scoffed and rolled her eyes at my goofy gesture, but she promptly took my hand and began to walk with me back toward the Lunar Palace.  
 
    However, we didn’t get very far before we were intercepted by a small fox made out of enchanted flames.  
 
    It was a message from Ruslan, my adoptive father.  
 
    Valerra and I exchanged a concerned look before I bent down and held out my hand for the messenger. It jumped up into my palm and then began to speak.  
 
    “Evan,” Ruslan’s voice announced, and I could sense the tension in it. “We have visitors from Leyte. Find Nikolaus immediately and bring him to the Lunar Palace… It is of the utmost importance. His grandfather is here.”  
 
    Nike’s grandfather? I knew the architects from Leyte were supposed to be arriving today to start on new rooms for the Lunar Palace, but they’d never said anything about Nike’s grandfather, the literal Lord of the city of Leyte, coming too.  
 
    Something strange was afoot. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    What was Nike’s grandfather doing here? We had met Lord Calvin a while ago when we’d first traveled to Leyte to learn more about Nike’s Noble Sword heritage, but I couldn’t possibly fathom what could make the elderly, wealthy lord travel so far unannounced.  
 
    I suppose I was about to find out.  
 
    I lifted up my palm, summoned my silver dragon into my hand, and then instructed it to deliver a message.  
 
    “Nike, there’s something strange going on,” I began. “My father just sent me a message that… Well… Your grandfather is here. Apparently, he arrived with Azra and Raisa just now, so I figured you needed to know. I’m going to go meet him in the courtyard of the Lunar Palace, so get there as soon as you can.”  
 
    The dragon in my palm let out a soft chirp before he disappeared with a spark of silver magic, and then Valerra and I continued walking back to the palace.  
 
    “It sounds like you’re going to have to skip dinner, then, for sure,” my mate chuckled.  
 
    “Unfortunately,” I sighed and rubbed my face. “I have no idea what’s going on right now, but if Nike’s grandfather has traveled all the way from Leyte, it has to be important.”  
 
    “Just keep him away from my eggs,” the crimson-haired woman said as she narrowed her golden eyes. “If he so much as thinks to lay a hand on them, I will tear out his innards and burn them before his very eyes.”  
 
    “I’ll be sure to relay the message,” I snarked.  
 
    Valerra and I continued through the streets of Hatra until finally we came to the renovated Lunar Palace, and as we approached the courtyard out front, I saw six figures standing around chatting.  
 
    I recognized the two of them as my adoptive parents, Julia and Ruslan. My father was a fox Demi-Human, so he had bright reddish-orange ears that always helped me to pick him out of a crowd. His crimson hair was slicked back behind his ears, which themselves twitched nervously as he spoke to the newcomers. He wore a full-length orange robe that I was sure symbolized his ability to control fire, and he held his hands behind his body as he nodded furiously.  
 
    Julia was a regular human who was allegedly an Elder of Hatra, though she only appeared to be in her thirties. My adopted mother wore a pair of black leather trousers and a plain black tank top with an open orange robe pulled over the top. Her light-brown hair was pulled up above her head in a messy bun, and she held her folding fan spread out open in front of her face as she listened to the conversation.  
 
    I recognized two of the other figures as Raisa and Azra, the two brilliant yet kooky architects who’d helped me design and build all of the structures in Hatra. Azra’s bright blue hair dangled down in front of his face as he made wild gestures with his hands, all while Raisa just smiled and nodded so hard that her red locks bounced upon her head.  
 
    The fifth person outside the palace was my beloved snow leopard Demi-Human and the Noble of the Sword of Mercy, Nokomis. She stood with her hands on her hips and a smile on her face as she listened to my father talk, and her white-and-black spotted tail flicked back and forth behind her. When I’d first met the Noble of the Sword, she often wore her straight black hair pulled back in a braid and then tucked underneath her fur coat, but here in the arid conditions of Hatra, she now wore much less cumbersome attire, such as a spotted midriff fur wrap around her chest and a pair of white leather trousers on her bottom. The Sword of Mercy hung on her belt, and I wondered if Nike’s grandfather even knew he was talking to a Noble of the Sword.  
 
    Lord Calvin, Nike’s grandfather, was the last person in the crowd, and he was adorned with a long, golden robe with ornate blue designs all down his sleeves and chest. His bald head also shimmered under the desert sun of Hatra, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the bushy, white ZZ Top beard made him feel even hotter in this climate.  
 
    “Ah, there he is!” Ruslan declared when he saw Valerra and I approaching.  
 
    “Hey, Pops,” I said with a wave. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Lord Calvin, it is good to see you again.”  
 
    “There is no need to apologize, Lord Evan,” Nike’s grandfather said as he bowed, and then his silver eyes glanced over at Valerra. “And who might this lovely woman be?”  
 
    “Heading to dinner,” Val scoffed as she held her nose up in the opposite direction and walked right past my friends.  
 
    “You’ll have to excuse her,” Julia chuckled. “Valerra is not exactly one for entertaining.”  
 
    “She’s had a hard life,” I couldn’t help but come to my mate’s defense, even if I teased her about the same things sometimes. “You and I both know she only takes on such a hard personality as a coping mechanism. It’s not her fault that horrible man took everything from her.”  
 
    “That is quite alright,” Nike’s grandfather said as confusion crossed his face. “But Lord Evan, I have come to speak with you on some very urgent matters.”  
 
    “You mean other than the fact that we’re going to get some incredible new building designs from these two?” I smirked as I pointed between Azra and Raisa. “These two architects have been an absolute pleasure to work with, and they’ve created some of the most clever designs I’ve seen in my entire life.”  
 
    “You’re too kind, Lord Evan.” Azra grinned.  
 
    “Grandfather!” Nike’s voice boomed from across the courtyard, and the Noble of the Sword of Light strode over to his elder, smiled, and bent into a solemn bow.  
 
    “No need for formalities, Nikolaus,” Calvin said, and then he suddenly wrapped Nike up in a bear hug.  
 
    The old man held onto Nike for a long, awkward moment before he finally released the younger man. Nike’s silver eyes were wide from the sudden display of public affection from his grandfather, but he quickly hid his true feelings behind a stern expression.  
 
    “It is good to see you as well,” Nike noted. “How is father doing?”  
 
    Nike was referring to Baron Niall, his father who’d been little more than a drunken womanizer for most of his life and a deadbeat dad. Thankfully, that had all changed when my friends and I had adventured to Leyte, bonded with the Child of Light, and helped Niall turn over a new leaf by introducing him to his long-lost family. My brother Nikolaus’ relationship with his father, his grandfather, and his city was now stronger than ever before, all thanks to our excursion.  
 
    “Niall is doing quite well,” Calvin said, and his silver eyes became a tad misty as he talked about his son. “Vala and Elian, too.”  
 
    It had been a while since we’d seen Elian, the “Child of Light,” and his mother, Vala. I’d been bonded with Vala when she’d carried Calvin’s child in her womb, and now Baron Niall had taken to the two and adopted them as his own family.  
 
    After his son and father convinced him to abandon his drunken, womanizing ways, of course.  
 
    “That’s great to hear,” I said as I interjected into the conversation. “Hopefully he’s not as much of a handful for Niall as Nike here was, right?”  
 
    “Funny,” Nike grumbled, though I saw the half-smile that pursed his lips.  
 
    “The Child of Light is growing by the day.” Calvin nodded. “And Vala is still grateful for all of your service to Leyte. In fact… This is why I am here.”  
 
    “To pay your respects?” Ruslan asked with a curious twitch of his ears. “You could have done that by messenger or maybe one of Evan’s mirrors.”  
 
    “No, old friend,” the Lord of Leyte sighed and then stroked his beard. “I’m afraid I’ve come to Lord Evan today to begrudgingly ask him to protect Leyte once more.” 
 
    “What’s happened to Leyte?” Nike’s face fell as the color drained from his cheeks.  
 
    “Do you remember how we’ve become more… Diverse since we decided to open up the gates of Leyte to everyone?” Calvin asked. “Well, the problem came with a small group of travelers who decided to take up residence in our city. Actually, no, not a group of travelers… A gang. A rowdy gang decided to come to Leyte, and they’ve been causing trouble for everyone ever since.”  
 
    “Why haven’t you deployed the city guard on them?” Nike asked with a hint of confusion in his voice.  
 
    “We did.” His grandfather frowned. “Many of them were killed, and several more were wounded.”  
 
    “By a simple gang?” Nike gasped. “Impossible. The City Guard is made up of Leyte’s best warriors.”  
 
    “Obviously, they weren’t good enough,” Calvin grumbled.  
 
    “Tell me more about this gang,” I pressed the old man further.  
 
    I wondered if this was another group like the Green Glass Sect, a large brotherhood of brainwashed people who worshipped a charismatic, evil leader. Or perhaps they were simply a bunch of unorganized ruffians who decided they could pick on a city whose ruler was getting on in years.  
 
    Either way, they were wrong. These guys messed with one of Hatra’s allies, and now they were going to face my wrath.  
 
    “There isn’t much known about them, unfortunately,” Calvin sighed. “Most of the people who encounter them either end up dead, or they are so busy fleeing for their lives that they don’t stop to take note of any details. There are rumors that they are led by a figure known as ‘The Specter,’ who can come and go like a ghost.”  
 
    “You believe a ghost in terrorizing our city?” Nike raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “No, don’t be ridiculous, my boy,” Calvin retorted. “What I’m saying is that he moves around the city like a ghost. One minute he’s there, and then another he’s gone. But one of my most trusted City Guards claimed they saw the gang’s leader fly away on wings in the dead of night.”  
 
    What the hell was this guy? A bird Demi-Human? A demon? Or was he actually an honest-to-god ghost?  
 
    “How many gang members are there?” I asked. “I need to know what we’re facing.”  
 
    “So I am to assume you will come to our aid?” Calvin’s lips curved upward into a relieved smile.  
 
    “I’m leaning that way,” I joked. “But seriously, are we talking like twenty men? One hundred? A thousand?”  
 
    “It’s hard to say, exactly,” the bearded man continued. “Though I know for a fact they are not an army. Perhaps there are a few dozen?”  
 
    “A few dozen men took down Leyte’s City Guard?” Nike frowned. “This group is sounding more and more improbable. Where did people with such power come from?” 
 
    “I do not know, but they are destroying everything,” Calvin said as he hung his head. “Shops are being set ablaze… Men, women, and children are being assaulted in the streets… Important city structures are being toppled… It’s pure chaos.”  
 
    “Gods, I’m so sorry,” Nokomis said as she placed her hand on the old man’s shoulder, and her snow leopard ears twitched in sympathy atop her head. “I can feel your pain, my friend, and I know how heavy your heart must be to see your beloved city in such a state.”  
 
    “That sounds dreadful,” Julia said as she snapped her fan shut. “How long has this been going on?”  
 
    “When was our workshop burned, Azra?” Raisa asked her blue-haired partner. “A week ago?”  
 
    “It’s been longer than that, surely,” Azra responded with a world-weary sigh. “At least two weeks. At least.”  
 
    “They burned your workshop?” I asked as I felt the dragon inside of me threatening to rage.  
 
    Raisa and Azra’s work was some of the best in all of Rahma, and to think about all of the hours, days, and even months of effort they’d put into their projects that were now gone? That made my blood boil.  
 
    “I don’t think it was a targeted attack.” Azra shrugged. “We were simply victims of circumstance.”  
 
    “Which is why we both jumped at the opportunity to come back here and help you with the Lunar Palace!” Raisa added in a bubbly tone. “I don’t think we’ll have any of those problems while we’re working here.”  
 
    “No, you won’t.” Julia shook her head. “We already have your rooms and workshop prepared, and you may stay here as long as you wish.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, I cannot,” Calvin said with a grave expression. “Every second I’m away from Leyte is another second that the city inches closer to certain destruction.”  
 
    “We will not be far behind,” I promised the Lord of Leyte. “I shall round up a group of my best warriors and go to Leyte in the morning. I don’t know who this ‘Specter’ thinks he is, but you and your citizens are under the protection of King Rodion and his allies. If they fuck with you, then they are fucking with us, too. And that’s something I’m not going to stand for.”  
 
    “I was hoping you would say as much,” Calvin said through a relieved sigh. “Thank the gods for you, my boy.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “No need to brown-nose. Just have your City Guard be ready to meet us in the morning, okay?”  
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan,” Nike’s grandfather said. “I shall return to Leyte right away and inform the guard. It is quite a journey, though, and I was wondering--”  
 
    “Alyona and Naomi should be coming back to the palace any minute now,” I chuckled. “Alyona should be able to portal you back when she gets here.”  
 
    “That would be much appreciated, Lord Evan.” Calvin bowed.  
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Nike growled as he watched his grandfather leave. “A band of ruffians destroying my city?”  
 
    “It’s alright, Lord Nikolaus,” Julia promised with a soft tone. “Evan will take care of it.”  
 
    “We’ll both take care of it,” I reassured my friend and clapped him on the shoulder. “Together. Now, before we get to that, where were you guys on the research into the Sword of Shadows when you left?”  
 
    “Not as far as we wanted to be, I’m afraid,” the dark-haired Noble sighed. “Alyona can explain far better than I can, but essentially the Sword of Shadows has a very long, very complicated history.”  
 
    “Is there any other kind?” Ruslan joked.  
 
    “Apparently the Sword of Shadows is cursed,” Nike continued in a much more serious tone.  
 
    “Cursed?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. “Cursed how?”  
 
    “It drives the holder mad. Naomi found a scroll that told the story of a former wielder who went so crazy, he threw himself off the archers’ tower in his castle because he thought he could fly.”  
 
    I blinked in surprise. What the hell could have caused the sword’s spirit to drive its Noble mad? Was it simply too powerful for them to control? Even then, Nobles of the Sword were chosen specifically to wield the blade.  
 
    None of this made sense, and we definitely needed to talk to Alyona and the other mages about this.  
 
    “Let’s go inside,” I sighed to my friends. “It sounds like tomorrow is going to be a long day.” 
 
    With that, we all headed back into the Lunar Palace. Julia and Ruslan shuffled the two architects from Leyte off to their new rooms while Nike, Nokomis, and I went to the dining hall. Calvin was waiting for Alyona to return, so he followed right behind us. The rest of our friends and family had apparently all retired to their rooms already, so the three of us hurried up and scarfed down a meal that the servants threw together.  
 
    Suddenly, pure calmness washed across my body like a tidal wave while I was sitting in my chair, and I felt my heart swell.  
 
    Alyona.  
 
    Sure enough, I felt my wife’s arms wrap around my neck from behind, and she pressed her tender lips into my hair as she gave me a sensual greeting.  
 
    “Hello, my love,” she giggled. “I hear we have missed a lot while we were away in the archives.”  
 
    “Same,” I admitted. “Random question… Do you think you could portal Lord Calvin back to Leyte before we go any further?”  
 
    “I would much appreciate it, Princess,” Calvin said with a smile.  
 
    Alyona nodded her head, and then she began to chant something under her breath. Seconds later, there was a flash of pure white energy, and a portal to Leyte appeared in the air before us.  
 
    “Safe travels, Grandfather,” Nike said as Calvin got up and approached the portal.  
 
    “I would hope so,” the old man laughed. “I’m not going very far!”  
 
    With that, the Lord of Leyte stepped into the glowing light and was transported back to his home. The portal disappeared the second he had gone through, and then Alyona let out a sigh.  
 
    “There,” the priestess said as she plopped down on the bench beside me and placed a hand on her growing belly. 
 
    “I tried to explain the Sword of Shadows to Lord Evan, milady,” Nike interjected. “But I figured you were more well-equipped to give him the details.”  
 
    “Those archives were wonderful, by the way,” Calltris suddenly added as she and Naomi both slid into the chairs across from us. “So much knowledge just sitting there, waiting to be discovered by curious eyes.”  
 
    “I don’t know where you found Calltris, Evan,” Naomi joked. “But I do hope she’s going to stick around for a while.”  
 
    Naomi was a mage who had taught herself everything she knew, all from a bunch of old books and scrolls. The lizard Demi-Human had a long scar on her face thanks to her asshole of a brother, but she’d already gotten her revenge when she put him in a magic-induced coma. Now, Naomi tucked a bit of her magenta hair behind her ears as she smiled at Calltris, and I could already see a close-knit friendship blossoming.  
 
    “Well, you’re in luck, because I’m going to stick around until I become the most powerful mage in Rahma.” Calltris smirked.  
 
    “Good luck,” Alyona giggled. “Evan’s already more powerful than anyone else in this world, and he’s going to get even stronger when we find the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    “We do have a location, right?” I asked. “The one that showed up on the map of Inati?”  
 
    Not long ago, I’d used my ancestral memory to create a map that showed us the location of all the Nobles of the Sword, and where they were located at any given time. The Sword of Shadows had been present the last time I looked at the thing, so I was sure it could help us find the correct Noble.  
 
    “Yes and no.” Alyona frowned. “This tells us where the Noble is located, yes, but we are not sure if the Sword of Shadows is actually there or not.”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be there?” Nokomis mused. “What kind of a Noble of the Sword doesn’t carry their sword with them?”  
 
    “The kind that doesn’t want to go mad,” Naomi explained as her expression darkened.  
 
    “Precisely,” Alyona sighed, and her amethyst eyes seemed to zone out looking at something in the distance. “Though the bloodline is pretty straightforward, the actual possessor of the Sword is something else. Stories of the Sword’s curse spread like mad, and many of the Nobles who were chosen simply refused to take it.”  
 
    “So it could be anywhere in Rahma right now?” I groaned and leaned back in my chair.  
 
    “But at least we have a place to start looking!” Naomi reminded us. “The rightful noble of the Sword of Shadows is right there on the map, so at minimum they might be able to help us find it.”  
 
    The lizard Demi-Human had a point. Even if we had no clue where the Sword of Shadows was currently, we could at least go to its rightful owner and pick their brain about its whereabouts.  
 
    “Well, unfortunately, we’re not going there any time soon,” I told our friends. “At least not until we figure out what’s going on in Leyte.”  
 
    I explained the situation to Naomi, Calltris, and Alyona, and the three women all seemed to agree this matter was more pressing at the moment. Then we decided we would have to divide and conquer for this one, so Naomi and Calltris would stay behind to keep studying the archives while Nike, Alyona, Nokomis, and I all journeyed to Leyte.  
 
    By the time we’d finished our food, the exhaustion of today’s excitement finally caught up to me, and I announced that I was headed off to my chambers.  
 
    Laika was already passed out in the bed when Alyona and I arrived, so we both carefully tried to sneak in without waking her up.  
 
    “You know I’m coming with you to Leyte tomorrow, right?” the wolf Demi-Human mumbled while half-asleep.  
 
    “How did you hear about that?” Alyona gasped as she laid down in the bed.  
 
    “Word gets around fast in Hatra,” Laika sighed into her pillow without opening her gray eyes. “I’m sure I won’t be the only one demanding to come along, you know.”  
 
    “We can talk about it in the morning,” I chuckled. “Get some sleep.”  
 
    Then I covered myself up with my soft, feathery blanket, and Laika and Alyona pressed their bodies up against mine. A comforting warmth radiated off my beautiful lovers as I pulled them in close, and before I knew it, I’d drifted off to sleep.  
 
    When I awoke the next morning, Laika and Alyona were gone, but they were both typically early risers, so I wasn’t worried. I slid out of bed and changed my clothes for the upcoming adventure to Leyte, and I sauntered out of my room and down the hallway. Then I snagged a quick bite to eat before I headed out to the courtyard, where I was met with seven smiling faces.  
 
    Nike, Alyona, Nokomis, and Laika were there as expected, though they were also joined by Aaliyah, Skye, and the phoenix Ravi.  
 
    Ravi was decked out in a navy-blue robe adorned with all sorts of intricate, glittery patterns in the colors of red, yellow, and orange. Feathers floated down from her dark orange hair as she turned her head, and the phoenix’s glowing blue eyes flickered with excitement.  
 
    “Word must have gotten around quicker than I thought,” I chuckled as I looked over the group before me.  
 
    “Did you really think we were going to let you go out and fight a band of bandits without me?” Aaliyah purred and grinned a fanged grin. “Rebecca wanted to come, too, but Valerra called her a coward for trying to back out of their rematch. Sooo…”  
 
    “You need as many Nobles of the Sword as you can,” Sky added as she patted the blade at her waist. “Nike told us about this mysterious gang, and they sound like bad news.”  
 
    “What about you, Ravi?” I teased the phoenix. “Do you think we need a badass firebird to get through this?”  
 
    “Maybe.” Ravi shrugged and flashed me a flirtatious wink. “Though, honestly, I wanted to get out of the city and go on another adventure with you.”  
 
    Fair enough.  
 
    “Alright, then,” I said as I began to pace back and forth in front of my friends. “We go to Leyte, kill these bandits, and pray it acts as a warning for anyone else who might try to fuck with one of my cities.”  
 
    “As if they don’t already have enough of a warning,” Skye said with a half-shrug. “With all of the tales spreading around Rahma about your adventures, you would have to be quite bold to think you could get away with slighting a dragon.”  
 
    “Or very stupid,” Aaliyah added as she inspected her claws like a human woman would inspect her nails. “Either way, it makes things more fun for us.”  
 
    “Then let’s get going,” I said as I drew my sword. “And be prepared for anything.”  
 
    My friends all shook their heads in agreement before Alyona began to whisper her incantation under her breath. Seconds later, there was a flash of blinding white light, and a portal appeared before us.  
 
    What I saw on the other side, though, made my inner dragon scream with rage.  
 
    I saw the ashes of several buildings, along with the rotting corpses of people who had been cut down in the street and goods that had been strewn around everywhere. I wanted nothing more than to step through this portal and tear every one of those fuckers limb from limb, and that was exactly what I planned on doing.  
 
    I took a deep breath, and then I jumped through.  
 
    As I came out the other side, the foul stench of death and ash filled my nostrils.  
 
    “M-My Gods…” Nike sputtered as he appeared beside me and began to assess the damage. “My grandfather wasn’t exaggerating.”  
 
    Nike’s mouth was open and frozen in horror as he observed his surroundings, and the poor guy looked like he was about to have a breakdown at any second.  
 
    Leyte was known around Rahma for its beautifully intricate and sturdy architecture, complete with dazzling engravings and tapestries throughout. Now, though, there was nothing around us but crumbled buildings, debris, and a bit of fire. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I reassured my friend as I placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll kill the bastards who are doing this.”  
 
    The rest of my team appeared through the portal, which then shut with a quick flash of light.  
 
    “Oh… this is awful,” Alyona choked out as she covered her mouth with her hands. “Who would do such a thing to a city?”  
 
    “We’re about to find out,” I growled. “Nike, take us to the castle.”  
 
    “T-This way,” a defeated-sounded Nike said as he pointed to the north, so we followed his lead.  
 
    As we moved further and further into the city of Leyte, we only saw more damage. Most of the buildings were in various states of disrepair, and those that were still standing had been scorched thoroughly by flames.  
 
    Things must have gotten much worse after Calvin had left to come find me.  
 
    Eventually, we reached Lord Calvin’s castle, which had somehow avoided most of the damage that currently blighted the city. One of the stone towers of the palace bore a large burn mark, while most of its blue and gold flags had been tattered and torn into dangling rags. Calvin had gathered with a group of men that I assumed was the City Guard just outside the golden door of the castle, and the old man seemed to be giving them a pep talk as we approached.  
 
    I only counted about fifty soldiers, all clad in leather armor and simple kettle helmets. They were armed with a mixture of spears, swords, and bows, but the tarnish on the metal weapons told me they’d seen better days.  
 
    When we eventually strode up to the small army, Calvin turned around and let out a happy laugh.  
 
    “Lord Evan and his cavalry are here!” he declared as he stuck out his hands. “Praise the gods.”  
 
    “This is the City Guard?” I asked as I looked around at the men.  
 
    The men all replied with a unified “haroo” and then beat their weapons against their chests.  
 
    Well, at least they seemed pretty well trained, even if they looked underdressed for a fight.  
 
    “Where are all these ruffians?” Aaliyah growled as she bared her sharp canines. “I want to tear their eyes from their skulls.”  
 
    Macabre curiosity flashed across Calvin’s face when he heard the lioness’ comment, but he quickly recovered.  
 
    “They have not been seen yet today,” the old man explained. “We will know when they show their faces, though, and we will be ready.” 
 
    That was Calvin’s plan? To just wait around until these assholes showed up again?  
 
    That was not gonna fly for me.  
 
    “I have a better plan,” I offered. “Ravi can take to the sky and scout the area. Then, if she sees anything, she will alert us.”  
 
    “What am I looking for?” Ravi asked.  
 
    “Anything that might be suspicious,” I explained. “Shady-looking groups of people, or somebody trying to break into a shop, or even somebody just taunting other citizens.”  
 
    Ravi nodded her fire-kissed head before she transformed into her phoenix form in a flash of blue flames.  
 
    A small trail of blue fire trailed behind her as she took to the sky, as did a few orange feathers from the plume on her head. We all held our breaths as she headed off into the distance, and then she began to make circles around the city in a slow, clockwise pattern. She continued on for several minutes before, finally, the phoenix flew back down toward us, hit the ground with a flash of blue fire, and then returned to her human form.  
 
    “There’s a group of people attacking a man six blocks southwest!” Ravi declared. “That must be them.”  
 
    “How many?” I demanded.  
 
    “I saw fourteen of them, but there could easily be more.”  
 
    That was most certainly our gang.  
 
    “Let’s go!” I called out as I took off down the stairs.  
 
    The City Guard let out a battle cry before their thundering footsteps followed me to the street, and we bolted in the direction of the altercation. My heart pounded in my chest as I thought about all the ways I was going to make these men pay for what they’d done. Not only had they terrorized and killed innocent people, but they also thought they could just waltz into one of my cities and lay claim to it as if it were their own.  
 
    I had a bone to pick with this “Specter,” and I personally couldn’t wait to meet him.  
 
    But that was when I picked up a familiar scent in my nostrils, and my heart fell into my knees.  
 
    A dragon.  
 
    I sensed the power of another dragon. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Are you sensing that, too, Miraya?” I asked my sword spirit as I dashed down the ruined streets. “Is there really a dragon here in Leyte?”  
 
    It’s impossible to be sure, Miraya answered. Though your instincts never seem to be wrong about these sorts of things.  
 
    Honestly, it made so much sense now. “The Specter” was a dragon, which was how he was able to fly around, and it also explained how the gang could do this much damage, and why the City Guard had had so much trouble trying to fight him.  
 
    Too bad his days of easy victories had run out.  
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you all,” I said as I slowed my pace a fraction to fall back among my companions. “I think the leader of the gang is a dragon.”  
 
    “What?” Calvin’s face turned ghostly white, and he stumbled to a halt. “In Leyte? Surely that couldn’t have slipped past us.”  
 
    “Dragons are shapeshifters and are able to gain powers and abilities from those they vanquish,” Alyona said as she quickly waddled up beside me. “It would neither be impossible nor improbable for one to avoid detection.” 
 
    “What can we do to kill it?” Calvin questioned with a terrified expression. 
 
    “Nothing,” I growled as my inner dragon roared internally at the thought of a human killing one of my kind. “We take him alive.”  
 
    “Alive?” Nike’s grandfather scoffed. “Forgive me for saying this, Lord Evan, but you are mad.”  
 
    “We take him alive, or we don’t take him at all. Your choice, Calvin.”  
 
    There was the possibility that this dragon wasn’t acting of his own volition, like Eskandar and many other enslaved or enchanted dragons I’d encountered before. I would reserve my judgment until I could determine this dragon’s status and whether or not it was possible to stop and or help him.  
 
    But if there wasn’t, I would take him out myself. If he was enslaved, killing him would be a mercy, and he deserved a little dignity by being felled by a fellow dragon.  
 
    Calvin stroked his beard as his tired silver eyes looked off at the burning city before him. I was sure he was pondering whether or not it was worth it to try and push back against my command, but Calvin was a smart ruler, and I was sure he would make the right decision.  
 
    Eventually, the old man looked back at the city guard before he raised his fist to the sky and let out a loud grunt. The soldiers replied in unison, and then they began to march off in the direction Ravi had spotted the ruffians.  
 
    “This is where I leave you, then, good luck, Lord Evan,” Calvin said as my friends started following the soldiers. “Take care, Nikolaus.”  
 
    “I’ll see you when this is all over, Grandfather,” Nike announced over his shoulder. “Go back and stay in the castle, where you’re safe.”  
 
    Alyona went to take a step, but I instantly clicked my tongue and shook my head.  
 
    “You’re staying with Calvin, my love,” I said to my wife before I patted her growing belly. “It’s too dangerous for you, and the future King of Rahma.”  
 
    “I can help you from afar,” Alyona offered with a worried frown. “I do not wish to simply sit back and do nothing while you march into battle against another dragon.”  
 
    “I’ve fought other dragons before,” I assured her. “I will be okay. I swear I’ll be back when this is all done… Hopefully with an unconscious dragon prisoner in tow. Do you think you could handle his power with a magic bond?”  
 
    “You still doubt my abilities?” the beautiful priestess asked with a slight giggle. “Bring him to me, and I shall bind him so tightly that he will need to cut off his own hands to escape.”  
 
    Now, that was exactly what I wanted to hear. 
 
    I leaned in and pressed my mouth against Alyona’s soft, luscious lips, and we kissed passionately for a few seconds before I pulled away, stroked the side of her face gently, and sent her away with one last peck on the forehead.  
 
    “I’ll make this quick,” I promised my wife. “Then I shall return to you and our child.”  
 
    “You’d better.” Alyona frowned, and I could sense she still wanted to come along with me, but thankfully, Calvin was there to back me up.  
 
    “Come, Princess,” the old man mumbled as he wrapped his arm around hers. “We must head back immediately. With the City Guard away from the palace, it would be foolish to remain outside with no protection.”  
 
    Alyona reluctantly turned around before she and Calvin marched back to the golden door of his palace, which then began to open with a low grumble. The second the two figures were safely tucked away behind the palace walls, so I turned back to the decrepit city and took off after my friends and the guards.  
 
    Thanks to my enhanced agility, I caught up with the rest of the group in no time flat, and the members of the City Guard were flabbergasted to witness my speed in action. Soon, I made it to the front of the entire group, where I then began to lead the charge toward the bandits attacking the city.  
 
    The only problem now was figuring out which one of them was the leader. If they really were a traveling gang, they surely wouldn’t have the dragon in their group singled out with any sort of special clothing or crowns, as that would make them stand out like a sore thumb. I might be able to smell his scent when I got close enough, but I also had a bad feeling that these guys weren’t about to let me get close enough or give me enough time to sniff out the imposter.  
 
    Then I got an idea.  
 
    Maybe, just maybe, I could use one of my predation skills to find the hidden dragon.  
 
    It might work, Miraya suddenly interjected. Your precognition powers could possibly lead you to the correct target, and then you wouldn’t have to waste time trying to identify them.  
 
    “It’s like you’re reading my mind,” I joked to the woman in my spiritual sea.  
 
    It had been a little while since I’d used the precognition ability I’d gotten from defeating Rana, the spirit bonded to the mystical artifact known as the Sundex, but there was no better time than the present for some experimentation. 
 
    It took me a minute to figure out how to best proceed, but I summoned up a swell of power from deep within my spiritual sea and tried to focus on where I wanted to go. Sure enough, a burst of golden magic erupted from my body and then twisted out into a straight line on the ground before me, and I knew if I followed this path, it would take me right to the dragon we were looking for.  
 
    The guards, my friends, and I all continued down the streets of Leyte until finally, my ears picked up the sound of voices from afar.  
 
    “P-Please!” a man’s voice blubbered through a bit of a gurgle, and I was sure this meant he’d been beaten and was bleeding. “I-I told you I don’t have any more coin. I’m a simple chessberry farmer.”  
 
    “You can’t be too poor if you have a booth in the market,” another person’s voice hissed. “You’d better start talking, or we might just have to destroy another one of your carts, won’t we?”  
 
    Oh, fuck these assholes. They were nothing but a bunch of bullies looking to steal from those who were too weak to defend themselves, and that kinda shit wasn’t going to be tolerated in my cities.  
 
    I rounded a corner and found myself face to face with the band of bastards laying waste to the city. There were roughly fifty of them, as Calvin had estimated, and the group was made up of a healthy mixture of humans and Demi-Humans that ranged from wolves, lizards, leopards, bears, and even a few that looked kind of bat-like.  
 
    I didn’t care about them, though, because the golden path before me led straight to a single man at the far-right side of the gang.  
 
    He stood a little over six feet tall, with dark, greasy black hair pulled back behind his head into a simple samurai-style ponytail. His yellow eyes seemed to shimmer under the light of Rahma’s three moons, and on his body he wore a simple sleeveless tan tunic tied off around the waist. The man’s arms and legs were completely exposed, and it didn’t take me long to home in on the small, textured bits of gray that dotted his arms and legs.  
 
    Scales.  
 
    That was definitely our dragon.  
 
    “In the name of Lord Calvin, the Lord of Leyte!” one of the City Guardsmen bellowed. “I command you to cease your heinous activities and turn yourselves in before you make things even more messy.”  
 
    “I’m sure that’ll work,” Aaliyah grumbled as she bared her fangs at the group of ruffians.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” a cocky bear Demi-Human scoffed. “The City Guard is threatening us.”  
 
    All of the thugs began to snicker at the man’s weak threat.  
 
    “Looks like we’ll have to teach them a lesson about messing with the Gray Scabbard,” one of the human men growled as he cracked his knuckles.  
 
    “Last fucking chance,” I warned as I held the Sword of Hatra tight and took an offensive stance. “I am Lord Evan of Hatra, future King of Rahma and Noble of the Sword of Healing. Stand down immediately, or suffer my wrath.”  
 
    “Really?” one of the wolf Demi-Humans laughed. “Are you hearing this, brothers?”  
 
    Alright. It wasn’t like I didn’t give them a warning.  
 
    “I’ll take care of the leader!” I barked out to my allies. “You guys handle the rest.”  
 
    “With pleasure, brother,” Nike growled, and then he held out his sword above his head. “For Leyte!”  
 
    The City Guard repeated Nike’s battle cry before they all charged forward, and the fight began.  
 
    The sound of metal on metal, swishing arrows, and magical blasts filled the air, and I took off at a full sprint toward the dragon before me.  
 
    Strangely enough, he had remained silent throughout the entire confrontation, which didn’t exactly strike me as good leadership. Then again, he was the “leader” of a gang of violent thugs, so I didn’t exactly expect too much from him in terms of diplomacy.  
 
    The gray dragon cocked his head to the right as he watched me approaching, but he didn’t seem frazzled whatsoever. Instead, he fucking smiled, like he was happy to have the challenge.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Laika cut down a human man with her sword, while Ravi annihilated two others with a fiery blast. These guys may have stood a chance against a bunch of powerless City Guardsmen, but they didn’t stand a chance against my friends.  
 
    A big, burly bear Demi-Human roared as he came at me with his ham-sized fists, but I simply ducked his attack and then took off his right leg with a swipe of my sword. He bellowed in pain as he fell to the ground, but I paid him no further attention as I pressed on toward the other dragon.  
 
    Then two more attackers tried to step in between the Specter and I, and they both brandished short bows.  
 
    There was a quick thwip as the two arrows were released from their strings, and I instantly side-stepped to the left as the projectiles swished past my head. Next, I summoned a fire dagger into my left hand, called upon my precision targeting ability, and then hurled the flaming weapon straight for the man on the right. It stabbed into his throat, and his eyes went wide as he began to gurgle, but any sounds he made were quickly silenced when his entire body caught on fire.  
 
    The second man began to fumble at his quiver as I approached, but he was nowhere near fast enough. I transformed the fire in my open hand into a flaming whip, which I then tossed forward and around my opponent’s hand.  
 
    He screamed in agony as the sound and smell of burning flesh filled the air, and then I gave the whip a good yank and pulled him toward me.  
 
    Right into the point of the Sword of Hatra.  
 
    The man’s eyes rolled back in his head as my blade pierced his stomach, and he went limp as I tossed him to the side to bleed out.  
 
    Still, the enemy dragon remained as cool as a cucumber as he stood his ground. In fact, he now wore an amused smirk on his face.  
 
    “You’re the Specter?” I growled as I closed the gap between us.  
 
    “Such a dumb name,” the man said in a low, raspy voice, and for the first time I noticed the long, horizontal scar that encircled his neck. “I am not a spirit.”  
 
    “Maybe not now,” I warned. “But you will be soon if you don’t surrender”  
 
    I took a swing at the Specter with my blade, but he was quick to parry as he pulled a spear that was strapped to his back and made a forward strike at my chest. I was able to side-step the blow, but I felt the hot cut of the spear’s blade as it grazed across my right arm.  
 
    Thankfully, my automatic healing ability closed the wound up in a flash, and I got back to work trying to take this bastard down.  
 
    He blocked my next attack with the hilt of his spear, but that was exactly what I’d expected him to do. I quickly removed my right hand from my sword hilt, launched a bit of fiery whip down around my enemy’s leg, and yanked it out from under him.  
 
    The Specter let out a grunt as he fell down on his back, and then I concentrated my rock magic and brought forth four small tendrils from the ground. They wrapped around the dragon like straps on a gurney and held him firmly in place, and before my opponent could make another move, I hauled back the butt of my sword and slammed into his face as hard as I could, which caused his head to whip back but didn’t knock him out like I’d hoped.  
 
    “You are starting to get on my nerves,” the dragon hissed as he glared up at me.  
 
    Suddenly, giant, bony spikes erupted from the sides of my opponent’s arms and legs, and they cut through the rocky restraints as if they were made of cardboard. Then the gray dragon sprang back up to his feet and lashed out at me with one of the spikes, and I was just able to knock it away with my sword.  
 
