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 Chapter 1 

“There it is, Father!” I said to Zoklan the mighty black dragon as we approached my beloved city. “Hatra, my home.” 

“By the gods…” my father trailed off with a surprised gasp. “This is Hatra? The last time I saw this place, it was a complete ghost town.” 

“It was a ghost town when I got here,” I confirmed. 

“Pardon my intrusion, Lord Evan,” the elder Noble of the Sword, Redmon, asked from his spot behind Zoklan. “But what does ‘ghost town’ mean? Is that one of your Earth sayings?” 

“It is.” I nodded. “It means a town that’s pretty much been abandoned and in total disarray.” 

“Ah.” The old wizard chuckled. “I suppose that makes more sense than what I was thinking… I thought you meant to tell us Hatra was filled with the spirits of the deceased.”

It kind of was, though. The spirit of Tristan, my adopted grandfather, still wandered about in the halls of the ancestors below the city. He would show up to me like a freaking force ghost whenever I called upon him, and he always gave me advice on the decisions I was making as a ruler and as an adventurer.

However, I didn’t want to make things complicated, so I simply shrugged off Redmon’s comment. 

“Lord Evan has brought Hatra back to its former glory,” my brother, Nike, said proudly from his perch atop Callan’s back. “His work has been nothing short of extraordinary.” 

The young Noble’s black hair billowed in the wind as he rode upon the green dragon and Noble of the Sword of Waning known as Callan. Nike had been my most loyal friend since I’d arrived in Rahma all that time ago, and he was practically like a brother to me now. He always had my back, and I always had his. 

“You can say that again,” Zoklan noted. “This is incredible, son! How did you do all of this?” 

“With a lot of help,” I admitted. “And a whole lot of ingenuity. I’ll have one of my subjects take you on a tour once we’ve landed and everything has settled down.

“I just want to get back home,” Amin, the Viking-like Noble, sighed as he stroked his beard. “Biarma is surely worried about me by now.” 

“I must get back to my people, as well,” the bird Demi-Human, Solon, agreed. “It appears the Demon King is growing more powerful by the day, and I do not wish to leave my subjects without a leader for any extended period of time.” 

“I wouldn’t get too comfortable,” I reminded them all. “I will need to call upon all of you nobles again when the time finally comes to enter the Breach.” 

“Or if the Demon King is able to break through,” Nokomis, our lovely snow leopard Demi-Human, said with a shudder. 

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said somberly. “If he’s able to break through the Breach, we’re all doomed.” 

“Which is why you and your dear father here are going to shut it,” Skye, the blue-skinned half-Nepin woman, declared. “I have all the faith in the world that you both will rise to the challenge.” 

“You have more faith than I do, my dear,” Zoklan said. “I’ve been trying to shut the Breach for decades to no avail… Though it sounds like Evan has a solid plan. At least, more solid of a plan than I’ve ever had.” 

That part was mostly true. My beautiful wife Alyona had figured out that, if I wanted to stand a chance against the Demon King and wished to close the Breach for good, I needed to become the most powerful entity in all of Rahma. To do that, I needed to bond with the other eleven Nobles of the Sword, which would give me enhanced abilities and the power to match any creature in this world, the Demon King included. I’d already bonded with ten of the Noble Swords, and thanks to our most recent mission to find my father, we were now in possession of the twelfth and final sword, the Sword of Shadows. 

However, Zoklan seemed really worried about what would happen once it was reunited with a member of its Noble bloodline, considering it had driven all of its previous wielders mad. The Spirit of the Sword of Hatra, Miraya, had warned me the spirit that dwelled inside this final sword was not one to be taken lightly, and she was an agent of chaos who had no use nor desire to work with the humans she was bonded with, which could be a major problem when it came time to do the Redimi Vincio ceremony. 

Not to mention, I didn’t want the damn thing to hurt Emarla. Emarla was a beautiful half-mermaid who was a distant relative of the Sword of Shadow’s previous owner, and since the Redimi Vincio ceremony only worked with women, she was our only option. Thankfully, I’d grown fond of the pink-haired bombshell over the last few days, and we’d already consummated our love once and had been on a few adventures together. 

Back during our time in Pullis, I’d been told mermaids couldn’t physically breed with other races, though in the time since, Emarla had clarified that it was apparently a suggestion instead of a biological rule. The natives of Pullis were not very keen on visitors, so it made sense they’d lie about breeding habits in order to keep their bloodlines ‘pure.’ Hell, even the mere existence of Emarla was evidence of that falsehood, considering her father was a dwarf. 

One thing was for certain, though. If the Sword of Shadows thought it was going to corrupt such an innocent soul like Emarla, there were gonna be some big problems ahead for it. 

A few of the citizens of Hatra waved to us as they saw Callan and I pass over the city gates, and then I led the green dragon over to the courtyard of the newly-built Lunar Palace. The two of us landed on the sandy ground, and everybody dismounted from our backs before we turned back into our human forms. 

“Is this… The Lunar Palace?” Zoklan sputtered as he looked up at the grand structure before us. “I thought it was destroyed when the miasma ran through the city?” 

“We rebuilt it,” I explained as the main doors opened up and beckoned for us to enter. “We had Leyte’s finest architects help us design it, and the people of Hatra and I did the heavy lifting. It’s incredible, isn’t it?” 

“It is,” my father admitted. “I-I’m so proud of you, son. I just wish Sara-- your mother was around to see the kind of man you’ve grown into, because I know she’d have been proud of you, too.” 

A lump rose in my throat, but I didn’t get a chance to respond.

“Evan!” Alyona’s happy voice called from across the room. 

I looked up to see my beautiful wife running toward me at top speed. Her amethyst eyes were practically glowing as she ran, and her long white hair billowed behind her like a vertical cascade. The pale princess was clad in a simple white tunic that did little to cover up her voluptuous body, and her swollen breasts bounced freely and jiggled with each footfall she made. The fabric of her tunic was pressed tightly against her pregnant belly, which was now so large I wondered how much longer it would be before she went into labor. 

Hopefully not until after we slayed the Demon King and Rahma was safe. 

My adopted parents, Ruslan and Julia, trailed behind Alyona, though they walked at a simple, steady pace. Aunt Emma was right there beside the fox Demi-Human and his wife, but she was walking with a bit more gusto than the other two. 

I was all smiles as Alyona skidded to a stop and tossed her arms around my neck. The beautiful princess pressed her lips up against mine, and we kissed intently for a solid minute before she finally pulled away. 

“I’m glad to see you, too,” I said with a smirk, and then I touched her pregnant belly. “How’s Evan junior?” 

“We’re not really going to call him that, are we?” Alyona giggled. 

“Of course not,” I chuckled. “Unless that’s the name you wanted… But I don’t think you do.” 

“I do not.” Alyona shook her head. “The baby is doing well, and it will certainly be much better now that I know you have returned from your long journey. Did you find the real sword?” 

“We did,” I confirmed as I pointed to Zoklan. “We also found my father.” 

“Zoklan.” My wife smiled as she turned to my dad. “It is such a pleasure to finally meet you.” 

“You must be Rodion’s girl,” Zoklan said before he took Alyona’s hand and gave it a courtly kiss. “I may have just come into Evan’s life, but one thing he’s already made crystal clear is how much he’s madly in love with you, and that you’re his entire world. And is that a grandchild I see on the way?” 

“It is.” Alyona nodded and placed a hand on her belly. “Our lineage will live on long after we are both gone, and the bond of our blood will rule over Rahma for the rest of time!” 

“Wow.” Zoklan chuckled as he ran his hand through his buzzed hairline. “This is quite the honor.” 

“What do you know about honor?” Aunt Emma growled as she strode up to the scene. “I wondered if I’d ever get to see your slimy face again.” 

“Emma,” my father gasped as he locked eyes with my aunt. “I did not expect to see you in Rahma, especially since--” 

“Especially since you’d thought you could slip away forever?” Aunt Emma growled as she put her hands on her hips. “Just have a bit of fun with my sister and then never be heard from again?” 

“That was never my intention,” Zoklan argued. “I fully intended to return to Earth the second the Breach was closed and Rahma was safe.” 

“Yeah?” My aunt’s eyes filled with tears. “Well, while you were out exploring the universes or whatever, Sarah-- Sarah died, and your son was left an orphan. If I hadn’t been around to raise him… Well, I don’t even want to think about what would have happened to Evan.” 

“Words cannot describe how grateful I am for what you did, Emma,” Zoklan sighed. 

“And words can’t describe how much I want to slap you in the face and spout off all sorts of R-rated words right now.” 

“It’s alright, Aunt Emma,” I promised her as I stepped between the two. “He was trying to save the world.” 

“‘He was trying to save this world,’” my aunt scoffed. “All while the world his family lived in fell to pieces.” 

“That’s not fair, Emma,” Zoklan responded in a somewhat annoyed tone. “I have family here, too, you know. I had to think of them as well. And Sarah never told me she was pregnant!” 

“She didn’t get a chance to.” Emma frowned. “You were gone before she found out.” 

“I loved your sister, Emma,” my father continued as his green eyes grew misty. “Please understand that. I never would have left if I thought Rodion’s seals would be enough to keep the Demon King at bay, but we all know better than that. It was a matter of life and death, and I thought-- Well, I thought there would be plenty of time to live out my life with Sarah after this was done. I never intended to abandon her, and I certainly never intended to abandon my son.” 

“But you did,” Aunt Emma said through her tears of frustration. “Whether or not you meant to, you did. Do you know how difficult it was for me to try and explain to Evan where his father was? Especially when I didn’t even know myself?” 

“I cannot even begin to explain how sorry I am, Emma.” Zoklan bowed his head. “But I can’t change the past. I can only work toward a better future, and I pray that by helping Evan close the Breach, I can atone for all the times I wasn’t there for him.”

“Nothing can atone for that lost time,” Emma admitted. “But at least that’s a start.” 

“I still have plenty of life ahead of me, Aunt Emma,” I said as I tried to calm her down. “Once Rahma is safe and the Breach is closed, I can have all the time in the world with my father. For now, though? We need to find Emarla and give her the Sword of Shadows. Like, soon.” 

“Why the sudden rush, son?” Ruslan asked, and his foxlike ears twitched along with his words. “Emarla is safe here, and it sounds like you found the sword without much trouble.” 

“It’s the Demon King, Pops…” I sighed. “We saw him on the way back. He was still trapped on the other side of the Breach, but he’s closer than he’s ever been before.” 

“‘Son?’” Zoklan asked as he looked between Ruslan and I. “‘Pops?’” 

“Ruslan and Julia are my adopted parents,” I explained to my biological father. “They took me under their wings when I arrived in Hatra and didn’t have much direction. They’ve both bonded with me and have taught me wisdom beyond my years.” 

“I’m happy you have them, then.” My father nodded, and then he turned to Julia and Ruslan. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 

“The pleasure is all ours.” Julia smiled. “I am so happy Evan was finally able to find his birth father, and I am even more pleased to know you are willing to help us in our mission.” 

“I will do my best,” Zoklan promised. “It is the least I can do.” 

“Don’t get too caught up in yourself, Dad,” I chuckled as I gave Zoklan a small slap on the back. “You were already trying to seal the Breach before you even knew of my existence, so don’t act like this is some grand gesture or anything.” 

“I know, I know,” my father chuckled. “Though it sounds like you are much closer to victory than I’ve ever been.” 

“You can give all the credit to my beautiful wife,” I said as I gestured to Alyona. “It was her knack for research that helped me find out about the different Nobles and the idea of bonding with them to strengthen my own power.” 

“You’re too kind, my love,” Alyona giggled. 

“Um, Princess Alyona?” Solon interjected with a raise of his dark hand. “I don’t wish to interrupt, but… Lord Evan said you would send us home when we returned to Hatra? With the Demon King being so close to breaking through, we all feel as though we need to be back home to protect our people.” 

“Then that is where you shall go.” My wife smiled at the nobles. “Allow me to portal you back to where you belong.” 

Alyona stepped away from the rest of our crew, and then she lowered her head and began to whisper an incantation in a spellcasting language. As she spoke, the air in front of the woman began to spark and crackle with pure white light, until finally a glowing portal appeared out of thin air. Alyona repeated the incantation three more times to create four portals in total, and then she looked up and admired her work with a satisfied grin. 

“Thank you, Princess,” Solon said before he looked over his shoulder at me. “And good luck, Lord Evan. Know Ogrines will answer your call should you need them to fight for you.” 

We all bade each other farewell before Redmon, Solon, Amin, and Callan all stepped through their respective portals and returned to their homelands.

“Are you three not going home, as well?” Zoklan asked Skye, Nokomis, and Nike. 

“This is our home,” Sky explained with a frown. “We are a part of Evan’s harem, so we have our own rooms in the castle.” 

“You’re part of the harem, too?” My father tilted his head as he pointed at Nike. 

“What?” The Noble gasped as his face turned red, and he began to shake his head furiously. “Nonononono. I’m simply Lord Evan’s brother-in-arms.” 

“Don’t do Nike dirty like that,” I laughed. “He’s a total ladies’ man, for sure. He was even able to tame a gorgeous Tunglian woman.” 

“A Tunglian woman?” Zoklan whistled. “Now, that is impressive.” 

“It was nothing,” Nike chuckled with a nonchalant wave of his hand. “Nobles don’t kiss and tell.” 

“Evan certainly does,” Ruslan said with a smirk. “Or, at least, all of his lovers do… It seems like I cannot even go a single day without accidentally overhearing something about his nocturnal escapades.” 

“Don’t worry, Pops.” I smirked. “I’m sure those ‘escapades’ are just getting started.” 

“Should somebody go and get Emarla?” Julia interrupted with a very uncomfortable clearing of her throat. “The sword belongs to her, does it not?” 

“It does,” Alyona confirmed. “I believe she is still at the school, training in one of Rebecca or Valerra’s self-defense classes.” 

Before anyone could say anything else, I held up my right hand with my palm toward the sky, and I used my messenger ability to summon up a tiny, glowing silver dragon. This little guy was my trusty carrier pigeon, who would deliver whatever message I asked it to deliver to anybody, anywhere. 

“Tell Emarla to come and meet us in the courtyard of the Lunar Palace,” I instructed the dragon. “Tell her we have found the Sword of Shadows, and that it is time for it to be reunited with its rightful owner.” 

The little dragon gave me a firm nod before it sprang off my hand, landed on the ground with a comical thud, and then skittered away toward the school. As we watched him run, Zoklan clicked his tongue and whistled. 

“That’s a neat power, son,” Zoklan said. “My predations never seemed to be very useful outside of combat.” 

“It wasn’t a predation,” Ruslan explained with a proud smile as he puffed out his chest. “I taught Evan that magical ability, which was one of the very first things he mastered when he got to Hatra.” 

“Even better, then.” My father grinned. “Evan is a master of the magical arts, as well? I don’t think I could ever be a prouder parent.” 

Aunt Emma’s face twisted into an angry scowl at Zoklan’s words. Her arms folded across her chest, and her right foot began to tap impatiently, but she didn’t say a word. 

I could totally tell she wanted to, though. And knowing Aunt Emma, those words probably wouldn’t be too kind. 

“Do you think she’s ready?” Alyona asked and drew me from my thoughts. “Emarla, that is.” 

“I don’t know,” I admitted with a shake of my head. “We don’t really have any other choice right now, though. She is the only surviving member of her Noble bloodline, and she needs to be reunited with her destiny before I can connect with her.” 

Remna will try to corrupt Emarla, Miraya warned. That much I am certain of. I only wonder to what extent she will go with her insidious plot. 

“Miraya just warned me the sword will try to corrupt Emarla,” I repeated. “We have to be prepared for this in whatever way we can.” 

“Could Alyona do a simple purification spell?” Ruslan suggested. 

“Not on a Spirit that powerful,” Alyona sighed. “At least-- No…” 

“What?” I asked my wife with a raised eyebrow. “What are you thinking, Alyona? Any ideas would be very helpful right about now.” 

“Well, we could purify Remna within the Spiritual Sea she resides in,” she continued. “Though that would require us to enter another plane of existence and quite literally go into Emarla’s head.” 

“But can you do it?” I pressed further. “Is it possible?” 

“Maybe.” Alyona shrugged. “I’ve read plenty about this sort of spell in books and scrolls, though I’ve never once attempted to try it myself.” 

“That’s reassuring,” Zoklan mumbled under his breath. 

“Miraya?” I asked the spirit in my head. “Do you think such a spell is possible?” 

Honestly, after the last few years, Miraya responded, I’m not sure what is possible or not anymore. I know Remna is quite the trickster, though, and I would proceed with caution in whatever direction you decide to take. 

Fuck. It sounded like this was going to be a shot in the dark, no matter what we did. 

“Is there a chance the Sword of Shadows won’t corrupt her that badly?” I asked anybody who would listen. “If Emarla wasn’t completely corrupted, you could try a less intrusive spell, couldn’t you?” 

“In theory, yes.” Alyona nodded. “Though I’m not sure what that would look like.” 

It wouldn’t work, Miraya clarified. Remna is corrupted to the core. Even if you were able to purify Emarla’s Spiritual Sea or lock my sister away in a prison somewhere, she would still figure out a way to make her wielder do her bidding. 

“So, it sounds like there’s not much of a choice,” I sighed. “Miraya just said the only way to truly keep Emarla from becoming corrupted is to purify the spirit within the Sword of Shadows.” 

“Then why not just purify the Sword itself?” Nike questioned, which elicited a snarky snort from my father. 

“You can’t purify a Noble Sword,” Zoklan mused. “They were created by the gods themselves, so unless you’re a god yourself, I don’t see you getting very far.” 

“We will have to purify the spirit itself,” Alyona confirmed. “And that has to happen inside Emarla’s Spiritual Sea.” 

“Fuck me,” I grumbled. “Of course, we’re going to have to take the path of most resistance.” 

“Is there any other path?” my wife giggled. 

“Not in Rahma, apparently.” 

“Evan!” I heard a soft, singsongy voice call out from behind me. “You’ve returned!” 

As I looked back over my shoulder, I saw Emarla running toward me with a giant grin plastered on her face. The woman’s neon-pink hair hung down over her shoulders and bounced with each step of her gait, while the sun seemed to radiate off her tanned flesh. Emarla was half-dwarf, so she only stood about five feet tall, and that was with the leather sandals covering her feet. The woman’s navy-blue top wrapped around her chest in a crisscross pattern and then trailed down each arm, and a small skirt-like wrap of the same color sat on her waist. Her silver eyes were wide with excitement as she ran up to us, and then she skidded to a stop and bounced upon the balls of her feet. 

“That’s right,” I said. “I’m back. How are things going with the self-defense classes?” 

“Valerra doesn’t like me.” The half-mermaid shrugged. “She says I’m ‘too soft,’ and my arms and legs are ‘weaker than twigs.’” 

“She says that sort of stuff to everybody,” I reassured the pink-haired woman. “I wouldn’t take it too personally.” 

“Valerra has a hard time playing well with others,” Alyona added. “Unless she is kicking their butts, that is. She seems to really enjoy being around other people when she can beat them up.” 

Emarla looked like she was going to say something, but then her silver eyes wandered over to the sword on Zoklan’s belt. Instantly, the half-mermaid’s face fell, and it looked like the color had drained from her cheeks as she stared at the black-hilted sword. 

“Is that it?” Emarla asked in a somber tone. “The Sword of Shadows?” 

“It is,” Zoklan confirmed with a nod. “I believe it belongs to you, my friend.” 

Zoklan drew the Sword of Shadows from its scabbard, placed it flat-side down in his hand, and then presented it to the woman. 

Emarla stared at the weapon, though she just stood there and twisted her pink locks nervously. 

“You don’t have to take it if you’re not ready,” I told her. “We need to do the ceremony soon, but I don’t want to force this on you if you’re not prepared.” 

“I’m ready,” Emarla replied firmly. “I’m just trying to-- to prepare myself for what I might find when I pick up the sword. I’ve heard all the stories, Lord Evan, and I-- Well, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little afraid.”

“Don’t be scared, Emarla,” I said to the woman as I took her cheek in my hand and caressed it softly. “No matter what happens, we’ll be right here. I don’t let anything bad happen to my friends, remember?” 

“Alyona already has a plan,” Nike added. “We’ll all keep you safe.” 

Of course, the Noble seemed to intentionally leave out the part about the whole plan being experimental, and the fact that Alyona had never tried this sort of spell before. 

“Okay,” Emarla said as she took a deep breath. “I’m ready.” 

My heart thudded like a drum as I took a step back and watched Emarla slowly reach for the sword. Seconds seemed to take ages as I tried to stay calm, until finally we reached the moment of truth. 

Emarla picked up the Sword of Shadows from Zoklan’s hand and looked down at it curiously. We all seemed to hold our breath as the half-mermaid inspected the weapon, flipped it over, and then made a few mock-slashes with it. 

“What’s going on?” I asked Miraya. “I thought your sister corrupted anyone who wielded the Sword of Shadows?” 

She does, Miraya confirmed. I don’t know why she is waiting this time. 

“That’s it?” Emarla chuckled. “That wasn’t bad at--” 

Before she could finish her sentence, a massive crack of black lightning erupted from the end of the sword and lit up our surroundings like the Fourth of July. One of the bolts struck Emarla square in the chest, and she was knocked back onto her ass before she started to convulse. 

“Fuck!” I growled as I opened up my mouth and sprayed a rainbow mist of healing magic onto the woman. 

However, it didn’t seem to do any good. 

Emarla continued to convulse and twitch for a few more seconds before her body went rigid, and then she sat straight up and turned to face me. A twisted smile appeared on her face as her eyes narrowed, and she began to laugh maniacally.

Worst of all, I saw her eyes weren’t silver anymore. They were red. 

Emarla had been corrupted.

 




 
 Chapter 2 

Red eyes were never a good sign, especially when they showed up on a person who was previously kind and gentle. 

“Emarla?” Julia asked from behind her folding fan. “Are you alright, my dear?” 

“I’m fine…” Emarla trailed off, though her focus seemed to be way off into the distance. “In fact, I’ve never been better.” 

“I-I don’t think she’s Emarla anymore,” Nokomis said as her round ears twitched atop her head. 

Evan, bring out your sword! Miraya warned. 

I conjured up the interdimensional portal that acted as my spatial storage and pulled out the Sword of Hatra in a flash. 

“Evan!” Alyona gasped. “What are you doing?” 

Before I had a chance to respond, the Sword of Healing began to glow with a powerful magic, and then Miraya’s physical projection appeared before us. Her alabaster skin had a bit of an ethereal glow to it as she stood there in her thin, see-through robe, and her white hair cascaded down over her shoulders as she narrowed her eyes and looked Emarla up and down. 

“What the--” Zoklan began. 

“It’s Miraya,” I explained. “The spirit who resides within the Sword of Healing.” 

“But she’s-- she’s here,” my father continued. “I’ve never seen a Sword spirit manifest itself like this before.” 

“Magic is a wonderful thing when you do a bit of research and practice,” I said to the black dragon. 

“Evan?” Emarla’s soft voice trembled as her almond-shaped red eyes looked down at my sword. “What’s going on? Are-- are you planning to hurt me?” 

“That is Remna speaking,” Miraya warned. “She is trying to lure you in.” 

Suddenly, the terrified expression on Emarla’s face fell away, and it was replaced by one much more determined and amused. 

“Hello, Sister,” Remna sighed through Emarla’s lips, and I realized Miraya was right. 

We were no longer talking to Emarla, but rather the Spirit of the Sword of Shadows. 

“Release Emarla from your grasp right now,” Miraya demanded. “There are much bigger issues at play, and we don’t have time for your ridiculous, selfish games.” 

“Ridiculous?” Remna placed her hand on her chest and scoffed. “Selfish? Sister, I am simply doing what the Iudices put me in this world to do.” 

“The Iudices refuse to let us interfere with this world,” the white-haired spirit argued. “They didn’t create you to cause chaos wherever you went.” 

“And how well are you following that rule, Sister?” the other spirit taunted, and she curled her lip in an expression I’d never seen on Emarla’s face. “You seem to have grown quite fond of this future king… Don’t stand there and tell me you’ve been completely neutral in all this.” 

“I’ll say it again,” Miraya warned. “There are much bigger issues at play right now. Much bigger than you or I or even the Iudices. You need to release this woman right away.” 

“I don’t think so.” Remna shook her head, and then her grip tightened on the dark sword in her hand. “I am a spirit of the shadows, dear sister, and what better way to drape the land in darkness than by killing its beloved hero?” 

“Listen to me--” Miraya began, but she was cut off when Remna made her move. 

The possessed woman took a quick step forward and then, in one swift motion, hauled back with the Sword of Shadows and swung it at Miraya’s throat. 

I leapt in front of the blow, held up my own sword, and parried the attack with a metallic clang. Our blades locked against each other as the spirit tried to overpower me, but then I pushed all my strength into my legs and shoved the woman back with an angry growl. As Remna stumbled backward and lost her balance, I used the opportunity to shoot a strand of web around her legs like a spider. She fell to the ground when I gave it a yank, and then my friends were on her in a flash. 

Ruslan and Zoklan both grabbed onto Remna’s shoulders as they attempted to pin her down, while Nokomis and Skye pressed down on her legs. At the same time, Nike held the tip of his noble sword to the woman’s face. 

“Stay down, please,” Nike warned. “We don’t want things to get messy.” 

“I don’t think you understand,” Remna chuckled. “I’ve been hiding in that sword for centuries, watching and observing silently… I’ve seen Rahma fall to the miasma, and I’ve seen the coming days, where the Breach will open, and the Demon King will lay anything left of this world to waste. Things are already ‘messy,’ and I’m just here to make sure they stay that way.” 

“Can you purify her, Alyona?” I asked my wife as we watched the spirit struggle against my friends’ grasp. 

“I can try,” Alyona said with a furrowed brow. “Though I’ve never had to purify a Noble Sword before…” 

With that, the princess of Rahma bowed her head and began to whisper an incantation under her breath, and as Alyona spoke, both the Sword of Shadows and Emarla’s body began to glow with the same magic that often accompanied the priestess’ portals or her other purifying spells. The intensity of the spell increased as it lit up like a Christmas tree, but then suddenly the bright white light began to dim. Remna chuckled darkly as the pure, white spell around the sword turned a dark red for a split second, and then it vanished completely. 

“You can’t purify what is dark to the core,” the possessed woman cackled as she continued to writhe and try to escape. 

“Hold still!” Zoklan hissed. “You’re not making this any easier on yourself, you know.” 

“I’d disagree…” Remna snarked. 

Suddenly, a flash of black lightning erupted out of Emarla’s body, and five separate tendrils of the light slammed into Zoklan, Ruslan, and Nike’s chests. The other two slammed into Nokomis and Skye’s faces, and all five of my friends cried out in pain as they were launched backwards and rolled across the ground like limp ragdolls. 

“My love!” Julia gasped as she ran over to Ruslan and then bent down to check on him. 

“Go check on the others,” I ordered Alyona as I watched Remna stand back to her feet. “Then get to safety.” 

“You can’t defeat her without me, Evan,” Alyona argued. “Not without killing her.” 

“Let me handle this,” I said. “My number-one priority right now is keeping you and the baby safe.” 

My wife opened her mouth as if she were going to argue, but she rested her right arm over her growing baby bump and seemed to change her tune. Alyona’s face looked disheartened as she gave me a nod, turned away, and then hurried off to check on Zoklan. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Remna asked as she held out her sword and blasted a shot of black light toward Alyona. 

Oh, fuck, no. 

I instantly summoned up my fire magic and created a large, round shield of flames directly in the path of the incoming blast. 

My heart fell into my knees, though, when I saw the tendril of dark magic simply bend and then change its trajectory midair, and it passed right over my shield like an Olympic hurdler before it continued toward Alyona. The attack was gaining on my wife quickly, and I was fast running out of time to protect her. 

So, in a move of desperation, I summoned up my super-speed ability and ran toward the beautiful princess. I jumped in front of her seconds before the tendril of darkness would have struck, and the world turned black for a second when the bolt of magic slammed into my chest and sent me tumbling backwards, end-over-end. I slammed into the nearby palace wall before I jumped back to my feet and grabbed my aching chest. 

Even though my insta-healing abilities were already working, and the pain was subsiding by the second, it felt like I’d just been hit by a freaking freight train. The dull pain echoed through my body as I stood my ground and tried to figure out just what I was dealing with here, but I didn’t have too much time to think because two more tendrils of dark magic launched out of the Sword of Shadows and headed right for me. 

This time, though, I was prepared. 

I summoned up my precognition abilities, and two bright lines of gold appeared in the sand in front of me. I instantly conjured a flaming shield in my left hand as I followed the path on my right, and seconds later one of the tendrils slammed directly into my shield. I grunted as I dug my feet into the ground and felt the shockwave of the blow against my arm. My feet slid back into the sand a few inches, but I was able to hold my own against the tendril of dark magic. 

The second tendril came at me from the left, and I was just barely able to roll out of the way before it hit me. As I came up from my dodge, I took a swing at the tendril with my sword, and there was a magical buzzing sound as the blade sliced through the darkness and caused the entire tendril to explode into a puff of black smoke. 

“What am I dealing with here, Miraya?” I asked the spirit of my sword. 

Dark magic, Miraya answered. The likes of which can only be defeated by the power of purity or a weapon containing a pure spirit like myself. 

Remna’s red eyes glowed as she stared me down, and then I saw six more fucking tendrils erupt out of the Sword of Shadows. They all flew toward me in a flash, and I did my best to try and dodge, block, and parry the incoming onslaught. 

I dodged the first two tendrils before I summoned a shield of fire and knocked away a third. Then I took a swing at the fourth with my Sword of Healing, though it was quick to twist away to safety. 

The final two tendrils, however, caught me off-guard as they wrapped around my ankles and yanked me off my feet. My breath was knocked out of me when I hit the ground hard, but then the tendrils lifted me up into the air and held me upside-down like a snared deer. 

I tried to slice the damn things with my blade, but a third tendril grabbed me by the wrist and held my arm away from my body with the strength of a roided-out gorilla. 

Then two more tendrils sprouted forth from the Sword of Shadows before they rocketed across the courtyard and slammed into my chest. I let out a growl of pain when they hit me, and then again when the magical tendrils started to give me a series of “one-two” punches in rhythmic fashion. Thankfully, my healing abilities fixed me up practically the second after I was injured, but it still hurt like hell in the moment. 

Remna’s face was twisted into a devilish grin that looked wrong on Emarla’s features, and the possessed woman held her sword out in front of her as she began to slowly approach. 

“The Black Dragon Lord of Rahma…” she giggled. “You have no idea the sort of dark magic that’s in store for-- Ahhhhh!” 

The spirit’s taunt was cut short when a glowing green arrow stabbed into her hand and then caused her flesh to bubble, smoke, and sizzle. The possessed woman dropped the Sword of Shadows as she grabbed her arm and yelped in pain, and the tendrils all disappeared in a puff of dark smoke. 

I fell to the ground with a dull thud before I sprang back to my feet and saw both Ruslan and Zoklan approaching our opponent. Ruslan’s hands glowed with his fire magic, while Zoklan had a bow and arrow made up entirely of green acid magic. 

“Don’t hurt her!” I warned as my friends got closer. “Emarla’s still in there, even if we can’t see it right now.” 

“A simple ‘thank you for saving me’ would have sufficed, son,” Zoklan said with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. 

“We will not harm her,” Ruslan promised. “But if it comes down to choosing between saving her or saving our son? Well… That is a choice on which Zoklan and I can both agree.” 

“It won’t come to that,” I said as I sprayed a bit of my healing magic out of my mouth and right onto Emarla’s body. 

The possessed woman’s eyes stared at her hand as it slowly healed back up, and her mouth fell open as she let out a gasp. 

“You’re helping me?” Remna chuckled, and then her surprised expression twisted into one of devilish glee. “You’re more foolish than I thought.” 

The spirit started toward her fallen sword, but Zoklan kept her at bay when he shot an acid arrow into the ground in front of her. 

“Don’t even think about it,” my father warned. “We have you surrounded.” 

Then Nike stepped up to my side with the Sword of Light in his hand and at the ready, and the Noble held out his blade in front of him as he surrounded it with white light and stared down at Emarla. 

“Are you alright?” I asked my brother. 

“I simply had the breath knocked out of me,” he explained. “It is nothing a long soak in a hot bath won’t fix.” 

Nokomis and Skye approached next, and they had their Noble swords at their sides as they waited for Remna’s next move. 

They didn’t have to wait very long. 

Remna reached for her sword again, and this time it was Ruslan who warned her with a small fireball that exploded a few inches away from her face. The possessed woman let out a yelp as she shielded her eyes and took a step back, and then I made the decision to remove all temptation from her reach. 

I shot a string of webbing, caught the Sword of Shadows in my grasp, and prepared to pull it away. 

That was a fucking mistake. 

The second my webbing touched the damned blade, it felt like I’d just grabbed onto an electric transformer. Jolts of pain shot through my body as I trembled and tensed up, and then my vision went dark as the sensation of impending doom seemed to overtake me. 

“Lord Evan!” Nike gasped from what sounded like far away. 

“Don’t touch him!” I heard Zoklan warn. “Unless you want to go through the same thing.” 

Suddenly, my vision returned, and I was standing on a beach that looked out onto the sight of giant, crashing dark waves. The water around me stank of mildew and sludge, while the sand underneath my boots seemed to be made of dark, molded materials and had a distinct black tint to it all. 

Was this Emarla’s Spiritual Sea? 

The sky was dark in this area, though I could clearly see the outline of a figure in the sky as it floated toward me. The figure had its hands out to both sides as it approached, and I could see several of the same dark black tendrils that came out of the Sword of Shadows were floating behind the shape as it moved. When it got a little bit closer, I could see the figure was a woman, and the tendrils were coming out of her back and hovering around her body like Medusa’s hair.

The woman had long, unkempt black hair with a giant white streak right in the very middle, and her body was covered in nothing but a black robe that wasn’t even tied. The robe billowed around as she floated over the sea, which meant I could see every inch of her pale, naked body, from her womanhood to the small-yet-perky breasts that peeked out from the edges of her clothes. 

Even though this woman was beautiful, I knew she wasn’t somebody to be messed with. 

This had to have been Remna. 

Before I could make any further observation, my vision went white, and I heard Ruslan’s voice echoing through my brain. 

“Evan!” he called out. “Evan, can you hear me?” 

Suddenly, my vision returned, and I found myself staring up into my adopted father’s emerald eyes. They were full of worry as he hovered over my body, but his ears drooped, and he let out a sigh of relief when he saw that I was conscious again. 

“What-- what happened?” I asked hoarsely. 

“You were knocked out cold,” Ruslan explained. “The second you touched the sword.” 

“How long was I…” I began, but then I heard the clanging of metal against metal. 

I sat straight up and then looked over to see both Nike and Zoklan engaged in combat with Remna. Zoklan took swings at the woman with his green, acid-magic sword, while Nike parried and attacked with the Sword of Light. Even though it was two against one, Remna seemed to be holding her own against the swordsmen. 

“You were only unconscious for a minute or so,” Ruslan said. “Are you alright?” 

“I think so,” I admitted as I stood to my feet and grabbed my sword. “I’m pretty sure I just saw Remna in the flesh, metaphorically speaking, at least.” 

It was her, Evan, Miraya confirmed. She has gotten even more powerful than the last time we were together. 

“How the fuck do we stop her, then?” I asked the spirit. “We can’t kill Emarla.” 

That wouldn’t do much good, anyways, the Spirit of Healing explained. Killing Emarla would just cause my Sister to retreat back into the Sword of Shadows, until the next unsuspecting victim picked it up and was overtaken by her spirit. 

“Why is it so bad with Emarla, though?” I questioned. “The last two people who possessed the sword seemed perfectly fine.” 

Emarla is the rightful heir to the blade, so she had a more powerful bond with Remna than with any of the other random people who may have held the Sword of Shadows in the past. Unfortunately, this also means my Sister is able to influence Emarla much more efficiently than her previous wielders. 

“Then how do we break this?” I demanded, but then I had to use my foresight powers to evade an incoming attack. 

I twirled away as another tendril of black magic zipped past my position, and then I slashed it in two with a swipe of my blade. I somersaulted away from another tendril just as it smashed into the ground behind me, and I felt the spray of sand as it rained down on my back. 

I-I don’t know, Evan, Miraya admitted. I’ve never thought about it before. 

“There has to be some way,” I repeated before I parried another tendril. “There’s no way the Iudices made Remna to be evil. That doesn’t really sound like something they’d do.” 

She has been that way for as long as I have known her. 

I still didn’t know if I believed that. From everything I’d read about the Gods and the Iudices, I didn’t think they would just create an evil spirit of chaos, toss it into a Noble Sword, and then let it do whatever the fuck it wanted here in the world of men. There had to be some sort of underlying issue with Remna. And if there was an issue, that meant there should also be a fix. 

The problem was, nobody seemed to have any idea on how to fix it. 

For now, we all just needed to focus on disarming the spirit and trying to settle her down. 

Remna ducked underneath an attack from Skye before she caught the blue-skinned beauty with a tendril, lifted her into the air, and then used her as a makeshift baseball bat. Skye’s body slammed into Nokomis, Nike, Zoklan, and Ruslan, and all four of my friends were tossed backwards to the ground. Then Remna tossed Skye off into the distance, where the half-Nepin woman hit the courtyard wall and then crumpled to the ground, unconscious. 

I needed to get back into the fray, and fast. 

This time, when I charged forward, I called up on my super-speed ability. I closed the gap between Remna and I without much effort, and I was way too fast for the blows of any of her tendrils to connect as I ran. Once I got a bit closer, I took a nonlethal swing with the flat end of my blade and slammed it across Remna’s face. 

She let out a grunt of pain as her head whipped back, and she stumbled backwards a few steps. I felt a twinge of regret for hitting the beautiful woman, but all of my regret disappeared when she let out an inhuman roar and tried to stab me in the gut. 

I knocked the Sword of Shadows away before I lifted my boot and slammed it into Remna’s chest. She fell down flat on her ass, but then she was quick to use the tendrils of her blade to raise herself back up onto her feet. 

As she came up, she tossed out her foot, and I saw stars as it slammed into my face and sent me stumbling backwards. I regained my balance and vision just in time to side-step another attack, and then I called up my fire abilities and took aim straight for the hilt of Remna’s weapon. 

I blasted a tiny fireball square into the sword’s hilt, and the impact of the blow knocked it out of her hand completely. 

“She’s disarmed!” I called out to my friends. 

Nike, Nokomis, Ruslan, and Zoklan were just getting back onto their feet, but they immediately jumped into action. Ruslan made a swirling motion with his left hand, and a small tornado of fire erupted around the entirety of the Sword of Shadows. 

Remna made a hissing noise as she reached for the sword, but all that happened was she burned her hand on Ruslan’s magic. 

Then I shot a blast of my webbing around her outstretched hand, gave it a yank, and pulled the possessed woman down to the ground once more. 

This time, I wasn’t going to let her escape. 

I called upon my nature magic, and several small tendrils of rock sprouted up out of the ground and then wrapped over the top of Emarla’s body like a horizontal cage. The possessed woman tried to fight against her restraints, but it was no use. 

Without her Noble Sword, Emarla was just a simple half-mermaid, half-dwarf, and that meant she was easily overpowered. 

After a few seconds of struggling, Remna finally gave up and laid still, but as my friends and I began to approach, she started to laugh diabolically. 

“Now what?” the spirit sneered. “Do you plan to just keep me here in this prison for the rest of this woman’s life?” 

For a half-second, I considered taking her to the Blue Tree Guild’s airship, but then I realized Remna was right. Even if we locked her away, she would still be possessing Emarla’s body, and we wouldn’t be able to do the Redimi Vincio ceremony. 

And if I couldn’t bond myself to the Sword of Shadows, I’d never be powerful enough to defeat the Demon King or close the Breach permanently. 

“Shall we call Laika, my Lord?” Nike asked. “I’m sure there are plenty of cells in the airship still.” 

“No.” I shook my head. “We don’t have time for that.” 

“What else can we do, son?” Ruslan asked as he rubbed his back and groaned. “We certainly cannot keep fighting her much longer.” 

“What’s wrong, Pops?” I chuckled. “Back issues?” 

“I was knocked down one too many times during the battle,” the fox Demi-Human admitted. “My old body can’t take as much excitement as it used to.” 

I snickered as I summoned up my healing breath and then sprayed a mist of rainbow glitter onto my adopted father’s body. The mist concentrated itself on his back, and before I knew it, Ruslan stood straight up and let out a long, satisfied sigh. 

“Better?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“Much better. Thank you, son.” 

“What are we going to do with her, then?” Zoklan interjected. “She’s right… We can’t just keep her imprisoned forever, and killing her seems like it’s out of the question.” 

As we all pondered what to do about the possessed woman, Nokomis knelt down and placed her hand softly against Emarla’s shoulder. The second she did so, Nokomis’ eyes widened, and her eyebrows lifted as her spotted tail began to flicker back and forth. Tears started to stream down the snow leopard Demi-Human’s face as her mouth fell agape, and then she slowly stood back up. 

“She’s… She’s scared,” Nokomis said in a somber tone. 

“Scared?” Zoklan scoffed. “She seems like the furthest thing from ‘scared’ to me. Angry, murderous, and psychotic? Maybe. But scared?” 

“She is scared,” Nokomis argued. “I’m sensing the emotions of Emarla inside of that spirit-possessed body, and she is terrified.” 

“Evan?” Alyona’s voice called out from the other side of the palace door. “Is it safe now?” 

“For now,” I promised. “But don’t let your guard down too much… And whatever you do, stay the hell away from the Sword of Shadows.” 

The main door of the Lunar Palace creaked open, and out stepped both Julia and Alyona. The two women cautiously walked toward us before Julia threw her arms around Ruslan, and Alyona took my hand in a tight squeeze. 

“Gods, Evan…” Alyona trailed off as she stared down at the scowling Remna-Emarla. “This is horrible.” 

“Are you sure you can’t purify her?” I asked once more, but my wife shook her head. 

“I already tried,” she sighed. “I could try again, but we both know what the result would be. There are other spells I could try, but… But they would run the risk of hurting Emarla in the process.” 

Shit. So we couldn’t purify the Sword of Shadows itself, and anything we did to Emarla’s physical body could harm the half-mermaid who was trapped inside Remna’s evil mind. 

Then the light bulb in my head turned on. 

“Wait…” I pondered aloud as the thoughts began to form. “What if we did those other spells to Remna directly?” 

“What do you mean?” Alyona questioned. 

Indeed, Evan, Miraya joined in. Remna’s spirit is currently one with Emarla’s body. You cannot simply isolate one half or the other. 

“Sure we can,” I said with a sly smile. “Inside Emarla’s Spiritual Sea.” 

“Impossible,” Zoklan scoffed. “A mortal being cannot invade another’s Spiritual Sea. Only beings of pure spirit energy can do such a thing.” 

“Then how did I get there?” I demanded, and my father’s mouth fell agape. 

“You were there?” he gasped. 

“I was,” I confirmed. “When my webbing touched the Sword of Shadows and I passed out, I was transported into Emarla’s Spiritual Sea, and I saw Remna there… Remna in her true form.” 

“Just from touching the sword?” Alyona asked. “It sent you to her Spiritual Sea?” 

“I don’t know how,” I admitted. “Or why. All I know is when I touched that thing, I woke up on a run-down beach and saw a spirit with a bunch of tendrils and a black robe floating around in the sky.”

“Then maybe you just need to touch it again?” Nokomis suggested. 

“That seems just a little bit dangerous,” Zoklan said as he pursed his lips. “For all we know, this could be exactly what the Sword of Shadows wants. Maybe it gets you inside Emarla’s Spiritual Sea, snares you with its tendrils, and then takes over your body? We’d all be super fucked if that happened.” 

“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But that’s a risk I’m willing to take if it means we can save Emarla.” 

“How will I go there with you, Evan?” Alyona asked. “Will I need to touch the sword, as well?” 

“Not necessarily,” Miraya’s voice explained as the spirit’s figure manifested in front of us. “When Evan was transported into Emarla’s Spiritual Sea the first time, I was there with him. I’m not exactly sure how it worked, but I would wager it had something to do with the fact we have previously formed a soul bridge.” 

“So, what?” I asked as I tried to wrap my head around it all. “I can just call anybody I’ve formed a soul bridge with into the Spiritual Sea with me?” 

“I don’t think it’s so simple…” the white-haired spirit admitted as she stroked her chin. “There has to be a reason I was able to come along with you but nobody else was.” 

“Come on,” Remna taunted from her face-down position. “You should just let me out of here, and then I’ll show you how to get into my Spiritual Sea.” 

“No chance.” I rolled my eyes. 

“Please, Evan?” Emarla’s regular voice asked. “Evan… Please let me out of here, I’m scared.” 

Even though the sound of the beautiful pink-haired woman’s voice made my heart flutter, I knew I couldn’t give in. Remna seemed to be a very insidious spirit, and I wasn’t about to let her free again. 

“I’ve got it!” Nokomis finally declared. “Miraya was able to go with you to the Spiritual Sea because she was in your hands, quite literally.” 

“That’s right!” Miraya gasped. “You were holding the Sword of Hatra in your hands when you touched the Sword of Shadows. Which means--” 

“I have to be touching whoever I want to take with me,” I confirmed. 

“And they have to be bonded to you through a soul bridge,” Alyona added. “You couldn’t take Zoklan or Ruslan or Julia, for instance.” 

“I don’t want to take all of you, anyway,” I explained. “If I get in there and something goes awry, I need a few people out here in the real world to make sure Remna doesn’t break the restraints and get her sword again. I’m going to take Miraya and Alyona, and that’s it.” 

“Evan…” Nokomis said as she touched my shoulder with a worried frown. “That is not many warriors.” 

“This is a shot in the dark, Nokomis,” I explained to the snow leopard. “There is a slight chance things may go awry, and if that happens, I want to make sure there are plenty of people on the outside to wake us up or to protect the city.” 

“How difficult could it be?” Zoklan asked. “The three of you go into the Spiritual Sea, kill that evil bitch, and then get back out here. Sounds easy enough.” 

“We can’t kill her,” Alyona reminded my father. “Even though Remna has proven to be problematic, Lord Evan won’t be able to gain the Sword of Shadow’s powers without her present.” 

“This is getting really confusing,” my father grumbled as he rubbed his temples. 

“We have to get inside of Emarla’s Spiritual Sea, and then we need to purify Remna from inside there,” Alyona explained. “That’s the only way Emarla will be free of her possession.” 

“And what if she can’t be purified?” Zoklan demanded. 

“Then we trap her, just like I did with Mollo, Rana, and Karys,” I reminded everyone of the artifact spirits I’d locked away in my Spiritual Sea. “One way or another, we’re going to free Emarla from this terrible fate.” 

“You must be careful, Evan,” Ruslan warned. “It is one thing to be accidentally transported into the Spiritual Sea of another, but to intentionally try to breach another dimension of your own free will? That is a complicated bit of magic to master. You will need to be calm and focused if you want to remain in control of the situation.” 

“Calm and focused…” I pondered aloud, and then I let out an “aha.” “We can do it in the River Moonstone House.” 

“Evan…” My adopted father gulped. “Taking an enemy into our most sacred location?” 

“We don’t have any other choice, Pops.” I shook my head. “It’s the place where my magic is the most concentrated, which will help me take Alyona and Miraya into Emarla’s Spiritual Sea without any incident.” 

Ruslan’s fox ears flattened against his head as he frowned and rubbed his crow’s feet-covered eyes. Then he took a deep breath and nodded. 

“Alright,” he conceded. “How do we get Emarla there, though?” 

“I can take the sword,” Zoklan offered. “Remna apparently doesn’t give two shits about me, so I can touch it without any problem.” 

“Lucky you,” I said with a half-smirk, and then I pointed to Emarla’s body. “She’s gonna stay right here. We only need the sword for now, so you all just remain here with her and keep her restrained while I’m gone.” 