    I created a fire shield with my free hand right as the Specter attacked again, and there was a hailstorm of sparks as my barrier blocked the attack. The Sword of Hatra blocked another swing from his spear before I hopped over his attempt to sweep my leg, and I realized I needed to get back on the offensive if I wanted to win this fight.  
 
    I briefly thought about trying to wrap him up with my web or with some vines, but if his spines were strong enough to cut through rock, then neither of those restraints would be of any use. Likewise, my fire wasn’t going to do much good, considering he was a literal dragon.  
 
    Petrification was worth a shot.  
 
    I parried my opponent’s blow and then I leaned in close to his body and sprayed a yellow mist straight into his face.  
 
    The Specter began to hack and cough as he stumbled backward and swung his spear wildly in front of his body, but his attacks came nowhere close to landing, and I knew this was my best shot at taking him down.  
 
    I sprang forward as I turned my sword in my hands, and then I slammed the flat edge of my weapon into the Specter’s head, hard.  
 
    He let out one final gasp before he collapsed to the ground and went rigid. For a moment, I wondered if I had gone too far and had accidentally killed him, so I checked his status.  
 
    Classification: Dragon 
 
    Condition: Petrified, Minor concussion,  
 
    Priority: Minor  
 
    Danger: None 
 
    Status: Unconscious, will heal with time  
 
    Okay, so it looked like he wasn’t corrupted or enchanted, and I also hadn’t killed him.  
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t say the same thing for some of his buddies.  
 
    I looked over to see Nike unload a blinding flash of light from his sword, and several of the gang members screamed as they covered their eyes. Skye was right next to the Noble, so she took full advantage of the opportunity.  
 
    Skye held out the Sword of Youth before her, channeled her energy into it, and then unleashed its full power. Several bolts of red lightning blasted from the tip of the blade like a tesla coil and plunged directly into the chests of several of the ruffians, and they all began to tremble and shake as the magic electricity coursed through their bodies. Then they collapsed into a heap on the ground.  
 
    Meanwhile, Ravi was lighting up gang members like it was the Fourth of July. The phoenix kept her distance as she dive-bombed her opponents from above and swished out of the way of their arrows, and she returned the favor with a fiery blast that engulfed the men below in its horrific heat.  
 
    Nokomis was on the other side of the battlefield, and I could hear her pleading with her opponents as she blocked their attacks.  
 
    “Please!” the snow leopard Demi-Human begged. “I do not wish to kill you, but you are forcing my hand.”  
 
    “Just shut up and die, bitch,” the wolf Demi-Human she was fighting snarled.  
 
    Nokomis ducked underneath his attack before she came up with the claws of her left hand, and I watched with amusement as she stabbed them into her opponent’s throat, pulled back, and ripped out his Adam’s apple with a spray of blood and gore.  
 
    The man’s eyes widened as he fumbled with the wound on his throat, and then he crumpled to the ground.  
 
    “Remember,” Nokomis grumbled to the dying man as she flicked the blood and gore off her fingers. “You made me do that.”  
 
    All around me, the tide of the battle was turning in our favor. The City Guardsmen had overtaken several of the thugs, who they now had pinned on the ground with their hands and feet bound behind their backs.  
 
    Other gang members, though, weren’t so lucky. Several bodies littered the streets of Leyte, and it was only going to get worse as these guys became more desperate.  
 
    I needed to end this battle right now.  
 
    I checked to make sure the Specter was still unconscious before I leapt up into the air and transformed myself into my dragon form, and I heard several gasps from down below as I flew up above the battle and then let out a long, earthshaking roar.  
 
    “Enough!” I thundered down at the city. “Your leader is defeated, and you are outmatched. Surrender right now, and I will heal your wounded and spare your lives. This is a losing battle you are fighting, Gray Scabbards.”  
 
    Slowly but surely, the sounds of the fight ceased, and several of the bandits looked up at me in awe.  
 
    “You won’t kill us?” one of them shouted.  
 
    “Not unless you keep trying to kill us and keep terrorizing innocent people,” I warned. “I can promise no harm will come to you under my supervision, though you are all still criminals and will face justice for what you have done here.”  
 
    “So we’re going to die anyways?” a gruff-looking man yelled. “May as well go down fightin’!”  
 
    He quickly pulled an arrow from his quiver, aimed up at me, and released.  
 
    I scoffed before I unleashed a small blast of fire from my mouth and used my targeting powers to aim at the arrow itself. The wooden projectile went up in smoke, but then I continued the blast as I aimed it at the man who’d dared to attack me.  
 
    He screamed as the flames engulfed his body, and then he was nothing but a pile of ash and bone fragments.  
 
    “Anybody else?” I roared down at the Gray Scabbards, who now looked completely terrified.  
 
    One by one, they started to lay down their weapons and raised their hands in the air, to which the City Guard responded by binding their appendages with ropes.  
 
    “That’s what I thought.” I exhaled a plume of smoke, and then I flew back down to the ground and turned back into my human form.  
 
    The battle was over, and we had won.  
 
    Of course, it would all be for nothing if I didn’t get the Specter back to Alyona for a proper magical binding.  
 
    I had some questions for him.  
 
    “That was impressive, Lord Evan,” Aaliyah giggled as she walked up and put her hands on my chest. “You know I love it when you show off big displays of power like that.”  
 
    “It was very intimidating,” Nike added as he suddenly appeared at my other side. “I almost laid down my own weapon at your behest, brother.”  
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled, and I rolled my eyes. “Help me carry this unconscious guy back to the palace.”  
 
    “Is this the leader?” Aaliyah’s orange eyes narrowed as she looked down at the gray Specter. “The dragon?”  
 
    “Sure is,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Why didn’t he change?” Nike pondered aloud. “I would have thought he’d use his dragon abilities to his full advantage in a situation like this.”  
 
    “Overconfidence is a hell of a drug,” I mumbled as I lifted the Specter off the ground and tossed him over my shoulder. “Poor bastard probably thought he was just dealing with a run-of-the-mill human warrior when I came at him, so he figured he could take me out without changing.”  
 
    “Well, he was wrong.” Aaliyah smirked, and her golden lion tail flicked behind her with amusement. “Very, very wrong.”  
 
    I chuckled, and then I tilted back my head and unleashed a large, glittery rainbow spray up into the air. Unlike most of the times I used my healing ability, I did not command it to differentiate between friend and foe. Rather, the sparkling mist covered the entire battlefield, and I could feel the energy pulsing through the ground as it healed everybody who was still alive.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” one of the guardsmen said with a grin before he gestured to the surviving Gray Scabbards. “We shall take this filth to the dungeons, where they will await further judgement.”  
 
    “And I’m taking this guy back to the palace,” I explained as I adjusted the unconscious dragon on my shoulder. “I’ve still got some work to do on him.”  
 
    Without another word, my friends followed me back to the palace, and we all kept a watchful eye on the literal sleeping dragon on my shoulder. The guards up on the city wall opened up the gates as we approached, and then the golden door of the palace rumbled as they opened inward to reveal the interior of the building.  
 
    Alyona and Calvin both came rushing out into the main room when they heard us arrive, and the old Lord of Leyte let out a gasp when he saw the man in our possession.  
 
    “Is that him?” Calvin asked with wide eyes. “The dragon?”  
 
    “It is,” I said with a nod, and then I tossed the unconscious man down onto the floor. “And we need to get him bound before he wakes back up. He wasn’t that hard to subdue the first time, but I don’t want any more complications… How does this work?”  
 
    “Step back,” Alyona warned as she approached the man’s unconscious body and bowed her head.  
 
    We all obliged the priestess, but we stayed close enough so we could watch her work her magic.  
 
    “I hope she is strong enough to do this,” Nokomis gulped quietly beside me, and she wrung her hands as she stared at the priestess. “I can already sense the burning rage inside of this man, and I’d hate to see what he can do when he’s in his dragon form.”  
 
    “Our princess is stronger than people know,” I said with confidence. “And we’re here to help if need be.” 
 
    “Gods above and gods below,” Alyona mumbled. “Upon mine enemy bestow your bindings to keep him subdued. Magic within me, shine thine hue… We call upon your powers now, make our enemy be bound!”  
 
    As Alyona finished her incantation, she knelt down and placed both her open palms against the Specter. The second she did so, pure white energy irradiated from her hands and spread around the dragon’s body like a second skin, and he seemed to tense up as it firmed in place. Finally, Alyona opened her eyes, stood up, and stepped back to admire her work.  
 
    All the while, the dragon simply laid there with a thin layer of the magical binding over his skin.  
 
    “Did it work?” Calvin asked through a tense jaw. “Can he break free?”  
 
    “He will certainly try.” Alyona shrugged. “But he won’t get very far. That is the most powerful binding spell we’ve found in the archives, as it was used for this very purpose.”  
 
    “To hold an enemy at bay?” the Lord of Leyte asked.  
 
    “No.” My wife’s amethyst eyes narrowed, and she pursed her lips as she shot me an apologetic look. “It was made specifically to bind a dragon.”  
 
    “Good work.” I smiled at my beautiful Priestess before I gave her a pat on the shoulder and turned to the old man. “Where can we put him in the meantime? I don’t want him around the other prisoners.”  
 
    “There is a single-room dungeon in the lowest level of the palace,” Calvin explained. “Grandson? Do you remember where it is?”  
 
    “Of course, I do, Grandfather.” Nike nodded. “I shall take him there immediately.”  
 
    “I suppose your work here is done, then?” Calvin sighed and hung his head. “You shall all return to Hatra immediately?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head and then pointed down at the unconscious man. “I still have some unfinished business with this one. Also, I’m not going to just abandon you in your time of need.”  
 
    “What?” The old man’s eyes lit up with hope. “You are going to stay?”  
 
    “I’m going to help you rebuild,” I explained. “It is the least we can do, considering all the help you’ve given us in the past.”  
 
    Tears started to stream down Calvin’s cheeks as he fell down to his knees and took my right hand with both of his.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” he said through a soft sob. “We do not deserve you as a king.”  
 
    “I’m not king yet,” I reminded the old man. “I’m just a concerned dragon who wants to help out his friends, and your city could really use our help.”  
 
    “I shall summon our architects right away,” Calvin noted, and he jumped back to his feet. “They will be thrilled to hear that you will assist us.”  
 
    “And I’ll take this heathen to the dungeon,” Nike said as he picked up the fallen dragon. “Do you want us to meet back here once I’m all done?”  
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but Aaliyah quickly cut me off.  
 
    “I believe Lord Evan has a prior engagement,” the lion-woman giggled and twirled her tail around her finger. “Though he shouldn’t be long.”  
 
    “Prior-- Oh.” Nike’s face twisted into a frown as his cheeks colored. “Right. I’ll-- uh… I’ll leave you to it, then.”  
 
    Nike turned, and then he began to march the Specter toward the staircase that led down to the lower levels of the palace. 
 
    “Come, my friends.” Calvin waved as he headed for the golden doors of the palace. “We must make haste if we want to rebuild.”  
 
    “You guys go on without us,” Aaliyah said, and my heart began to race at the thought of what the sexy lioness had planned.  
 
    “Don’t take too much of his energy,” Nokomis said with a wink before she followed Calvin.  
 
    Ravi and Laika followed the leopard-woman, which just left Skye, Alyona, Aaliyah, and I alone in the room.  
 
    “What… Why did you two stay behind?” I asked as my cock began to throb in my pants.  
 
    “You already know why,” Alyona giggled. “We wanted to share you.”  
 
    “Come with us, Lord Evan,” Skye whispered, and then she turned and walked toward the staircase that led up to the residential floors of the palace.  
 
    Alyona and Aaliyah both took the tattooed woman’s arms, and the three sexy women giggled as they beckoned for me to follow.  
 
    Even though I knew what they wanted, my mind raced with the thought of filling each and every one of them with my dragon seed and marking them as mine once more.  
 
    And that was exactly what I was going to do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Don’t keep us waiting, Lord Evan,” Skye giggled as she looked back over her shoulder at me and winked.  
 
    My eyes were laser-focused on my three lovers’ perfect, tight asses as they sashayed to and fro and moved toward a nearby staircase. Their beautiful cheeks jiggled as they ascended the stairs, and at the moment I nearly tripped over my own footing because I was so damn distracted. My cock threatened to burst through the bottom of my robe, and I chuckled internally as I wondered how much it was going to throw off my balance when I walked.  
 
    We moved up the staircase until we came to the second floor, which was a wide-open circular room with a gold-and-blue carpet on the ground and whose walls had dozens of dark mahogany doors to choose from. The three women remained arm in arm as they walked over to the nearest door, and then Alyona carefully opened it up and checked to see if it was currently occupied.  
 
    Honestly, I was more worried about if it was soundproof, considering we were going to be making a lot of noise pretty soon.  
 
    “Oh!” Alyona smirked. “This is quite a nice room… It will work perfectly for my husband’s reward.”  
 
    The white-haired priestess slipped through the door before Skye and Aaliyah followed. I was right behind the three women, and when I finally got in there, I saw what Alyona was talking about.  
 
    If this palace were a hotel, this sort of room would definitely be a luxury suite. There was a king-sized bed over in the corner of the space, with a large glass window right above the headboard. The window was made up completely of stained glass that matched Calvin’s royal colors of gold and blue, with the shape of his family’s royal crest etched into the kaleidoscope of beautiful translucent material. The stone floor of the room was covered with a fur rug, and all around the walls were wooden dressers and chests that I was sure held treasures I could only dream about.  
 
    My inner dragon growled happily at the thought of looting this area of its jewels, gemstones, and gold, but my newfound wisdom powers suddenly reminded me of why I’d come into this room in the first place.  
 
    I had something much, much better to explore first.  
 
    Alyona sat down on the corner of the bed, which was covered with soft-looking golden sheets, but Aaliyah and Skye didn’t seem to waste any time in getting started.  
 
    The blonde lioness gave Skye a sultry smile as she started to rub the woman’s sapphire-skinned cheek softly. Skye responded with a large grin as she looked down at the floor nervously, but then she wrapped an arm around Aaliyah’s sculpted, narrow hips and pulled her in close. Skye and Aaliyah giggled as their lips met each other, and then they closed their eyes as they started to make out.  
 
    My dick practically tore through my pants at the sight of my two lovers enjoying each other, and I needed to get them in bed right now.  
 
    “We don’t know whose room this actually is,” Alyona mused. “We must first ensure we are not interrupted…”  
 
    My wife bowed her head, and she reached an open palm out toward the closed red door before she began to mutter something under her breath. As she did so, her hand lit up with powerful white magic, which then appeared on the interior side of the room’s door. The magic spread across the mahogany wood like a sheet of glimmering ice until it was completely covered, and then Alyona opened her eyes and smiled.  
 
    “A protective spell?” Aaliyah asked as she pulled away from Skye and opened her orange eyes. “You must think we’re going to be in here for quite a while.”  
 
    “That’s the idea.” Alyona smirked as her amethyst eyes lit up. “Lord Evan has worked hard the last few hours, and now he deserves a small bit of relaxation.”  
 
    “Let’s get to work, then,” Aaliyah purred as she looked back over to Skye.  
 
    The lioness pulled Skye into her body with a quick jerk before they began to make out once more, but this time, Aaliyah’s right hand carefully wandered down to the bottom of Skye’s tunic, and my heart thumped like a drum in my chest as I watched Aaliyah’s fingers slide up the other woman’s sculpted legs.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh,” Skye moaned as Aaliyah’s fingers entered her, but her sounds of pleasure were quickly muffled when the lioness kissed her.  
 
    Aaliyah’s hands began to make rhythmic, slow movements beneath Skye’s tunic, and the blue-skinned woman’s legs seemed to turn to jelly at her touch.  
 
    Meanwhile, Alyona stood from her seated position, unfastened the tie on her see-through robe, and slid it over her shoulders, and my heart seemed to stop in my chest when I saw my beautiful wife’s naked body with its tanned skin, voluptuous breasts, and the tender slit that was already soaking wet with excitement. Her baby bump was small but noticeable, and the effect it had on her breasts was phenomenal. They’d already been quite large, but now they were swollen and engorged, and I couldn’t wait to take each of her thick nipples in my mouth. Alyona’s tuft of white pubic hair glistened with her juices as she watched Aaliyah and Skye enjoying each other, and her pussy lips were swollen as they awaited my touch.  
 
    And I wasn’t going to let them go untouched any longer.  
 
    I moved toward my wife, who let out a gasp as I scooped her up in my arms and then tossed her down onto the bed. Her curves jiggled when she hit the mattress, but I was already down on my knees and had her legs spread apart as I stared into her quivering womanhood. Before she could say anything else, I leaned forward and gently sucked on the tan flesh of her inner thigh, which seemed to send her over the three moons.  
 
    “Gods, Evan!” Alyona whimpered as I teased her with my mouth, and her hands gripped into my long hair like a vise.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh,” Aaliyah giggled. “I like the way Lord Evan thinks.”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw the lioness repeat my actions with Skye. Soon, the half-Nepin woman was flat on her back, right next to Alyona, and Aaliyah looked over at me as she licked her lips. Before I could say anything, Aaliyah lifted Skye’s robe up over her waist and stared longingly at the swollen blue mound before her. Then, without another second of hesitation, Aaliyah buried her face into Skye’s womanhood.  
 
    Skye let out a whimper as Aaliyah traced her clitoris with her tongue, and the blue-skinned woman’s eyes rolled back into her head.  
 
    The dragon in me wasn’t about to be outdone, so I got back to work on my wife. I dragged my tongue up Alyona’s soft thighs as I lapped up some of the juices that had managed to dribble out, and then I went in for the kill.  
 
    I pressed my mouth up against her tender lower lips, and I slid my tongue across them in a soft circular pattern. Alyona’s pussy quivered at my touch, but then her legs went rigid when I found the little nub at the top of her slit and gave it a gentle suck.  
 
    “Evvvan…” my wife moaned as she writhed backwards.  
 
    “You taste wonderful,” I growled as I looked up into her eyes, which were now rolled back in her head.  
 
    My tongue made circles around her carnal button, and the sounds of Alyona’s pleasure filled the room and mixed together with Skye’s to form the best fucking chorus I’d ever heard in my life. Alyona’s thighs tightened as her sweet-tasting juices oozed out onto my tongue, which only made me go ten times faster. Soon, my wife’s moans grew closer together, and her hand gripped the back of my head so tightly, I worried she was going to tear out a clump of hair.  
 
    Then I slapped my hand against the priestess’ curvy ass and buried my face as deep into her womanhood as physically possible, and that was apparently the straw that broke the camel’s back.  
 
    “Evan, I’m about to-- Oh, Gods,” Alyona whimpered. “I’m-- I’m-- Ohhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Alyona’s delicious juices flowed out of her pussy as it trembled and gushed like a waterfall, and I made sure to get every single drop I could. My wife finally came down from her ecstasy a few seconds later, so I pulled away and gave her a happy smile accompanied by a wink.  
 
    “No fair,” Skye whimpered as Aaliyah continued to eat her out. “We started first.”  
 
    The fairy woman’s cerulean skin was covered with a deep blush that started in her cheeks and trailed all the way down to her ink-covered chest. Her robe was now open and hung out over the sides of her fit body, and her erect, navy-blue nipples heaved with each excited breath that she took. Meanwhile, all I could see of Aaliyah was her dark blonde head as it continued to make motions around Skye’s pussy.  
 
    Alyona continued to pant as she sat up in bed, tousled her two-toned hair playfully, and then patted the bed next to her.  
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. The dragon inside of me wanted to fill her with my seed on my own terms.  
 
    “Roll over,” I commanded my wife, and her violet eyes lit up with glee.  
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan,” she giggled before she gave me a slight bow, and then she flipped over onto her hands and knees and looked back over her shoulder. “Now it is your turn to take your clothes off.”  
 
    My cock threatened to tear through the giant tent it had pitched in my pants if I didn’t let it out now, so I quickly unfastened my belt, yanked down my pants, and then removed my dark black shirt.  
 
    “Yeeessssss,” Skye growled as she saw my rock-hard dick spring to attention. “Gods, I love seeing your manhood.”  
 
    “Just think,” Aaliyah teased as she pulled away from Skye’s pussy. “Once Lord Evan is done with his wife, that’s going inside of you. Wouldn’t you like that?”  
 
    “Yes,” Skye said as she bit her lip and stared at my swollen cock. “Please hurry, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “No promises.” I winked.  
 
    “I get him first,” Alyona huffed. “You two will have to wait for your turns.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” Aaliyah purred and shrugged, and her orange eyes glinted with desire as she licked her lips. “We have plenty of ways to keep ourselves entertained in the meantime.”  
 
    I moved over to my wife, who was now bent over before me. Her pussy lips were still blushing and a tad swollen from her previous orgasm, though they were still slick with her juices. My wife’s perfect, curvy ass was held up high as it practically begged me to come closer, so I wasted no time in placing the head of my cock against her velvet slit.  
 
    Alyona’s juices oozed out onto me, which only made me ten times harder, and I gave her thick ass a playful slap before I took her by the waist and shoved my manhood into her warm, tight tunnel. Both of us moaned in unison as every ridge and curve of my wife’s body squeezed around me, and a feeling of pure ecstasy washed over me like a blanket.  
 
    “Are you ready to take my seed again?” I growled as I pushed myself even further inside of Alyona, until I felt my head bottom out against her fertile cervix.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Alyona whimpered as her hands gripped the silk blankets on the bed. “I want every drop, Evan.”  
 
    I slowly pulled my dick out of her pussy until only the head remained inside, and then I thrust it back in with a single motion. Alyona’s tunnel quivered from the sudden movement, and the priestess unleashed a long, guttural groan as she buried her face into the mattress. I repeated this motion many more times, all while I watched Aaliyah go down on Skye next to us.  
 
    Skye must have enjoyed watching me fuck my wife, because her gorgeous eyes never once left my body as she was pleasured from below. The fairy woman’s entire chest was deep purple with her blush, and then her long moans suddenly morphed into short, hurried gasps, until finally her eyes rolled back in her head.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh, Aaliyah…” she groaned as she wrapped her legs around the lioness’ blonde head and pulled her in tighter. “That’s s-so good! Ahh!”  
 
    Skye held Aaliyah’s hair in a death grip as she came against the lioness’ face, all while Aaliyah let out a moan of her own. I watched as the beautiful blonde Demi-Human used her tongue to lap up all of Skye’s juices, and the warm coil in my abdomen began to tighten as I pictured the same tongue tracing along the shaft of my cock.  
 
    “Somebody is excited.” Aaliyah smirked when she finally pulled away. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human was released from Skye’s death grip, and the second she was free she started to sensually kiss up the woman’s toned blue stomach. Aaliyah gave Skye’s dark nipples a gentle suck before she continued onward. Then the two women’s lips intermingled once more, and Skye’s fingers slid down onto Aaliyah’s pussy.  
 
    “My turn,” the half-Nepin whispered, and then she began to finger the lioness.  
 
    “Fuck!” Aaliyah gasped as she bit her bottom lip and started to buck her hips against Skye’s hand.  
 
    I was just about on the verge of exploding, and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to keep this up for much longer.  
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t have to.  
 
    Alyona’s tight pussy seemed to grip me with an unbreakable hold, and her body tensed up as she unloaded a muffled scream into the sheets. The priestess started to counter my thrusts with her own motions, and within seconds she seemed to find her rhythm.  
 
    Then the dam burst.  
 
    “Evan!” she gasped as she looked back over her shoulder at me with begging eyes. “I-I think I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    My wife’s carnal sounds echoed through the room as her womanhood quivered and squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste, and that’s when I finally went over the edge.  
 
    “Shit, Alyona!” I pushed my cock up into her as deep as it would go and then groaned as the coil in my stomach finally snapped. My balls pulsated intensely as I unloaded my dragon seed into her womb in large, powerful splurts, all while her pussy continued to hold me in place. My vision went white for a second of pure, euphoric bliss as I came, and when I could finally see again, I noticed Alyona had collapsed forward onto the bed. Then I slid my dick out of her velvet tunnel, and it was sopping wet with a mixture of her own juices and my semen, both of which dribbled down onto her soft, tanned thighs.  
 
    “Hold on,” Aaliyah gasped as she pulled away from Skye. “You’re doing fantastic, Skye… But I want a taste of that first.”  
 
    “It’s okay.” The blue-skinned woman smirked. “I’m going to get a taste, too. Just in a different way.”  
 
    I didn’t know what she meant by that, but I was all for it.  
 
    “There’s so much,” Alyona whimpered as she reached down and played with the mess dripping down her thighs. “I’m just sorry I can’t use any of it right now.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Aaliyah purred as she got up onto her feet “I can take it for you.”  
 
    The lion Demi-Human reached down and then removed her red tunic from her torso, and her perfectly toned stomach came into view, along with her small, perky breasts and the deliciously erect nipples that rose to greet me. Then Aaliyah threw her tunic to the side before she slid her pants off, and my eyes couldn’t help but stare at her swollen, shaved womanhood.  
 
    Without another word, Aaliyah walked over to me, placed her hand against my bare chest, and gently pushed me out of the way. She then got down onto her hands and knees as her head approached my wife’s pussy, and the sexy lioness licked her lips and let out an excited purr. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alyona gasped.  
 
    “Tasting you and Lord Evan at the same time,” Aaliyah said, and then her tongue slid out and began to lap up my seed.  
 
    It was a wonderful sight to behold, and my cock slowly started to return to full mast as I watched my wife getting eaten out from behind.  
 
    Then Skye made her move.  
 
    “Don’t think they get to have all the fun.” The blue-skinned beauty smirked as her brown and turquoise eyes glistened with excitement.  
 
    Then Skye pressed her lips against mine, and she slid her tongue into my mouth as her hand traveled below my waist. Her soft, tender fingers wrapped around my cock, and she began to stroke it softly as our tongues explored each other’s mouths. Soon, I was back up to full mast, and the tattooed woman looked down with a sly grin.  
 
    “Perfect,” she sighed. 
 
    Skye released her hold on my manhood, took a step back, and then dropped down to her knees, and before I could even utter a single word, she cupped my balls with her right hand and started to run her tongue up and down the sides of my erection.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuuuck,” I moaned as the woman’s warm, wet tongue licked me clean. “That’s so good, Skye.”  
 
    “Alyona tastes amazing,” the half-Nepin whispered.  
 
    “She really does,” Aaliyah agreed with a loud purr from between the priestess’ thighs. “I can see why Lord Evan made her his wife. I would want this every single night, if I could get it.”  
 
    “If you keep using your tongue like that,” Alyona panted. “I-I could live with that.”  
 
    Skye’s beautiful eyes stared into my very soul as she dragged her tongue across my shaft, balls, and head, all while Aaliyah continued to pleasure my wife. My dick was as hard as diamonds now, and the dragon inside of me was tempted to just grab Skye’s chestnut hair and shove her straight down onto me.  
 
    Luckily, Skye read my mind.  
 
    The blue-skinned beauty wrapped her lips around the head of my cock and then traced it in a clockwise pattern, all while it was inside the hot, wet confines of her mouth.  
 
    Damn, she was good at this.  
 
    Skye giggled as she pushed her head forward, and I felt her warm mouth wrap around me. The fairy moaned as she bobbed her head forward until finally, her throat tightened around me, and she made a slight gagging noise. The second she realized there was no more of me to take, Skye pulled back and traced the outline of my balls with her finger.  
 
    It caused a strange tingling sensation that was both somewhat peculiar and pleasureful at the same time, but then a wave of pure joy overtook me when she deepthroated me once more.  
 
    “Fuckkkkkk,” I groaned and threw back my head.  
 
    Skye sucked me off for nearly a minute straight, all while Aaliyah continued to lap up Alyona’s sweet juices.  
 
    “I think he’s ready, Skye,” Aaliyah purred as she moved away from my wife and tangled her hands through Skye’s brown hair. “You want that seed in your womb, not your mouth.”  
 
    “Says who?” Skye teased as she let my dick fall from her lips and then held it toward Aaliyah’s face. “Would you like a taste?”  
 
    “With pleasure,” the lioness growled, and then she opened up her mouth and slid it around my cock.  
 
    The blonde Demi-Human moaned as she pleasured me orally, and I didn’t know if I was going to be able to last very much longer. Then, once I felt like I was about to hit the mountaintop, she stopped.  
 
    “Don’t tease me now,” I growled as my dick plopped out of her mouth.  
 
    “He is most certainly ready,” the lion Demi-Human purred and smirked up at me before she turned to the half-Nepin woman. “The question is… Are you ready for him?”  
 
    “So ready.” Skye smiled from ear to ear as she nodded her head, and then she jumped down onto the bed beside Alyona.  
 
    My wife had rolled over so she was on her back, though her chest still heaved with each labored breath she took. Her pale face was still deeply flushed, as were her chest and the soft lips of her pussy. Her legs seemed to tremble as she moved herself horizontally, and I could tell she was exhausted.  
 
    “I need you inside me, Lord Evan,” Skye begged as she spread apart her cerulean legs to reveal her sapphire-blue mound, which was already dripping wet.  
 
    “Aaliyah?” Alyona asked softly. “May I return the favor for you, too?”  
 
    “Thank you, milady,” the lioness said with a sly smile.  
 
    Aaliyah crawled over to Alyona and then pressed her naked body against the priestess. She gave my wife’s right breast a gentle squeeze before she kissed her on the cheek, and then Aaliyah got up onto her knees and straddled Alyona’s face.  
 
    The princess instantly slapped her hand against the lioness’ firm, tight ass and got to work with her tongue, and meanwhile, I had to deal with Skye.  
 
    The dragon needed his fill, and this slender blue-skinned beauty was going to give it to him.  
 
    Skye let out a happy gasp when I walked over to her, grabbed her ankles, and yanked her close to the edge of the bed. Her tongue hung hungrily out of her mouth as she looked down at my approaching manhood, and then she whimpered when she felt my engorged head press up against her entrance.  
 
    “F-Fill me, Evan,” she begged. “Please.”  
 
    I slid myself into her warm, wet tunnel and nearly exploded when I felt every tiny ridge and valley against me. My hips bucked forward as I pushed my cock into her fertile womb, and then I leaned forward and sucked on the deep blue flesh on Skye’s neck. She groaned as I kissed and nibbled the sensitive zones on her upper body, all while I tweaked her nipples between my fingers, but her body truly turned to jelly beneath me when I bottomed out against her cervix.  
 
    “You’re just waiting, aren’t you?” I growled into her ear, which caused the fairy woman to gasp. “You’re waiting for me to pump my warm, strong seed into your pussy.”  
 
    “Yes, Evan…” Skye moaned as her hands dug into my back. “Yes!”  
 
    Unlike with Alyona, I didn’t take it slow with Skye. Our bodies were pressed against each other as I thrust my hips forward and back with the speed of a cheetah, and soon our sounds of ecstasy mingled together as we made out. Skye’s pussy spasmed around my erection as I fucked her hard, and before long I felt the coil in my stomach growing tighter by the second.  
 
    I looked over at Aaliyah and Alyona, and they were both on cloud nine. Aaliyah’s perfect ass rocked against my wife’s face as she bucked her hips, and her back was arched as she screamed her sounds of carnal pleasure into the air. The lioness’ hands ran all along the sides of her own body as she moaned and ground against Alyona’s face and whispered sweet nothings to the priestess. One of Alyona’s hands was firmly grasped around her lover’s ass, while the other seemed to explore the lioness’ body from the front.  
 
    The sight of my lover riding my wife somehow made me even harder, and I knew I wasn’t long for this world.  
 
    I turned my attention back to the tattooed woman in front of me, but I could tell she was on the verge of an orgasm, too.  
 
    Skye’s eyes were rolled all the way back in her head as her mouth hung open like she wanted to scream, though nothing seemed to escape other than a few whimpers. Her perky, ink-covered breasts bounced with each thrust I made, all while her pussy held me in a death grip and refused to let go.  
 
    “Gods, you’re sexy,” I whispered to the fairy woman. “I’m going to paint your womb the same color as your tattoos, you know.”  
 
    “Oh, Evan!” Skye screamed as her nails dug into the skin of my back. “Evvvvaaaannnn!”  
 
    The blue-skinned beauty’s orgasm was music to my ears, and the feeling of her warm juices against my balls and thighs made me prepare for the grand finale. The coil in my stomach finally snapped as I watched Skye moan and groan, and I let out a deep, guttural growl as I began to unload inside of her. I continued to kiss Skye’s neck as I painted the walls of her womb and groaned into her ear, and what felt like gallons of sperm sprayed into the woman’s tight tunnel, all while our tongues twisted around in each other’s mouths. Finally, once the room stopped spinning and my balls stopped pulsating, I slid my cock out of Skye and looked her deep in her brown eyes.  
 
    “Just like on the couch back in your home,” I teased before I gave her another peck on the lips.  
 
    “Well, not quite…” Skye giggled before she looked over at the other two women in our bed. “They weren’t there.”  
 
    Skye and I kissed for a bit longer, until I finally allowed myself to slide out of her.  
 
    “We should help them.” I winked, and the half-Nepin nodded with a soft blush.  
 
    We both got up and then walked over to where Alyona was pleasuring Aaliyah, and without another word I placed my hand against the lioness’ back and bent her forward. Alyona seemed to get what I was going for, and she simply pulled the blonde woman’s hips even closer to her face as she gripped Aaliyah’s ass tightly. My wife gently spread apart Aaliyah’s thighs, which left me staring right at her sopping wet, swollen labia.  
 
    “I hope you’re ready for round two, Alyona,” Skye giggled from behind me, and when I looked back, I saw the blue-skinned woman getting down close to Alyona’s pussy.  
 
    Skye started to lick my wife’s clitoris as she slid two of her small fingers into the priestess, who responded with a muffled moan.  
 
    The sight of my lovers enjoying each other sent me over the three moons, and I felt my erection stand to full attention as if it had never gone away in the first place.  
 
    “Gods, you’re all so beautiful.” I moved in and carefully guided my cock into Aaliyah’s velvet tunnel, and the lioness responded with a growl that shook the whole damn room.  
 
    “You always know what I like, Lord Evan,” Aaliyah groaned as I pushed myself further into her tight pussy. “And your wife is being a very, very good girl.”  
 
    Alyona continued to hold Aaliyah’s legs apart as I started to fuck the lioness from behind, and I watched as the blonde woman’s ass jiggled with each thrust. My wife stopped every now and again to give Aaliyah’s cheeks a playful slap, which only made me harder.  
 
    Soon, I was buried deep inside the lion Demi-Human, and her tail flicked back and forth in front of me like the happy cat she was. My balls were already tightened up into my body as I pounded in and out of Aaliyah’s womanhood and gripped her wide hips for leverage, and her pussy was wetter than a monsoon, so I just glided around without much effort while her ridges gripped me like an oven mitt.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re tight,” I moaned as the coil in my stomach tightened, and my balls started to throb with anticipation.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh!” Alyona let out a moan against Aaliyah’s pussy as she received pleasure herself, and I wondered if she had orgasmed for yet a third time.  
 
    Either way, I could feel the end approaching for me, and I wanted to get Aaliyah off first.  
 
    “How about this?” I growled, and then I started to pull my dick out of her ever so slightly.  
 
    Aaliyah’s body went rigid as I moved inside of her, and she let out a soft moan to let me know she was enjoying herself. I responded by gently pushing myself back into her velvet tunnel, all the way up until my head pressed against her cervix.  
 
    “K-Keep doing that,” she begged. “This is incredible, Evan.”  
 
    I kept the slow, rhythmic motions going for several more minutes until, finally, Aaliyah seemed to careen over the edge. The lioness dug her claws into the side of the bed as she ground her hips against Alyona’s face and then went completely rigid.  
 
    I took the opportunity to change things up, so I began to pump into her like a jackhammer.  
 
    “Slow down, Evan!” Skye giggled. “You’re going to hurt the poor girl.”  
 
    “Then I’ll just heal her right up,” I grunted.  
 
    “Fuck!” Aaliyah screamed as she whipped her head back. “F-- Oh, Evan! Oh, Goddsssssss!”  
 
    Aaliyah’s tight pussy spasmed and quivered as her love poured out onto my thighs, and her screams echoed throughout the room.  
 
    Then I felt something else down there.  
 
    Alyona’s tongue. My wife’s tongue swirled around my balls as I fucked Aaliyah, and that was when I knew it was over.  
 
    I gripped Aaliyah’s hips as I shoved myself into her and unloaded. Every muscle in my body tensed as my cock sprayed my load into the lioness like a fire hose, and she whimpered as it all filled her to the brim. The room began to spin around me as I tried to keep from falling over, and I felt like I was hyperventilating as her womanhood squeezed out every single drop until I was dry.  
 
    Finally, once we had both come down from our highs, I pulled out of the lion Demi-Human and collapsed onto the bed.  
 
    “There’s so much…” Skye licked her lips as she looked at the cum dribbling down Aaliyah’s legs. “He really pumped you full, didn’t he?”  
 
    “You already got your share,” Aaliyah warned as her eyes narrowed, and the lioness reached down and used her long, slender fingers to shove my sperm back inside of her. “This bit of Lord Evan’s seed is all mine.”  
 
    “Ladies, ladies,” I teased. “There’s no need to fight… There’s plenty more where that came from. Trust me.”  
 
    The three naked women crawled up next to me one by one and nestled in tight as I held them against my body. Alyona nuzzled into my neck as Skye traced my pecs with her fingertips, and Aaliyah just kept staring at my manhood.  
 
    “I don’t think he’s ready for another round just yet,” Skye giggled. “We should give Lord Evan a little time to rest, at least.”  
 
    “No, no.” I shook my head and clicked my tongue. “I could go again right now if you really wanted to.”  
 