“We’ll do our best,” Nokomis said. “Should we worry about Skye?” 

“She just took a nasty blow to the head,” I explained, and then I shot a bit of healing breath over to her position. “Once she wakes up, explain what’s going on, and have her help. Okay?” 

“Please be careful, son,” Ruslan said with sad eyes. “And please don’t let the River Moonstone House get destroyed in the process.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Pops.” I winked, and then I motioned for Alyona and Miraya to follow me. 

Zoklan seemed to hesitate for a moment as he stood at the Sword of Shadows, but then he reached down and scooped it up in his left hand. Like before, the Sword didn’t seem to affect the dragon, so he just held it at a distance from his body as he walked behind us. 

“You’ll never purify her,” Remna’s voice grew distant as we ran. “She’s mine now, just like all the ones who came before her.”

We hurried out of the courtyard and over to the gardens of the Lunar Palace, where our secret staircase was located. I had been to this spot a million times by now, so it was practically second nature to me as I located the stone tile in the ground that led to the subterranean level of the palace. 

As it opened up, Zoklan let out a sharp whistle. 

“Hidden underground magic room?” he chuckled. “There must be a lot of good shit hidden down there.” 

“Not really,” I explained as I began down the stairs. “It’s just a peaceful place to meditate and cultivate, that’s all.” 

The four of us descended the stairs for a bit, until the world around us turned silent. All I could hear were the echoing sounds of our footfalls as we moved down the staircase, along with the distant trickle of the calm river that ran through the cave. Soon, the walls around us began to glow brightly with silver and opal-colored moonstones, and we came to a stop at the very bottom of the stairs. 

I led Zoklan, Miraya, and Alyona over to the empty spot I normally used to meditate, and then I got down onto my knees. My three allies followed my lead, and Zoklan placed the Sword of Shadows down between us. 

“Are you sure you want to do this, son?” my father asked with a hint of concern. “I’m gonna be completely honest with you… If things go awry, I don’t know if there’s anything I can do to help.” 

“They won’t,” I reassured the dragon. “With these two awesome, powerful women at my side, Remna doesn’t stand a chance.” 

“Just… Be careful.” Zoklan pursed his lips and sighed. 

“Are you ready?” I asked the two women beside me. 

Down here in this isolated, sacred room, I could already feel my power growing by the second. I wasn’t sure if it was because this room had a special place in my heart, or if it really was a mystical cave that bestowed extra powers onto me. Either way, I could feel a surge of power deep inside my body, and I knew it was now or never. 

Alyona and Miraya both took each other’s hands before they held them out in front of me. I placed my hand in the pile before I sucked in a deep breath, and then we all lowered our arms down toward the Sword of Shadows. 

The second our hands touched the blade, it lit up with a powerful glow of red light that radiated off the gemstones in the wall and lit up the whole room. Then I felt the jolt of electricity shoot through my body like before, and the world turned black. 

 




 
 Chapter 3 

Waves. Even though the world was still completely dark, I could hear the distinct sound of waves crashing against the shoreline. And, by the sound of it, they were pretty massive waves formed by a choppy sea. 

When my eyes finally started to adjust, I saw I was on the dark-sanded beach once more. 

Emarla’s Spiritual Sea. 

This time, though, I saw the bodies of Miraya and Alyona beside me as they groggily got up onto their hands and knees and stood up. 

“Oh, my,” Alyona said as she looked around. “This is much worse than I could have imagined.” 

Well, that was definitely not what I wanted to hear. 

“Isn’t this what everybody’s Spiritual Sea looks like?” I asked. “A long beach with crazy water?” 

“Not this crazy.” The princess shook her head. “This whole place has been corrupted by dark magic, even down to the individual grains of sand beneath our feet.” 

“Do you want to try and purify it?” Miraya suggested. “It might give us a slight advantage over my Sister if we take away the dark magic from our surroundings.” 

“It will also lead Remna right to us, though,” I reminded them both. “This is a dark space, and I’m sure a massive blast of light like your purification spells create would be like a freaking lighthouse in a fog.” 

“Isn’t that the point, Lord Evan?” Miraya asked. “We cannot purify or capture my Sister unless we face her first.” 

“Speaking of which,” I began. “Is there anything we need to be worried about? When I was in here before, I saw she had those same dark tendrils on her back, the ones she was using with her sword in the real world.” 

“Those are her main weapons,” my beloved spirit explained. “They act as extra limbs for Remna, which makes her difficult to defeat in hand-to-hand combat.” 

“What about from afar?” I asked as I held my sword at the ready. “Could I summon up a fire bow and just keep shooting her from a distance?” 

“Unlikely.” Miraya frowned. “Remna is a spirit imbued with dark magic, which makes her full of surprises. I know she can extend her tendrils, but she can also fire small projectiles of dark energy, too. Dark energy that acts like a poison when it hits living, breathing things.” 

Great. So I not only had to worry about Doctor Octopus, but I also had to worry about blasts of magic that could turn my blood into toxic sludge. 

Just what I wanted. 

“Shall I begin, Evan?” Alyona’s soft voice cut through my haze. 

“Yes,” I told her. “And then the second this area is purified, I want you to conjure an energy shield and hide behind it until the fight is over. Okay?” 

“Fine.” My wife pouted. “I’m never going to get used to sitting out during the action.” 

“You’re carrying precious cargo,” I reminded her with a smile. “It’s not forever, my love. I promise, the second you have our baby, I’ll throw you right into an adventure that’s riddled with certain death. But for now, just promise me you’ll stay hidden and protected.” 

“I will.” 

“Good. Then I guess it’s time to begin… Miraya? Do you have any final words of advice before we light up the beacon for your Sister?” 

“I’ll be right beside you, Evan,” Miraya promised. “I may not be that useful in combat, but I do know my Sister. Perhaps if you can get her subdued, she will listen to reason.” 

I highly doubted that, but I also realized Miraya was probably even more concerned about Remna than I was. I didn’t want to kill the spirit because she was the key to making me the strongest being in Rahma and was integral to closing the Breach. Her Sister, on the other hand, probably didn’t want to see Remna get hurt because she cared for her flesh and blood intensely. 

I’d seen the way Miraya interacted with the other Spirits of the Sword, and I figured she would have the same sort of chummy, familial relationship with this one, even if Remna didn’t necessarily reciprocate. 

“Alright,” I told my wife. “Do it.” 

Alyona’s expression went cold as she dropped down onto one knee, held her hands out in front of her, and then bowed her head. 

“Ground beneath me, dark sands of this Spiritual Sea…” she whispered as the faintest white light shimmered in her palms. “Frenzied waves of pure malice, darkness up above… I purge you of the dark curtain of the enemy, with its intent to corrupt. I purge you of the heinous vitriol within each grain of sand… Within each drop of water… Within each molecule of air… I set you free, Spiritual Sea. Henceforth, the darkness shall not consume you, nor will it be your superficial crutch. You are pure again, and to the deepest pits of the Breach will the darkness retreat!” 

As Alyona got further into her incantation, the intensity of her glowing hands grew brighter and brighter. Finally, once she had finished talking, my wife placed both of her palms flat against the ground, and the light around them began to spread across the sand in a circular pattern. The glowing light of purification continued all the way down the shoreline, as well as out into the violent, dark sea itself. Soon, the three of us were surrounded by nothing but the radiant light of Alyona’s spell, and it was so intense that I had to cover my eyes to keep from going blind. 

Alyona held her enchantment for a few more minutes before it began to wane, and the second my vision returned to normal, I let out a long, satisfied whistle. 

The sand beneath our feet was no longer a mildewy black color, but rather a neutral tan. The water of the ocean had calmed into a few soft waves that splashed gently up the shore of the beach, and the liquid itself was now a crystal clear blue that reminded me of the kind of water you’d see in Greece. As for the sky, it was still dark, but now it was dotted with several pinpricks of light that formed obvious constellations in the distance. 

“Wow,” Alyona breathed as she looked around with wide purple eyes. “This is what Emarla’s Spiritual Sea really looks like?” 

“It’s beautiful,” I admitted. 

“It reminds me of home,” Emarla’s voice murmured, and all three of us just about jumped out of our skin. 

Miraya, Alyona, and I turned around to see the half-mermaid standing there with her hands on her hips and a somber half-smile on her face. 

“How did you get here?” I asked. 

“It’s my Spiritual Sea,” the pink-haired woman chuckled. “Remna locked me away with her magic when she took over, but you just set me free.” 

“So, does this mean you’re in control again?” Alyona asked. 

“For the time being,” Emarla sighed. “Though I fear this will just happen all over again the second I touch the Sword of Shadows a second time.” 

“Not if we can help it,” I promised. “We’re here to stop Remna for good, even if that means locking her away permanently like she was trying to do to you.” 

“How do you plan to do that?” the half-mermaid asked. 

“Well, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure when I got here,” I admitted. “But now I think we can do it with your help. All I have to do is get Remna to yield, and then you can create a prison for her in your own mind.” 

“A prison in my mind?” Emarla scoffed. “I wouldn’t even know where to start with that…” 

“Alyona will teach you. Go with her and hide, and she can talk you through the process while Miraya and I deal with our impending company. Then, once the coast is clear, you two can get out here and finish her off.” 

“Come, dear,” Alyona said as she placed her arm around Emarla. “We must get away from the battlefield.” 

The two women scurried off toward a nearby ravine in the sand, and then they both disappeared down the side of the hill. A few seconds later, I saw a glowing light, and I knew Alyona had nestled them safely behind a barrier of her magic. 

Now, we just had to wait for Remna to make her appearance. 

Thankfully, we didn’t have to wait very long. 

Soon, we saw the flowing outline of a dark figure appear over the now-pristine water. Remna floated weightlessly toward us as her robe and the dark tendrils of magic on her back fluttered in the breeze, and her sharp face bore a scowl angry enough to peel paint. 

“What have you done to my beautiful creation?” the spirit demanded as she began to lower herself down to the sand. “It’s hideous!” 

“You corrupted Emarla’s Spiritual Sea, Sister,” Miraya said with a frown. “We simply returned it to its original beauty.” 

“Some ‘beauty’” Remna scoffed as she looked around. “Not a single bit of decay in sight. How can you have beauty if you don’t first have death and then revival?” 

“Don’t lie to me, Sister,” Miraya warned. “You had no intention of ‘reviving’ Emarla.” 

“Oh, but I did…” The evil Spirit of the Sword of Shadows clicked her tongue. “I fully intended to merge my spirit and Emarla’s into one new, more powerful entity. You and your meddling dragon here ruined that plan.” 

“Emarla’s body isn’t yours to take,” I growled. “Now, are you going to submit, or do we have to do this the hard way?” 

“Aren’t you supposed to be the future king?” Remna sneered. “One would think you’d have a lot better manners.” 

“Only with my friends,” I shot back without missing a beat. “Now, are you going to yield?” 

Remna just rolled her red eyes, and then she turned to both of us and tossed two balls of glowing black light in our direction. 

Miraya gasped as she fell to the ground, and I was just able to get up a small fire shield before the attack hit me in the chest. The ball of dark energy exploded against my flaming barrier, and I sucked in the black mist that it created as it billowed up into my face. I started to hack and gag since it felt like my lungs had been coated with a thick layer of dust, and then a bunch of strange tingles spread throughout my body. When I glanced down at my arms, I noticed all of my veins had turned black, and I knew in an instant this was the poison Miraya had warned me about. 

“There will be no yielding,” Remna taunted. “Only death for you ‘Lord Evan.’” 

Too bad for her, healing ailments was kinda my specialty. 

Before the poison could take hold and put me down for the count, I felt the tingling sensation cease, and the dark color disappeared from my veins. 

“You were saying?” I growled, and then I shot a bit of web right onto the spirit’s face. 

Remna yelped as the sticky substance covered her eyes, and her dark tendrils began to flare like crazy. Then she blindly fired off a few more blasts of black magic, but I was able to dodge them without much effort. 

I ran around behind Remna and took one giant swipe at the tendrils on her back. The Sword of Hatra cut through them like they were made of wet tissue paper, and several of the tendrils went up in literal smoke as they disappeared from Remna’s body. 

At the same time, I summoned up a bit of my nature magic, aimed it over to the water, and created a thin, tall wave out of the crystal clear liquid. Miraya and I both jumped backwards as the wave came crashing down on top of Remna’s body, and the spirit let out a surprised gasp as she was tossed to the ground and then washed up further onto the beach. 

“You think that’s all it’s going to take to defeat me?” Remna spat as she floated back upright. “This is all child’s play.” 

The evil spirit’s face and upper body was now sopping wet and covered with damp sand, though she didn’t seem like she cared that much. Remna let out a frustrated growl as more tendrils grew out of her back, and then she launched a few more poison balls our way. 

I activated my super-speed ability and got out of the way of the attack much before they actually landed. At the same time, I hurled a few fireballs in Remna’s direction, and the spirit was forced to zip up into the sky to avoid getting burned. 

“Oh, no, you don’t,” I snapped as I called upon my precision targeting power and then shot a bit of my sticky web up at my opponent. 

The web hit Remna’s leg with a wet plop, and then I used all my strength to pull her back down to the sand. 

The spirit caught herself with her tendrils before she actually hit the ground, but then she used those same dark magic appendages to leap forward, straight at me. Remna moved way faster than I could have predicted, so I took the full impact of seven different tendrils as they slammed into me in different spots on my body. 

I grunted in pain as I flew backwards and rolled into the water with a splash, but as I started to get back to my feet, I got an idea. 

My water cloaking ability. 

If I could get Remna to come out here, above the water, then she’d be a sitting duck. 

“I can see why all my Sisters like you,” Remna said as she slowly approached. “You’re the best kind of stubborn there is. Plus, you’re pretty damn handsome, too. It’s a shame you’re not getting out of here alive.” 

“You don’t have to do this, Sister,” Miraya warned. “Please--” 

“Shut up!” the dark spirit hissed at Miraya before she turned back to me. “Lord Evan’s death will bring about all sorts of chaos in Rahma and Inati, especially once the Demon King is released from his dimension… There will be nobody to turn to for guidance. Nobody to swoop in and save the day. The world will be plunged into darkness, and I will be in my element!” 

“You’re getting a bit ahead of yourself,” I said as I placed my sword back into my spatial storage. “Particularly about the whole ‘when I’m dead’ thing.” 

“A technicality.” Remna smirked, and then she clapped her hands together and sent a massive blast of dark magic my way. 

I conjured up a fire shield seconds before the blast made impact, though it was still strong enough to knock me off my feet and back into the water after it exploded. I once again felt my lungs getting filled with poisonous dust particles as my veins turned black, but I wasn’t going to worry about it. 

Right now, I needed to get Remna away from the shore. 

Once I was underwater, I started to swim in the opposite direction, and seconds later I saw the shadow of the evil spirit float overhead. I heard her distorted cackle as she sent a few more blasts of dark energy down into the water, but I just kept swimming. Eventually, once I figured Remna thought she had the upper hand, I activated my underwater cloaking ability. 

The cackling up above finally stopped, and I knew that Remna was confused as to where I’d gone. The water around me was as clear as crystal, yet I was pretty much invisible to the naked eye. 

The spirit’s tentacles slammed into the water blindly as she tried her luck at hitting me, but it was no use. 

Now, I just needed to make my grand entrance. 

And to do that, I was gonna need to transform. 

While still underwater, I called upon my inner dragon, and seconds later I felt every muscle and bone in my body expand and shift. Then, once I was fully in my dragon form, I used my wings to propel myself upwards. I broke through the surface of the waves right behind Remna, and before she even had a chance to turn around and react, I opened my mouth and blasted her with a spray of yellow petrification mist. 

The mist disappeared into Remna’s nostrils as she turned around, and then she began to cough and gasp as every muscle in her body turned rigid. Her red eyes widened as she realized what was happening, and she began to plummet down toward the ground. 

I beat my wings as I flew down and caught her in midair, and then I flew us both back over to the shore. I gently sat Remna down in the sand once we landed, and I tried my best not to stare at her beautiful, naked body underneath her open robe. 

“Is she alright?” Miraya asked as she ran over to her Sister. 

“She’s just petrified,” I explained. “I think she’ll be--” 

Before I could say anything further, Remna’s eyes blinked, and then all dozen of her tendrils launched forward and wrapped themselves around my neck. The spirit let out a primal scream as she pulled herself upward and blasted a shot of her dark magic straight into my face, and she pressed her feet up against my scales and jumped away as the poisonous mist was pulled into my body. 

“Dragon or not,” Remna snarled. “I win.” 

My vision turned completely black as my head began to spin, and I felt myself hacking on the deadly gas that was now inside me. I became super sluggish as I stumbled around and tried to retain my footing, but it wasn’t enough. I collapsed to the ground as I struggled for breath, and I heard Miraya and Remna going at it off in the distance. 

“You won’t hurt Evan!” Miraya screamed. 

“What happened to ‘no, Sister, please submit?’” Remna said in a mocking tone. “You’re pathetic, Miraya.” 

I could feel my healing abilities already starting to kick in, though the sheer amount of poison that was in my veins right now was going to take a minute to actually clear up and allow me to function like a regular dragon again. 

“You’re the pathetic one, Remna,” Miraya argued. “Ever since you were created, you’ve done nothing but cause death and destruction everywhere you go. Why are you like this, Sister?” 

“Because that is what the Demon King desires!” Remna snarled. “Your precious Iudices didn’t bat an eye when he injected his powers into me, so why should I care about what they want?” 

The Demon King? 

“What are you talking about, Sister?” Miraya continued. “You were created by the Iudices, not the Demon King.” 

“Really?” the evil spirit snarked. “You think I didn’t know that? No… They let him take me and teach me the ways of dark magic, so that I could serve the glorious purpose I was put on this world to fulfill!” 

“Which is what? To just mess everything up?” 

“To prepare the world for the Demon King’s return,” Remna cackled. “And, by all calculations, that’s going to be quite soon.” 

Now I was confused. Were the Iudices in league with the Demon King, or had he “injected his darkness” into Remna without them knowing about it? Either way, this was a massive revelation. 

If Remna hadn’t originally been evil, then she could be purified. Of course, to do that, I first had to make her yield. 

My vision returned, and I looked down to see I was now as good as new. Miraya and Remna stood across from each other as they circled around like wildcats preparing to pounce, but neither of them seemed to want to make a move first. 

So, I made it for them. 

I charged forward upon my thick, powerful legs, though Remna quickly zipped up into the air and out of the way before I could reach her. I instantly launched myself skyward, caught myself under the power of my wings, and then flew after the spirit. 

She took a few shots at me with her dark energy, but I easily rolled out of the way of the projectiles before they had a chance to hit. 

I used my super-speed to catch up to Remna, and then I sucked in a breath and prepared to petrify her again. 

This time, though, she was ready. Seconds before I unleashed the yellow mist, Remna brought herself in close to my body and then wrapped all of her black tendrils around my mouth. Despite my superhuman strength, I couldn’t overpower the magical appendages, and as a result, my petrifying mist was caught in my throat. 

I gagged and coughed as yellow mist snorted out my nostrils, and then Remna began to pummel my stomach with a few of her remaining tendrils. I could feel several tiny pinpricks of pain as she stabbed the deadly appendages into my chest, but my scales were apparently too thick for her to do any real damage. 

Without missing a beat, I transformed myself back into a human and easily slipped out of Remna’s grip as gravity took over. I fell for about ten feet or so before I returned to my dragon form, and then I swooped around behind the spirit and opened my mouth wide. 

And this time, I wasn’t fucking around. 

I summoned flames into my mouth and then unleashed them right down onto Remna. I figured that, since she was a Noble Sword Spirit, she’d survive the attack, even if she was a bit crispy when all was said and done. 

Remna screamed as the fire overtook her body, but then she went silent. When I finally ceased my attack, I saw the Spirit of the Sword of Shadows, now completely naked and with scorch marks all over her flesh, collapse down to the ground. Remna’s body slammed into the sand with a soft thud, and I quickly zipped down beside her and transformed back into my human form. 

“R-Remna…” Miraya sputtered as she walked over to the scorched body of her Sister. “Evan, did you-- Did you kill her?” 

“She’s still breathing,” I said as I pointed to Remna’s chest, which was heaving slowly with each breath she took. “I’ll heal her up in a second, but first… Alyona! Emarla! I think she’s down.” 

A minute or two later, Alyona and Emarla approached us with cautious expressions, but once they got up close, they both seemed to relax. 

“Is she--” Emarla began, but I shook my head. 

“She’s alive, just hurt,” I explained. “Now is the perfect time for you to try that purification spell, Alyona. While she’s unconscious.” 

“I’ll try,” my wife confirmed with a nod. “Though I’ve never purified a Spirit this powerful before.” 

“There’s a first time for everything.” 

Alyona took a deep breath, and I could just about sense the tension in her body as she prepared to perform her incantation. Then the beautiful princess looked to Miraya, Emarla, and I and gave us a stern glare. 

“I need you all to focus,” she explained. “I believe I will have to cultivate your energy to make this work.” 

“Is that even possible?” Emarla gasped. “I thought you could only cultivate your own magic?” 

“Out in the regular world, yes,” Alyona continued. “But in the Spiritual Sea? I’ve read several texts and scrolls detailing how one can cultivate inside of this realm, though it’s all been theoretical. Nobody has ever done it before.” 

“Then you’re about to go down in the history scrolls, honey,” I chuckled. “What do we need to do?” 

“Not much,” my wife sighed. “Just place your hands on my body as I cast the spell, and try to channel as much of your energy into me as you can. It’s difficult to explain how you do that, exactly, but… Just do what feels natural.” 

I placed my hand on Alyona’s soft, bare shoulder, while Miraya touched my wife’s arm, and Emarla rested her fingers against the other shoulder. 

“Alright,” I said. “Do your thing.” 

“Gods of Rahma, hear my plea…” Alyona began. “Four becomes one, and then one is born anew. Purify this wayward spirit, as she has been touched by the mark of the dark one. Help her find her way back to the light through the guidance we give her, and cleanse her soul of the evil within.” 

As Alyona spoke, the ground underneath us began to rumble, and I got the strange feeling that something was tugging at my insides. I felt a wave of magic like never before build up in my chest, and then it was like a string yanked it out of my body and pulled it to Alyona’s hands. The princess’ palms glowed more brightly than I’d ever seen before, though she remained stone-faced as she continued her incantation. 

“Damn,” I whispered to myself as I watched her work. 

“Four become one…” she continued. “One is born anew. Drive out the evil from this lost soul, and return her to her creator’s image. I command the darkness to leave her body, in the name of Rahma and the great King Rodion!” 

Alyona pressed her magic hands down onto Remna’s chest, and the spirit’s red eyes opened widely as she took a long, surprised gasp for air. As Remna’s mouth opened, she spewed out a massive cloud of dark smoke, which hovered in the air above us for a few seconds before Alyona’s light climbed up and encased it in an ethereal glow.

Then the smoke screamed. It sounded like a fucking banshee as it roared, yelped, and roared like an animal trapped in a cage, and I saw it start to bounce back and forth against Alyona’s spell as if it were trying to escape. 

“Evil within,” Alyona growled as she looked up at the mist and held out her glowing hands. “Dispel!” 

My wife clapped her glowing hands together, and the magic surrounding the dark mist completely engulfed the smoke. The screaming sound suddenly ceased, and then there was nothing but silence around us. 

“Did it work?” Emarla asked. 

“Is my Sister healed?” Miraya questioned with tears in her eyes. 

I opened up my mouth and sprayed down a bit of rainbow healing glitter onto Remna. The glitter seemed to pull together at all the spots she’d been burned, and slowly but surely, her charred flesh returned to its normal, pale hue. 

Then Remna opened her eyes. 

“M-Miraya?” she gasped as she sat straight up and looked around. “Why am I here? What’s going on?” 

“Remna…” Miraya trailed off. “Is this you? The real you?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“You were under the influence of the Demon King,” I explained. “My wife just freed you from his spell.” 

“The Demon King.” Remna’s thin lips twisted into a frown. “How long was I gone?” 

“You might want to brace yourself for this,” Alyona warned. “But according to Miraya, you’ve been ‘gone’ since the very beginning.” 

“What?” Remna gasped, and then she started to shake her head. “No. Impossible.” 

“It’s true.” Miraya hung her head and sighed. “The rest of our Sisters and I all just thought that was how the Iudices created you, as some sort of spirit of Chaos.” 

“Spirit of--” the dark-haired woman began as her eyes grew wide. “Oh, no… What have I done, Sister?” 

“That is not important.” Miraya shook her head. “All that matters is that I have my Sister again!” 

Miraya threw her arms around Remna and pulled her in tight for a long embrace, and then my lover looked over at me and smiled.

“Thank you, my lord.”

“Of course.” I smiled.

“I am Emarla,” Emarla said as she walked over to the Spirit of the Sword of Shadows. “I am the one who is destined to wield your blade.” 

“Good to meet you, Emarla,” Remna said with a faint smile, though I was sure her mind was racing through all the different possibilities of what she might have done while she herself was possessed. “I suppose we should get to know each other better, shouldn’t we?” 

“You are in my Spiritual Sea,” the half-mermaid joked. “And you possessed my mind and body… I think we’ve already got a bit of a head start.” 

“That was the old me.” Remna cleared her throat as she pulled away from her sister and then stood up. “Hopefully, now we can get to know each other as mutual partners, rather than, well-- Enemies.” 

“That would be wonderful.” 

“What do you remember, Sister?” Miraya interjected. “About the Demon King?” 

“Not much,” Remna sighed. “I felt like I had barely been alive for a few days before he appeared in the Spiritual Sea of the first person to wield the Sword of Shadows. I remember his gangly, clawed hand as it rested upon my forehead, and I remember dark magic flowing through my veins. Then the world went dark, and it… it apparently has stayed dark for ages.” 

“The Demon King was inside of somebody’s Spiritual Sea?” I asked. “I thought that sort of power was hard to come by.” 

“Not if the Sword of Shadows is hexed, Evan,” Alyona gasped. “That’s why you were transported into Emarla’s Spiritual Sea when you touched it!” 

“But then why wasn’t Zoklan transported into somebody’s Spiritual Sea?” I pondered aloud. “He had this damn thing for longer than most people.” 

“For the same reason Remna never tried to corrupt him,” Miraya said. “Because she didn’t think he was powerful enough.” 

“So, what?” I sighed as I tried to wrap my head around it all. “It’s a hexed weapon that only works if you’re powerful enough?” 

“Not just ‘powerful enough,’ Evan…” Alyona smiled as the realization set in. “Powerful enough to be the Demon King’s equal. Don’t you get it? The Demon King put a hex on the Sword of Shadows that would allow beings of great power to travel into the wielder’s Spiritual Sea, and you were allowed in.” 

“Which means I’m as powerful as the Demon King.” 

“And once you officially bond with Emarla in the Redimi Vincio ceremony,” Miraya added, “you could potentially be even more powerful.” 

More powerful than the Demon King? Now that sounded like music to my ears. 

 




 
 Chapter 4 

“Do you really think it’s true?” I asked my friends as I stood to my feet. “You think I could really become stronger than the Demon King once I bond with Emarla and the Sword of Shadows?” 

“I know it.” Alyona smiled. “And I cannot wait for it to happen.” 

“Then we need to get the hell out of here and make it a reality,” I said with a smirk.

“Wait!” Remna declared from her spot on the ground. “Lord Evan, I-I don’t think I can thank you enough for what you’ve done for me. If not for you, I’d still be stuck in that horrible state of being, where I could see myself doing horrible things but was pretty much petrified in terms of trying to stop it.” 

“Don’t mention it.” I winked at the beautiful naked woman. “You can thank me later.” 

“I intend to, Lord Evan,” Remna said with a sly grin. 

I tried to keep my erection down as all the different ways the skinny, sexy woman could “thank me” flooded my thoughts, and I cleared my throat as I looked over to Alyona. 

“How do we get out of here, then?” I asked my wife. “Is it like my Spiritual Sea, where I just kinda snap out of it, or…” 

“Emarla needs to wake up,” Miraya explained. “Then, once she is out of this pocket dimension, Alyona can portal us out just like she does in the real world.” 

“It’s that simple?” I mused. “Can we come back anytime we want?” 

“You can,” Miraya noted. “As long as you touch the Sword of Shadows.” 

“I’ll do my best to snap out of it, then,” Emarla said. 

The short, half-mermaid woman stepped away from the rest of the group and closed her eyes as she stood firm. A few seconds later, Emarla seemed to evaporate into thin air and disappeared. 

“There she goes,” I chuckled. “Alyona?” 

My wife summoned a bit of pure white light into her hands, and then she made a circular motion. As she did so, a massive circle of magic appeared before us, and she gestured for us to go through. 

“We’ll talk to you from the other side, Remna,” I promised the spirit. 

“And I can teach you how to manifest into the other world!” Miraya giggled with glee. “Our Sisters will love to see you back to the way the Iudices intended you to be.” 

“I cannot wait, Miraya,” Remna said. “Thank you again, all of you. I just hope I am able to atone for all the terrible things I have done throughout the years.” 

“If you help us defeat the Demon King, all will be forgiven” I explained. “Trust me.” 

With that, I turned back to the glowing portal in front of me, and I stepped through. The next thing I knew, my eyes shot open, and I sat straight up with a hard gasp. 

We were all still inside of the River Moonstone House, and Zoklan was still standing there with the Sword of Shadows in his hands. 

“You’re back!” my father declared with a heavy sigh. “Thank the gods… I was starting to think you didn’t make it.” 

Miraya must have remained inside of my sword, because Alyona was the only other person in the room with us. 

“Mission accomplished,” I joked as I rubbed my eyes and stretched. “The Sword of Shadows has been purified, and Emarla is free of its influence.” 

“Also, the sword itself is hexed,” Alyona added. “Though it only affects those who hold great power.” 

“Thanks,” Zoklan huffed. “I definitely needed to know that.” 

“You’re fine, Father,” I chuckled as I stood to my feet. “You’re still one of the strongest people I’ve ever met, and I know you’re gonna help us kick the Demon King’s ass once I get bonded with Emarla.” 

“You can count on me, son.” My dad smiled. 

Alyona, Zoklan, and I all made our way over to the staircase and then proceeded up and out into the afternoon air. The flowers of the Lunar Palace were now in full bloom, and I caught the sweet scent of their blooms as we passed by. Eventually, we arrived at the courtyard, where we found Ruslan, Julia, Nokomis, Skye, and Emarla all sitting around with concerned expressions on their faces, but when they saw us approaching, they lit up with a mixture of relief and glee. 

“So it is done, then?” Ruslan asked. “The Sword of Shadows is purified?” 

“It is,” I confirmed. “Which means we need to get on that Redimi Vincio ceremony like, now. Alyona? Can you send word to your father to meet us at the Valley?”

“Of course, my love.” Alyona nodded, and then she pulled out a tiny mirror from one of her pockets. 

My wife flipped open the pocket mirror before she bowed her head and mumbled some sort of spell under her breath. As she did so, the mirror began to distort and ripple as if it were made out of water, and then the face of King Rodion appeared where a reflection would normally be. 

For lack of better words, the king looked like complete shit. 

His long white hair, which normally was contained in a ponytail, was completely unkempt, and there were bags underneath his purple eyes that would make a raccoon jealous. Rodion’s skin was pale, and his flesh looked like it was hanging on his skeleton like a corpse. However, when he saw his daughter, his purple eyes seemed to glow with a hint of happiness. 

“Hello, my beautiful daughter,” Rodion said with a smile. “How is the baby doing?” 

“The future ruler is doing well, Father,” Alyona explained. “And I think you will feel much better about their future once I tell you what just happened here.”

Alyona went on to explain what had happened with the Sword of Shadows, and how we were able to reach into Emarla’s Spiritual Sea and purified the spirit itself. Then she warned her father that we needed to do a Redimi Vincio ceremony as soon as possible. 

“I shall have Castor bring around the cart.” Rodion nodded. “We will meet you there shortly.” 

“Thank you, Father,” Alyona said with a bow, and then the mirror returned to normal. “Should we head off for the valley, then, my love?” 

“The sooner, the better,” I sighed as I glanced over to Emarla. “Are you ready, though?” 

“I can’t say for sure.” Emarla shrugged. “I’ve never been part of a Redimi Vincio ceremony, so I don’t even know what I need to be ready for.” 

“It’s simple, actually,” I explained to the half-mermaid. “Castor, King Rodion’s right-hand man, will set up the altar. Then the king says a few words, we both cut open our palms and mix our blood in a special bowl, and one of the gods comes down to bless our union.” 

“The gods?” The pink-haired beauty gulped. “You actually speak to the gods themselves?” 

“Some of them, at least.” I shrugged. “Though it’s always kind of a crapshoot about which one we end up getting. For a while there it was Aeron, the God of Punishment, but he’s been off studying a dark spider creature the last couple times. I don’t have a clue which one will actually bless the ceremony this time.” 

“And then there are the strange happenings,” Alyona noted. “Every time Evan goes through a Redimi Vincio ceremony, we are attacked by a different assailant.” 

“We think it’s the Breach’s way of trying to fight back,” I added. “The Demon King can probably sense that I’m getting stronger and stronger each time we do the ceremony, and he wants to try and take me out before I get too strong for him to handle.” 

“I will come along, then,” Zoklan offered. “It wouldn’t hurt to have a second dragon around, just in case the Breach sends us more unwanted guests. That, and I’ve always been curious to see a Redimi Vincio up close.” 

“Third,” Nokomis corrected my father. 

“Third what?” My dad scratched his head and raised an eyebrow. 

“You said you’d be a second dragon,” the Noble repeated. “But Eskandar is always present at the Redimi Vincio ceremonies, too, so you’d be the third.” 

“Eskandar?” Zoklan’s face twisted into a large smile at the mere mention of the white dragon’s name. “That old bag of scales is still alive?” 

“More than that,” I chuckled. “He still guards the valley, and-- well… He and Aunt Emma are kind of a thing.” 

My father’s jaw just about hit the ground when I mentioned that last bit. 

“Nooooooo.” The man shook his buzzed head and snickered. “Emma and Eskandar? I never would have thought that could happen in a million years…” 

“I think they make quite an adorable couple,” Alyona interjected with her head raised high. “Everyone deserves happiness, I believe. Even in their older years.” 

“I’m not judging.” Zoklan raised both hands in concession. “I just find it funny, that’s all. One of my old acquaintances is now hooking up with the sister of my one love? Fate certainly has a sense of humor.” 

“Please,” I said as I shook my head violently. “Never use Aunt Emma’s name and ‘hooking up’ in the same sentence. Ever.” 

“Would you prefer ‘fucking’ instead?” my dad teased. “Or maybe ‘doing the ol’ in-out?’” 

“Just… Don’t talk about Aunt Emma like that,” I chuckled. “For the sake of my sanity, I don’t need that mental image in my head.” 

“What kind of a father would I be if I didn’t give you shit, Evan?” Zoklan grinned, but I just rolled my eyes in response. 

“So,” I said as I returned my gaze to Emarla. “Do you think you’re up to this still?” 

“Of course.” Emarla nodded. “We didn’t go through the whole process of purifying the Sword of Shadows and Remna just for me to back out in the moment of truth.” 

“Alyona?” I asked my wife. “Conjure us up a portal to the White Jade Temple.” 

The white-haired princess gave me a firm nod before she bowed her head and began to recite the incantation that would allow us to travel through space and time instantly. As she spoke, a small bead of glowing white light appeared in the air before her, and then it expanded into a portal about the size of a wall mirror. 

“I’m coming, too,” Skye spoke up. “If another demon decides to attack, you’ll need a Noble Sword to kill it.” 

“Exactly,” Nokomis added. “Which is why I’m coming as well.” 

“And it goes without saying that I’m coming,” Nike chuckled. “I’d never leave my brother alone at such an integral moment in his rise to power.” 

“It’s just a Redimi Vincio,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “I don’t think it’ll be that special.” 

“We will eagerly await your return, son,” Ruslan said with somber eyes.

“Just think, dear,” Julia said as she clung onto Ruslan’s arm. “When he returns, our son will be the most powerful being in all of Rahma.” 

“What a blessing we have for a son, Julia,” my adopted father sighed. “We couldn’t be prouder.” 

“Thanks, Pops,” I said with a smile. “You know I couldn’t be prouder to have you as parents, too.” 

I gave Julia and Ruslan both a big bear hug, and each one of them looked at me sentimentally as I returned to Alyona’s portal. Once I was there, I gave my friends a short bow and gestured to the glowing circle before us. 

“Ladies first,” I said, and then I shuffled the four women through the portal one by one. 

“Nobles second?” Nike joked. 

“Family second!” Zoklan declared with a growl, and he ran forward and jumped through the portal with the speed of a scurrying squirrel. 

Nike and I both just looked at each other and then burst out laughing. 

“I guess it’s Nobles, third,” I mused. 

“I suppose so.” Nike shook his head before he approached the portal. 

The Noble of the Sword of Light stepped through Alyona’s interdimensional portal before he disappeared with a quick hum of power. 

I hurried through the portal next, and the world turned white as I passed through the glowing circle. The next thing I knew, my vision returned to me, and I was standing in the beautiful ceremonial valley where the Redimi Vincio took place. 

Two massive mountains stretched up on either side of us, and their rocky formations were the same brilliant white color as the temple in which King Rodion resided. Wildflowers of every sort were in bloom around us, and the wind gently blew against their petals and made them dance. The result was that the valley became a natural kaleidoscope, complete with vibrant colors and shapes that moved to-and-fro on a whim. 

It was a beautiful sight to behold, and I couldn’t help but think back to the way it used to look. 

Before I had been able to purify the valley, it was a space that had been corrupted by the miasma and the Breach a long time ago. Nothing grew here, and any little drop of life that tried got choked out and died just as quickly as it sprouted. Death, disease, and filth hung in the air thanks to the Breach, and the mere scent of it all was enough to make one shiver with disgust. 

Thankfully, the valley made a full one-eighty after we’d purified it, and this new look was here to stay. 

The other Nobles, Alyona, and I sat down on the concrete platform where the ceremony would be held, and we chatted for several minutes before I finally noticed movement out of the corner of my eye. 

My first instinct was to jump up and draw my sword, though all of my fears lessened when I saw the movement was just a figure jumping from high up on the mountain. Any remaining fears disappeared the second that figure transformed into a massive, white dragon with several battle scars across his body. 

Eskandar, the wise old dragon who watched over these parts. 

“Is that who I think it is?” Zoklan asked with a goofy grin. 

“It’s him, alright,” I chuckled. “I wonder if he’ll even recognize you after all these years.” 

“We were just casual acquaintances,” my father explained. “‘Work friends’ as we’d say back on Earth. I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t remember me.” 

Eskandar’s massive white figure began to spiral downward toward us slowly, until finally he landed in a bed of wildflowers with a dull thud. The second Eskandar was on the ground, his body transformed back into his human form, and we were all greeted with the sight of an older man with long, braided white hair and radiant blue eyes that shimmered like neon lights as he approached. Eskandar’s body was adorned with a pristine white robe with a golden trim, which was so bleached-bright I wondered if they’d somehow discovered the magic of Tide in this world. 

“Hello, Lord Evan,” Eskandar said with a bow. “I was curious as to when you’d come back with the twelfth Noble. I saw King Rodion and Castor from up above… They are not very far away.” 

“Eskandar?” Zoklan asked as he took a step forward. “Do you remember me, old friend?” 

“I certainly remember you, Zoklan,” Eskandar said with a stern face, though his expression then broke into a playful smirk. “It would be difficult to forget the dragon who cheated his way to victory.” 

“Just admit you lost.” Zoklan winked. “And be happy that I wasn’t as evil as you thought I was when you attacked.” 

So, that’s how my father knew Eskandar. They hadn’t lived under the same Drache or gone on any sort of epic adventures together or anything like that, but they’d fought each other. And, from the sounds of it, my father won. 

“It wasn’t a ‘loss,’” Eskandar said with a scoff. “The word ‘loss’ implies it was a fair contest.” 

“Damn, Dad,” I chuckled. “What exactly did you do to him?” 

“Yes, ‘Dad,’” the elderly man asked with a sly grin. “Tell him about how you blinded me and then pulled me under the ground.” 

“I blinded Eskandar and pulled him into an underground tunnel,” Zoklan said sarcastically. “Where I pummeled him until he was unconscious. I don’t see how using my predation abilities is ‘cheating.’” 

“You took me by surprise,” Eskandar argued playfully. “If the fight had been one on one, face to face, the result would have been much different.” 

“Your enemies don’t always fight fair.” Zoklan shrugged. “Why should you expect other dragons to?” 

“Because most of us live by a code of honor.” 

“Welp, I’m not ‘most of us,’” my father continued. “I’m a realist, and I definitely don’t think the Demon King has a code, either.” 

“So I am assuming he is joining the cause, Lord Evan?” Eskandar asked. “This dragon you seem to keep calling ‘dad.’” 

“It’s an Earth term,” I explained. “Zoklan is my father, Eskandar.” 

The white dragon’s eyebrows raised, and he tilted his head as he pursed his lips and tried to process my words. A second later, his brow tensed up as he shook his head softly and clicked his tongue. 

“That would explain much,” Eskandar mused. “It only makes sense the child of a powerful dragon like Zoklan would grow up to be the most powerful being in all of Rahma.” 

Even though Eskandar and Zoklan were going back and forth with each other, there wasn’t any tension in the air. They were bantering like two old friends who ran into each other at their high school reunion, or two people who worked together at a coffee shop and always teased each other to help pass the time. 

The two dragons continued their banter for a bit longer, until finally Alyona stood from her seated position and pointed off toward the nearby mountain trail. 

“My father approaches!” Alyona declared. 

We all got up and headed over to the trailhead as we watched the small, horse-drawn cart that housed King Rodion approach. Castor, the king’s right-hand man, sat on the top of the wagon as he held the reins and guided the horses along the trail. It wasn’t long before the wagon rolled to a stop, and then Castor jumped down from his seat, went over to the door, and opened it for his king. 

Rodion took a single step out of the wagon, and his legs wobbled like Jell-O under his weight. Before he even had a chance to get his other foot off the step, Rodion collapsed forward, and Castor had to act quickly to catch the falling tower of a man. 

“Easy, King Rodion,” Castor said as he put Rodion’s arm over his shoulder. “I’ll help you.” 

“Father!” Alyona cried out as she ran over and took Rodion’s other arm. 

“Wh-what’s wrong with him?” Skye whispered. 

“It’s the Breach,” I growled and clenched my fists. “It’s grown so large and powerful that it’s practically killing Rodion to keep it sealed at this point.” 

“I feel his pain,” Nokomis noted as she placed her hand against her chest. 

A stream of tears rolled down the snow leopard Demi-Human’s cheeks, and she began to sob softly. Nokomis’ Noble Sword was the Sword of Mercy, which granted her the ability to sense the feelings of anyone around her as if they were her own. It was a power that was useful in most cases, though it was also one I didn’t think I would want to have myself. 

“I am alright,” Rodion promised as he slowly hobbled over to the ceremonial stage with the help of Castor and Alyona. 

“Here,” Castor said as he and Alyona eased Rodion down onto a large rock. “Sit here while I go and prepare the ingredients for the ceremony.” 

Castor quickly slid out from under his king’s arm, and then he hurried over to the pedestal where the Redimi Vincio would take place. The man laid out the Blade of Wystonia, along with a simple metal bowl and a bunch of herbs and minerals that he began to cut and crush. 

“Don’t worry, Father,” Alyona promised. “Once Evan has completed this final Redimi Vincio, he will be strong enough to shut the Breach permanently, then this nightmare will be over.” 

“I appreciate your optimism, Daughter,” Rodion chuckled as he weakly shook his head. “Though I hope you’re right. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep this up. It wasn’t so bad when it was just a strain on my magical abilities… That can be fixed with enchanted objects, after all. Now it’s starting to take a physical toll on my body, and I fear I won’t be able to fight it off forever.” 

“You don’t have to fight it off forever,” I said to my father-in-law. “You just have to keep it closed for a few more days. We’re almost there, King Rodion. I promise.” 

“I-I see you’ve found Zoklan,” Rodion said as he gave a feeble nod toward my father. 

“You know him, too?” I asked. 

“By reputation only,” the king chuckled. “Mostly from Eskandar’s rather exaggerated account of their battle.” 

Yeah, that made sense. 

“We’re ready, King Rodion!” Castor declared. 

“Let me help you,” I said as I slid my neck under Rodion’s arm. “Emarla? We’re up.” 

The pink-haired half-mermaid gave me a nervous smile before she walked over and then followed us over to the ceremonial spot. Once we were there, Alyona and I helped Rodion stand up, and then my wife moved out of the way before I got in place beside Emarla. Castor placed the metal bowl between Emarla and I before he scuttled away, and soon the ceremony began. 

Rodion used the Blade of Wystonia to cut up the ingredients for the ceremony, and his hands trembled as he lifted them up and placed them in the bowl. Once he was done, Rodion bent over, grabbed the bowl, and carefully straightened back up. Then the king held out the bowl toward me and smiled halfheartedly. 

“Fire of a dragon,” Rodion said. 

I inhaled deeply as my lungs began to swell with the throb of my fire breath, and then I blasted a small bit of flame down into the bowl. The ingredients inside were set ablaze instantly, and they burned so intensely they created a miniature pillar of fire that rivaled the freaking Olympic torch. 

The king held the bowl in one hand as he extended the Blade of Wystonia with the other, and I took the weapon from him before I held it up for Emarla to see. 

“This is what we’ll use,” I explained. “I’ll cut my hand, then you cut yours. Then we’ll pour our blood into the flaming bowl one at a time.” 

Emarla gave me a nod to confirm, so I got to work. I placed the edge of the blade up against my palm, pressed down until I drew a bit of blood, and then dragged it across the width of my hand. I grimaced as the sharp blade cut me open, and I quickly flipped my arm around so my blood dripped down into the bowl. It evaporated with a hot sizzle, and then I handed the blade to Emarla as I healed myself up. 

The half-mermaid took a deep breath as she placed the Blade of Wystonia to her palm, and she let out a yelp as she dragged it across. Her dark, crimson blood began to pool in her palm, so she flipped it over and added her blood into the bowl. 

The second Emarla had donated her blood, I took her hand in mine and blew a bit of rainbow healing glitter down onto it. The open wound slowly began to coagulate, and then it seemed to sew itself back together before all traces of the cut disappeared completely. 

“That wasn’t so bad,” Emarla giggled. 

“Great Gods of the land and sky,” Rodion announced. “We present the dragon and the woman for your eternal blessing, as they bond their magical souls.” 

King Rodion spoke without his usual gusto, and I was starting to worry about him more and more by the minute. His arms trembled as he held them in place, palm open toward the sky, which turned a hazy blue in response. Thunder crashed through the valley as a beam of cerulean light shone down onto the ceremonial stage, and soon we saw a figure start to descend from the Heavens. 

I could tell it was a female figure right off the bat, since it had wide hips and appeared to be wearing a bikini. Once the figure got closer, I could see the pale skin, flowing white hair, and the sunken eyes with giant bags underneath. The woman’s breasts were covered by two seashells, though this was about the furthest thing from The Little Mermaid that I could picture. The goddess’ pasty skin was covered with all sorts of barnacles and coral, and her eyes had no irises whatsoever. 

“Artel, the Goddess of the Deep.” Emarla gulped, and then she fell down onto one knee. 

“There is no need to bow,” the goddess scoffed. “I am simply here because one of my children has been asked to be blessed.” 

“She deserves your blessing,” I said to the goddess. “Emarla is a tough woman. She’s been through way more than she deserved to be, and yet here she stands, with a smile on her face and a badass sword in her hands.” 

“I would expect nothing less from one of my children,” Artel said with a falling smile, and for half a second I thought I saw some life in her black eyes. “Especially a mermaid, the most precious of my creatures.” 

“So?” I interrupted. “Do we have your blessing, Artel?” 

“Yes, I hereby give my blessing and that of my allies to this Redimi Vincio ceremony,” she answered as she placed her hands together. “May you use this power for the goodness of our sacred creatures and the home you share.” 

There was a loud crack of lightning as a bolt of the magical electricity shot down and slammed into the bowl that sat between Emarla and I. The metal vessel shattered into a million pieces as it glowed with white-hot power, and then I felt a surge inside my own body. The Sword of Shadows merged into my soul, and I closed my eyes as I was transported to my Spiritual Sea. 

“This is it, Evan,” Miraya’s voice said with a happy sigh. “The last of my Sisters.” 

I opened my eyes to see the beautiful spirit standing along the beach, with her arms crossed over her busty chest, and a smile spread all the way across her face. 

“Dare I ask what merging with Remna is gonna do to me?” I chuckled. 

“Before she was purified, I would have been worried,” the white-haired spirit admitted. “But now? I think you will be alright.” 

“But still…” I trailed off. “What power is she going to give me, exactly?” 

However, Miraya didn’t need to explain any further. I could feel it. 

There was a dark, throbbing bit of sensation that felt like it was coming straight out of my soul. It made my body tremble as it reverberated through every fiber of my being, until finally I glanced down at my veins and noticed they were completely black. At first, I feared Remna had poisoned me, but I quickly realized this was a different sensation altogether. 

This time, it felt like I was in control. 

“Of course that’s what Remna would give you,” Miraya said with a roll of her eyes. “Her dark magic poison.” 

“Wait,” I said. “I can poison people now?” 

“I believe that is why Sister Remna enchanted your veins,” the spirit confirmed. “Her darkness now lies within you, Evan.” 

I held up my right hand, opened up my hand like I was holding a baseball, and then aimed away from Miraya. I pictured the poison inside of my body shooting out like a cobra’s venom, and then I gasped when the inklike coloring of my veins all moved up my arm and into my hand. There was a sound like an aerosol can spraying as dark purple mist blasted out of my fingertips and lingered in the air before me. 

I could definitely shoot poison now. 

Still, there was something else about me that felt different. 

“There’s more,” I said to Miraya. “I can’t explain it, but I feel… Bigger? I dunno, it’s hard to explain.”

“You don’t have to, Evan.” Miraya smiled. “I know exactly what you are feeling.” 

“And what might that be?” I chuckled. “Nerves?” 

“You are now the most powerful being in all of Rahma, Lord Evan.” 

 




 
 Chapter 5 

“I promise, he’s alright,” I heard Alyona’s voice say as I slowly drifted back out from my Spiritual Sea. “This always happens after a Redimi Vincio.” 

When my eyes opened again, I saw Zoklan was right in front of me, and his hand was waving back and forth in front of my face like he was trying to get my attention. Alyona was right beside my father, while Rodion and the others were standing back with completely nonchalant expressions on their faces. 

The Goddess of the Deep, Artel, was still amongst my family, with her arms crossed over her chest and her face twisted into a dry half-smirk. 

“Evan?” Zoklan gulped when he saw my eyes were open. “Oh, thank goodness… I thought you were comatose.” 

“It’s all part of the ceremony, Dad,” I explained. “It’s literally happened ten times before.” 

“So, does this mean it’s over?” Emarla asked softly. “You’re strong enough to close the Breach for good?” 

“I’m not sure,” I admitted with a sigh. “But Miraya just told me I’m the most powerful person in all of Rahma now, and I apparently inherited Remna’s ability to spray poison out of my body.” 

“Poison spray,” Zoklan said with a smirk. “I wish my predations would be as fun as yours.” 

“I dunno, Dad,” I chuckled. “Crablike legs and the ability to tunnel like a shrew are pretty damn useful, if I do say so myself. Plus the acid magic.” 

“You have that magic now, too,” my father sighed. “I’m afraid it’s not as unique to me as it once was. But, alas, this presents a great opportunity for us as father and son… I can train you how to use it properly!” 

“I’d like that.” I smiled. 

I didn’t have a father growing up, and now that we’d found each other, we had many years’ worth of time to catch up on. Maybe now that I had the same abilities as him, we would have an excuse to spend even more time together than we did before. 

“What happens now?” Emarla’s voice interrupted my musings of the future. “Do we go to the Breach?” 

“I wish it were so simple, my dear,” Rodion chuckled as he leaned back against a rock and let out a long sigh. “This was just the first step in a long journey still to come. It was a very integral step, yes, but it’s still only the first of many.” 

“We should be more worried about what’s going to happen right now,” Eskandar warned as his neon eyes darted around the sky. “There are always some… Unusual happenings when we do a Redimi Vincio ceremony.” 

“Do you think it’ll be another demon?” Alyona asked. “I-I’m not sure we can handle another being that powerful.” 

“I don’t know,” I said and pursed my lips. “Now that the Demon King has gotten desperate, anything is on the table. Either way, I would suggest you take your father and Castor and get to cover before anything happens.” 

“I hate not being able to help you.” My wife frowned. “My magic could help you defeat your enemies much easier, just like those early days of your time in Rahma.” 

I walked over to my beautiful wife, placed a hand on her pregnant belly, and looked deep into her amethyst eyes. 

“Right now, this little one is our top priority,” I reminded the princess. “I miss having your magic on my side, too, but we can’t risk the safety of our child.” 

“I know that,” Alyona sighed as she hung her head, but she placed her hand on top of mine so we both cupped her belly. “It is just aggravating how I cannot help, that’s all.” 

“You are helping,” I promised. “By staying safe. For now, just take any other noncombatants and get them to safety. We’ll send for you as soon as the coast is clear, okay?” 

Alyona’s purple eyes were filled with worry, but she gave me a nod and walked over to her father. Then the princess bowed her head and closed her eyes as she began to whisper the portal incantation we all knew so well, and as she spoke, a glowing circle of white light appeared in the sky before her. 

“Come, Father,” Alyona said as she gestured to Rodion. “We must leave this place for now.” 

Right on cue, there was a loud, inhuman screech from somewhere off in the distance. It sounded a lot like the demon we’d fought before, though there was something different about it. The sound was much deeper, and angrier. 

Then I heard a whole chorus of the screeches, and my blood ran cold. 

“There are multiple demons coming,” I said as my heart began to pound in my chest. “Get to safety now, Alyona!” 

“Let me help you, my king,” Castor said as he ran over to Rodion, bent down, and placed the king’s arm over his shoulder. 

Alyona took her father’s other side, and the two helped Rodion back to his feet before they headed through the portal to safety. 

“Emarla?” I asked the new Noble of the Sword. “Do you want to go with them?” 

“What?” the pink-haired beauty scoffed. “This would be the perfect opportunity to test out my abilities with the Sword of Shadows, as well as many of the skills I’ve been learning in Valerra and Rebecca’s self-defense classes.” 

“This isn’t a training exercise,” Skye warned as she pulled the Sword of Youth from her belt. “From what Lord Evan has told us, a single demon was hard to kill, and there are now many of them.” 

“I’m bonded to Lord Evan in both body, spirit, and blood.” Emarla shook her head. “I am staying.” 

“Alright.” I frowned, and then I looked over to see Alyona still standing before her portal. “Go on, you three. We’ll handle this.” 

“Be careful, my son,” Rodion warned. “Rahma’s future depends upon your survival.” 

With that, Alyona and Castor helped her father through the portal, and all three of them disappeared into a flash of blinding white light. 

“Wow,” Zoklan teased. “You didn’t even ask if I wanted to go hide or not.” 

“I figured the dragon who defeated the mighty Eskandar wouldn’t back down from a challenge like this,” I said without missing a beat. 

“Not quite defeated,” Eskandar mumbled under his breath. “Deceived and taken out by a cheap attack.” 

Man, he really was still bitter about that fight. 

Either way, we had an unknown number of demons coming our way, and we needed to form a strategy if we wanted to stand a chance. 

“How about a little reconnaissance, Eskandar?” I asked the white dragon. “We need to know what we’re dealing with, and in how great of numbers.” 

The elder dragon gave me a nod before he took a running start toward the edge of the stage, and then he leapt up into the air as his body shifted and expanded into his scaly form. As Eskandar’s scarred, white body flew up and out of the valley, his camouflage ability took over, and he completely disappeared from sight. 

“Huh,” Zoklan mused. “I definitely wouldn’t have defeated him if he’d used that power during our fight. But don’t tell him I said that.” 

Now that Alyona had left and Eskandar had gone airborne, it just left our tribe of Zoklan, Nokomis, Nike, Skye, Emarla, and myself. Plus Artel, who was a freaking Goddess. 

I liked those odds. 

“Everyone?” I said to my friends and family. “If these things are anything like the last demon I fought, they can only be killed with the power of a Noble Sword, and they might be airborne. If that’s the case, we’re gonna have to get them out of the sky before we can do any serious damage… Father? Once we know what we’re dealing with, it’ll be our job to bring these demons down to the Nobles of the Sword, where they’ll finish them off. Do you think we can handle that?” 

“Please,” Zoklan laughed. “I defeated the mighty Eskandar, remember?” 

“You’re really milking that victory,” I said with a chuckle. “Just be careful. Demons are more powerful than anything you’ve probably faced before, Eskandar included.” 

“Just get them down here,” Skye said with a smirk that was way too enthusiastic for the situation. “We’ll do the rest, Lord Evan.” 

Nokomis had the Sword of Mercy in her hands, while Emarla now held onto the Sword of Shadows with an awkward, one-handed grip. I didn’t know if Valerra and Rebecca had taught the half-mermaid how to use weapons in their class yet, but she definitely was gonna need some fine-tuning on her handling abilities. 

Suddenly, Eskandar reappeared right above us with a flash of white. 

“It’s worse than we thought, Lord Evan,” the dragon growled. “There are eight demons about half a mile away. Four of them are the same as the last one we fought, but the other four are land-crawlers.” 

“Land-crawlers?” I asked. 

“They are running on all fours like a predator,” the dragon clarified. “And they are running fast.” 

Shit. It didn’t even occur to me that not all of the demons in the Breach were the same species. And now we had eight of these bastards to deal with.

We definitely had our work cut out for us. 

“See if you can take any of them by surprise,” I said to Eskandar and Zoklan. “Eskandar can camouflage himself, and Dad? You can bust out that old move you claim worked so well.” 

Eskandar let out a bit of a huff, but then he camouflaged himself as he took back off into the sky. Meanwhile, Zoklan shifted into his dragon form before he shot up toward the nearest mountain at an angle. We all watched as my father slammed into the side of the mountain, and then his front claws worked in double time as he dug a tunnel straight through the rocky formation and disappeared like an overexcited mole. 

Meanwhile, Nokomis, Skye, Emarla, and I remained back to back down on the stone stage as we waited for the demons to arrive. 

The air was ripe with the stench of death, and I knew they were close. Another round of inhuman screeches echoed across the valley, and then the eight assailants appeared over the side of the mountains. 

Four of the bastards looked just like the one we’d killed before, with jet-black flesh that glowed purple and clouds of miasma that rolled out of every orifice on their bodies. They were all lanky and tall, with slender arms and legs that were nearly ten feet long and had deadly, sickle-shaped claws on each finger. Each of the demons had the same four, giant, sunken-in red eyes and snakelike tongues that trembled when they let out their inhuman hisses, and their curved horns practically blended in with their bodies as they hovered over the valley and began to circle like vultures. 

Then came the other four. 

These demons scuttled over the side of the mountain on all fours, and their bodies were a tad smaller than the flying creatures above. Their legs must have been five feet in length, and their slender, jet-black bodies were covered in what could only be described as giant, glowing purple boils. The sores leaked bits of miasma, though they glowed intently like light bulbs, which was a sharp contrast to the darkness of the rest of their bodies. Their heads were pointed like a greyhound’s, but they didn’t have a traditional nose or mouth like the other demons did. Instead, their snouts came down into a single, circular hole that reminded me of a fucking leech and was filled with a row of teeth all the way around. Their eyes were glowing red circles, and they had small, wispy, tendril-like growths that curved back along the length of their whole bodies. 

“Damn.” I whistled. “They’re even uglier than I remembered.” 

The flying demons continued to circle around us as the slender ones snorted, hissed, and then bounded forward with the speed of a freaking gazelle. The way they ran on their spindly legs was somehow both awkward and horrifying at the very same time, and they were moving way too fast for me to try and pick them off with a fire arrow. 

Thankfully, Zoklan was already on the case. 

As one of the running demons went past my father’s burrow, Zoklan erupted out of the mountainside with a powerful roar and a spray of acid breath. The green liquid steamed as it splashed down onto the nearest four-legged demon, and then its flesh began to sizzle as the creature roared. 

However, it was not a roar of pain, but rather a roar of anger. 

The demon shook its body like a wet dog and sent bits of the deadly green goo all over the surrounding mountainside, where it melted through rocks as though it was wet paper. 

“Damn it,” I growled under my breath as I watched the scene unfold above. “Didn’t I tell him the Noble Swords were the only thing that could hurt those bastards?” 

The four-legged demon engaged with my father raised his head into the air and unleashed an inhuman snarl that echoed throughout the valley. Suddenly, the four airborne demons turned their attention to Zoklan, and then they began to swoop down toward him as their eyes glowed with malicious glee. Meanwhile, the other three four-legged demons continued down the mountainside, and I knew they fully intended on tearing us limb from limb. 

Then Eskandar let out a bellow as he attacked while still invisible, and one of the flying demons was suddenly tossed into the side of the mountain like a rag doll. The rest of the flying fuckers started to hiss and growl as they searched the air for their unseen foe, while Zoklan blasted another shot of acid breath onto his opponent. 

“Light them up, Skye!” I ordered the Noble of the Sword of Youth. “The more damage we can do from afar, the better.” 

Skye’s sword began to glow with red magic as she placed the tip of the blade against the ground and took a deep breath. Then the half-Nepin woman’s eyes narrowed as she took aim, and she let out a battle cry as she dragged the Sword of Youth across the ground and held it up at her target. 

A bolt of red lightning blasted out of her blade and then slammed right into the head of one of the charging demons, and the creature let out a yelp of pain like a dog as it lost its footing, slammed into the ground, and continued to roll down the hill. 

“Nice shot!” Nike laughed. 

“Don’t get too excited,” I warned. “I doubt that put the fucker down for the count.” 

“Allow me to be of assistance,” Artel offered, and the Goddess of the Deep stepped to the front of our group. 

“Is that allowed?” I asked. “I thought you weren’t supposed to interfere with the mortal world?” 

“The rules have no meaning anymore.” The goddess shrugged. “The Demon King made sure of that.” 

Artel raised her barnacle-covered arms above her head and then slowly started to float up into the sky. As she moved, she whispered incantations in a language I’d never heard before in my life, and a hazy mist appeared to encircle her hands. Once the goddess had finished her spell, she began to make circular motions with her hands, and the mist that surrounded them swirled around like a whirlpool. Then Artel threw both her hands forward and, as she did so, a massive wave of water appeared out of thin air and launched itself toward the three four-legged demons. 

The bastards tried to stop their momentum, but it was way too late. The wave crashed over them violently, and they all yelped as they were knocked off their feet and washed down the side of the mountain. 

“Now!” I commanded as the creatures landed at the edge of our stage. “While they’re incapacitated!” 

Nike, Nokomis, Skye, Emarla, and I all broke formation as we dashed forward and set our sights on finishing off these ugly bastards before they had a chance to get back up on their feet. Emarla and Nokomis headed for the one on the left, while Nike and Skye charged the one who had already been damaged by the lightning attack. 

That just left the one at the very center for me. 

The demon grumbled and hissed as it weakly stood to its feet and tried to shake off its daze. 

I was still about fifty feet away, so my best option was to try a Spider-Man move. Without breaking my stride, I jumped up into the air, shot my webbing power forward, and caught the demon by one of his fleshy tendrils. The second my projectile made an impact, I yanked back on the web, which pulled the demon to the ground and also sent me forward at the same time. I raised the Sword of Hatra above my head as I flew across the battlefield, and then I brought it down into the demon’s head with a wet shluck sound. 

The demon screamed in agony as my blade pierced through his skull, and miasma poured out of the wound like a freaking volcanic eruption as he flailed and tried to slash me with his claws. However, my opponent’s attacks were all in vain, and they grew weaker and weaker as the life drained out of him. Seconds later, the demon’s body went limp, and he let out one final, labored breath. 

He was dead. 

When I looked over to my friends, though, they hadn’t been as lucky. 

Nike and Skye were both dodging swipes from their demon while simultaneously trying to hit him with their blades. Skye blasted shot after shot of red lightning at the beast, but now that he was aware of her ability, he seemed to be able to dodge much easier. 

On the other side, Nokomis and Emarla weren’t doing too much better. The half-mermaid’s swordsmanship must have still needed a bit of work, because Emarla simply swung the Sword of Shadows like a toddler playing in the backyard with a stick. Nokomis flipped and rolled with the agility of a cat as she avoided the demon’s claws, but the demon appeared to also be a bit too agile for her to land any blows. 

I didn’t have much time to process what I was seeing, though, because I suddenly heard a powerful roar from directly above me. Without thinking, I leapt forward, and seconds later I heard the sound of one of the flying demons as it slammed into the ground where I’d just stood. 

I flipped around and readied the Sword of Healing as my opponent stood to his lanky feet and snarled. 

From this distance, the stench of miasma was enough to make my nostrils burn, and I felt my eyes water a bit as I tried to retain my composure. The flying demons were definitely harder to kill, especially when I was in my human form. 

Without another warning, the flying demon leapt forward and used his wings to shoot toward me like a bat out of hell. 

I tossed up my hand and sprayed a blast of poison directly at the bastard, but he just passed straight on through the purple cloud as he continued toward me. I fell down to the ground as the fucker passed overhead, and when I jumped back to my feet, he banked back around to make another pass. 

This time, though, I was more than ready. 

I waited until the flying demon was only about fifty feet away, and then I summoned up my rock magic and pulled a giant pillar of stone out of the ground, right in front of me. 

There was a massive crash as the demon slammed into the pillar at full speed, and he hit the damn thing so hard it cracked all the way through. I knew that the beast was still alive, but I’d hoped I’d stunned him enough to gain the upper hand. 

I used my super-speed ability to zip around the pillar, where I saw the demon sprawled out on the ground. He appeared to only be slightly disoriented, but that was all I needed. 

I raised the Sword of Hatra above my head and then brought it down as I let out a roar of anger. 

My blade sliced through the demon’s neck like it was dry tinder, and his dark blood sprayed out like a geyser as miasma erupted from the fresh stump where his head had once resided. The demon’s head rolled forward as his tongue flopped out of his mouth while his red eyes went dark, and I kicked his skull off to the side as I turned back to the rest of the battle. 

Up above on the mountainside, Zoklan was still engaged with the fourth four-legged demon. Meanwhile, the other three flying demons were swooping around in the air like vultures as they tried to find Eskandar. 

“Do you think you can do the same thing with the water to the demons up there?” I asked Artel as I pointed upwards. “Eskandar can’t hold them off forever.” 

“Without a doubt, Lord Evan,” Artel said as she began to move her arms in a circular motion once more. 

The Goddess of the Deep murmured her spell once more as the mist around her hands intensified, and then she launched a massive wave of water up into the sky. It splashed against the three circling demons, and they shrieked as the sheer weight of the liquid crashed down onto them and sent them spiraling downward. 

Now was my chance. 

I quickly called upon my foresight ability, which created three glowing golden pathways through the sky and alerted me to the trajectory of each falling demon. Then I jumped up, transformed into my dragon form, and took off toward my nearest enemy. Once I got within striking distance of the bastard, I transformed back into my human form and allowed my momentum to carry me through the air like a fleshy bullet. 

In my current form, the demon was about double my size, and I really hoped this plan of mine was going to work. If it didn’t, I was gonna be in for a major world of hurt. 

The demon opened his mouth as if he were about to attack, but I simply held out the Sword of Healing and stabbed it straight into his chest. Miasma sprayed out onto my face the second his skin was punctured, and I got a pungent, sour taste in my mouth as I inhaled the deadly mist. 

“Fuck,” I gagged, but I shook off the terrible taste and smell of death as I yanked my sword out of the demon’s body and let gravity take over. 

As I fell, I tossed the Sword of Hatra back into my spatial storage, transformed back into a dragon, and then used my wings to zip around behind the wounded demon. Before he even had a chance to reorient himself, I transformed back into a human and plummeted down toward his body while I pulled out my sword once more. This time, I landed on the fucker’s back, and I stabbed my blade straight down into the base of his skull. 

There was a sickly crunch as the sword pierced his spinal cord, and his body seemed to tremble for a second before it went rigid. I pulled my weapon out of his back with a splash of dark blood and miasma, and then I transformed back into a dragon as I watched his lifeless body plummet to the ground. 

“Thank you, Lord Evan,” Eskandar said as he suddenly let down his camouflage and appeared next to me. “I was beginning to wonder how long I’d actually be able to avoid them.” 

I glanced down as the remaining “flyers” continued to plummet downward, though they seemed to regain control of their bodies before they hit the ground. 

“Don’t let them get airborne again,” I commanded the white dragon, who responded with a firm nod. 

Eskandar and I flew down as quickly as we could and each took aim at a different demon. Fire blasted out of the elder dragon’s maw as he approached his target, and the red-hot flames slammed into the demon’s back with a hot, sizzling sound. 

Even though the attack wasn’t enough to kill the bastard, the sheer force of Eskandar’s fire breath pushed the demon the rest of the way to the ground and continued to pin him there as Eskandar approached. 

I decided to take a bit of a different method with my demon, and as I drew closer, I summoned up my nature magic and then commanded several of the nearby trees to elongate. The valley was filled with the sound of creaking, groaning wood as the tree branches grew out like vines and then wrapped around each of the demon’s appendages. They pulled the fucker’s limbs in four different directions as I approached, and I transformed back into a human and readied my blade. I used my precision aiming ability to make sure I was headed for the fucker’s heart, and then I plunged my sword through the demon’s chest as I landed. 

He let out an inhuman hiss as he writhed in pain, though his wails quickly turned into gurgled gasps for breath as the life left his body. Soon, the demon’s eyes went dark, and his body turned limp. I jumped off the fucker as I commanded the trees to release him, and his lifeless figure collapsed to the ground behind me. 

Eskandar still had the last flying demon pinned to the ground with his fire, and I knew I needed to take advantage of the situation. I used my super-speed to close the gap between myself and my opponent, and then I lopped off his head with a quick slash of my blade. 

Eskandar zipped away from my position, and I turned back to see how my friends were doing against the four-legged demons. 

Nike blinded one of the demons with a flash of magic from the Sword of Light, and Skye jumped in and stabbed her sword through the demon’s neck. It let out a yelp as it lashed out with its paw and sent Skye tumbling across the battlefield, and then the demon took a swipe at Nike. 

Nike dodged the attack before he came back up and lopped off the demon’s hand with a swing of his blade. Dark, sticky blood and miasma erupted from the creature’s stump as it wailed and screeched, but its cries were quickly silenced when Nike drove his sword up through its head from below. 

The demon went silent as its tongue flopped out of its mouth, and then it collapsed onto the ground, dead. 

On the other side of the battlefield, Nokomis and Emarla didn’t seem to be doing so hot. The demon was still jumping around like a squirrel on speed, and the two women looked absolutely exhausted. Sweat covered their foreheads as they gulped in long, winded breaths, and their evasive maneuvers seemed to get more lethargic by the second. 

If I didn’t do something soon, they would be in big trouble. 

I blasted a spray of healing mist over toward Skye before I used my super-speed to run over to Emarla and Nokomis. 

“He’s too fast, Lord Evan!” Nokomis huffed before she took a swing at the demon. “We can’t even land a blow.” 

“Think smarter, not harder,” I reminded the two women. “Emarla, why aren’t you using the power of your sword?” 

The four-legged demon snarled as he took a swipe at me, but I was quick to evade. I tried to plunge my blade into the fucker’s heart, but he was too fast. He jumped away from my attack before he lashed out at Nokomis, and I had to throw up a fire shield to protect her from the demon’s claws. 

“How do I do that?” Emarla questioned. “I just bonded with Remna an hour ago!” 

“I know this is gonna sound bad,” I warned. “But let her take over.” 

“Have you gone mad, Lord Evan?” the pink-haired beauty gasped. “She has already possessed me once.” 

“Look out!” I yelled as I tackled Emarla to the ground, and the demon’s jaws snapped shut just above us. 

I twirled around and slashed the fucker with my blade, and he reeled back as a bit of blood splashed down onto me. The demon jumped away before I could finish him off, though I’d given him a mighty deep cut. 

“Trust Lord Evan, Emarla,” Nokomis said. “I know you’re afraid, but he knows what he’s doing.” 

“Let her take over,” I explained as I jumped up and stared down the demon before us. “Just for a second or two… Then you can use the Sword of Shadows to its true potential.” 

The demon’s glowing eyes darted back and forth between Nokomis and I as it tried to figure out who was going to make their first move. Finally, the demon let out a roar as it jumped forward, and I prepared to attack. 

Before I had a chance, though, several tendrils of dark magic shot forward and caught the demon in their grasp. The magic tentacles held the fucker in place, which allowed Nokomis and I to go on the offensive. The snow leopard Demi-Human and I gave each other knowing smirks, and then we both stepped forward and stabbed our Noble Swords into the monster’s head, right through his eyes. 

The demon screamed in pain as our blades tore through its eye sockets, but then its body went limp when we cut into its brain. Nokomis and I pulled our weapons out of the demon’s skull as the magic tendrils released it, and we turned around to see the dark magic retreat into Emarla’s sword. 

“See?” Nokomis smiled. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 

Emarla frowned as she shook her head and shuddered. 

“It certainly didn’t feel nice,” she admitted. “But you’re right, letting Remna take over wasn’t so bad.” 

Just then, Nike and Skye ran over to our side. 

“Is that all of them?” Nike asked. 

“There’s still one,” I reminded the Noble as I pointed up the mountainside. “Zoklan and Eskandar are working on him right now, but we should probably get up there and help them out.” 

Sure enough, both dragons were hitting the final demon with everything they had. The crablike dorsal legs on Zoklan carried him around his opponent as he took shot after shot at the fucker with his acid breath, and all the while, Eskandar was shooting fire at the demon. Their attacks all seemed to be landing, though none of them were doing the damage they normally would. 

I needed to get up there and finish the fight. 

I took off in a dead sprint as I ran past a floating Artel, and then I jumped into the air and transformed into my dragon form. I flew up toward Eskandar and Zoklan, and I sprayed a shot of webbing down onto the final demon. It stuck to the hind end of the bastard, and I held tight as I continued to fly upwards and yanked the demon off his feet and up into the air. Before he had a chance to retaliate, I reached down, grabbed the webbing with both my hands, and began to spin in a clockwise motion. 

The demon flailed and snarled as he was taken for a ride, until I finally launched the bastard into the nearby mountainside like a fucking Olympic discus thrower. He crashed into the rocky cliffside and sent several bits of debris into the air as he smashed through stone like it was nothing and rolled into a nearby rock formation. 

Without missing a beat, I summoned my rock magic, created two giant tendrils of stone, and wrapped them around his arms. I pulled them in opposite directions as I zipped over to the bastard, and then I transformed back into my human form as I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage. The demon tried to break out of his restraints, but it was no use. 

I quickly removed the fucker’s head from his body with a slash of my blade, and he collapsed to the ground as his severed skull rolled down the side of the mountain and out of sight. 

“Fuck,” I whispered to myself as I let out a sigh of relief and fell down onto my knees. 

Even though I was starting to get the hang of fighting demons, it wasn’t getting any easier. Just killing these eight bastards had completely drained me of my stamina, and these were just grunts. 

I still had the Demon King waiting for me, and he would surely make all these creatures look like a walk in the park in comparison. Still, there were some new perks of being the most powerful being in Rahma, and I was eager to test out each and every new ability my newfound status would grant me.

I released the decapitated demon’s body before I transformed back into my dragon form and then flew down to meet my friends on the stage. Eskandar and Zoklan were already down there, in their human forms, and my father was grinning from ear to ear when he saw me. 

“I knew you were an impressive fighter, son.” Zoklan whistled. “But single-handedly killing eight demons? That’s-- that’s something else.” 

“It wasn’t ‘single-handedly,’” I reminded the black dragon. “I had all you guys to help.” 

“I killed one, as well,” Nike said as he puffed out his chest proudly. 

“And Nokomis and I stabbed that one at the same time,” I chuckled and pointed to one of the dead demons. “And only after Emarla captured it with her magic. There was nothing ‘single-handed’ about any of this.”

“Should we call Princess Alyona to come and purify the valley with her magic?” Emarla asked. 

“No need.” I shook my head. “I’m the one who usually purifies it. Observe…” 

I looked around at all the rotting, dark corpses as they spewed miasma into the air, and my heart was filled with disgust. I hated to see such a pristine place like this tainted by the Demon King’s horrors, and I wanted nothing more than to jump through the Breach right now and end this whole fight. 

For now, though, I just needed to purify the valley. 

Are you ready, Evan? Miraya giggled. 

“More than ready,” I said, and then I closed my eyes and tried to focus. 

The stench of the miasma was overpowering, but I was able to control my gag reflex as I tried to single out the sound of rustling leaves or the soft breeze that blew against my face. Soon, I felt a wave of calmness fall over my body like a warm blanket, which was then followed by a massive surge of power. I took one last deep breath before I opened up my eyes and watched a fireworks display of rainbow glitter shoot up into the air and then softly flutter down onto the ground. The clouds of miasma in the sky wilted like old lettuce before they vanished completely, while my healing glitter ate away at the flesh of the dead demons like it was acid. Within seconds, their corpses were completely gone, as were any signs that the demons had ever been here. 

“Very impressive,” Artel chuckled. “I can see why the other Gods enjoy these ceremonies. However, I must bid you all ado, as I am needed back in the Heavens… Aeron will wish to know what has transpired. I wish you all nothing but the best. Good luck, my child.” 

“Thank you, Goddess of the Deep,” Emarla said with a warm smile. 

Artel raised her hands to the sky, and instantly a beam of vibrant blue light shined down like a stage light around her. The goddess began to float up through the beam of light as she smiled down upon us, until finally she disappeared into the clouds and was gone. 

“I’m still not sure I’ll ever get used to that,” Nokomis admitted. 

“Let’s get over to the White Jade Temple and let Rodion know what’s going on,” I said to my friends as I transformed into a dragon. “Hop on. We’ll carry you.” 

“We?” Zoklan mused. 

“Yes, ‘we,’” I chuckled. “It’s the fastest way back, considering we don’t have anyone who can create a portal.” 

“I’m just giving you grief,” my father teased as he looked over at Eskandar. “Until we meet again?” 

“Hopefully as an ally once more.” The elder bowed his head. “That was a much more pleasant experience than the first time we met.” 

Zoklan shook Eskandar’s hand, and then my father stepped away and transformed into his dragon form. Nokomis and Nike jumped onto my back, while Emarla and Skye both climbed onto Zoklan. Once all of our passengers were secured, the two of us bade farewell to Eskandar and took off toward the temple. Even though it was somewhat of a distance away, we arrived in nearly no time at all, and we found Alyona, Castor, and Rodion waiting for us outside. 

“We saw your purifying spell,” Alyona said as Zoklan and I landed. “We figured that was a good sign.” 

“It is,” I promised. “The demons are dead, and the valley is pure once more.” 

“Very good, my son,” Rodion said as he weakly tried to stand up, but then he collapsed back against the rock he had been sitting on. “I think it is time.” 

“Damn straight,” I said with a grin. “It’s about time to close this Breach once and for all.” 

“No.” The king shook his head furiously. 

“Father?” Alyona gasped. “What do you mean? Isn’t this what we’ve been working for this entire time?” 

“Yes,” Rodion explained. “But that is not what I am referring to. It is time for Evan to take his rightful place, my dear.” 

“Rightful place?” Nike asked with a raised eyebrow. “Lord Evan has all eleven Noble Swords linked to him, and he’s now the most powerful being in all of Rahma!” 

“But he is not a king,” Rodion interjected. “And I believe there is no better time to make him one than now.” 

“What are you talking about, King Rodion?” I continued. “You’re the king.” 

“I know,” he chuckled. “But it is time for me to pass on my crown to you, Lord Evan of Hatra.” 

 




 
 Chapter 6 

“What are you trying to say, Father?” Alyona asked. 

“I’m saying my time as ruler is at an end,” Rodion repeated. “The power that is needed to hold the Breach closed is wearing me quite thin, my dear… I’m afraid I cannot continue on like this.” 

“Are you-- are you dying?” My wife began to sob. 

“No!” Rodion retorted in an instant, and then he weakly stood to his feet and wrapped his arms around his daughter. “I would never leave you like that, my dear. I am simply saying I cannot continue to hold the Breach closed while also acting as King of Rahma, so I am ceding the duties of the less important role. You and Evan are the next in line, and it is now your time. We can have you both crowned as early as the day after tomorrow.” 

“The day after tomorrow?” I gulped. “That’s-- that’s really soon, King Rodion.” 

“The sooner, the better,” he sighed. “Every second I am trying to pull double duty is a second I’m growing weaker. If something is not done soon, then I fear I will either perish, or the seal around the Breach will not be strong enough to hold the Demon King back.” 

“Father, you have been the King of Rahma for several centuries,” Alyona noted. “Evan and I thought we wouldn’t need to take over as rulers until you-- well, until you perished.” 

“If you do not take over in the near future,” Rodion warned. “That day might be coming sooner than you think.” 

“This is a major honor, King Rodion,” I interjected. “Are you sure of this?” 

“My king,” Castor interjected. “Might I suggest we find you more enchanted items? That seemed to get you back in good spirits the last time you were this weak.” 

“All the enchanted coins or gemstones in Rahma wouldn’t be enough to save me this time,” the king chuckled wearily. “This is a decision I have thought on for quite some time, and it is one I feel needs to be made. The time of my reign is at its sunset, my friends. It will soon be time for Evan of Hatra to take my place, with my beloved daughter by his side. And I know that together, you will save not only Rahma, but all of Inati.” 

My head started to spin as the gravity of this situation began to weigh on me. I knew I was poised to take over for King Rodion someday, but I always figured that would be far into the future, after we’d closed the Breach permanently and the threat of the Demon King and the miasma was long gone. Now, he wanted me to take over his kingly duties starting the day after tomorrow, all while I was still trying to figure out our next move? 

It was too much, even for me. 

“I-- Of course, I accept,” I said as I shook my head in disbelief. “But I’m ashamed to admit this is all coming at kind of a bad time.” 

“On the contrary,” King Rodion argued. “Now is the perfect time, Evan. Rahma and its surrounding countries need a strong leader right now, in this time of crisis. I have tried to be that for as long as I possibly could, but my abilities now pale in comparison to yours. If you take up the crown as the King of Rahma, the people of this country will look to you for inspiration. And, once the Breach is permanently sealed, they will see you as the great leader I’ve always known you could be.” 

“I don’t know what to say, King Rodion,” I said as I tried to keep from hyperventilating with excitement. “I’ve always appreciated the respect you’ve shown me, and your belief in my leadership abilities, but this is something else…” 

“It is fantastic news!” Skye declared as her dark sapphire lips twisted into a smile. 

“My son… King of Rahma…” Zoklan added with a proud smirk. 

“There will be time for a celebration,” Rodion noted before his expression turned glum. “But this is more than just a great honor, Evan. Becoming the King of Rahma is a responsibility that can easily weigh on a man’s soul, particularly in horrid times like these, when you see your people suffering as a result.” 

“I won’t let the people suffer anymore,” I promised. “I’m going to defeat the Demon King and lead Rahma into a new era of peace, even if it kills me in the process.” 

“Spoken like a true king, brother,” Nike proclaimed as he patted my shoulder. “Does this mean I will get to take over as the leader of Hatra in your absence?” 

“You’re from Leyte,” I chuckled. “I think it would make more sense for somebody from Hatra to lead, wouldn’t it?” 

“Unless you wish to relocate the capital to Hatra,” Nokomis suggested. “Then you wouldn’t have to leave at all.” 

“You’re all getting way ahead of yourselves,” I said. “We still need to get through the coronation ceremony first, and after all the crazy shit that’s happened in the last few weeks, I wouldn’t expect it to go smoothly. Plus there’s the Breach… If I really am going to become king, I’m not going to mess around with any of the bureaucratic shit until that’s taken care of.” 

“Understandable.” Rodion nodded. “Though we must do the coronation as soon as we possibly can… Castor? Would you please be so kind as to return to the valley and bring back our cart? I don’t think I am well enough to make the journey on foot, nor do I have any extra magic to spare to create a portal.” 

“Don’t worry about that, Father,” Alyona said. “I’ll portal him back.” 

My wife bowed her head, and then she instantly began to whisper her portal spell under her breath. Soon, a massive white portal of glowing magical energy appeared before us, and Alyona looked over to Castor. 

“I shall return soon, my king,” Castor promised as he shuffled over to the portal and then disappeared through it with a flash of light. 

“Thank you, my dear.” Rodion smiled at Alyona. “Now, if you will excuse me, I think it is best if I retire to my chambers before I expend too much more of my energy. I shall see you all the day after tomorrow, when I arrive in Hatra for the coronation.” 

“It’s happening in Hatra?” I asked. 

“The coronation always occurs in the home city of the new king,” Rodion explained. “It is a symbolic gesture. Now, if you don’t mind, I shall bid you farewell.” 

“Get some rest, King Rodion,” I said to the man as he turned and began to head in the direction of the temple doors. “We will see you then.”

“Is there anything we need to prepare?” Nike questioned, but the king just shook his head. 

“Just yourselves,” Rodion said with a playful smirk as he looked back over his shoulder, and then the doors of the White Jade Temple creaked open, and he hobbled inside. 

The second Rodion was out of sight, Alyona broke down into a fit of tears. The princess buried her face in her hands as she sobbed and whimpered, and I instantly ran over and pulled her close. 

“I’ve never seen my father this weak before, Evan,” my wife sobbed. “I’m-- I’m afraid he might not make it much longer.” 

“That’s why I’m accepting his offer,” I murmured as I stroked her white hair. “Even if I’m not quite sure the timing is right, or if I’m actually worthy of the title quite yet. I can’t stand to see your father like that, and I especially can’t stand to see you this upset about it all.” 

“I just hope he’s right,” Alyona sighed as she looked up at me with her tear-filled amethyst eyes. “I hope that by us taking over his royal duties, he can focus all of his attention on keeping the Breach sealed.” 

“All the power in the world won’t help Rodion if the Demon King keeps gaining power,” Zoklan reminded us. “What the king is doing right now is just a Band-Aid-- No offense, Princess.” 

“I-I don’t know what a ‘Band-Aid’ is,” my wife admitted. “Is that one of your Earth terms?” 

“He’s saying what your father’s doing is only a temporary solution,” I explained. “And he’s right. None of this matters if we can’t get the Breach closed permanently. The only question now is ‘how the fuck do we do that?’ I supposedly have all this new power, Dad… How do I close the Breach?” 

“It’s not a simple answer, I’m afraid,” Zoklan sighed as he ran his hand over his buzz cut. “I had a list of items I was searching for across the dimensions, all of which were allegedly demon repellents or items that could banish demons back to their homes.” 

“Okay,” Nike mused. “So, which one of them closes the Breach?” 

“That’s what I’m saying,” my father continued. “I don’t know. All of the items I was searching for were meant to purge the demons from this world, not to seal off their gateway. There might have been something on the list that could help, but I lost it a while ago, in one weird dimension where everything looked like it was a fungus…” 

“You don’t have a copy?” Nokomis asked. “How did you know what you were looking for during your interdimensional travels?” 

“I had a copy back at my old Drache temple,” Zoklan sighed. “Perhaps it’s still there?” 

“I’ll do you one better, Father.” I smiled. “Your original list is back in Hatra right now! Rahil reached out to your old temple, and they sent us your journal.” 

“Thank heavens,” Zoklan said with a huff. “I really didn’t want to go back there. I didn’t exactly leave on the best of terms.” 

“I can call upon the other sorcerers when we get back to Hatra,” Alyona offered as she wiped away the remnants of her tears. “Perhaps if we spend another one of our legendary nights going through the archives together, with your list in hand, we will be able to find something.” 

“I’m always down for an all-nighter,” I chuckled and cracked my knuckles. “I did plenty of those back in EMT school.” 

“Not you, my love.” Alyona shook her head. “You need to rest and clear your mind. You’ve just gotten a large surge of power, and your coronation is in a day. Naomi, Calltris, and I will search for the solution, along with Zoklan, of course.” 

“Me?” My father pointed to himself and chuckled. “I’m afraid my ancient Rahmian is a bit rusty after being away for so long.” 

“But you do understand it,” Alyona noted. “And you will know the list of items in your journal more intimately than anyone else. It would be a great help if you joined us.” 

“Alright, alright…” Zoklan held up his hands. “I’ll burn the midnight oil along with you. Surely there will be something in those dusty old books and scrolls that can help.” 

“I want to come, too,” I said again. “As the future King of Rahma, it would be unethical of me to just sit back and let my loyal harem, and father, do my dirty work.” 

“On the contrary,” Alyona giggled. “That is exactly what a king would do.” 

“Please, brother,” Nike suggested. “You have earned a rest after today’s chaos.” 

“I will certainly take your offer,” Emarla yawned and did a little stretch. “Getting possessed really takes it out of a woman.”

“Your room should almost be finished,” I reminded the half-mermaid.” 

“That sounds splendid, Lord Evan.” Emarla smiled as she fought back another yawn. “Though perhaps I should just continue to sleep in your room until it is completely finished? I wouldn’t want to disturb the architects or laborers with the sound of my snoring.” 

Emarla had been sleeping in my room with me while her personal quarters were being built, and I knew for a fact she didn’t snore. Then again, a beautiful woman was offering to sleep in my bed, and I wasn’t about to deny her request. 

“Take us back to Hatra, Alyona,” I said to my wife. “I don’t want to stay this close to the Breach any longer than I have to.” 

Alyona conjured up a portal of white light, and we all stepped through it as we were transported through pocket dimensions and then right onto the doorstep of the Lunar Palace. 

“Here you are, my love,” Alyona said with a faint smile. “Please try to get some rest. And Emarla? Try to let him get some rest, as well.” 

“Of course.” The pink-haired beauty winked. 

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come along?” I asked one last time. 

“Rest, my lord,” Nokomis interjected as she placed her hand against my cheek. “I can sense you are quite exhausted and overstimulated. Right now, the best thing you can do to prepare for your coronation is to retire to your chambers. Alyona and the other sorceresses will handle the research.” 

“And what about you?” I raised an eyebrow at the snow leopard Demi-Human. “Are you planning on taking a long nap, too?” 

“Not a nap.” Nokomis shook her head. “I plan on getting into the ice water in my room and relaxing for a while. You really should try it sometime, as it helps immensely with the healing process after a long battle.” 

“I don’t need an ice bath,” I chuckled. “Healing powers, remember?” 

“I’m going to go check on Isabella,” Skye noted. “She will surely want to catch up after everything that has happened.” 

“That just leaves us, daughter-in-law,” Zoklan mused as he stepped to the side and held out his hand for Alyona to pass. “Lead the way to your archives.” 

Alyona whispered her incantation once again, and a giant portal appeared before my two friends. They bade us all farewell, and then Zoklan and Alyona stepped through the magic circle and disappeared into thin air. 

“And then there was Nike,” Nike chuckled to himself. “I’m going to go get some sleep, as well. After all, I did slay one of the demons.” 

“Don’t get too cocky, brother,” I teased. “I still beat you seven to one.” 

My friends and I all walked into the Lunar Palace, and then we split off and went to our separate quarters. Emarla and I continued hand in hand, until finally we arrived at my room. I tossed open the door, let her slip inside, and then I shut the door behind me. Almost instantaneously, I took a running jump onto my beautiful bed with its silk sheets, flipped over, and leaned back against the pillow. 

“Are you really just going to sleep?” Emarla purred as she crawled onto the bed and then over to me. 

“That depends,” I said with a wink. “What were you intending to do?” 

“Well… Remna wanted to say ‘hello,’” the half-mermaid giggled. “If that’s okay.” 

“Remna?” I asked. 

While you were talking to King Rodion and your friends, Miraya’s voice echoed through my brain. I have shown my Sister how to manifest herself into the world of the living, just as I often do.

Before I could say anything else, the Sword of Shadows began to glow on Emarla’s belt, and then the image of Remna projected itself into the room. The woman’s long black hair now cascaded down the sides of her body and over her shoulders, where their frayed ends came to a halt halfway down her biceps. The white streak in Remna’s hair remained straight down the middle, and her pasty white skin seemed to shimmer under the glow of my room’s torchlight. Remna’s red eyes were fixated on me as a smile twisted up her face, and I gulped when I realized she was completely naked. Remna’s pale, thick nipples stood erect on her perky breasts, and her womanhood was on full display as she placed her hands on her thin hips and popped her body to the right. 

My mouth hit the floor when I saw the gorgeous woman’s supple body, and I wanted nothing more than to have her join Emarla and I in bed. 

Then there was another flash of light, and the figure of Miraya appeared beside her sister. Her long, white hair seemed to float in the sky behind her, and it created a stark contrast with Remna’s dark locks. Miraya’s robe was completely gone, which left her thick, round breasts and womanhood on full display. The spirit’s curvy hips hung out over the sides of her body, and my cock twitched in my pants as I noticed her tender slit was already wet with arousal. 

“What’s going on?” I asked. 

I could barely formulate a thought in my brain since all the blood in my body had gone down south, and I simply stared between the two beautiful naked spirits as they smiled at me. 

“I told you I wanted to thank you for freeing me,” Remna cooed. “Miraya thought this would be the best way.” 

“I’ll-- I’ll leave you three alone,” Emarla said as she slid off the bed, hopped to her feet, and then began toward the door. 

However, Remna caught the half-mermaid in her grasp and turned her so they were facing each other. 

“You can’t go,” Remna said. “I-I wanted to say sorry to you, as well.” 

“Me?” Emarla gasped, and a deep red blush filled her cheeks. “I’ve never-- I’ve never been with a woman before. I don’t even think I’d know what to do…” 

“Then don’t do anything,” the dark-haired spirit purred as she rubbed Emarla’s arm and looked up and down her body. “Miraya and I are perfectly capable of making this fun without your help.” 

Suddenly, Remna dropped down onto her knees. The woman had a slim, tiny build, though her ass was tight enough to bounce a quarter off of. My eyes wandered onto the spirit’s cute ass as she got down and playfully slid her thumbs into Emarla’s waistband. Then she pulled down the half-mermaid’s pants to reveal her precious flower. 

“I-I don’t know…” Emarla whispered as she bit her bottom lip. “I should just leave and let you take care of Lord Evan. I don’t want to mess anything up.” 

“What do you think, Lord Evan?” Miraya asked as she stepped over to Emarla and softly grazed the half-mermaid’s cheek with her hand. “Should Emarla leave?” 

“Fuck, no.” I shook my head. 

“But I-I-- Ohhhhhhhh.” Emarla’s protest turned into a long moan as Remna began to pleasure her with her tongue. 

My cock sprang to attention as the naked dark-haired beauty traced the outline of Emarla’s labia with her tongue and then stopped every few seconds to circle her clit. Emarla’s body seemed to tremble at Remna’s touch, and her silver eyes rolled back in her head as she placed her hand in the spirit’s hair. 

Then Miraya got in on the action. The beautiful white-haired woman placed one hand against Emarla’s cheek before she pulled the half-mermaid in for a passionate kiss, and as their tongues intertwined, Miraya used her free hand to unfasten Emarla’s blue top. The half-dwarf’s perky, thick breasts were released from their fabric prison as her top fell down to her waist, and then Remna used her hands to pull it away and throw it off to the side. 