    “I think that is Skye’s not-so-subtle way of saying she is tired,” Alyona noted with a soft smile. “You have worn us all out, husband.”  
 
    “No kidding,” Aaliyah said through a long breath. “I don’t know if I’ll even be able to walk out of this room.”  
 
    “You were great,” I reassured the beautiful lioness. “You all were.”  
 
    The three of us snuggled up close together as we tried to get a bit of rest and recovery. Sure, I could have just sprayed us all with a bit of healing magic, but where was the fun in that? I knew that for most women cuddling was an important postcoital activity, and I didn’t want to deprive my lovers of their reward.  
 
    We didn’t get to rest for too long, though, because soon after we had finished doing the deed, I heard the doorknob of the mahogany door start to jiggle. There was a frustrated grunt on the other side before the jiggling ceased and then began again more violently.  
 
    “Open up, damn you!” a man’s voice hissed from the other side.  
 
    “Shit,” I whispered to my three lovers as I sat up in bed. “This reminds me of all those times I snuck into my girlfriend’s house in high school. We obviously can’t just open up the door and let him see us like this… And if we walk out it’ll be pretty clear what we’ve been doing.”  
 
    “I’ll portal us, my love,” Alyona giggled, and then she hopped out of bed and wandered over to her discarded robe.  
 
    My wife pulled the garment over her shoulders while Aaliyah and Skye got dressed, and I yanked my pants and shirt back on, as well. Finally, once we were all done, we huddled together at the center of the room.  
 
    “I’m not going to lie,” I teased the priestess. “This feels like a heavy, heavy abuse of royal power.”  
 
    “Come on!” the man’s voice grumbled as he began to beat on the door. “I know this is the right key…”  
 
    “The enchantment will be lifted the second we’re gone,” Alyona explained. “Now come, where shall I take us?”  
 
    “Probably back to the courtyard,” Skye said while she tried to tame her mussed hair. “Or the dining hall. I don’t know about you, but I’m starting to grow hungry from all our recent activities.”  
 
    “Actually,” I said as I stroked the dark stubble on my chin. “I want to go to the dungeons. Me and that dragon have a bit more talking to do…”  
 
    “Then we shall go to the dungeon.” Alyona nodded with a smile.  
 
    The white-haired priestess lowered her head and then began to whisper her incantation under her breath, and within seconds a large, glowing white portal appeared before us.  
 
    “Open, dammit!” the man growled outside the door. “Din, this is my room, right? I’m not completely drunk?”  
 
    I chuckled to myself as I took a step through the glowing doorway and then appeared in a dark, dank cavern. Mildew perpetuated the air, and the place was terribly lit by nothing but a few dying torches.  
 
    “That man is going to be very confused,” Aaliyah mused as she and the other women followed. “By why the door wouldn’t open, and why his room looks like it was completely destroyed by wild animals.”  
 
    “That’s because it was,” Skye giggled. “Things got… Intense up there.”  
 
    “Did you see how nice the place was?” I shrugged. “Surely he’s got money, so he’ll get over it. Now… Where did Nike take this guy?”  
 
    I wanted to know what would cause a member of my species to go out and run amok with a bunch of common thugs. We dragons were mostly noble creatures, even if we could get a bit greedy when it came to things like treasure and gemstones. However, this asshole didn’t seem to be looking for any sort of riches or gold, but rather just liked to run around and destroy things for the hell of it.  
 
    I was going to find out why, and see if I might be able to give him an attitude adjustment.  
 
    The four of us sauntered through the dank, dimly-lit dungeon for several more minutes as we passed by iron cells that held random prisoners of just about every species. Eventually, we found the man I’d captured earlier inside of a small, single-prisoner cell with nothing more than a bed of straw and a hole in the floor that I assumed acted as a commode. The dragon laid on the hay with his hands behind his head as he stared up at the crumbling ceiling, but he went rigid when he heard us approach.  
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” he growled without moving. “You’ve already got me in your grasp and bound me to my human form by whatever dark magic you used. Isn’t that enough?”  
 
    “Get up,” I ordered the man as I rested my arms against the openings in the cell bars. “We have a lot to talk about.”  
 
    “I have nothing to say to you ‘Lord Evan,’” the gray dragon scoffed. “Or your harem of whores.”  
 
    “Watch it,” I said through gritted teeth. “Nobody talks about my women that way. Especially not traitors to their kind like you.”  
 
    “Traitor to my kind?” The dragon snorted. “That is rich, coming from you.”  
 
    “Lord Evan has been nothing but a kind, fair ruler,” Alyona argued as she stepped up beside me, and she sounded every bit like a royal. “He cares about all of his people equally, and he has brought Rahma back from the horrors of the miasma and all the destruction the Demon King and his minions have caused.”  
 
    “So what?” the man on the bed of hay sneered as he finally sat up and looked at my wife. “If Lord Evan really is a dragon, princess, then he’s been a shitty one. Dragons take what is theirs without hesitation, and they do so without giving two shits about all those mushy things you’re talking about.”  
 
    “Careful,” Aaliyah hissed as she bared her white fangs at the dragon. “Or I will cut your tongue from your throat and feed it to you.”  
 
    “Have your princess there release her spell on me and then try it,” the dragon chuckled. “You’d be nothing but a pile of ash the second you got anywhere near me.”  
 
    “Enough!” I bellowed, and my voice echoed through the halls of the dungeon. “He’s trying to get into our heads, Aaliyah. Ignore him.”  
 
    “That’s right,” the man said as he glared at me through the bars. “Ignore me. That’s what all you rich noble assholes do anyways.”  
 
    “Is that it?” I raised an eyebrow at the dragon in the cage. “You’re on some sort of revenge mission against the rulers of Rahma?”  
 
    “I’m not telling you anything else, bastard,” he said as he crossed his arms over his chest and then plopped back down into the hay. “Just kill me and get it over with.”  
 
    “I’m not going to kill you,” I explained. “Our kind is on the brink of extinction as it is, and I don’t want to have a hand in that at all.”  
 
    “Then I guess I’ll just sit around in this dungeon until the Lord of Leyte decides he’s done with me. Or until something happens to your princess, and the spell disappears. Either way, you’re not getting anything more out of me, you spineless excuse for a dragon.”  
 
    “You think you’re staying here?” I smirked. “No. You’re coming back to Hatra with us so you can be placed under the supervision of our Drache.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, a Drache,” the dragon huffed and rolled his eyes. “I’ll tell him to fuck off, too.”  
 
    I think it may be time to tap into the powers my sister gave you, my lord, Miraya whispered inside my head. Particularly the truth powers.  
 
    That’s what I was thinking, I admitted. I was just hoping we could do this the easy way, but now I’m seeing that’s not an option.  
 
    He’s going to be difficult to break, the Spirit of the Sword of Hatra warned. But I believe the powers from Viera and Amin will be enough to get the job done.  
 
    Let’s hope so, I sighed as I cracked my knuckles and took a half-step away from the iron door.  
 
    I searched deep into my spiritual sea as I called upon my nature magic. I had done this spell a million times before, though I’d never had to do it against anyone with the willpower or magic prowess of another dragon. Still, with the power boost I’d gotten by bonding with Amin’s daughter, Miraya and I both figured I was strong enough to make it work.  
 
    I felt the power swell up inside my body, and several long, misty tendrils erupted out of my palms. Then the bluish-green tentacles snaked their way through the bars of the cell before they wafted over to the dragon on the ground. The man let out a startled gasp as he sat straight up, and his eyes went wide as the tendrils entered his nostrils and mouth and began to choke him with their spell.  
 
    “W-What are you doing to me?” he demanded, though it came out as a semi-incoherent gurgle.  
 
    “You didn’t want to cooperate,” I snarled. “Now you’re going to feel my wrath.”  
 
    The dragon let out a roar of anger that sounded inhuman, but Alyona’s spell had him tightly in its grasp, so he didn’t have a chance at changing. Small trickles of blood began to pour out of his mouth and nostrils as he choked on the misty spell inside of his body, and I saw his eyes glow yellow as he tried to fight it.  
 
    “The sooner you give up, the sooner the pain stops,” Alyona explained from beside me.  
 
    “Come on…” I said as I stared at the struggling dragon. “Tell me what I want to know. Why have you come to terrorize Leyte?”  
 
    The dragon kept fighting for a few more seconds until, finally, his shoulders slumped, and his head hung down low.  
 
    “I did not lie to you,” he said in an almost trancelike state. “I am the leader of the Gray Scabbard.”  
 
    “And that is?” I grumbled. “I’ve never heard of you before.”  
 
    “We are a band of brothers,” the dragon continued in a monotone. “We are all outcasts with no home. No family. Nothing to tie us down. We travel Rahma doing what we do best… Leyte just so happened to be where we ended up, so their citizens became our latest victims.”  
 
    “But why?” Alyona asked with a twinge of anger in her voice. “What is the purpose behind these attacks? Why do you and your gang terrorize innocent people?”  
 
    “Because that’s what dragons do, princess,” the man said. “We were put in this world by the gods to do one thing, and one thing only. To take what we want and kill anyone who stands in our way.”  
 
    Damn. I was confident in my powers, which meant this guy was telling the truth. Or, at least, what the truth was from his own messed-up point of view.  
 
    “We weren’t put here to mindlessly kill and pillage,” I argued as I withdrew my truth-seeking tendrils. “Dragons are powerful creatures, my friend, but there are times we are also supposed to be wise and merciful.”  
 
    “Which is why I said you were a shitty dragon.” The man coughed and rubbed his throat as he glared at me. “The Drache I used to be tethered to thought similarly to you, which is why I left him as soon as I felt I was able.”  
 
    “Where the fuck did you get such a stupid idea?” I scoffed at the mere thought. “Your Drache was right, and you are completely wrong. I can’t even imagine how many innocent people have died because of your ‘brothers’ and your greed.”  
 
    “It is the natural order, Lord Evan. I did not get the idea from anyone or anything… It is simply the way things are.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” I growled as I tightened my grip on the bars before me and felt them bend slightly under my strength. “I only kill when I have to. I’m a damn good leader, and I actually love and care about my people. I know plenty of other dragons who are good people, too… My friend Callan is a Noble of the freaking Sword, for crying out loud! Eskandar is wise and kind, and Valerra is super protective, but only because she cares for her loved ones. None of them think like you do, and I’m sure as fuck glad they don’t.”  
 
    “Then they aren’t real dragons, either.” The man in the cage shrugged. “I feel sorry for them, since they aren’t living up to their full potential.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe this guy. I didn’t know who he thought he was, but I wasn’t going to let him stand there and tell me who was a “real” dragon or not. If anyone was an abomination to his species, it was this asshole. I briefly wondered if it was even worth it to keep him alive, but then I remembered how angry and evil Valerra had seemed to be when we’d first met. If I hadn’t shown her mercy at the time and decided that she was a lost cause, I wouldn’t have gotten to see the wonderful person that she’d gone on to become. She was a valuable member of my team and had saved our asses time and time again, and none of that would have happened if I hadn’t helped her see the error of her ways.  
 
    As much as this guy was pissing me off, I wasn’t about to give him what he wanted. I’d let him live for now, and I hoped Rahil the drache, the other dragons, and I could try to talk some sense into him.  
 
    But there was one last thing I wanted to know before I let him out of my spell.  
 
    “What is your name, dragon?” I demanded as I sent out my truth-seeking tendrils again.  
 
    The man seemed to fight this question more than he did the others. His eyes turned a dragon-esque yellow once more as he snarled and writhed, and blood continued to ooze out of his various orifices.  
 
    However, my magic overtook him in the end.  
 
    “Z-Zarek,” he finally spat. “My name is Zarek.”  
 
    I nearly swallowed my tongue.  
 
    Zarek.  
 
    The brother of Zoklan, the dragon who was potentially my father. 
 
    Which meant I was staring right at the man who may or may not have been my uncle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  
 
    Zarek. The dragon we’d captured, the one who had been terrorizing Leyte, was the brother of Zoklan, and potentially my uncle.  
 
    “Evan?” Alyona gasped and reached out to grasp my sleeve. “Did he just say the name I thought he did?”  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered with a grim nod. “But don’t let him know I know who he is, okay? I want to play things close to the chest for now.”  
 
    My wife’s amethyst eyes were filled with worry, but she nodded to show that she understood.  
 
    I turned back to the dragon, who I currently had trapped in a truth-revealing spell, and scowled. Then I snapped my fingers, and the tendrils of bluish-green magic evaporated in a flash like fog blown away by a fan.  
 
    Zarek collapsed onto his knees and spat out a mouthful of blood as he gagged and tried to reclaim his breath.  
 
    “What the fuck did you just do to me?” he demanded as his yellow eyes locked with mine, and the look on his face told me he’d have killed me right then and there if he could have.  
 
    “I showed you what a ‘pussy dragon’ can do,” I taunted. “And that’s just scratching the surface of my powers, you know. If you don’t keep yourself in line, you’re going to quickly find out there’s a lot more where that came from.”  
 
    “Wonderful,” Zarek spat. “So I’m essentially doomed to stay in human form forever, and I am to act as the servant to Hatra’s Drache?”  
 
    “That all depends on how you behave.” I shrugged. “And I’m not making you serve the Drache. I’m going to lock you up with the Blue Tree Guild, where I put all my important prisoners. Now, I think we’re going to let you get a little bit of rest before we take you back. I want to give you plenty of time to think about your decisions.”  
 
    “What of my brothers?” Zarek demanded. “Are you just going to leave them here to rot?”  
 
    “They’ll be taken to my father’s temple,” Alyona interjected. “Where they will face justice for all of the crimes they have committed against our kingdom.”  
 
    “Then they are as good as dead.” The dragon’s face fell into a deep frown.  
 
    “Maybe they shouldn’t have fucked with innocent people,” I growled. “Let’s go, before I decide to use my other magic on this asshole.”  
 
    Zarek simply laid back down on the bed of straw and stared up at the ceiling as the four of us walked away, but I could hear him muttering something illegible under his breath.  
 
    “So, that’s him, right?” Aaliyah asked once we were far enough away. “Your uncle?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I reminded them all. “We don’t even know if Zoklan is really my father or not. Rahil just thinks it might be a possibility since we seem so alike.”  
 
    “But you’re nothing like that dragon,” Alyona said as she frowned and cupped her belly. “You’re much more caring and kind, not some sort of mindless monster who exists to do nothing but pillage.”  
 
    “Yeah, that part is definitely not lining up,” I sighed. “There’s no way I’m related to an asshole like that.”  
 
    If Zoklan really was my father, and his personality was anything like Zarek’s, then maybe it was a good thing I’d never known the guy.  
 
    “I suppose Rahil will be able to tell us for sure,” Skye suggested. “Though it might be difficult to keep it secret while also trying to get information out of your uncle.”  
 
    “We can figure all this out later,” I grumbled as I rubbed the sides of my head. “Right now I just want to get back to the task at hand. We need to try and rebuild Leyte, and we need to figure out where the Sword of Shadows really is.”  
 
    We continued on until we came to the stairs of the dungeon, which we promptly used to exit the dark, dank space. Calvin, Nike, and the rest of my friends were all present in the main hall as we arrived, and Ravi was the first to notice us.  
 
    “There is Lord Evan!” Ravi declared as she pointed to me.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” Calvin said with a bow. “Thank goodness we found you. I believe there may be an intruder in this castle.”  
 
    “An intruder?” I frowned as my hands clenched into fists. “What makes you say that?”  
 
    “One of my nobles tried to get into his room,” the old man explained. “But it was locked from the inside. Then he claimed that when he finally was able to get inside, everything was strewn about as if someone had been inside.”  
 
    I turned back to Aaliyah, Alyona, and Skye, and the four of us exchanged an amused glance. Then I looked back at Calvin and placed a hand on his chest.  
 
    “I’ll look into it,” I lied. “But I’m sure it’s nothing. Trust me on this one… I bet that noble is just experiencing a classic case of misunderstanding.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Calvin asked once more. “How can we be positive?”  
 
    Nokomis’ eyes narrowed as she stared me down, and then her face fell into a frown. The snow leopard Demi-Human was the holder of the Sword of Mercy, which allowed her to sense people’s emotions at any given moment. I was sure she knew I was uncomfortable and lying, and I bet she was trying to figure out exactly why.  
 
    Meanwhile, Nike seemed to understand exactly what had happened. The Noble of the Sword of Light tilted his head to the side as his silver eyes widened mischievously. He then shook his head and mouthed a silent, surprised “nooooo” to me behind his grandfather’s back.  
 
    “Because,” I continued to lie. “We’ve dealt with all sorts of intruders before, and the pattern doesn’t match up. Why would somebody with ill intentions only mess up the bed?”  
 
    “I suppose that-- Wait.” Calvin stroked his beard. “I never mentioned anything about the bed being disheveled. How did you know that?”  
 
    “Just call it a hunch,” I chuckled, and when I looked over to the rest of my friends, they all wore knowing smiles. “You’re perfectly safe here, Calvin. You’ll be even safer once I take the dragon back to Hatra with me.”  
 
    “Will he be joining the other heathens in the airship?” Laika asked as her silver ears perked up. “Pyotr will enjoy having a new prisoner.”  
 
    “That’s the idea,” I confirmed. “I don’t know what you want to do with the rest of the Gray Scabbard, though.”  
 
    “They cannot stay here!” Calvin scoffed. “They have caused quite enough damage, and I do not wish to run the risk of them escaping and doing it again. If it were up to me, I would have all of their heads on pikes by tomorrow’s light, but I understand that is not for me to decide.”  
 
    “They can go to the White Jade Temple, then. King Rodion will be just with his rulings, I am sure.”  
 
    “Lord Evan?” Nike suddenly cleared his throat. “I-I know we have much to do so we can close the Breach, but I was wondering… Well, about Leyte. The damage, in particular.”  
 
    “Nike,” I said in my most matter-of-fact voice, and then I walked over to the Noble and placed my arm around his shoulders. “Do you truly think I would allow my brother’s home to be razed and not do a single thing about it? The second we get back to Hatra, I’m going to send all available craftsmen to Leyte via portal so they can get right to work on building it back up to what it once was.”  
 
    “Thank you, brother,” Nike said as tears filled his silver eyes. “Words cannot express how much that means to me.”  
 
    “You have my thanks as well, Lord Evan.” Calvin bowed. “And you will have even more once those ruffians are out of my city.”  
 
    “I’ll deal with that right now, actually,” I said, and then I summoned a messenger dragon into my open palm. “Deliver a message to King Rodion. Tell him we have a large group of Gray Scabbard gang members captured here in Leyte, and we are in need of a prisoner transport to the White Jade Temple. Once the prisoners are in the king’s possession, they can be dealt with however he pleases.”  
 
    The little silver dragon squeaked before it leapt into the air and disappeared with a flash.  
 
    “We should be on our way, then,” Alyona suggested. “The city and the prisoners will be in good hands, Lord Calvin.”  
 
    “Then I guess that means we’ll need to go grab the asshole downstairs,” I sighed. “Nike, who has the keys to his cell?”  
 
    “I do,” the Noble said.  
 
    Nike headed off toward the dungeon, and Calvin, my friends, and I all followed close behind. Once we were in front of Zarek’s cage, Nike pulled out a set of keys from his pocket, slid one into the prison door, and turned it with a metallic clank.  
 
    I instantly summoned my stone magic to create a long tendril from the nearby wall, which snatched the dragon up off the ground.  
 
    “Hey!” Zarek snarled. “Seriously? You think I’m going to try and run away?”  
 
    “It crossed my mind,” I retorted with a shrug. “I’m not going to take any chances, which is why I’m gonna have Laika here go through the portal first and make sure you don’t try anything stupid.”  
 
    “The princess has an enchantment over me,” Zarek said with a roll of his eyes. “I wouldn’t get far.”  
 
    Alyona stepped into the room, and then she lowered her head and began to whisper her portal-summoning incantation. Before long, the prison cell lit up with a blinding white light, and a swirling portal of pure energy appeared before us all.  
 
    Right on cue, Laika was the first one through the magical doorway, followed by Nokomis.  
 
    “I’ll send workers the second I get back,” I explained to Calvin. “And I’m sure King Rodion will be in contact soon.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan.” Calvin smiled. “And thank you, Grandson.”  
 
    “Stay safe, Grandfather,” Nike said before he gave his grandfather a bow.  
 
    Then Nike disappeared through the portal next, followed by Ravi, Aaliyah, and Skye.  
 
    “Alright, we’re up.” I used the rocky tendril to move Zarek over to the portal, and then I hauled it back and tossed him through like I was throwing a baseball. Once he had disappeared into the magical doorway, Alyona stepped through, and I was right behind her.  
 
    We appeared back in Hatra, right in the middle of the town square.  
 
    Zarek was laying in the dirt with an unamused expression, while Laika and Nokomis both had their swords drawn and pointed right at his throat.  
 
    “I think you both need to calm down,” the dark-haired dragon grumbled to his captors. “I’m not going anywhere.”  
 
    “Yes, you are,” Laika said before she sheathed her sword and then helped the dragon to his feet. “You’re going to the airship.”  
 
    “I’ll come along, too,” Nokomis offered. “Just in case he tries anything foolish on the way.”  
 
    The snow leopard Demi-Human took Zarek’s other arm, and then she and Laika hauled him off toward the Blue Tree Guild’s airship.  
 
    Meanwhile, I filled in the rest of my friends on our little discovery about the dragon’s identity.  
 
    “We need to talk to Rahil,” I noted. “He’s the one who knew Zarek and Zoklan, so he’ll want to talk to the prisoner for sure.”  
 
    “We should certainly tell your father and mother, as well, my love,” Alyona suggested. “And my own.”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I want to keep this close to my vest, remember? I’m only going to tell those on a need-to-know basis. Alerting your father would probably just cause needless worry, and I don’t want my parents to think I’m going to ditch them and go off looking for my biological father. For now, it stays between the people in this circle and Rahil, okay?”  
 
    “If that is your wish, brother.” Nike nodded. “Then I shall tell nobody.”  
 
    I summoned another messenger dragon into my palm before I leaned in to deliver my verbal note.  
 
    “Go to the Drache, Rahil,” I said to the little guy. “Tell him we have Zarek captured and locked up in the Blue Tree Guild’s airship, and that I want to keep this on the down-low.”  
 
    “What does ‘on the down-low’ mean?” Skye asked.  
 
    “Right,” I chuckled as I remembered nobody understood Earth slang here. “Scratch that last part. Tell Rahil I don’t want anybody else to know. Nobody.”  
 
    The silver messenger nodded, and then he evaporated into a blip of silver magic.  
 
    “What shall we do now, Lord Evan?” Aaliyah asked as she popped one of her hips out to the right.  
 
    “We need to find the Sword of Shadows,” I explained, and I tried to shove Zarek to the back of my thoughts since we had more pressing matters at hand. “We know where it is, right? Or, at least, the Noble who should have it.”  
 
    “According to your map, the Noble is currently in the city of Pashar,” Nike explained.  
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll go,” I said with a nod. “I want every Noble of the Sword we have in this city to come along with me on this one.”  
 
    “What about non-nobles?” Aaliyah frowned.  
 
    “We don’t know much else about the Sword of Shadows,” I continued. “It’s going to be a very dangerous mission, so I’ll need our most powerful magic users to come along. Everybody else needs to be here to protect Hatra and to help rebuild Leyte.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound as intriguing,” the lioness sighed. “But I guess you’re right.”  
 
    “I’ll let Nokomis know when she returns,” I said as I looked around at my friends.  
 
    Obviously, if I was taking Nobles of the Sword along on this journey, that meant Nike was coming. Likewise, Skye and Nokomis should come along, since they were connected to the Sword of Youth and the Sword of Mercy respectively. I briefly considered calling upon Callan and Mael, though they would be tricky to pull away from their homes. Callan was now in charge of the city of Atmos, and Mael was off in the forest of Afur somewhere leading his pack of Tunglians.  
 
    Still, it was worth a shot, as we needed every Noble we could find.  
 
    I sent a messenger dragon off to both of the men, as well as to Amin, Solon, and Redmond. I told them we would be heading off to Pashar as soon as possible to find the Sword of Shadows, and that their help would almost certainly be needed for this adventure. If they chose to accompany me on this journey, I told them they would need to meet us on the northernmost coast of Pashar, as that was where the map claimed the sword was located. The messenger dragons disappeared one by one, and then we were left to figure out the rest of the plan.  
 
    We all went into the dining hall and enjoyed some of Forscythe’s delicious cooking as we awaited the return of Nokomis and Laika. Sure enough, about half an hour later, the two women came strutting up with their arms interlocked.  
 
    “Did you get him delivered?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “My grandfather seemed very nervous at the prospect of holding a dragon in his airship,” Laika admitted. “Though he also said he was up for the challenge.”  
 
    “Speaking of being up for the challenge…” I trailed off, and then I explained the mission to our friends.  
 
    “And I cannot come along?” Laika frowned, and her gray wolf ears flattened against her head like a sad puppy.  
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” I repeated. “Nobles of the Sword only, I’m afraid.” 
 
    I could tell Laika wasn’t thrilled with my answer, but it was the only way. Amin, Solon, and Redmond had talked about the Sword of Shadows as if it were some sort of ancient relic that would make even the most sane of its possessors go mad, and the last thing I wanted was to lead all my lovers straight into a deadly situation.  
 
    We finished up our meals, and then we all ventured back out into the courtyard of the Lunar Palace and prepared for the long journey to Pashar. I quickly transformed into my dragon form and then knelt down so my friends could climb up onto my back. Skye used her wings to float up into the air and then hovered over to the spot between my shoulder blades, where she promptly clung on tightly. Nike and Nokomis were next, and the silver-eyed man showed a bit of chivalry as he helped Nokomis up onto my back first before he hopped on and held on tightly.  
 
    “Good luck, my love,” Alyona whispered into my ear as she scratched my chin softly. “Come back to me soon.”  
 
    “I will,” I promised. “We shall return, and we will return with the Noble of the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    With that, I crouched down, sprang up into the air, and flapped my wings as I took off toward our destination. The three Nobles clung on for dear life as we soared over the desert of Rahma, then over the jungles, and even over a few mountainous areas of the country. Eventually, I saw the cool blue of the ocean as it stretched out before us, and I knew our destination was not far off.  
 
    As I flew, I couldn’t help but wonder about the situation back home. If Zarek really was my uncle, then why was he so drastically different from all the other dragons we’d met? He came from the same Drache and had a very similar life before he went off on his own, so where was he getting this bullshit idea that dragons only existed to be unholy creatures of terror and destruction?  
 
    And, even more important, would I ever be able to break him of his ideals like I had with Valerra?  
 
    “This is the spot, brother,” Nike proclaimed as he pointed down to a small cottage-like house that rested on the beach. “I believe this is where our Noble of the Sword is located.”  
 
    Whoever this person was, I didn’t want to freak them out by landing right on their doorstep and barging into their home. That was why I told the other Nobles of the Sword to meet me on the northernmost section of the beach, so we could regroup and try to formulate a plan before we ran headlong into a corrupted Noble with a cursed sword.  
 
    I hovered over to the meeting spot and then gently landed on the sands of the beach with a soft thud. As my three friends slid off my back, I looked around and absorbed just how beautiful everything was in this part of Pashar. The sands were as white as the driven snow, with bits of glittery stones sprinkled throughout, along with the seashells of creatures I was not familiar with. The waves of the pristine blue ocean crashed against the shoreline in loud-yet-soothing motions as the setting sun in the sky illuminated the beach around us. Just off in the distance, I could see what appeared to be hundreds of marble structures spread across a hilly, vine-covered countryside, and I assumed this was the actual “city” of Pashar itself.  
 
    “What now, Evan?” Nokomis asked as she stared off into the ocean.  
 
    “We set up camp and wait,” I explained to the snow leopard Demi-Human. “We cannot take on the Sword of Shadows alone. I just hope the other Nobles answer my call.”  
 
    “I don’t see why they wouldn’t,” Skye said with a shrug. “You have gained their loyalty in some way or another, and they claimed they would come to your aid if you asked.”  
 
    “We just have to give them enough time to get here,” I chuckled. “If they got my message when I sent it, then the earliest most of them could be here is tomorrow morning. Besides, I kinda want to get a bit of shut-eye after the crazy day we just had.”  
 
    “That sounds good to me.” Nike nodded. “I’ll go collect stones and wood for a fire.”  
 
    As the Noble began to scout the beach and the surrounding area, I reached into my spatial storage and pulled out a couple of blankets that I’d stored for such an occasion. Though I normally used the pocket dimension for keeping my hoard and my weapons, I realized pretty quickly it could also be used as a “catch-all” for anything that we might need while traveling, and it was much more convenient than carrying around a satchel or heavy backpack everywhere we went.  
 
    “It’s a nice night out,” I said to the two beautiful women on either side of me. “I don’t think we need a tent or anything, especially if we have the fire to keep us warm.”  
 
    “We’ll also have each other to keep warm,” Skye giggled.  
 
    “That’s true,” I said with a half-smirk. “But not Nike. He’s gonna need something to keep him warm. Unless Mael decides to bring Shaya along with him as a special surprise for the poor guy.”  
 
    “He really loved her, didn’t he?” Nokomis mused. “I’ve never seen Nike at such a loss for words.”  
 
    “She must have truly given him something to remember,” Skye added with a sly smile.  
 
    “He earned it.” I shrugged. “Not every man in Rahma can have harems like me, so if it turns out Shaya is Nike’s one and only, then I’m happy for him.”  
 
    I laid out the blankets around in a circle and then thought about how we were going to make the fire pit itself. We could have tried to venture up closer to the city, where there would surely be plenty of rocks for us to collect.  
 
    But that sounded like way too much work.  
 
    Instead, I simply called upon my stone magic and brought up a small tendril from the earth. I wrapped it around in a circle before I laid it flat on the sand, and then I brushed my hands off and clicked my tongue as I deactivated the spell.  
 
    “Piece of cake,” I snorted.  
 
    “You brought cake?” Nokomis gasped. “Please tell me it is Forscythe’s wild berry chocolate cake!”  
 
    “It’s-- It’s an Earth expression,” I explained. “It means ‘that was easy.’”  
 
    “So, there’s no cake?” Skye sighed with a teasing smile. “Disappointing, Lord Evan.”  
 
    It wasn’t long before Nike returned with several pieces of driftwood underneath his arms and lots of kindling sticking out of his pockets, and the Noble of the Sword of Light built a makeshift wooden teepee inside of the stone circle before he tossed around the kindling inside, at its base. The second the fire was ready to go, I opened up my mouth and blew a bit of white-hot flames down into the pit.  
 
    The wood caught fire instantly, and the roaring flames crackled as they rose a few feet into the sky. Nike, Nokomis, Skye, and I all sat down on our blankets as we watched the flames before us, and before we knew it, the sun had completely set.  
 
    “We should take turns standing guard,” Nike explained. “I think the fire alone will keep any unwanted creatures at bay, but that’s not what I’m worried about.”  
 
    “What are you worried about, then?” Skye asked, and her wings fluttered curiously behind her.  
 
    “I’m more worried about the people it might attract,” the Noble said. “We are pretty far away from the city or any other signs of civilization, but you never know.”  
 
    “I’ll take the first watch,” I said, even though my words came out through a yawn. “You guys get some rest, okay?”  
 
    My friends nodded, and then they laid down and covered up with their blankets.  
 
    My three-hour shift passed by without any incident. I just sat there in the darkness, and I listened to the fire crackling in the pit and the mighty waves of the ocean as they broke against the shore and fizzled back out into the abyss. The three moons hung in the sky above, and they illuminated the beach with their radiant glow. I counted the stars of the night sky, though I was fully aware that I didn’t quite grasp all the constellations of this world yet.  
 
    Soon, I heard Skye yawn off to my left.  
 
    “It’s my turn,” the blue-skinned woman said as she ran her hand through my dark locks. “Get some sleep, Evan.”  
 
    “You won’t need to tell me twice,” I yawned as I stood up and stretched my arms above my head.  
 
    I wandered over to the empty blanket on the ground, plopped down into it, and covered up. My eyes closed the second I was wrapped in the blanket’s warmth, and it didn’t take long at all for the sounds of the ocean and warmth of the fire to lull me off to sleep.  
 
    The next thing I knew, I felt the warm sun beating down on my face. My eyes popped open to the brightness of the day, and I could just barely make out a crowd of blurry figures a few feet up the beach.  
 
    At first, my heart began to pound in my chest.  
 
    Were we being watched?  
 
    As I sprang to my feet, however, I realized who I was looking at.  
 
    Amin, Solon, Redmond, Callan, and Mael.  
 
    Five more Nobles of the Sword had answered my call.  
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan!” Amin bellowed as he threw his muscular arms out and smiled from ear to ear.  
 
    The guy was still wearing his thick black fur coat, even though we were standing on the beach in the middle of the day. Sweat beaded across his forehead as a result, and his crescent moon tattoo was the only part of his face that wasn’t flushed red from the heat.  
 
    Next to him stood the bird Demi-Human, Solon, whose black hair was slicked back and mixed in with the feathers that plumed from his head. His nose seemed even more crooked than usual, but that didn’t matter. As long as the man could fight, I didn’t care what he looked like.  
 
    Redmond was all smiles as he stood there with his hands on his hips. The old man’s wispy white hair blew around in the breeze, which reminded me of a bird’s nest in a hurricane.  
 
    The green dragon and Noble of the Sword of Waning, Callan, stood there with his hands folded across his chest as he chatted with Nike. Callan was a fun person to be around, though I wondered if his mother’s death and his new responsibilities as the Lord of Atmos had changed him since the last time we’d crossed paths. Either way, the green dragon was always somebody I wanted on my side in a pinch.  
 
    Last, but certainly not least, was Mael. The Tunglian man was clad in nothing but a torn-up pair of brown shorts, though I was thankful he opted to wear clothes this time. The first time I’d met the Alpha Tunglian, he’d been completely naked, and that had been an awkward experience for everyone involved. Now, he stood there with the Sword of Abundance dangling from his belt, and his wild, long brown hair fluttered around him completely unkempt.  
 
    The Tunglian man reminded me of Forrest Gump when he went on his long run, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as my mind made the comparison.  
 
    “You all got my message.” I grinned as I walked up to my friends.  
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” Solon said. “I told you I would always be there if you needed me.”  
 
    “As did I.” Redmond nodded. “If you don’t mind me asking… How is Calltris doing?”  
 
    “She’s doing wonderful,” I explained. “My friend Naomi has taken Calltris under her wing, and there’s nobody in the world she could learn more from.”  
 
    Redmond’s eyes grew a tad misty, but the old man simply shook it off and cleared his throat.  
 
    “That is good to hear,” he said. “I hope to come and visit her soon.”  
 
    “She would like that,” I confirmed, and then I turned to Mael. “And you came all this way? I thought you didn’t want to leave your pack?”  
 
    “I don’t plan to stay long,” Mael said through a bit of a grumble. “If you have located the Noble, then this should not be too difficult of an adventure.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that, my friend,” Amin warned. “The Sword of Shadows makes its holder go mad with its power. For all we know, we might be headed straight toward a confrontation with a mad sage.”  
 
    “Then we’ll kill him and take the sword.” Mael smiled and bared his sharp canines. “No problem.”  
 
    “We’d best get moving, then,” Nike announced. “Everyone is here, and I know Lord Evan doesn’t want to waste any time.”  
 
    My brother-in-arms was right. The last thing I wanted to do was drag out this quest for the Sword of Shadows, especially since I now had the whole Zarek thing to attend to.  
 
    “With the nine of us together,” I proclaimed. “Nothing stands a chance.”  
 
    My friends helped me to quickly pack our things back into my spatial storage, and then we began down the beach toward the cottage that contained our Noble. The journey took forty-five minutes on foot, though I figured it was well worth it for the simple element of surprise.  
 
    The cottage looked like something ripped straight from a textbook on Ancient Greece. It was a single-story structure made completely out of white stone, with a doorway that was nothing more than a simple arch with no actual door. A cobblestone chimney pumped sweet-smelling smoke out into the air, while the open windows of the cottage all had small trinkets lining their windowsills. There was a simple wooden rocking chair beside the doorway, pointed out at the beautiful view of the ocean.  
 
    This certainly didn’t look like the dwelling of a person who’d gone mad.  
 
    “Proceed with caution, Lord Evan,” Amin whispered. “Things seem… Too quiet.”  
 
    I gave the Noble a nod before I took a deep breath, drew the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage, and held it tight as I stepped through the door. The inside of the cottage was nothing special. The “living room” was just an empty space with a chair, a table, and several embedded shelves carved into the wall. Many of the shelves contained half-empty bottles of dark liquids, and it didn’t take long for my nostrils to pick up the sweet, distinct aroma of wine and alcohol.  
 
    “W-Who’s there?” a slurred voice declared.  
 
    I flipped around as I held my sword at the ready, and I was met with the bloodshot eyes of a dwarf about four feet tall. The man had red, uneven stubble all over his face, and his brown eyes were bloodshot to hell as he stumbled into the room. The dwarf also held a bottle in his hand, and the way he walked told me we weren’t dealing with a crazy person.  
 
    We were dealing with a drunkard.  
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t sure if that complicated things or not. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “Who-- who in the bloody hell are you?” the dwarf asked through a belch as his glazed-over eyes widened with fear.  
 
    The man reached for the dagger in his belt, but any potential danger I felt quickly evaporated when he struggled to even get a grip on the hilt.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I promised the dwarf as I held up my hands. “I’m not here to hurt you. My name is Lord Evan of Hatra.”  
 
    “H-Hatra?” the dwarf said in a gurgled voice.  
 
    The drunkard cocked his head to the right as his fingers gently traced the pommel at the end of his dagger, but the expression on his face told me something about my words had perplexed him. Then the dwarf took a swig from the bottle, wiped the sweet liquor from his lips, and let out a long, deep belch.  
 