Meanwhile, I was hard as a goddamn rock, and I was starting to worry my manhood would tear through my pants. I watched with pure glee as Remna ate out Emarla, all while Miraya fondled the pink-haired woman’s breasts and nibbled on her lips. When Miraya began to softly kiss Emarla’s neck, though, the half-dwarf let out a long whimper of pleasure. 

“T-That’s so good,” Emarla gasped. “You’re like a master with your tongue.” 

“She’s learned from the best.” Miraya winked before she bent down and started to suck on Emarla’s erect nipple. 

“E-Evan?” the half-mermaid whimpered as she gripped Remna’s hair and looked over at me with her silvery eyes. 

“You want me to join?” I growled as I jumped up off the bed. 

“You’d better,” Remna said as she looked back over her shoulder. “We aren’t going to just let you sit around and watch.” 

Now, the only question was which one did I want first? 

As I tugged my shirt over my head and then tossed it off to the side, my eyes kept looking back and forth between Remna and Miraya. Miraya’s thick ass jiggled as she fondled and sucked on Emarla’s breasts, and I knew just how great her pussy felt wrapped around my cock. 

Then again, Remna was in a prime position. The Spirit of the Sword of Shadows had her back arched as she licked Emarla, and I could see the swollen lips of her womanhood from behind. 

I slid my pants down past my ankles, took off my boots, and then moved in for the kill. 

“You first,” I whispered to Remna as I came up behind her and placed my hands on her waist. “I’m about to rock your fucking world.” 

I pressed the head of my dick up against her labia, which quivered and oozed a bit of her love out onto me as she let out a gasp. Then I gave Remna’s tight ass a slap before I pushed my hips forward slowly and felt her tight tunnel wrap around me like a glove. 

“Fuuuuuuuuck,” Remna whined as I pushed my way into her. “How do you handle this, Miraya?” 

“With pleasure,” Miraya giggled. “You’re at Lord Evan’s mercy now, I’m afraid.” 

Miraya’s eyes locked with mine as she bent down and traced Emarla’s nipple with her tongue, which made the tight coil in my abdomen tighten up in an instant. Then the white-haired spirit gave Emarla’s breast a soft nibble, and the half-mermaid’s eyes rolled back in her head. 

I was about halfway into Remna when her pussy spasmed around me, and then a wave of pure ecstasy ricocheted through my very soul. 

“You’re so damn tight,” I moaned as I placed my left hand on the small of my lover’s back. “It’s like you’re squeezing every last drop out of me.” 

“She’d better not,” Emarla said through a huff. “There needs to be enough left for both of us…” 

“Then you’d better learn to share.” I winked at the pink-haired woman, and then I pushed myself all the way into Remna. 

“Ohhhhhhh, Evan,” she moaned. “Fill me up with your dragon seed.” 

“Maybe in a minute or two,” I responded. “Right now, I wanna just take this all in.” 

“There’s a lot to take in,” Emarla whimpered before she reached out and placed a hand on each side of Remna’s ass. 

While Miraya continued to fondle, suck, and nibble at her body, Emarla spread apart Remna’s ass so I could see her sopping wet womanhood in all its glory. I watched her swollen lips as I began to slowly pull my cock out of her body, and I plunged it back in with a single, hard pump. 

“Ah!” Remna gasped in response, but then she buried her face even deeper into Emarla. 

“Shit, that’s good…” Emarla said as she bit her lip, and a blush crept into her chest. “Remna, you’re making this so fucking-- fucking-- Ohhhhhhhh!” 

Emarla’s hands gripped Remna’s ass so tightly that it turned white, and the pink-haired beauty let out a long moan as her eyes rolled back into her head, and her body trembled. 

“There you go,” Miraya teased as she gently fondled the woman’s breasts. “I told you we’d do all the work.” 

Emarla panted and heaved as she came down from her orgasm, and then she turned to Miraya and stared longingly into her eyes. Before the spirit could say another word, Emarla pressed her lips against Miraya’s, and they began to make out once more. 

“Y-You’re so deep inside me, Evan,” Remna sputtered as she looked back at me over her shoulder. “But you-- you can go deeper.” 

I gave her exactly what she wanted. 

I grabbed onto Remna’s hips, pulled my cock out, and then shoved it back into her with the force of a jackhammer. This time, her ridges and valleys quivered as they slid over my manhood, and then I felt myself bottom out against her cervix. My balls tightened up into my body as I began to approach the mountaintop, and I didn’t know how much longer I was going to be able to hold back. 

Emarla’s hands reached up and started to fondle Miraya’s breasts, and I saw Miraya slip her fingers into the half-mermaid’s warm, waiting mound. The sight of the two beautiful women enjoying each other, plus the sensation of Remna wrapped around my cock, pushed me even closer to the edge. 

“You’re so fucking hot,” I growled as I slapped Remna’s ass. “I can’t wait to fill you with my seed and make you mine.” 

“Yes!” Remna gasped. “P-Please, Evan. Pour your seed into me and make me-- make me-- Ohhhhhhhhhhhh!” 

The sound of Remna’s pleasure echoed through the room as she arched her back, and her body went rigid. At the same time, the woman’s tight pussy squeezed me with the intensity of a freaking blood pressure cuff, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. 

“I’m cumming, Remna!” I growled. “Fuccccccck…” 

My vision tunneled around my eyes as the world turned black for a moment, and the warm coil in my abdomen snapped. My cock erupted into the dark-haired woman’s pussy like a fire hose in a cereal bowl, and all the muscles in my body felt like they were on pins and needles as I tried to stay on my feet. What felt like a gallon of cum sprayed out into Remna’s womb, and she whimpered as I filled her with my seed. 

Even if she was just a spirit, she was my woman now. 

My vision returned to the beautiful sight of Remna’s ass as it slowly pulled away from my dick, and then I saw a bit of my seed dribble out of her labia and down onto her inner thighs. 

“Ohhhhh, no,” Miraya giggled as she pulled away from Emarla. “We can’t let that go to waste.” 

Miraya instantly got down behind Remna, stuck out her tongue, and then lapped up my cum into her mouth. She didn’t stop there, though, as the white-haired spirit started to trace her tongue around Remna’s labia, which caused the Spirit of the Sword of Shadows to tremble and moan. 

“What are you doing, Sister?” Remna gasped. 

“Don’t worry about me,” Miraya said as she continued her work. 

The sight of Miraya eating out Remna from behind caused the blood to instantly return to my cock, though I was only about at half-mast. 

However, Emarla seemed like she wanted to change that. 

The pink-haired woman stepped past the other two before she placed her slender hand against my chest and then leaned in close. Then Emarla pressed her supple lips up against mine, and our tongues began to explore each other’s mouths as I pulled her body against me. Emarla’s nipples were as hard as diamonds, so I took them between my thumbs and middle fingers as I gave them a soft tweak. 

Emarla moaned in response, so I kept at it. Soon, I allowed my right hand to drag across her toned tummy and then down to the manicured slit between her legs. Emarla was still wet from her little excursion with Remna, so it didn’t take much for me to slide two of my fingers inside of her. 

“Evan!” the pink-haired beauty gasped. 

“This is just the warm-up,” I warned as I started to kiss down Emarla’s neck. “I want to get you nice and ready for the big finale.” 

Emarla started to buck her hips into my hand, and as she did so, I rubbed her swollen clit with my thumb. She responded with a long, guttural groan, so I started to get a bit more creative with my finger movements. 

Soon, I felt the half-dwarf’s hand as it wrapped around my manhood, and she started to stroke me softly as we made out. My balls tightened as they prepared for round two, and my dick rose to meet Emarla’s grasp. The beautiful woman rubbed my balls with one hand while she jerked me off with the other, all while I was still two fingers deep in her. 

Meanwhile, Remna and Miraya appeared ready to jump back in. 

“Are you getting him ready?” Miraya asked as she and Remna walked over and began to rub their hands along Emarla’s back. 

Then Miraya leaned forward and gently sucked on Emarla’s neck, which caused the half-mermaid to moan with excitement. 

“She’s getting him ready for herself, Sister,” Remna teased. “Look at her go… She wants that thing inside of her right now.” 

“Then we should help her!” Miraya said as she slapped Emarla’s ass hard. 

“Great idea, Miraya…” Remna purred. “And I know just the thing to help.” 

Suddenly, the dark tendrils of magic that had been on Remna’s back in the Spiritual Sea sprouted once again. This time, though, they weren’t there to try and kill me. Instead, they wrapped themselves around Emarla’s arms and waist and then slowly lifted her up into the air, where they then held her in place. 

“What are you doing?” Emarla gasped as her silver eyes widened, and she let go of my cock. 

“Getting you into position,” Remna cooed, and then two more tendrils wrapped around Emarla’s legs. 

The two tendrils pulled in opposite directions, which spread out Emarla and revealed her swollen, dripping womanhood in all its glory. 

I knew exactly what I needed to do. 

I moved forward, took Emarla’s head in my hands, and then started to kiss her passionately. As I did so, I gently slid my dick between her lower lips, and we both practically melted into each other’s arms as I entered her. Emarla’s body quivered as she moaned against my lips, and the warm coil in my stomach started to tighten once more as her velvet tunnel spasmed around me. 

Miraya moved around so that she was right behind me, and then her hands caressed my bare bottom as she let out a coo. The Spirit of the Sword of Healing pressed her hands against me as she helped guide me into Emarla, and I responded with a long, guttural groan. 

“You’re so damn wet,” I whispered into Emarla’s ear. 

Once I felt myself bottom out inside of the woman’s pussy, I forced myself to pull out of Emarla, and then I pushed myself about halfway back in. This time, Emarla gasped, and her tight tunnel gripped me like a vise as she whispered. 

“Yes, Evan…” the half-mermaid whined. “That feels so good.” 

“It’s only going to get better,” I growled, and then I shoved myself back into her fully. 

I repeated this rhythmic motion of pulling halfway out and then shoving myself back in slowly a few more times, all while Miraya’s soft lips nibbled on my neck from behind. Emarla’s perky breasts jiggled with each thrust I made, which only made me ten times more excited to fuck her from this angle. Eventually, the pink-haired woman’s moans grew more hurried and close together, and I figured she was about at her wit’s end. 

“Gods, Evan,” Emarla moaned. “You’re splitting me in half!” 

“That’s right,” I whispered as I pumped into her once more. “And now I’m going to make you cum again. Would you like that?” 

Even though I already knew the answer, hearing it from Emarla’s sensual voice was exactly what I wanted to hear. 

“Y-Yes!” Emarla groaned as her mouth fell agape. “I’m-- I’m gonna-- Ohhhhhh!” 

Emarla’s eyes rolled back in her head as her pussy squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste. I felt her velvet tunnel spasm and quiver around my manhood, and then my own coil snapped. 

I let out a long, earth-shattering moan as I shoved my cock deep into the woman and unloaded my love into her fertile womb. My legs started to give out as the room spun around me, but thankfully Miraya was there to hold me up as I painted the walls of Emarla’s womb white. Our moans joined together in a chorus of carnal pleasure, which came to a crescendo when we started to come down from our highs. Finally, I slid my dick out of the pink-haired woman, and Remna set her back down on the ground. 

“That was so hot,” Remna purred as she glanced down at my manhood and licked her lips. “But we’re not done yet.” 

“No?” Emarla gasped before she stumbled over to the bed and plopped down. “I-I don’t know if I can take any more.” 

“It’s Miraya’s turn,” the dark-haired beauty whispered. “But I need to get Lord Evan back up before he can finish her, don’t I?” 

Remna grabbed my hand and led me over to the bed, and then she gave me a gentle push that allowed me to fall back onto my back. The second I was down, the woman appeared over me, and her dark hair framed her gorgeous face as she hovered over my cock. Remna licked her lips before she took my half-chub in her hands, and then she ran her tongue along each side of my shaft. 

“Fuck!” I gasped at the sheer sensitivity of my cock. 

When Remna started to circle my head with her tongue, though, that sensitivity turned into pure pleasure. The blood started to pump back into my cock, which slowly rose to meet the spirit. 

“That’s more like it…” Remna purred before she lifted my dick and sucked softly on my balls. 

I let out a long moan as my eyes rolled back into my head, and I gripped the sheets of the bed, but then I looked over and saw Emarla smiling beside me. Without even thinking, I leaned over and started to make out with her again, which only made me grow harder. 

Remna’s tongue traced my manhood a few more times before her lips pressed up against me, and then her warm, wet mouth engulfed me. I felt the warm coil in my stomach begin to tighten as Remna bobbed up and down on my cock, though she only went about three-quarters of the way down. She continued to rub my balls as she sucked me off, and it didn’t take very long for me to get back to full-mast. 

“Wow,” Miraya giggled. “You must be very good with your mouth, Sister.” 

“I’m a natural,” Remna said with a sigh. “Now, are you going to ride him, or not?” 

I pulled away from Emarla’s kiss just in time to see Remna get back to her feet and Miraya climb up onto the bed. My heart hammered in my chest as the beautiful spirit spread apart her legs so she was straddling me, and then she slowly lowered her labia down against my cock. She was sopping wet already, and her full breasts jiggled as she moved. 

“Gods, this is going to be good,” Miraya whispered as she stared down at me. 

Then she lowered herself onto my erection, and my entire body was hit with a wave of carnal joy. Miraya’s velvet tunnel was tight and wetter than a monsoon, and her juices dripped down onto my pelvis as she wrapped around me. The woman’s large eyes widened as she opened her mouth and leaned back, and she got about halfway down before she started to ride me gently. As Miraya moved, her giant breasts bounced, and I knew this wasn’t going to be a long lovemaking session. 

“Fuck, you’re so hot,” I growled as I reached up and took a handful of her breast. “I can’t wait to fuck your brains out.” 

“I think I’m the one doing that,” Miraya giggled, and she gently lowered herself down onto me fully. 

We both moaned as the head of my cock pressed up against her cervix, and then she gently pulled herself off and then went back down. Soon, Miraya made hard, rhythmic movements as she rode me raw, and the warm coil in my stomach felt like it was about to snap at any second. 

Meanwhile, Remna and Emarla were having a bit of fun themselves. 

“You’re mine for now,” Remna growled as she climbed on top of Emarla. “And we are both Lord Evan’s.”

“Yessss,” Emarla sighed.

The two naked women began to kiss as they rubbed each other’s bodies, and soon their tongues were dancing in unison. Remna and Emarla both rolled around on the bed as Miraya continued to ride me, until finally I felt the white-haired woman on top of me slow down. 

“Oh, Evan…” Miraya purred as her mouth hung open. “This is so good… I’m gonna-- I’m-- I’m-- Evvvvaaaaaannnnn!” 

Miraya suddenly started to buck her hips against me as hard as she fucking could, all while her screams of joy rang out through the room. Her pussy tightened as her breasts bounced, and the coil in my stomach finally snapped. 

I took a handful of Miraya’s curvy ass, and then I forced her all the way down onto me as I started to cum. My manhood erupted like Mount Vesuvius, and Miraya whimpered as she felt me explode deep inside her womb. My whole body tensed up, and my balls pulsated as they emptied their load into the woman on top of me. I got a bit lightheaded as I started to come down from my orgasm, and then the next thing I knew, Miraya collapsed onto my chest. 

“Have I mentioned I’m happy you can manifest yourself?” I chuckled as I ran my fingers through her white locks. “And that you taught Remna?” 

“I’m happy you taught Remna, too,” Emarla giggled. 

I looked over and saw the two beautiful women were in each other’s arms, and Remna gently stroked Emarla’s breasts as she looked up at the half-mermaid lovingly. 

“You know,” Remna chuckled. “I’ve made a lot of odd decisions over the years… This one, though? This one is probably the best thing I’ve ever done.” 

“I told you,” Miraya said with a longing sigh. “Becoming a part of Lord Evan’s harem is life-changing.” 

“Oh, I hope we can do this again,” the dark-haired spirit purred. “Many times. And with many other partners.” 

“I bet Alyona would love you,” Miraya continued. “She is always eager to please Lord Evan, and in any way possible…” 

The four of us moved up so we were closer to the top of the bed, and then we cuddled up close. The three women’s bodies were all warm and soothing as they pressed up against me, and I let out a satisfied sigh as I stared up at the ceiling. 

“I wonder if I will give you a baby,” Emarla pondered aloud. “Like Alyona will.” 

“Probably,” I admitted. “We’ve made love a few times now, and I know my seed is pretty damn strong. Hell, I’m surprised more of my women aren’t with child.” 

“They might be,” Miraya chuckled. “Just because Alyona is the only one that’s showing doesn’t mean the others aren’t in their early stages. You are the black dragon, Evan. You can impregnate any female in this world if you so desire.” 

“Even you two?” I asked the Spirits. 

“Well, not us,” my sword spirit sighed. “Though we can certainly have a lot of fun trying.” 

“You can thank our creators for that,” Remna grumbled. “Though I’m sure if they created this enchantment, then they could just as easily reverse it as well.” 

Now that was an idea worth pursuing. If the Iudices, the spirits who had originally created the spirits that reside inside the Noble Swords, could somehow be convinced to reverse their rule about spirits and humans fostering children, then I could finally give these women what they deserved. 

Plus, the child of an almighty spirit and a black dragon would be practically unstoppable. 

As I thought these happy thoughts, my eyes started to grow heavy, and I slowly drifted off to sleep. I finally woke up when I heard the sound of knocking on my door, which pulled me back to reality. As I sat up and rubbed my eyes, I noticed Remna and Miraya were both gone, which I assumed meant they had returned to their homes in our swords. Emarla stirred softly as I got up, but then she quickly laid her head back down on the bed and passed out. 

Meanwhile, I tossed on my pants, walked over to the door of my bedroom, and slowly opened it up. There, on the other side, stood Naomi. 

The lizard Demi-Human wore a simple maroon robe that complimented her equally magenta hair, as well as a smile on her narrow face. The scar Naomi had gotten from her brother was still present, though nowadays she had learned to wear it as a symbol of pride, to remind us all she had survived terrible things in the past and still endured. 

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Naomi giggled as she smiled, and then her eyes glanced down at my bare chest. 

“Just sleeping,” I said through a yawn. “What time is it?” 

“No idea,” the mage admitted with a shrug. “Alyona just sent me to get you. We’ve found something, Lord Evan… Something big.” 

“What is it?” I gulped as my heart skipped a beat. “Something about the Breach?” 

“You could say that,” Naomi mused. “We believe we’ve found a way to close the Breach. For good.” 

 




 
 Chapter 7 

“Close the Breach?” I repeated in disbelief. “As in ‘close the Breach’ permanently?” 

“I believe so,” Naomi confirmed. “Calltris is the one who found it.” 

“How?” I demanded. “Tell me everything.” 

“That’s why Alyona wanted me to come and get you.” The lizard Demi-Human shook her head. “She and Zoklan can explain it better in person.” 

I quickly tossed on a shirt, and then I gave the sleeping Emarla a soft kiss on her forehead before I exited my room and followed Naomi. The second I was out in the hallway, Naomi began to whisper an incantation, and her hands glowed with the same sort of magic Alyona used to portal us around Rahma. Seconds later, a glowing circle appeared before us. 

“Are you sure that’s gonna take us to the archives?” I teased the mage. “This is a newer power for you, isn’t it?” 

“It’s not that new.” Naomi stuck out her forked tongue at me. “And I will have you know I portaled here, so it’s perfectly safe.” 

“Alright,” I conceded with a playful wink. “But if I end up out in the middle of the desert, I’m totally blaming you.” 

I approached the portal, took a deep breath, and then stepped through the magical circle. The world turned white for a split second before my vision returned, and I found myself standing inside of the underground archives of Hatra. Lit torches were placed in three-foot intervals all over the walls, and their light flickered against the giant, full-wall bookshelves and the drawers full of scrolls. Several books and scrolls had been unfurled and tossed about haphazardly, which just told me that my friends were hard at work. 

Naomi appeared through the portal right behind me, and she placed her hand on my shoulder as she pointed down the tunnel. 

“They’re in the next room,” she explained. “Zoklan just about passed out from excitement, so Alyona and Calltris took him to sit down.” 

The two of us walked down the tunnel until we rounded a nearby corner, where we were greeted with the sight of Calltris, Alyona, and Zoklan all sitting around a large wooden table. My father had his head buried in his journal, and he thumbed through it as if he were searching for something specific. 

Meanwhile, the beautiful silver-haired Calltris sat there with her hands behind her head and an unamused expression on her face. She had on a simple tan crop top-style tunic that hugged every inch of her body and put her curves on full display, and the neck of the shirt also came down far enough to reveal the enchanted jewels she had embedded in her chest, which allowed her to have increased magical powers no matter where she went. 

“I’m telling you, Zoklan,” Calltris sighed. “I know what I read.” 

“I just want to make sure,” my father responded without looking up from the journal. “I’ve been searching for a solution to this problem for years, and now you’re telling me the answer has been right in front of me the whole time?” 

“Okay,” I announced as I entered the room. “Somebody want to tell me what’s going on? Naomi says you’ve found a way to close the Breach?” 

“Tentatively,” Alyona admitted. 

“What do you mean?” Calltris scoffed. “The scrolls are very clear in their text, Alyona. ‘A portal between the nether realm and Rahma can only be closed by a being of equal or greater power than the one who opened it, and only when they wield the offending artifact, in the same spot.’” 

“That sounds very confusing.” I frowned. “Care to elaborate?” 

“It’s mixed news, I’m afraid,” Alyona sighed. “It means we know how to close the Breach, but in order to do it… You’ll have to be in the exact same spot where it was opened, with the magical item that was used to open it in the first place.” 

“The spot where it was opened…” I trailed off as I tried to think of the implications. “Wait-- Does that mean--” 

“You’ll have to be inside the Breach,” Zoklan clarified, though his eyes were still focused on the journal. “Which is why I’m double-checking my sources, to see if there’s any other way.” 

Inside the Breach? I always assumed I would just have to find a magic seal that required a stronger spellcaster to actually work. Never in my life did I consider the Breach could only be closed from the inside. 

And, if what was on the inside of the Breach was anything like what I’d seen come out of it? It was not a place anybody wanted to be for very long. 

“You can keep looking, Zoklan,” Calltris repeated. “I trust the ancient ones who wrote the scroll more than I trust your hand-written journal.” 

“That wasn’t the only part of the prophecy, though,” Naomi reminded us all. “Explain the part about the ‘offending artifact.’” 

“Right.” Alyona frowned. “All of our research seems to indicate the original opening of the Breach was accomplished with the Shaded Scepter.” 

“Which just so happened to be one of the items I was looking for,” Zoklan explained. “I always knew it had something to do with the Demon King, but I never once thought it would play such a big role… If I had, I would have snatched the damn thing from Kieso a long time ago.” 

“Kieso?” I shook my head. “The key to shutting the Breach is in Calltris and Redmon’s country?” 

“That it is.” Calltris smiled. “And I know exactly where it is, too. The Shaded Scepter was an artifact our priests thought was a sacred gift from the gods, so they locked it away in some temple in our capital city of Ashmuar. Or at least those are the stories my father always told me.” 

Even though this was all great news, it felt like the world around me was starting to spin. I had come so far in this journey to stop the Breach and the Demon King, and now we were only one artifact away from making it a reality? 

“Are you alright, Evan?” Alyona’s voice suddenly brought me back down to earth. 

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “I’m just… In disbelief, that’s all. It can’t really be so easy, can it?” 

“It can’t be,” Zoklan mumbled. “Surely there’s something we’re missing.” 

“No offense, Zoklan,” Naomi chuckled. “But I’m starting to think you’re just looking for reasons to not accept this revelation.” 

“I want to be one hundred percent sure,” my father said, and he finally raised his eyes up to meet us. “I refuse to let Evan walk into the fucking Breach if we’re not certain this artifact will work.” 

“We’re not at that point yet,” Alyona promised. “We have to reclaim the Scepter first, and then we still need to figure out exactly what sort of spell needs to be done to seal the Breach.” 

“And what happens to the person who seals it,” I grumbled. “I have a really bad feeling closing the Breach from the inside is going to cause some… logistical issues.” 

I may have been playing it as cool as a cucumber, but I was now starting to panic at all the possibilities before me. My father might be right, and the Shaded Scepter might be the wrong item. If that happened, I would be stuck in enemy territory with no way out. Then there was the fact that, if I closed the Breach from the inside, there would hopefully be some sort of window in which I could come back to Rahma before it was sealed for good. 

If I was stuck on the other side, I was fucked. 

Lastly, there was the simple fact I had to walk into the literal belly of the beast to deal the final blow. As much as I had wanted to avoid a direct confrontation with the Demon King himself, now it was looking more and more like that would be impossible.

“So, you can take us to the Shaded Scepter?” I asked Calltris. “You know where it is?” 

“I know it’s in the capitol,” the silver-haired beauty confirmed. “We’ll have to ask my father for its exact location. Or, if all else fails, we could always talk to Kalyor’s court.” 

“The King of Kieso?” 

“Not a king.” Calltris shook her head. “The Cardinal Sorcerer. If you haven’t noticed by now, my homeland is full of magic users.” 

“Which probably means getting them to part with a holy relic won’t be as easy as it sounds,” I sighed. “Though I suppose we’ve faced harder circumstances before and come out the other side.” 

“We still don’t know if this is the right way to go about it, son,” Zoklan warned. 

“I know that.” I nodded. “But this could very well be the first step of the last leg of my journey. It won’t hurt anything to hunt down the Shaded Scepter while we try to do some more research in the meantime. We can set off for Kieso at daybreak.” 

“Evan… Your coronation is only a day away,” Alyona reminded me. “Shouldn’t you rest up and prepare yourself for that?” 

“This is way more important, my love,” I said. “Besides, with your portaling abilities, we should be able to get to Kieso instantly, right? We can head there at dawn, talk to Redmon, and then hopefully get the Scepter long before the coronation even starts.” 

“That seems like a risky bet, my love,” my wife chuckled. “It sounds exactly like something you’d do.” 

“So you’ll portal us to Kieso, then?” I asked. 

“I will,” the princess confirmed with a nod. “Though you should note I don’t condone this action.” 

“Duly noted.” I winked, and then I let out a yawn. “Good work, team, but I don’t want you to wear yourselves too thin. Everybody, get to bed, and we’ll set out for Kieso later.” 

“You don’t have to tell me again,” Calltris mused as she stood from her seat. “I’ve been on the verge of passing out for nearly an hour now.” 

My friends and I started to gather up our things, but then I caught the sight of a tiny glow off in the distance. The light started off as a tiny pinprick, all the way down at the other end of the tunnel, but it moved with the speed of a freaking cheetah. Soon, I realized what I was looking at. 

A tiny fox, made of glowing magic. 

One of Ruslan’s messengers. 

I crouched down and held out my hand, and the little guy leapt onto my palm. As I stood back up and inspected the messenger, my adopted father’s voice came through. 

“Evan? I hope you get this message, wherever you are,” Ruslan said, and there was a nervous, shaking quality to his voice. “It’s, uh, Valerra. The eggs… They seem to be cracking even more than usual. Though I’m not sure if I believe her, Emma seems to think they are ready to hatch. Julia and I have made ourselves scarce so as not to crowd or overwhelm Valerra, but… you should come. Quickly.” 

My heart jumped up into my throat, and the breath stilled in my lungs. Hatch? The eggs weren’t supposed to hatch until the Breach was closed and the Demon King was defeated. This couldn’t be possible. 

The messenger fox disappeared in a flash, and I instantly turned to my wife. 

“Portal me back to the Lunar Palace,” I said. “I need to check on Valerra.” 

“Do you really think the eggs are hatching?” Alyona questioned. 

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “But I know that, no matter what’s going on, Valerra is gonna be a hot mess. I need to be there for her.” 

“I can come, too,” Zoklan offered. “I wish to witness the birth of a new dragon into this world.” 

“That’s not a good idea,” I explained to my father. “Valerra hates anybody and everybody, aside from me and Aunt Emma, when it comes to the eggs. Plus, she’s never met you before, and in her current hysterical state, she’d probably try to kill you.” 

“Okay.” My father held up his hands. “I will return to my quarters. But contact me if you need anything.”

“Thank you, Dad.” I smiled weakly.

Alyona started her incantation, and seconds later a glowing white portal appeared in front of me. 

“Please be careful, Evan,” my wife pleaded. “Valerra has quite a temper, and I fear she may take her frustrations out on you and Emma.” 

“Don’t worry about me,” I promised. “Just worry about Valerra. And our eggs. I’ll let you know what I find out.” 

With that, I stepped through the portal and found myself in front of the door that led down to the palace vault. This was the safest place in the entire city of Hatra, which was the only reason Valerra had agreed to bring her eggs and live here. She felt her former lair, nice as it may have been, didn’t offer sufficient protection for her sister’s egg, nor for the one we had made together. Unfortunately, Valerra still had a temper that rivaled Donald Duck, and she refused to let anyone see her eggs aside from Emma and I. 

I popped open the door to the vault and then dashed down the stairs, and as I got closer to the bottom, I heard the sobs of Valerra echoing through the chambers. When I finally rounded the corner of the staircase, I saw my Aunt Emma holding Valerra tightly in a bear hug, and she was running her hands through the dragon’s red hair. 

“It’s alright, Valerra,” Aunt Emma promised. “Surely there is an explanation for all of this.” 

“Of course, there is, Emma…” the red dragon sobbed. “I messed up, and now the two eggs will suffer because of my foolishness.” 

“Hey, hey…” I said as I ran over to Valerra and began to stroke her hair, too. “I just got your message. What’s going on?” 

“It’s the eggs, Evan!” Valerra wailed, and she clutched at me with uncharacteristic vulnerability. “I fucked them up.” 

“Don’t talk like that, dear,” Emma said in a calm tone. “You did nothing wrong.” 

“How else do you explain this, then?” The Crimson Dragon snapped her head up and stabbed her finger in the direction of the egg cabinet. “The eggs are only supposed to hatch when they feel safe. I heard what happened at Emarla’s Redimi Vincio ceremony, and that sounds like the furthest thing from ‘safe’ to me. I-I think they’re dying.” 

“Let me look at them,” I said to my lover. “And I think I should call Rahil in here, since--” 

“No!” Valerra snarled, and a familiar rage flared up in her golden eyes. “Nobody other than you and Emma can come down here!” 

“I know you’re freaking out right now,” I said as I tried to calm her down. “But Rahil is a Drache. He will have a much better idea of what’s happening to our eggs than we do.” 

“Nobody comes down here,” Valerra repeated, but now there was a hint of pleading in her eyes as she met my own. “Nobody.” 

“Valerra…” I took on my most stern tone, though I also realized I needed to tread carefully. “I can’t help our egg, or your sister’s egg, if we don’t have Rahil’s advice. He has to come down here, okay? I promise he’ll be the only one, though. Nobody else.” 

“I-I… Oh, Evan…” the red dragon sobbed into my chest. “What am I going to do if we lose these eggs?” 

“We won’t,” I reassured her. “That’s why I’m gonna send a message to Rahil right now. He’s going to come down here, check everything out, and probably tell us we’re overreacting. Okay?” 

“Fine… please, hurry.” Valerra frowned. 

I held up my right hand and summoned forth a little glowing silver messenger dragon.

“I need you to deliver a message to Rahil, right now,” I explained, and then I launched into the message itself. “Rahil, this is Lord Evan. I’m down here in the vault with Valerra and Aunt Emma, and some weird stuff is going on with the dragon eggs. We need your help ASAP. I’ll meet you outside and let you in, but please hurry.” 

With that, the messenger dragon gave me a high-pitched squeak, and then he sprang off my hand and scurried away through the tunnel. 

Now that Rahil had been alerted to the situation, I decided it would be best if I tried to see what the hell was going on with these eggs, so I passed Valerra back to my aunt. Then I walked over to the large, gold-encrusted dresser that held the two eggs, and I gingerly opened up the drawers holding our precious cargo. Each egg was nestled into a bed of soft velvet to keep them safe, and the light in the room glinted off their shells. The egg that had belonged to Valerra’s late sister was crimson like her aunt’s scales, while the egg Valerra and I had created together was a tad smaller and with swirls of purple, gold, and black. 

Instantly, I saw what had Valerra so worried. 

The last time I’d checked on our eggs, the cracks in their shells were about four or so inches long. Now, those cracks were nearly six or seven inches, and they’d begun to spiderweb across the shells. 

I generally wasn’t one to jump to conclusions, but this was pretty worrisome. 

“What do you think?” Valerra asked through her worried expression. 

“I don’t know.” I shook my head and tried not to let my own concern bleed into my voice. “We’ll need to wait on the expert. He can tell us what’s going on.” 

Aunt Emma continued to comfort Valerra while I paced back and forth nervously, until finally I heard the sound of Rahil’s voice from beyond the secret entrance. 

“Lord Evan?” Rahil called out. “I have arrived, but I do not see you.” 

“Are you sure he’s safe?” Valerra demanded with a frown. 

“He’s a Drache,” I reminded the dragon. “Handling dragons is his whole thing.” 

“You’d better be right,” my lover warned. “Or else I’ll tear your spine out through your neck and shove it into your lower orifice.” 

“I love you, too.” I smiled reassuringly at my mate, and then I headed back over to the entrance of the vault. 

I carefully opened up the door, stepped out, and waved to Rahil. The bald, tattooed man wore a stern expression as he approached, though I couldn’t help but chuckle when the seven-foot-tall Drache had to bend down to get through the doorway. 

“You are having issues with your eggs?” Rahil asked as he hunched over and continued down the stairs. “What seems to be the problem?” 

“The cracks are getting worse,” I explained. “Valerra and I are worried there is something wrong with them, since they’re not supposed to hatch until Rahma is safe.” 

Valerra pulled herself away from Aunt Emma when she saw Rahil enter the room, and the dragon stepped forward and bared her teeth as she growled. 

“If you bring any harm to my egg, I will rip out your throat,” Valerra warned in her most ferocious tone. “And then I will mount your skull on my mantle.” 

Rahil, however, remained emotionless as he listened to her threats. The man just tilted his bald head to the side before he gave Valerra a nod, and then he went to take a step toward the dresser. 

Valerra stepped in front of him and clenched her fists. 

“It’s alright, my dear,” Aunt Emma promised. “He is only trying to help.” 

“I wish you no harm,” Rahil reassured us all. “Lord Evan simply wants me to observe your eggs to make sure they are alright. May I pass?” 

“Just remember--” Valerra started. 

“Yes, yes,” the Drache said with a roll of his eyes. “Throat will be ripped out. Duly noted.” 

Valerra pursed her lips as she gave Rahil a glare that could peel paint, but then she finally took a deep breath and stepped out of his way. The red dragon’s golden eyes were narrowed as she turned to me, though they glistened with a hint of tears through the stoic anger. 

“Do not make me regret this, Evan,” she mumbled. 

“It’s alright, my love,” I promised. “Rahil will figure out what’s going on.” 

Rahil walked over to the chest of drawers before he leaned over and began to inspect the eggs carefully. The bald Drache stroked his chin as he let out a gentle “hmm,” and then he began to reach into the top drawer for the egg that belonged to Valerra’s sister. 

“What are you doing?” Valerra snarled. 

“I need to inspect the other side,” Rahil explained without a hint of emotion in his tone. “That is the only way to tell if the crack is simply superficial, or if it goes deeper into the egg itself.” 

“It’s fragile,” the red dragon said with a frown. “Don’t touch it.” 

“I am a Drache,” Rahil reminded the woman. “I have practiced for this sort of thing my entire life. I will not harm your egg, I promise on my life.” 

“It will be your life…” Valerra repeated, and I squeezed her shoulder to try and calm her down. 

“It’ll be alright, dear,” Aunt Emma soothed as she also touched Valerra’s shoulder. “Evan would never let somebody come down here if he didn’t trust them in the first place.” 

I could feel the tension in the air as Rahil gingerly reached down and took the red-shelled egg in his hand. Then the Drache lifted it up out of the drawer before he slowly began to rotate it and stared down at its shimmering crimson exterior. 

Valerra’s muscles seemed to tense under my grip, and I prayed she wasn’t going to lose her cool. 

After a moment, Rahil placed the red egg back down into its spot, and then he picked up the second one and repeated his inspection process. 

“Well?” Valerra demanded as Rahil placed the egg back in its spot. “What’s wrong with them?” 

“Nothing,” Rahil said as he turned back to face us both. “Those are cracks that came from the interior of the egg, not from outside forces.” 

“Which means…?” the red dragon grumbled. 

“Which means your eggs are ready to hatch, Valerra.” The Drache smiled. “What a momentous occasion this will be! The first new dragon hatchlings in centuries…” 

“Impossible.” I shook my head. “The eggs aren’t ready to hatch yet. They aren’t supposed to hatch until they feel safe enough.” 

“I am simply telling you what I am observing,” Rahil said with a shrug. “Both of the eggs are on the cusp of hatching. Perhaps the situation is right, and you’ve created an environment where they finally feel safe?” 

“But the Breach is still open,” I argued. “And the Demon King is still out there. I wouldn’t exactly call that a ‘safe situation.’”

“However, you are now bonded to the final Noble Sword, correct?” Rahil asked. 

“Well, yeah… But that’s only the first step.” 

“Apparently, it was enough of a step that the eggs feel safe,” the bald man retorted with a half-smirk. “Perhaps they know their father is now the most powerful being in all of Rahma, and the Dragon Gods have foreseen your victory. If nothing else, the hatching of these eggs is a good omen.” 

“Only one of the eggs is actually mine,” I pointed out. 

“Will you not raise the child?” Rahil arched an eyebrow. 

“Well, of course, I will.” I frowned. “The egg is related to my mate, so I’ll protect them just as well as if they were mine by blood.” 

“Then you are both of their fathers.” He smiled. “But like I said, I believe this is a good thing.”

“What if you’re wrong?” Valerra demanded. “What if there’s something truly wrong with the babies inside those eggs, and the cracks are a sign of them slowly dying of some horrid disease?” 

“I would say you are lost in your own horrid imagination,” Rahil sighed. 

Valerra apparently didn’t like that comment. 

The red dragon broke free of Aunt Emma’s grasp before she stomped over and huffed out a bit of smoke from her nostrils. She stopped just short of physically attacking Rahil, though she stared up at the Drache with murderous intent in her eyes. 

“I watched all of my people get slaughtered, Drache,” she warned. “I don’t have to have an overactive imagination… I have memories to fill that role.” 

“With all due respect,” Rahil started, and I seriously thought I was gonna have to jump in between the two. “You are not the only one who lost friends and family to Olivier. He killed plenty of the dragons who were at my temple, all of whom were like my children.” 

The subject of Olivier, the sorcerer who was the leader of the Green Glass Sect and the man who was responsible for the near-extinction of my species, was always a touchy one. Thankfully, Valerra had beheaded the bastard not too long ago and gotten her revenge, though that was never going to fully heal all the emotional wounds the fucker had caused her throughout the years. 

“There’s a reason I never liked the Drache,” Valerra growled, but her tone was merely annoyed now rather than murderous. 

“You don’t have to believe me.” Rahil shrugged. “I am simply telling you what you should expect.” 

“When do you think they’ll hatch?” I asked the tall, bald man. “Do you think it’s possible for us to close the Breach before the new dragons are brought into this world?” 

“I highly doubt that, Lord Evan,” he said with a sly grin. 

“Why is that?” Aunt Emma questioned. 

“Because they’re ready to hatch right now,” Rahil explained. “By my estimation, I’d say they will break through their shells within the next half-hour.” 

“The next half-hour?” I gulped as my heart stuttered in my chest. “Why so soon?” 

“They must feel extremely safe.” 

“Evan…” Valerra’s angry tone changed to a breathless one as she walked over and draped her arms around my neck. “What are we going to do? They-- they’re not ready yet.” 

“I think they are,” I murmured as I held her waist. “You’ve had your sister’s egg for centuries, and now it decides to hatch? At the same time as the egg we created together? That’s not a coincidence.” 

“This is exciting!” Aunt Emma proclaimed. “All these years of hard work are finally paying off, and pretty soon here I’m going to meet my grandchildren. Or, at least, the closest thing I’ll ever have to grandchildren.” 

“Can you just… hold me for a moment, Evan?” Valerra asked. “I-I’m nervous.” 

“I’ll hold you for as long as you want,” I said to the beautiful redhead. “And I promise I won’t let go.” 

I pulled Valerra tightly into my chest, where she buried her head and sobbed softly. Meanwhile, Rahil and Emma both walked over to the eggs in the dresser and looked down at them with excitement on their faces. 

Even though I was excited about this whole development myself, I knew it was a highly stressful event for Valerra. The red egg was all she had left of her sister, and if something bad were to happen to it, she’d never forgive herself. Not to mention, these two eggs were going to be the first live dragon births in centuries, since most of our kind had been wiped out by Olivier and the Green Glass Sect during their reign of terror. 

I just hoped Rahil was right about what was going on, or this was going to be a very long night. 

Valerra continued to rest against my chest, with her back turned to the eggs, while the others and I watched them with bated breaths. The clock ticked on for several minutes before, finally, I heard a distinct cracking noise.

I snapped my head up, and Valerra went very still in my arms.

“Is it time?” Aunt Emma squealed. 

“I believe so.” Rahil smiled. “Lord Evan? Valerra? Are you prepared to witness a true miracle of the Gods?” 

Valerra looked up at me with her soft eyes and opened her mouth, but all that came out was a soft whimper. 

“It’s alright,” I promised the red dragon. “It’s all gonna be alright. Let’s go see our children hatch, okay?” 

My mate’s golden eyes were still full of fear and the beginnings of tears, but she gave me a weak nod. Then she turned around, wiped away any signs of her emotions, and marched over to the drawer. 

I was right behind Valerra, and the second I got closer to the eggs, I let out a gasp. 

They were now moving. 

Both of the eggs vibrated softly as the cracks on their surfaces grew longer, and then small bits of their shells started to fall away. The trembling grew more intense, and Valerra squeezed my hand tightly as she bit her lip nervously. Suddenly, there was a strange, magical hum that echoed through the room, and the cracks on the eggs multiplied like rabbits in heat. Within a matter of seconds, both of the eggs were completely covered with cracks and chips, until finally the humming ceased completely. 

The room became eerily quiet, and my heart started to pound in my chest as I wondered if Rahil had been wrong after all. Valerra’s grip on my hand grew even tighter, and I heard her begin to whimper as we awaited whatever fate had in store for us next. 

Then I heard a sound that gave me goosebumps and sent a pang of happiness straight into my heart. 

Two final cracks, followed by a coo. 

A tiny, surprisingly very human-looking, arm broke through the shell of the red egg, while the top of the multicolored one snapped off like the lid of a cookie jar. Seconds later, more bits of the shells fell away, and within the remnants of the debris sat two beautiful, healthy babies. 

Inside the red egg was a little girl with matted crimson hair, soft yellow eyes, and a few red scales across her body. The girl let out a happy coo as she looked around with a big, goofy smile on her face, and my heart swelled with joy when I saw just how content she was. 

Inside of the second egg was a baby boy with curly, jet-black hair and a chubby, round face. His yellow eyes squinted as he tried to take in his surroundings, and then he let out a confused gasp when he noticed the four people staring at him. 

“Evan…” Valerra said through happy tears. “They’re here. They’re finally here!” 

“I know,” I said before I kissed the redhead softly on the forehead. “Look at the beautiful child we created.” 

Aunt Emma and Rahil were all smiles as they stepped aside and gestured for us to approach our newborns, so I picked up the little boy in my arms, while Valerra took her niece. 

“You look just like your mother, my darling,” Valerra whispered to the girl. 

“She kinda looks like you,” I noted. 

“Well, we were sisters. That is to be expected.” 

Our son must have recognized our voices, because as we talked he looked up at us with big, amber goo-goo eyes like he was laser-focused on our conversation. Then, once we stopped talking, he started to look around his environment again. 

“Have you thought of any names?” I asked Valerra. “For her?” 

“I have,” the red dragon said as tears streamed down her face. “Vahrul.” 

“Vahrul?” I questioned. “That’s a pretty name. Is it a word in your native tongue?” 

“It is,” Rahil interjected. “It means ‘Legacy’ in the native dragon tongue.” 

“That’s a perfect name for the little girl,” I said with a smile. “She’s surely going to carry on your sister’s legacy.” 

“What about the boy?” Aunt Emma asked. “You’re not gonna just call him ‘Evan Junior’ or anything like that, are you?” 

“We’ve talked about names a few times,” I chuckled. “Definitely not ‘Evan Junior’, though.” 

“What about the one that will honor your parents, adopted or otherwise?” Valerra asked. “I chose a name in memory of my sister, so I think it’s only fair you choose the name of the boy.” 

“Julan.” I said with a smile as I touched the little guy’s nose. “I know it’s not very original, putting Julia and Ruslan’s names together and all--” 

“Nonsense!” Aunt Emma declared. “It’s a beautiful name. They both are. Welcome to the world, Julan and Vahrul!” 

As I looked between the child in my arms and Valerra’s niece, it became more clear to me than ever just how important the coming days would be. In addition to my daughter Iris, there were now two new baby dragons in the world that needed my protection. 

And the only way I was gonna do that was by closing the Breach. 

And the only way we could close the Breach was by obtaining the Shaded Scepter. 

It was time to head to Kieso and take the first step of this final leg of my adventure. 

 




 
 Chapter 8 

“I still cannot believe my eyes, Evan,” Valerra purred as she held the two beautiful dragon babies, one in each arm. “Centuries. It has taken centuries for my beloved sister’s egg to hatch, and now I hold her child in my arms.” 

“It’s a miracle,” Aunt Emma said as she softly stroked baby Julan’s hair. 

“Not a miracle,” Rahil corrected. “A sign. It is a sign that only reiterates what I thought when I first met Lord Evan. A sign the time of dragons is well on the way to returning to this land, and that the race will thrive once more!” 

“It’s definitely a start,” I chuckled, and I still couldn’t tear my eyes away from my son. “We still have a long way to go before we can claim we’re repopulating the entire race or anything like that, and I’m still not sure it’s one hundred percent safe yet. Hatching eggs or not, the Breach is still open.” 

“But not for long,” Valerra said as her golden eyes found mine. “You are truly a gift from the gods, Evan. I know you will close that wretched portal, for the sake of your people, and for our children.” 

The red dragon was right. If nothing else, the hatching of the eggs only gave me more incentive to finish this fight for good. I already wanted my people to be safe and to live long, prosperous lives, but now I had multiple children in this world. 

And that had changed everything. 

I was very protective when it came to those who couldn’t protect themselves, and the mere thought of those horrible demons hurting my flesh and blood brought forth a seeping, boiling bile of rage from deep within my soul. Now, the clock was ticking, and I needed to get the Breach closed before any of my beloved children had the chance to experience the horrors that were trying to seep into this world. 

Which meant stopping the Demon King.

No. It meant killing the Demon King. 

Everyone had talked about how sealing the Breach would be the only way to save Rahma from the miasma and the demons, but I was quickly realizing that was only the first step. As long as the Demon King lived, he would be plotting to find a way to get the Breach open again so he could complete his quest for interdimensional conquest. The only way to ensure the safety of my people was to kill the Demon King, and then close the Breach. 

The only question was how the fuck I was going to do that. 

If I was now the most powerful being in this world, then surely I was also strong enough to put that horned bastard in the ground once and for all. Still, if this quest was all leading up to a final confrontation with the Demon King, there were only two options. 

I could let him come to me, or I could go to him. 

We already knew the Breach needed to be closed from the inside, so maybe I could literally kill two birds with one stone while I was there. On the other hand, I always assumed the final step of this journey would be to simply jump onto the other side of the Breach, cast my spell, and then jump back through before the seal closed completely. If I now had to find and slay the Demon King, it meant spending a lot more time in that godforsaken place, which was a place we knew absolutely nothing about except how it would surely be filled with horrors. 

However, as I looked down at the beautiful children in Valerra’s arms, I knew what I needed to do. 

I had to protect the future of Rahma, of all Inati, no matter what dangers that posed to me. 

Aunt Emma, Valerra, Rahil, and I all sat around for a few hours as we held the babies, swooned over them, and even got them to smile a few times. Funny enough, Rahil was actually pretty good with the kids, even though he had the stature and personality of Lurch from The Addams Family. 

Eventually, though, the good times had to come to an end. 

I gave my beautiful son a peck on the forehead before I handed him over to Aunt Emma. 

“It’s midmorning now,” I announced. “I need to go wake the others. We have a long journey ahead if we want to get to Kieso and back in a timely manner.” 

“Kieso?” Rahil asked. “Are you going to visit Redmon?” 

“Maybe while we’re there,” I said with a shake of my head. “But that’s not the main reason we’re going. Apparently, one of the magical items Zoklan was looking for was the Shaded Scepter, which is hidden away somewhere in Kieso. Our beloved sorceresses figured out it’s actually the key to closing the Breach, so we need to find it as soon as possible.” 

“The Shaded Scepter…” Rahil trailed off as he furrowed his brow. “Do be careful on your journey, Lord Evan. I have heard many things about that artifact, none of which are good.” 

“What exactly have you heard?” I asked. 

“Nothing firm. Just rumors and legends. I did hear the one who wields the scepter has a direct line of communication with evil itself, and that the artifact is filled with dark magic. However, those are just rumors, as I’ve never actually met anyone who’s seen the Shaded Scepter in person.” 

“Well…” I let out a long sigh. “We’ve already had one little excursion into exorcism and possessed weapons. I don’t see why we can’t handle another.” 

“If the rumors are true,” Rahil reminded me. 

“Oh, of course.” 

Knowing my luck, the truth about the scepter’s powers were ten times worse than any of the rumors Rahil had heard. Still, it was the only way to seal the Breach, and we needed to find and retrieve it. 

“Please be careful, Evan,” Aunt Emma said with sadness in her eyes. “These children need their father.” 

“I’m not going to let anything happen to me, Aunt Emma,” I promised. “What I am going to do is save Rahma and all of Inati. For you, for my lovers, for my friends… And especially for these little ones. They deserve to have a future, free of the horrors we’ve suffered through.” 

“There’s the sexy, dominant dragon I fell in love with,” Valerra purred before she flashed a fanged smile. “Make that demonic bastard pay in blood.”

“I’m going to go find the others,” I declared as I looked between my three friends. “Take care of Julan and Vahrul while we’re gone.” 

“I’ve had plenty of experience taking care of babies,” Aunt Emma snickered. “Though if they’re anything like you were, I’ll have my work cut out for me.” 

“I’ll check on you the second we return,” I said to Valerra, and then I leaned in and gave her a gentle kiss on the lips. 

“I hope that is soon, Lord Evan.” The redhead smiled from ear to ear, and she really seemed to have the glow of motherhood surrounding her like a halo. 

I couldn’t wait for us to raise our son together, but for now, I turned away from my lover, walked over to Rahil and Aunt Emma, and gestured for them to lean in close. 

“When word gets out the eggs have hatched, people will want to come visit,” I whispered. “But I’m not sure if Valerra can handle that right now, so make sure the door stays locked and secret, okay? The last thing I want is to come back and find out Valerra ripped somebody’s head off for coming down here to look at her children.” 

“We’ll keep the visitors away, Lord Evan.” Rahil bowed. “I swear on my life nobody but us will enter these chambers.” 

“It’s only temporary,” I said. “Just until I can be around to help quell Valerra’s fire, like I did with you two.” 

“We’ll be fine, but hurry back,” Emma said with a half-smile. 

I bade farewell to my aunt and friend, and then I jogged up the staircase, opened the hidden door, and slid out into one of the main rooms of the Lunar Palace. The second the vault behind me was secured, I lifted my open palm up to my face and took a deep breath, and then I summoned a messenger dragon into my hand. 

“It happened again, Pops…” I began my message to Ruslan, and even with the future looming over my head, I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I spoke. “I’m not sure where you guys are hiding, but you and Julia are now Grandpa and Grandma! Valerra’s two eggs hatched a few hours ago, and now Hatra is blessed with two beautiful baby dragons. Even though I’m telling you this, please keep it between you and Julia for now, and if anybody else does find out, make sure it’s clear Valerra doesn’t want to be disturbed. Otherwise… Well-- we’re heading off for Kieso, to find the Shaded Scepter. I hope we’ll return soon, but as always, I leave Hatra in your care until we return.” 

I finished my message before I gave the glowing dragon a nod, and he let out a squeak as he flitted up into the sky for a moment. The little silver creature turned down the hallway, and then he shot forward like a rocket and went off to deliver my message. 

In the meantime, I set off to find Alyona and the rest of my friends. 

By this time of morning, they would surely be in the dining hall eating the always wonderful breakfasts Forsythe created, so that’s where I went first. I walked through the pristine, beautiful hallways of the Lunar Palace until I eventually came to the doorway that opened up into the communal dining room, and although many of my loyal subjects sat around their wooden tables chatting with their friends, there was one particular table I focused in on. 

A table that held Alyona, Zoklan, Nike, and Calltris, as well as the raven Demi-Human woman, Smarri. 

It had taken us a long time to find a female in Solon’s noble bloodline, though I was becoming more and more satisfied with Smarri every single day. The beautiful, dark-haired woman had a set of wings that collapsed down against her sides, but they were much more deadly than most raven Demi-Humans’. Upon the tip of each wing feather was a tiny metal edge sharpened into a deadly point, and I’d seen just how lethal Smarri could be with them up close and personal. 

“Is everything alright, my love?” Alyona asked as I approached, though she seemed to be intentionally vague with what she was saying. 

“Everything is wonderful,” I promised with a smile, and then I found an empty seat across from my father and plunked down. “More than wonderful, actually.” 

“I’m so happy to hear that, Evan,” my wife said as her amethyst eyes glistened with happy tears. “We were starting to get worried when we didn’t hear from you for so long.” 

“I thought I told you all to go to bed? Don’t tell me you stayed up all night worrying about me.” 

“I didn’t.” Zoklan winked. “In fact, I fell asleep the second I laid down on that bed of mine.” 

“I eventually fell asleep, as well,” Alyona admitted with a faint blush. “Though only after an hour or so of staring at the ceiling and worrying about what was going on.” 

“Okay,” Nike interjected, and he narrowed his silver eyes at me. “There’s something you’re not telling us, isn’t there? What’s wrong?” 

“It’s nothing,” I reassured the Noble. “Valerra just had a bit of a scare with her eggs, but I went down there and made sure everything was alright.” 

“Oh, thank the Gods.” Nike chuckled before he placed his hand over his heart and let out a sigh of relief. “You’ve told me how protective she is of those eggs… I fear what would happen if she actually lost one.” 

“To her, or to us?” I joked. 

“Both.” 

“Well, I can promise you both the eggs are still in good condition, and they’re perfectly happy and healthy. Now, does somebody want to tell me why this particular group of people is gathered together at this table? Surely you didn’t all just randomly show up here at the same time.” 

“This is the team for our mission to my homeland,” Calltris explained. 

“We felt we needed someone who knew Kieso better than we did,” Alyona explained. “And I thought it would be wise to have Smarri along, since she can help you with any aerial foes we may encounter.” 

“As for me?” Nike smirked. “You know Lord Evan doesn’t go on any adventures without his brother-in-arms by his side!” 

“And I figured we needed a little bit of father-son bonding time,” Zoklan joked. 

“Well, shit,” I chuckled. “I don’t think I could ask for a better team.” 

It may have sounded like hyperbole, but it was the honest truth. Zoklan and I were both the “heavy hitters” in case anything super dangerous popped up, but we also had Alyona, who was the greatest sorceress in all of Rahma. Calltris knew the terrain, culture, and politics of Kieso better than anyone, though she also would add a bit of extra magical firepower to the mix if we got into a snag. Smarri was much swifter and more graceful in her flight than either my father or me, so she would be perfect for taking out enemies who were too fast for the two of us. Then there was Nike, who was one of the most skilled hand-to-hand combatants I’d ever met with a Noble Sword that had the power to blind his enemies with a flash of pure white light. Plus, Nike was loyal and willing to follow me ‘til the bitter end, and that was a quality I couldn’t really put a price on. 

We had a damn good team assembled here before us. 

“I’m afraid to say we’re still missing one member, son…” Zoklan sighed. “One we will need if we wish to have any success against our enemies, and one I refuse to go into battle without.” 

“Who would that be?” I asked as my face twisted into a frown, though I already had a pretty good idea of who he was talking about. 

And I didn’t like it. 

“My brother,” the black dragon continued. “Zarek.” 

“With all due respect, Zoklan,” Nike scoffed. “Your brother is currently a prisoner of Lord Evan’s, for crimes he and his goons committed against my beloved city of Leyte.” 

“I know Zarek can get a bit ‘wild’ when I’m not around to reign him in,” my father admitted with a wince. “But that won’t be the case now. Zarek has always looked up to me, and I know I will be able to keep him under control if he is released.” 

“Released?” Nike growled. “The dragon destroyed half of my home!” 

“We aren’t releasing Zarek,” I stated firmly. “He is a criminal who attacked one of Rahma’s allied kingdoms, and for that he must be punished.” 

“Oh, I am in agreement, Evan,” Zoklan said with a nod. “My brother has never been one to accept the consequences of his poor choices, and he needs to understand what he did was wrong and that he will fulfill the rest of his sentence. However, he is a valuable asset, and I do not wish to travel to a foreign land without him at my side.” 

“So, you want me to release a criminal just because my father is asking me nicely?” I snorted. “What kind of a message would that send to the rest of my future kingdom?” 

“I do not ask for you to absolve his punishment.” Zoklan shook his head. “I simply wish for you to temporarily release him so he can help us on this mission. Then, once we have recovered the Shaded Scepter, he will return to his cell and finish out the remainder of his sentence as you see fit. You are soon to be the King of Rahma, son, and I would never dream of asking you to do something that would go against your royal decree. However… When Zarek and I fight side by side, I’m not sure even the Demon King himself could defeat us.” 

It was an interesting proposition. We could always use experienced fighters on our side, especially dragons who could give us a bit more firepower and who already had chemistry with our allies. Not to mention, it would be a good gesture to my father, as well as an example to the rest of my future subjects about how I intended to dole out justice as a king. 

Tough, but still fair. 

Plus, I’d fought Zarek once before, and he was a tough son of a bitch. Having him on our side would be helpful, even if he was a bit of a wild card. 

“Brother…” Nike put his hand on my shoulder and whispered as he leaned into my ear. “You cannot seriously be considering this?” 

“I am, Nike,” I said. “Though Zarek has committed a major crime against one of my allied cities, that does not mean he’s beyond redemption. I believe if we show him a bit of mercy, no matter how small, it will go a long way in showing Zarek we’re not the heartless, evil bastards he seems to think all rulers are. I promise he will continue to pay for what he did to your beloved Leyte, brother, but this is an opportunity to show everyone the type of king I intend to be.” 

Nike’s lips puckered as if he’d just sucked on a lemon, but he narrowed his eyes and gave me a slow, understanding nod. 

“I understand,” the Noble admitted. “I just need you to understand it might be a bit difficult for me to process at first, though I will support whatever decision my brother-at-arms chooses.” 

“Thank you, brother,” I said as I patted Nike’s shoulder and locked eyes with the silver-eyed man. “I promise, you will not regret this. Right, father?” 

“You won’t.” Zoklan shook his head and placed his fist over his chest. “I swear to you, Nike of Leyte, that I will keep my brother in line. On my honor and on my very Spiritual Sea.” 

Calltris and Alyona both let out a gasp at my father’s words, and I shot them a confused glance. The two women must have understood I was confused, because Alyona instantly jumped into an explanation. 

“Swearing upon one’s spiritual sea is…” my wife trailed off. “Well, it is something that is not to be taken lightly.”

“It is the equivalent of swearing on your mother’s life on Earth,” Zoklan noted. “A statement that only the most disgusting, dishonorable people would ever even consider to use under false pretenses.” 

“So, you’ll keep Zarek in check?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“I’m willing to stake my own freedom on it. If Zarek were to try to escape, or if he attempted anything that is forbidden by the laws of Rahma, I will duplicate whatever punishment you deem appropriate. After I beat him into a bloody pulp for being a complete idiot, of course.” 

“You’re very serious about this.” Calltris whistled. 

“He is my brother,” Zoklan explained to the silver-haired beauty. “I will always stick my neck out for him, even when it is unwise to do so. We need him on this journey, and I know we will need him in the future when the time comes to face the Demon King.” 

“Calltris?” I said to the bejeweled woman. “How dangerous is your homeland?” 

“It depends where the scepter is.” She shrugged. “If we are staying mainly in the capital city, then there shouldn’t be any problems whatsoever. Though things will get a bit rough if we go beyond the city walls… Both literally and figuratively.” 

“Alright,” I conceded. “We’ll let Zarek out of his cell for now. But before we do, I want to make sure he’s not gonna get any funny ideas. The last thing we need right now is another set of complications.” 

I stood up from my chair and looked around at the team that was going to take us into Kieso. Then I turned away and began to head for the other end of the dining hall. 

“Where are you going, Evan?” Smarri asked in a somewhat squawky tone. 

“To talk to Zarek,” I said over my shoulder. “You guys coming?” 

I heard the shuffling of trays and utensils as my friends all packed up their leftovers, and then they rushed them over to the nearby waste bins. I waited over by the doorway as the rest of my team returned their utensils before they joined me, and once everybody was present and accounted for, we set off toward the Blue Tree Guild’s airship. 

The guild’s floating fortress doubled as the prison of Hatra, and we’d locked away plenty of our enemies inside of its bowels. Many of those enemies had met their demise in grisly, unexpected ways, from curses that made them choke on their own blood to simple assassinations by allies who wanted them to remain quiet. Thankfully, we’d captured every single member of Zarek’s “Gray Scabbard” crew, so there was nobody on the outside who even knew he was in here. Likewise, the Gray Scabbard was a gang of ruffians who worked exclusively for my uncle, so they really didn’t have any enemies or allies that could be a threat. Zarek was very much alive, and now it was looking like he might just be joining our campaign. 

Even though the Blue Tree Guild’s airship had been docked in Hatra for quite some time now, the sight of the massive craft never ceased to amaze me when I saw it on the horizon. The airship was the size of one of the aircraft carriers back on Earth, though its hull was made entirely out of deep, sturdy mahogany wood that appeared to be without any imperfections. Ever since the Blue Tree Guild had pledged their allegiance to me, their airship had remained grounded and tied down with several long, thick pieces of rope that prevented it from floating away in a heavy breeze. The wooden ramp leading into the belly of the ship always sat open, and as we approached, I could just make out the sight of a few familiar faces in the doorway. 

The first was my beloved Laika. The wolf Demi-Human was the leader of the Blue Tree Guild, and she stood with her arms crossed over her busty chest as she gave the other figures unamused looks. Her long, gray hair fluttered in the breeze, as did the strings that held together her brown leather armor. Underneath her protective layer, Laika wore a thin bit of red fabric to cover her curves like a second skin, and her trusty sword hung down at the side of her hip. 

The person talking to her was Pyotr, another wolf Demi-Human who happened to be Laika’s grandfather. He was one of the oldest members of the Blue Tree Guild, and rumor had it he was actually there when the original founding members created the organization. In his golden years, he mainly acted as a guiding light for his granddaughter as well as the man in charge of the prison on the airship, but I’d fought alongside the old wolf a few times, and he was still just as much of a badass as ever. 

The third figure was Afra, a young fox Demi-Human who always kept her long blue hair back in a single braid. The girl may have only been a teenager, but she was one of the most intelligent people I’d ever met when it came to agriculture. Afra had been in charge of Hatra’s farming processes for quite some time now, and I was a bit puzzled to see her on the airship. 

“Hi, Lord Evan!” Afra said as she turned and gave me a long, enthusiastic wave. 

“Hello, Afra,” I said with a nod, and then I repeated with the wolves. “Laika. Pyotr.” 

“I heard Valerra was a bit distraught,” Laika chuckled. “Are we all going to be slaughtered in our sleep?” 

“She’s fine,” I promised. “Just a little scare with her eggs, that’s all. What are you all doing here?” 

“The young lady here was visiting a prisoner,” Pyotr explained. “And--” 

“And I wanted to make sure she didn’t visit him alone,” Laika said as her whole demeanor grew tense. “Even in his weakened state, I do not trust that slimy man, especially not enough to leave him alone with a young girl like this.” 

“Zarek?” Zoklan chuckled. “I don’t think you have to worry about him, my dear. He has a very… Peculiar taste in women, and nobody I’ve met in Hatra so far comes anywhere near matching the type.” 

“You must be Evan’s father,” Laika said with a smirk. “I hope you won’t be as troublesome as Zarek has been.” 

“He was always the wild one,” my father continued. “Though I can promise you he’d never lay a finger on a child. That I know for certain.” 

“He didn’t seem to have any problems burning Leyte to the ground,” the wolf Demi-Human pointed out as she cocked an eyebrow. “That place was full of innocent people, too.” 

“The Gray Scabbard became a bastardization of itself once I was gone,” Zoklan sighed. “Believe me, that sort of shit isn’t going to fly now that I’m back in Rahma.” 

“All this still doesn’t explain why you’re here, Afra,” I admitted as I scratched my head. “Why were you visiting Zarek?” 

“He had some information for me,” Afra said with a smile. “I brought food to his cell and was muttering to myself about plant problems, and he overheard and said he could tell me about a new, experimental technique he used for crops in his homeland. Apparently, I’ve been doing an inferior rotation, and he wanted to give me a few tips on how to make Hatra’s soil more bountiful and fertile.” 

“See?” Zoklan mused. “My brother’s not as evil as you all make him sound. He’s actually a pretty big softie, once you get to know him.” 

“When he’s not trying to literally bite Evan’s head off, that is,” Laika grumbled. 

“Believe it or not, Zarek has been a model prisoner,” Pyotr admitted as his gray wolf ears twitched atop his head. “He has spoken with several guards since he’s been imprisoned, and they have each told me he gave them good advice that made their day-to-day lives easier. Some of our guild members are even growing fond of the man.” 

“Then they should probably be stripped of their duties,” Laika said with a furrowed brow. “Guards becoming friendly with prisoners is the quickest way for an escape to happen. What are you here for, Lord Evan?” 

Oh, she really wasn’t going to like this answer. 

“Well, uh…” I chuckled as I rubbed my head nervously. “We’re going to take Zarek along on our journey to Kieso.” 

“What?” The wolf Demi-Human’s mouth fell agape. 

“It’s only temporary,” Alyona interjected. “Zoklan has promised he will keep his brother in line, and he has even gone so far as to take on any punishment Lord Evan deems just, should there be an issue.” 

“And you trust he’ll keep his word?” Laika directed this question at me. 

“I do.” I nodded. “Zoklan is an honorable dragon, and I’d trust him with my life.” 

“Thank you, son,” Zoklan whispered with a happy sigh. 

“Are you sure you do not wish for me to come along, Lord Evan?” Laika asked, and I could tell she really didn’t trust my dad. 

“I think we’ll be fine,” I promised. “Though I suppose having a talented swordswoman like yourself around wouldn’t be a bad thing.” 

“Then I’m coming, too,” the gray-haired woman declared. 

“What’s the matter?” Zoklan teased. “Don’t you trust me?” 

“No,” Laika answered in a matter-of-fact tone. “I don’t. That’s why I want to come along.” 

“Alright, alright.” My father held up his hands and let out a sharp whistle. “The more, the merrier.” 

“Run along, Afra,” I said to the fox Demi-Human. “I can’t wait to see if this new technique works.” 

“I’m going to try it in the pepper fields first!” Afra giggled as she clapped her hands together. “Those are my favorites.” 

With that, the teenage girl turned away and began to skip down the ramp as she whistled a happy tune. 

“Come on,” Laika grumbled. “I’ll take you to the prisoner.” 

Laika remained calm and composed as she walked us into the airship, though I noticed her gray tail flicked back and forth nervously as she moved. Eventually, the leader of the Blue Tree Guild led us around a few corners, then down into one of the lower levels, where we ran into two guards. 

One of the guards was a human male with piercing blue eyes and sandy-blond hair, while the other was a bat Demi-Human woman who had a set of pointy ears and dark hair slicked back against her head. Both of the guards wore a simple teal tunic with the same gorget of a blue tree around their necks, and both of them held swords in their hands. 

“Back so soon, ma’am?” the bat Demi-Human asked Laika. “I know we just saw you a few minutes ago.” 

“Unfortunately,” Laika said with a roll of her eyes. “Lord Evan wishes to speak to the prisoner, as well.” 

“Zarek was starting to wonder when you’d come back to see him,” the male guard chuckled. “He kept saying he’s missed his nephew.” 

The two guards shared a bit of a laugh, but then Laika shot them a death glare as she bared her deadly fangs. Both of the guards instantly went rigid, and they cleared their throats nervously as they looked at each other. 

“You may pass,” the bat Demi-Human said, and then she and the other guard stepped to their respective sides. 

“Thank you,” Laika mumbled. 

We walked down the wooden hallway of the airship until finally, we came to a small cell at the very end. Inside was a floor that had been covered with stone, as well as a latrine, a small straw bed, and a few books that had been scattered around on the ground. In the bed laid a tall man with wiry, greasy black hair that clung to his back all the way down past his shoulders. He was clad in nothing but a cream-colored tunic and matching pants, though it was hard to miss the bits of gray scale that hung out from his sleeves and pant legs. Zarek had his back turned to us, but he was breathing with slow, heavy breaths. 

“Is he asleep?” Smarri whispered. 

Suddenly, Laika pulled her sword and then dragged the blade across the bars of the prison cell in a back and forth motion. The weapon made a loud clanging noise as its steel banged against the iron, and then Laika sheathed her sword just as quickly as she’d drawn it. 

“He isn’t now,” the wolf Demi-Human said as Zarek sighed. 

“Back already?” Zarek grumbled in a groggy tone. “I was just falling asleep. Plus, I thought you didn’t like it when people came to see me?” 

“I don’t,” Laika said. “But this is a special case.” 

“A very special case, brother,” Zoklan interjected with a grin as large as the Breach itself. “I hope you have missed me as much as I have you.” 

“No…” Zarek gasped as he sat straight up in bed. 

My uncle slowly turned his body so he could face the bars of his cell, and then his yellow eyes grew as wide as saucers when he saw us standing there. In one swift motion, the gray dragon twisted his legs over the side of the bed, sprang up to his feet, and then dashed over to the cell door. 

“Easy!” Laika hissed as she drew her sword and held it between the bars. “You know the rules.” 

“Chill, Laika,” I said to the wolf as I placed my hand on her blade and then gently pushed it down. “They haven’t seen each other in a while… Zarek’s just happy to see his brother, that’s all.” 

“I thought you’d been killed,” Zarek laughed as he held onto the bars and looked into my father’s eyes. “When you said you were back in Rahma for a bit, and then never came and found me? Well, I-I feared the worst.” 

“How could I see you?” Zoklan said in the tone of a scolding father. “You got yourself locked up in a prison cell.” 

“Only because your son defeated me in one-on-one combat. When were you going to tell me I had a nephew?” 

“I didn’t know, myself.” Zoklan hung his head and sighed. “He is Sarah’s child.” 

The words seemed to float in the air for a few minutes as Zarek took them all in, but then he let out a happy cackle. 

“Sarah?” he declared. “The Sarah? You got her pregnant? And I thought I was supposed to be the ‘horny’ one around here?” 

“She is gone, brother,” Zoklan said in a somber tone. “The love of my life is dead, and I didn’t even know she bore me a child in the meantime.” 

Zarek’s smile faded, and his yellow eyes filled with tears as he reached through the bars and placed his hands on Zoklan’s shoulders. 

“Listen to me, brother,” Zarek said as he bent down to look into my father’s eyes. “You were doing the work of the gods. You couldn’t possibly have known what was going on back on Earth while you were off traveling the dimensions.” 

“I have gotten past my regret, Zarek,” Zoklan admitted. “Though it doesn’t make the situation any less tragic. And it certainly isn’t helping to see my own brother and former friends have sunk so low as to burn innocent villages.” 

“Innocent?” Zarek clicked his tongue. “Brother, the people of Leyte were anything but ‘innocent.’ Do you see their castles? Their fortifications? The army of soldiers not bound by honor or loyalty, but by coin? Leyte was a blighted city long before the miasma arrived. We were simply purifying it.” 

“By killing innocents,” Nike growled, and I saw his hand wrap around the hilt of his sword. 

“We did not kill a single ‘innocent person,’” Zarek corrected the Noble. “Sure, the Gray Scabbard pillaged the city of its treasures, but any deaths that occurred only happened out of self-defense.” 

“That’s rich.” Nike scowled. “Of course, the people of Leyte defended themselves. The Gray Scabbard attacked them!” 

“We stole from them,” my uncle clarified. “There is a major difference. I’m sure your ‘innocent’ grandfather will fix any of the collateral damage anyways, Lord Nike.” 

“That is why you’re on that side of the cell, and I’m over here,” Nike growled. “I’ll have it so you pay for your crimes.” 

“Indeed,” Zoklan agreed. 

“Brother?” Zarek gasped as he pulled away and straightened up. “You think I’m guilty?” 

“Please don’t bullshit me, Zarek,” my father snorted. “We both know you’re guilty. Do not think just because I’m back in Rahma that I will immediately start to clean up your messes.” 

“Wow,” the gray dragon scoffed. “It is nice to see you again, too. Is this the reason you came to see me? So you could mock me with a false sense of support?” 

“You are my brother!” Zoklan snarled. “Of course, I support you. Though, as always, that includes allowing you to learn from the mistakes you have made, as well as the predicaments you have gotten yourself into. This is one of those times, I’m afraid.” 

“Oh, wonderful.” Zarek rolled his yellow eyes and flipped his greasy hair back. “So my brother has finally returned from an extended period of time away, and I’m stuck in a prison cell for-- how long is my sentence again?” 

“You haven’t gone to trial yet,” I reminded my uncle. “The exact amount of time you will be detained has yet to be determined.” 

“You aren’t going to be locked up forever,” Zoklan explained. “In fact, the reason I came here today is because we have a proposition for you.” 

“A proposition?” Zarek’s lips twisted into a smile. “You know I love a good proposition.” 

“We’re traveling to Kieso,” I interrupted. “Have you been there before?” 

“Once or twice,” my uncle admitted. “I never stayed long. Why are you going to such a barren, desolate wasteland of an island?” 

“Watch it,” Calltris warned. “That ‘wasteland’ you are talking about is my home.” 

“And I assume you live in Ashmuar?” Zarek raised an eyebrow at the sage. 

“I do.” Calltris nodded. “That doesn’t give you the right to talk down to the rest of my homeland.” 

“I’m simply speaking the truth. Most of Kieso is completely empty, without water or fertile soil. Why anyone willingly decided to live there is--” 

“Enough, brother!” Zoklan cut in, and I heard a bit of a snarl slip past his tongue. “You need to understand we are on the verge of extinction, and our journey to Kieso holds the key to sealing the Breach.” 

“The Breach…” Zarek trailed off as the color seemed to drain from his face. “It is possible to seal it?” 

“What do you think I have been doing this whole time?” Zoklan sighed. “This is it, brother. Evan has a chance to seal the Breach and bring peace and prosperity back to our world, and we need your help to do it. A journey to Kieso is already a daunting task, and Lady Calltris is the only one of us here besides you who knows anything about it. Your knowledge and combat skills would be of great use to us in this situation, but not if you’re going to cause trouble the entire time.” 

Zarek was silent for a moment, though his slitted eyes wandered back and forth between me and my father. 

“But that would mean letting me out?” he finally mumbled. 

“For now,” Zoklan said. “The second the journey is over, we will return to this airship, and you will go back into your cell to serve out whatever sentence Evan deems fit. Perhaps if you swallow your pride and agree to join us, then that sentence may be lighter than it otherwise would be?” 

“You didn’t even need to include the last part.” Zarek grinned. “I will join you.” 

“You will?” I asked. 

“It’s a chance to get out of this cell,” he mused. “Of course, I’m going to take it, even if the reward is spending time in the burning wastelands of Kieso.” 

“It goes without saying you shouldn’t even consider trying to escape,” I added. 

“You’re joking, right? I wouldn’t dare. Between you and Zoklan, I’d just get my ass kicked again and end up back here with an even worse sentence. Plus I’d probably get one of Zoklan’s infamous lectures, and that’s a fate worse than death.” 

“Funny,” Zoklan said with a roll of his eyes. 

“Alright, then, Laika,” I said to the wolf Demi-Human beside me. “Let him out.” 

“I still think this is a bad idea,” Laika sighed as she reached up to the gorget on her neck. “Though an order is an order.” 

“If he steps out of line, you’ll be there to put him back in his place,” I chuckled. 

Laika smiled at the thought and then pressed down on the gorget, which began to glow an ethereal blue color. This was the way the Blue Tree Guild communicated with each other, through some sort of magic that was enchanted into their gorgets. 

“Bring the keys for cell fifteen, immediately,” Laika said. “Lord Evan is here.” 

The wolf Demi-Human let go of her gorget, and it instantly turned back into its usual state. We waited around for a few more minutes before, finally, Pyotr arrived with a set of keys in his hand. 

“Here you are, Laika,” the old wolf said as he handed them over to his granddaughter. “Make sure you don’t lose them.” 

“We won’t need them long,” Laika promised as she stepped up to the cell gate and began to thumb through the ring. 

Eventually, Laika found the key that went to Zarek’s cell, raised it up, and placed it into the keyhole. She took a deep breath before she looked over at me, and after I nodded, she twisted the key. There was a loud creaking noise as the mechanism unlocked, then another as the door swung open. 

Zarek cracked his knuckles as he stepped out through the door, and he looked around the hallway for a few seconds. 

All the while, I was prepared for the bastard to try and run. The rest of my friends must have been, as well, because they all had one hand on their weapons of choice. 

“You can ease your concerns,” Zarek said with a shake of his head. “If I was going to attack or run, I would have done it already.” 

I cautiously stood from my fighting stance, took my hand off the Sword of Healing, and then looked over to Alyona. 

“That was the last thing we needed to do here,” I said to my wife. “Now, let’s get going. We’ve got a long day ahead of us, and we will need to hurry if we want to be back before the coronation in two days.” 

“I intend to be back long before then,” Alyona noted. “For our sake, and the sake of my father.” 

The princess bowed her head and began to whisper her portal incantation under her breath, and a tiny bit of glowing white light appeared in the air before us, which then swirled as it expanded out into a massive portal. Then Alyona finished up her chant before she stepped aside and gestured to the gateway before us. 

“Whoa.” Zarek whistled. “This certainly beats flying.” 

“Ladies first,” I said to my friends. 

Smarri and Calltris both stepped straight through the portal without a second’s hesitation, and Alyona was right behind them. Laika followed the princess, which then just left Zoklan, Zarek, Nike, and myself. 

“You three go first,” Nike offered. “That way if Zarek tries to jump back through, I’ll be here to stop him.” 

“Why do I get the sense everybody here wants to kill me?” Zarek sighed. 

“Because you’re not exactly the easiest person to get along with,” Zoklan reminded his brother. “I should know, considering we’ve been around each other for hundreds of years.” 

Zoklan and Zarek both disappeared through the portal at the same time, and I dove in straight after. The world turned white as I was engulfed by a tingling, warm sensation, and then I landed on a surface that felt rocky and jagged. 

Even stranger, the ground below my feet was warm, and my nostrils were filled with the faint scent of sulfur. When my vision finally returned, I could see exactly what Zarek was talking about. 

Although a set of city gates reading “Ashmuar” stood before us, there was nothing but long, desolate stretches of rocks on all other sides, for as far as the eye could see. Strange glowing red veins also appeared sporadically through the ground, and I instantly thought back to my long-ago vacation to Hawaii. 

Molten rock. 

We were standing atop molten rock. 

 




 
 Chapter 9 

“See?” Zarek chuckled. “I told you there wasn’t much to see in Kieso. The whole island is pretty much like this.” 

“That is because the Lava God created it in his image,” Calltris interjected. “Also, what do you mean ‘nothing to see?’ The great city of Ashmuar stands before us!” 

“Can’t say I’ve ever been inside,” my uncle continued. “Giant gray dragons aren’t really welcome in places like this.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Redmon and Calltris seemed to accept me pretty well.” 

“Let me rephrase that,” Zarek sighed. “Giant gray dragons who don’t have political or military alliances to offer aren’t really welcome in a place like this. Especially with all the sorcerers. They would have surely tried to kill me and take my body parts to create some sort of strange new spell.” 

“That is… A lot of hurtful stereotypes.” Calltris frowned. “We are not so barbaric here in Ashmuar.” 

“Tell that to the people of Riahshor,” my uncle grumbled. “They all seemed intent on shooting me out of the sky the last time I was here, and all I did was fly over their village.” 

“Oh,” the silver-haired sorceress chuckled. “Riahshor is a small village, landlocked by the Cramadoon Mountains. They have developed a particularly strange culture there, one that is certainly more about the dark arts and unconventional uses of magic than anywhere else in Kieso. I can promise you will be welcomed into Ashmuar with open arms, my friends.” 

“We’d better be,” I joked. “I’d hate to get blood on my robes before the coronation tomorrow.” 

Nike stepped through the portal behind us, and then the glowing white circle disappeared into a flash of light. 

“He’s still here?” Nike asked, though the question was pretty much rhetorical. 

“I’m not going anywhere, Lord Nike.” Zarek rolled his yellow eyes. “You really don’t need to worry.” 

“We’ll see about that,” Nike said as he pursed his lips. 

I shook my head at them before I approached the massive set of double doors that sat beneath the archway of Ashmuar, but there didn’t seem to be anyone around to open them. There were no guards outside the city walls, nor were there any up on the walls themselves. 

“So, do we just need to knock, or…?” I trailed off as I looked over at Calltris. 

We watched as Calltris stepped up and placed her hand on one of the gargantuan doors without saying a word. With her other hand, the sorceress reached up and touched the magical gemstones embedded in her chest, and then Calltris began to cast a spell. 

“Isle of Kieso, hear my cry,” she muttered. “I am but one of the gods’ chosen, one who serves through the mystical arts and has dedicated myself to healing the wrongs of this dark world. I come bearing nothing but good will on this journey… A good will I will spread throughout this city, should I be allowed entry. Hear my pleas and answer, God of Lava.” 

Suddenly, we all heard the sound of shifting rock underneath our feet, and I wondered if we were about to be caught in some sort of volcanic eruption. Then several dozen tendrils of glowing red magma appeared beneath the surface of the rocks, and we watched as they seemed to move in unison toward Calltris. 

“Calltris!” Alyona gasped, but the sorceress didn’t seem concerned. 

“It’s part of the spell,” the silver-haired woman explained. “Do not fear, my friends.” 

The veins of lava encircled Calltris’ feet before they formed a giant symbol in the ground under her boots, and then several glowing red tendrils spread out in all directions and started to climb up the door. As they climbed, the veins of lava followed a series of intricate patterns until finally, they arrived at the very top of the gate. Once the entire door panel was illuminated, we heard a loud clicking sound, and the door began to open inwards. 

“We don’t all have to do that, do we?” Smarri asked as she shifted her wings nervously. 

“No,” Calltris chuckled. “Come, my friends. You are now official guests of the city of Ashmuar.” 

The veins of lava faded away from the ground and door as Calltris passed under the gate, and we were all right behind her. Once we were inside the city, I instantly got a sense of just how different it was from my own home. The entire place reeked of an earthy, spice-laden smell that reminded me of incense, and I could see small clouds of the aromatic smoke as it puffed out of chimneys across the city. The buildings themselves were all made of the same volcanic rocks that were beneath their foundations, though the rock had been broken down into small, jagged bricks held together by a caulk-like paste. The roofs of the buildings reminded me of what you’d see in medieval times, with a high-pitched roof made completely out of straw and bound together with rope. There were doors and windows on each of the structures, but the glass inside of the windows appeared to be completely reflective, and the doors looked like they would fall apart with the slightest breeze. 

None of the buildings in Kieso seemed to go beyond three stories high, though that didn’t really come as too much of a surprise. When there were no trees, hills, or other natural structures to block the wind, it wasn’t really a smart idea to build very high. Plus, there was no reason they needed to, considering they literally had the land to expand as far as the eye could see. 

Men, women, and children in full-length, flowing robes bustled about the city, and many of the men seemed to have pipes full of sweet-smelling substances. The children shot sparks of magic at each other as they laughed and chased each other around, all while their parents smiled and watched on. There was a market of sorts set up far to our left, and men and women dashed around with carts full of goods rolling behind them. 

However, the carts weren’t being pulled by their arms. They were following as if by magic. 

This really was a “city of sorcerers” after all. 

“Shit,” I chuckled to myself. “I feel like I just stepped into Hogwarts.” 

“That was the castle, son,” Zoklan chuckled. “This is more equivalent to Diagon Alley.” 

I really appreciated having my dad around to understand my Earth-realm jokes and references. 

Calltris took us deeper and deeper into the city until we finally arrived at a one-story building that looked much different than the others. The building itself was spread nearly half a mile wide, and its entire perimeter was glowing red with veins of lava. The lava seemed to flow in a continuous loop, almost like a screen saver on repeat, though it didn’t have an obvious place to go. The glowing red trim of the structure created elegant, intricate designs, and I couldn’t help but stare at them in awe as we approached. 

“This is the Obsidian Temple,” Calltris announced. “The home of the most powerful magic users in all of Kieso, including my father and our country’s leader, High Sage Damel Moltra.” 

“So, it’s like a commune?” I asked. “All of the sorcerers live here together, under one roof?” 

“Sages and sorcerers,” the woman corrected. “If anybody knows where the Shaded Scepter is located, it will be one of these people.” 

Calltris led us over to the main door of the Obsidian Temple and once again touched the gemstones on her chest. Then the sorceress pressed her hand against the door, whispered a few magic words, and watched as the door gently evaporated into a puff of smoke. 

We stepped inside of the temple, and it took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. Even though I had powerful night vision, we’d just been out in the sun, and the interior of the Obsidian Temple was darker than a freaking mole’s tunnel at night, since the only bits of light seemed to be the veins of lava that ran through the floors, walls, and ceiling of the place. 

“Wow,” I groaned as I slowly regained my vision. “Are lanterns and torches not a thing in Kieso?” 

“We don’t need them,” Calltris declared. “The Lava God lights the way for us naturally, as a ‘thank you’ for our service.” 

This place certainly felt like a temple, with its dark walls that were pretty bare-bones except for a few shelves with scrolls and what appeared to be carved effigies to whatever god was worshiped in this city. There were a few sorcerers sitting around praying as we passed by, though none of them seemed to even notice us. 

Until we heard a familiar voice in the distance. 

“Lord Evan!” Redmon declared as he waved to me from across the room. “Calltris!” 

The old sorcerer tried to rush over to us, but his aging body only seemed to allow him to move at the speed of a turtle. We all moved to meet the Noble halfway, and he greeted his daughter with a big bear hug and a smile. 

“Hello, Father,” Calltris said with a half-smirk. “You act like you haven’t seen me in years.” 

“It’s been a few days,” Redmon chuckled as he pulled away. “To a father, that feels like an eternity. And Lord Evan? Princess Alyona? What brings you to our beautiful city?” 

“Business, I’m afraid,” I sighed. “Particularly related to the Breach.” 

“We haven’t experienced any demons out this way.” Redmon frowned as he ran his hand over his chin, and his amber eyes narrowed. “I do not believe we’ve had a portal, either.” 

“It’s neither of those,” I explained. “We’re here because we’re looking for the Shaded Scepter.” 

“Shaded Scepter…” Redmon trailed off. “I’m somewhat familiar with that item, but I will fully admit it’s not in my area of expertise.” 

“We need it to close the Breach,” Zoklan interjected. “Permanently.” 

“And that brought you here?” the old Noble asked. “To Ashmuar?” 

“The Shaded Scepter is here, Father.” Calltris raised an eyebrow. “Do you not remember all the stories you used to tell me growing up? Our priests locked it away in one of our most sacred sites.” 

“My dear,” Redmon sighed. “That is just a story I told you so you would settle down and go to bed. I made most of it up.” 

“What?” the sorceress gasped. 

“Hold on,” Laika grumbled, and her wolf ears flattened against her head. “Are you telling us we traveled out here for nothing, then?” 

“Of course not!” Redmon reassured us. “The Shaded Scepter is certainly real, and it certainly was located in Ashmuar at one point in time, but I do not know its current whereabouts. That would be a question for the High Sage.” 

“Then take us to him,” I requested. “We don’t have a second to spare.” 

“Uhh…” Redmon trailed off. “I don’t think he is available at the moment.” 

“What are you talking about, Father?” Calltris asked. “This is an urgent matter.” 

“Wait!” Redmon began as his daughter walked right past him. “It’s not wise to enter the High Sage’s room unannounced!” 

Redmon continued to follow his daughter as she marched down a nearby hallway, and we were right behind them both. Calltris eventually arrived at another set of doors marked up with intricate lava carvings, and she placed her hand against it before she whispered her incantation. There was a metallic pop as the hinges began to open up, and we all barged straight into the High Sage’s chambers. 

There, at the very center of the room, sat a man who looked so skinny and frail I thought he was little more than flesh and bones. His skin was pasty and stretched out, and he weakly turned his head to face us when we entered. The High Sage’s eyes were sunken in and surrounded by dark bruises, and his snout extended out nearly a foot and a half. He had two tall ears atop his head, though they both were slumped down against his face, and his spindly arms could barely muster up a wave. The man also had giant feet, as well as a pointed tan tail that hung behind him as he sat. 

Classification: Kangaroo Demi-Human

Priority: Unhealable

Status: Terminally Ill

“What the fuck?” I said to Miraya. “Unhealable? How is that possible?” 

He is an elderly man, Lord Evan, Miraya’s voice echoed through my head. Even the power of the Sword of Healing cannot prevent his death at this point in his life. 

“Gods…” Calltris breathed as tears filled her eyes. “High Sage, what has happened to you?” 

“I am alright, young one,” Damel Moltra said in a weak, dry tone. “I have certainly seen better days, but I am still here with my people.” 

“I told you not to come in here,” Redmon sighed as he gingerly closed the door behind him. “The High Sage has requested that I tell nobody about his condition, even you, my daughter and brothers-in-arms. He didn’t want anybody to worry.” 

“My time on this world is short.” Damel nodded. “I have led a long, happy life of servitude to the gods, and I am ready to meet them.” 

“What happens when the High Sage passes?” Alyona questioned gently. 

“Well, if I had to bet…” Zarek trailed off with a smug grin. “I’d say Redmon here takes over as High Sage?” 

“That has yet to be decided.” Redmon shook his head. “There will be a meeting of those who live in this temple, and then we will all vote on who takes over in the-- in the event our High Sage is gone.” 

“This makes the timing of our mission even more dire,” Zoklan said grimly, and then he walked over to the elderly kangaroo Demi-Human. “We have come to find the Shaded Scepter, High Sage. Do you know where it is?” 

“Shaded Scepter?” Damel asked in a confused tone. “The Shaded Scepter isn’t here.” 

Son of a bitch. That was exactly what I was afraid of. 

“Where is it, then?” my father continued. “Redmon said it was in Ashmuar at some point in time, so you must have some idea where it is.” 

“Igtrall,” the High Sage rasped weakly. “Igtrall Urshaur.” 

“Igtrall Urshaur?” Redmon asked. “He hasn’t been seen in decades, High Sage.” 

“The scepter was taken by Igtrall Urshaur,” the High Sage said, but then he broke out into a fit of coughing. 

“Who is that?” Smarri whispered. 

“A sorcerer of some sort?” Nike did his best to answer. “Perhaps one who is now deceased?” 

“I hope he’s deceased,” Redmon spat as he comforted the High Sage. “That man betrayed our beloved Lava God for his own selfish intentions.” 

“Okay,” I interjected. “It sounds like there’s a story to be told here, so please start talking.” 

“Stole the scepter…” Damel sighed as his coughing fit wore off. “He-- he said it let him see ‘the true god.’” 

“A god with horns.” Redmon frowned. “And glowing orange eyes. He talked about it day and night, and we all simply thought he was mad.” 

“The Demon King,” I growled. 

“Probably,” Redmon sighed. “Though I had no idea about the Shaded Scepter’s involvement in this story. I always thought he was just exiled from the Obsidian Temple and sent away to live in the mountains.” 

“Wait…” Zarek groaned. “Mountains? Which mountains?” 

“Cramadoon,” Damel said. 

“Of course,” my uncle said with a growl. “I should have known! The one place in this wasteland that’s hostile to our kind, and it’s exactly where we have to go.” 

“If Igtrall Urshaur is still alive,” Zoklan reminded his brother. “If that sorcerer is dead, then we’ll have lost our only lead.”

“I-I cannot believe this.” Calltris frowned as she fought back tears. “Oh, High Sage… What can I do to help?” 

“Are you sure we can’t heal him?” I asked Miraya again. 

Even if we did, it’d only be delaying the inevitable, Miraya sighed. We would just be giving his people false hope. 

“Come, Calltris,” Redmon said to his daughter as he helped her up. “The High Sage needs his rest, and you have a long journey ahead of you.” 

“I don’t want to leave, Father,” Calltris argued. “I want to stay here with him until-- until--” 

As the silver-haired sorceress struggled to find her words, Damel reached up and touched her arm softly. 

“It is alright, Calltris,” Damel promised. “You have been called by the gods for a higher purpose, a purpose you must fulfill.” 

“But what if this is the last time we ever see each other?” Calltris asked before she pressed her trembling lips together. “You’ve been like a grandfather to me, High Sage. I cannot simply let you pass alone, not while I’m right here in Kieso.” 

“You are now tasked with a purpose far beyond caring for me, my dear,” the High Sage sighed. “Lord Evan of Hatra will do great things for this world, Calltris. The gods have told me so. Even if this is the last time we see each other on the mortal plane, know we will meet again.” 

Calltris finally lost her interior battle, and tears began to stream down her cheeks. 

“He won’t be alone,” Redmon promised. “I will remain with him until-- until I no longer need to. Now, please, my daughter… We should let him get some rest.” 

“Until next time, High Sage,” Calltris said with a somber smile. 

“Until next time,” Damel responded weakly. 

We all hurried out of the room, and the second the doors were closed, Calltris turned to her father and frowned. 

“How could you keep this from me?” she demanded. 

“Please keep your voice down,” Redmon whispered. “We don’t want others to know of his condition.” 

“Why should I?” Calltris asked. “Our people need to know!” 

“Because it is what he wanted,” the Noble of the Sword reminded his daughter. “Damel does not wish to upset our people, nor does he wish for any sort of power struggle to occur once he’s gone. He wants his transition to be peaceful and quiet. The High Sage has made our city such, so it is the least we can do.” 

Calltris held up a finger like she was going to argue, but then she simply crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head back and forth. Tears continued to flow out of her brown eyes like two tiny waterfalls, and she trembled with both rage and sadness. 

I quickly made my way over to Calltris, wrapped my arms around her, and then softly stroked her silver locks as I held her against my chest. 

“It’s alright,” I whispered as I tried to calm her down. “You know, I’ve had a few run-ins with death, and it’s fucking sucked every single time.” 

“I’m sorry, Lord Evan.” The woman shuddered against me. “I should be stronger than this.” 

“You don’t need to apologize,” I told her. “I know what you’re going through… To watch your loved one wither away in front of you, and knowing that there’s nothing that you can do to stop it? It’s the worst feeling in the world.”

“We’re here for you, Calltris,” Alyona added, and then she wrapped her arms around us both. 

“Always and forever.” Smarri smiled as she joined the group hug. 

“You are our sister-in-arms,” Nike said as he jumped in on the action. “We will always be here for you.” 