    “Lord Evan?” Nike asked as he burst into the cottage, and the other Nobles of the Sword were right behind him.  
 
    “Ahhhh!” the dwarf screamed, and then he launched his wine bottle forward haphazardly.  
 
    The man’s aim was horrifically impaired, and the bottle missed my friends by a mile, smashed into the white cobblestone wall of the cottage, and stained the pristine ivory a deep purple color as the wine dripped downward.  
 
    “Settle down!” I hissed at the dwarf. “These are my friends. They’re not here to hurt you, either.”  
 
    “Why’re you all breaking into my house?” the dwarf slurred. “I-I don’t have anything worth anything here.”  
 
    “We just want to talk, dear boy,” Redmon said in a soft, calming tone. “We wish you no ill will whatsoever.”  
 
    “I-I’m not gonna sit here and take this…” the dwarf scoffed, and then he nearly fell over his own feet as he took a step forward. “You guys can’t be in here. I moved out of the city to get away from people, for fuck’s sake.”  
 
    “Do you want me to try and sober him up?” Mael growled through his teeth. “One look at me in my other form ought to do it.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I promised the Tunglian. “We don’t want to freak him out any more…”  
 
    “Gods,” Nokomis breathed, and tears glistened in her eyes as she covered her mouth with a dainty hand. “Evan… This man is in pain. Deep, deep pain.”  
 
    That didn’t surprise me. Normally, drunkards weren’t known for being a sunny lot. Yet I still wondered what had happened to this guy to make him want to isolate himself from such a beautiful city like Pashar. 
 
    “What’s your name, my friend?” I asked the dwarf.  
 
    “Yashur,” he mumbled. “My name is-- w-wait… Why am I telling you all this? You need to get out of here, before I show you why my friends call me the blade of the short master! Er, the-- the short of the master blade. The master of the short blade!”  
 
    “Enough of this,” Mael snarled as he stepped toward Yashur and drew his sword. “My time is valuable, and I’m not going to let your stupid antics take it away from me.”  
 
    “I think we may just need to let him sober up,” I said as I stepped forward and gently pushed Mael’s sword down. “Yashur is right, anyways. We are intruding in his dwelling, so we should leave.”  
 
    “Lord Evan,” Solon whispered. “We are certainly not going to give up this easily, are we?”  
 
    “We’re not giving up,” I reassured the bird Demi-Human. “We’re just going to give this man some space until he comes to his senses and can talk to us more coherently.”  
 
    “How long will that take?” Mael asked with a frown.  
 
    “However long it takes,” I sighed and shrugged at the same time. 
 
    “He’s just going to keep drinking, though, brother,” Nike interjected. “At this rate, he won’t be sober for days.”  
 
    Nike was right. Even though Yashur had just thrown his bottle of wine at us and smashed it to bits, he wasn’t going to stop there. I could see there were dozens of more bottles all around his dwelling, and the dwarf would surely have most of them downed by midday if we left him unsupervised.  
 
    Then I got an idea.  
 
    “Yashur?” I said to the dwarf as I stepped closer. “My friends are going to leave, okay?”  
 
    “T-That’s right!” He hiccupped. “And stay out!”  
 
    “But first, there’s something I have to do,” I warned. “It’s for your own good, Yashur. I promise.”  
 
    “What are you--” Yashur began, but I sucked in a deep breath and then unleashed a blast of healing glitter into the dwarf’s face.  
 
    He started to cough on the fumes for a few seconds before finally, the glaze seemed to disappear from his eyes, and he shook his head furiously.  
 
    “What is going on?” Yashur asked without a hint of a slur.  
 
    “There he is!” I declared as I stood over the dwarf and offered my hand to him. “Welcome back to the land of the living, Yashur.”  
 
    “Who are-- how do you know my name?” The dwarf’s eyes narrowed, and then he knocked away my hand. “And who the fuck are you? Why are you in my house?”  
 
    “We tried explaining this to you earlier,” I said with a frown. “You were too drunk to understand us.”  
 
    “Really?” the dwarf snarked sarcastically as he got back onto his feet. “It’s not like I was trying to get drunk on purpose or anything. Now, if you’ll kindly get the fuck out of my house, I’ll get back to drowning myself in wine.”  
 
    I quickly called upon my stone powers and commanded the white cobblestones around the wine shelf to extend out a few inches and then stretch down to form a barrier in front of the bottles.  
 
    Yashur let out a gasp before he darted forward and began to slam his fists against the stone repeatedly, but when he realized that wasn’t working, the dwarf turned around and drew his dagger.  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you…” Mael warned as he held his sword up to the man’s throat. “The only thing that’s keeping me from decapitating you and going home to my pack right now is the fact that Lord Evan asked me not to. Keep pushing it, though…”  
 
    Yashur’s brown eyes glanced over at the Tunglian, and then he carefully sheathed his dagger. Mael lowered his weapon as well, and the dwarf spat onto the sand and then kicked it as he let out a frustrated grumble.  
 
    “It ain’t right…” Yashur growled. “Takin’ away a man’s liquor.”  
 
    “Look,” I sighed. “We just need some information from you, Yashur. That’s all.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Solon added. “Once we have what we need, we’ll leave you to drown your sorrows however you so please.”  
 
    “Solon!” Nokomis gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. “There’s no need for such cruel words.”  
 
    “They aren’t cruel.” The raven Demi-Human shrugged. “It’s the truth. Look at this man… He has isolated himself away from all other people, and he was completely drunk only a mere hour after the sun had risen. He wants to simply be left alone to die, so I say we leave him to it.”  
 
    “He is in pain, Solon,” Nokomis said with tears in her eyes. “You may only see a drunkard, but I see a man who’s broken, sad, and thinks he doesn’t deserve any happiness in life.”  
 
    “She’s good,” Yashur scoffed as he pointed at the snow leopard Demi-Human. “Now what in the gods’ names do you want?”  
 
    “Well…” I cleared my throat. “My name is Lord Evan of Hatra.”  
 
    “You are quite a long way from Hatra,” Yashur said as he crossed his arms across his chest.  
 
    “I know. My friends and I have come to seek you out, Yashur, because we were told you were a Noble of the Sword, just like us.”  
 
    “Is that what you were told?” The dwarf raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I’m sure you’re familiar with the Breach, right?”  
 
    “Of course, I am,” Yashur snorted. “Giant rip that’s letting all sorts of bad stuff come into Rahma. If I was more coherent most of the time, I would be worried.”  
 
    “You should be worried,” I argued. “If that Breach somehow tears open and lets the Demon King and all of his minions through? This entire world is doomed.”  
 
    “So what?”  
 
    “Well, you live in this world, for starters,” I growled. “You’d die, too.”  
 
    “Good!” the dwarf chuckled as he gestured to the spot where his wine shelf had been. “It would save me all these bottles, that’s for sure.”  
 
    Nokomis was right. This guy was next-level depressed.  
 
    Was this the “curse” of the Sword of Shadows Amin had warned me about?  
 
    I don’t believe so, Miraya’s voice sighed. My Sister Remna is quite the fiend, but her influence was always a bit more sinister than what we’re seeing here.  
 
    More sinister? I asked the voice in my head. This dude wants to freaking drink himself to death. I don’t know how you’d get much more sinister than that.  
 
    Remna would corrupt her wielder in much more insidious ways, Miraya continued. She would cause people to cheat on their lovers, kill their siblings for power… Generally things that would be bold and public. She’d never cause her wielder to fall into drunkenness. It’s too subtle.  
 
    “Okay,” I said to the dwarf as I tried to change my approach. “Look, we came all this way because we know you’re the Noble of the Sword of Shadows, and we need your help. If there’s a woman in your bloodline that you know, I need to bond with her so I can absorb the sword’s powers into my own. Then I’ll be strong enough to face the Demon King and close the Breach once and for all.”  
 
    “The Sword of Shadows?” Yashur asked as he stared at me with a deadpan expression. “Never heard of it.”  
 
    “Now he’s simply taunting us!” Mael snarled.  
 
    “Easy, friend,” Callan said as he held the Tunglian back. “I do not believe this man is being facetious.”  
 
    “I agree with Mael,” Solon scoffed. “He’s never heard of the Sword of Shadows? You said he was the Noble!”  
 
    “T-That’s what the map said,” Nike sputtered with wide eyes.  
 
    “We don’t wish to steal your treasured sword, my friend,” Amin said as he tried to be diplomatic about the situation. “We simply want to find a relative of yours for Lord Evan to bond with. Everyone in this room has bonded with Lord Evan, and we all still carry our Noble Swords upon our belts.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the dwarf continued to argue. “What’s the Sword of Shadows?”  
 
    “It’s only one of the most powerful swords in all of Rahma,” Nike explained as he narrowed his silver eyes at the shorter man. “Surely you would know if it was in your possession.”  
 
    For a brief moment, I wondered if I should use my truth-pulling magic on the dwarf, but something deep down in my gut told me he wasn’t lying.  
 
    “Wait…” Yashur stroked his stubbly chin for a few moments before his eyes lit up. “Are you talking about that weird sword with the dark metal hilt?”  
 
    “That is most likely the one,” Amin confirmed with a nod. “It is quite powerful… How could you not know what it was?”  
 
    “Ohhhhhh,” Yashur sighed, and then he shook his head as he clicked his tongue. “You aren’t going to be too happy to hear this, but… I don’t have that sword anymore. I swear the damn thing was talking to me.”  
 
    “You got rid of a Noble Sword?” Solon bellowed as he slammed his lanky fist into the table and caused a massive clatter. “You’re an even bigger idiot than I thought.”  
 
    “It was making me go crazy.” The dwarf shrugged. “So I got rid of it.”  
 
    “But… You spend your days getting completely black-out drunk,” I pondered aloud. “No offense but, isn’t a weapon that drives you to madness exactly what you’d want?’  
 
    “I want to go out on my own terms,” Yashur explained with a huff. “Not because some weird sword controls my mind and makes me do it. Besides, if I actually did what the voices were telling me to do, I’d be hurting a lot of people. I may hate being around others, but I don’t want to do them any harm.”  
 
    “What did you do with the sword?” Redmon asked as he leaned forward in his chair. “Please tell us it is nearby.”  
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know,” Yashur admitted and shrugged. “I gave it to an old friend of mine. A friend who liked to travel all around Rahma… It could be anywhere.”  
 
    Son of a bitch.  
 
    I let out a long sigh of frustration as I rubbed my fingers between my eyes and tried to make sense of the whole situation. This guy once possessed the Sword of Shadows, but it had freaked him out so much that he gave it to some random friend of his, and now it was traveling around Rahma.  
 
    One thing still didn’t make sense to me, though.  
 
    “But you were on the map,” I said as I frowned at the dwarf. “Which makes you a Noble of the Sword, right?”  
 
    “I have no idea, Lord Evan,” Yashur mumbled.  
 
    “How did you get the sword, then?” Skye questioned. “You must have gotten it from somebody in your family, somebody who was of Noble descent.”  
 
    “I got it from my cousin,” he continued. “He was mumbling about how it was ruining his life, so I took it off him. I figured I could at least get a little bit of money for booze out of it at the marketplace, but then I found myself… Oddly attached to the thing.”  
 
    “When did you get rid of the sword?” 
 
    “Probably, ohh… A week ago?” Yashur said. “That’s when the voices in my head started getting weird.”  
 
    “That is why you showed up on the map,” Nike noted. “The sword was here, but we just missed it.”  
 
    “This is good,” I said as I tried to calm the tension in the room. “That means the sword might not be far from here.”  
 
    “My friend is a fast traveler,” Yashur warned. “I don’t know how he does it, especially since he told me he gets around without any sort of carts or horses.”  
 
    Now, I had a decision to make. It was obvious Yashur’s bloodline was the one I needed, and surely we would be able to find a woman in his family tree. However, the Sword of Shadows was potentially within our grasp, as well, and I didn’t want to let it slip through my fingers.  
 
    More information was needed.  
 
    “Do you have any female relatives?” I asked Yashur. “Mother? Sister? Third cousin twice removed? It doesn’t matter who they are, just that they’re a woman.”  
 
    “You think I’m a dwarf who keeps track of my family?” Yashur scoffed as he pointed around his dwelling. “I talk to maybe three people a week, Lord Evan. I haven’t spoken with anyone in my family for years. I know my parents are both gone, and I’ve only got brothers.”  
 
    “Then we’ll just have to look at your family tree,” I said as I nodded to Nike, who instantly pulled out the scroll with the Sword of Shadows’ bloodline. “Take a look at these names and see if you recognize them.”  
 
    “Do I have to?” Yashur grumbled. “I don’t like lookin’ at my old family records. It just reminds me how I’ve got nothin’ now.”  
 
    “You don’t have to have nothing, Yashur,” Nokomis said with a frown. “I’m sure if you found your living relatives, they would still take you in as your own.”  
 
    “Not after what I’ve done,” the dwarf argued as his expression darkened. “Trust me on that one, my lady.”  
 
    Nike unrolled the scroll and then laid it out on the wood table before us, and my friends, Yashur, and I all gathered around the document and began to inspect it. The list of names was quite long and intricate, so I really hoped this drunken dwarf would at least be able to help us find a starting point.  
 
    “Do you see anything?” Callan asked hopefully after a few minutes of silence.  
 
    “Well, Yorma and Ismar are my parents,” Yashur sighed as he pointed them out. “But like I said, they’re both gone… Obviously everybody underneath them is me and my brothers.”  
 
    “That’s a start,” Nike confirmed. “Now we just need to trace the lineage of your parents backwards and then figure out where the first living female would be on the branches.”  
 
    We spent the next hour looking over the map and trying to figure out who was a potential candidate for bonding, but one thing we all noticed was Yashur’s bloodline favored males very, very heavily. I saw lots of uncles, nephews, and male cousins on the family tree, but most of the women listed had either married into the family, or they were deceased.  
 
    Finally, Nike let out a loud “aha!”  
 
    “What is it, brother?” I asked the Noble of the Sword.  
 
    “Did you find something?” Solon added.  
 
    “I think so,” Nike continued as he pointed to a name on the scroll. “This woman here… Emarla? She is a distant cousin of Yashur, but it appears her bloodline matches up.”  
 
    “Emarla?” Yashur mumbled and squinted his bloodshot eyes. “Never heard of her.”  
 
    “She’s the child of a man named Hothar and a woman named Silene,” the silver-eyed noble explained.  
 
    “Hothar…” The dwarf’s entire demeanor suddenly changed, and he spat on the ground at the mere mention of the name. “I never met the man, but I’ve heard plenty of stories. He got kicked outta my family for marrying a mermaid.”  
 
    “He married a mermaid?” Skye gasped.  
 
    “And that was grounds for being disowned?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I had no part in it!” Yashur declared. “You need to understand, my family is very traditional. The idea that a dwarf could marry any other species was completely out of the question, so when Hothar did it, he was disowned.”  
 
    “That’s awful.” Nokomis frowned. “How could your family be so cruel?”  
 
    “Hothar understood what he was doing,” Yashur continued. “He knew how everybody’d react, but he still married her anyways, and apparently had a child.”  
 
    “So, she’s half-mermaid, half-dwarf?” I asked, and the stubble-faced dwarf nodded.  
 
    “And she is your closest living female relative,” Nike added.  
 
    “Do you have any idea where she might be located?” Amin asked. “Surely she can’t have strayed too far from the sea.”  
 
    “How would I know?” Yashur shrugged. “Like I said, I didn’t know them at all. Your thought is probably right, though. They may have been kicked outta the family, but there’s no reason they wouldn’t still be in the city, since it’s right on the coast.”  
 
    “Then we need to find Emarla,” I declared. “We should head into the city and start asking around to see if anybody knows where she’s at.”  
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” the dwarf said with a sigh of relief. “So that means you’re gonna leave me in peace?”  
 
    “Not exactly.” I shook my head. “You’re coming with us, Yashur.”  
 
    All of the color drained from the dwarf’s round face when he heard my words.  
 
    “B-But, I told you what you wanted to know!” he argued. “Can’t you just let me go back to my bottles?”  
 
    “I still need you sober,” I said. “Because after we find Emarla and bond with her, we’re going after the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    “This is unfair!” Yashur declared. “I--”  
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, Mael let out a long, guttural growl that sounded like a direwolf’s. Yashur’s eyes widened immediately, and the little man gulped as he looked over at the Tunglian.  
 
    “It should not take that long, friend,” Redmond proclaimed. “If everything works out in our favor, Lord Evan will have found the Sword and bonded with this woman by the day’s end.”  
 
    “Fine.” Yashur looked down at the ground and then nodded toward Mael. “Just don’t let that one eat me.”  
 
    “He’s actually the least of your worries,” Amin chuckled. “You do realize you’re standing in the presence of not one, but two dragons right now, right?”  
 
    “What?” Yashur snapped his head up and looked like he was about to faint. “Dragons?”  
 
    “That’s right.” I smirked. “I’m a dragon, and so is Callan over there.”  
 
    “Gods…” the dwarf muttered to himself. “What have you gotten me into?” 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I headed toward the door. “We don’t have all day. We need to get to the city and figure out where to find Emarla.”  
 
    My friends and the dwarf followed me out onto the sands of the sunny beach, and then we began our hike toward the city of Pashar. Even though Yashur claimed he was “isolated” from the rest of civilization, the walk was only about two hours in total. We stopped a few times to rest our legs and take a water break, but the trip seemed to fly by in no time at all.  
 
    Soon, my friends and I approached the large, rocky gates of Pashar.  
 
    Large hills stretched up on either side of us to form a valley that acted as a natural gate to the city, and up on the hillside there were two small buildings I assumed were guard towers since I could see men with bows stationed inside of them. However, they didn’t pay us any attention as we passed underneath the stone archway that told us we were entering the city limits, and soon the hills fell away to reveal Pashar in all its glory.  
 
    Humans and Demi-Humans of all kinds bustled around the streets, which were made up of cobblestones pushed into the sand. The buildings around us were fairly small compared to what I was used to seeing in a city, and none of them stretched more than two stories high. However, what they lacked in height, the buildings more than made up for with their sheer numbers. Several clusters of the small buildings clumped together to form the skyline of Pashar, and it was somewhat hard to differentiate between the residential areas and the places of business.  
 
    “Ugh,” I heard Yashur grumble as he side-eyed everyone we passed. “How do people live like this?”  
 
    We pressed on through Pashar for a bit longer, until we finally came to the area that looked like a small market. Vendors underneath simple canvas tents called out to passersby as they tried to peddle their fresh fish, soaps, essential oils, and hand-made street food.  
 
    “What are we doing here, Lord Evan?” Solon asked with a twitch of his beak-like nose.  
 
    “These people will have traveled from all around Pashar and the surrounding areas,” I explained. “If anybody knows where to find Emarla, it’ll probably be them. Let’s spread out and talk to as many people as we can, then we’ll meet back here in an hour?”  
 
    “That sounds like a plan.” Skye nodded. “Though I cannot promise I won’t indulge in some of those delicious creations along the way.”  
 
    “Knock yourself out,” I chuckled. “My treasure hoard is growing by the day, so we can definitely afford it.”  
 
    “Why would I knock myself out?” the half-Nepin asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “It’s an expression back from where I’m from,” I sighed. “It means ‘go for it.’”  
 
    “Oh.” Skye smiled. “Your world has such strange sayings.”  
 
    With that, my friends and I split up. Nike and I moved together, and we made sure we brought Yashur along with us. I wasn’t afraid the dwarf would cause trouble, but I also didn’t trust him not to grab the first bottle of liquor he came across. He needed to remain sober for now, at least until we found Emarla and the Sword of Shadows. 
 
    The three of us visited several vendors, though none of them seemed to have a clue about the woman we were looking for. A few of them mentioned they’d heard the name somewhere around the city, but they had no idea where she resided. After an hour of searching and talking to ten different people, Nike and I decided to head back to our meeting spot.  
 
    “Any luck?” I asked Amin and Redmon as we approached.  
 
    “None, I’m afraid,” Amin sighed.  
 
    “Us, either,” Mael noted as he, Nokomis, and Solon joined us. “Nobody really wanted to talk to us.”  
 
    “Can you blame them?” Solon joked. “We do not look like the friendliest bunch.”  
 
    Skye and Callan were the last ones to rejoin our group, and the two of them both wore smiles that were a mile wide.  
 
    “Please tell me that’s a sign of good news,” I said as the green dragon and the half-Nepin approached.  
 
    “It is,” Callan noted. “The fox Demi-Human who sells fresh bloskfish told us he sees a woman named Emarla when he goes to check his lines.”  
 
    “So she lives by the coast, I assume?” I asked.  
 
    “Fitting, considering she’s half-mermaid,” Nike chuckled.  
 
    “He said she lives on the far side of town,” Skye added. “Off to the west, about three miles up the coastline.”  
 
    “What are we waiting for, then?” I proclaimed with a happy laugh. “Let’s go!”  
 
    My friends and I headed out of the market and toward the west of the city until, finally, we came to a small patch of beach away from the many buildings of Pashar. When I glanced up along the coast, I could see there were many small huts and cottages similar to Yashur’s, and I wondered which one our mystery woman lived in.  
 
    We followed the coastline for about an hour, until we came to a small cottage nestled right on the edge of the beach, literally. There were two doors from what I could see, one located only two feet away from the sea, and another that opened up toward the city.  
 
    “That has to be her house,” Skye said. “Who else but a mermaid would want their home to open up directly into water?”  
 
    Before we could approach the cottage, though, my ears picked up a splash of water from my left, and I turned around just in time to see a figure emerge from the depths of the ocean.  
 
    A woman.  
 
    Her bright, rosy-pink hair was wet and slicked back against her head, which itself stood upon a slender neck, and the woman’s skin was tan and appeared to be a perfect contrast to her shimmering, wide silver eyes. Around her upper half was a dark blue piece of clothing that cut off at her midriff, though it also had long sleeves that puffed out around the wrists. A matching navy-blue wrap was tied around her waist, and her entire outfit was soaking wet and pressed up against her like a second skin. I could see every curve of her slender body, from the wide hips to the shape of her small, perky breasts and the erect nipples that stood at attention from the cold air.  
 
    This had to be her.  
 
    This had to be Emarla, the woman I would bond with.  
 
    And, if I played my cards right, maybe our relationship would go a lot further. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    I could almost feel my jaw hit the ground as I stared at the wet, beautiful woman that emerged from the ocean and strutted up toward the house at the edge of the shore. The woman took large strides thanks to her slender legs, and she nonchalantly brushed her hands through her pink hair before she wrung it out like a wet towel. Then she shook her head as she approached the house I now assumed was hers, but she didn’t seem to pay us any attention as she moved.  
 
    “Emarla, I presume?” I asked aloud.  
 
    “Well, one thing’s for sure,” Yashur grumbled. “She didn’t get her father’s stature.”  
 
    The noble was right. The pink-haired woman off in the distance was fairly short by human standards, probably only a little over five feet tall, but she didn’t give off the “dwarf” appearance whatsoever.  
 
    “We’d better head her off before she gets into her home,” Amin suggested. “People don’t tend to like it when a bunch of strangers come knocking on their door.”  
 
    “And they’re going to like it better when they’re ambushed by said strangers?” Solon chuckled with a squawk-like laugh.  
 
    “It’s not an ambush,” Amin said. “We simply wish to talk to her.”  
 
    I gave the other Nobles a nod, and then we proceeded down the beach. As we got closer to the woman we assumed was Emarla, she finally noticed us out of the corner of her eyes. Her stride seemed to pick up as her feet splashed through the shallows, but we were quick enough to get to her before she could disappear into her house.  
 
    “Excuse me?” I cleared my throat as I stepped in front of the half-mermaid. “I’m sorry to bother you, but this is an urgent matter. My name is Lord Evan of Hatra, and--”  
 
    “I don’t care,” the woman cut me off, and I could hear her heartbeat quicken with adrenaline. “I’m just trying to get ready for dinner, so if you’d excuse me…”  
 
    “We mean you no harm,” I said. “We just want to talk to you a little bit about your family.”  
 
    “My family?” she continued with sadness in her silver eyes. “What family? They’re all dead.”  
 
    Fuck. I had no idea.  
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” Nokomis interjected as she stepped into the conversation. “I sense your pain, and I know it is difficult to carry.”  
 
    “I’m fine.” The woman shook her head. “I don’t even know who you people are, and I really just want to get inside and cook up the shellrocks I caught before they start going sour.”  
 
    “May we join you, my dear?” Redmond suggested. “My friends and I do not wish to intrude on your personal time, though I must agree with Lord Evan. This is a very important matter that we simply can’t avoid for much longer.”  
 
    The half-mermaid’s eyes looked over all of my friends as she mulled over Redmon’s words, until they locked onto Yashur and narrowed.  
 
    “And you?” she asked the dwarf. “Are you sure you wish to dine with me? You came all this way, which means you know who I am.”  
 
    “Aye.” Yashur nodded. “Yer the daughter of Hothar.”  
 
    “Hothar and Silene,” the woman said with a stony expression. “Don’t you dare forget my mother’s name.”  
 
    “I didn’t know your mother.” Yashur shrugged. “I barely knew Hothar, other than the stories my family told me about him.”  
 
    “Which I’m sure were mostly lies,” Emarla sighed. “My parents’ families had a tendency to do that, you know.”  
 
    “Because you’re half-mermaid and half-dwarf?” Nokomis asked with a frown.  
 
    “Who are you people?” Emarla narrowed her eyes with suspicion. “How do you know so much about my parents?”  
 
    “I told you,” I repeated. “I am Lord Evan of Hatra, the future King of Rahma. I have access to lots of information that most people in this country could only dream of.”  
 
    “Well, what do you want, Lord Evan of Hatra?” Emarla continued and seemed unimpressed with my titles. “I really need to get inside and start on dinner.”  
 
    “Please.” I raised my hands and frowned. “Don’t let us stop you. If you don’t mind us coming inside, we can discuss all this at your leisure, when you are comfortable. Trust me, it’s a long story, so you’re probably gonna want to be sitting down anyways.”  
 
    “I didn’t catch enough for this many people.”  
 
    “We don’t need to eat, my friend,” Nokomis said with a friendly smile. “We don’t wish to waste your time, nor your resources.”  
 
    Emarla looked us over one last time before she took a deep sigh and turned back to her house.  
 
    “Fine, since you’re royalty,” she said over her shoulder. “Just please make it quick. I didn’t expect to have any visitors today. Or ever.”  
 
    “I’m liking this girl more and more by the second,” Yashur chuckled under his breath.  
 
    We all followed Emarla into her stone hut, which was considerably larger than the one Yashur had been living in. The tide crashed through the open arch at the front of the dwelling, so the gray cobblestone floor was permanently dark with wetness. Emarla’s home was fairly basic in its setup, with a few bookshelves, a hearth for cooking, and various pieces of furniture made from either stone or wood and straw. A few tiny, gorgeous gemstones of purple and sapphire were embedded into her wall, and I had to fight with my inner dragon to keep from swiping them right then and there. The house only had a single window, which was positioned over the table that stood beside the hearth to supposedly let out any smoke created as a result of her culinary activities.  
 
    “I’d offer you a place to sit,” Emarla joked as she gestured around her home. “But I don’t get many visitors, so there’s not too many places.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” I promised. “I’m good with standing.”  
 
    Emarla raised an eyebrow, but then she just shrugged and walked over to the table. She plopped down into the wooden chair before she reached down into the pockets of her bottoms and pulled out two large handfuls of what appeared to be black, jagged rocks with red spots, but as she placed the rocks onto the table, the thin cracks that ran horizontally along the stones split open half an inch, and I saw numerous rose-colored appendages slither out. The half-mermaid quickly picked up one of the creatures, pried it open with a wet crack, and then used her fingernails to scoop out the rose-colored flesh from inside. Then she turned to the pot hanging over an already-smoldering fire and tossed the creature inside.  
 
    “Let me help you with that,” Nokomis offered as she walked over and picked up one of the creatures. “My claws will certainly make the job go faster.”  
 
    The snow leopard Demi-Human pulled open one of the little bastards like it was nothing, and then she tossed the contents of the shell into the cauldron.  
 
    “Thank you,” Emarla said with a smirk. “I appreciate your help, though I’ll admit I’m still cautious of this whole situation. Now, what was it you wished to talk about?”  
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about the Sword of Shadows,” I began. “Are you familiar with it?”  
 
    “I can’t say that I am,” the half-mermaid said as she pulled open another clam-like creature. “But you all seem to have swords on your hips, so I’m guessing it’s something you’re hoping to add to your collection?”  
 
    “Yes and no. The Sword of Shadows is supposed to belong to Yashur over there, but he gave it away to one of his friends. It’s one of the twelve Noble Swords, which are the most powerful weapons in all of Rahma.”  
 
    “Each one is empowered by a spirit that dwells within them,” Nike added. “And each one has its own special power.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a nod. “Are you familiar with the Breach?”  
 
    “Who isn’t these days?” Emarla scoffed. “It’s becoming very hard to ignore, even for somebody like me who tries to avoid people as much as possible.” 
 
    “Well,” I continued, “I’m currently on a mission to close the Breach for good. The only way I can do that, though, is by reuniting all the Noble Swords and bonding each of them to my Spiritual Sea.”  
 
    “Okay…” the half-dwarf woman trailed off and looked up with a frown. “What does any of this have to do with me, dare I ask?”  
 
    “I can only do the bonding ceremony with women who are of the noble bloodline,” I explained. “Yashur has no sisters or daughters, and his mother and her siblings are all gone. But not you. You’re a distant cousin of this dwarf, which means you are part of the noble bloodline.”  
 
    “You are the only person who can bond the Sword of Shadows to Lord Evan,” Skye interjected, and the half-Nepin flashed the other woman a sympathetic smile. “We know that this is a lot to put on you at once, but every second we wait, the Breach grows stronger.”  
 
    “Bond with you?” Emarla gulped, and her silver eyes widened as they met mine. “You mean like… Become part of your harem?”  
 
    “You don’t actually have to do that,” I chuckled. “There’s just a little ceremony where we cut our hands and drip our blood into a bowl, and then a god comes down to bless the bond. No big deal. But… you can always join my harem if you want to.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but throw that last bit out there, and I watched the half-mermaid blush.  
 
    “There’s plenty of space in the Lunar Palace,” Skye added with a smirk. “And we are always looking for new members of our family.”  
 
    Emarla let out a slight giggle as she tossed the final shelled creature into the pot and began to stir it with a wooden spoon. Her tan cheeks were still flushed with color, but she did her best to keep stone-faced while she made her meal.  
 
    “I will admit, this is ironic,” the half-mermaid said after a long moment, and there was a hint of pain in her voice. “My parents were rejected by their people simply because they loved each other, and their families didn’t approve. Now, Rahma needs to be saved, and their ‘monstrosity of a daughter’ is the only one who can help. I now hold the fate of everybody in my hands, including the people who tried to split up my parents and who have harassed me my entire life… But why should I help them?”  
 
    “Uh, remember when I said I liked this girl?” Yashur whispered under his breath. “I take it back.”  
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Emarla,” Skye warned. “I know you have much anger in you right now, and I know exactly how you feel toward those who have slighted you in the past.”  
 
    “And how would you know?” Emarla asked as she pinned the half-Nepin noble with a hard stare. “I’m looked upon as an abomination simply for existing.”  
 
    “As was I.” Skye frowned. “I was exiled from my home because I am a hybrid species, as well. I am half-Nepin and half-Naiad.”  
 
    “You are?” The pink-haired woman’s eyes widened. “I-I never would have guessed!”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have guessed you were half-dwarf, either,” the sapphire-skinned beauty noted before her face softened with a teasing smile. “Though it was easy to figure out you were a mermaid, considering you emerged from the water and live right next to it.”  
 
    “Please do not let your anger and hatred drive your decisions,” Callan was the next to speak, and my fellow dragon put a hand over his chest as he spoke. “I was a lost, lonely man for most of my life, and it made me bitter.”  
 
    “What did you do?” Emarla questioned, and then she pulled out the spoon and slurped a bit of her stew. “To not be so bitter? 
 
    “I met Lord Evan.” Callan smiled. “This man and his friends have changed my life in so many ways, I cannot even begin to describe them all.”  
 
    “How do you even know I’m the woman you’re looking for?” the half-mermaid asked. “You say I’m the distant cousin of the dwarf, but there are many relatives of my father who were unconfirmed, considering they tried to remove him from any of their family histories after he married my mother. What makes you so sure?”  
 
    “We have detailed family trees from just about every major bloodline in Rahma,” Nike explained. “Including the one from the Sword of Shadows. Both your father and Yashur appear on it, as they descend from the same distant relative.”  
 
    “Interesting,” she mumbled as she slurped down some of the stew. “So basically, you need my blood to make this work.”  
 
    “We need the Sword, too,” I added. “The spirit inside it will need to bond to the Noble of the Sword, no matter who that may be.”  
 
    “I ain’t bonding with nothing!” Yashur declared as he threw his hands up. “That thing made me lose my mind, and I refuse to take it back into my possession.”  
 
    “If you even are the Noble of the Sword,” Amin said with a thoughtful expression. “You said you inherited the sword from one of your ancestors, correct? Did the spirit inside ever try to bond itself with you?”  
 
    “Bond with me?” Yashur scoffed. “It was whispering things into my mind that made me feel like I was going mad. If that’s considered bonding, then it can bond with somebody else!”  
 
    “So, the blade didn’t choose him,” Nike gasped, and his silver eyes shot to mine. “Which means--”  
 
    “Which means he may not be the Noble we’re looking for,” I said with a sigh, and then I turned to Emarla. “Do you happen to have any sort of family histories here in the house? Things like old family trees, stories that have been passed down for generations… You know, stuff like that.”  
 
    “You are welcome to check my bookshelf.” Emarla shrugged as she pointed over to the far side of the dwelling. “I cannot think there would be anything of use there, though.”  
 
    “You might be surprised,” I said with a chuckle, and then I turned to see the giant shelf full of books on the wall behind me. “Damn. I kinda wish we’d brought Alyona along for this one… She’d know exactly what to look for.”  
 
    “You made the right call, brother,” Nike said as he put his hand on my shoulder. “We didn’t know how unstable the Noble of the Sword of Shadows would be, and it would have been unwise to put your pregnant wife and our future king in danger. Thankfully, all we found was a drunkard, but we didn’t know that at the time.”  
 
    “You know I can hear you still, right?” Yashur huffed and crossed his short arms over his barrel chest. “Drunkard… For your information, I choose to drink as much as I do. I can stop whenever I want.” 
 
    “So, you wouldn’t be enticed by the bottle of spiced wine I hand-made from saltrar berries?” Emarla asked, and then she picked up a wooden bowl and started to fill it with her stew.  
 
    “Saltrar berries?” Yashur whispered, and I swore I saw some drool start to collect at the corners of his mouth. “Don’t those only grow in the darkest parts of the ocean?”  
 
    “Contrary to what our families think, there are plenty of advantages to being a mermaid,” the pink-haired woman said with a shrug. “It pairs very well with shellrock stew, in my experience. But since you can resist alcohol, and it sounds like you’ve already had quite a bit--”  
 
    “No, no!” Yashur interjected as a devilish grin spread across his face. “I’ll take a tankard, if you’re offering.”  
 
    Emarla gave the dwarf a half-amused smirk before she set her bowl down on the cool part of the hearth and then walked over to a nearby bottle. It was made of coarse, clear glass, and inside I could see a dark blue liquid that bordered on being purple. She pulled a few cups from her makeshift pantry, all of which appeared to be made out of hollowed-out seashells.  
 
    “I may not have enough stew for everyone,” Emarla sighed. “I do have plenty of saltrar wine, though. Please… I can’t drink this all by myself.”  
 
    “Don’t mind if I do!” Yashur declared as he licked his lips.  
 
    “I’ll take one, too,” I said. “I don’t know how long it’ll be before we find what we’re looking for, so a glass of wine is probably needed right about now.”  
 
    “Lord Evan?” Solon said in a hushed tone as he leaned in close to my ear. “Is this the wisest idea? Taking wine from somebody we just met?”  
 
    “She doesn’t seem hostile.” I shrugged. “Just a little annoyed we ambushed her in her home, that’s all. Besides, if somehow she did decide to poison us, I could just heal everyone in a flash, and then we could deal with her as we see fit.”  
 
    “Thank the Gods you’re here, Lord Evan.” Solon let out a relieved sigh. “I can see why so many people have flocked to Hatra. I feel abundantly blessed when you are around when it comes to matters of safety.”  
 
    “I’m an EMT,” I said with a wink. “It’s all part of the job.”  
 
    “EMT?” the raven Demi-Human asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “It’s what I was studying to do before I came to Rahma,” I explained. “I helped heal people back in my world.”  
 
    “And now he heals everyone with his magic!” Nokomis declared as her small round leopard ears twitched happily.  
 
    “Healing magic?” Emarla asked through a mouthful of stew. “What are you, a black dragon or something?”  
 
    The entire dwelling went silent for a moment before my friends let out a few snickers. Meanwhile, Emarla must have realized what was happening, and her silver, almond-shaped eyes grew wider than saucers.  
 
    “How do you know about black dragons?” Callan interjected. “Or dragons in general?”  
 
    “And what would you say if I was a black dragon?” I asked as I bit back my amusement.  
 
    “Impossible.” Emarla shook her head repeatedly. “There hasn’t been a black dragon in Rahma since… Well, long before I was born. Dragons in general are on their way out, as well.”  
 
    I held out my right arm and then pulled back the sleeve of my robe to reveal the dark scales on it, which elicited a gasp from the mermaid.  
 
    “The black dragon has returned,” I said with a smirk. “And he’s the future king of Rahma.”  
 