Zoklan and Zarek watched amusedly as we continued our group hug for a few seconds more, and then we broke it off, and Calltris stepped away. The silver-haired woman wiped the tears from her eyes, and she cleared her throat as she attempted to recompose herself. 

“Thank you,” she said to all of us. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” 

“We do,” I said with a nod. “I know exactly how you feel right now, and having people around who care makes a whole world of difference.” 

“We need to go after Riahshor,” Calltris announced as her demeanor changed back into her usual self. “Though I am in much pain, we cannot waste any more time.” 

“How far away are the Cramadoon Mountains?” I asked Redmon and Calltris. 

“It is traditionally a two-day hike,” Redmon explained. “Though that is by foot, and I would assume you are traveling by air?” 

“We definitely don’t have two days,” I said. “Zarek? Calltris? Do either of you know the way?” 

“Unfortunately,” Zarek sighed. “Just follow my scaly gray ass, and I’ll take you right to that village of dragon-haters.” 

“Please do be careful,” Redmon pleaded. “The citizens of Riahshor are involved in all sorts of dark magic, and I am not sure they would welcome you as friends even if you are not in your dragon forms… And if Igtrall Urshaur truly is still alive, and still possesses the Shaded Scepter? He will not part with it easily.” 

“Leave that to us,” Zoklan said with a smirk. “That’s why we brought this whole little strike team along. We’ll get the scepter, one way or another.” 

“Now,” I said as I turned to Alyona. “This is where I have to ask you to go back home.” 

“Wait, what?” Alyona protested. “But you said I was important to this mission!” 

“You are,” I promised. “The mission has changed, though. There was always a chance of encountering danger when we came here, but we’re literally about to walk into a hornet’s nest and then kick it repeatedly. There’s no way I’m letting you come to Riahshor with us, not when you’re this pregnant.” 

Alyona had a bit of hurt in her amethyst eyes, but she didn’t seem to want to argue. 

“How will I know when you are safe?” she asked instead. 

“Come back in the morning,” I ordered. “We will stay here in Kieso for the night, and by the time dawn breaks, we will surely have the Shaded Scepter in hand.” 

“Okay.” My wife frowned, but she gave me a nod to let me know she understood. “Please be careful.” 

“You know me.” I winked and then leaned down to give her a reassuring kiss. “‘Careful’ is my middle name.” 

Alyona smiled faintly before she began to whisper her spell, and seconds later a glowing portal of magic appeared before her. Then she gave us all one final “good luck” and stepped through the gateway, and she disappeared back to the safety of Hatra. 

Meanwhile, the rest of us prepared to set off for the mountains. 

We made our way out of the Obsidian Temple, though this time several of the sages who were meditating opened their eyes and shot us dirty looks as we passed. I wasn’t sure how much of the commotion they’d heard between Calltris and her father, but they’d certainly heard enough to know something unpleasant was afoot. 

My friends and I exited the temple, and then Redmon shut the door behind us. 

“Good luck,” the Noble of the Sword of Wisdom said. “And whatever you do… Do not let them know the High Sage is sick. If any of them get word that trouble is afoot in Ashmuar, they’re likely to attack.” 

“It’s going to be hard for them to learn anything when they’re writhing in pain under my spikes,” Zarek declared. 

“We won’t let a word of the situation slip,” I promised. “Now, Zarek and Calltris? You want to lead the way?” 

“Not really,” my uncle laughed. “But I’ll do it anyway.” 

Zarek took a few steps away from the temple before he shifted into his dragon form, and then he looked back over his shoulder to see if we were coming. 

“All aboard the Evan Express,” I said as I shifted my body into its dragon form. “Now boarding!” 

Nike and Calltris both climbed up onto my back, and Smarri began to flap her wings as she lifted up into the air. Meanwhile, my father simply took a running start before he sprang up off the ground, shifted into his dragon form in midair, and flew up out of the city of Ashmuar. 

“Show-off,” Zarek mumbled under his breath before he flew after his brother. 

I beat my wings, lifted off the ground, and then flew after the two dragon brothers, and the three of us, accompanied closely by Smarri, headed toward the west and then seemed to travel aimlessly over hundreds and hundreds of miles of desolate, rocky land. Every now and again, we would see a tiny village that couldn’t have held more than a hundred people total, and we also witnessed a few small volcanic eruptions underneath. The air of Kieso was hot and dry, which left a strange sensation against my scales as I flew over the molten ground. 

“There they are,” Calltris finally said with a longing sigh. “The Cramadoon Mountain Range.” 

“You say the name as if this is a place you want to be at,” Nike chuckled. 

“That’s because I do,” the sorceress explained. “As much as I hate to admit Zarek is right, there isn’t much to Kieso’s landscape, aside from these mountains. They are the most beautiful place in the entire country, but they have been perverted by the dark magic that lingers over them. All thanks to the people of Riahshor.” 

“Hey, Evan?” Zoklan asked as we drew closer. “When do you think it’d be a good idea to change back into our human forms? We already know how much these assholes hate dragons, and I don’t want to give them any more advanced warning than we have to.” 

“Zarek?” I called up to my uncle. “Where is Riahshor located, in relation to the mountain range?” 

“It was a long time ago, kid,” Zarek sighed. “I just know they’re down in a ravine somewhere.” 

“Then we’ll land on the peak of the mountain,” I announced to my friends. “We’ll plan our next steps from there.” 

Zoklan, Zarek, Smarri, and I all continued toward the Cramadoon Mountains, until we got to the point where the damn things started to stretch up into the sky. Once we could no longer fly horizontally, we twisted up and headed toward the nearest peak. As we went higher and higher up the side of the mountains, the air grew thinner, and the temperature around us became unusually chilly. Eventually, we made it to the top, where we found a cliffside with enough flat space for three dragons and a raven Demi-Human to land on. We floated down to the plateau, and my friends climbed off my back before my family members and I turned back into our human forms. 

Instantly, I could see why Calltris loved these mountains so much. 

A misty haze floated in the air above us, and there were nothing but peaks and valleys spread out as far as the eye could see. From this vantage point, we could see for miles across the flat landscape of Kieso, and I noticed the soft blue ocean off in the distance. 

It was beautiful. 

However, the beauty of the scenery quickly disappeared when I saw the glowing purple bubble down in the valley below. 

“Is that Riahshor?” I asked, even though I had a feeling I already knew the answer. 

“That’s the place,” Zarek grumbled. “It didn’t have that weird barrier over it the last time I was here, though.” 

“Calltris?” I asked the sorceress. “What the hell is that thing?” 

“Some sort of protective spell,” Calltris sighed. “Using dark magic, for sure.” 

“Well, fuck,” I said as I ran my hand through my hair and tried to think of a solution. “This makes things a little more complicated.” 

“We could always just fly down and try to melt it,” Zarek suggested. “Surely the combined fire breath of three dragons would be enough to take down a shield, right?” 

“Maybe,” I admitted. “But that would also leave us as sitting ducks if it didn’t work.” 

“If it’s dark magic, we could purify it,” Calltris suggested. “Though we would have to get much closer, and surely that would get us spotted.” 

“You guys are all making this way too difficult,” Zoklan said. “Have you forgotten you have a tunneler in your party?” 

“A tunneler?” Smarri asked. 

“Watch and learn.” My father smirked, and then he clapped his hands together. 

A split second later, six crablike legs popped out of Zoklan’s back and lifted his body a few inches off the ground. Then they began to tear at the rocky dirt with the ferocity of a coked-out gorilla, which sent bits of rock and rubble flying into the air. Zoklan was in the ground up to his waist in a matter of seconds, and then he stopped and leaned against the edge of the hole nonchalantly.

“Impressive,” Smarri admitted. 

“Now imagine what I can do when I’m full-sized.” The black dragon winked. 

“New plan…” I trailed off as I formulated a new strategy in my brain. “Zoklan digs a tunnel down the mountainside, all the way toward the edge of the village. Then, once we get close enough, Calltris and I will purify the shield around the damn place and hopefully take it down.” 

“And then what?” Nike questioned. 

“Then comes the fun part,” I chuckled. “Then we tunnel up into the village and start looking for the Shaded Scepter. By whatever means necessary.” 

“Sounds like a plan, son.” Zoklan nodded. “I will get to work right away.” 

With that, Zoklan slammed his crablike legs down into the dirt and started to dig away. Once his body was completely covered and out of sight from the villagers of Riahshor, and after he’d made the hole big enough to accommodate him, my father transformed himself back into a dragon and continued to dig with the speed of a giant mole. 

“Come on,” I said to the rest of the group as we stared down into the freshly-dug pit. “Let’s follow along.” 

Zarek and I both jumped off the edge and down into the hole, where we promptly transformed back into our dragon forms. Then, with the help of Smarri, Calltris and Nike were both lowered down onto my back, and we pressed onward. 

The heat inside this tunnel was terrible, and I could feel the sweat pouring off my scales as I climbed through the volcanic caverns. Still, this was the safest way for us to get down close to Riahshor without being spotted, so we continued onward until, finally, I saw Zoklan sitting still up ahead. 

When we got a little bit closer, the black dragon raised his index finger to his mouth and made a “shhhh” gesture. 

“This is it,” he whispered and pointed to the top of the tunnel. “We’re about one hundred feet away from the village’s northern perimeter, and there are guards right above us.” 

Sure enough, my superhuman hearing picked up the sound of two chatting men, several feet above our heads. 

“I still don’t get why he makes us do this job,” one of them complained. “It’s not like anything’s getting through the barrier.” 

“Yeah,” the other one chuckled. “It’s been up so long that I don’t even think the Dark Sorcerer himself would know how to turn it off.” 

Dark Sorcerer? 

There wasn’t any way to be sure right now, but I really hoped they were talking about Igtrall Urshaur. 

“I still can’t believe the shit he’s made us do since he took over,” the first guard sighed. “I never would have thought a peasant like myself would be training to take out the King of Rahma himself.” 

“I never thought I’d have to sacrifice a live human,” the second guard admitted. “Let alone twenty of ‘em.” 

“It’s all in the name of the Dark One,” the other man said. “As the Dark Sorcerer himself says, you cannot appease the darkness without letting it consume you first.” 

“I’m just starting to get anxious, that’s all. I want to know when the Dark Sorcerer will let us meet the Dark One, and when we can make our move on Rahma.” 

“The Dark Sorcerer surely has a reason for his hesitation… Be patient, my brother. The blood of King Rodion will be on our hands soon enough.” 

Fuck. For a millisecond I’d wondered if these men were just helpless victims who’d been manipulated into using dark magic, but I could hear it in their voices. 

They seemed to enjoy what they were doing here. 

Too bad my friends and I were gonna put a stop to it real soon. Right after we purified the shield, of course. 

As soon as Nike and Calltris had slipped off my back, I transformed into my human form and drew the Sword of Hatra out of my spatial storage. 

“Are you ready for this?” I whispered to Calltris, who nodded her head in silent agreement. 

Then, before I had a chance to react, the woman grabbed my left hand and placed it squarely on her bare chest. My heart raced as I tried to keep the blood from rushing down to my loins, and I could feel Calltris’ bosom heave with each sharp breath she took. Though I was mostly touching the diamonds on her chest, I could also feel the woman’s silky-soft skin, and my mind briefly wandered to thoughts of Calltris’ skin pressed up against my naked body. 

“Now’s not the time to get frisky!” Zoklan hissed. 

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Calltris smirked. “Lord Evan needs a power boost for this large of a purification spell, so I’m channeling my magic through the gemstones on my chest. Get your mind out of that filthy place, Zarek.” 

“It never leaves,” my uncle chuckled. 

“Miraya?” I asked the spirit inside my sword. “We’ll need your help on this one, too.” 

I am ready whenever you are, Evan, she answered. 

“Alright,” I said as I locked eyes with Calltris. “Start summoning your power.” 

The second after the words left my mouth, I felt a small surge of power against my palm. When I glanced at Calltris’ chest, I saw the gemstones were glowing intensely as she channeled her magic through them, and I hoped that would give me the burst of energy I needed to take down the dark shield above. 

Then I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the nature around us. There weren’t plants or anything down in this tunnel, so I had to really try to hone in on what I could. I thought about the gentle, chilly breeze on the mountaintop above, along with the gorgeous view and the molten rocks that made up this entire island. Suddenly, I felt an intense swelling of power from deep in my core, and I knew it was now or never. 

I pulled the Sword of Healing downward as I took aim at the tunnel above, and then I let out a roar as I slammed it into the ceiling with a powerful shlunk. 

“Did you hear that?” one of the guards gasped. 

“Yeah…” the other one replied. 

Suddenly, I unloaded my healing magic into the ground, and then I heard both men let out a startled yelp. 

“W-What’s going on?” the first guard demanded. “Why’s there colored mist everywhere?” 

“What’s happening to the barrier?” the other one screamed. “Ohhhhh, no! Are we under attack?” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as Zoklan crept along the edge of the tunnel with his ear to the wall. Then he stopped, reached his crablike legs upward, and began to dig with the speed of a shrew. Suddenly, the two guards from above were yanked down into our tunnel as they yelped like scared puppies. 

“What the--” the first began, but he was quickly silenced by my father. 

Zoklan stabbed one of his crablike legs into the man’s head, and there was a wet squelch as his skull cracked, and his brains splattered out the other side. The man’s eyes rolled back in his head as he went limp, and then he began to twitch hysterically. 

“Ramerda!” the second man gasped as he jumped to his feet. “Who--” 

Before he could finish his sentence, a massive bony spike grew out of Zarek’s right arm, and my uncle stabbed it straight through the guard’s throat. The man let out a gasp as his eyes went wide, and then he began to gurgle on the blood pooling in his windpipe. Zarek lifted the fucker up off the ground before he grew a second spike out of his fist and skewered the guard through the back of the chest. 

There was a splash of blood as the guard’s heart flew from his body and squished against the tunnel wall, and then he went limp. Zarek discarded the body off to the side, and he carefully approached the hole in the ceiling. Then Zarek climbed up cautiously, stuck his head over the edge, and looked back down to the rest of us. 

“Congratulations, kid,” Zarek mused with a sly grin. “You did it. The barrier is gone.” 

That was very good news. Now, my friends and I had free rein to enter the village and find Igtrall Urshaur. Or, if he wasn’t around, then we could go right to this “Dark Sorcerer” the guards were talking about. 

Either way, one thing was for certain. 

I wasn’t leaving Kieso without the Shaded Scepter. 

 




 
 Chapter 10 

“Not to sound like a Debbie Downer,” I said as I looked around at my friends. “But does anybody here actually know what Igtrall Urshaur looks like? Or what the Shaded Scepter looks like, for that matter?” 

“I only know what my father told me in his stories, so I’m not sure how reliable this information is now,” Calltris sighed. “But he said the Shaded Scepter has a large, curved point at the top that casts a shadow down onto the ground when the sun is in the right place in the sky. Hence the name ‘Shaded Scepter.’” 

“This much is true from what I’ve discovered, and it’s made of pristine silver,” Zoklan added. “And the ‘curved point’ Calltris is referring to is made of a purple metal only found in certain parts of this world. From what I’ve researched, it also has a purple ‘bulb’ on the top that’s encrusted with rubies, and then a single magical gemstone at the very tip. It sounds really intricate, honestly.” 

“Okay…” I sighed. “This still doesn’t tell me where we’re gonna find it, or how we’re going to recognize Igtrall Urshaur when we see him.” 

“Well, if this goes anything like my last venture into Riahshor,” Zarek grumbled. “He will come to us.” 

“I really wish we had Eskandar’s camouflage ability right about now,” Nike noted. “Though I suppose it is better to draw attention to ourselves, as that will get the Dark Sorcerer out into the open, right?” 

“Maybe,” I admitted. “Unless all the crazed, dark magic using villagers get to us first.” 

“Let them come,” Smarri declared as she held up her deadly-tipped wings. “They won’t make it far.” 

“That’s the spirit,” I chuckled, and then I took a deep breath. 

I had no idea what was waiting for us in Riahshor, nor did I know if the Shaded Scepter was even still here. High Sage Damel seemed to think it was, as did Redmon and Calltris. Even then, I knew we were going to have to run the gauntlet against these dark magic users, though I didn’t know how long it would be before they realized what was going on. Surely by now they’d all noticed that the protective barrier over their village was now gone, and it was only a matter of time before they realized why. 

Maybe it would be better to simply rip off the Band-Aid and attack head-on?

“Are you ready, kid?” Zarek asked. “We don’t have all day.” 

“Everyone?” I addressed my friends. “Prepare for battle. These fuckers are going to try and throw every trick in the book at you, with their dark magic and demonic powers, but I know we can withstand whatever they throw at us. We have to find this ‘Dark Sorcerer,’ since he’s the one who will have the answers. If you are engaged with the Dark Sorcerer, make sure you take him alive, okay?” 

“That’s no fun,” Zarek chuckled. “But I will do my best. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” 

My uncle hoisted himself up and completely out of the tunnel, which meant the clock was ticking. 

“Come on,” I said as I gestured up to the ceiling. “Let’s get a move on.” 

I gave Laika, Calltris, and Nike a boost with the palms of my hands, and then I watched as Smarri floated up and out of the hole. Zoklan was next, and once my father was out of sight, I jumped up, grabbed onto the edge of the opening, and hoisted myself out of the tunnel. 

There were no walls around the village of Riahshor, so I could see the entire sprawl all at once. Just like the capital city of Kieso, this place was mostly single-story huts made out of volcanic rock, though these structures looked much more shoddily-built than anything in Ashmuar. The roofs were pretty much nonexistent, and the few I could see seemed to have crumbled in on the house itself or onto the nearby street. 

Unlike the people of Ashmuar, all of the villagers who were present in Riahshor wore the exact same clothes. They each had on a dark, full-length robe with purple gemstones embedded into the shoulders, and they were all barefoot. 

“Fucking hell,” I growled. “We don’t even stand a chance at fitting in.” 

“Then it looks like we go in, guns blazing,” Zoklan growled, and then he raised himself up on his crablike feet. “I don’t see another choice.” 

My dad was right. Anything short of a full-on attack was going to leave us as sitting ducks, and I really didn’t want to do that when I wasn’t even sure what defenses Riahshor had. 

Then again, I didn’t want to see a bunch of innocent people die because of our recklessness. Surely not all of the people in Riahshor were evil, so we couldn’t go completely scorched Earth and wipe out the entire city. 

“Come on,” I hissed to my friends as I gestured to a nearby alleyway. “We can hide here until we figure out what to do.” 

My friends and I quickly scuttled over into the space between the two buildings and then pressed ourselves up against the wall so we were hidden from sight. 

“What’s going on, Lord Evan?” Nike asked. “I thought we were going to charge in and fight these dark magic users head-on?” 

“Why don’t we make this easy on ourselves?” Zarek suggested. “There are three dragons here, all with fire breath. Now that the shield is down, we could just fly up above this village and burn it to the ground with little to no effort.” 

“I’m not going to burn an entire village just to kill one person and his followers!” I retorted with a growl. “That’s not how we do things in Rahma.” 

“It was merely a suggestion.” My uncle shrugged. 

“What do you think we should do, then, Lord Evan?” Smarri asked. “We can’t just sit here and wait for the Dark Sorcerer to find us.” 

“I’m in agreement with Zarek,” Calltris grumbled. “This village has always given Kieso nothing but trouble, and now it sounds like they’re planning a coup? It would serve the world better if it was reduced to ashes.” 

“Maybe,” I admitted. “But the innocent people who live here don’t deserve that. Don’t make them suffer for the sins of their leaders.” 

“Fine,” Zarek sighed. “What shall we do, then? Find a disguise?” 

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” I said with a nod. “If we can snag a few of those robes, then maybe we can at least blend in until we find out more information about the Dark Sorcerer.” 

“And how do you propose we steal six robes without getting caught?” Zarek questioned. 

“Well… I was hoping my father could play a part in that. If he tunnels under the ground, he could pull people under, then we could web them up and take their clothes. It would take a bit of coordination on our part, but I think we could do it.” 

“Yeaaaaahhhh…” Zarek chuckled. “I think I’m gonna do it the old-fashioned way, if you don’t mind.” 

“Brother, what are you--” Zoklan began, but before my father could finish his sentence, Zarek stepped out of his hiding spot and into the open. 

“Hey, pretty boy!” I heard him call out to an unseen person. “Hail King Rodion!” 

“What is he doing?” Calltris hissed. “This fool is going to get us all killed.” 

“Maybe that has been his ploy all along?” Laika snarled through gritted teeth as she drew her broadsword. “He wanted to get us here so he could blow our cover and kill us?” 

“My brother would do no such thing!” Zoklan argued. “He may be slimy and completely untrustworthy, but he’d never do anything to get his own flesh and blood killed.” 

We watched from our hiding spot as Zarek continued to click his tongue and gesture at his target, and then he slipped into the alleyway next to us. A few seconds later, a man came around the corner with murder in his eyes. 

“I will kill you for your insolence, you traitor--” he started. 

In a single motion, Zarek punched the man in the face, and then he used the outside of his arm to push his opponent back against the wall and covered his mouth with a hand. Three small spikes erupted from my uncle’s arm, though they stopped just short of stabbing through the man’s eyeballs. 

“You scream or try to fight back, and you will die,” Zarek explained. 

Without another word, I stepped up to the man, summoned up my petrification magic, and sprayed a small puff of yellow-green smoke into his face. The man’s eyes went wide as his face contorted into a fearful grimace, but then his body tensed up, and he went rigid. Zarek stepped away and caught the man as he collapsed to the ground, and the gray dragon quickly began to strip the man’s robe off his body.

“This actually works out in our favor,” I said with a smirk as Zarek pulled the robe over his shoulders. “Now we’ve got a man on the inside.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Zarek asked. 

“It means you can be our eyes and ears on the ground,” I explained. “While Zoklan and I are underground, you can guide us toward isolated victims. Then, once they’re alone, we can pull them under and steal their robes.” 

“And us?” Calltris asked. 

“You four stay here,” I said to Nike, Laika, Calltris, and Smarri. “We’ll bring you disguises back the second we have enough.” 

“I suppose,” the silver-haired sorceress sighed. “I’ve never been one to sit back and wait, but I also don’t want to be out and about in this wretched place.” 

“Please don’t kill all of them,” Laika asked. “I would like to get in on the action, as well.” 

“Are you ready, my brother?” Zoklan asked Zarek, and the gray dragon nodded to confirm. 

Then Zoklan summoned his crablike arms out of his body, and they instantly began to tear at the ground like a mole on crack. Seconds later, my father’s body had disappeared down underneath the surface, and I hopped down into the hole behind him. 

“How are you going to be able to hear him?” Smarri questioned from up above. 

“Superhuman dragon hearing.” I winked. “We both have it.” 

“Alright,” Zarek said as he took a deep breath. “I really hope this disguise works. I’m heading out now, so just try to follow my footsteps and my voice.” 

“We’ll be right behind you,” Zoklan promised. “Er, underneath you.” 

We heard Zarek’s footsteps as he headed out of the alleyway, and my father started to dig his tunnel to follow. Thankfully, Zoklan was a pro at this, and he was able to dig both fast and silently as we moved under the ground. I had to use my super-speed predation to actually keep up with my father, but we pressed onward until finally, I heard Zarek let out a warning. 

“I’ve got three guys to the west,” Zarek said in a whisper. “They’re splitting away from the crowd. Do you think you can handle all of them?” 

“Three mortal men?” Zoklan chuckled. “Do you really think that little of us, brother?” 

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’ then,” Zarek confirmed. “Follow me, and be ready to strike.” 

Zarek’s footsteps began once more, though this time they were much softer and cautious. We followed my uncle for about another quarter-mile before he finally made his move. 

“May we help you, brother?” a man’s voice asked. “We are heading away to practice for our next blood sacrifice, and we’d prefer for it to be a private affair.” 

“Oh, of course,” Zarek said. “I just wanted to get your opinion on something before you left.” 

“Who is this man?” another voice grumbled. “We do not have time for this.” 

“Now?” Zoklan whispered as he looked over at me. 

“Now,” I confirmed. 

My father’s crablike legs shot up into the ceiling, and he quickly dug through the surface of his tunnel and caused the ground above us to collapse. The three men let out yelps as the rug was literally pulled out from underneath them, and they plummeted down into our tunnel. They slammed into the floor and began to pull themselves to their feet, but my father and I were on them in a flash. 

I shot a bit of web around the first villager’s mouth to keep him quiet, and then I sprayed a shot of petrifying mist into another man’s face. The man’s entire head was engulfed by the yellow-green mist, and it only took a few seconds for him to collapse to the ground. 

The webbed-up man was on his feet, and his hands started to glow with black light as he prepared to hit me with some sort of dark magic. 

Not today, asshole. 

I instantly summoned a sword made of pure fire into my hands, and then I sprang forward and took aim at my opponent’s throat. He let out a muffled grunt as the magic blade passed through his neck, and his eyes rolled back in his head as he fell to his knees. The man’s head rolled off his body, though it was a completely bloodless death thanks to the cauterizing effect of my sword. 

I turned around just in time to see my father stab a glowing green acid dagger into his opponent’s forehead, and the man opened his mouth to scream as his flesh sizzled and burned. However, Zoklan wasn’t going to let this man blow our cover, and before a single word escaped the villager’s mouth, my father opened up his mouth and blasted the fucker point-blank with fire. The villager made a horrible gasping sound as his lungs and vocal cords were charred from the inside-out, and then he collapsed to the ground. The flesh and muscles of his face had been burned away down to the skull, and his body twitched as his life slowly evaporated. 

“The collar is a little singed,” Zoklan sighed as he began to pull the robe off the corpse. “It’s a black robe, though, so I doubt it’ll be that noticeable.”

“Four down,” I stated as I also began to disrobe our opponents. “Only two more disguises to go.” 

“Uh…” Zarek chuckled. “I think I may already have our targets. There’s four more men approaching our position, fast.” 

“Shit,” I hissed. “They didn’t see what just happened, did they?” 

“I don’t think so,” Zarek noted. “I made sure we were completely alone.” 

“Just try to keep them talking,” I whispered. “Zoklan and I will do the rest.” 

“You there!” a man’s voice called out. “Have you seen three of our brothers pass by?” 

“I haven’t seen anybody,” Zarek lied as Zoklan and I got into position. “Why, did you need to meet them or something?” 

“I tried to send them a message,” the man said in a dark tone. “But my messenger refused to follow my instructions.” 

“Perhaps your magic is flawed?” my uncle suggested. “I don’t know what to tell you, friends. I haven’t seen anybody around here.” 

“The only time I’ve had this problem before is when one of our brothers was slain in battle,” another voice explained. “With the shield now down, I fear we are at the mercy of our enemies.” 

“You think he’s here?” Zarek continued to play dumb. “In our village?” 

“Who else could it be? Nobody has that sort of magical ability. Not around here, at least.” 

“What has the Dark Sorcerer said?” my uncle prodded. “Surely he’s not afraid of a single dragon.” 

“Have you not heard?” a third man asked. “We have been informed to gather at the Tower of Crimson and Ash and prepare to fight. Isn’t that where you were heading?” 

“Of course, it was,” Zarek chuckled. “Why else would I be out here?” 

“Hold on,” a fourth man growled. “What ‘dragon’ are you talking about, brother?” 

Fuck me. I could tell by the man’s tone that he was now suspicious, though I wasn’t sure why. 

“The dragon,” Zarek repeated. “Evan of Hatra? Isn’t he the one who is attacking our city?” 

“We are under attack by the High Sage,” one of the men said with a suspicious tone. “Where are you getting anything about Evan of Hatra?” 

“Uhhhhh… Haven’t you heard the stories about his conquests? He’s way stronger than the High Sage.” 

“What part of the city are you from, if I may ask?” the first man sneered. “I haven’t seen you around here before.” 

“Well, I-I…” 

Suddenly, I heard two wet shlucks from above, followed by two yelps of pain. 

“What in the gods’ name-” 

“Now!” I hissed to Zoklan, and my father got to work. 

He dug up through the ceiling of the tunnel, and then both he and I jumped up to the surface level to attack. Two of the robed men were laying on the ground with giant, gaping stab wounds through their chests, while the other two had glowing hands that were ready to attack. 

Too bad for them, Zoklan and I were ready. 

I used my super-speed to dash forward, and then I quickly held out my arm as my veins began to throb with dark energy. I unleashed a blast of my newfound poison spray straight into the bastard’s nostrils, and he started to froth at the mouth as he grabbed his throat and struggled for breath. The veins in the man’s face turned dark as his flesh became an unsightly shade of blue, and then his eyes rolled back in his head as he fell to the ground, dead. 

Meanwhile, my father took out the last remaining man with two quick slashes of his extra appendages. Zoklan brought two of his crablike legs together on either side of his opponent’s head, and they stabbed through the fucker’s skull like a hot knife through butter. The robed man let out a gasp of surprise before his tongue flopped out of his mouth, and he went rigid. 

“Get them down under the ground!” I commanded Zarek and Zoklan. “We don’t need anyone to find the bodies.” 

The three of us quickly scooped up the corpses and then pulled them back down into the tunnels below. 

“What do we do about that?” Zarek asked as he pointed to the person-sized hole above us. “Somebody’s going to find these tunnels, especially if they’re all heading out this way.” 

“Not if we close it off,” I said. “Grab these guys’ robes and then start heading back.” 

“What are you going to do, son?” Zoklan questioned. 

“Earthquake powers,” I explained. “I’m gonna collapse the tunnel behind us, so if anyone comes across it, they’ll just think it’s a sinkhole or something.” 

Zoklan and Zarek removed the robes from two of our fallen enemies, and then they hurried off down the tunnel.

I gave them a few minutes’ head start before I took a few steps, turned around, held out both of my hands, and channeled my earthquake magic into the dirt before me. Suddenly, the whole world began to shake violently as bits of rock and debris were knocked loose, and I saw the ceiling of the tunnel collapse in a heap. 

The second the collapse had been initiated, I turned around and summoned my super-speed predation. My heart hammered in my chest as I dashed forward, with the entire tunnel falling in around me, but I quickly caught up to Zoklan and Zarek, who were both running at full speed back in the direction of the alleyway. We kept up our pace until, finally, we arrived at the spot where we’d left our friends. 

The three of us sprang up through the hole in the ground, robes in hand, and landed before Nike, Calltris, and Smarri. 

“Well, that was close,” I chuckled as I wiped a bit of sweat from my brow. 

“Did you have trouble securing the robes, brother?” Nike asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“A little,” I said as I held it out for him to take. “But we’ve got a bigger problem right now. One of the men we stole these robes from told us the Dark Sorcerer is gathering everybody at a nearby tower, and they believe the High Sage is responsible for this attack.” 

“But if they think the High Sage is responsible, then--” Calltris gasped as she covered her mouth with her hand. “They’re going to march on Ashmuar in retaliation! Evan, the High Sage is in no condition to fend off an army of dark magic users.” 

“Don’t worry about that,” I promised. “We’re not going to let the Dark Sorcerer leave the city. We’re going to find him, steal the Shaded Scepter, and then kill him.” 

“These robes will at least help us blend in,” Nike said as he pulled the dark hood over his black hair until only his silver eyes were visible from the shadows. “Even if they are a tad unflattering.” 

“How can anybody choose to wear these?” Laika scoffed as she pulled up her own hood, which flattened her wolf ears and completely hid the tail on her rear. 

“What is the plan then, Evan?” Zoklan asked as he got his robe over his shoulders. 

“It’s a work in progress,” I admitted. “All I know is if the Dark Sorcerer is gathering his minions at the Tower of Crimson and Ash, then he’ll be there, too. And if he’s there, then the scepter will be there. That’s where we need to go.” 

My friends all gave me a somber nod as they pulled their disguises over their heads and then bowed slightly to hide their faces. As soon as we all were in costume, we moved out of the alleyway and began to head back to the west, where my father, uncle, and I had encountered all the villagers. The six of us walked with a purpose, but we made sure to keep our strides simple and rapid. Several more large groups of robed men were heading in the same direction, so we just followed the crowd toward wherever the fuck this tower was. 

We hiked up a nearby mountainside, on a pathway that twisted around to the other side and grew more and more perilous by the minute. My heart was practically beating at a thousand times per second as we walked amongst our enemies, literally sheep in the wolf’s den. Thankfully, nobody paid us much attention, and we were able to blend in perfectly. 

Then I saw it. 

As we came around the side of the mountain, a massive structure jutted out off a cliff, built completely out of the same volcanic rock that made up the other buildings in Kieso. It stood at least two hundred feet tall, and the same dark red veins seemed to glow all the way up the side until they reached a glowing, circular red roof. What seemed like hundreds of dark-robed figures entered the tower and then disappeared into its bowels, and I was sure that was where the Dark Sorcerer was located. 

Now, the only question was how the fuck we were going to get to him when we were so hopelessly outnumbered. 

Then I got an idea. 

“Zoklan? Calltris?” I whispered to my friends as we walked. “How indestructible is the Shaded Scepter?” 

“I do not like where this is going,” Calltris chuckled softly. 

“It is said to be just as tough as a dragon’s scales,” my father explained. “Why do you ask?” 

“Because,” I said in a hushed tone. “I think I know how we can even the odds of this fight, and maybe even kill the Dark Sorcerer in the process.” 

“I’m listening,” Zarek interjected. 

“Well, one of my predations is the ability to control lava,” I explained to my friends. “And this whole island has it boiling under the surface.” 

“You wish to melt the tower?” Smarri asked as a smile twisted up her lips.

“Kinda,” I continued. “I was thinking more of melting the bastards in the dark robes. After we topple the tower.” 

“Topple the tower?” Zarek gasped. “Zoklan, your son has gone mad. This is a structure made of solid stone that has surely been reinforced to withstand enemy attacks.” 

“Exactly.” I smiled. “Which means it’s probably really damn heavy. We don’t even need to take out much of the tower to bring the whole thing crashing down… All we have to do is blow off a bit at the bottom, then the three of us dragons can use our raw strength to push it over and down the side of the cliff, where my lava will be waiting for anyone who’s inside.” 

“Very brutal.” Laika half-howled. “I love it.” 

“Now that is a plan, brother,” Nike said proudly. 

“How exactly are we going to blow up the base?” Smarri asked. 

“With a magic bomb,” Calltris whispered. 

“A what?” the raven Demi-Human gasped. 

“A magic bomb,” Calltris repeated. “I’ve done it once before, though it was much less concentrated than what you’re asking me to do.” 

“But can you do it?” I asked. 

“I can,” she said with a nod. “Though I do not know the extent of the destruction it will cause.” 

“We’re not trying to preserve this thing,” I reminded the silver-haired beauty. “Do as much damage as you can. Once we get a little closer, we can split up and get into position, okay? Nike, Smarri, and Calltris can go and find a good vantage point for the magic bomb, while us three dragons can move to the opposite side of the tower and prepare to push the fucking thing over. Sound like a plan?” 

“It’s the closest thing we have to a plan,” Zarek admitted. “Let’s do it.” 

The seven of us continued onward for a bit longer, until we got about a thousand feet away from Tower of Crimson and Ash, and then the other two dragons and I both wandered off to the east, while my other friends wandered to the west. Zoklan, Zarek, and I all jogged up the side of the mountain and then moved around so we were about six stories up and level with the midpoint of the tower. 

I scouted the rest of the landscape to see if Calltris and the others were in position, and sure enough I saw a gleam of light as the sun reflected off Calltris’ jewels. Once I noticed our four friends settling in, I conjured up a messenger dragon and gave it instructions. 

“Wait until most of these bastards are inside,” I said to the silver dragon in my palm. “We want to take out as many of them as we possibly can. As far as a signal goes? Well… I think we’ll know our cue when we see the massive explosion at the bottom of the tower. Good luck, my friends.” 

With that, the messenger dragon gave us a little squeak, and then it jumped out of my hand and scurried away toward the rest of our friends. Zoklan, Zarek, and I all stood around for a bit as we watched the marching villagers entering the tower, and we were there for another thirty minutes or so before, finally, the end of the line wrapped around the mountainside. 

My heart thudded with anticipation as the last few robed men entered the tower, and then it was showtime. 

Across the way, I saw Calltris’ jewels start to glow with her magic, and then a massive light seemed to engulf her body. I worried the sudden bright glow would give her away, but at this point it was too late to go back. Calltris’ power seemed to swell as she was surrounded by the magic, until finally she thrust her hands forward and blasted a huge bolt of energy straight toward the bottom of the tower. It struck the base of the structure with a loud crack, and my super-hearing picked up the sound of crumbling stone. 

“Now!” I called out to the two other dragons, and all three of us took a running jump off the cliff. 

We transformed into our dragon forms in midair, and then we shot forward toward the Tower of Crimson and Ash. Our bodies slammed into the side of the structure, and another loud crack rang out along the mountainside. 

However, the tower still stood. 

“Son of a bitch!” Zoklan snarled. 

“Keep pushing!” I commanded. “We can’t give up now!” 

All three of us flew back a few feet before we zipped forward and threw our whole weight against the tower once again. This time, I felt a bit of give in the structure, though it wasn’t exactly collapsing like I thought it would. 

Down below, several of the robed men began to emerge, and their hands were glowing with dark magic. 

Thankfully, the rest of my friends had our backs. 

Smarri’s dark figure zipped through the crowd of men, and there was a huge splash of blood as her razor-tipped wings sliced them open like stuck pigs. Then Calltris unleashed another magic bomb down onto the crowd, and several of the fuckers were tossed up into the air. 

“Come on…” Zarek hissed as he prepared to slam into the tower again. “We’re so close.” 

We all pulled back once again as the battle continued to rage below us, and then we shot forward at full force. This time, I tried to remember my training from back when I was learning martial arts. Whenever we wanted to break a board, we were told not to punch the actual wood itself, but to punch through it. 

Now, I was applying the same principle to this situation. 

I was going to fly straight through the tower, not into it. 

This time, we hit the Tower of Crimson and Ash hard, and there was one final, loud crack. Several more robed men poured out of the building as it groaned and began to tip over, but anyone who was higher up in the tower was fucked. 

Including the Dark Sorcerer. 

As the tower fell, I zipped around to the other side, looked down at the valley below, and then called upon my lava magic. I held out my hands and felt a large power surge through my body, and then I saw several glowing red veins in the rock down below. Soon, the white-hot liquid magma began to bubble up through the cracks in the ground and started to fill up the valley. Seconds later, I had a deadly lava lake down below. 

A deadly lava lake that the tower was falling straight into. 

I watched with a smug satisfaction as the tower slammed into the magma and then began to sizzle. Several robed men scurried out of the windows and tried to get to safety, but it was no use. The valley was filled with their screams as they realized they were doomed, and then again when a few of them touched the lava. 

Then I saw a blinding flash of black light. 

The top side of the Tower of Crimson and Ash exploded into a million pieces, and a man inside of a magical purple shield floated up and away from the deadly lava. Several of the robed men pleaded for him to save them, but he completely ignored their cries. The man continued upward, and as he approached me, I noticed he held a large, silver item in his hand. 

The Shaded Scepter. 

This must have been the Dark Sorcerer, in the flesh. 

 




 
 Chapter 11 

“I bet this is our guy,” I growled to Zoklan and Zarek as the bearded sorcerer floated up toward us. 

Once he got a little bit closer, I noticed just how awful the poor guy looked. His flesh was more wrinkled than an old handbag that’d been left out in the sun, and it was so pale it glinted in the light of the sun. His dark beard was rugged and unkempt, and it was filled with crazy white and gray hairs that stuck out in all directions. The Dark Sorcerer’s eyes were sunken-in, with huge dark circles under each one and enough crow’s feet to make an entire murder. He wore the same dark, purple-bedazzled robe as the rest of his followers, though this guy’s outfit also featured a flowing cape that looked like it was made out of purple velvet. There also appeared to be some sort of pointed shoulder pads on his arms that gave a bit of width to his body, and his greasy, long, peppered black hair floated weightlessly around him like he was underwater. 

“Well?” Zarek chuffed. “What are we waiting for? We can burn him straight out of the sky!” 

My uncle reared his head back, and then he blasted a huge burst of flames down onto the Dark Sorcerer. The fire slammed into the bastard’s glowing shield and then crackled and hissed as it followed the curve of the sphere and spread out harmlessly behind him. 

The Dark Sorcerer’s chapped, pale lips twisted up into a smirk as Zarek’s attack faded, and he held out the Shaded Scepter in front of him. 

Then the elder sorcerer whispered something under his breath, and a giant bubble of purple energy popped off his shield and rocketed toward my uncle like a bat out of hell. Zarek zipped out of the way of the attack seconds before it landed, and the purple sphere of energy exploded onto the mountainside behind him. Debris sprayed into the air as the spell hissed and steamed, and all three of us were quick to avoid the falling rubble. 

“L-Lord Evan of Hatra,” the Dark Sorcerer growled in a croaky, low voice. “I d-didn’t think I would meet you so sooooooon.” 

“You have something that belongs to us,” I responded with a nod toward the scepter. “If you give up willingly, I promise we will not kill you, and you will receive a fair trial for whatever horrid deeds you’ve done in the past.” 

“Horrid d-deeds?” The pale, bearded man smirked. “All I have done is prepared for the Dark One’s a-arrival. He will be here soon, after all. But you already knew that.” 

He was definitely talking about the Demon King, and how the Breach was now on the verge of splitting wide open and allowing the evil bastard and his minions out into our world. The Dark Sorcerer probably thought that if he was a good little soldier and helped raise an army for the Demon King, they’d be spared from his wrath or given a special reward for their service or something like that, but I already knew where their path led. 

Everybody who worked for the Demon King was in direct opposition to myself, which meant there was only one way their story could end. 

Death, by my hands.

“So, you want to do this the hard way?” I raised an eyebrow and huffed. “Good. I was hoping you’d be an idiot just like the rest of the Demon King’s followers.” 

“T-The Dark One!” the sorcerer corrected as he blasted another purple bubble in my direction. 

I swooped down and avoided the attack before I countered with one of my own. I zipped around behind my opponent, sucked in a deep breath, and then unleashed a shot of fire toward the fucker. Unfortunately, it was about as effective as Zarek’s attack, and it simply bounced off the purple sphere like it was nothing. 

Zoklan, however, used the opportunity to launch a counter-strike of his own. My father shot forward as he opened up his mouth, and his maw began to glow with a sickly-green color. Zoklan let loose a stream of acid breath as he flew over the Dark Sorcerer and completely covered the bastard’s shield with his deadly attack. The acid sizzled and smoked as it fought against the power of the purple energy shield, until the entire damn thing was covered by a waterfall of hissing green slime. 

Suddenly, there was an ethereal hum, and then the acid that covered the Dark Sorcerer’s sphere blasted off in all directions. Zoklan, Zarek, and I tried to avoid the literal acid rain, but there was too much of it. Bits of the deadly material splashed onto my scales, and I grimaced as tiny pangs of pain shot through my body. Thankfully, my insta-healing ability made me as good as new in a matter of seconds, though I wondered if my uncle and father were also caught in the crossfire. 

I glanced over and saw Zoklan had a gnarly-looking burn on his left wing, and the bit of flesh was bubbly and crisp to the point where it looked like something out of a zombie movie. Meanwhile, Zarek bore a bunch of tiny wounds all over his back, and he seemed to wince every time he beat his wings. 

Classification: Two Dragons

Priority: Minor Healing Required

Status: Wounded Non-Fatally 

“Hold tight,” I ordered my two family members, and then I sucked in a breath. 

I sprayed rainbow glitter out into the air, and the mystical spell seemed to whisp around until its tiny particles settled over my father and uncle. The second it did so, their wounds and burns began to heal up, and a few moments later they were both as good as new. 

“You call me a fool and a c-coward?” the Dark Sorcerer chuckled. “You cannot even stand to wear the scars of the battlefield on your body.” 

“I see what it looks like on you,” I snarked back. “No thanks.” 

The Dark Sorcerer let out a scoff before he slashed the scepter across his body in a diagonal motion. As he did so a thin, curved strip of the purple energy blasted forward and rocketed toward Zoklan, who was just barely able to duck down and avoid getting decapitated by the energy blade. 

“We have to get that shield down,” Zarek hissed. “We can’t even land a blow on this guy until that happens.” 

“We’re throwing everything we have at this man,” Zoklan grumbled. “When acid and fire breath don’t do any damage, I’m not sure what the next course of action is.” 

“We get creative,” I growled. “If we can’t break his shield, then we can at least disorient him enough to make him regret using it. Follow my lead, and don’t attack until I give the order.” 

The Dark Sorcerer blasted another deadly purple bubble of energy, and the three of us scattered in different directions to avoid the attack. I banked to the right, while Zoklan went down low and Zarek flew to the left, and then we came back around and prepared for the attack. 

“Try as you might, Evan of Hatra,” the Dark Sorcerer cackled. “The magic granted me by the Dark One is superior to anything you could have possibly learned from the mortals of this world.” 

I was counting on it. 

Once I was in position, I opened my mouth wide, summoned up fire into my mouth, and then blasted a huge beam of white-hot flames directly onto the Dark Sorcerer’s position. This time, I flew forward while I held my fiery blast, and I headed straight for the fucker. 

As expected, the flames simply bounced off the man’s shield harmlessly, but at the last second, I cut my flame blast short, curled my body up into a ball, and let my momentum carry me forward like a dark, scaly wrecking ball. A small jolt of pain shot through my body as the dark energy burned my skin when I slammed into the Dark Sorcerer at full speed, but thankfully the impact was brief, and my insta-healing predation allowed me to heal in an instant. 

The Dark Sorcerer let out a pained grunt as he was launched backward inside his shield, and then he slammed into the nearby mountainside with a spray of rubble and debris. 

“Now, it’s your turn,” I said to my uncle and father. “It’ll probably hurt a little, but I’ll heal you the second it’s over.” 

The Dark Sorcerer floated back toward the battle, and his caterpillar-like eyebrows were twisted into an angry glare as he held the scepter out and prepared to attack. His purple shield glowed and rippled with dark energy as he stared me down, and the purple gem on the Shaded Scepter began to shimmer. 

Before the Dark Sorcerer had a chance to attack, there was a spray of green acid from below. Zoklan repeated my earlier technique as his attack engulfed the sorcerer’s shield, and then my father slammed his body into the glowing purple globe at full force. Zoklan roared in pain as dark energy burned his wings, but his blow launched the Dark Sorcerer straight upward like a fly ball in a baseball game. 

Before the Dark Sorcerer even had a chance to reorient himself, Zarek banked around and copied my maneuver. He engulfed the Dark Sorcerer with flames, curled himself up, and launched the fucker across the valley once more. 

I quickly opened my mouth and blasted a spray of rainbow glitter out onto Zoklan and Zarek, and the singe marks on their scales instantly began to heal. 

“That was immensely satisfying,” Zarek said. “Even if my back feels like it just lost a layer of scales.” 

“Is it actually doing any damage, though?” Zoklan growled. “The Dark Sorcerer seems completely fine, if a bit disoriented.” 

“That’s the point,” I admitted. “The longer we keep him disoriented, the longer we can avoid his attacks and formulate a more permanent plan. Keep at it!” 

The Dark Sorcerer had been launched all the way across the valley, so he appeared as little more than a glowing purple dot as he floated back toward us. He floated with a purpose, and even from his distanced position, he launched a hailstorm of purple energy balls toward us. They lit up the miasma-tainted sky like a bunch of violet paper lanterns and seemed to fill the entire valley, and there was nowhere we could go to avoid it easily. 

“You ever seen Star Wars?” I asked my dad. “The only way we’re getting out of this in one piece is if we go straight into the asteroid field.” 

“Star War?” Zarek asked. “Asteroids? What nonsense are you speaking, Lord Evan?” 

“He’s saying we need to go on the offensive,” Zoklan translated my Earth pop culture reference. “We fly straight toward the Dark Sorcerer’s attack and try to dodge as many of those orbs as we can.” 

“That’s insanity!” Zarek gasped. 

“It’s what we have to do,” I growled. “The best defense is a good offense. Now, let’s knock this fucker down a peg.” 

Without another word, I flapped my wings and shot forward toward the onslaught of dark energy that filled the valley. As I flew, I glanced down at the chaos on the ground below, where my friends were now engaged with the few surviving sorcerers from the tower. 

Smarri was about ten feet off the ground and flying around on her metal-tipped wings as she dodged blasts of purple energy and glowing purple arrows with the grace of a diving sparrow. I watched with a smug satisfaction as Smarri then dipped down, made a pass at a small group of sorcerers, and shot past them with her wings spread out wide. There was a quick spray of crimson mist as her metal-tipped wings sliced open the sorcerers’ throats, and then dark red liquid poured out onto the ground as they fell to their knees and gurgled on their own blood. 

Meanwhile, Nike was taking out sorcerers like a pro. Several of the sorcerers had manifested glowing purple swords and daggers made out of their dark magic, but Nike was a way better fighter than any of them could dream of being. The Noble of the Sword of Light parried a blow from a purple sword before he slammed his foot into the sorcerer’s stomach and knocked him back on his ass. Nike had to quickly duck under another attack, and then he responded by twisting around the Sword of Light and plunging it straight through a sorcerer’s stomach. 

Yeah, Nike knew what he was doing. 

Then there was Calltris, who took a more distanced approach to her attacks. The sorceress had ducked behind a large rock formation that was just barely wider than her body as about ten enemies approached her from all sides. They blasted the barrier with shots of purple magic, and Calltris only occasionally had a chance to peek out and return fire. 

When she did have a chance to attack, though, she made it fucking count. 

Calltris’ right hand glowed red as she touched the gems embedded into her chest, and then she flipped out from her cover and blasted the nearest opponent. The red light slammed square into another sorcerer’s chest, and he screamed as his flesh began to bubble and sizzle. Seconds later, smoke billowed out of his eye sockets, ears, and mouth, and he collapsed to the ground, dead. 

Calltris had burned the fucker alive, from the inside-out. 

In that moment, I was really happy Calltris was on our side. 

As for Laika, the wolf Demi-Human was no stranger to a good battle, and this was no different. Laika let out a few canine-like snarls as she twirled and dodged glowing arrows, and then I watched as she skewered one of the robed men straight through the chest. Another one came at her from a few feet away, but Laika made short work of the fucker. She ducked down under his blade before she pounced onto the sorcerer and sunk her teeth into his face. He screamed as she proceeded to shake her head violently back and forth like a dog with a chew toy, and that scream turned into a macabre gurgle when a huge chunk of his flesh was torn off his skeleton. Laika spat the poor man’s face onto the ground, and then she finished him off with a quick swipe of her sword. 

I was now only about fifty feet away from the incoming orbs, so I tried to figure out the best pathway through. The first few orbs were easy enough to dodge, and I simply pulled my wings back against my body and let them pass by harmlessly. The second wave, though, proved to be a bit trickier. These ones were way closer together, and there was no rhyme or reason to their pattern whatsoever. They were also much closer together, so even with my precognition abilities, there wasn’t a lot of space to get through. I saw there was a small opening between a cluster of orbs, so I took my chances. I waited until I was only about ten feet away from the projectiles before I pulled my arms, legs, and wings into my body and prepared for impact. Then I twisted around in midair, and I timed the turn just right so I was able to move through the small open space. I felt a few small pangs of pain against my body as the orbs grazed my scales, but the pain was fleeting, and I healed instantly. 

I had to swoop down to avoid the next wave of orbs, and then I banked around and twisted once more to get through the final few. When I came out the other side, though, the Dark Sorcerer was ready. 

“You will burn before the Dark One, false prophet!” the Dark Sorcerer screamed as an energy orb the size of a small car shot out of his shield. 

“No,” I growled as I called upon my rock magic. “You will surrender the scepter to me, Igtrall Urshaur.” 

I pulled two massive tendrils of rock out of each side of the valley and then expanded them into flat, wall-like surfaces. They stretched out until they met at the center of the valley, and the purple projectile smashed into the barrier and disappeared with a flash of violet light. When I retracted the walls, though, I saw the Dark Sorcerer was charging straight for me. 

He let out a deep, booming shriek as he rocketed toward me with the scepter at the ready, and then he twirled it around as purple magic radiated from the gem at its tip. 

“How dare you call me by that name!” the Dark Sorcerer bellowed. 

He tossed the scepter forward, and there was a blinding flash of light as dark magic sprayed out into the air. This time, the spell didn’t produce an orb, but rather a mist of purple, foul-smelling particles that I recognized all too well. 

Miasma. 

And I was flying right into it. 

I tried to twist away from the incoming mist, but I was moving too fast to halt my momentum. The next thing I knew, the stench of death overtook my nostrils as the world became a purple haze around me, and I roared in pain as the miasma forced itself into my body. There was an intense burning sensation all over as I felt the deadly mist spreading through my veins, but thankfully my insta-healing ability took the shit out just as quickly as it appeared. 

“Evan!” Zoklan screamed in horror. 

As I came out the other side of the miasma cloud, I let out a long, angry roar from the deepest pit of my stomach, and I watched the Dark Sorcerer’s face fall into a look of despair as he realized his attack hadn’t worked. Instead of using my body as a wrecking ball, I shot out a bit of sticky webbing onto the fucker’s shield, but it just sizzled as it struck the Dark Sorcerer’s aura and then evaporated into a bit of smoke while I zipped past harmlessly. 

Fuck. I needed to try another approach. 

“Igtrall Urshaur,” I repeated. “That is your name, is it not? You’re nothing more than a human who struck a deal with the devil, and now you think you’re hot shit?” 

“I am the Dark Sorcerer,” the man snarled. “And no amount of healing powers will be able to save you when--” 

Before he could finish his sentence, Zoklan’s body slammed into the fucker’s shield and sent him flying off into the distance, but my father didn’t stop there. The black dragon zipped after the Dark Sorcerer through the air, and then he opened his mouth and sprayed a huge blast of acid breath onto his opponent. The acid sizzled and hissed as it splattered around the purple barrier, though Zoklan continued to hold it for a solid minute before he let up. 

“You dare use your dark magic on my son?” Zoklan growled as he flew up to the Dark Sorcerer and began to punch the shield repeatedly. “I will tear your intestines from your body and use them to strangle the life out of you! I will bite off your head and put it on display on the walls of Hatra! I shall--” 

There was another blast of purple light, and Zoklan let out a roar of pain as he was thrown backwards. My father started to plummet toward the ground, and I sprang into action before it was too late as the words appeared before my eyes. 

Classification: Dragon 

Priority: Fatal Wound, Immediate Healing Required 

Status: Unconscious 

“I knew that temper of his was gonna get him killed someday,” Zarek grumbled as he swooped past me. “You save your dad, and I’ll distract the sorcerer.” 

My uncle and I split off in opposite directions just as the Dark Sorcerer blasted another purple orb. The projectile missed us by a mile, and I flew down to my father as quickly as I could. Zoklan was falling fast, so I had to take a nosedive downward to increase my speed. I flapped my wings hard a few times before I closed my wings down against my back and tried to become as aerodynamic as possible. The deadly magma down below was coming up fast, and I knew if I didn’t catch my father in the next few hundred feet, it would be too late for both of us. I had to move the lava away if I wanted to give us a shot at survival, so I called upon my lava magic and commanded the damn thing to part like the Red Sea. After a moment, the lava spread apart below to reveal the sharp, jagged rocks of the ground. 

That really wasn’t the result I was looking for, but it was better than getting burned alive. 

I opened my mouth and sprayed my rainbow healing glitter down onto my father, and the force of the blast helped it catch up to Zoklan before I could. The glitter covered his scales as we both came closer and closer to the ground, and then I got an idea. 

I shot out a bit of my web, snagged it to my father’s tail, and then tossed out my wings as wide as I could. If I couldn’t catch Zoklan before he hit the ground, the least I could do was slow his descent. I heard a wet crack in my wing bones as they snapped against the sheer force of the wind resistance I was fighting against. My vision went white as I roared in pain, but I wasn’t going to let up until my father was safely on the ground. Every muscle in my body ached as I went through a cycle of broken wings, followed by my instant healing, then followed by broken wings again. However, I soon felt myself start to slow down, and the wind resistance started to become less intense as my vision returned to normal. 

Just in time for impact. 

I gave my web a good yank, and Zoklan’s body flew up toward me. I quickly tossed my arms around him before I sprayed out a bit of my healing glitter around us both, and then we slammed into the rocky ground, hard. Pain jolted all throughout my body as the jagged rocks sliced against me, but thankfully my ultra-strong scales protected me from injury. Finally, we came to a stop, and Zoklan opened his eyes. 

“E-Evan?” he asked. 

Classification: Dragon

Priority: None

Status: Fully Healed 

“You gave me quite a scare there, Dad,” I teased. “I appreciate you standing up for me like that, though.” 

“That shield is impenetrable,” Zoklan sighed as he looked up to the sky. 

“Nothing is ‘impenetrable,’” I said. “We just haven’t figured out the right way to break through it yet. We broke through the--” 

Just then, I got an idea, and I gasped. 

“What is it?” 

“We broke through the shield around the village.” I grinned. “It was a glowing purple orb, too.” 

“You think it’s the same material?” 

“It has to be. Which means if I can purify it, the shield will disappear, and that fucker will be a sitting duck. Miraya? Is that possible?” 

It is worth a try, the spirit answered. You will need to actually touch me to the orb this time, though, since you are trying to purify something in a much more concentrated way. 

“I’ll need your help on this one, Father,” I said to my dad. “And I’ll need to be in my human form.” 

“We’re struggling enough in our dragon forms!” Zoklan protested. “You’ll be killed for sure if you try to face the Dark Sorcerer as a human.” 

“I think you’re letting all his smack talk get to your head.” 

“I’m letting the fact he knocked my ass out in my dragon form get to my head!” 

“Just trust me, Dad,” I promised. “This is the only way.” 

Zoklan’s eyes were full of worry, but he finally gave me a nod to confirm. 

I quickly shifted back into my human form, and then I took a running leap as I jumped up onto Zoklan’s back. The second I was on him, my father sprang into the air and unfurled his wings as he shot toward the battle above. 

Zarek was going at his opponent like a professional boxer throwing body blows. The gray dragon had spikes all down his arms, and he continuously flew circles around the Dark Sorcerer as he slammed them into the shield in quick, violent punches before he continued onward. 

Meanwhile, I summoned the Sword of Hatra out of my spatial storage and prepared for the purification process. 

Just do what we normally do, Evan, Miraya’s voice explained. Try to picture yourself as one with nature, as well as me, and then stab the sword into the shield. 

That was much easier said than done. Even though my friends were doing well against the remaining dark sorcerers of Kieso, they were still engaged in a life-or-death battle. Then there was the fact I was sitting atop a giant dragon who was moving at over one hundred miles per hour and careening straight toward a magician with a deadly, impenetrable shield. 

I closed my eyes as I tried to focus on all the natural things around me. I focused on the cool gust of wind that breezed past my face and through my hair, as well as the sound of the churning lava river down below, and the pristine mountainous view that we saw from all the way up above Kieso. I felt a surge of power course through my veins as the Sword of Healing grew warm to the touch, and I opened my eyes to see we were almost in position. 

“Get me above him!” I commanded my father. “I’ll do the rest.” 

The Dark Sorcerer blasted at Zarek, who was somehow able to dodge the deadly projectiles as he slithered around the shield like a snake. However, each subsequent blast was getting closer and closer to hitting my uncle, and I knew it would have been strong enough to mortally wound him like it had Zoklan. 

The sorcerer in the dark robe must have noticed us out of the corner of his eye, because he suddenly stopped focusing on Zarek and turned his attention down to us. He snarled as he held the Shaded Scepter out in front of his body and shot a beam of pure dark energy down onto our position. 

“Hold on!” Zoklan warned, and then he quickly banked off to the right just as the beam passed us by. 

The Dark Sorcerer continued to attack, and Zoklan’s dodging maneuvers were getting more and more unpredictable in response. Zoklan rolled to the right to avoid another projectile, and my stomach jumped up into my throat as I felt like I was going on the world’s most extreme amusement park ride. When my father broke out of his roll, he twisted his body upward and took to the sky. 

Now was my chance. I just had to pray I didn’t miss. 

I stood up on top of Zoklan’s back, and then I crouched down and dove off the side of the dragon like he was a high dive. My heart seemed to stop as gravity took over, and I began to plummet down toward the glowing purple orb in a total free fall. 

The Dark Sorcerer raised his eyes to me and let out a roar as he raised up the Shaded Scepter, but it was too late. 

I slammed the tip of the Sword of Hatra into the fucker’s shield and unloaded all of my healing power straight down into his orb of dark magic. There was a crackling sound of magic against magic for a split second, and then the purple orb exploded into a giant shockwave. The concussive wave hit me like a ton of fucking bricks, and I lost my breath as I was launched backwards while pain tore through my entire torso. 

Then the world went black. 

The next thing I knew, my eyes fluttered open, and I was plummeting straight back down toward the ground. I let out a gasp as the air returned to my lungs, and then I quickly twisted my body around and transformed back into my dragon form. I spread out my wings, and I allowed the undercurrent to hit me and send me back skyward. 

As I turned back to the sky, I saw exactly what I’d hoped to see. 

The Dark Sorcerer was falling helplessly toward the ground, completely unprotected by his shield. 

I watched with smug satisfaction as Zoklan and Zarek swooped over to the falling man and prepared to attack. The Dark Sorcerer attempted to hold out the Shaded Scepter, but Zoklan quickly put an end to that with a shot of acid breath. The green liquid splashed onto the sorcerer’s right shoulder, and he let out a blood-curdling scream as the flesh, muscles, and bones of his arm melted off his body. Zoklan grabbed the Shaded Scepter the second it was out of Igtrall Urshaur’s grasp, and then Zarek took over. 

My uncle flew down below the falling sorcerer, summoned up one of his deadly spikes, and drove it straight into the fucker’s gut. Blood sprayed out through the back of the man’s dark robe as his momentum came to a halt, and he screamed as he writhed against Zarek’s hand. 

As I approached, I gave the Dark Sorcerer a once-over. 

Classification: Human 

Priority: Fatal Wound, Immediate Healing Required 

Status: Dying

“Here you go, Evan.” Zarek smirked as he held out the writhing sorcerer. “I figured I’d let you do the honors.” 

“Y-You think this is over?” the Dark Sorcerer rasped as crimson blood oozed out of his mouth. “The Dark One will prevail… No amount of silly tricks will stop his reign.” 

“Igtrall Urshaur,” I began. “As the future King of Rahma and the protector of Hatra, I sentence you to death for the use of dark magic for nefarious purposes. How do you plead?” 

“See you on the other side.” The Dark Sorcerer smirked as blood continued to pool around the corners of his mouth and the gaping hole in his stomach. 

I opened my mouth and shot out a small blast of fire directly into the bastard’s face. He let out a slight yowl when the flames engulfed his head, but his screams quickly disappeared as his vocal cords were turned to ash, and then his body went limp. 

When I finally ceased with the fire, all that was left of the Dark Sorcerer’s head were a few charred bones. 

“We need to go help the others,” I commanded my uncle and my father. “They’ve been doing well so far, but the three of us can finish this fight in an instant.” 

Both of the dragons gave me a nod, and then we banked around and swooped down into the valley. There were only about a handful of the sorcerers left, yet they had somehow gotten Calltris and Nike surrounded. Our two friends fought back to back as Smarri zipped around and picked off men at the very edge of the group, but all three of them looked exhausted. 

“I’ll get the ones on the right,” Zoklan offered. “You two take the others.” 

The three of us came down low, and then we went in for the kill. I unleashed a blast of fiery death down onto three of the sorcerers on the left of Nike and Calltris, and they all screamed as their bodies were incinerated into puffs of ash and smoke. Next, Zoklan sprayed acid breath down onto the bastards on the opposite side, and we all watched with macabre glee as their flesh melted down to their bones and they collapsed to the ground. Bits of brain matter and their internal organs spilled out onto the ground, and I thanked the gods that I had healing powers. 

Meanwhile, Zarek took a completely different approach. The gray dragon landed on the ground in front of the few remaining sorcerers, let out a roar, and then charged them on foot. They shot purple energy arrows in a panic at my uncle, but he just dodged them like an Olympic hurdler. Then Zarek opened his jaws and snapped them down onto one of the fuckers’ heads, and he picked the poor guy up and shook him around violently like a dog. Blood and gore splashed all over the battlefield as Zarek literally shook the man into pieces, and then he turned to the other two. One of the men reared back with a glowing purple fist and prepared to attack, but Zarek took him out with a spiked backhand. 

Zarek’s spike stabbed through the sorcerer’s head, and his tongue flopped out of his mouth, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell to the ground. The final sorcerer on the battlefield turned around and started to flee, but my friends were already on him. 

“You coward!” Nike snarled as he jumped in the path of the sorcerer. 

The fucker tossed a glowing purple arrow at Nike, but the Noble of Leyte parried it perfectly with the Sword of Light. Nike then jumped forward, hauled back his weapon, and brought it forward into the sorcerer’s neck. The Sword of Light sliced through the man’s flesh and spine, and the final sorcerer’s head rolled off his body with a spurt of blood. 

Zoklan and I both flew back around, landed on the ground next to our friends, and then transformed back into our human forms. 

“Is the Dark Sorcerer dead?” Calltris asked through heaving breaths. 

“You tell me,” I said as I nodded to the scepter in Zoklan’s hands. 

“Just think,” Smarri sighed as she landed next to us. “That would have been even more difficult if we hadn’t taken out the tower first.” 

“That’s why you’re lucky to have a leader who plans everything a couple steps ahead,” I winked at the raven Demi-Human. 

“We must return to Ashmuar,” Calltris said. “My father and the High Sage will be enthralled to know Kieso is safe.” 

The silver-haired sorceress was right. Now that we had the Shaded Scepter in hand, and the Dark Sorcerer was dead, Kieso was finally safe, and the Demon King’s influence over this region was completely gone. 

We were one step closer to saving Rahma and, now that we had the Shaded Scepter, we were one step closer to closing the Breach. 

 




 
 Chapter 12 

With the Tower of Crimson and Ash toppled and the Dark Sorcerer and his followers all dead, my friends and I decided to get out of here before the people of Riahshor realized we’d killed their leader. I didn’t think the regular villagers in Riahshor would have been much of a threat, and I was sure that most of them were innocent people who had just been brainwashed into following the Dark Sorcerer and his evil ways. 

If we could get out of here without any more bloodshed, I would be happy as a lark. 

Calltris, Laika, and Nike climbed onto my back, and then the seven of us took off out of the valley and into the evening sun. We flew up over the mountain range and passed over the bustling village of Riahshor, where I noticed people were clambering about the streets. A few of them were already marching in the direction of the Tower of Crimson and Ash, but they froze in their tracks when they saw us pass overhead. I was sure they were all putting two and two together by now, but by the time they’d discovered the tower’s ruins, we’d all be long gone.

Zoklan, Zarek, Smarri, and I flew onward until Riahshor was nothing more than a distant memory. As we flew, the sun began to set over the horizon, and several glowing tendrils of lava in the ground below set the sky ablaze with a ruby glow. 

“Go on,” Calltris teased Zarek. “Tell me Kieso isn’t beautiful.” 

“Indeed,” Laika added with a playful laugh. “This looks far more beautiful than what you’re used to in your cell, for sure.” 

“Alright, alright…” Zarek huffed. “I never saw it like this before. It’s still pretty barren and hostile during the day, though.” 

We flew on into the night for many miles more until we finally arrived at the gates of Ashmuar. This time, though, we skipped all the formalities. Instead of landing at the city gates and letting Calltris use her magic, we simply flew over the walls and then continued above the capitol until we finally saw the temple that housed the High Sage and all of the prominent sorcerers of the city. We landed before the doors of the temple, and then my friends slid off my back before Zoklan, Zarek, and I all turned back into humans. 

Calltris then performed the incantation that opened up the temple door, and we hurried inside. There seemed to be more people in the temple this time around, many of which were meditating on the ground. Several more chatted casually as they walked about the hallways, but we quickly made our way past them and to the door of Damel’s quarters. We pushed them open to find Redmon crouched down next to the High Sage, with a goblet in his hand. 

“Drink up, my friend,” Redmon whispered to Damel as he tilted the cup up to the kangaroo Demi-Human’s lips. 

My superhuman hearing picked up a small whimper from Calltris as we approached the High Sage, and I honestly couldn’t blame her. Damel looked even more frail and weak than the last time we’d seen him, and I knew it must have been hard for her to see a man she’d looked up to her whole life on death’s door. 

Of course, I knew what it was like. I’d gone through the same thing with my mom all those years ago. 

“They-- they return…” Damel said as a weak smile rose up his face, and he pointed in our direction. “The Dark Sorcerer? Did you get the staff?” 

“You don’t have to worry about Igtrall Urshaur any longer,” I promised the High Sage. “He is dead, as are the majority of his followers.” 

“They were preparing to attack Ashmuar, Father,” Calltris explained. “They were going to kill Damel, and then they were going to head to Rahma and kill King Rodion.” 

“Then it is a good thing you got to him first.” Damel smiled warmly. “I know I can rest easy knowing that this world is in good hands.” 

“Rest easy?” Calltris gulped as tears filled her eyes. “Damel, please don’t talk like that…” 

“I’m not going anywhere right now,” the High Sage promised. “But only the gods know how many days I have left in this world. What I do know is that, thanks to Lord Evan and his friends, Kieso will remain safe from any of the dark forces that try to push their way into this world.” 

“The Shaded Scepter, I presume?” Redmon asked as he nodded to the staff in Zoklan’s hands. 

“Aye,” my father confirmed. “We literally pried it from Igtrall Urshaur’s cold, dead hands.” 

“He wasn’t dead when you melted his arm off, brother,” Zarek chuckled. 

“A technicality,” Zoklan mused. “The point is that we now have the scepter, which is the key to closing the Breach for good.” 

“See?” Damel said with an amused smirk. “The world will be safe, even long after I’m gone.”

“I hate to ask this,” I began. “But could I possibly ask for your city’s hospitality? Just for one night. I told Alyona to come back and take us home in the morning, and my friends and I will need a place to stay in the meantime.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous, Lord Evan,” the High Sage chuckled, but then he broke out into a fit of coughing. “Of-- of course, you can all stay here. Redmon? Would you be so kind as to help me prepare a few temple rooms?” 

“You’re in no condition to walk, let alone prepare rooms,” Redmon said to the High Sage. “I will have some of the other sages do it.” 

“We don’t need anything fancy,” I promised. “Just a roof over our heads.” 

“Honestly,” Laika noted. “I’ve slept in some pretty strange places during my travels with the Blue Tree Guild, so I am not picky. Give me a spot on the ground and a stone for a pillow, and I will make it work.” 

“Some blankets and pillows might be nice, though,” Zarek admitted. “I’ve been sleeping in a straw bed with nothing but a burlap sack for a pillow for the last few days.” 

“And I’m afraid you’ll be going back there once this is all said and done,” I reminded my uncle. 

“All the more reason to enjoy myself while I’m a free dragon.” Zarek shrugged. 

“Follow me,” Redmon chuckled. 

The Noble of the Sword of Wisdom shuffled toward the doors, and then he shoved them open and gestured for us to all follow. We walked out into the main room of the temple, where we were then led over to a group of meditating sages who sat in a circle. They all had their heads bowed and their legs crossed, with their hands out to their sides at forty-five degree angles. 

“May we help you, Redmon?” one of the men, a fox Demi-Human, asked as he opened one eye. 

“The High Sage has asked that we prepare rooms for our esteemed guests,” Redmon explained. “At once.” 

The fox sage nodded, and then he opened up his other eye and slowly stood to his feet. The rest of the sages in the circle followed his lead before they sauntered down a long stone corridor, and we watched them the whole way and noticed they finally stopped about three-quarters of the way down the hallway. The ten sages seemed to pair off, and then the groups of two walked into nearby rooms and disappeared. 

“What exactly do they have to prepare?” Smarri asked. “We don’t really need any special accommodations.” 

“Mainly they are checking to see if other sages or sorcerers have occupied the rooms,” Redmon said. “This is a communal temple, so we do not believe in any sort of individual ownership of rooms, food, or even clothes. Those rooms are available for everyone, which means they very well could be occupied currently.” 

We waited for a few more minutes before, finally, the sages shuffled back into the hallway and then returned to us. 

“We have six rooms available,” the fox Demi-Human noted. “I hope a few of you are alright with sharing.” 

“I’m perfectly fine with sharing,” I promised. “Hell, I’d be grateful even if all seven of us had to cram into a closet! I just appreciate your High Sage’s kindness.” 

“He is wise beyond his years.” The fox Demi-Human smiled. “Long may he reign.” 

“Long may he reign,” the other sages repeated in unison. 

Redmon and Calltris shared a somber, knowing look, but neither of them dared to say anything about Damel’s current state. 

“I’ll stay with Zarek,” Zoklan offered. “To make sure he doesn’t try to sneak out in the middle of the night.” 

“Really, brother?” Zarek scoffed. “Do you truly think so little of me?” 

“Yes,” my father retorted without missing a beat. 

“I thought you said you vouched for me on your honor?”

“I did,” Zoklan grumbled. “It’s your honor I’m worried about.” 

“That hurts.” 

“Not as much as it’d hurt to wake up and find you’ve run away. Evan’s subjects would be calling for my head.” 

“And I would personally lead the search party to bring you in,” Laika added as she narrowed her eyes at Zarek. “And if I found you, it would be much, much worse than anything Zoklan could even conceive of doing to you.” 

“It’s settled, then,” Redmon mused. “You all have rooms for the night. They are not much, but granting you a good night’s sleep is the least the High Sage can do.” 

“Thank you, Redmon,” I said as I gave the Noble a slight bow. “I shall return the favor to Kieso once I am king.” 

“I probably won’t be alive to see it,” Redmon chuckled. “Though I have no doubt you will keep your word.” 

“Haven’t you heard, Father?” Calltris asked with a raised eyebrow. “Lord Evan and Princess Alyona are being crowned tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow?” the old sage gasped. “Goodness! What is wrong with King Rodion?” 

“Nothing,” I said, even though it was a partial lie. “He just feels he can help Rahma better if he doesn’t have to worry about all of his kingly duties.” 

“Well, then.” Redmon smirked. “You have my early congratulations, Lord Evan. To think… The temple can now say royalty has graced its walls!” 

“Don’t get too carried away,” I chuckled. “I’ll still always be the same Lord Evan you know and love. I’ll just have a title change, that’s all.” 

“Don’t be so humble, brother,” Nike teased. “Becoming the King of Rahma is a major occasion.” 

“If we don’t shut the Breach, it won’t matter who is king,” I sighed. “Let’s get that done first, and then I’ll take a step back and celebrate my new title and everything else.” 

“I look forward to celebrating with you, Lord Evan,” Redmon said with a bow. “Good night.” 

“Good night,” I said to the Noble, who then turned and walked back down the hall. 

“Where is his room?” Smarri whispered to Calltris. 

“Like he said,” Calltris explained. “Nobody in this temple has their ‘own’ room aside from the High Sage. Not that my father sleeps much, anyways. He’s often awake from sundown to sunrise, researching new spells and training other sages in the ways of our magic. At the moment, though, I’d guess he’s staying with Damel.” 

“I can see why,” Nike said with a frown. “The High Sage does not appear to be long for this world.” 

“No.” Zarek shook his head. “He certainly doesn’t.”

I saw tears start to well up in Calltris’ eyes as she stared off into the distance, so I tried to change the subject. 

“I think we should all call it a night,” I said with a fake yawn. “I don’t know about you, but I’m fucking exhausted. Destroying a tower and killing a powerful dark sorcerer really takes it out of you.” 

“I couldn’t have said it better myself.” Zoklan smiled, and then he held out the Shaded Scepter. “Take it, Evan. For safekeeping.” 

“Now you think I’m gonna steal the scepter, too?” Zarek asked with a roll of his eyes. “Come on, brother.” 

“I don’t think you’re going to steal the scepter,” Zoklan admitted. “But I know Evan is the strongest person here, and we need to ensure it is protected. If we were to somehow lose the scepter again, it would spell very bad things for this world.” 

“I won’t let it out of my sight,” I said as I plucked the silver-and-gold staff from my father’s hand. 

The Shaded Scepter was cold to the touch, and its purple gemstones seemed to glint under the dull red light of the temple. Even though it was made of metal, the scepter felt a lot lighter than it looked, and I weighed it in my hands a few times as I looked it over. There were intricate carvings all down the staff, written in a language I wasn’t familiar with, and for some strange reason my translation spell couldn’t even pick up what they were saying. I was sure that the elders of Hatra or Alyona could help translate it, though. 

“It’s hard to believe a metal walking stick is the key to all this,” Nike chuckled. “The gods sure do have an ironic sense of humor. Good night, brother.” 

“Good night,” I said to Nike, and then the noble walked off into one of the empty rooms. 

Smarri and Calltris both went off to their individual rooms, as Zoklan motioned for Zarek to follow him into theirs. 

“I’m coming,” Zarek said with a roll of his eyes. “We do not need to be attached at the wing, brother.” 

After the rest of my friends had disappeared into their rooms, I headed to mine. There was a simple wooden door made up of several vertical planks that had been cut to the length of the door and crudely rounded off at the top, complete with a simple iron ring that acted as the doorknob. The door seemed to be wedged into place, so it took a bit of a pull to dislodge it and pull it free. It finally opened up with a soft creak, and I slipped inside and admired the room around me. 

There wasn’t much to it, which shouldn’t have been surprising given the fact I was in a spiritual temple. Much like the rest of the building, the floors, walls, and ceilings were made out of lava rock, and the whole thing was illuminated by the glowing veins of magma that snaked around the room. There was what appeared to be a queen-sized bed in the far corner of the room, which was right next to a small stone washbasin atop a rocky column. I also noticed a stone on the opposite side of the room had a divot carved into it to form a chair, as well as a bit of straw and a mat I assumed was for meditation purposes. 

A five-star resort, this was not. Still, at this point, I was ready to crash. 

I stripped down to my skivvies as I tossed my robe to the ground, and then I plopped into the bed and laid the Shaded Scepter down beside me. 

“There shouldn’t be an issue with putting this in my spatial storage, right?” I asked Miraya. 

I do not believe so, Miraya answered me. It was the Dark Sorcerer who was evil and full of dark magic, not the scepter itself. And there is obviously plenty of room left in that pocket dimension. 

Without even sitting up, I opened up my spatial storage and slid the Shaded Scepter inside. Once it was out of sight, I laid back against the coarse pillow on the bed, slid my hands behind my head, and closed my eyes. 

“We kicked ass today, Miraya,” I chuckled. 

We sure did, Evan, the spirit giggled. Now we can move on to bigger and better things, like your coronation! 

“If I’m being completely honest,” I sighed. “I don’t even care about that right now. Like, don’t get me wrong, I want to become king, and I want Rodion to get his hard-earned retirement, but… There are way more important things going on right now. Did you see how large the Breach had gotten the last time we flew over it?” 

I did. I fear if action is not taken soon, the Demon King will be able to break through, along with all of his minions. 

“Me, too,” I admitted. “I may be the strongest being in all of Rahma now, but I doubt even I’d be able to ward off an entire army of demons.” 

That’s why you got the scepter, Miraya reminded me. You won’t have to worry about this much longer, Evan. 

“No… But I will have to worry about going into the Breach and trying to close it from within. That brings up a whole new set of concerns.” 

Try not to think about them right now, the spirit implored. Right now, focus on how beautiful Alyona will look in her coronation dress. 

“Coronation dress?” I asked. “That’s a thing in this world?” 

It is the most important thing! Miraya chuckled. The clothes worn at your coronation are the clothes you are portrayed as wearing in your royal portrait. A portrait that will be hung in the king’s palace along with the other portraits of Rahma’s rulers since the beginning of time. A portrait that will be immortalized forever. 

“And when was somebody going to tell me this?” I chuckled. 

Like you said, Evan, there are much more important things at play in the coming days. I doubt King Rodion was too concerned with the royal portrait, considering his current state. 

“But you think Alyona will be?”

She is a princess! Alyona has probably been thinking about her coronation day since she was a little girl. I would wager she’s had her dress, hairstyle, and accessories picked out for years already. 

“And I’m wearing a raggedy black robe,” I snorted. “Wonderful.” 

I’m sure there will be options for you tomorrow, Miraya said. King Rodion may currently be weakened and distracted, but I’m sure Castor will ensure everything goes smoothly. 

“Thank the gods for that,” I mused. “Is there anything else I should be aware of with this coronation? Even though I’ve been here for a while now, this is all new to me.” 

It’s mostly symbolic, the spirit explained. Though there will be a point where you and Rodion will make a blood pact, where you will be given ‘the blood of all former rulers.’ Other than that, there’s just a lot of talking, incantations, blessings, and the like. 

“So, pretty much like a wedding, but with more blood,” I chuckled to myself. “I can do that. But what about Rodion? Does transferring the kingship to me really take that much of a burden off him?” 

It will. The blood pact is one of the few non-symbolic parts of the ceremony, as you will actually receive the magic of Rahma’s former rulers when Rodion’s blood joins with yours, just as he received it when he became king. 

“So that’ll make me even more powerful?” I asked. 

In theory, Miraya admitted. Though I’m not sure how that is possible… I am one with your spirit, Evan, and even I have never felt such power in a single being before. 

“Well, I need every ounce of power I can get. I doubt the Demon King is going to be a pushover, if I should ever meet him.” 

Even though I sounded confident, I knew I was in denial. If I really had to enter the Breach and immerse myself in that demonic world, there was no way I’d be able to avoid a confrontation with the Demon King. He’d been trying to tear open the Breach for thousands of years, and if he even thought for a minute I stood a chance at closing it, he’d personally be there to stop me himself. 

One way or another, this didn’t end until either the Demon King or I was dead. 

I just hoped I would be strong enough when the time came. 

My thoughts were interrupted by a soft knock on the door, and I sat straight up in bed as adrenaline pumped through my veins. All of my friends should have been in their rooms, and Alyona wasn’t coming back until the morning. 

I slid out of bed as quietly as I could, and then I walked over to the door and prepared to pull the Sword of Hatra out of my spatial storage. 

“Who’s there?” I demanded. 

“It’s me, Lord Evan,” Calltris’ voice answered. “May I come in?” 

A wave of relief washed over me as my heartbeat slowed down, and then I walked over to my robe and tossed it back over my shoulders. I came back to the door, opened it up, and was met with the sight of Calltris in nothing but a simple tan robe. The top of the robe was slightly open, and I could see the glint of the gemstones that sat just above her line of cleavage. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be in your own room?” 

“I cannot sleep, Lord Evan,” she sighed. “I know you probably are tired and do not wish to hear me complain, but you are the person in this temple that I know the best. Other than my father, but I will not worry him with this sort of talk.” 

“What sort of talk?” 

“It’s-- it’s about the High Sage,” Calltris explained as she averted her gaze. “I know he’s on his deathbed, Evan, and that-- that scares me.” 

Calltris’ brown eyes welled up with tears as her bottom lip began to quiver, so I stepped to the side and gestured for her to enter. The silver-haired sorceress came into my room, where she instantly began to pace back and forth as she looked down at the floor somberly. 

“Are you alright?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. 

“I am afraid to admit I’m not,” Calltris retorted. “I’ve known the High Sage my whole life, Lord Evan, and now I have to watch him wither away before my eyes? It’s not fair.” 

“I know.” I nodded. “Believe it or not, I’ve been in this exact situation before.” 

“You have?” the sorceress gasped. 

“With my mother,” I said. “I was really young at the time and didn’t fully understand what was going on, but the memories still haunt me to this day. I remember vividly… It’s fucking terrible.” 

“I’m sorry, Evan.” Calltris shook her head and chuckled. “Listen to me. I’m sitting here complaining about a good friend of mine, when you’ve suffered much more hardship. I’ll go back to my room.” 

“You don’t have to do that,” I said to the sorceress as she took a step for the door. “You’re in pain right now, Calltris. What kind of future king would I be if I didn’t lend an ear to my subjects who need it? I understand what you’re going through, and I know how much it helps to just vent it all out. So, please, let me listen.” 

Calltris’ purple lips twisted into a small grin, though tears were still streaming down her face. Then she wiped them away before she cleared her throat and let out a little sigh. 

“Thank you, Lord Evan,” she said. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” 

I walked over to the bed, sat down, and patted for Calltris to take a seat. She plopped down beside me, and then she began to pour her heart out. Calltris talked about all the happy memories she had with the High Sage, how he was like a second father to her, and how it wasn’t fair that he was being called by the gods so soon. Calltris seemed to preemptively go through the five stages of grief before my very eyes, and she soon came to the “anger” part of the cycle. She expressed the frustration she held toward her father for keeping Damel’s condition a secret to both herself and to the other sages in Ashmuar, and she talked about how she would have never done such a thing. 

“I know this sounds generic as hell,” I said in a cautious tone. “But your father was only keeping it a secret to protect you, and the city. You heard what he said… If people knew the High Sage was ill, then there’d be all sorts of parties vying to take over via political means. That’s not something that would help Damel’s condition, nor is it something the city needs in a time of crisis.” 

“But it will happen eventually,” Calltris sighed. “Even though the threat of the Dark Sorcerer is gone, there will come a day in the near future when Damel will pass, and then we’ll have to go through the whole process anyways.” 

“You’ll have time to prepare, though,” I reminded her. “Plus, there’s no way Damel doesn’t name your father as his successor. If that’s the High Sage’s deathbed wish, then anybody who tries to challenge it will look like a total ass and probably won’t get much support.” 

“Maybe you’re right. It still makes me angry, though.” 

“And that’s okay,” I chuckled. “Trust me, if there’s anything I’ve learned about being a leader lately, it’s that sometimes you have to tell a little white lie to protect the ones you care about. That’s what your father was doing, Calltris. He wanted to protect you, and I promise you he knew you’d be mad when you actually found out.” 

Calltris’ bottom lip quivered as she mulled over my words, and then she leaned over and laid her head on my shoulder. The silver-haired sorceress wrapped her arm around my elbow before she slid her hand into mine and squeezed it tight. 

“Is it okay if I stay here, Evan?” she asked in a timid tone. “If I go back to my room, I’ll be alone with my thoughts. That’s the last place I want to be right now.” 

“Sure,” I said as I leaned my head over against Calltris’. “Damn. I guess that means Zarek could have had his own room after all.” 

“I don’t think Zoklan would have let him,” Calltris said with a slight giggle. “He doesn’t seem to trust his brother at all.” 

“They’ve definitely got a Thor-Loki thing going on,” I chuckled, even though I knew she wouldn’t get the reference. “Half the time they act like they’re best friends, and the other half they seem like they wanna kill each other.” 

“I don’t have any siblings, but I’ve heard that’s pretty typical.” 

“So have I. It’s still hilarious to watch in person, though.” 

Calltris scooted backwards, and then she let go of my arm and laid back in the bed. I was right behind her, and we looked into each other’s eyes as I began to stroke her hair softly. Calltris and I continued to talk and joke for another hour or so, and the sorceress seemed to get calmer the more we talked. 

Then, without any warning, she moved in and pressed her lips against mine. 

Almost immediately, she pulled back and shook her head. 

“I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I-I just feel so comfortable and safe around you, Evan. You always know exactly what to say to calm me down, and you actually care about everything I say.” 

“Of course, I care,” I said. “I care about you, Calltris.” 

Calltris’ brown eyes seemed to glow with excitement as they met mine, and a smile twisted up the sides of her mouth. She then reached down to the tie on her robe and nonchalantly unfastened it. 

If it wasn’t clear with the kiss, it now became very clear. 

Calltris wanted me. 

And I wanted her. 

 




 
 Chapter 13 

“I can see why you have so many lovers, Lord Evan,” Calltris whispered as a small part of her robe fell open to reveal her cleavage and part of her perky breasts. “Any woman would be lucky to be with you.” 

“I do my best,” I said as my eyes traveled down to Calltris’ cleavage, then to her toned stomach and her slender, sleek legs. 

The robe was still covering up her nipples and her tender slit, but my mind raced with the thought of what they looked like as she sat there half naked. The gemstones embedded in Calltris’ chest seemed to glisten in the light of the room, and she ran her hand along my cheek as she smiled. 

“You certainly do, Lord Evan,” the silver-haired beauty sighed. “You certainly do.” 

Before I could say another word, Calltris pressed her purple-tinted lips up against mine, and we began to kiss passionately. Our tongues danced around in each other’s mouths as I pulled Calltris against me and felt her fit, sexy body through the fabric of our clothes. I stroked the woman’s hair with one hand and cradled her neck with the other as we made out, while Calltris slid her hand underneath the flap of my robe and touched my chest. 

My cock stood at attention as she traced my pecs with her finger and shoved her tongue deeper into my mouth, and I wondered how long it would take before my manhood slid out from between the folds of my robe. 

I didn’t have to wonder for long, though. 

Calltris’ hand gently wandered down my chest, then over my stomach, and then finally landed on my dick. She let out a gasp of surprise as her hand wrapped around my erection, and she moaned slightly when she realized just what she was dealing with. Calltris and I continued to make out as she began to stroke me softly, which only made me ten times harder. 

Now that we were getting hot and heavy, I reached down and pulled half of the woman’s robe off to the side. As I did so, I got a full view of her perky B-cups, with their tiny, erect pink nipples, and I took her left breast in my hand and started to squeeze it softly. 

“Ohhhhh,” she moaned against my mouth. 

Calltris’ hand began to work in double time as she jerked me off, and then her other hand reached down and started to fondle my balls. 

I responded with a long, guttural groan as I felt the warm coil in my stomach begin to tighten, and my carnal sound only seemed to make Calltris more determined. She jerked me harder as we continued to explore each other’s mouths, and then I started to gently tweak Calltris’ nipples, one at a time. Eventually, my fingers traveled down her torso, until they came to the tender slit between her legs. 

Calltris was already wet with arousal as I brushed past the small tuft of hair on her pubis, and then I gently gave her clit a rub before I moved on. The woman’s body tensed up when I started to run my finger in a circle around her labia, and I could feel her pulse through her swollen lower lips. 

Then I slid two fingers into Calltris with ease. 

“Wow,” I growled into her ear. “You’re already super wet.” 

“I know,” Calltris purred. “It’s because I-I’ve been thinking of this moment ever since we met. Now, it’s like I’m living out my dream.” 

“Me, too,” I admitted. “There’s no place in the world I’d rather be right now than right here, with you, in this bed.” 

The two of us went back to making out as we simultaneously pleasured each other with our hands, but soon I felt the dragon inside me demanding more, so I slid my fingers out of Calltris and gently pulled out of her grip.

“What’s wrong?” the silver-haired sorceress gasped. “Did-- did I do something wrong?” 

“Not at all,” I growled, then I slowly began to crawl down toward the end of the bed. “I just want to taste you, that’s all.” 

“Taste me?” 

“That’s right,” I said as I moved all the way down to Calltris’ toned legs. “You’d better hold on tight.” 

I kissed Calltris’ right leg, and then I slowly gave her gentle pecks all the way up to her inner thigh. Her entire lower half tensed up when I got there, and she let out a whimper when I intentionally passed over her pussy and moved to her other thigh. 

“You’re teasing me!” Calltris whimpered as her hand gripped the back of my head. 

“Damn right, I am.” 

I kissed all the way down Calltris’ left leg before I pulled away and looked up at her swollen, dripping wet pussy. Then I locked eyes with the silver-haired beauty and went in for the kill. I let my tongue slide out of my mouth, and I traced the outline of her labia as I lapped up the dribbles of her arousal. 

Calltris’ legs bent at the knees as she tossed them over my shoulders and pulled me closer to her womanhood. 

I responded by giving her clitoris a gentle lick, and she moaned happily as she leaned back against the bed. I began to run my tongue over her swollen button in quick, crisscross motions, and then I gave it an ever so gentle suck. 

“Evan!” Calltris whined. “You’re so good with your tongue.” 

“I haven’t even gotten to the best part yet,” I teased before I dove right back in. 

I made circles around Calltris’ clit as I grabbed a handful of her ass and buried my face into her delicate pussy, and then I went into overdrive. I used my tongue to trace across her button in every direction possible, from little “x”s to circles and even to “t”s, and every now and again I would pull back and lap up her tasty juices as I dragged my tongue along her labia. 

Each time, Calltris let out a soft whimper, though after about five straight minutes of this, her moans grew closer and closer together. I pressed on as the sounds of her ecstasy filled the air and her legs tensed up, until finally I glanced up and saw the silver-haired beauty had her head tilted back and her mouth open. 

“Oh, Evan!” she practically screamed. “I think you’re going to make me-- Oh! Ohhhhhhhhhhh!” 

Calltris’ entire body trembled against me as her legs wrapped around the back of my neck, and her hand dug into my hair with a death grip. Her juices oozed out onto my face, though I was quick to lap up any that missed my mouth. Calltris continued to ride the high of her orgasm for another few seconds, until her breaths slowed down to a crawl, and she loosened her grip on my head. 

“How about that?” I asked with a wink as I pulled away. “You ready for round two?” 

“R-Round two?” Calltris gasped as she ran her hands along her naked body. “I just orgasmed, Evan… I think it’s your turn.” 

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow as my cock stood to full mast. “And how would you want me to do that?” 

“Come closer, and I’ll show you,” Calltris giggled. 

I stood up, and the second I was on my feet, the silver-haired woman sat up, reached to my robe, and unfastened it in a flash. She tossed it open and saw my erection, and her eyes widened as a smirk stretched across her face. I slid the garment over my shoulders and let it fall to the ground, and then I moved a little closer to the beautiful woman. 

However, Calltris remained on the bed, sitting straight up. 

“How is this gonna work?” I asked. “Don’t you need to--” 

Before I could finish my sentence, Calltris leaned forward and opened up her mouth. She pressed her lips against the head of my cock as she cupped my balls with one of her free hands, and then she gently began to swirl her tongue around my tip. 

My knees just about buckled as a wave of pure ecstasy washed over me, but I was able to keep myself upright. 

Without another word, Calltris opened her mouth really wide, and then she looked up at me as she shoved her head forward. She let out a soft gag when she got about three-quarters of the way onto me, but the silver-haired beauty narrowed her eyes and pressed onward. Calltris’ mouth was super wet as it slid over my cock, and seconds later, I felt her tight throat wrap around me like a glove. 

“Fuccckkkkk…” I moaned as I ran my fingers through her silver locks. “That feels so good.” 

Calltris didn’t even respond. Instead, her eyes were full of determination, and she quickly pulled off my dick and let it slide from her mouth. She then ran her tongue up and down each side of my shaft, and I tensed up when she licked the cold pre-cum off my head. The woman quickly wrapped her mouth back around me and got back to work, but this time she shoved me all in with a single bob of her head. 

My entire lower body tensed up as the warm coil in my stomach grew taut. 

Calltris then proceeded to aggressively thrust her head forward and back on my manhood, and the sensation of her tight throat wrapping around me again and again drew me close to the promised land. Before long, I knew I was at the end of my rope. Calltris shoved her head down onto me, and then she let out a slight gag as she gripped my ass tightly. The woman used her leverage to push me even further into her mouth, and that’s when I hit the mountaintop. 

“I’m gonna cum!” I warned. “Goddamn, you’re good with your mouth. I-I-- Ohhhhhhhhhh!” 

The coil in my abdomen snapped, and the world turned white as my balls began to pulsate. I let out a pleasureful scream as I threw back my head, and my cum erupted like Mount Vesuvius, though Calltris didn’t move at all. 

The silver-haired fox stayed wrapped around me, and I felt her throat tighten and squeeze as she gulped down every drop of my seed. The sensation was incredible, and it kept my orgasm going for a solid thirty seconds before I finally felt myself grow weak in the knees. Then, once every ounce of my cum had been sucked out of my dick, Calltris pulled back and licked her lips. 