    “Dragons are not quite as rare as you’d expect, my dear,” Callan added as he showed off the green scales on his arm. “We are just very good at hiding away.”  
 
    “G-Gods…” Emarla sputtered, and her hand seemed to tremble as she poured herself a glass of the blue wine. “Dragons, here, in my home.”  
 
    “You never answered Callan’s question,” Mael said, and the alpha Tunglian narrowed his eyes. “How do you know so much about Lord Evan’s kind?”  
 
    “Look at my shelves,” Emarla said with a wave of her hand . “Ever since I was a child, I have been obsessed with the stories my parents told me, legends from faraway places, and my favorite tales were always about the dragons that used to block out the skies of Rahma. I never thought I’d actually meet a real one, though, and I certainly did not think they would look as… well put-together as Lord Evan.”  
 
    “You think I’m well put-together?” I asked with a half-smile, and the mermaid’s face turned beet-red, but she still continued to smile.  
 
    “I simply thought a dragon would always have a reptilian appearance,” she admitted before she took a sip of her wine. “Even in their human forms, I thought they would be hard on the eyes.”  
 
    “Lord Evan is anything but hard on the eyes,” Skye giggled. “Quite the opposite, actually.”  
 
    Emarla gave me a sultry smile as her tanned skin continued to flush red, and I felt the blood in my body rush to my nether regions. I pictured myself nibbling on her slender, sun-kissed neck while I pushed my manhood into her delicate flower in a slow, rhythmic fashion and she melted into my arms, but before I could pitch a tent, I quickly brought my mind back to the situation at hand.  
 
    My conquest of the mermaid would have to wait until we figured out where to go from here.  
 
    “We should check her shelves.” I cleared my throat as I turned to my companions. “Are any of you particularly good scholars?”  
 
    “I can be, my lord,” Redmon offered. “You do not become a sorcerer without being well-read, after all.”  
 
    “I suppose not.” I nodded.  
 
    “I can help as well,” Amin said. “I may not be a scholar, but I do know quite a few languages from my diplomatic missions in the past.”  
 
    The more Amin talked, the more I wanted to just sit down and listen to him tell stories of all his previous adventures. It sounded like the Noble of the Sword of Truth had been all around Rahma, and he’d encountered so many different places and people that I could only dream of.  
 
    “Grab a glass, my friends,” I announced to everyone in the room. “We’ve got some work to do.”  
 
    Emarla poured out a shell glass of wine for each of us, so I snatched the vessel up before I walked over to her shelf. Amin and Redmon were right behind me, and the three of us began to sift through all the reading material that the half-mermaid woman had. Meanwhile, the rest of our crew simply sat around Emarla’s table as they shared the stories of their many previous adventures with the pink-haired beauty.  
 
    “Wow,” I said as I looked at the titles of the books on Emarla’s shelf. “She really wasn’t kidding when she said she was a fan of dragons.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Redmond nodded. “The Drache’s Companion… The Land of the Dragons… Scales and Sorcerers… She has all of the iconic titles.”  
 
    “That’s not what we’re looking for, though,” Amin reminded us both. “We’re searching for anything that might direct us to the current Noble of the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    I think it may be her, Lord Evan, Miraya’s voice echoed through my head.  
 
    “Emarla?” I asked the disembodied voice. “What makes you think it’s her? She doesn’t seem corrupted by the sword’s power.”  
 
    This is because she does not possess the sword, the Spirit of the Sword of Hatra explained. The energy she gives off, though, reminds me much of my sister Remna. Though I will fully admit Remna is more… Unique than me or my other sisters.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I sighed. “She’s got a screw loose?”  
 
    What does that mean?  
 
    “It means she’s not quite right in the head.”  
 
    Remna is very “right” in the head, Miraya chuckled. It’s just her idea of “right” involves corrupting anyone she bonds with. She is quite ambitious that way.  
 
    “I’m not sure ambitious is the right word,” I admitted. “What’s her end goal, even?”  
 
    I do not know. Only Remna knows what Remna is thinking.  
 
    “Then we’ll just have to have a talk with her. After we bond with Emarla and find the sword, of course.”  
 
    Of course, the spirit giggled.  
 
    “Are you speaking with your Sword, Lord Evan?” Redmon chuckled as he leafed through one of the old books.  
 
    “I am,” I said. “Sorry, sometimes I forget to do so internally. I know it sounds crazy to anyone watching from the outside, but Miraya is very wise and very powerful, and she’s always got my back.”  
 
    “It’s not crazy at all,” the sorcerer chuckled as he tapped the hilt of his blade. “I speak with Ayden quite frequently.”  
 
    “And I with Viera,” Amin added.  
 
    “That’s right,” I said as I shook my head. “You guys both have Sword Spirits, too. I’m so used to being around people who look at me like I’m crazy when I talk to Miraya like that.”  
 
    “We fully understand,” the Viking-looking man noted. “My Sword is the best companion I could ask for. Viera is my beacon of truth in the darkness that is the current world, and she always keeps me honest.”  
 
    “Ayden has helped me make so many important decisions throughout the years,” Redmon continued. “I don’t know where I’d be without her.”  
 
    That’s when it hit me that everybody in this room other than Emarla had a Noble Sword of their own they could talk to like I did with Miraya, and it was a very comfortable feeling to know I was with people who were like me.  
 
    Amin, Redmon, and I kept going through the bookshelf for nearly an hour. We found books about dragons, mermaids, and dwarven legends, but none of them gave us any clues about Emarla’s heritage or the Sword of Shadows.  
 
    After a few false leads, I decided I was gonna need a drink, so I snatched up my glass of blue wine and pressed it against my lips. A strange sensation overtook my mouth as the liquid slid across my tongue and then down my throat, and it tasted extremely salty yet bitter at the same time. Once I’d had a chance to process the flavor of the wine, though, my eyes rolled back in my head, and I let out a long, satisfied sigh. The two different sensations had somehow transformed into something smooth and fruity, almost like a cross between a blueberry and a raspberry with a twinge of bitterness.  
 
    “Gods, that’s good.” I whistled before I took another long sip.  
 
    “I’ll-- I’ll say!” Yashur hiccupped from the table, and I wondered just how many cups he’d drank at this point. “I must know how you created this, Emarla.”  
 
    “Well, you have to be able to breathe underwater, first off,” the half-mermaid chuckled. “And you need to understand how to avoid all of the creatures that lurk in the darkest depths of the ocean, where the saltrar berries grow.”  
 
    “Maybe we-- maybe we can come up with some sort of arrangement?” Yashur slurred. “This is the best wine I’ve ever tasted, and I can’t-- I can’t see myself ever going back.”  
 
    “Well, if your family hadn’t exiled my father, perhaps we could have met sooner.” Emarla’s expression changed to a frown. “Then you could have had all the saltrar wine you desire.”  
 
    The red-bearded dwarf stood up from his chair and let out a slight belch before he stumbled over to the half-mermaid. Then Yashur put his arm around the woman’s shoulders as he leaned in to talk to her, though when Emarla caught a whiff of his breath, she pulled away and cringed.  
 
    “Listen,” Yashur mumbled. “I didn’t have anything to do with any of that, okay? That decision was made by my great-grandfather, and I didn’t even know what was going on until I was an adult.”  
 
    “It doesn’t change the fact my parents were both looked upon as abominations to their own kinds,” Emarla grumbled as she leaned away from the drunk dwarf. “All the way up until the end.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Emarla.” The dwarf frowned, and for the first time since I’d met him, he sounded sincere. “I really am. Nobody deserves to be treated like that. You seem like a pretty good person, even if you’re half-mermaid.”  
 
    “Thanks?” Emarla half-asked, half-stated before she gulped down the rest of her glass.  
 
    “Atta girl!” Yashur bellowed happily. “You certainly hold your alcohol like a dwarf, that’s for sure.”  
 
    Even though Emarla’s expression continued to be annoyed, I saw the edges of her mouth twist into a faint smirk.  
 
    That’s when Redmon let out a loud “aha!”  
 
    Ayden says she has found something! Miraya declared.  
 
    “Ohhhh, yes,” Redmon mumbled to himself as he flipped through an old, leather-bound green book. “You’re right, Ayden. This looks like the perfect sort of text in which to hide family secrets.”  
 
    “What is it, my friend?” Amin asked as he peered over Redmon’s shoulder.  
 
    “Emarla?” Redmon asked as he looked over to the half-mermaid. “What is this book here?”  
 
    “That one?” Emarla raised a bushy eyebrow as she put a bit of her pink hair behind her ear. “I will admit I’m not exactly sure.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “You have it on your shelf.”  
 
    “It was given to me by my mother,” the half-mermaid sighed as she looked down at the floor. “Who got it from her mother, who got it from her mother, and so on and so on.”  
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that it’s a really old book,” Callan noted.  
 
    “This is an ancient mermaid language,” Redmon said with a soft tone of wonder. “Older than anyone in this room, and potentially older than the country of Rahma itself.”  
 
    “Wow…” Skye gulped.  
 
    “Okay, so it’s old,” Mael mumbled. “Does it tell us anything about the Sword of Shadows?”  
 
    “Not particularly,” Redmon said. “Though it appears it is a book that is constantly updated by whoever possesses it at the time.”  
 
    “Like an ancestry book,” I added.  
 
    “The last entry appears to have been…” the old sorcerer trailed off as he flipped to the back. “Seventeen years ago.”  
 
    The color drained from Emarla’s face as she listened to Redmon’s words, and she took a long sip of the blue wine. Then she wiped her lips as she slammed the cup down onto the wooden table and drew a long, frustrated breath.  
 
    “What is wrong, Emarla?” Nokomis asked as she placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Did something happen seventeen years ago?”  
 
    “That’s… when my mother died,” Emarla said as her large eyes filled with tears. “I knew that was her handwriting in there, but I-I didn’t realize it was her final entry…”  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” the snow leopard Demi-Human said as her eyes also filled with tears. “What happened to her?”  
 
    “The sea happened,” Emarla sobbed. “My father died protecting us all from wraiths only four years before, so it was just my mother and I here in this house. We both went out into the sea to hunt for food, but then… Some horrific creature attacked us. I was able to hide, but my mother was not as lucky. I-I remember that horrific smell and those white eyes to this very day.”  
 
    “The miasma,” I growled as my fists tightened.  
 
    I was getting really sick of this shit. It had been a terror on Rahma for thousands of years now, all because of the Demon King and the Breach. There was nothing the dragon inside of me wanted more than to kill that asshole, close his gateway into our world, and then remove the blight of the Miasma once and for all. It had caused so much pain and suffering, and it needed to be stopped.  
 
    “Do… Do you wish to know what she wrote?” Redmon asked gently.  
 
    “You can read it?” Emarla gasped. “I-I was never taught the ancient language of mermaids. I knew my mother wanted to teach me eventually, but-- but she passed before she had the chance.”  
 
    “I can read it, my dear,” the old wizard said with a soft tone and a bittersweet smile, and he reminded me of Dumbledore for some reason. “I am versed in many of the ancient languages.”  
 
    Emarla sniffled as she thought it over, but then she gave the sorcerer a nod of confirmation.  
 
    “Please.”  
 
    “It is a message about your heritage,” Redmon explained. “It is written in these pages that your great-great-grandfather was a man with a powerful, black-hilted sword, who commanded respect from all dwarves of the region.”  
 
    “The Sword of Shadows!” Nike declared.  
 
    “It appears to be one and the same,” the sorcerer continued.  
 
    “But hold on…” Callan said with a scowl. “I thought Yashur was the Noble of the Sword.”  
 
    “There’s more to being a Noble of the Sword than simply being in the bloodline,” Redmon continued. “As you know, the Sword must choose who they wish to bond with. Sometimes they have no choice since there is only one heir, as was the case with myself. Other times, though, the Noble Sword can skip entire generations if they don’t deem the next in line as ‘worthy.’”  
 
    “That’s what happened with me,” Nike reminded us all. “The Sword of Light skipped my father completely and went from my grandfather to myself.”  
 
    “That was why you were never in sync with the Sword of Shadows when you had it!” I gasped, and I turned to Yashur as realization took over. “You are of the right lineage, but you weren’t the Sword’s first choice.”  
 
    “Then who was the Sword’s first choice?” Skye asked as she stroked her sapphire chin.  
 
    “It is… Difficult to say,” Redmon explained and pursed his lips. “When Emarla’s great-great-grandfather died, his children all went to war. Each of them thought they were the rightful Noble of the Sword, so it spent many years getting passed around to the wrong wielders before it was eventually lost to time.”  
 
    “Lossssst to time?” Yashur slurred. “It was lost to my father!”  
 
    “I am just reading what it says in the text,” Redmon clarified. “In the eyes of Emarla’s mother and the rest of the dwarven world, it was lost.”  
 
    “I’m still confused,” I admitted. “How did Emarla’s mother know so much about the Sword of Shadows? She was a mermaid, not a dwarf.”  
 
    “That’s where things get interesting,” Redmon admitted. “In this last page here, she seems to have left a message to Emarla herself.”  
 
    “S-She left a message for me?” the half-mermaid sputtered, and now the tears were streaming down her cheeks.  
 
    “If you are reading this, my dear Emarla,” Redmon began to quote the book. “Then the time has come for you to understand your role in this story. Your father told me when we first met that he was the true Noble of the Sword of Shadows. This is why he was banished from his family, not because of his love for me.”  
 
    “What?” the entire room gasped in unison.  
 
    “Hothar was the Noble of the Sword of Shadows, and his family thought if they exiled him, they could lay claim to the Sword and command the same respect that his ancestors had, if they ever found it,” Redmon went on.  
 
    “So, that’s how it came into Yashur’s possession,” Nike pondered aloud. “Somewhere along the way, one of his family members took possession of the sword and kept it secret.” 
 
    “Which means…” Nokomis’ brown eyes widened as her tail began to flick back and forth happily. “If Emarla’s father was the true Noble, and he is dead, then she is the Noble of the Sword of Shadows!”  
 
    “Precisely.” Redmon nodded.  
 
    “Wh-what?” Emarla looked around at all of us with wide, disbelieving eyes. “Me? I-I’m just a lonely half-mermaid, half-dwarf woman who lives out by the ocean. There’s nothing special about me.”  
 
    “Don’t you understand?” I asked through a large grin. “You are a Noble of the Sword, Emarla! That’s why your mother and father moved you out here to the middle of nowhere… So you’d be safe from anyone who wished to wipe out your bloodline.”  
 
    “Now all we have to do is reunite you with the Sword,” Callan interjected. “Then you will gain its powers, and Lord Evan can complete the final bond.”  
 
    “As long as this one here doesn’t decide to cause any trouble,” Mael growled as he nodded at the drunken dwarf in the nearby chair.  
 
    “Me?” Yashur scoffed. “I don’t want the damn thing. That’s why I gave it away to Zo-- my dear friend. It was driving me mad, anyways.”  
 
    “This is wonderful news.” Nokomis grinned. “Yashur, do you know where this friend is now?”  
 
    “Maybe.” The dwarf shrugged. “I know where he and I always used to hang out, but he’s never been one to stay in one spot for long.”  
 
    “Where did you last see him?” I asked the red-bearded man. “Any bit of information could help.”  
 
    “The last time I saw him was in a small tavern over in Claon,” Yashur explained. “Just over the border of Pashar.”  
 
    “Then that’s where we need to go,” I said as I finished off my blue wine. “The sooner we find this friend of yours, the sooner we can get back the White Jade Temple and perform the Redimi Vincio ceremony.”  
 
    “And then we can finally attempt to close the breach!” Nike added with a happy laugh.  
 
    “And the Demon King will fall back into whatever horrific dimension he came from,” Amin declared.  
 
    “Wait!” Emarla’s voice cut through the excitement, and I turned to see the half-mermaid woman had paled. “Wait… I-I don’t know if I want to do this.”  
 
    “What?” I asked as my heart fell into my stomach.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t you want to do this, my dear?” Redmon asked with a frown. “You are the rightful Noble of the Sword of Shadows, and by helping us, you could help save all of Rahma from the Demon King and his minions.”  
 
    “It’s just… A lot to take in, that’s all,” the pink-haired woman admitted as she wrung her hands. “Very much so. And Yashur just said the sword made him go crazy. What if it tries to do the same thing to me?”  
 
    “Do you think that’s a possibility, Miraya?” I asked my Sword Spirit. “Will Remna try to corrupt Emarla’s mind, as well?”  
 
    It is hard to tell, Miraya sighed. Sister Remna has only dealt with male nobles as far as I know, and most of them she hasn’t cared for very much. Things might be different if she’s given to a woman with good intentions and a kind soul such as Emarla.  
 
    “She says she doesn’t know,” I relayed out loud. “Though she’s hopeful.”  
 
    “Hope isn’t a strategy, Lord Evan.” Emarla frowned. “Hope did not save either of my parents.”  
 
    “No,” I agreed. “But you also have to realize you won’t be doing this alone. If you agree to help us, then we will all be there at your side, as friends. And I never, ever let anything bad happen to my friends and my family.”  
 
    “It is true,” Skye confirmed. “Lord Evan will keep you safe, Emarla, no matter what happens. He has protected every single one of us in this room at one point or another.”  
 
    Emarla’s soft, silver eyes looked me over as she pondered Skye’s words.  
 
    “You won’t let any harm come to me?” the half-mermaid finally asked as she faced me directly. “Do you swear on your life?”  
 
    That was a major commitment to make, but I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. Also, it was a commitment I could uphold. If Emarla agreed to come with us and take her rightful place as the Noble of the Sword of Shadows, then she would be a part of my family, and I wouldn’t allow anything to happen to her.  
 
    “I do.” I nodded solemnly. “I swear on my life, Emarla, that I will protect you.”  
 
    “Then I shall join you on this quest,” the pink-haired woman confirmed before she bit her lip nervously. “I suppose it has been quite a while since I’ve been out of Pashar… I don’t believe I’ve ever been to Claon at all, actually.”  
 
    “Well, it’s a beautiful village,” the drunken Yashur added. “You’ll have to let me know how it all goes, and if we ever cross paths again, you’ll have to bring me a bottle of this delicious wine. Now… Will you fly me back home before you head out, or should I start walking?”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, no,” I chuckled. “You’re not out of the woods yet, Yashur. You’re coming along to Claon. None of us know what your friend looks like, nor where he could potentially be located.”  
 
    “In my current state?” Yashur belched. “I-- Uh, I don’t know how much help I might be at the moment, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “I can fix that.” I winked, and then I opened up my mouth and sprayed the dwarf with a blast of rainbow glitter again.  
 
    He let out a cough as the debris settled over his body, and I could instantly tell it had sobered him up. Yashur’s eyes were no longer glazed over, and his body movements were a lot more focused and quick.  
 
    “Awwww,” he sighed. “That saltrar wine was giving me a nice little escape.”  
 
    “There’s plenty more where that came from,” I promised. “Once you help us find the Sword of Shadows, you can go and get plastered on saltrar wine every single day for the rest of your life, if that’s what you really want.”  
 
    “Fine,” Yashur huffed as he crossed his arms over his stout chest. “I’ll take you to the tavern.”  
 
    “Is Claon a far walk?” Emarla asked. “I will admit I mostly spend my time in the sea, so I don’t know how much endurance I have for hiking nowadays.”  
 
    “We’re not going to walk,” I explained. “We’re going to fly. Come outside, and I’ll show you.”  
 
    We all finished off our glasses of wine before we set them back on the table and headed back out to the sandy beach. The second we were clear of the house, I looked over to Callan, who seemed to understand what I was trying to say before I even said it.  
 
    “We do have quite a few travelers,” Callan joked. “And your wife isn’t around, so I suppose we can’t just portal to our location.”  
 
    “I’m afraid not.” I shook my head. “Sorry, but I think we’re going to need two dragons on this one.”  
 
    Callan’s body instantly started to shift, and within seconds his appendages elongated, and his flesh became covered in thick, green scales.  
 
    I shifted immediately after Callan was done transforming, and I heard Emarla let out a gasp.  
 
    “You really are dragons…” she whispered to herself, though my enhanced hearing picked up her words.  
 
    “Climb on,” I said to my friends as I looked back over my wings. “There’s no time to waste.”  
 
    Nike, Skye, Nokomis, Mael, and Emarla all climbed onto my back while Solon, Redmon, Yashur, and Amin jumped onto Callan. Then we both took to the sky in a flash, and soon we found ourselves high above the city of Pashar.  
 
    It looked even more beautiful from this perspective, and we could fully see the sprawling green hills of the coast with all of their marble-esque buildings and the tiny, ant-like figures of the people who scrambled about down below. Yashur directed Callan and I in the direction of the border, over to where Claon and this mysterious “friend” were located. 
 
    However, as we drew closer, my nostrils picked up a distinctive scent. A scent that got my heart racing and my adrenaline pumping.  
 
    Blood. Blood and decaying flesh, accompanied by screams of terror.  
 
    When we got a little bit closer to the border of the Claon, I could see why.  
 
    Dozens of dark figures surrounded the perimeter of the village while several more charged in and out like they were hunting fish in a barrel. Meanwhile, the horrified citizens of the town were flailing about as they tried to outrun their attackers, but they didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    “Oh, no…” Yashur gasped from my back. “I always thought those creatures were mere legends.”  
 
    “What are they?” I demanded.  
 
    “Scourshawls,” the dwarf growled. “Creatures from the netherworld.”  
 
    The netherworld? Did he mean the Breach? And if so, what the hell were they doing all the way out here, so far away from the White Jade Temple?  
 
    Honestly, I didn’t care. They were hurting innocent people, and I wasn’t about to let them get away with that.  
 
    They’d picked the wrong fucking day to mess with the Black Dragon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “Yashur?” I growled as I looked down at the chaos below. “What can you tell me about these things? Do they have any weaknesses you know of?”  
 
    “Damned if I know,” the dwarf admitted. “All the legends I’ve heard say Scourshawls can be killed, though the few people who have done so are seen as legends themselves.”  
 
    “Well, then,” I said to myself. “It’s time for us to become legends.”  
 
    “That is the plan of attack, Lord Evan?” Amin shouted from Callan’s back.  
 
    “First thing’s first,” I called back. “We have to give the villagers a way out. Nike and Skye, you two both have abilities that might be able to clear many enemies at once. Callan, you stay up here and take out those things from above. Everybody else other than Emarla, get down on the ground and try to keep those monsters away from the villagers.”  
 
    “We’ll put you down just beyond the perimeter they’ve created,” Callan added to our passengers. “I’ll drop you on the north side, and Lord Evan will drop you on the south.”  
 
    Sounded good to me.  
 
    I zipped over to the south of the village while Callan took his Nobles to the opposite side, and as I lowered closer and closer to the ground, I began to see the Scourshawls for what they really were.  
 
    They looked like creatures from beyond the Breach, with their leathery, wart-covered gray skin and yellow, bloodshot eyes. Purple miasma smoke puffed out from behind their eyeballs and their nostrils, which were located at the end of a greyhound-esque snout. The Scourshawls were quadrupeds with long, bony legs with a single, horn-like black claw that stuck out of each foot. Their bodies were wide, muscular, and comically flat on the top, but I also noticed they had two massive spikes that jutted out from their shoulder blades and curved around to frame their bodies like an exterior ribcage.  
 
    Everybody but Emarla hopped off my back the second my feet touched the ground, and I watched them cautiously approach the Scourshawls from behind as I took to the sky again.  
 
    “Clear them out!” I heard Nike shout to Skye, and then the two Nobles of the Sword got to work.  
 
    Skye held the Sword of Youth out in front of her body and then let out a battle cry as it lit up with a glowing red light. Seconds later, a bolt of red lightning shot forth from the tip of the blade and struck a nearby Scourshawl in the ass.  
 
    The gray-skinned creature yelped as his body began to seize up, and his eyes rolled back in his head. Three more bolts of red lightning blasted out in multiple directions from the Scourshawl’s body, and the other creatures within its immediate vicinity started to seize up as they were electrocuted to death. Then black smoke billowed out of their eyes and mouths as they collapsed to the ground and went limp.  
 
    The Scourshawls turned their heads and saw my friends approaching, so seven of the creatures pulled away from their comrades and charged at Nike, Nokomis, Skye, and Mael.  
 
    That was a huge mistake.  
 
    I watched as Mael stomped his right foot into the ground, and then his body started to shift and grow into his wolf form. Jet-black fur covered the Alpha’s body as his muscles widened, and his face transformed into a long, fanged snout. He went down on all fours as his eyes began to glow orange, and then he unleashed an earthshaking roar before he dashed toward his enemies.  
 
    Meanwhile, Nike’s Sword of Light began to glow with white magic as he pulled it back over his head and waited, and once a few of the Scourshawls were within a few strides, my Noble friend slammed his blade straight down into the ground. A blinding explosion of white light erupted from the Noble Sword, and several of the Scourshawls yelped as they were tossed up into the air.  
 
    Mael snarled as his massive jaws chomped down on one of the airborne beasts, and a mixture of crimson blood and miasma smoke sprayed out from the Scourshawl’s wounds as the Tunglian shook him like a dog with a chew toy.  
 
    Then Nike decapitated one of the Scourshawls with a swing of his sword, and Nokomis disemboweled another with her black claws. Its guts plopped out onto the ground with a sizzle, and its corpse twitched as it fell back to earth.  
 
    On the other side of the battlefield, my enhanced eyesight let me see Amin and Solon slashing their way through Scourshawls while Redmon blasted them with bursts of fire and ice.  
 
    Even though I wanted to watch my friends tear through these so-called “unkillable” creatures, Callan and I needed to try and save the villagers. The first thing I needed to do was get a barrier up between the monsters and their prey, so I summoned my stone magic into my stubby paws. Then I blasted my power down into the ground and made a counterclockwise motion with my arm, and giant bits of stone jumped out of the earth, all along the inner circle of the clustered Scourshawls.  
 
    The beasts let out a few confused snarls as the wall appeared in front of them, and a few even tried in vain to jump over it. I left a small opening in the barrier on both the north and south ends of the circle so my friends could get into the village, and then I looked over at Callan and gave him a nod.  
 
    We were going to turn these fuckers to ash.  
 
    “Light them up, Callan!” I commanded the green dragon, and then I saw a red glow in his mouth as he opened it wide.  
 
    Callan made a pass at the north end of the circle as he unleashed a giant blast of flames down onto the Scourshawls below, and at the same time, I swooped down at the opposite end of the crowd and unleashed hell.  
 
    The Scourshawls screamed in agony as my flames engulfed their bodies, and my nose was filled with the scent of burning flesh as their wails turned into nothing more than a warm hiss. A few of them attempted to jump up and attack me, though they didn’t make it anywhere close.  
 
    My fire had missed a couple of the bastards, but their numbers were now pretty diminished.  
 
    Now came the fun part. I needed to keep the remaining Scourshawls distracted so they didn’t try to go into the village, so I landed on the ground and let out a challenging roar.  
 
    There were six Scourshawls left, and they each roared one after the other as they rose to meet my challenge. Then they split up as they attempted to flank me, three on each side.  
 
    I twisted my head to the right as I blasted a shot of flames toward the incoming creatures, and their screams were brief as they were incinerated in a flash. That allowed the other three Scourshawls to make their move, and their sickle-like claws slashed at my back and my wings. Their claws thankfully bounced off the scales on my body, but the thin membranes of my wings weren’t so lucky. 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” Emarla screamed as the creatures sunk their claws into me, and I felt a few jolts of pain as they tore at my wings.  
 
    Thankfully, the bastards missed the half-mermaid, and my automatic healing ability sealed up the wounds in an instant, so I was able to go back on the offensive.  
 
    I elbowed one of the Scourshawls off my side with a loud crack, and his body rolled across the ground as he yowled in pain. Then I twisted my head around and tried to bite the second monster, but he was quick enough to pull away, and my jaws snapped at nothing but air.  
 
    The third and final Scourshawl, however, didn’t get so lucky.  
 
    He was down near my hind end, so I used my tail like a baseball bat as I slammed it into his head and sent him to the ground. Before he had a chance to even get back up, I lifted up my back legs and slammed them straight down onto his chest, where they crushed his bones with a wet, sickly crack. The Scourshawl yowled as he was crushed to death under my weight, but his cries were cut off when I used my claws to tear open his belly.  
 
    I felt the creature’s warm blood against my foot as he bled out, but I didn’t have much time to savor my victory. The other two Scourshawls charged at me, and I only had a split second to react. I quickly turned to the right and then flapped my massive black wings as hard as I could, which caused a giant gust of wind that knocked the two beasts off their feet.  
 
    Next, I twisted my head around and unloaded a blast of white-hot fire straight onto their bodies, which burned to a crisp as they roared in pain and then went silent.  
 
    “Are you okay, Emarla?” I asked the woman on my back. “I think that’s all of them.”  
 
    “I-I’m fine,” she shouted back, even though her voice was high-pitched with fear. “I’ve just never seen anything like those creatures before.”  
 
    “I’ve seen plenty like them,” I spat. “They’re monsters from the Breach, and I want to know how the fuck they got this far out into Rahma. I’m going to turn back into my human form now, Emarla, so you probably want to hop off.”  
 
    “Why?” The half-mermaid let out a half-hysterical giggle. “You don’t want me to ride you anymore?”  
 
    I could sense the double entendre that oozed out of her words, and my heart skipped a beat. Still, we were in the heat of battle, and I was sure there were still more Scourshawls to be killed. Now wasn’t the time to flirt, even if I was currently alone with a beautiful woman.  
 
    Emarla slid off my back and landed on the ground with a soft thud, and then I turned back into a human. I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage before I gestured for my companion to follow me, and we headed for the opening in the stone walls.  
 
    “Stay behind me,” I warned the pink-haired woman. “I don’t know how many of those things are still alive in here.”  
 
    As we moved through the quaint village of Claon, I could see my allies had been busy. Several dead Scourshawls were scattered across the ground, some with stab wounds or missing their heads, while others had giant burn marks where Skye’s magic lightning had torn through them. A couple of the dead Scourshawls were still bleeding out as we passed, though it was obvious they were on their way out.  
 
    That’s when I heard the growl from behind us.  
 
    I spun around just in time to see one of the horrid creatures jump down from the roof of a nearby hut. Yellow drool dripped from his crooked fangs as he slowly approached us, and the miasma smell was overpowering as it wafted from every pore in his body. He dashed forward with the speed of a cheetah, but I was already a step ahead of the foul beast.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes as I called upon my marksmanship powers, and then I summoned a flaming dagger into my left hand. I waited until the Scourshawl was only about ten feet away from me before I launched the blade at him, and it stabbed the poor bastard straight between the eyes.  
 
    The creature’s yellow, bloodshot eyes seemed to go dark as he fell to the ground, and then his limp body skidded to a stop just a few feet away from Emarla and I.  
 
    “You can summon flame weapons, too?” Emarla gasped. “What can’t you do?”  
 
    “Make a trip to the DMV fun,” I joked, even though I knew she’d have no clue what I was talking about. “Now come on, let’s go find the others.”  
 
    Emarla and I continued through the village, where we discovered several more bodies. Off in the distance, I could see Mael’s massive frame as the Tunglian tossed a Scourshawl around like a rag doll and then ripped its throat out with his massive fangs. Right beside the Alpha were the rest of my friends, who were slicing and dicing their remaining enemies into tiny bits and pieces. 
 
    Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw two Scourshawls as they tried to flank my friends from behind.  
 
    Not on my watch.  
 
    I shoved the Sword of Healing into my spatial storage and, once it was safely back in place, I summoned a flaming bow and arrow into my hands. I was still quite a bit aways from the creatures, so I called upon my super-speed predation skill to dash forward and close the gap. As I did so, I slid the fiery arrow into the string, pulled it back, and launched it at the Scourshawl on my left.  
 
    The arrow sizzled through the air before it sank itself right into the bastard’s throat, and he let out a pained gurgle seconds before his entire body lit on fire. I summoned another arrow and turned to attack the second Scourshawl, but much to my surprise, he was gone.  
 
    Maybe he’d seen what I was capable of, and ran away in fear? The sound of pebbles being kicked off to my right, however, told me I was wrong. The Scourshawl hadn’t run away, he was trying to sneak up on me.  
 
    Too bad for him, I was always the predator.  
 
    I used my precognition abilities to try and see where the bastard would attack from, and suddenly I saw two different golden pathways light up on the ground before me. One of them was a zigzag pattern straight to my left, while the other seemed to lead me right up to the wall of a nearby thatched hut. I figured either path was going to lead to safety, so I just needed to try and think of which one was going to give me a better chance against my stalker.  
 
    I chose the past of least resistance.  
 
    I followed the glowing line in front of me as I used my super-speed to run forward with the speed of an Olympic sprinter, and the second I got over to the wall and pressed my body up against it, I heard the sound of a snarling Scourshawl from the rooftop above. A horrific wave of miasma assaulted my nostrils, and I knew my enemy was standing right above me.  
 
    However, he couldn’t see where I was, which gave me a massive advantage.  
 
    Then I saw his snout peek out over the very edge of the roof, and I got an idea.  
 
    I quickly called upon my webbing ability as I launched a strand of the sticky material up into the creature’s snout. Then, in one quick motion, I ran forward, twisted around, and pulled him off his feet and over the edge of the roof. The Scourshawl yelped as his body slammed into the ground, but I was on top of him before he could make a move. I created a flaming dagger in my right hand and plunged it into the monster’s heart, which caused him to go limp as the flames spread across his body.  
 
    “Nice work, Lord Evan,” I heard Amin say as I stepped away from the Scourshawl’s burning corpse. “I believe the village is cleared of these foul creatures.”  
 
    “I have to admit,” Yashur added as he came out of a nearby alley and stared at the carnage with wide eyes. “I’m pretty impressed you were able to kill so many. Or maybe I’m just disappointed they weren’t as unstoppable as the old legends always claimed they were. Either way, you and your friends have my respect, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “Mine, as well,” Emarla said, and she stared up at me with awe etched across her tan face. “I wish I knew how to fight like that.”  
 
    “If you come back to Hatra with us and become a Noble of the Sword, we can teach you,” I told the pink-haired beauty. “My friends and I would be more than happy to add another fine warrior to our party.”  
 
    Emarla blinked like she was surprised by the offer, but she didn’t get the chance to respond.  
 
    “Are-- are they gone?” a terrified woman’s voice suddenly asked from the window of a nearby house.  
 
    I looked over to see a fox Demi-Human step out of the home I’d just been next to, along with what I assumed was her rabbit Demi-Human husband and a small child. As the family exited their home, so did many of the other citizens of the village, and soon they were all gathered around us.  
 
    “What were those things?” a man’s voice asked.  
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
    “Why did they attack us?” another woman sobbed.  
 
    “I-I’m not sure why you were targeted,” I admitted before I raised my voice and addressed the village. “All I know is that you are safe now, my friends. I am Lord Evan of Hatra, future King of Rahma.”  
 
    “They were Scourshawls!” Yashur proclaimed with an exaggerated gesture. “Beasts from the netherworld that came to eat your children’s bones!”  
 
    There was a collective gasp from the crowd, and I just rolled my eyes as I waved away the dwarf’s comments.  
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” I continued. “Those were dangerous creatures that were corrupted by the miasma, but they are dead now. The village of Claon is under my protection, and I promise I am working my damnedest to make sure those sorts of creatures never set foot in Rahma ever again.”  
 
    Just then, Mael sauntered up to the crowd, still in his wolf form.  
 
    “Monster!” a voice gasped.  
 
    “They are getting even stronger!”  
 
    The crowd screamed in horror as they began to scatter to the four winds, but I simply held up my hand and let out a shrill whistle.  
 
    “This is one of my friends!” I shouted over the panic. “Please calm down-- Mael, could you turn back into your human form for now?”  
 
    The giant wolf let out a short, annoyed huff, but then he obliged. His body shrunk as he shifted back into his human form, which left him completely in the buff as he stood before the crowd. Of course, he was a naturalist at heart, so he really didn’t care that he was standing there naked in front of the entire village.  
 
    “Better?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Sure.” I smirked. “We really should start carrying extra clothes around for you, though.”  
 
    “I don’t see why that’s necessary.” The Tunglian shrugged and seemed completely unbothered.  
 
    “What I want to know is what those creatures were doing all the way out here,” I grumbled to my friends. “I hope there isn’t another rift around here somewhere.”  
 
    “The Scourshawls have been said to be around these parts for thousands of years, Lord Evan,” Yashur explained. “Though I’ve never heard any stories of them attacking an entire village like this all at once.”  
 
    “So they are most likely servants of the Demon King who came through years ago and have stuck around,” Redmon theorized as he stroked his white beard.  
 
    “Though the dwarf brings up an interesting point,” Solon said. “Their actions seem totally out of character, from all accounts I’ve heard before, which makes me fear that our enemy is up to something sinister.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised.” I scowled. “Rodion claims the Breach is getting more powerful by the day, which I’m sure has allowed the Demon King’s influence to seep through much stronger than it has before.”  
 
    “Which would allow him to control his minions from the other side,” Skye said with a frown as she sheathed the Sword of Youth. “Or at least communicate with them.” 
 
    “All the more reason to find the Sword of Shadows, then,” I said. “Yashur, where is this tavern that your friend liked to hang out at?”  
 
    “Not just ‘hang out’ there,” the dwarf corrected. “He was staying upstairs the last time I saw him.”  
 
    “Even better. Now, where is it?”  
 
    “So impatient,” Yashur huffed, and then he began to waddle away. “Come, it’s on the far edge of town.”  
 
    We all followed the dwarf through the streets of Claon, while the citizens began to pile up the bodies of the Scourshawls for burning. The stench of death clung in the air as we passed by several of the corpses, though in this case the stench meant we had been victorious.  
 
    Finally, Yashur arrived at a small, two-story stone building that was absolutely filthy. The sign out front read “The Drunken Scoundrel,” but it was missing several bits of wood from where it had obviously been shot with arrows and stabbed with daggers. Dirt, dried alcohol, and lord only knows what else were plastered along the exterior walls, and when Yashur went to open up the door, the metal knob came off in his hands.  
 
    “Seems like a fine establishment,” Nike chuckled as he nudged my side.  
 
    “Damn it,” Yashur grumbled as he tried in vain to place the knob back in its spot. “Ashlan said he’d fix this thing.”  
 
    We watched with amusement as the dwarf struggled with the door for a few more minutes, but he finally was able to get the knob to stay. Then Yashur pushed the door of the tavern open, so we followed him into the run-down establishment.  
 
    The inside of the Drunken Scoundrel was pretty much what I’d expected, with its dim atmosphere lit only by a few random lanterns and its decaying wood beams. The smell of yeast and ale wafted through the air in a thick cloud, and all around us were local men and women who were gulping down drinks as though their village hadn’t just been attacked by a bunch of evil demons.  
 
    “Yashur!” a burly man declared as he stepped around from behind the bar. “I thought you said you weren’t coming back?”  
 
    “I changed my mind, Ashlan,” the dwarf chuckled as he walked toward the bartender.  
 
    “But you said you were done spending money getting drunk here?” Ashlan teased as he gently punched the dwarf’s shoulder. “You said you could make better ale and wine in your own home, from your own piss.”  
 
    “I-I was drunk,” Yashur sighed and sheepishly rubbed the back of his neck. “You know I say some pretty bad things when I’ve been drinkin’.”  
 
    “I don’t hold it against ya, lad.” The burly man winked. “In fact, I-- Hold on, who are these fellas you brought with ya?”  
 
    “I am--” I started, but the dwarf cut me off.  
 
    “He’s Lord Evan of Hatra,” Yashur interjected. “Future King of Rahma and son-in-law of Rodion and the coolest dragon you’ll ever meet, blah-blah-blah. The point is, he’s here with me, and we’re looking for… Him.”  
 
    “You’ll have to be more specific, Yashur.” Ashlan shook his head. “I meet a lot of ‘hims’ in this job.”  
 
    “Excuse us for one moment,” the dwarf chuckled awkwardly as he looked back at us, and then he motioned for Ashlan to follow him a few feet away.  
 
    Of course, with my enhanced senses, I would still be able to hear their entire conversation, but they didn’t know that.  
 
    “I’m not joking, lad,” Ashlan repeated. “Who are you looking for?”  
 
    “Zoklan,” Yashur mumbled. “He was staying here, right? I gave him something the last time I saw him, and I kind of need it back now.”  
 
    My heart fucking stopped when I heard the name.  
 
    Zoklan. The dragon Rahil thought was my father.  
 
    The “friend” who currently had the Sword of Shadows was potentially my father. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Evan?” Nokomis’ soft voice brought me back to reality. “Are you alright? You seem tense.”  
 
    “It’s… It’s Zoklan,” I told my friends in a hushed voice. “The man who has the Sword of Shadows is Zoklan.”  
 
    “Gods!” Nike gasped. “How can this be?”  
 
    “Who’s Zoklan, if you don’t mind me asking?” Emarla asked as she cocked her head.  
 
    “If the rumors are true,” Skye began. “Zoklan is Evan’s estranged father, whom he has never actually met.”  
 
    “Oh.” The pink-haired woman gulped. “I can see why that might be a big deal.”  
 
    I attempted to listen to the rest of Yashur and Ashlan’s conversation, but I was too distracted by the thought of actually meeting my dad. If he was actually my father. For all I knew, Rahil’s guess was completely off the mark, and this guy was just another random black dragon flying around Rahma doing whatever he so well pleased.  
 
    Still, I needed to find out.  
 
    I needed to talk to Zoklan as soon as possible to clear things up once and for all. It would be a very hard conversation, especially if it turned out he actually was my father, and he had just up and abandoned my mother. If that was the case, I was going to have some very, very choice words for the guy.  
 
    There was also the fact that his potential brother was locked up in my dungeon in Hatra, so Zoklan and I had a lot to talk about.  
 
    “So, I have some bad news,” Yashur chuckled nervously as he walked back over to my friends. “Ashlan says the guy up and left a few days ago.”  
 
    “What do you mean he ‘up and left?’” Solon demanded.  
 
    “I mean he was here a few days ago, and then he decided to leave,” the dwarf scoffed. “Sheesh. I shouldn’t be surprised, though, considering he never stays in one place for very long.”  
 
    “Do you have any idea when he will be back?” Nike asked.  
 
    “How would I know?” Yashur sighed. “He’s not exactly the kind of person who shares his hopes and dreams with other people, you know? He’s a lot more stoic and badass, with the occasional streak of niceness.”  
 
    That definitely sounded like somebody who could be my father.  
 
    “So, this was all for nothing?” Skye growled.  
 
    “It wasn’t for nothing,” Nokomis corrected as she tried to ease the tension in the tavern. “If we hadn’t come to see Yashur, we wouldn’t know who had the sword, and we would never have met Emarla. We would have been in a much worse place had we not found out all this information.”  
 
    “Fucking hell…” I grumbled as I rubbed my temples. “So we’re back to square one on finding the sword. Unless-- Wait! Redmon?”  
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan?” the old man asked.  
 
    “Do you think it would be possible for us to find Zoklan via a spell?” I questioned. “We were able to find the different Nobles of the Sword with one.”  
 
    “H-How did you know his name?” Yashur asked with wide eyes, but I ignored his comment.  
 
    “I suppose it might be possible.” Redmon nodded as he thought it over. “Though it would take a much more powerful sorcerer than me.”  
 
    “That’s not a problem.” I grinned. “Alyona and Naomi could probably figure it out. We need to get back to Hatra immediately.”  
 
    “I need to get back to my pack, as well,” Mael noted.  
 
    “That’s fine,” I said to the Tunglian, and then I bowed. “I appreciate everything you’ve done to help us, Mael. You are a true friend and an ally of the crown.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Mael said through a half-smile. “If you need me again in the future, please send me another dragon messenger, and I promise I will come to your aid.”  
 
    “I look forward to it. Oh, one last thing, Mael… Can you take Yashur back to his home before you head back?”  
 
    “He’ll have to ride on my back,” the Tunglian said with a shrug. “Are you okay with that, dwarf?”  
 
    “You… You are going to be in your wolf form, right?” Yashur shuddered. “And not a naked man?”  
 
    “That depends on how annoying you are.” Mael winked. “Come, Yashur. I shall take you home.”  
 
    “Thank you for your help, Yashur,” I said to the dwarf as he waddled past. “I hope we meet again someday.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Yashur said with a warm smile. “As much as I didn’t want to come in the first place, this has actually been the most excitement I’ve had in years.”  
 
    With that, Mael and Yashur waved goodbye and then headed toward the exit of the tavern. Meanwhile, I turned to the rest of my allies and made a proposition.  
 
    “Will you all be coming back to Hatra with me?” I asked. “I know we’ll need to hunt down the Sword of Shadows, but the original plan still stands. If the sword is as powerful and as corrupting as everybody claims it is, and it is in the hands of a dragon… Well, I’m going to need all the help I can possibly get.”  
 
    “I am with you until the end of this mission, Lord Evan,” Amin said as he thumped his fist across his chest.  
 
    “I am, as well.” Solon bowed.  
 
    “You can count on the Noble of Kieso,” Redmon said with a nod.  
 
    “Ohhhh, I don’t know,” Nike teased, which elicited a roll of the eyes from me.  
 
    “What about you, Emarla?” Nokomis asked our newest ally. “Do you wish to travel to Hatra with Lord Evan?”  
 
    Everyone turned to look at her, and the half-mermaid fidgeted under the attention until her silver eyes met mine.  
 
    “I do,” Emarla finally declared. “I am very impressed by the way Lord Evan fights. If I go back to Hatra with you, I can learn to be a great warrior, too?”  
 
    “If that’s what you want.” I nodded.  
 
    “Then I shall go with you.” Emarla smiled. “I’m sure Hatra is just as lovely as you are, my friends.”  
 
    “You’d better all settle in for a bit of a flight, then,” I announced. “And Callan? You’d better be ready to act as a transport.”  
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” Callan laughed.  
 
    With that, my friends and I marched over to the exit and then out into the village. As soon as we found a spot large enough for Callan and I to transform, we turned ourselves into dragons, our friends climbed up onto our backs, and then we took off.  
 
    I couldn’t help but sigh as I watched the hilly, beautiful city of Pashar pass underneath, though I knew at some point I’d be back. This whole area of Rahma reminded me of the Greek countryside, and once all this shit with the Demon King was finished, I figured it would make for a great vacation spot.  
 
    Callan and I flew for quite some time over the jungles and deserts of the country, until we finally saw our beloved Hatra off in the distance. We both approached the Lunar Palace, and we floated down into the open space before its gates and let our friends hop off our backs. Then Callan and I returned to our human forms, and I let out a long sigh as I tried to think of our next steps.  
 
    “The guards told us you were headed back!” Ruslan’s voice declared as the doors of the palace creaked open.  
 
    My adopted father, Julia, Alyona, and my Aunt Emma all greeted us with warm smiles as they approached, and my pregnant wife instantly tossed her arms around me and kissed me gently.  
 
    “I was starting to get worried, my love,” she giggled. “Even though I should know better at this point.”  
 
    “There was nothing to be worried about,” I reassured her. “We just found a drunkard, discovered our map is flawed, and had to fight off a bunch of creatures from the netherworld. Nothing too major.”  
 
    “Hello,” Emarla introduced herself as she stepped forward. “I’m Emarla. Lord Evan tells me I am a Noble of the Sword, though I don’t quite believe it yet.”  
 
    “You are the noble who was in Pashar?” Julia asked.  
 
    “Not quite,” I sighed. “Let’s go inside, and I can tell you the whole story.”  
 
    So, that was exactly what we did. I told my friends all about the adventure we’d had in Pashar and then in Claon, and how we discovered my biological father was currently in possession of the Sword of Shadows.  
 
    “What I still don’t understand is how our map was so incorrect,” Nike pondered aloud with a furrowed brow. “It was made with powerful magic, and I’m sure you got the spell right the first time.”  
 
    “The Sword is almost certainly being cloaked,” Ruslan explained.  
 
    “Against Alyona’s magic?” I scoffed. “One of the most powerful mages in all of Rahma? I find that somewhat hard to believe, pops.”  
 
    “From the sound of it, Zoklan is a very powerful magic user as well,” Ruslan said with a frown. “If he truly is a black dragon, then he will be at least as strong in the ways of magic as you were when you first arrived in Rahma, Evan.” 
 
    “My sister always said your father was a real charmer,” Aunt Emma mumbled. “I just thought she meant he was super charismatic or something, though, and not actually magical.”  
 
    “So, there’s no chance at finding the sword with magic, then?” I asked. “If he’s powerful enough to block out Alyona’s spell, then surely nothing we throw at him will be able to overpower the enchantment.”  
 
    “Probably not,” Ruslan sighed. “I’m afraid you may have to track down Zoklan and the Sword of Shadows using nothing but your wits and your hunting skills.”  
 
    “Unless…” Alyona trailed off as her amethyst eyes looked off in the distance and then suddenly lit up. “Unless we don’t have to find the sword at all!”  
 
    “What do you mean, princess?” Amin quirked an eyebrow at my wife. “Isn’t finding the Sword of Shadows our entire mission?”  
 
    “We will find the Sword of Shadows,” my wife declared with a hint of her signature, sexy confidence. “But not by looking for it. Instead, we will look for Zoklan himself.”  
 
    “Isn’t that what Ruslan just said?” Julia asked. “I’m afraid I’m a little confused.”  
 
    That’s when the light bulb turned on in my head.  
 
    “She wants to find Zoklan, instead of trying to find the sword itself,” I announced.  
 
    “Precisely.” Alyona nodded. “We could try a blood-tracing spell.”  
 
    “Though that would require a bit of this dragon’s blood, would it not?” Julia asked.  
 
    “No, my dear,” Ruslan said as understanding dawned in his eyes. “It would require blood that comes from Zoklan’s bloodline.”  
 
    “Evan,” Aunt Emma finished with a gasp. “It would only need Evan’s blood!”  
 
    “If I’m even related to this guy,” I reminded my crew. “We don’t want to make all these assumptions before we even know the truth.”  
 
    “It will be hard to find out the truth without finding Zoklan, Evan,” Nokomis sighed.  
 
    “No, it won’t,” I growled and clenched my fists. “I know exactly who I need to talk to, and he’s currently imprisoned in the Blue Tree Guild’s airship.”  
 
    “Go and talk to him, my love,” Alyona said with a smile. “I shall consult with the other sorcerers and mages to see which spell will be the most effective, and once you find your answer, we can proceed however you wish.”  
 
    “Alright, I’ll be back,” I said as I stood from my seat and turned toward the main gates of the Lunar Palace. “Hopefully with some concrete information.”  
 
    “Um, Lord Evan?” Emarla asked from behind me, and I turned to find her staring at me timidly. “Could-- could I possibly get started on my training? I know a lot is going on, but I want to be as ready as I can for… whatever is going to happen next.”  
 
    “Sure you can!” I grinned. “Skye, why don’t you take our newest member of the team over to the school? I’m sure Valerra and Rebecca will be over the three moons when they realize they have a new student.”  
 
    “Thank you.” The beautiful half-mermaid smiled at me, and I felt my heart skip a beat.  
 
    “Of course.” I smiled back. “I’ll check in with you later to see how you’re liking Hatra.” 
 
    Emarla was freaking gorgeous, and I knew it would only be a matter of time before I made her mine. Soon, I would invite her into my bedchambers, fill her with my dragon seed, and mark her as my woman. Then she would bear me lots of children, of course, but I was getting way ahead of myself.  
 
    For now, I needed to focus on what I was going to say to Zarek.  
 
    As I headed out the doors of the palace, I tried to think about what I would do when I was face to face with my uncle again, and if he would even give up the information willingly. If he was as loyal to his brother as I was to my family, then surely I was going to have to pry it out of him with magic, even though I hated to make him suffer like that.  
 
    This was a dire situation, though. The Demon King’s minions were becoming more bold by the day, and if I didn’t find the Sword of Shadows soon, we wouldn’t stand a chance at closing the Breach. Rodion’s seal was waning as the Breach grew stronger, and there was no way I was going to let him fail.  
 
    These were desperate times, and I was prepared to use desperate measures to get the information I needed from Zarek.  
 
    I walked across my bustling city until I arrived at the Blue Tree Guild’s airship, where Pyotr was waiting for me at the entrance.  
 
    “Good day, Lord Evan,” the older wolf Demi-Human said with a slight bow of his head. “What can the Blue Tree Guild do for you?”  
 
    “I need to speak to Zarek,” I announced. “Your newest prisoner. The one we captured in Leyte.”  
 
    “Ah,” Pyotr sighed. “Perhaps you can actually get him to speak.”  
 
    “Is he not talking at all?” I asked with a furrowed brow. “He seemed pretty chatty when the two of us were fighting.”  
 
    “He hasn’t said a word since you brought him here,” Pyotr explained. “He’s made a few angry grunts toward the guards, and he’s spat at their feet a few times… But no words.”  
 
    “He’ll talk to me,” I growled. “Especially once I tell him who I really am.”  
 
    “I hope so. I have always despised the silent treatment.”  
 
    I marched past Pyotr and into the airship, where I was met with a few more guards who wore the Blue Tree Guild gorgets. They escorted me into the area with all the cells, and I found my uncle sitting on the bed of the dark stone room as he stared off into the distance.  
 
    “Hello, Zarek,” I greeted the gray dragon as I walked up to the bars, and then I looked back at the two guards. “It’s okay, guys. You can leave us for now.”  
 
    “Are you sure, Lord Evan?” one of the human BTG members asked. “This prisoner is very dangerous.”  
 
    “So am I.” I winked. “I’m the one who captured him, after all.”  
 
    The two guards laughed heartily at my comment, and then they heeded my words and walked down to the end of the hallway.  
 
    “We will be right over here if you need us, Lord Evan,” one of them announced before they disappeared from my view.  
 
    “So, Pyotr told me you weren’t talking to anybody?” I chuckled as I turned back to the prisoner and leaned up against the bars. “That doesn’t sound like you at all.”  
 
    “What do you want, ‘Lord Evan?’” Zarek sneered, and the sass oozed from his lips. “Haven’t you humiliated me enough?”  
 
    “Come on, now. You brought it on yourself by attacking all those innocent villagers.”  
 
    “Is that what this is?” Zarek spat. “You’ve come to scold me?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I need to ask you a few questions about your brother.”  
 
    “My brother?” The man’s entire body language suddenly changed.  
 
    Zarek tensed up, and I could hear his heart start to pound in his chest at the mere mention of his brother. His lips pursed, and he looked at me with a bit of rage in his eyes as he stood to his feet.  
 
    “That’s right,” I confirmed. “Zoklan.”  
 
    “How do you know about my brother?” Zarek’s eyes narrowed as he began to approach me. “He has gone to great lengths to make sure nobody even knows he’s alive.”  
 
    “Hasn’t Rahil come and visited you yet?” I smirked. “He knew both of you back when you were still at the Drache temple.”  
 
    “Ugh.” My uncle shuddered. “Horrific days.”  
 
    “I want to know about your brother’s travels,” I continued. “Particularly the ones that are more interdimensional.”  
 
    The color drained from Zarek’s face as my words sunk in.  
 
    “Nobody knows about those…” he whispered, more to himself than to me.  
 
    “Just tell me the truth, Zarek,” I warned. “Remember, I can always just pull it out of you anyways, so there’s no point in lying. Which realms has your brother traveled to?”  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Zarek growled and bared his teeth. “What does any of this matter to you, anyways?”  
 
    Fuck it. It was time to come clean.  
 
    “Because I think he might be my father, Zarek,” I said as I met the other dragon’s eyes dead on. “Or maybe I should start calling you ‘Uncle Zarek?’”  
 
    The gray dragon tilted his head to the side, and then his eyes widened as his mouth fell agape. He ran his hands through his greasy black hair as he began to pace around his cell, and I realized he was just as surprised as I was.  
 
    “No…” my uncle muttered to himself. “Zoklan would have told me if he had a kid, interdimensional or not. My brother is a lot of things, kid, but he is honorable. He wouldn’t father a child and then just leave them.”  
 
    “I’m not sure he even knows I exist.” I shrugged. “My mother and my aunt said he left before I was even born.”  
 
    Zarek paused across from me on the other side of the bars, and a moment of silence passed as he raked his eyes over me. The suspicion in his gaze slowly turned to confusion, then surprise, and he clicked his tongue.  
 
    “Damn…” The gray dragon whistled, and then he let out an awkward chuckle. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. You’ve got the same eye shape if not color, the same hair… Even the same ‘noble’ attitude. What world did you say you came from, again?”  
 
    “Earth,” I said. “Is that one of the dimensions Zoklan traveled to?”  
 
    “I don’t know, kid.” Zarek shook his head. “He kept that all pretty close to his own chest. All he told me was he traveled around to different worlds, and I always told him he was crazy for ever wanting to leave this one. He never said where he went or why he went there, and that’s the truth.”  
 
    “Is it?” I growled. “Please don’t make me use my magic on you again.”  
 
    “It’s the truth. I swear.” He met my eyes this time, and his heartbeat was steady and sure. 
 
    He was being honest.  
 
    “Do you know where he is now?” I asked.  
 
    “Why?” Zarek chuckled. “Do you want to have a family reunion?”  
 
    “He has something very important to the future of Rahma,” I explained. “Something that might be able to help me seal the Breach once and for all.”  
 
    “I haven’t talked to my brother in a while.” My uncle sighed and ran a hand through his greasy black hair. “Sorry. The last thing I knew, he was back in Rahma, but I didn’t know for how long or where he was staying. Damn… Zoklan has a kid? I don’t get it. You look and act so much like him, but he would never just impregnate a woman and then leave. No way.”  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s what it’s starting to look like.” I pursed my lips. “Thank you, Zarek. I’ll tell the guards to give you some gourmet food for your next meal.”  
 
    “Come on, Evan.” Zarek smirked at me. “You’re not going to just leave your uncle in here to rot, are you?”  
 
    “I still don’t know if you’re really my uncle or not,” I said. “And even if you are, that doesn’t change the fact you were terrorizing innocent people. You have to stay in there for now, but maybe we can revisit your sentence later on down the line.”  
 
    “Whatever,” I heard the gray dragon mumble as I began to walk away, and then I heard him sit back down on the straw bed in his cell. 
 
    “He’s all good,” I said to the guards as I passed. “Keep up the good work, my friends. And get him some food from the palace for his next meal.”  
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan.”  
 
    I thought about everything Zarek had said on my walk back to the Lunar Palace. It was looking more and more like Zoklan was my father, and that the reason he was never there for my mother and me growing up was because he was out traveling around the dimensions, doing God only knows what. It was good for the spell Alyona was cooking up, but the fact of the matter was it raised a lot more questions than it did answers.  
 
    I summoned up a messenger dragon into my palm and gave it my command.  
 
    “Hey, Alyona,” I began. “I don’t know where you are right now, but I think Rahil might be right about Zoklan being my father. If that’s the case, then that blood-tracing spell you’re talking about using should work. I’m going to talk to Rahil, but come and find me if any new developments come up, okay?”  
 
    The silver dragon hopped out of my palm, squeaked, and then scurried away to find my wife. Meanwhile, I changed my direction and headed for the nearby inn where Rahil and most of the other dragons were currently staying. I arrived in no time at all, and then I headed up to his room and gently rapped on his door.  
 
    My ears picked up the sound of shuffling on the other side, and then the wooden door creaked open to reveal the face of the drache.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” the tall, bald man declared when he saw me standing there. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”  
 
    “I-I wanted to talk about my father,” I sighed. “Zoklan.”  
 
    “Come in,” Rahil said, and he opened the door and gestured for me to enter.  
 
    The inn room was very quaint and small, though it also felt very cozy. It had stone walls and flooring, but several decorative pictures hung along the walls, and a dark purple carpet occupied most of the floor. There was a simple desk, bed, and dresser in the room, along with a separate area that acted as a bath and restroom.  
 
    I had hoped the drache would eventually have his own building to live in, though we hadn’t quite gotten to it just yet. I’d been too busy with missions to see to the construction myself, but maybe I could talk to the Leyte architects if I had a spare moment.  
 
    “So… I just got done talking with Zarek,” I explained as I turned to look at the drache. “He didn’t know much about his brother’s interdimensional travels, unfortunately.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t suppose so.” The drache clicked his tongue. “Zoklan was always fairly secretive and reserved about anything personal, even when it came to his own brother, apparently.”  
 
    “Is there anything else you could help me find out?” I asked. “Any places you might have heard him talk about? Anything he mentioned to you before he left the temple?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not, Lord Evan.” Rahil frowned. “Though he left a few of his personal belongings at the temple when he left. Perhaps I could send word to my contacts who are still there, and they could see if there are any clues?”  
 
    “That would actually be great, Rahil,” I said with a faint smile. “It’s just… I know nothing about him, you know? Like… It’s looking more and more like he’s my biological father with every new bit of information I learn, yet nobody seems to know anything about him other than the fact he’s a black dragon, and that he’s very noble.”  
 
    “It is the way Zoklan wants things, I’m afraid,” Rahil mused. “He didn’t open up to many people during his time at the temple.”  
 
    “Then there’s the fact he has the Sword of Shadows, which corrupts everybody it touches,” I continued. “What if he’s gone mad? What happens if I get to meet my father for the first time ever, and I’m forced to kill him because he’s gone mad? I don’t know if I can do that…”  
 
    “I’m sure you won’t have to.” The drache shook his head. “Do not even think such things, Lord Evan. I will send word to the drache temple to see what they can find, and hopefully they can help to put your mind at ease.”  
 
    “I hope so,” I sighed, and then I yawned. “You know, maybe my mind’s just going to all these weird places because I’m exhausted. It’s been a long day.”  
 
    “I understand.” Rahil smiled. “It sounds like much has happened, and we are only a little over halfway through it!”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I stretched, and then I walked over to the door. “I think a midafternoon nap is in order. Thank you for listening, Rahil.”  
 
    “Any time, Lord Evan.” The drache bowed.  
 
    I slipped out of the door, marched down the stairs of the inn, and then headed out into the city. I passed by several buildings that were under construction, and my heart swelled with pride at the thought of all the great things the architects from Leyte were building in Hatra. We’d come a long way since the first few weeks I’d been here, though this place still had plenty of ways to go to become perfect.  
 
    Eventually, I got back to the Lunar Palace and headed straight for my room, but neither Alyona nor Laika were there. Then again, it was the middle of the afternoon, and I was sure they were both off doing more important things. Still, I yearned for both of them, and to feel the touch of their supple skin against mine as we cuddled and made love for hours on end.  
 
    I unfastened my dark robe and tossed it to the side before I slipped into the bed and pulled the covers up over my body. My eyes stared up at the ceiling of the Lunar Palace as I began to slowly drift off to sleep, until finally I was out like a light.  
 
    Then I swore I heard the sound of a door opening.  
 
    I ignored it, since it was probably just Laika or Alyona coming back to check on me, but that’s when I heard the sweet, soft voice of Emarla. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” she whispered, and my eyes shot open to see she was sitting on the edge of the bed. “M-May I join you?”  
 
    Even though I was still half-asleep, my manhood began to swell with excitement.  
 
    “Yes,” I said with a giant grin. “Yes, you may.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “What are you doing in here, Emarla?” I asked as the beautiful half-mermaid woman sat on the edge of my bed and playfully dangled her feet over the edge. “Did Rahil hear from the Drache temple?”  
 
    “I don’t know anything about the Drache temple,” Emarla mused. “And I didn’t mean to wake you-- Actually, that is a lie. I walked into this room with every intention of waking you up.”  
 
    “Why would you do that?” A sly smile spread across my face. I already had a good idea of the reason, but I wanted to hear her say it.  
 
    “I wanted revenge on you for interrupting my dinner,” the pink-haired woman teased as she brushed a bit of her rosy locks behind her left ear. “You interrupted my personal time, so now I’m interrupting yours.”  
 
    “One major difference, though,” I played along. “When we interrupted you, nobody was as naked as a jaybird.”  
 
    I gestured down at the blanket haphazardly pooled in my lap, and the half-mermaid blushed prettily. 
 
    “I don’t know what a jaybird is.” Emarla shrugged and averted her gaze. “I didn’t know you were naked, Lord Evan… I never pictured you as somebody who sleeps without clothes.”  
 
    “I was too exhausted to put on sleeping clothes,” I admitted. “I just threw off my robe and hopped right into bed.”  
 
    “Don’t the women in your harem sleep in here, as well?” the half-mermaid teased. “I guess you wouldn’t have your clothes on very often when women like Skye and Nokomis are in your private quarters.”  
 
    “This room is mine,” I explained. “Everybody in my harem has their own room in the palace, though they come and go as they please.”  
 
    “Their own rooms?”  
 
    “I have Rahma’s best architects from Leyte design each one. They work hand in hand with my women to create rooms that make them feel like they are back in their homelands, as if they’d never left. Nokomis has a room that’s like her icy home of Odrein, and my lover Ravi has a room that reminds her of the nomadic, desert lifestyle of her tribe. It’s one of the many perks of being in my harem.”  
 
    “Is that so?” Emarla giggled, and her silver eyes found mine boldly. “And how does one become a part of your harem, Lord Evan?”  
 
    “I know you’ve lived alone on the coast for years,” I said as I raked my heated gaze over her. “But you can’t be so innocent and naive.”  
 
    “Says who?” The half-mermaid batted her eyelashes innocently, but then she shot me a sultry smirk.  
 
    Now I knew she was flirting with me, and I was fully ready to make Emarla my own.  
 
    “Well, you were right before,” I said, and I leaned back and spread my legs a little more as I got comfortable. “There are many nights where I don’t have clothes on at all when I sleep, though that all depends on what’s going on under the covers before I pass out.”  
 
    “And what’s going on underneath the covers right now, Lord Evan?” Emarla asked as she bit her thick bottom lip.  
 
    Her words made my manhood shoot to attention, and now there was a clear bulge in the golden silk sheets draped over my lap. The woman’s silver eyes gleamed with joy as they stared down at the tent I’d pitched, and her excitement only turned me on even more.  
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I winked.  
 
    “I would,” Emarla whispered before she bit her lip, and she suddenly seemed a little shy again. “After watching you effortlessly take down those horrific creatures, and seeing the way you treat your women? I… I can’t resist you any longer.”  
 
    “That’s a far cry from yesterday, when you basically told us all to fuck off and leave you alone,” I said with a teasing smirk.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I was just so used to being lonely and despised,” she sighed and stared down at where her short legs were still dangling off the edge of the bed. “Members of my own species hated me simply because I was a ‘half-blood,” and they treated me like dirt for years, so I had pretty much given up on other sentient beings. I was perfectly content to live around fish for the rest of my life… Until I met you, Evan. You have given me new hope that there is a life for me outside of solitude, and that-- well… That I could be loved.”  
 
    “You are, Emarla,” I promised, and I sat up, leaned forward, and took her hand. “You are safe with us, and if you decide to pick up the Sword of Shadows and fulfill your destiny? Then you will become part of our family. Everyone in Hatra cares for one another, and I never let any harm come to my own family.”  
 
    “What about your harem?” Emarla gulped as her other hand began to trace barely-there circles into the golden sheets beside my thigh.  
 
    My heart now thumped with the intensity of a drum solo as the half-mermaid’s finger touched my thigh underneath the blankets, which caused the sheets to pull down and show off the outline of my erection even more.  
 
    “If a woman is in my harem, then we form a soul bridge,” I explained. “Once that happens, we are connected for our entire lives, and we are like one soul. That woman becomes mine for life, and I become hers.”  
 
    Emarla’s wide, silver eyes glanced up to meet mine as she pursed her lips and let out a long sigh. Then she smiled shyly and dug her fingers into the blanket.  
 
    “Then that’s what I shall do,” the pink-haired woman said. “If you’ll have me.”  
 
    “I would be honored,” I rumbled as I reached up and cupped her tanned cheek. “You are incredibly beautiful, Emarla.”  
 
    “Lord Evan…” She squirmed beneath my intense gaze, and her cheek heated up beneath my palm.  
 
    “You are,” I insisted as my thumb drifted to her plump lips, and I could feel desire simmering in my gut like a slowly growing fire. “And you have been incredibly brave and strong, given the hardships you’ve faced. I would be honored to call you mine.”  
 
    “Then please, take me,” she murmured before she demurely sucked just the tip of my thumb into her mouth, and my restraint snapped like a rubber band that had been stretched too far.  
 
    I leaned forward and seized Emarla’s mouth in a passionate kiss, and she whimpered when I swept my tongue against hers.  
 
    “Have you done this before?” I rumbled against her lips, and I buried one of my hands in her soft pink hair. 
 
    “N-No,” she breathed before she pulled back and looked at me uncertainly. Is… that alright?” 
 
     My inner dragon roared with possessive delight at the thought of taking this beautiful woman’s virginity, but I tempered my excitement and reminded myself that I needed to make this good for her. I needed to erase every insult past assholes had thrown at her and get her to believe she was as gorgeous as she truly is.  
 
    “More than alright,” I said with a reassuring smile. Then I reached out and skimmed one of my hands down her side, and she shivered at my touch. “I want to make you feel good, Emarla. What do you want me to do first?” 
 
    “Well,” the half-mermaid breathed as she looked at me with dilated silver eyes. “There was one thing I’ve always wanted to try?”  
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked and felt my dick jump against my thigh.  
 
    “This,” she whispered as she pulled down the sheets to expose my naked body. “Oh, Gods… Wow.”  
 
    “Do you like what you see?” I asked as Emarla stared at my erect cock.  
 
    “Not as much as you’re going to like what you see.” The half-mermaid seemed to become more emboldened now, and she shot me a sultry smile before she crawled over to me.  
 
    Without another word, she grabbed my dick firmly in her right hand and began to tug it gently. As she did so, the half-mermaid let her tongue slide out of her mouth and started to make circles around the head of my penis with the warm, wet appendage.  
 
    “Fuckkkkkk,” I groaned as she lapped up the pre-cum that had already begun to seep out. 
 
    Emarla looked back and forth between my erection and my eyes as her tongue traced my head every way possible, from circular patterns, to crisscrossing patterns, to even random, rhythmic motions that nearly sent me over the edge. She stuck her ass up into the air as she pleasured me, and the skimpy blue fabric that normally hung down around her waist had fallen forward to expose her perfect ass. Emarla’s ass was perfectly toned and so tight I could probably bounce a quarter off it, and I wanted nothing more than to watch it bounce up and down on my cock as I filled the woman’s pussy with my dragon seed.  
 
    “Does this feel good, Lord Evan?” she asked as she pulled back and licked her lips, and the look of innocence in her silver eyes made me groan.  
 
    “Very good,” I said, and then I reached out and slid one hand into her silken pink hair. “Keep going.” 
 
    The half-mermaid shuddered at my order, but she stopped with the teasing and got down to business. She slowly slid her hand down my cock as she pressed her thick, gorgeous lips against the head, and then she moved her head forward. A wave of pure ecstasy took over my body as I felt her warm throat around me, and Emarla made a few gagging sounds as she tried to take it all in. She had to pull back a few times to catch her breath, but she was soon able to get the whole thing in her mouth, and I felt her throat tighten around my manhood with a spasmic glee.  
 
    “Ohhhh, shit, just like that.” I ran my fingers through Emarla’s rosy hair as she began to move up and down on my dick, all while her right hand fondled my balls. She rubbed my inner left thigh with her other free hand, and my sensation of carnal pleasure seemed to intensify at her touch. A deep groan escaped my lips as my balls tightened up along with the warm coil in my abdomen, and I felt like I was on cloud nine.  
 
    Emarla bobbed on my dick for several more minutes as her throat wrapped around me, and I dug my fingers deeper into her skull. When I realized I might be hurting her, I loosened my grip and tried to pull back a little, but then she placed one of her hands over mine and pressed down until I tugged her hair again.  
 
    Fuck, she was sexy.  
 
    “You’re really fucking good at that,” I gasped as I approached the mountaintop. “Your throat is so goddamn tight, and t-that thing you’re doing with your hands? Fuck.”  
 
    Emarla looked up at me as she paused her sucking, and I saw prideful satisfaction gleam in her silver eyes. Then she shot me a wink before she forced her head down against me again, and this time I reached the end of the rope.  
 
    “Mmmf!” The pink-haired beauty’s moans were muffled as I bucked my hips forward, but then she seemed to get more excited because she sucked me harder.  
 
    “Emarla…” I groaned as I readied for the big one. “I’m gonna-- Ohhhhhh!”  
 
    I roared with excitement as the coil finally snapped, and I began to spray my warm, thick seed into Emarla’s mouth. My entire lower half tensed up as I gripped her hair tightly and held her in place, and there was a powerful throb in my loins as my cum started to erupt like Mount St. Helens. Stars seemed to flash through my vision before my eyes rolled back in my head, and I just about passed out from the sheer pleasure of it all.  
 
    Emarla took me all in like a champ as she made a few slurping sounds, and her throat tightened around my cock. She sucked me dry in a few short seconds, and when the half-mermaid finally pulled away, a bit of my cum dribbled out onto her lips.  
 
    “Oops,” Emarla giggled as her tongue slid out and licked up the remaining bit of my seed. “I didn’t think it would be so yummy. I can’t waste a single drop. Not when it’s the seed of a dragon.”  
 
    “There’s a lot more where that came from,” I promised the pink-haired bombshell. “We can’t form the soul bridge unless you take my seed into your womb, you know.”  
 
    “I’ve heard from the other women around here that your stamina is legendary,” she said before she bit her lip and shifted on her knees. “And that you always make them cum, which is something pretty rare for a man.”  
 
    “Multiple times,” I corrected her with a smirk. “Usually multiple times.”  
 
    Emarla opened her mouth to say something else, but I was quick to cut her off. I sat straight up in bed, tossed my hand around the nape of her neck, and then pulled her body against mine. I leaned in and nibbled on her supple, tan shoulder, and I began to rub my hands across her exposed tummy. Soon, my fingers began to drift downwards until they stopped at her silky thighs. Then my hand gently traveled up her skirt until I felt the warm wetness of her pussy.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” Emarla gasped when I started to trace her labia with my index finger.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I growled playfully into her ear. “Too much for you?”  
 
    “No…” she moaned and threw her head back. “I-I just want you to stop teasing me.”  
 
    I could do that.  
 
    I slid a finger deep into Emarla’s pussy, and her body trembled as her wet ridges seemed to grasp my digit. I went back to kissing every soft spot of Emarla’s torso as I began to slide my finger in and out of her in a gentle rhythm, while at the same time I used my thumb to locate the tender nub at the top of her womanhood. Emarla moaned intensely when I started to rub her clitoris with my thumb, and I could feel her entire lower half as it tensed up.  
 
    “Gods, you’re sexy,” I whispered. “I can’t wait to see what’s underneath that fabric.”  
 
    “You-- you don’t have to,” Emarla practically whimpered.  
 
    The half-mermaid reached behind her body and gently undid the tie holding her blue top together, and as the strings swung out behind her, the navy top dropped forward off her slender body and gave me a full view of her small, perky breasts. Even though Emarla’s breasts were small, they were sexy as hell. Each one had a dark pink nipple that seemed to match the color of her hair, and they were both erect with excitement.  
 
    I wasted no time before I leaned in and gently took her left nipple between my lips, and then I gave it a gentle suck. Emarla’s pussy spasmed in response around my finger, and I used the opportunity to slide a second finger inside her. I lashed my tongue across her nipple a few times while I fingered her, and I gave the bud a soft bite, which caused it to grow even more erect. Then I moved over to the other breast and gave it the same treatment, though I used my other free hand to reach up and give her other one the attention it deserved with my fingers.  
 
    Before long, Emarla’s moans grew shorter and more hurried, and I could tell she was on the verge of orgasming.  
 
    “Once we’re done with this, we move on to the best part,” I growled seductively. “I’ll fill you with my seed. But you need to cum first, so do it. Cum on my fingers.”  
 
    “O-Oh!” Emarla gasped, and then her silver eyes rolled back in her head. “Evvvvaaaannnn…”  
 
    The woman’s moans of ecstasy echoed through my bedroom as her pussy spasmed around my fingers, and suddenly there was a massive gush of her juices out onto my hand. Emarla’s own hands dug into the sheets of the bed as she rocked her pelvis against me and continued to cum, until finally her sounds grew into a small, open-mouthed whimper.  
 
    “See?” I smirked as I slid my fingers out of her pussy. “I told you I’d make it happen twice.”  
 
    “You haven’t yet, though,” Emarla teased, but she was panting as she got back on her knees and reached down to her waistband. “Now it’s time for both of us to finish the job.”  
 
    Emarla quickly unwrapped the navy fabric around her waist and tossed it to the side. Her thick labia were already swollen and rosy from her previous orgasm, though her clit jutted out through a soft, trimmed tuft of pinkish hair at the top of her womanhood.  
 
    She was ready for round two, and so was I.  
 
    Just the sensation of Emarla wrapped around my finger, mixed with the sight of her naked body, made me hard as a rock once more. My cock stood at attention like a freaking flagpole as Emarla stared down at it hungrily, and then she moved over so she could straddle me. I sat up so I was face to face with the gorgeous creature as she lifted one leg over my lap, and then I helped lower her down so the head of my penis was right up against her entrance.  
 
    “I figured we could both share the responsibility,” I said. “That way neither of us has to do all the work, and you can go at your own pace at first.” 
 
    “Will it hurt?” she murmured as she wrapped her arms around my neck, and she bit her lower lip again as she looked up at me through her lashes.  
 
    “It shouldn’t,” I rumbled as I bucked my hips and slid my cock along her slick folds. “Not with how wet you are. But you can go slow at first.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan.” Emarla’s silver eyes lit up with anticipation, and then she oh-so-slowly lowered herself down onto my erection. Her pussy lips were already sopping wet, so the head of my cock slid into her with ease as every ridge and valley of her insides tightened around me.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuuuck,” I growled as she wrapped around me. “You’re so tight.”  
 
    Emarla trembled atop me and stopped once she’d gotten about halfway down, but then she took a deep breath, leaned back, and pushed herself the rest of the way down. The warm coil in my stomach returned in an instant when I felt myself bottom out against her cervix, and my eyes rolled back in my head as I ran my hands along the sides of her body.  
 
    “Y-You’re so deep inside me, Evan,” Emarla whimpered as her nails dug into my shoulders.  
 
    “Does it hurt?” I asked, and I reached up to tug at her erect nipples.  
 
    “No,” she gasped and shuddered around me. “No, it-- Wow, that feels amazing.”  
 
    “Good.” I grinned.  
 
    And I was about to make it even better.  
 
    Emarla started to pull herself off me, but I simply grabbed her around the waist and firmly pulled her back down.  
 
    We both groaned intensely as her ass hit my balls, and then I started to lift her up and pull her back down under my own strength. Emarla’s mouth fell open as she took all of me in, and her perky breasts bounced with each movement we made.  
 
    I continued to move her up and down on me as I leaned in and sucked on her nipples once more. Her pussy started to quiver the second my mouth touched her areolas, and I knew she was currently on cloud nine.  
 
    I was feeling pretty damn good myself, too.  
 
    Emarla’s juices spilled out onto my pelvis and cock as she bounced on it, until finally she decided to switch things up. The half-mermaid’s eyes narrowed before she leaned her slender arms on my shoulders, and she forced herself down onto me and held herself in place. Then Emarla began to grind and buck her hips against me, and a wave of pleasure washed over me in response. 
 
    I gave her bare ass a playful slap as she rode me, and I gripped it tight as I helped hold her in place. Her nipples were as hard as diamonds as I fucked her, and before long Emarla’s moans grew closer and closer together.  
 
    Meanwhile, I could feel the warm coil in my abdomen returning, and my balls were so tight they were practically up inside my body.  
 
    “Are you ready for me?” I growled as I bucked my hips up into her. “Because I think I’m ready for you.”  
 
    “Y-Yes, Evan!” Emarla moaned as she threw back her head, and I felt the tips of her long pink hair tickle the tops of my thighs. “I want every drop of your dragon seed in my womb!”  
 
    The pink-haired beauty started to pull her hips away, and that was when I went in for the kill. I grabbed her ass tightly and proceeded to hold her in place while I thrust my hips upward and fucked her from below.  
 
    Emarla’s mouth fell open as she let out a long gasp, but the gasp quickly turned into a moan. Her body quivered in my arms as her pussy spasmed and started to grip me like a vise, and then she went over the mountaintop.  
 
    The half-mermaid’s nails gripped into my back as she pulled me close and let out a long, powerful shriek that nearly shattered my eardrums. Her pussy throbbed as its ridges squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste, and then Emarla practically turned to jelly as she bucked her hips and came against me. Her juices gushed out like a water fountain, and the sounds of her ecstasy rang through my very soul.  
 
    Then that was it for me.  
 
    I felt the warm coil in my stomach snap, and I shoved Emarla down against me as I began to unload into her.  
 
    “Gods, that’s so goooooood!” I growled as my balls pulsed, and my cock began to throb.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt a huge spray of my seed shoot forth from my manhood, and the sensation almost made me pass out. My vision tunneled as my body tensed, while my legs seemed to go completely numb. All I could see was the beautiful, glowing figure of Emarla as she finished me off, until finally I felt like I’d given everything I could possibly give.  
 
    I gave Emarla a soft kiss on the forehead and a playful slap on the ass before I let her go, and her juices trickled down her inner thighs and mixed with my seed as she plopped back down onto her back.  
 
    But I wasn’t done with her yet, and before Emarla could say anything more I slid my hands underneath her ass and then turned her over on the bed.  
 
    “We need to go one more time,” I whispered as I squeezed her beautiful ass and watched our juices drip down onto the bedsheets. “Just to make sure we’ve actually made the soul bridge.”  
 
    “Again?” the half-mermaid whimpered. “I-I don’t know if I have enough energy to go again.”  
 
    “You don’t need to worry about it,” I promised. “I’ll do all the work this time, so you can just sit back and enjoy yourself.”  
 
    “I’m already enjoying myself,” Emarla giggled. “That was the greatest sensation I’ve ever felt.”  
 
    “Then prepare yourself for one that’s even better.”  
 
    My eyes traveled up and down Emarla’s bare back, from her tan, toned ass to the adorable little dimple just above her waist, to the slender shoulders that were glistening wet with the sweat caused by our passion. Her neon-pink hair fell over her neck and hung down, though it was matted to her flesh wherever it touched her skin.  
 
    We had already rocked each other’s worlds twice, but the third time was the charm. Besides, going in from behind was the natural way to do this, and the dragon inside of me wasn’t going to be satisfied until he knew Emarla had been filled to the brim with my seed.  
 
    Just the thought of the woman’s soft, swollen pussy lips around my cock made me grow back to full mast, so I positioned myself up behind her. I lifted her hips up so her ass was in the air, and then I pressed the head of my dick against her opening.  
 
    “Oh, Gods, Evan…” Emarla groaned as her entire lower half quivered. “Fill me again. Please.”  
 
    That was exactly what I intended to do.  
 
    I grabbed the half-mermaid around the waist and then pulled her up against me softly. Her pussy was still sopping wet, and I felt its ridges tighten up around my shaft as it slid across with ease. Eventually, Emarla’s perfect ass was all the way up against my pelvis, and I felt the head of my cock bottom out against her cervix.  
 
    Only this time, it felt even better. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuuck,” I growled as the coil in my stomach began to tighten again. “It’s like I’m all the way up in your guts.”  
 
    “You-- you’re so much deeper this time,” Emarla sputtered. “It’s like you’re splitting me in two.”  
 
    “I’ll be gentle,” I promised as I gave her bare ass a smack. “Just hold on for the ride.”  
 
    I pulled my cock all the way out of the Emarla’s trembling womanhood, until only the very tip remained against her. When I pushed back inside of the half-mermaid, her knees seemed to give out, and I had to use my strength to hold her in position.  
 
    “That’s so, sooooo good, Evan. You know how to please a woman.”  
 
    “You’re pretty good yourself,” I groaned. “Just let me know if I get too rough, okay?”  
 
    “I trust you,” Emarla whispered as she looked back at me with her silver eyes.  
 
    I started to pump in and out of Emarla in a fast, hard rhythm, and both of us tensed up as we prepared for another orgasm. Emarla’s moans seemed to be cut off by each thrust I made, which coincided with the wet sounds of her pussy swallowing up my erection. My balls grew tight as they pulled up into my body and got ready to unload once more, and my eyes were firmly locked onto Emarla’s ass as it jiggled in time with each thrust.  
 
    The woman’s ridges squeezed me tight, to the point where I thought I soon wouldn’t be able to move. Each and every valley and muscle inside of Emarla gripped me, which only added extra sensations to my already-sensitive cock, and with one hand still underneath her tummy, I reached up and used my other hand to gently give Emarla’s hair a tug.  
 
    “Gods, this is amazing,” I moaned as my eyes rolled back in my head.  
 
    “Yes!” Emarla screamed. “Harder, Evan! I want you to push it all the way through me until I’m filled up with your seed.”  
 
    I kept a hand on her hair as I pounded into Emarla hard, to the point where our skin was beginning to get red from the impacts. Her pussy quivered and spasmed with each motion I made, and her back arched as she let out several loud, happy groans of satisfaction.  
 
    Finally, Emarla dug her hands into the sides of the bed and buried her face into the mattress before her. Her entire body was trembling before me, and I knew she was close.  
 
    “Are you ready to cum for me?” I asked.  
 
    “Y-Yes, Evan,” she whined. “I’m gonna-- I-I-- Ohhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Emarla screamed into the mattress as her pussy gripped me tightly, and that was when I finally snapped. I shoved my cock into her deeply as I let out a scream of my own, and then I felt the warm spray of my seed as it shot up into her fertile womb. I leaned forward and kissed the half-mermaid’s back as I came deep inside of her, all while her womanhood continued to milk each and every drop out of my balls.  
 
    My vision went white for a solid two seconds as my lower body went numb, but when sensation finally returned, it was the best damn feeling I’d ever had. It felt like every inch of my body was on pins and needles, yet at the same time a pleasurable tingling sensation took over my loins. I had to suck in a few deep breaths to keep from passing out, but eventually I came back to reality.  
 
    This time, I felt the soul bridge as it formed. Then a happy, warm feeling took over my heart, followed up almost immediately by a sensation of satisfaction and excitement.  
 
    That would be Emarla, for sure.  
 
    Once we had both come down from our highs, I pulled out of the beautiful woman and then plopped down on the bed. Emarla rolled over and took a deep breath as she tried to make sense of everything she’d just experienced and stared up at the ceiling.  
 
    “Is-- is this what it feels like?” Emarla gasped as she placed her hand against her chest, and her silver eyes went wide. “I-It’s like I can feel you, Evan. I can feel your soul.”  
 
    “That would be the soul bridge,” I said with a smile as I laid down in the bed next to my lover. “We are bonded now, both in body and soul. Anything you feel, I can feel, and vice versa.”  
 
    “Does this mean I’m officially part of your harem, then?”  
 
    “If you wish to be,” I said. “I know I’d like to keep you around for a while, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “And I don’t think I would mind staying,” Emarla admitted and smiled bashfully up at me. “It was fairly lonely out there on the beach, all by myself.”  
 
    “Then you don’t have to go back,” I promised as I pulled the half-mermaid’s body up against mine. “I can have Azra and Raisa build you a room in the Lunar Palace, however you want it.”  
 
    “Really?” the pink-haired beauty asked, and excitement colored her voice. “Could it look like my old home? As much as I hated being there alone, I really did enjoy the aesthetics, right there next to the ocean and with all the beautiful stonework.”  
 
    “Then I’ll ask the architects to replicate that, too,” I said as I kissed her forehead. “We can have them install a pool, and I’m sure if Alyona could portal them out to your house at some point so they could look around, surely they’d be able to replicate it.”  
 
    “You’d do that for me?” Emarla asked as her big eyes filled with tears.  
 
    “Of course, I would.” I smiled. “You are my woman now, and I will always look after you.” 
 
    “Then I will stay,” Emarla cooed as she snuggled up against my shoulder.  
 
    “Does this mean you’ll be our Noble of the Sword, too?” I asked hopefully.  
 
    “I-I am still nervous about that,” she admitted. “From what Yashur and you have both said, it sounds like the Sword of Shadows is dangerous to the one who wields it.”  
 
    “That may be, but Alyona and the other mages and sorcerers will find a way to prevent that from happening. I’ve already instructed them to find out as much as they can about the Sword of Shadows from our many libraries, and I know they’ll be able to figure out a way to purify it. That, and Miraya can always talk to her sister once they are close together.”  
 
    “Her sister?”  
 
    “Miraya is the spirit that resides inside my sword,” I reminded her. “There is a spirit in the Sword of Shadows, as well, which is the reason it drives men mad.”  
 
    “What about women?” Emarla asked with a furrowed brow. “Does it drive women mad, too?”  
 
    “I hope not, but there’s never been a female Noble of the Sword of Shadows, so it’s hard to tell.”  
 
    “Then I accept your request, Lord Evan,” Emarla announced as she met my gaze, but I could still feel her tremble slightly in my arms. “It might be risky, but becoming a Noble of the Sword is the least I can do for you, after you have taken me in and given me this soul bridge.”  
 
    “We’ll make sure you’re safe. I promise.”  
 
    Emarla and I snuggled close together for about an hour as we continued to get frisky and talked to each other about our pasts, but we finally passed out. Eventually, I was awoken by a knock on the door, which caused us both to sit straight up in bed.  
 
    “Lord Evan?” Rahil’s voice announced from the other side. “I know you are tired and probably want to do nothing at the moment, but I have something I think you should see.”  
 
    “Hold on,” I said as I slid out of bed and rubbed my eyes. “I’ll be right over.”  
 
    I went over to my robe, picked it up, and tossed it over my shoulders before I headed over to the door. When I opened it a slight crack, I was met with the neck of the tall drache, so I had to look up to see into his eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt, Lord Evan,” he said. “I just got a delivery from my old drache temple, the one where Zarek and Zoklan used to live.”  
 
    A delivery? What the hell had they found in Zoklan’s personal belongings that would have been so important they needed to send it over right away?  
 
    “I’ll be right out,” I promised, and then I turned back to Emarla.  
 
    The beautiful half-mermaid was already back on her side, with her eyes closed as she took long, tired breaths. She was sleeping, and I wasn’t about to wake her up for something that may not have even been important, so I gently slid out through the door of my bedroom and joined Rahil’s side.  
 
    The bald drache walked in long, quick strides as he led me down the hallway of the palace, and it took a bit of effort to even keep up with the damn guy. Eventually, we arrived in the main room of the palace, where I found Alyona, Naomi, Calltris, and my father Ruslan all crowded around a small table. They all looked dumbfounded as they stared down at the center of the table, which seemed to have a small brown, leather-bound book that had been opened.  
 
    “I found him,” Rahil announced.  
 
    “Thank the gods,” my father sighed, and his foxlike ears twitched nervously.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Pops?” I asked as I approached the table. “Did they find something at the temple?”  
 
    “Indeed, Lord Evan,” Calltris interjected, and her brown eyes were solemn. “They found Zoklan’s journal.”  
 
    “Oh, no,” I joked. “Does he have a bunch of unfinished ‘MASH’ games written down? Are we going to learn who his secret crushes really were?’  
 
    “This is serious, Evan.” Alyona frowned, and I instantly sobered up.  
 
    My wife was a happy-go-lucky free spirit, through and through. If she wasn’t in the mood for jokes, I knew shit was about to hit the fan.  
 
    “What is it, then?” I asked. “What did you find?”  
 
    “A list,” Ruslan noted. “A very… Peculiar list.”  
 
    “It’s a list of items Zoklan wished to collect on his travels,” Rahil explained.  
 
    “Magical items,” the lizard Demi-Human, Naomi, added. “From across the realms.”  
 
    I guess this did confirm Zoklan was an interdimensional traveler, after all. Now, the only question was what he was actually doing with all the items he was trying to collect.  
 
    “So he’s a collector with interdimensional tastes,” I said. “Why’s that so important?”  
 
    “It’s the types of items he was trying to collect, Evan,” Naomi continued, and she tugged thoughtfully on her magenta hair. “Demonswart berries… Alcharquan root… Silver medallions with runes…”  
 
    “I cannot speak for all of the items, as I am only from this dimension,” Alyona interjected. “But all three of the items listed are ones used to communicate with demons here in Rahma.”  
 
    No way. If Zoklan really was my father, there was no way he would be on the side of the Demon King. His brother swore up and down he was a noble dragon that only cared about the safety of his loved ones, not some crazy sorcerer who wanted to take over Rahma alongside an evil demonic king.  
 
    “What else is on that list?” I asked with a furrowed brow. “Anything from Earth?”  
 
    “Let’s see,” Naomi muttered as she flipped a few pages, stopped, and looked it over. “Holy water? Something called the ‘Keys of Solomon?’ Books from ‘The Vatican?’”  
 
    “Hold on…” I gasped as realization began to take over. “Those are all really good things.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Calltris asked.  
 
    “In my world, all those things you mentioned are used to hurt demons, but not kill them,” I explained. “Holy water supposedly burns them, and the Vatican is a holy site that teaches people how to pull demons out of those they possess. As for the Keys of Solomon, I remember reading about those forever ago, after I heard their name in a video game I was playing… They are apparently used to control and trap demons.”  
 
    “Then perhaps Zoklan isn’t working with the Demon King?” Alyona pondered aloud.  
 
    “I don’t think he is, Alyona.” I shook my head. “I’d bet you anything these items from the other dimensions, the ones we aren’t familiar with, are for the same thing. He was going around to the different dimensions trying to figure out how demons are stopped in each one, and now he wants to have as many items in his arsenal as possible.”  
 
    “So, he’s not in league with the Demon King,” Ruslan began.  
 
    “He’s not.” I smiled. “Zoklan is trying to kill the Demon King, just like us.”  
 
    This was very good news. Because if it was true, this meant my potential father wasn’t an enemy at all, he was an ally. And if we could get somebody like that on our side?  
 
    It could be a game changer for this entire fight against the Breach.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “You think Zoklan is trying to stop the Demon King as well?” Alyona asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod. “That has to be it. He’s been traveling all around the dimensions looking for objects that either summon or kill Demons, which means he probably has every intention of trying to save his home dimension here in Rahma.”  
 
    “Or he’s in league with the Demon King and trying to study anything that might give his enemies an advantage,” Calltris suggested with a frown.  
 
    “Doubtful,” Rahil argued, and the old drache shook his bald head. “I knew Zoklan for quite some time, and he never, ever struck me as the kind of dragon who would have dealings with an evil entity. He was headstrong, stubborn, and overprotective of his brother, for sure, but I would never claim Zoklan was evil.”  
 
    “He wasn’t when you knew him,” the sorceress noted. “The Sword of Shadows may have corrupted him, though.”  
 
    “Miraya said her sister, Remna, is pretty insidious in the ways she corrupts her wielder,” I explained. “Actually, Miraya? Why don’t you come out here and join in on the discussion?”  
 
    Right on cue, there was a small eruption of energy, and the beautiful astral figure of Miraya appeared in the room right next to me. Her white hair seemed to flow around her body as if she was underwater, while her alabaster skin glistened in the torchlight radiating from the walls. Her body was covered with a pretty much see-through thin gown, and I tried to ignore her perky breasts as they teased me beneath the fabric.  
 
    “Hello, my friends,” Miraya said with a wide grin. “I hear you are in need of my assistance?”  
 
    “What sorcery is this?” Calltris gasped, but then her horrified expression twisted into a sly smirk. “And is it something you can teach me?”  
 
    “This is Miraya, the spirit residing within the Sword of Healing,” I explained. “Because we share a soul bridge, she can manifest herself physically into our world whenever I’m around. I figured she would be more helpful in this situation than I would be.”  
 
    “Do you think Zoklan is working with the Demon King?” Ruslan asked the spirit, and my adoptive father’s fox ears twitched atop his head. “Would that be something your sister would want?”  
 
    “Unless she’s had a major change of heart, no,” Miraya said as she shook her head. “Remna likes to corrupt the men who wield her and make them do awful, terrible things, but the Demon King? She would never submit herself to any man, be it human, Demi-Human, or demon. What Remna does, she does for the sake of Remna.”  
 
    “This only seems to make things more confusing,” Naomi sighed and ran a hand through her magenta hair. “Zoklan has the Sword of Shadows, and he appears to be chasing after artifacts that could be used to both summon or hurt demons. But if he’s been corrupted by Remna, who wants nothing to do with demons… This is making my head hurt.”  
 
    “Nothing says Zoklan is corrupted,” Rahil reminded us all. “He is a very powerful dragon, so perhaps he has avoided the spirit’s influence?”  
 
    “That would take someone quite powerful indeed,” Miraya said, and her pale brow furrowed with worry. “Remna is one of my strongest sisters.”  
 
    “Wait…” I trailed off. “Who says Zoklan is even bonded with Remna at all? He has no claim to the Sword of Shadows at all, he just took it for Yashur.”  
 
    “It still made Yashur go crazy, and he wasn’t bonded to it, either,” Emarla’s voice announced, and I turned to see the beautiful half-mermaid walking into the room.  
 
    She wore the same long-sleeved blue midriff top and navy wrap she’d had on before, but now Emarla was simply glowing. Her pink hair was tied up behind her head in an intricate high ponytail, and it bounced along with her pert breasts as she approached.  
 
    “Yashur said she was talking to him,” I said. “Like voices in his head. He never claimed the sword ever fully corrupted him.”  
 
    “I hate to admit it, my love,” Alyona sighed. “But I think there is only one way we will ever truly know, and that is by finding Zoklan and talking to him.”  
 
    “Where would we even start? He could be--” Before I even finished my sentence, I remembered our earlier conversation. “The blood spell! Have you three figured it out yet?”  
 
    “We have.” Naomi nodded. “But if it turns out Zoklan is not your father, then it won’t work.” 
 
    “If he’s not my father, we still have his brother we could try,” I said. “But either way, we still have to try. We don’t have any other options at the moment, and we need to reunite Emarla with the Sword of Shadows and bond her to me before the Breach gets any larger.”  
 
    “Then we can begin at once,” Alyona said as her purple eyes narrowed, and her face turned into a deep frown. “I will need a map of Rahma, please.”  
 
    “Right away!” Ruslan declared as he jumped up from his table and then scurried away to find the item.  
 
    “Is that really all we need?” I chuckled. “A map?”  
 
    “Well…” my wife clarified. “A map, three powerful magic users, and the blood of the person whose bloodline we are trying to find.”  
 
    “I suppose that’s why they call it a blood spell. How does it work?”  
 
    “Calltris, Naomi, and I have been practicing,” Alyona continued. “It is a very powerful spell that can go horrifically wrong if done improperly, so we will have to join hands and say the incantation in unison. Then, while we are performing the spell, you simply must splatter your blood onto the map, and the magic will do the rest.”  
 
    “Sounds simple enough,” Emarla mused, but nervousness still glinted in her silver eyes and her fidgeting fingers. “What happens if you mess it up?”  
 
    “We won’t even think about that, dear,” Alyona warned in a dire tone. “Terrible things would happen to Evan’s body. Unspeakably horrific things.”  
 
    “Uhhhh, yeah, I don’t like the sound of that,” I said with a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “That is why we have been practicing the spell ever since we discovered it,” Calltris added. “Plus, with these gems embedded in my chest, I have an extra dose of power. We will not mess it up.”  
 
    I gave each of the three women a concerned look, but they seemed fairly confident in their abilities. Besides, it wasn’t like I had much of a choice in the matter. If we didn’t do this blood spell, then we would be back at square one in trying to find Zoklan, which would take forever. Rahma was a massive kingdom, and if he really traveled around as much as Zarek and Yashur had claimed, then he could be anywhere in Inati.  
 
    Then again, there was a chance this spell wouldn’t work at all. If I was wrong, and Zoklan wasn’t my father, then we would also be back to square one.  
 
    The whole thought of it all made me feel super uneasy, but it had to be done.  
 
    Ruslan returned with a scroll only a few minutes later, which he plopped down on the table and spread out to reveal a hand-drawn map of Rahma and its surrounding territories.  
 
    “This is the most detailed map I could find,” my adopted father admitted. “All the other ones were hand-drawn by myself and, I will say, I am no artist.”  
 
    “This will be fine, Ruslan,” Alyona said with a smile. “Thank you. Shall we get started?”  
 
    Calltris and Naomi locked eyes with each other as they gave Alyona a nod. Then the three magical women stepped over so they were next to each other, joined hands, and bowed their heads.  
 
    “When do I cut myself?” I asked.  
 
    “As soon as the incantation begins,” Alyona explained. “Now, who would like to start?”  
 
    “I will.” Calltris cleared her throat and then began the spell. “Gods above us, land below us, blood within us…”  
 
    “We call upon your divine magic to relocate a lost soul,” Naomi and Alyona both joined in. “A soul bound to this man by blood, a soul of great power and importance. Grant us your infinite wisdom and guide his hand, as he is lost. Spirits around us, air that escapes our lips… Lead our spirits with your light, allow us to harness bits of your might…”  
 
    After the last “might,” the spell began again, so I figured it was time for me to do my part. I pulled the Sword of Hatra out of my spatial storage, placed the very tip of the blade up against my left palm, and then pressed it into my flesh until I felt warm blood begin to pool at the surface. Once I had a tiny cut with a consistent flow, I balled up my hand into a fist and held it over the map, so a small, constant stream of crimson dripped down onto the parchment. I let about ten drops of the blood out onto the map before my healing powers sewed the wound shut.  
 
    Then I heard Emarla, Ruslan, and Rahil all let out a sharp gasp, and when I looked down at the map, the drops of my blood had begun to move like they had a mind of their own. We all watched as the droplets joined together to form a singular red splotch and slithered across the map of Rahma until, finally, they slid across the part of the map labeled “Afur.” The droplets seemed to cease in place as they came to a halt, and then they shifted into a small, red “X” that seeped into the parchment and stained it permanently.  
 
    “It worked!” Alyona cried out happily. “It worked, my friends!”  
 
    “So, Zoklan is still here.” Ruslan smiled. “He’s in Afur.”  
 
    “But that also means…” Rahil trailed off with wide eyes. “Zoklan and Lord Evan share blood.”  
 
    “He is my father,” I said as my heart seemed to freeze up in my chest, and beads of cold sweat dotted the surface of my flesh.  
 
    My father. I’d spent all these years wondering who my real father was and hearing the stories Aunt Emma told me about how he’d left my Mom and I on our own. He had sounded like a real piece of shit, yet a part of me had always wanted to meet him.  
 
    And now, it looked like I was going to get my chance.  
 
    “Evan?” Alyona’s voice and soft touch brought me back to reality. “Are you going to be alright?”  
 
    “Y-Yeah,” I sighed and hung my head. “I just… I never thought this would be the way I’d meet my father, you know? Especially under such dire circumstances, with the fate of my entire world on the line.”  
 
    “If he is truly an ally, then I would not worry,” Rahil said. “If that is truly Zoklan’s mission, then he will be excited  to assist you in any way he can.”  
 
    “If he’s not corrupted,” I noted. “And if he wants anything to do with his long-lost son.”  
 
    “Shall I summon the other Nobles?” Ruslan asked.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “We’ll need them for this mission, just like the last. Well, everybody except for Mael, since we’re going to him.”  
 
    “What about any of the other warriors?” 
 
    “I stand by my earlier decision,” I repeated. “It’s far too dangerous for anyone who’s not a Noble of the Sword, especially now that we know we’re up against a dragon.”  
 
    “Very well.” Ruslan nodded, and then he summoned a fiery messenger fox into his hand. “Nobles of the Sword, you are summoned to the courtyard of the Lunar Palace at the behest of Lord Evan. It is a mission of vital importance.”  
 
    The silver fox let out a cute grunt before it jumped off my father’s hand, split into seven different copies, and rushed away to find the other nobles. 
 
    “What about me, Lord Evan?” Emarla asked as she looked at me with apprehension clear on her pretty face. “Technically, I’m not a Noble of the Sword yet.”  
 
    “You can sit this one out for now,” I explained. “If we actually convince Zoklan to join us and give up the Sword of Shadows, then we’ll portal straight back here and give it to you. Otherwise, I don’t want you anywhere near him, just in case he’s gone mad.”  
 
    “As you wish.” Emarla frowned, though she gave me a knowing nod.  
 
    “Thank you for your help, my friends,” I said to Naomi and Calltris with a smile. “I always knew you were powerful, but to perform a blood spell after only a few days of preparation? That’s some next-level stuff right there.”  
 
    “Thank you, my Lord,” Calltris said as a slight blush crept into her cheeks. “I am happy you gave me such an important opportunity.”  
 
    We all waited around for a while, until the other Nobles of the Sword began to arrive one by one.  
 
    Nike was first, of course, followed almost immediately by Amin. Nokomis and Skye arrived together not long after, followed by Solon and Redmon. Callan was the last of our Nobles to arrive, though he snuck in so sneakily that I didn’t even realize he was there for several minutes.  
 
    “Alright, Nobles,” I announced to everyone in the room. “We’ve got a lead on the location of the Sword of Shadows. A lead that’s going to take us deep into Tunglian territory, where we can meet up with Mael.”  
 
    “Tunglian territory?” Nike gasped as a sly grin creeped up his face.  
 
    I knew he was probably thinking about Shaya, the female Tunglian who was part of Mael’s pack and who had completely rocked Nike’s world the last time we’d been there. Shaya was completely obsessed with my silver-eyed friend, to the point where she wouldn’t let him leave until they’d slept together, so I was almost positive that made the prospect of traveling back to Afur ten times more appealing to Nike.  
 
    “I don’t know if you’ll have much time to see Shaya, brother,” I teased. “Unless you want to swing in for a quickie or something.”  
 
    “I’d never do such a thing,” the Noble scoffed. “I am too much of a gentleman for that.”  
 
    “Righttttt,” I chuckled. “Anyway, we need to get to Afur immediately. That is where Zoklan is located, and that is where the Sword of Shadows will be.”  
 
    “Does this mean what I think it does, Lord Evan?” Amin asked.  
 
    “The blood spell worked,” I confirmed, and I did my best to keep my voice and face impassive. “Zoklan is almost surely my biological father.”  
 
    “This may work to our advantage,” Redmon said as he stroked his chin. “It might make it easier to get Zoklan on our side.”  
 
    “At the least it may act as a distraction,” Solon offered. “While we swoop in and steal the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    “Stealing from a dragon?” Redmon chuckled. “I am not sure if that is a bold move, my old friend, or a very stupid one.”  
 
    “It’s a desperate move,” the raven Demi-Human admitted. “One I hope will not have to be made.”  
 
    Suddenly, I felt Nokomis’ soft hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “It will be okay, Evan,” Nokomis whispered into my ear. “I can sense how uneasy you are about all of this.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” I chuckled. “Your empath powers and all that. I’ll be fine, I promise.”  
 
    “I know you will be,” the snow leopard Demi-Human said. “Just know we are all here for you, and whatever happens in Afur… We will be right behind you.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I turned to the woman and smiled. “I’m gonna need all the support I can get on this one, emotionally and physically.”  
 
    “Are you ready, Evan?” Alyona asked, though her amethyst eyes were full of worry. “I can portal you to Afur as soon as you give me the word.”  
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I sighed, and then I turned to the rest of my nobles. “How about it, friends? Are you ready to find the last Noble Sword?”  
 
    They gave me a resounding “yeah” as they held their hands in the air, and the display of their loyalty was the sort of thing I needed to get me pumped up and ready for the mission.  
 
    “Good luck, my love,” Alyona whispered before she bowed her head.  
 
    My wife started to say her special incantation, and then there was a blinding white light as the magical gateway appeared before us.  
 
    “Stay safe,” I said to those who were staying behind. “And be ready to open a portal the second you get my message, okay?”  
 
    “I will eagerly await your return, son,” Ruslan said, and I saw a hint of tears in his eyes.  
 
    Surely this wasn’t easy for him, either. I’d been his “son” ever since the early days of my time in Hatra, and he had been like the father I’d never had. I knew in my own heart that Zoklan would never replace the fox Demi-Human’s kindness, wisdom, and guidance, but Ruslan had no way of knowing that. I wanted to reassure Ruslan he was still my “real” father, even if Zoklan had been the one to impregnate my mother, but now was neither the time nor the place.  
 
    I needed to get to Afur and find the Sword of Shadows.  
 
    I took a deep breath before I stepped through the portal and was surrounded by pure white light. Then my vision started to reappear, and I realized I was standing right in the middle of a massive, green-and-orange forest full of tall, moss-covered trees. The soft, musty scent of the yellow moss wafted into my nostrils as it mixed together with the familiar scent of dirt and leaves, and I could hear the sounds of leaves as they rustled in the breeze above me.  
 
    I was in Afur.  
 
    The rest of the Nobles stepped through the portal behind me, and then the massive glowing white gateway disappeared in a flash. Almost immediately, though, I picked up the sounds of something rushing through the forest toward us.  
 
    “What is that?” Solon gasped as he drew the Sword of Time from its sheath. “I thought you said this land was an ally of yours?”  
 
    “It is,” I promised. “The Tunglians are just a bit on edge when it comes to strangers in their territory.”  
 
    Right on cue, six massive wolves burst forth from the foliage around us and then skidded to a stop in a circle around my friends and I. Drool dripped from their mouths as they bared their teeth, and the fur on their backs stood on end, but it didn’t faze me.  
 
    I recognized one of the wolves almost immediately thanks to his bright orange eyes, and the fact that he was slightly bigger than the others.  
 
    “Hello, Mael,” I said to the Alpha Tunglian. “It’s just me.”  
 
    The Tunglian let out a short huff, and the rest of the wolves stood down. They all sat their hind ends on the ground like a puppy who’d just been instructed to “sit,” and they closed their mouths as they went silent. Then the orange-eyed Tunglian shifted before our eyes, until before us stood the naked, brown-haired figure of Mael.  
 
    “Welcome back to Afur, Lord Evan!” Mael declared with a half-smile. “And Nike? Shaya will be quite pleased to see you have returned.”  
 
    “We’re here on business, I’m afraid,” Nike sighed. “Tell Shaya I said ‘hi’ though, and… And that I will visit her soon.”  
 
    “I think I can do that.” Mael nodded. “So, if you aren’t here on a social visit, then what brings you to our territory, Lord Evan?”  
 
    “Zoklan,” I explained in a grim tone. “And the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    “The Sword of Shadows is here?” the Noble of the Sword of Abundance gasped. “In Afur?”  
 
    “We did a blood spell,” I explained. “Alyona used my blood to locate Zoklan on a map of Rahma, and it pointed to, well… Here.”  
 
    I pulled the map out of my spatial storage, unfurled it in front of Mael, and then pointed to the spot where my blood had stained it.  
 
    “The Lagura Mountains,” Mael scoffed. “Of course.”  
 
    “What about them?” Callan asked. “Is there something special about those mountains?”  
 
    “Nothing particularly,” the Alpha continued. “Though my scouts have reported somebody has been living in them for the last year or so, in one of the caves in the northern valley.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything before?” Skye demanded with a huff. “We could have found him ages ago if you’d just--”  
 
    “Calm down, my friend,” Nokomis said as she held back the half-Nepin. “I’m sure Mael would have told us if he’d thought it was important.”  
 
    “I assumed it was a random traveler,” Mael admitted. “We never actually saw the person who was living up there, and they have never been a problem, so I instructed my soldiers to just leave them be.”  
 
    “That’s actually probably for the best,” Callan noted. “I don’t think you would have stood a chance against Zoklan by yourselves, even with all of your powerful Tunglian warriors.”  
 
    “Probably not,” Mael agreed. “That’s why I’m the Alpha. I know when to fight and when to let things go, rather than just jump to violence like some of the other males of my tribe have wished.”  
 
    “I think you may have just gotten lucky on this one, my friend,” Redmon chuckled. “You got very, very lucky.”  
 
    “Can you take me to these mountains?” I asked. “I can fly you on my back, so we don’t have to try and climb them by foot.”  
 
    “That would work, Lord Evan.” Mael nodded.  
 
    “Callan?” I said to the other dragon in my group. “You come, too. I don’t want to be alone if Zoklan decides to go crazy and attack.”  
 
    “That’s it?” Nike questioned, and his face creased with a frown. “You’re only taking three warriors up with you, brother? That seems like a bad idea.”  
 
    “You guys will be my ground support,” I explained. “If Zoklan comes this way, that is.”  
 
    “I really hope it doesn’t come to that,” Callan gulped. “Zoklan is not a dragon we want to have as an enemy.”  
 
    “I beat my uncle,” I growled. “I can beat my father, too.”  
 
    “Let us hope so.”  
 
    I stepped over into a large clearing before I commanded my body to transform into its dragon form. Within seconds, my skin was replaced by hard black scales, and my wings had sprouted out from my back and extended several feet in either direction. Then Callan dashed over beside me and repeated my action, which transformed him into a massive green dragon, as well.  
 
    Mael started to approach me, but I quickly let out a grunt.  
 
    “Maybe you could put some clothes on first?” I asked with a chuckle. “No offense, but I don’t really feel like having a naked dude pressed up against my back.”  
 
    “If you insist.” The Alpha rolled his eyes and then whistled.  
 
    One of the other Tunglians sauntered over, and I noticed he carried a large leather satchel at his side. Mael unsnapped the bag before he reached into it, fumbled around, and removed a small bit of fabric. He wrapped it around his lower body to create a makeshift set of pants, and then he held out his arms wide as he approached.  
 
    “Much better,” I laughed. “Climb on.”  
 
    Mael ran forward at full speed, and then he jumped up higher into the air than any human I’d ever seen before. He landed on my back like an Olympic athlete, and he grabbed onto one of the spines that jutted from between my shoulder blades.  
 
    Then we were off.  
 
    I could sense the fear in the air as Callan and I flapped our wings and rose up into the sky, but there wasn’t much I could do to ease it. The last thing I wanted to do was bring all of my friends up here, because if an aerial assault broke out, they’d be next to useless. All I could do was hope my father would come quietly, and that there wouldn’t need to be any bloodshed.  
 
    “The Lagura Mountains are a few miles to the west,” Mael explained, so Callan and I turned and began to fly in that direction.  
 
    The wind brushed against my scaly face as we passed over the forest below, straight toward the sprawling mountains that were said to house Zoklan. As we drew closer to the rocky formations, I saw just how massive they really were. From down below, they looked like distant giants, but now I could see they were the equivalent of the Rockies back in my world, where they basically stretched up into the clouds like massive, natural pillars toward the heavens.  
 
    “One thing’s still bothering me, Mael,” I called back to the Alpha as we flew. “Why couldn’t you sense the Sword of Shadows was nearby?”  
 
    “I could,” the Noble admitted. “But at first I didn’t know what it was, and before you and your friends came along, I didn’t care to find out. To me, it was just another person with a magic sword, and as long as he didn’t do me any harm, then I wasn’t going to even try to talk to him. As for recently? Well, I just assumed that was how everybody felt once their sword spirits had been bonded. I thought they experienced the sensation permanently, so I didn’t pay it any attention. I’m sorry, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” I promised. “You didn’t know.”  
 
    “We need to get up over this peak,” Mael explained. “Through the clouds.”  
 
    Callan and I changed our trajectory upward, and soon we found ourselves passing through the misty white clouds that swirled around the mountaintops. The mist was cool and refreshing as it passed over my body and completely engulfed my vision in a foggy white haze, but soon we appeared out the other side, and I found myself staring down in awe. Below us now was a dense cover of clouds, through which dozens upon dozens of mountain peaks sprang up like stalagmites from below. It looked like something completely alien to me, and I couldn’t help but be swept up in its beauty.  
 
    However, my sense of awe quickly faded.  
 
    I sensed the Sword of Shadows. Even worse… I sensed a dragon.  
 
    I could smell the stench of magic through the clouds below, along with the intense power the Sword of Shadows held within its blade.  
 
    And it was getting closer to us by the second.  
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed. “He’s coming this way!”  
 
    “What?” Callan gasped.  
 
    Before I could utter another word, a massive dark shape burst up through the clouds. It was nearly twice my size, with a wingspan of a freaking seven-forty-seven jet and a tail that reminded me of an oak tree trunk. The figure’s body was covered with jet-black scales that had seen better days, as scars dotted them like the lines on an old cutting board. His eyes were dark green, and the creature had two small, stubby horns that jutted out of each side of his head.  
 
    A dragon.  
 
    Zoklan, to be more precise.  
 
    And by the way he was looking at Callan and I, he didn’t see us as friends. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “Remember!” I barked to Callan as we watched my biological father soar upward and prepare to make his move. “Don’t hurt him if you can help it.”  
 
    “Hurt him?” Callan laughed nervously. “I think we should be more worried about him hurting us!”  
 
    “We need to try and show Zoklan we aren’t his enemies,” I explained. “If he lets us get close enough to talk to him, that is.”  
 
    Zoklan finally stopped his ascent above us, and then the black dragon peered down his snout at Callan and I with a look of pure disgust. The three of us stared at each other for several long, tense moments as adrenaline coursed through my veins, and I had to fight against my own brain to prevent a “fight-or-flight” reaction from taking over.  
 
    If we wanted to prove to Zoklan we weren’t a threat, attacking him would be the worst thing we could do. Then again, I didn’t want to just sit here and wait for the dragon to make the first move.  
 
    His green eyes looked between Callan and I, almost as if he was trying to assess just how much of a threat the two of us were. Then his slitted pupils landed on Mael between my shoulder blades, and he let out a long snort as his eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Zoklan!” I called out. “We are not here to hurt you, nor hunt you. We just wish to talk.”  
 
    Zoklan didn’t say another word, but I could see his eyes widen when I mentioned his name. He had been on the run for so long, he probably wasn’t used to hearing his true identity said out loud, nor did he expect some random dragons to know who he was.  
 
    “Lord Evan?” Mael asked from my back. “What are we going to do?”  
 
    “He definitely doesn’t look pleased,” Callan gulped.  
 
    “My name is Evan,” I began. “This is Callan and Mael. We--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, Zoklan twisted around in the air and began to zip away toward the mountains.  
 
    “Apparently, he doesn’t want to talk,” I growled. “After him!”  
 
    Mael’s hands dug into my scales as I flapped my wings and shot forward in pursuit of my father. Callan was right beside me, but Zoklan was nearly double the size of either of us, so he was pretty damn fast.  
 
    Still, with my predation abilities, I knew I could catch up to him in an instant.  
 
    I called upon my super-speed ability, and the next thing I knew I rocketed forward like I’d been shot out of a cannon. Mael let out a surprised gasp as he held on even tighter, but he remained on my back as I drew closer and closer to Zoklan.  
 
    “I’m right behind you, Lord Evan!” I heard Callan shout as we pulled away from his position. “Be careful.”  
 
    Soon, I was right up beside Zoklan, so I looked over and met his eyes as he glanced over at me.  
 
    “There’s no need to run,” I called out. “I just want to talk, Zoklan. We need the Sword of--”  
 
    Without warning, Zoklan’s massive left foreleg shot out and slammed right into my side. A wave of pain echoed through my bones as the wind was knocked out of my lungs, and I began to barrel roll away from the dragon.  
 
    “Godsgodsgodsgods!” Mael snarled as he went along for the ride, though his yelps of terror stopped the second I caught myself again.  
 
    My body healed itself instantly as I tried to regain my focus and find Zoklan through the clouds. He was now nearly half a mile away from us, but I would still be able to catch up to him easily. This time, though, it looked like I was gonna have to get a little more aggressive if I wanted him to take me seriously.  
 
    “Hold on tight, Mael,” I warned the Noble on my back.  
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing, Lord Evan?” Mael snarked in response.  
 
    I blasted forward once more, but this time I thought up a plan as I moved. If Zoklan wouldn’t hold still long enough for me to talk to him, then I was going to have to force him to stop flying.  
 
    My webbing was the perfect way to make that happen.  
 
    This time, when I was about twenty feet behind the black dragon, I held out my right leg, used my precision aiming ability to home in on the base of Zoklan’s wings, and then shot a blast of thick, sticky webbing straight at my father. The web stuck to Zoklan with a wet plop, so I made my next move and began to fly around the dragon in quick circles at the speed of light. As I did so, the webbing around his wings grew into a thicker and thicker layer, and soon I heard him let out a growl as the two appendages were pressed together and immobilized.  
 
    Zoklan bellowed angrily as he lost his momentum and then began to plummet downward, until he finally slammed into one of the nearby mountaintops. His body smashed into one of the rocky cliffs and bounced for a few hops before Zoklan was back on his feet, and the dragon’s snout whipped in my direction as his mouth glowed with a strange green shimmer.  
 
    I didn’t know what he was about to do, but I knew it wasn’t going to be good.  
 
    A spray of bubbling green liquid erupted from Zoklan’s mouth and shot toward Mael and I like water from a fire hose. I quickly rolled out of the way of the attack, and I heard the cloudy mist behind me sizzle and crackle as the green spray passed through the misty liquid.  
 
    Acid breath.  
 
    Zoklan had freaking acid breath.  
 
    And that was probably only the beginning.  
 
    If my father was really an interdimensional traveler like we thought he was, there was no telling what kinds of crazy predations he’d picked up throughout the years.  
 
    “You’re making it very hard to not fight back, you know!” I said as Mael and I swooped down and landed on the opposite side of my father. “Just talk to us, Zoklan.”  
 
    “How do you know my name?” Zoklan snarled, and his voice was deep and powerful, almost like Benedict Cumberbun or whatever his name was. 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you just chill out for a second,” I explained. “Or are you going to keep attacking us?”  
 
    “I have no quarrel with you,” Zoklan continued as he narrowed his eyes. “Whoever you are. But I will not be taken.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to say something else, but when I saw my father’s next ability, my jaw hit the ground as I just let out a gasp.  
 
    The scales on each side of Zoklan’s legs cracked like an eggshell, and then six extra limbs burst through and hit the ground. The new legs were nothing like a dragon’s, though, as they were covered with slimy pink flesh and had crab-like spikes at the bottom of each one. Before I could say another word, the new legs lifted up Zoklan’s body, and he scuttled away with the speed of a freaking drag racer.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I growled as I dashed forward after my fleeing father.  
 
    Even with my speed skill, I was only barely able to keep up. Zoklan remained about ten feet ahead of me for the entire chase, and I knew if I wanted to catch up, I needed to up my game.  
 
    I called upon my stone magic and summoned three giant tendrils out of the earth, one from below my father and two from the sides. They each grabbed onto one of Zoklan’s legs, and the dragon snarled as he was tripped up and slammed into the ground with a powerful, ground shaking crash. The second he was down, I tapped into my nature magic and caused the plants around Zoklan to elongate and wrap him up in their embrace.  
 
    “Hold still, dammit!” I hissed as I ran up to the fallen dragon and prepared for whatever other surprises he had up his sleeves. 
 
    Zoklan roared as he blasted a shot of acid breath forward, but the stone tendrils simply pushed his head into the ground, and the deadly spray harmlessly landed on the empty ground before him.  
 
    Finally, we had him.  
 
    I slowed to a gentle walk as we approached my father, though my heart was still racing as adrenaline coursed through my body.  
 
    “Is he finally down?” Mael asked as he shifted uneasily along my spine. “Is it safe to approach?”  
 
    “Probably not,” I warned. “But we’re going to do it anyway.” 
 
    Suddenly, the ground beneath Zoklan started to rumble like it was experiencing an earthquake, and then it fell away as a massive sinkhole appeared beneath him.  
 
    Shit. He must have some earth powers, too. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I leapt up into the sky with Mael on my back, and half a second later, the ground fell out from beneath me.  
 
    Zoklan remained silent as his body plummeted backward and then disappeared into the darkness below.  
 
    “Should we go after him?” Mael asked.  
 
    “That’s what he wants us to do…” I hesitated. “Apparently, he’s got some sort of burrowing ability that lets him create tunnels in the ground on a whim. If we follow him down into the ground, he’ll be in his own element, and we’ll be at his mercy.”  
 
    “Wh-what did I miss?” Callan huffed as he flew down to my side. “Where is Zoklan?”  
 
    “He’s trying to run away again,” I growled. “But I’m not going to let him escape.”  
 
    Your premonition powers, Evan! Miraya said from deep within my Spiritual Sea. That will tell you where he is going. Or at least, one of many options.  
 
    Miraya was right, so I closed my eyes and summoned up the power of premonition that resided inside of me, until I finally opened my eyes and saw several golden pathways on the ground in front of me. One of them led directionally down into the darkness before it twisted around, while there were three more that turned in the opposite direction of where I was facing and crawled down the side of the mountains.  
 
    Then my heart stopped in my chest.  
 
    The other Nobles.  
 
    All four of these pathways led down the mountain, which would eventually lead to the spot where my friends were standing guard. I couldn’t leave them alone to fight Zoklan. Even though they were powerful warriors each with a Noble sword, they wouldn’t stand a chance against a dragon like my father.  
 
    “He’s heading down the mountain!” I told Callan and Mael. “We need to cut him off.”  
 
    “I’ll follow him through the darkness, Lord Evan,” Callan offered.  
 
    “What? No way. It’s too dangerous.”  
 
    “We cannot let him escape,” the green dragon reminded me, though there was a slight quiver in his voice. “I can follow him down into the earth, so if he tries to backtrack and get out this way, he will be cut off.”  
 
    Callan was right. If all three of us went down to the bottom of the mountain and waited for Zoklan to pop out the other side, he could easily just decide to turn around and burrow away in another direction. At least if Callan was on his tail, he would think we were chasing him, and Zoklan would have to at least try and get through a full-grown dragon if he wanted to get away.  
 
    “Be careful,” I said to my friend. “Keep Zoklan at bay, but don’t do anything stupid, alright? If it looks like he’s going to beat you or kill you, get the fuck out of there immediately.”  
 
    “I shall keep that in mind.” The green dragon smirked, and then he floated down to the edge of the sinkhole. “You two be careful as well.”  
 
    Callan hesitated for a moment before he flapped his wings and slowly descended into the abyss below.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to Mael as I turned in the sky. “Let’s get back down to the others.”  
 
    I used my enhanced speed ability to fly down through the cloudy barrier that surrounded the mountaintops, and then I looked out at the sprawling hills and ravines below. Mael and I ducked down into a valley as I continued to follow the glowing golden pathway on the ground, until finally I came out over the edge of the rocky formations.  
 
    Down below I could see Amin, Nike, Solon, Redmon, Nokomis, and Skye as they huddled in a circle with their swords drawn and at the ready, and their eyes were locked skyward as they searched for any signs of the black dragon that was said to reside in these parts.  
 
    Little did they know, the threat was coming from below.  
 
    I swooped down as quickly as I could, which seemed to elicit surprised chatter from my Nobles.  
 
    “What is the matter, Lord Evan?” Amin asked as I slammed into the ground and then continued to follow the golden pathway. “Was Zoklan not in his cave?”  
 
    “He was in his cave!” Mael warned everyone as he slid off my back and rolled into an upright position. “And he’s coming right for all of you!”  
 
    Much to my surprise, the golden magic string stopped only about one hundred feet away from where I now ran. That had to be where Zoklan was coming out.  
 
    “Prepare for battle,” I warned everyone. “Remember, we’re trying to incapacitate Zoklan, not hurt him.”  
 
    “No promises,” Mael growled, and as I looked over my shoulder, I saw the Tunglian transform into his massive wolf form.  
 
    I summoned my nature magic as I tried to take in our surroundings. My father was somewhere below the surface, and I had to wait for the exact perfect moment to bring him back up topside. My enhanced hearing searched beneath the surface for any sorts of noises that would alert me to his presence, and finally I heard the sound of scuttling coming from a few hundred feet away.  
 
    It was heading right along the golden path.  
 
    I held my breath as I waited for Zoklan to get closer, and soon he was only a few feet away. Then I called forth my stone magic, slammed both my feet into the ground, and created a giant, flat-topped pillar of stone deep down below my body. It broke through the surface half a second later, and as it appeared through the top of the earth, I saw that it had a passenger.  
 
    Zoklan roared with rage when I stopped the pillar and tossed him into the air, and he was probably even more angry when I shot up a string of my webbing and caught him by the chest. I gave the web a hearty tug as I yanked Zoklan back down to earth, and he responded with a blast of acid breath as he plummeted.  
 
    I rolled away from the attack seconds before it splashed onto the spot where I’d been standing, and then I made my move.  
 
    Maybe if I petrified him, it would finish this whole song and dance once and for all. I opened up my mouth and spat out a spray of greenish-yellow mist, which hissed as it surrounded Zoklan’s snout and began to waft up into his nostrils.  
 
    Zoklan huffed and hacked as his body trembled, until finally his ten legs went rigid. However, even though his legs seemed frozen in place, the rest of my father’s body was still as good as new.  
 
    “Just remember…” Zoklan’s booming voice warned. “You asked for this.”  
 
    “All I asked was that you listen to me for a second,” I grumbled. “Look, Zoklan, I’m here to talk to you about the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    Zoklan didn’t respond. Instead, his body quickly shifted, and before me stood a tall, muscular man. Zoklan had the same green, slitted eyes as he did in his dragon form, and he wore a simple black sleeveless robe that reminded me like something straight out of Kobra Kai. His jet-black hair had been shaved into a close buzz cut against his pasty skull, and I could see dozens of misshapen scars all along his flesh. Then Zoklan held up his hands as if he were about to shoot a bow and arrow, and there was a flash of green as a magic weapon appeared in his hands.  
 
    An acid bow. He’d created an acid-tossing bow out of thin air, just like I could do with my fire.  
 
    I jumped out of the way the second he let go of his attack, and the glowing green arrow just barely missed my underside. The projectile hissed as it melted the rock behind me, and then I tossed out a bit of web down onto my father’s position.  
 
    It wrapped him up like a spider’s prey, but he was quick to summon up an acid knife, which melted through it like a hot iron through cardboard.  
 
    “Zoklan!” Nike declared from somewhere off to the side. “We do not wish to harm you. Lay down your weapon and submit to Lord Evan, and we promise all will be forgiven.”  
 
    “You know, you keep saying that,” Zoklan grumbled. “I don’t believe you for one second, you silver-eyed bastard.”  
 
    “Please, Zoklan,” Nokomis tried one last time to use diplomacy. “The fate of Rahma lies in your hands.”  
 
    “I already know that, lady,” my father spat. “If you idiots would just leave me alone, maybe I could finish what I started.”  
 
    “We want to help you,” I repeated as I landed on the ground. “Please just hear us out… It’s about the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    “Everybody wants this fucking sword,” Zoklan snarled. “I swear I’m going to take it back to Yashur and make him eat the damn thing.”  
 
    “We don’t want it for the reasons you think,” I promised. “Zoklan, we are--”  
 
    Zoklan’s hands suddenly lit up with green magic, and he backhand-threw a handful of glowing acidic daggers at all of my friends.  
 
    I quickly summoned up fiery shields in front of their pathways, and the two magics sizzled as they bounced off each other. Suddenly, Zoklan reached down to his side and seemed to pull a sword out of thin air. It had a dark black hilt, though the blade itself was a regular silver color, and it was only about the same length as my own.  
 
    That’s her! Miraya gasped. That is Remna!  
 
    “You want this sword?” Zoklan taunted. “Come and fucking take it.”  
 
    My father leapt over toward Nike and took a swipe at him with his blade, but thankfully the Noble of the Sword of Light was quick on the draw. Sparks flew as my brother was knocked to the ground, and then he rolled away seconds before the Sword of Shadows stabbed into the spot he’d just been standing at.  
 
    I blasted a bit of webbing at my father, but his six crab-like legs popped out of his body, and he moved out of the way and to safety.  
 
    A fireball from Redmon blasted into Zoklan’s back and knocked him to the ground face-first, but the dragon was quick to jump back to his feet. Then Skye and Nokomis both dashed toward my father, but he came around with another handful of acidic daggers.  
 
    “Ahh!” Nokomis gasped as she cartwheeled out of the way.  
 
    Skye ducked underneath the deadly projectiles as she held out the Sword of Youth in front of her, and then a bolt of red lighting erupted from its tip. The blast struck Zoklan square in the chest, and he let out a grunt of pain as he flew backward and slammed into a nearby tree.  
 
    While Zoklan was stunned, I shot a blast of webbing around him, which pinned him up to the trunk of the tree and hopefully incapacitated him. Meanwhile, Skye and Solon both came at the dragon on either side until they had him surrounded, and the two nobles held their swords up the throat of Zoklan to try and threaten him to not make another move.  
 
    Of course, it didn’t work.  
 
    Zoklan simply smiled, and then there was a sound similar to a supersonic blast as the tree trunk behind him exploded into nothing but splinters. Skye and Solon both jumped away as they shielded their eyes from the blast, but the danger hadn’t passed just yet.  
 
    Without the support of its trunk, the entire top half of the tree began to fall forward, right toward my friends.  
 
    “Don’t let him escape!” I hissed as I sprang forward and saw Zoklan was trying to run away again.  
 
    I was sure he hoped the tree would be a good enough distraction to keep me occupied while he scurried away, but he’d thought wrong. Even as I flew up, caught the falling tree with my powerful claws, and held it in place, I could see the rest of my friends were chasing after Zoklan.  
 
    Mael’s Tunglian legs seemed to make him move the fastest, followed up closely by Nokomis’ slender, snow leopard figure. The others were much farther behind, but they weren’t about to give up yet.  
 
    I tossed the tree off into the forest before I shot forward and tried to catch up.  
 
    “Why hasn’t he turned back into a dragon?” I asked Miraya.  
 
    Your petrification magic seemed to work on him, Miraya explained. But only his dragon half. If he tries to turn back into his other form, he still wouldn’t be able to move.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad that’s worked, at least,” I sighed. “Nothing else seems to hold this guy.”  
 
    You just haven’t found the right combination yet, the spirit continued. Surely there is something that will get him to stop and pay attention to you.  
 
    “Yeah…” I trailed off as a sinking feeling grew in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    There was only one thing I could say that I was sure would get Zoklan’s attention, but it was something I’d wanted to hold off on until I actually got to know him better.  
 
    I could tell him I was his son.  
 
    Maybe, if nothing else, he wouldn’t want to harm his own flesh and blood, and he would at least hear me out.  
 
    Fuck it. I had to try.  
 
    Thanks to my super-speed ability, I was able to pass over both my friends and Zoklan without much effort, and then I flipped around and landed right in the way of his path. Finally, I transformed my body back into my human form and stood firmly as I stared down my father.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest like a drum, but I knew there was no other way.  
 
    “I’m your son!” I shouted as I held out my hands. “Zoklan, you are my father. I am the child of Sarah Mortsen!”  
 
    God, it still pained me to say her name out loud. I’d avoided it for as long as I could remember, as if I somehow thought not saying my mother’s name would hide the fact she was dead. Of course, I knew that was all bullshit, but it still felt weird to say it out loud.  
 
    Thankfully, this finally got the response I wanted out of Zoklan.  
 
    The muscular man skidded to a stop when he heard my mother’s name.  
 
    “H-How do you know who that is?” he demanded as he pointed the Sword of Shadows at me. “Don’t you dare use Sarah’s name to trick me, boy, unless you want the most horrific, painful death I can muster.”  
 
    “It’s not a trick.” I shook my head as my friends stopped behind Zoklan. “My name is Evan. I come from Earth.”  
 
    “Earth?” Zoklan scoffed and rolled his green eyes. “You really think I’m going to believe a random human came here, rebuilt Hatra, and did all the legendary shit you’ve done?”  
 
    So, he had heard of me before.  
 
    “I’m not a regular human,” I explained. “I’m half-dragon, thanks to you.”  
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Zoklan said as his grip tightened on the Sword of Shadows. “Sarah would have told me if she had a child.”  
 
    My heart somehow felt both hurt and happy at the same time. My father hadn’t abandoned my mother and I. He’d just never known I existed in the first place.  
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t sure which one was worse.  
 
    “She always told everyone you abandoned us,” I continued. “At least, that’s what Emma said while I was growing up.”  
 
    “Emma? I don’t know how you know so much about my time on Earth, kid, but I’d shut your mouth if you know what’s good for you.”  
 
    “I am your son, Zoklan,” I continued. “Zarek thinks so, too.”  
 
    “My brother?” Zoklan’s green eyes narrowed. “You keep my brother out of this, you son of a bitch.”  
 
    “Careful,” I said as I clenched my fists. “I don’t let anybody talk about my mother like that. She was a perfect human being, as you already know.”  
 
    “Where is my brother?”  
 
    “He’s safe,” I said as my heart pounded. “In the prison airship of the Blue Tree Guild.”  
 
    Zoklan’s face fell as the color drained from his cheeks. Then his eyes seemed to glisten with rage, and he unleashed an angry battle cry as he leapt forward and raised the Sword of Shadows above his head.  
 
    I quickly pulled the Sword of Hatra out of my spatial storage and parried the blow. I then ducked down seconds before one of Zoklan’s acid-magic daggers swished past my head, and I countered with a punch to the man’s gut.  
 
    He growled as he skidded back a few steps, but then he responded with a handful of deadly green daggers.  
 
    I dispelled them with one of my fire shields, but apparently that was all part of his plan. While I was distracted, Zoklan came at me again with his sword, and I just barely was able to get my own blade down in front of it before it cut me in half. I twisted around behind Zoklan before I summoned a fiery whip into my hands, lashed it around his feet, and yanked him off the ground.  
 
    The six slithery legs of the black dragon came out of his sides and caught him before he hit the ground, and then Zoklan launched himself backwards. As he flipped over me, the dragon attempted to split my head open like a watermelon, but I was too quick.  
 
    I rolled forward before I twisted around and blocked another incoming swing from the Sword of Shadows.  
 
    “Hold on, Lord Evan!” Nike said as he approached, but I shot the Noble a glare.  
 
    “No,” I commanded my brother. “This is between me and him.”  
 
    Nike seemed to understand, and he stopped in his tracks and simply stood there with his sword at the ready.  
 
    Meanwhile, Zoklan took a step back and wiped a bit of sweat from his upper lip.  
 
    “You’ve got a lot of nerve, kid,” the black dragon growled. “You come to my turf, try to capture me, and then start slandering the name of the one woman I loved more than anything in this world? I was just going to rough you up a little before, but now? I’m going to kill you.”  
 
    Zoklan’s six legs made him lurch forward like a bat out of hell, but I was able to knock away his blade with ease. At the same time, I summoned up my stone magic and commanded a bunch of small tendrils to come up and wrap around his crab-like appendages. He tried to break their grasp, but it was no use.  
 
    Instead, Zoklan snarled and took a swing at me with the Sword of Shadows. I blocked the heavy blow, but it was enough to knock me down onto one knee. I could feel the sheer power of the sword as it threatened to overtake me, though I refused to submit.  
 
    “I… Am… Not… Your… Enemy,” I said through gritted teeth as I pushed back against Zoklan. “If I was, you’d be dead already.”  
 
    Zoklan opened up his mouth, which began to glow green.  
 
    I dug my heels into the ground, gave his sword a hearty push, and knocked it backward, and at the same time I summoned up my web powers and shot it directly over Zoklan’s mouth.  
 
    He wasn’t about to take me out with his acid breath, that was for sure.  
 
    The black dragon tried to hit me again, but now that he was trapped, it was no use.  
 
    I blocked the blade, and then I twisted it around and flipped the Sword of Shadows out of Zoklan’s hands.  
 
    “No!” he said with a muffled gasp as he summoned an acid sword into his hands.  
 
    I jumped backwards seconds before I would have been disemboweled, and then I summoned up more tendrils of rock. They wrapped around my father like a straightjacket this time, and now that he couldn’t use his acid powers or turn into a dragon, he was done for.  
 
    There was the sound of a supersonic blast as large chunks of my rocky prison were blown away behind Zoklan, but I quickly reformed them. No matter how hard he tried to escape, it was no use.  
 
    A pained expression overtook Zoklan’s face as he realized he was trapped.  
 
    “Do you yield?” I asked as I held the Sword of Hatra up to his face. “We are flesh and blood, Zoklan. And we are on the same side. That is the reason you’re still alive, right now, Father.”  
 
    Zoklan tried once more to blow away the rocks behind him, but at this point, it was a desperate final gasp.  
 
    Just to put a cherry on top of the situation, Callan’s massive green figure finally burst out through the ground behind us, and he flew up into the air before he let out a long, annoyed huff and looked down at Zoklan and I.  
 
    “I see you have the situation handled, Lord Evan,” Callan noted.  
 
    “I am Lord Evan Mortsen,” I repeated. “Son of Sarah Mortsen and Zoklan the black dragon. You don’t have to believe me, but it’s the truth.”  
 
    Zoklan looked up at the hovering dragon and back to me, and then his eyes glanced over to my friends who surrounded him. Finally, after all this time, he realized he had been defeated.  
 
    The black dragon let out a heavy sigh as he hung his head. Then he nodded solemnly as he surrendered to me, and I lowered my sword.  
 
    Predation: Activated. 
 
    Skill: Acid Magic. 
 
    My father had yielded to me, which meant that my predation abilities were able to mimic one of his powers, like I had with the artifact spirits currently imprisoned in my spiritual sea. Honestly, though, I was just glad it was the acid magic and not the creepy, slimy crab legs.  
 
    “For the millionth time,” I continued. “I’m not going to kill you, Father. Now, if I let you out of these restraints, are you going to try to attack us again?”  
 
    For the first time, Zoklan’s green eyes didn’t look angry, but rather sad. The slitted pupils glistened behind the defeat that lingered like a thin film, and the dragon shook his head to confirm.  
 
    I reached up, summoned a small fire dagger into my hand, and then gently sliced it across the web on Zoklan’s lips.  
 
    “Yeow!” my father grumbled. “What kind of sadistic torture is this?”  
 
    “I’m not torturing you,” I said with a roll of my eyes, and then I snapped my fingers and recalled the stone tendrils back into the ground. “I’m letting you go.”  
 
    “I suppose if this is how I’m meant to go, then so be it.” Zoklan rubbed his sides as he looked over my friends and I. “You did best me in combat, and I am a dragon of my word.”  
 
    “For the last time, I don’t want to kill you,” I sighed. “I’m here because you have the Sword of Shadows.”  
 
    “Why would anyone want that fucking sword?” Zoklan scoffed. “It was pretty useless in battle.”  
 
    “That’s because you are not the Noble meant to wield it,” Skye explained. “Emarla of Pashar is the one it belongs to, as she is a part of the Noble bloodline.”  
 
    “Noble bloodline?” my father echoed. “What are you-- Wait. Are those…”  
 
    Zoklan pointed at the various swords in the hands of my allies, and I gave him a nod.  
 
    “The Noble Swords,” I said. “That’s why we wanted to find you, Father. We have to bond the Swords to their rightful owners and then bond them to me, and soon.”  
 
    “Why? So you can become the most powerful being in all of Rahma? I have news for you, kid… There’s already somebody who’s got you beat on that front.”  
 
    “The Demon King, I assume?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “You know about him, too?” My father’s lips curled in disgust at the mere mention of the name.  
 
    “Like I said before, we’re on the same side. We are combining the Noble Swords because it is the only way to close the Breach.”  
 
    “Close the Breach?” Zoklan snorted. “I’ve been trying to do that for centuries, and I’m nowhere close to figuring it out.”  
 
    “Lord Evan has it figured out,” Amin interjected. “We simply need to return your sword back to its rightful owner, that is all.”  
 
    “We just want the Sword of Shadows,” I explained. “Then you can be on your way. I hope you won’t be, though… As much as I’ve dreamed about the day I could tell off my deadbeat dad to his face, you’re not half-bad. And you’re a damn good fighter.”  
 
    “Are-- Are you really Sarah’s child?” Zoklan asked with a bit of hope in his voice. “Where is she now? Can I see her, by chance?”  
 
    Tears filled my eyes as I took a deep breath. It was never easy telling somebody you were an orphan, but it was even worse when it was somebody who actually knew the deceased.  
 
    “She’s dead,” I whispered as I hung my head. “She died when I was just a little boy, and her sister has taken care of me ever since.”  
 
    “Sarah-- Sarah’s dead?” my father asked, and when I nodded, he couldn’t hold back his emotions anymore.  
 
    Zoklan fell to his knees as tears streamed down his face, and then he lifted his head up to the sky and unleashed a bellowing blast of acid breath as he screamed. He held the roar for several seconds before he finally released his attack, and then he hung his head.  
 
    “I always intended to return,” Zoklan murmured. “Once all this was over. I just always thought-- I thought there would be enough time.”  
 
    “Then come with me, Father,” I offered. “Help me close the Breach once and for all.”  
 
    “How could I have been so stupid?” the dragon continued as he stared at the ground. “I wasted it all… I wasted her entire precious, beautiful life running around the dimensions trying to selfishly save my own world, when she was struggling with our child back on Earth.”  
 
    “It is alright, Zoklan,” Nokomis said as she placed her hand on his shoulder and tried to comfort the dragon. “You did not know.”  
 
    “I should have,” Zoklan spat and shrugged off the woman’s kind hand. “I should have gone back sooner and seen her before she-- Fuck, I can’t even say it.”  
 
    “Help us close the Breach, Father,” I repeated as I swallowed past the tightness in my throat. “It would be the best way to honor her memory.”  
 
    “How?” My father snapped his head up, but the tears in his eyes offset his angry scowl. “If it wasn’t for this stupid Breach, I would have been back with her by now. With you, too. I missed your entire childhood.”  
 
    “But now you are here to witness the man he’s become,” Redmon’s soft, comforting voice explained. “Lord Evan is set to become the King of all Rahma, and it is his sworn duty to protect this world.”  
 
    “Is… that true?” Zoklan asked as he met my gaze.  
 
    “Yes, I married Princess Alyona.” I nodded and smiled softly. “Daughter of King Rodion. I left Earth behind nearly two years ago, and I have no intentions of returning now. Everyone I care about is now here, with me, in Rahma, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let this world be destroyed by the Demon King and his minions.”  
 
    A long moment of silence passed as my father studied me, and then he sniffled.  
 
    “It appears you have become quite the man,” Zoklan chuckled as he wiped away his tears and stood to his feet. “A man any father would be very proud of.”  
 
    My heart stopped at his words. Not only had I finally met my father, but he’d already admitted he was proud of what I’d done.  
 
    “We’re all proud of him, as well,” Nike said as he puffed out his chest. “I am happy to call Lord Evan my brother.”  
 
    “And we are both happy to call him our lover,” Skye added as she pointed back and forth between herself and Nokomis.  
 
    “And we are happy to call him our ally and future king,” Amin declared, and Redmon and Solon backed him up with a synchronized “aye.”  
 
    Meanwhile, Mael said something in his Tunglian language, but it came out in snarls and grunts. I was sure it was something pleasant, though.  
 
    “What do you say, Father?” I asked. “I could use a powerful dragon like yourself on this quest. Plus, we’ve got over twenty years to catch up on together.”  
 
    Zoklan mulled over my words for a moment as he looked over at the fallen Sword of Shadows, and then he looked back at me and smiled.  
 
    “Our quests seem to be in alignment, son,” he admitted. “I will help you seal the breach.”  
 
    “Thank the Gods!” Callan said with a relieved sigh.  
 
    “I must warn you, though, Evan…” Zoklan continued. “I do not trust that Noble Sword in the hands of anyone else.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked with a furrowed brow. “Did it try to talk you into doing bad things? Because we already knew it would be a problem.”  
 
    “It’s not that.” He shook his head. “It’s the sheer power of the blade itself, and the spirit inside of it. Thankfully, I am a fairly powerful magic user, so its influence didn’t affect me at all. But in the wrong hands? The sword could potentially be used to bring about the end of Inati itself.”  
 
    “Alyona can help us figure that out,” I promised. “We’re not going to let Remna hurt anyone, especially not my beloved Emarla.”  
 
    “I hope you are correct, son.” Zoklan frowned. “The spirit is searching for the perfect vessel to possess, and when she finds it? Well, I do not wish to be around when that occurs.”  
 
    It sounded like there was a lot more to the Sword of Shadows than we’d originally anticipated, but this was a problem I was sure we could handle. We’d come this far, after all these years, and I wasn’t about to let a rogue Sword Spirit throw a wrench into our plans.  
 
    We needed to get back to Hatra, and we needed to see if there was some way to purify the spirit in this blade.  
 
    “Let’s get back home,” I announced to our friends. “I’ll have Alyona portal everybody back once we’re there.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Amin said with a bow. “I just wish I had been of greater assistance in this fight.”  
 
    “You did a lot, Amin,” I promised the Viking-looking dude. “Plus, I’m positive this isn’t the last time I’ll be calling on you.”  
 
    “Farewell, Evan,” Mael’s human voice announced, and I looked over to see the Tunglian wearing a happy smile and nothing else.  
 
    “P-Please tell Shaya I said hello,” Nike chuckled. “And that I will see her soon.”  
 
    “I will do that, my friend.” The Alpha nodded, and then he turned away and shuffled off into the forest. “Until next time, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “Hop on, Father,” I said to Zoklan as I transformed into my dragon form. “I know you still can’t fly.”  
 
    “You made sure of that, kid,” the dragon chuckled, but then he jumped up onto my back.  
 
    Callan landed, and the rest of our friends climbed aboard before we set off for Hatra. We flew over Afur and then the surrounding area that became more arid and desert-like, until finally we found ourselves near the White Jade Temple.  
 
    That’s when I felt my stomach fall into my heart.  
 
    The smell of miasma was almost overpowering as we approached the Breach, and when it finally came into view, it was massive. I could see the silhouettes of several demons as they pushed against the barrier and tried to escape, and there were more of the damn things than I’d ever seen before.  
 
    Then I saw him.  
 
    There was a shadowy figure that seemed double the size of the rest, and his glowing orange eyes cut through the Breach like a knife and stared into my soul.  
 
    “It’s him,” Zoklan growled from my back. “He’s almost strong enough to break free.”  
 
    Without even saying a word, I knew who we were looking at.  
 
    The Demon King hovered just on the other side of the Breach.  
 
    His power was growing by the minute, and apparently that meant Rodion’s hold on the Breach was beginning to falter.  
 
    But that wouldn’t matter once I got Emarla bonded with the Sword of Shadows and then bonded to my Spiritual Sea. Once we did that, we could finish off the Breach once and for all. And now, I had a powerful new ally in this fight, one I knew I could trust and who hated the Demon King just as much as I did.  
 
    We were going to finish this fight as father and son.  
 
    I just hoped we wouldn’t be too late.  
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