“Yum,” she purred. “You’re tasty.” 

“There’s plenty more where that came from,” I growled as I stepped forward and scooped Calltris up in my arms. 

“Evan!” she gasped. “What are you doing?” 

Normally, I would have just pushed her back onto the bed and then taken her there, but something about this woman told me she preferred things on the wilder side, so I slid my arms underneath Calltris’ legs, lifted her into the air, and then rested her body up against a nearby wall. 

“I’m going to give you a night you’ll never forget,” I promised. 

I leaned in and kissed Calltris on the forehead before I nibbled on her neck gently, and she responded with a soft groan that sent chills down my spine and caused me to get back up to half-mast. Then I continued to explore her body with my mouth until I got down to her perky breasts. I sucked on each nipple tenderly as her hand gripped the back of my head, and soon I was back to full stamina. 

That’s when things got really fun. 

I positioned the head of my cock so it was right up against her entrance, and then I slowly began to rub it around her labia. 

“S-Stop teasing me…” she groaned as her body turned to Jell-O against mine. 

“You want me to stop?” I growled into her ear before I kissed her neck. 

“Yes!” Calltris begged. 

“You want me to fuck you?” 

“Y-Yes.” 

“Like this?” I asked as I thrust my hips forward and slowly slid inside Calltris’ tight tunnel. 

“Ohhhhhhhhhh,” the silver-haired beauty moaned as her nails dug into my back. “Fuck, Evan.” 

“Your wish is my command,” I teased. 

I shoved my cock into her even further, and Calltris whimpered nervously as she took me all in. Her pussy was wetter than a monsoon, so I was able to glide into her pretty effortlessly, and soon I felt myself bottom out against her cervix. Calltris’ tight tunnel spasmed around me as her whole body trembled, and that’s when I decided to take her on the ride of her life. 

I pulled myself about halfway out before I forced myself back in, and then I repeated the motion again and again in a rhythmic fashion. The warm coil in my abdomen instantly shot back into being incredibly tense, but I pressed onward. I fucked Calltris like this for several minutes, all while our moans mingled together and our mouths explored each other’s bodies. I sucked on her neck, earlobe, and shoulder, and every new spot I focused on seemed to send Calltris deeper into a carnal trance. 

“It feels like you’re splitting me in two, Evan,” Calltris whimpered. “Please, don’t stop.” 

“You’re so fucking tight,” I responded. “I’m not stopping anytime soon. I promise.” 

That’s when I increased the speed of my thrusts, and Calltris practically melted against the wall. Every valley and ridge of Calltris’ pussy spasmed around me as I plowed her hard and watched her perfect breasts jiggle with each thrust, and I could feel myself edging to a climactic finish, though I also sensed that Calltris was right along with me. 

The silver-haired sorceress continued to moan until she finally pressed her head back against the wall and rolled her eyes back in her head. Calltris’ mouth fell open like she wanted to scream, but all that came out were a few heavy breaths. Then it seemed to hit her all at once. 

“Evan?” she whined. “You-- you’re gonna make-- make me-- make me c-c-- Oh, my goddddddddd!” 

Calltris let out an eardrum-shattering scream as her body went rigid, and her pussy gripped me tight while her pert breasts continued to bounce. The sight of her beautiful naked body, mixed with the sounds of her pleasure, sent me over the edge. 

The room began to spin as my entire lower body went numb, and then I careened over the side of the mountain. There was an intense warm sensation in my cock as my balls tightened up into my body and then sprayed what felt like a gallon of my warm seed straight into Calltris’ fertile womb. I pressed my arm against the wall and used it as a brace as I moaned and unloaded my love into Calltris, who bit her bottom lip and quivered as she took it all in. 

Calltris’ pussy squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste as we both came against each other, until finally our moans slowed into heavy breathing. I gently pulled myself out of Calltris and then watched as a little bit of my seed dribbled down onto her inner thigh. 

“Oops,” I chuckled. “I think you missed a little there.” 

Calltris quickly wiped up my seed with her finger, and then she licked it up as she shot me a wink. 

“We can’t have that, now can we?” she giggled. 

I put my arm around the silver-haired sorceress as we began our journey back to the bed. It was only a few feet away, but we were both so worn out from our lovemaking session that it felt like a fucking mile. Once we got back to the bed, Calltris and I both flipped around and plopped down onto the mattress. I pulled a blanket over us as we snuggled close, and then I kissed Calltris’ head softly. 

“Did you enjoy yourself?” I teased. 

“What?” Calltris retorted with a smile as she wiped a bit of sweat from her brow. “The multiple orgasms didn’t give that away?” 

“You never know,” I said. “I know it was always a common joke back on Earth that women sometimes faked their orgasms.” 

“Faked an orgasm? With you? No way. Never. I mean… You know how to use that thing, and I can see why your harem is so large.” 

“So, does that mean you want to be a part of it?” I asked. “Like, officially?” 

“I was already halfway there,” Calltris giggled. “I suppose we might as well make it official.” 

“Good.” I grinned, and I felt a warmth in my chest that I knew was the soul bridge forming between the two of us.

I held Calltris close and stroked her hair as we looked up at the ceiling, and then we looked deep into each other’s eyes as we caressed each other’s faces and smiled. I had been with many women over the course of my journeys, but right here, right now, I felt like I was right where I belonged, and I never wanted to leave this bed. 

Maybe it was just the fact that we were now facing impossible odds, but in this moment, I truly felt like I could stay here with Calltris forever. 

Eventually, the exhaustion from our exertion caught up to us, and we passed out next to each other. The next thing I knew, I was waking up to a sound that reminded me of a crowing rooster, only much deeper and with a strange reverberation in the tone of their call. 

I sat up in bed, stretched, and then looked over at Calltris. The silver-haired sorceress was sleeping peacefully, but I was afraid I had to wake her up. 

“Hey,” I whispered as I nudged her gently. “You should probably get back to your room here soon so you can put on your real clothes.” 

“Awwww,” Calltris said through a tired haze. “I wanted to stay here all day.” 

“As much as I’d love that,” I admitted. “I have a coronation later, and it’s probably wise if I don’t miss it.” 

“Nah,” the woman said sarcastically with a wave of her hand. “I don’t think anybody will notice if you’re not there.” 

“Oh, definitely not,” I chuckled as I stood up and walked over to my robe. 

I pulled the dark cloak back over my body, and then I went over and slid my boots back onto my feet. Meanwhile, Calltris stood up from the bed, and my eyes were locked to her tight, toned ass as she sashayed over to her robe. 

Calltris bent over to pick up the discarded garment, which caused her ass to stick up in the air and allowed me to see her swollen pussy lips from behind. 

I had half a mind to walk right over there and take her again, but I realized that Alyona would be arriving soon, so instead, I walked over, hauled my hand back, and gave Calltris’ ass a playful smack. 

“Hey!” she gasped as she looked back at me with a sly grin. 

“Couldn’t resist.” I shrugged. 

Calltris pulled her robe back onto her body, and then I walked over to my door and gently pulled it open. I peeked out into the hallway and saw nobody around, so I motioned for Calltris to head back to her room. The silver-haired beauty gave me one last kiss before she shuffled out into the hallway, ran to her room, and then disappeared into its threshold. 

Soon afterwards, I heard the sound of another opening door, and I slid out into the hallway to see Smarri exit her room. The raven Demi-Human stretched her arms above her head as she stifled a yawn, and then she looked over at me and smiled. 

“Did you sleep well, Lord Evan?” the dark-haired woman asked. 

“Like a freaking baby.” I smirked. “I’m actually kinda surprised I woke up before everyone else.” 

“I think you underestimated how tiring yesterday was,” Smarri explained. “Those sorcerers might not have looked like much, but they put up quite a fight.” 

“You can say that again,” Nike grumbled as he stepped out into the hallway and then placed his hands against his lower back. “I believe I am still sore from yesterday’s battle.” 

Classification: Human 

Priority: Minimal, Minor Muscle Tear

Status: Healthy, But in Pain

“Here,” I offered. “Let me get that for you.” 

I sucked in a breath, and then I sprayed a bit of my rainbow glitter out onto Nike. The healing mist fluttered in the air before it gently settled itself on the Noble’s back, and he let out a long sigh of relief. 

“Thank you, brother,” he said with a smile. “I feel much better now.” 

“You’re giving out free healing mists?” Zoklan asked as he and Zarek walked out of their room. “Because I believe I slept on my arm wrong, and now it is completely numb.” 

Classification: Dragon

Priority: None, Paresthesia

Status: Healthy

“Your arm’s asleep, Dad,” I laughed. “You’ll be fine.” 

Laika stepped out of her room, and the wolf Demi-Human let out a large yawn as her ears seemed to stand straight up, and her tail wagged back and forth like a happy dog. 

“You seem refreshed,” I said as I looked my beautiful lover up and down. 

“Are you joking?” Laika chuckled. “This is the best sleep I’ve gotten in ages. I do not know what the beds here in Kieso are made of, but I wish to have Raisa and Azra install one in my room back at the Lunar Palace.” 

Just then, the door of Calltris’ room opened up, and my beautiful lover stepped out as if she had been in there all night. 

“Last one awake, I see,” Smarri teased. “Perhaps you are too comfortable here at home?” 

“I’m sure that’s it,” Calltris said in a slightly sarcastic tone. 

“Hold on…” Zarek suddenly gasped, and his yellow eyes darted around frantically. “Where is the Shaded Scepter?” 

“It’s in my spatial storage,” I explained. “Why do you want to know?” 

“Oh, thank the gods,” my uncle hung his head and laughed. “I just wanted to know that you had it, since if it goes missing, I’ll be the one who gets blamed. And the last thing I need is something else to make me look like a criminal to the people of Hatra.” 

“So, you are really coming back with us?” Zoklan asked. “You’re not going to escape and fly far away to avoid your trial?” 

“Why would I do that?” my uncle chuckled. “Evan would probably just find me and bring me back in, so I might as well just save myself the pain and the trouble and honor our agreement. Unless, of course, Lord Evan has had a change of heart and wishes to let me go in return for all the help I’ve given him on this journey?” 

Zarek’s eyes widened as he looked at me hopefully, but I just shook my head. 

“Sorry, Uncle,” I said. “You did the crime, so now you have to do the time. I do promise I’ll testify for you when the trial comes, though. I bet that’ll get you a much more lenient sentence.” 

“Thanks,” the gray dragon said somewhat sarcastically. 

Almost as if right on cue, a glowing white portal appeared all the way down in the main room of the temple. 

“That would be Alyona,” I announced. “Come on.” 

The six of us jogged down the hallway until we came to the portal, and then we watched as the beautiful princess stepped out from the glowing light. Alyona was dressed to the nines in a gorgeous white dress covered with intricate frills all over the chest, sleeves, and train. She had a golden tiara on top of her head, and I could tell somebody had done her makeup. 

Simply put, Alyona looked drop-dead gorgeous. 

The second my wife saw me, she ran over and threw herself into my arms. 

“Thank the gods,” she said happily. “You are all okay.” 

“We’re more than okay,” I promised. “We killed the Dark Sorcerer, and now we have the Shaded Scepter in our possession.” 

“That’s wonderful, my love.” The princess smiled. “My father and Castor have gotten just about all of the preparations done for the coronation, and the ceremony will be ready to begin whenever you are ready.”

“Well, shit,” I gulped and looked down at my clothes. “Maybe let me get home, eat, and change clothes first? This thing literally still has the blood of my enemies on it.” 

“That sounds like it’d made for a great royal portrait,” Calltris mused. “Anybody who saw it would instantly know what you’d do to them if they committed a crime.” 

“I like where your head’s at,” I admitted. “But I still want to go back and change.” 

“Princess Alyona!” Redmon declared as he came running up to the scene. “You have returned.” 

“I’m just here to take my husband and friends back,” the princess explained. “We’ve got a big coronation today, after all.” 

“I’m quite aware.” The old Noble smiled. “I wish I could be there to see it, but it is quite a long journey from Kieso to Rahma, and I don’t think I could make it in time.” 

“You could always come by portal,” I suggested. “That’s definitely a lot faster.” 

“I appreciate the offer, Lord Evan,” Redmon said with a bow. “But I need to remain here for the time being and take care of Damel. I wish you all the best of luck, though. Next time I see you, it will no longer be ‘Lord Evan,’ but rather ‘King Evan.’ You’ve come quite far, my boy.” 

The old man was right. Only a few years ago, I was just a regular guy living in the city, studying to be an EMT in between all the crazy shifts I was working to keep my bills paid. And now, I was only hours away from being crowned king of an entire country. 

I’d come very far, but I still had a long ways to go. 

And, once I was king, I was going to make sure I got there. 

 




 
 Chapter 14 

“Are you ready to go back to Hatra?” Alyona asked me as her amethyst eyes sparkled with glee. “Your coronation ceremony is in a matter of hours, and we do not wish to be late.” 

“Late?” I chuckled. “I thought the ceremony starts when I’m ready. What exactly happens if we’re late? I don’t think your father’s going to take back his offer if we’re not there right on the dot.” 

“I still need to get into my dress, my love,” Alyona cooed. “It is quite a complicated garment, and it will take me and my handmaids at least an hour to help me get it on. You’ll also need to find a set of dress robes, as well.” 

“Hopefully not ones that take me an hour to put on,” I joked. “Maybe I’ll just wear what I’ve got on now.” 

“I know you are teasing,” my wife said with a frown. 

“What if I’m not?” I winked. 

“Then my outfit will be the talk of Hatra.” Alyona shrugged. “And yours will be quickly forgotten.” 

“Well, I can’t have that,” I said in a joking tone. “I’ll see what I have, but I can’t promise it won’t just be some variation on my black robe. It’s iconic, after all.” 

“Whatever you choose will be grand, brother,” Nike said with a nod. “I cannot wait to see it.” 

“Farewell, Father,” Calltris said as she took Redmon’s hands in hers and looked the old man in the eyes. “I’m sure we will see each other again soon.” 

“I hope so, Calltris.” Redmon smiled at his daughter. “Until then, goodbye, and good luck. I hope to hear all about Lord Evan and Princess Alyona’s’ coronation, as well as the great adventures that King Evan will soon lead.” 

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I chuckled. “Apparently, if I’m not dressed up, King Rodion might not crown me after all.” 

The rest of my friends and family bade farewell to Redmon, and then Alyona bowed her head and began to whisper her sacred incantation. As she spoke, a giant glowing portal appeared in front of her, and then she opened her eyes and gestured for us to walk through it. Nike went first, followed by Smarri, Zoklan, Zarek, and Laika. Calltris was next, and I passed through the blinding white gateway last. 

The world turned completely blinding for a few seconds before the outline of the Lunar Palace came into view, and I realized we were back home. 

“Wow.” Zarek whistled as he looked up at the castle. “That’s some palace you’ve got there, Evan. I really wish I could stay and take the whole tour, but I think I need to be back to my cave by sundown…” 

“You’re going back to the airship,” Laika snarled. “Where you’ll remain in your cell until judgment has been passed on your pathetic life.” 

Zarek let out a small scoff, and then he looked over at Zoklan, but Zoklan remained completely stone-faced. 

“I agree with Laika,” Zoklan said matter-of-factly. “Evan was so kind as to trust you on this mission, and the least you can do is repay his trust in kind.” 

“Seriously?” Zarek grumbled. “No jailbreak from the dragon brothers? That seemed to be our specialty back at the Drache temple.” 

“I’m afraid not this time, brother.” Zoklan shook his head and clicked his tongue. “In fact, I believe I will come along with Laika as she returns you to your cell, just to make sure you don’t try anything stupid.” 

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” my uncle sighed before he turned to Laika. “Alright, wolf-woman, take me back to your flying fortress and show me all that hospitality your guild is so well-known for.” 

“Sarcasm isn’t going to get you far,” Laika warned, and then she grabbed onto Zarek’s right arm. 

“Come on, now,” the gray dragon mumbled under his breath. “I will go quietly.” 

“You just tried to convince your brother to help you escape,” the wolf Demi-Human growled. “You’ve already blown your chance to go ‘quietly.’” 

Zarek rolled his eyes as Laika began to lead him away, and Zoklan followed close behind. 

“What about you two?” I asked Smarri and Calltris. “I’m sure you’ve both had enough excitement for a while.” 

“Nonsense,” Smarri scoffed. “My heart is still pounding from the rush of battle we just went through, and I wish to experience that again.” 

“Uhhhh, I don’t think we should run off right into another battle,” I said with a nervous chuckle. 

“Not a real battle,” the raven Demi-Human explained. “I wish to go and tell Rebecca all about our adventure. She will be very proud of how I fought, though I’m sure she will claim I still have much to learn, and hopefully she’ll teach it to me.” 

“To each their own.” I shrugged. “Just make sure you guys aren’t late to the coronation.” 

“We wouldn’t miss that for the world, Lord Evan.” 

The dark-haired beauty turned away from me before she spread out her wings, jumped off the ground, and flew away toward the school where Hatra’s self-defense classes were held. 

“And you?” I waggled my eyebrows at Calltris. “Are you ready to go for round three?” 

“We would get too carried away.” The silver-haired beauty winked. “If we started down that path, we would likely be at it for hours, and then you’d miss your own coronation. Or you’d get there at the last minute, completely out of breath and barely able to walk.” 

“Fuck,” I gulped as my blood started to rush to my nether regions. “What exactly do you have planned for me?” 

“You’ll have to wait and see for next time,” Calltris giggled. “For now, I am going to go and see if I can be of assistance to Princess Alyona.” 

“Great,” I chuckled. “I’m going to head to my room and see if there’s any nicer robes I can toss on, just to look a little more formal. If Alyona thinks of anything else, just tell her to reach out to me with the magic mirror in my room.” 

“I will let her know,” the sorceress said with a slight bow. “See you in a few hours, Lord Evan. Oh, and by the way, the coronation is happening at the White Jade Temple, correct?” 

“Actually, it’s happening here in Hatra,” I explained. “Once Alyona and I are coronated, Hatra is going to become the new capital city of Rahma.” 

“Is that allowed?” Calltris questioned. “In Kieso, Ashmuar has been declared the capital city for all eternity, mostly because the elders believed it was a mystical location that helps them cultivate better.” 

“I’m not sure if it’s allowed or not.” I shrugged. “But who’s going to stop me if it isn’t? I’m gonna be the king, after all.” 

“I already like your attitude, Lord Evan. I shall pass your message along to Alyona, but in the meantime, go and find a robe that will make you look even more handsome than normal.” 

The bejeweled sorceress and I both turned to the doors of the Lunar Palace and then headed inside. Once we were within the stone halls of the castle, we went in opposite directions, and soon I found myself at the door of my quarters. I pushed it open with a gentle creak before I stepped inside, only to see my loyal servants had already laid out some food as well as several of my robes in preparation for the coronation. I ate quickly before I started the process of choosing my clothes. There were dozens of plain black robes in my wardrobe, as those were the outfits that best matched my demeanor and fit with the color scheme of my dragon form. 

But they were way too plain for this occasion. 

Thankfully, the palace servants had practically laid out a buffet of fabrics. Atop my dresser were robes of green, blue, and red, but none of them quite spoke to me. Some of them were literally bedazzled with all sorts of rare jewels, which looked way too gaudy. Then there was the fact some of them were just too “loud,” with vibrant bright colors and patterns that would have made me look like a disco artist. 

Maybe I was gonna have to just show up in my regular robes after all. 

That’s when I heard a gentle knock at my door, so I hurried over, cracked it open, and was greeted by the smiling faces of Julia and Ruslan. 

“Are you prepared for this moment, son?” Ruslan asked as his fox ears twitched happily. 

“Mentally, or physically?” I chuckled. “Because it would be a different answer depending on which one you ask.” 

“I would hope you’d be prepared on either front.” Julia smiled. 

“Well, if I’m being honest, I’m totally prepared for this mentally,” I admitted. “I mean, there are a lot of bigger issues at play right now, so my mind is kinda focused on those. This seems just like a formality, honestly.” 

“Don’t think of it that way, son.” Ruslan shook his head. “Though your ultimate goal may not be complete yet, this is an important moment in your life, as well as in the history of Rahma.” 

“How so?” 

“Rahma has never had an ‘outsider’ rule as king,” Ruslan noted. “Traditionally, both the Queen and King of Rahma are natives to this country, so the fact you have been chosen as its next ruler is nothing short of a miracle from the gods.” 

“Well, great,” I chuckled. “Now I am starting to stress out about it mentally, too.” 

“I’m sorry,” my adopted father sighed. “We just wanted to come and check in on our son before his big moment.” 

“We also wanted to give you this,” Julia added. 

My adopted mother snapped her folding fan shut, and then she brought forward her other hand and produced what appeared to be a folded-up piece of black fabric. 

“We know your fashion tastes can be a bit… Neutral,” Ruslan chuckled. “So your mother and I decided to make you a garment fit for a king.” 

“You made me a garment?” I asked as a grin spread across my mouth. 

I plucked the fabric out of Julia’s hands, and it unfurled before me as gravity took its course. The bottom of the garment stretched all the way down to just above my ankles, which was a bit longer than my usual garb. It was made out of a black silk material so dark, I thought it might make me disappear if I wore it at night. However, there were a few other elements that made the thing stand out. 

All around the robe’s front there were golden lines that twisted, curled, and spiderwebbed out to form a sort of elegant trim pattern. 

And then there was the emblem on the front. 

Staring right back at me was a sigil that reminded me of a medieval coat of arms, with a multicolored shield in an almost plaid-like formation. The top half of the shield was divided into two, with an emerald green on the left and a yellowish-orange on the right. Then the bottom half of the shield was completely uniform, as it was all filled in with a matte black, but on top of the colors was an intricate dragon crest that looked like the spitting image of myself. 

“I’m sure you’re wondering why we chose those colors?” Ruslan asked. 

I honestly hadn’t given it much thought, but hearing my adopted father get so excited about the topic made me want to humor him. 

“I’m assuming the black is me?” I asked. “What about the other two colors?” 

“Those are the colors of our houses, Evan,” Julia explained with a warm smile. “Ruslan’s family is characterized by a green sigil, while my family has always preferred this beautiful, vibrant color on the right.” 

“We thought it could be symbolic,” Ruslan continued, and I swore I saw him getting misty-eyed. “You are our adopted son, so our two houses have come together to help you grow into the man you are today. A man who is set to be king.” 

“You guys…” I looked them in the eyes and swallowed back the lump in my throat. “This is amazing.” 

Ruslan opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off by pulling him and Julia into a giant bear hug. 

“I-I think he likes it,” Ruslan said in a somewhat sputtering voice. 

“Indeed,” Julia chuckled. 

“I couldn’t ask for better adopted parents,” I said as I pulled back and gave them both a broad smile. 

“And we could not have asked for a better adopted son,” Julia said and cupped my cheek. 

“We’re proud of you, Evan,” Ruslan added. “You have come quite some way since you arrived here, a total stranger to this world. Now, you are going to be crowned king!” 

“I don’t know what to say…” I trailed off. “This is really thoughtful, and I feel like I’m gonna start getting emotional here.” 

“Don’t do that!” Ruslan mused. “You need to be completely composed for the ceremony. I doubt you’d want all your loyal subjects to see you as a blubbering mess.” 

“We will leave you to get ready,” Julia said. “Before we go, can we help you with anything else? You said you weren’t ready ‘physically.’” 

“I didn’t have the proper attire,” I said to my adopted mother. “You guys helped out with that, though, so I think I’m all good now.” 

“We will see you at the coronation, then.” Ruslan smiled. “I cannot wait.” 

Julia and Ruslan locked hands, and then the two lovebirds began to stroll down the hallway at a leisurely pace. I wondered if that was going to be Alyona and myself in a few hundred years, an old couple who was still madly in love and loved to show it publicly. 

As soon as my adopted parents were gone, I slipped back into my room, shut the door, and stripped off the robe I was currently wearing. Next, I pulled the outfit Julia and Ruslan had made up over my shoulders and fastened it all the way up my body, and then I walked over to a nearby mirror to see how I looked. 

“Damn.” I whistled to myself when I saw my reflection. 

I looked pretty fucking good in this thing. I didn’t know how Julia had pulled it off, but it was like she knew my exact measurements. The shoulders were loose, but still taut enough so there wasn’t any extra fabric hanging down. Likewise, when the robe had been fastened up, it was like a second skin. 

A second, silky-smooth skin. 

After I’d admired myself in the mirror for a few more minutes, I slipped the robe off my body, folded it up neatly, and then placed it over on top of my dresser. Even though I’d gotten a full night’s sleep next to Calltris, I felt like I was about to pass out from the sheer mental exhaustion of the situation by itself, so I wanted to try and get a little more rest. 

Within the last few days, I’d met my biological father, secured the final Noble Sword, and traveled to Kieso to capture the item that would help seal the Breach. Then I found out I was getting crowned as King of Rahma? 

It was a lot, and even though I always thought of myself as somebody who handled stress well, it was getting to me this time. I walked over to my bed, plopped down onto my back, and took a long, deep breath. I knew I didn’t want to sleep, since that ran the risk of me being late to my coronation, so I simply closed my eyes and tried to get as close to a meditative state as possible. Before I knew it, I found myself staring out into the dark ocean that made up my Spiritual Sea, and I felt a serenity I only experienced when I was at peace with my own spirit. I sat on the sandy beach of my Spiritual Sea for about an hour, until I finally heard Alyona’s voice echo through my mind. 

“My love?” Alyona cooed, and I opened up my eyes in an instant. 

In the mirror above my dresser was my beloved wife, and she looked jaw-droppingly beautiful. Alyona had her white hair tied back into a series of intricate braids, while her black bangs framed her purple eyes perfectly. She must have had on a bit of makeup, because her normally-pale skin was now a shade more peachy, and her lips were a dark black color. My beautiful wife wore a pristine white dress that exposed her chest and only covered up her voluptuous breasts with a bit of a frilled bust. The dress was about as long as my robe, with what appeared to be a translucent fabric, and I could see the outline of her sleek legs perfectly underneath. Upon the shoulders of the dress Alyona had a patch with her family sigil, and the whole thing was made complete by the intricate lace patterns that ran throughout the garment. 

“Wow,” I breathed. “You look gorgeous, my love.” 

“You look quite good yourself,” Alyona giggled as she looked down at my exposed manhood. “Though I hope you’re going to put some clothes on before you come to the coronation.” 

“I’ve already got them picked out,” I explained, and then I walked over and grabbed the robe. “Julia and Ruslan made this for me.” 

I slipped the robe over my body, fastened the buckles, and then did a little model twirl so my wife could see it from all angles. 

“Very nice,” she praised. “I bet it looks even better in person. Speaking of which, my father has arrived in Hatra… The coronation will begin within the hour, if you’re ready.” 

“I’ll be right over,” I promised. “See you soon.” 

The mirror seemed to ripple as Alyona’s image disappeared, and I was left completely alone in my room. I quickly shuffled out the door, and then I proceeded down the hallway and toward the grand ballroom of the Lunar Palace. 

This was something Azra and Raisa had insisted I needed, though I’d always scoffed at the idea. I wasn’t the kind of person to throw big, lavish parties, after all, but I was the leader of a city, and soon to be a leader of a whole country. 

As I entered the ballroom, I realized this was the first time I’d been in it since it was completed, and I couldn’t help but marvel at its beauty. The ceiling of the room was nearly twenty feet tall, with chandeliers made out of what appeared to be moonstones hanging down from above. They lit up the room with a bit of candlelight, which projected a dancing kaleidoscope all over the walls. The floor of the ballroom was a thick layer of stone covered with a brilliant red carpet, and all around were wooden benches and tables that housed my friends, family, and loyal subjects. 

Seriously, it felt like everybody was there, from Ilya and Ilyushina to Afra, to our newfound dragon allies of Indigo, Angelos, and Mikhail, plus all of the citizens of Hatra itself. Likewise, all of my family and lovers were present. 

At the very front of the ballroom was a large stone platform adorned with black-and-gold banners, with a tapestry behind it up on the wall that included some of the greatest moments in Rahma’s history. Alyona, Rodion, and Castor all stood up on the stage, and I couldn’t help but feel bad when I saw the king’s current state. 

Rodion’s white hair was pulled back behind his head, though it stuck to his oily flesh wherever it touched his bare skin. The king of Rahma was sitting down on a chair, and he held a walking stick in his hand that he leaned on for support as he watched Castor hustle around the stage. 

When he saw me enter the room, though, Rodion suddenly perked up. 

“Lord Evan of Hatra has arrived!” Rodion proclaimed, and then he weakly stood to his feet and held his arms out in a greeting. “The coronation can now begin.” 

The room fell silent as everybody seemed to turn and look at me. I tried to acknowledge as many of my loyal subjects as I could as I walked down the aisle and through the crowd, but all I got in response were a few solemn nods. 

Except for the dryad sisters. When I looked over at them, they all let out a series of playful wolf noises, whistles, and “ow-ows.” I simply rolled my eyes as I chuckled to myself and kept on walking, until I got to the stage. 

The second I ascended the stairs, Alyona ran over and threw her arms around me. 

“This is the second happiest day of my life, Evan,” she purred into my ear. 

“And what was the first?” I questioned coyly. 

“When we got married,” the white-haired beauty retorted. “Of course.” 

Alyona let me out of her embrace, and we shared a short, loving kiss before we locked arms and turned toward King Rodion. Meanwhile, the king simply bowed at the waist and weakly tried to hold himself upright. 

“The ceremony is not complex,” Rodion explained. “Though it is just as important as a Redimi Vincio or the formation of a Soul Bridge. Now, for the last time, are you sure you wish to go through with this?” 

“Yes,” Alyona and I said in unison. 

“Very well,” Rodion said with a weak smile. “Castor? Bring me my blade.” 

Castor hurried over with a weapon I recognized all too well, the Blade of Wystonia. He handed the dagger over to his king, who then proceeded to hobble over to Alyona and I. 

“Is this the part where we join blood?” I asked, but Rodion just turned toward our audience. 

“People of Rahma,” the king began. “I have served as your ruler for many centuries, but my rule is now at an end. With the gods as my witness, I cede all royal duties to Evan of Hatra and my daughter, Princess Alyona. May their reign be equally as fruitful.” 

“May their reign be equally as fruitful,” the whole crowd responded in unison. 

“Is there anyone in this land who would challenge this transfer of power?” Rodion continued. “By the gods, speak now, or bear witness.” 

The crowd remained completely silent, and they were all smiles. 

That’s when I noticed a few familiar faces in the crowd. 

I saw Lord Calvin, Nike’s Grandfather and the ruler of Leyte. I also noticed King Tecumseh and Queen Isi, the leaders of Odrein, as well as Callan the dragon and Amin from Skaa. Most surprising of all, though, was the fact that I picked out Damel the High Sage from the crowd. 

What the hell were all these leaders doing here, at a coronation for somebody who wasn’t even going to be their king?

“I think you’re alright to continue, King Rodion,” Marina’s voice giggled after a few moments of silence. 

“Come on,” Trina added. “I want to be able to say I’ve bedded a king!” 

“Right,” Rodion sighed, and then he turned to both of us. “Now comes the part where I pass my blood onto you, Evan, and along with it will come the powers and wisdom of all former kings of Rahma.” 

“What about Alyona?” I asked. 

“Generally, the Queen of Rahma performs the same blood ritual as myself, but-- but…” Rodion trailed off as he stared off longingly into the distance. “There is no Queen of Rahma right now. My blood will be transferred to Alyona as well, and I hope it gives her the same wisdom and guidance as it will give you, Evan.” 

With that, Rodion held the Blade of Wystonia to his left hand and then dragged the tip along gently. As he did so, a solid flow of crimson blood began to ooze out and drip down his hand slowly. Then Rodion tossed the dagger into his left hand and repeated the process on his right palm. Finally, once he had blood flowing on both hands, he held out the dagger for me to take. 

“Now we cut both hands?” I asked. 

“Just one each,” he clarified. “Then you will each take one of my hands while I recite the ancient incantations.” 

“Got it.” I nodded before I grabbed the Blade of Wystonia. 

I sliced it across my hand and winced as a bit of blood pooled out from beneath the fresh cut in my flesh. Once I was done, I handed the dagger to my wife, and she did the same thing. Finally, we both joined hands with King Rodion and watched our blood intermingle as it ran down our palms and dripped down onto the stage. 

“Gods above us,” Rodion began as he bowed his head. “The time has come once more for Rahma to change leadership, and we ask for your blessing and your guidance in this shift of power. The blood of my ancestors flows through these veins, and now I pass their souls into you, my children. Do you promise to use their knowledge and their power to protect and lead the people of Rahma? To guide them through times of famine, war, and pestilence?” 

“I do,” Alyona and I said at the same time. 

“Then let it be known… Evan of Hatra and Alyona of the White Jade Temple, I bestow upon you the powers of the ancestors!” 

Suddenly, our hands began to glow with a brilliant white light, and then I felt a surge of power course through my body. Strangely enough, I swore I could feel Rodion’s blood entering my body through my hand, almost like a snake slithering into a pipe. At the same time, a gust of wind seemed to envelop the three of us, and our hair and clothing blew around wildly as the strong breeze swirled around our bodies. 

Then, just as soon as it had begun, the light and the wind ceased. 

Rodion let go of our hands, and he took a step back and let out a long, pained sigh. Then the former king stood straight up, cracked his neck, and let his walking stick fall to the floor. 

“Father!” Alyona gasped. “Are you alright?” 

“I’ve never been better,” Rodion said with a smile. “I already can feel the power that was drained from my body slowly returning, and I do not feel the magical weight on my shoulders anymore. In fact, I believe I could walk right out of here and make the journey back to the White Jade Temple on foot.” 

“Take it easy, King Rodion,” Castor said as he placed his hand against Rodion’s shoulder. “We will portal back, just as we did to get here.” 

“Rodion,” Alyona’s father corrected his servant. “I am no longer king. Evan is King of Rahma now.” 

“All hail King Evan and Queen Alyona!” the dryad sisters called out, and then the whole room erupted into applause, hoots, and hollers. 

Eventually, Rodion walked to the front of the stage, held out his hands, and tried to get the crowd to quiet down. Then, once the noise levels in the room had been lowered, he started to speak again. 

“There is one more thing I must not forget,” Rodion announced before he gestured to Callan. “Would you like to do the honors, Callan?” 

“I sure would!” Callan responded as he practically jumped out of his seat, and then he cleared his throat. “King Evan of Rahma… We, the united leaders of Rahma’s surrounding nations, wish to offer you an agreement. One that we believe you will find most favorable.” 

“Okay…” I trailed off. “I’m gonna need more details than that.” 

“After all your work for our peoples and nations, we wish to cede our own powers to you,” Amin interjected. “We have discussed this matter a bit, and we as a group have chosen to give you dominion over all the known lands in this part of the world, from Kieso to Leyte to Odrein and everything in between.” 

The world seemed to spin around me as Amin’s words seeped into my brain. They were all ceding control of their territories to me? 

“You will not only be crowned as a king today, Evan.” Rodion smiled. “You shall be crowned as an Emperor.” 

“What?” I gasped. “Emperor? Of all that?” 

“All hail Emperor Evan!” Trina cackled. 

“All hail Emperor Evan!” the crowd repeated. 

Then the leaders of all the various countries of this world began to kneel down and bow their heads. 

“We all owe you a great deal of gratitude, King Evan,” Callan noted. “This is our way of giving you what you deserve.” 

“Emperor…” Alyona breathed as she put a hand on my arm. “Never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined.” 

“Neither would I,” I muttered with my wide eyes still staring at the kneeling crowd. “This is surreal. Like, it doesn’t feel real at all.” 

“It is real,” Rodion confirmed. “Believe me, Evan, the leaders of the countries discussed this at length, and they believe you are the right person to unite this world and lead them all into battle against the Demon King. They will still have some control over their own countries, but from now on they shall have to report to you.” 

This was insane. Just a few days ago I was only a leader of a small city in Rahma, and now I was being appointed not just as king of Rahma, but Emperor of this whole region? 

I guess life really does come at you fast sometimes. 

“Do you have anything you wish to say?” Callan asked. “To your loyal subjects?” 

“I, uh…” I began as I tried to think of my first words as emperor. “I wanted to say ‘thank you’ to everyone in this room. I couldn’t have accomplished everything I have without you.” 

“And most of us would either be dead or still living our lives under corrupt rulers,” Callan said with a smile. “This was no choice at all, Emperor Evan.” 

“Well, the first thing I declare is--” I began, but then I was cut off when one of our city guards came rushing into the room. 

“Lord Evan!” he cried out. “Lord Evan!” 

“Emperor Evan,” Rodion corrected. 

“A-Apologies, Emperor Evan.” The man blinked before he barreled on. “We have a problem. A major, major problem.” 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“Miasma,” the guard said in a stern, no-nonsense tone. “Lots of Miasma, and a small army.” 

“What are you talking about?” Rodion gasped. 

“Our enemy is on the warpath,” the guard explained. “And they are headed straight for Rahma, right now.” 

Son of a bitch. 

 




 
 Chapter 15 

“When you say ‘massive army,’ how big are you talking about?” I asked the panicked guard. “A few hundred men?” 

“I-I think it’s worse than that, Lord Evan,” he began. “We count--” 

“Emperor Evan!” Polina’s voice called through the crowd. 

“Now’s not the time for formalities!” I retorted with a sigh, and then I turned back to the guard. “How many did you count?” 

The man’s bottom lip began to quiver, and he let out a slight gulp as his eyes darted back and forth like he was wondering whether or not to spit it out. 

“O-Over a thousand, by our estimation, sir,” he said. “Mostly corrupted corpses, with a few strange dark beasts leading them.” 

“Demons,” Rodion growled as his fist clenched. “I will send them back to the horrific depths from whence they came…” 

“You’re in no condition to fight, Father,” Alyona told the former king. “Let Evan handle it.” 

“I am inclined to agree with the princess-- er, the Empress,” Castor added. “This is Emperor Evan’s fight now.” 

“What shall we do, brother?” Nike asked as he approached the stage. “That is quite the army.” 

“They will not get anywhere near my children!” Valerra added with a hiss. 

“Don’t worry about that, dear,” Aunt Emma promised. “They’re down there with the handmaidens right now, but I’ll go down there and make sure they stay protected, alright? No matter what happens up here.” 

“Thank you.” Valerra nodded with a strained expression, and if the situation wasn’t so dire, I would have praised my mate for letting her handmaidens even see the children.

“Shall we move into the catacombs for protection?” Afra questioned as her fox ears flattened against her head. 

“No!” Aaliyah the lion Demi-Human scoffed. “We’re going to go out, meet them at our gates, and tear them to pieces.” 

“And crush them into the dirt,” Rebecca added, and the bear-woman punched her fist into her palm with a determined look. 

“Don’t be foolish,” Nokomis sighed. “That is far too many soldiers for us to repel.” 

“We cannot simply sit here and let them come to us,” Rebecca argued. “They’ll overrun our defenses.” 

“Enough!” I bellowed, and I temporarily felt the dragon in me come out. 

The whole ballroom grew silent as my subjects’ panic simmered down into a dull fear, and they looked to me for guidance. Now was my moment. 

It was time to be the Dragon Emperor I was destined to be. 

“What do you think, Emperor Evan?” Amin was the first to speak up. 

“We shall follow your lead,” Damel said with a frail, weak bow. 

“Our defenses will hold,” I announced to the room full of silent onlookers. “I helped build these walls and all of these traps, and the finest sorcerers and sorceresses helped me enchant them. The walls of Hatra will not fall to that miasma filth. That said, Rebecca is right… We can’t just sit here and try to wait them out. The infected corpses don’t need to eat or sleep or anything like that, so if they want, they could surround Hatra and sit there, cutting off all our trade routes and ability to access the surrounding lands.” 

“Couldn’t we just portal around them?” Ravi, the red-haired phoenix, asked. “Then we could completely avoid the bloodshed a battle would cause.” 

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “But that’s not really the tone I want to set with my first act as Emperor. Plus, having to portal in and out of our own city would get old really fucking quickly.” 

“So you are suggesting we fight?” Rebecca asked with a sly grin. 

“I am.” I nodded. “But we have to be smart about this, and we have to be really careful. The miasma zombies will be pretty easy to take care of, but they’ve also got us beat in terms of sheer numbers. Then there’s the demons, who can only be slain with a Noble Sword.” 

“Then it is a good thing you have so many Noble Swords here with you, Emperor Evan,” Amin said as he drew the Sword of Truth from his belt. “We shall slay the foul beasts, or we shall die trying.” 

“What’s the plan, son?” Zoklan asked me as his green slitted eyes narrowed. 

“We need every single dragon we have on deck,” I explained. “Which means--” 

“Please don’t tell me you’re saying what I think you’re saying,” Laika’s voice grumbled. 

“Yes,” I confirmed. “We’re gonna need Zarek on this one, as well.” 

“We already have multiple dragons on our side, though,” the wolf Demi-Human argued. “What difference does it make if there is one less?” 

“All the difference. It takes the strength of a single dragon to bring down a flying demon, and just one dragon could clear out an entire line of the miasma-infected zombies. We need all hands on deck, even if one of those hands is a criminal.” 

“If that is your wish, Emperor Evan,” Laika said with a bow. “Grandfather? Let us go to the airship and… release the prisoner.” 

“We shall meet you on the battlefield, Emperor,” Pyotr said as his ears perked up. 

The two members of the Blue Tree Guild hurried away, and I returned to my attempted hype-up speech. 

“If we want to stand a chance at winning this battle, we’ll have to act swiftly, and we’ll need to be concise,” I announced. “When fighting an enemy force that’s larger than yourself, you have to make every single blow count, because you don’t get too many extra ones… I’m going to suggest we try a funnel with a double pincer maneuver.” 

“Double pincer?” Zoklan questioned. “I only have crablike legs, son.” 

“It’s a military strategy where you split your army into two separate flanks and attack your enemy from both sides at the same time. It causes much confusion, and it prevents your own forces from getting too congested and becoming an easy target.” 

“These are miasma-infected soldiers,” Nike sighed. “I doubt they will be marching in a single-file line.” 

“Definitely not,” I agreed. “Which is where us dragons come in.” 

“You wish to attack the perimeter of their flanks,” Zoklan said as realization stretched across his face. “With beams of fire and acid.” 

“Bingo,” I confirmed, and then I held up my hands to demonstrate. “They’ll be coming at us as one giant, amorphous blob. They might not be intelligent beings, but I have no doubt that if they see their comrades getting set on fire and melted with acid, then they will try to flee in the opposite direction.” 

“Unless there is no opposite direction in which to flee!” Aaliyah purred happily. 

“We have nine dragons at our disposal,” I said. “Ten once Zarek joins the fray. Some of us will need to engage with the demons, since they pose the biggest threat to our regular soldiers.” 

“My brother and I wish to volunteer, Emperor Evan,” the yellow dragon, Angelos, offered. “Mikhail and I will distract the demons.” 

“I shall, as well,” Eskandar said as he gritted his aging teeth. “I want revenge for what they constantly do to my beautiful valley.” 

“Just remember you can’t kill them,” I explained. “Only the Nobles of the Sword can. What you can do, though, is to weaken the beasts and try to knock them out of the sky. Then, once they’re on the ground, our Nobles can finish them off.” 

“What about the rest of us, Emperor Evan?” Indigo, a female dragon with dark locks and even darker eyes, spoke up. 

“Two of us will take the left of the battlefield, and two will take the right,” I said. “The remaining three will cut them off at the rear to ensure they have no exit route.” 

“They’ll be surrounded on all sides,” Rebecca said. “With nowhere to run or hide.” 

“Exactly,” I said. “After that, it’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel, and they won’t stand a chance.” 

“Is there a way I could purify them, Evan?” Alyona suggested. “Father could probably help, too, since he is slowly regaining his strength.” 

“I don’t think even the two of you combined have enough power to purify an entire army.” I frowned. “Plus, I don’t really see a point, since they’re basically walking corpses. It’s not like we’d be saving their lives or anything like that.” 

“Where did they all come from, though?” Ruslan pondered aloud. “There isn’t another city around here for miles, and the ones that are nearby are our close allies. If they’d been slaughtered or overrun by miasma, we surely would have heard about it by now.” 

“It’s the Demon King’s army,” Zoklan explained in a grim tone. “Legend has it that the bastard keeps thousands upon thousands of corpses just lying around for this exact reason. They act as his main army, so if he’s reanimating them with miasma and sending this many to our world, he must be truly desperate.” 

“He knows Evan is on the verge of closing the Breach,” Rodion added. “This is the final gasp in our enemy’s attempt to stop that.” 

“I’m honored,” I said with a smirk before I turned to my loyal subjects. “Anyone who can fight, grab a weapon and head to the city gates. Everyone else, get into the underground safe house and wait until I come and get you. I know this is going to be a hard battle, and I know the prospect of facing literal monsters from The Breach probably scares you shitless… But we can overcome this sorry excuse for an army. Just stick with the plan, and it’ll work.” 

“To victory!” Nike screamed as he held the Sword of Light above his head. “For Hatra! For Emperor Evan!” 

“For Hatra!” the crowd echoed as they began to raise their own weapons. “For Emperor Evan!” 

With that, we began to prepare for battle. 

Alyona, Aunt Emma, Ruslan, and Julia all began to lead the noncombatants out of the ballroom and toward safety, and my lovers who could fight joined my side. In the meantime, I walked to the doors of the Lunar Palace, opened them up, and then headed out toward the gates. 

Nike, Zoklan, and the other dragons all walked alongside me, and as we made our way through the streets of Hatra, more citizens joined us. Eventually, we marched up to the large city wall, where my nostrils were instantly assaulted by the stench of stale death. 

Miasma. 

The army couldn’t be too far away now. 

We waited a bit longer as my army formed around us, all while the stench of miasma grew more powerful by the minute. Soon, the smell was almost overpowering, and I knew we’d need to make our move as soon as possible. 

Suddenly, a large shape blocked out the sun and engulfed my army in a net of shade. Several of my archers pulled their arrows back and held them at the ready, but I quickly realized what we were looking at. 

The shadow of a large, gray dragon. 

“It’s Zarek!” I declared to my soldiers. “Do not fire!” 

My army stood down as Zarek fluttered down onto the ground beside us, and I saw Laika and Pyotr were on his back. 

“You two seem to be getting along better,” Zoklan teased his brother as he pointed between the wolf-woman and the dragon. 

“Make no mistake,” Laika said as she and her grandfather slid off Zarek’s back and onto the ground. “This is only because Emperor Evan asked me to.” 

“Emperor?” Zarek whistled. “So it is official now?” 

“It is,” I said. “But now’s not exactly the best time to celebrate.” 

“Right,” my uncle chuckled. “The possessed bodies and demons and all that.” 

I quickly filled in the three new combatants on the plan, and they agreed it was the right way to go. Then it was time. 

“Alright…” I called out to all my friends, family, and allies. “The time has come. The dragons are going to fly out first to try and herd these fuckers together and distract the demons. Once we’ve got them into position, I want these doors opened, and I want you all to charge out and start killing these evil fucks with extreme prejudice. Is that clear?” 

Most of my soldiers gave me a confirmation nod, while some of them responded with a resounding “yes.” Either way, I figured they were ready, and that the time for striking was now. 

“Dragons!” Zoklan roared. “Prepare to take flight!” 

Seven other figures stepped out of the crowd to give themselves sufficient space, and then one by one they transformed into their dragon forms. It was easy to tell who was who, since most of them had the same color scales in their human forms. Indigo was a purple dragon, while Mikhail and Angelo were yellow dragons, Eskandar was white, Callan was green, Valerra was red, Theo was orange, and then Zarek and Vardaan were gray. Zoklan and I, of course, were both the rare and powerful black dragon that was a rarity in Rahma these days, and after my father and I transformed, it was showtime. 

“Wait for my signal!” I said to all our non-dragon fighters. “Dragons? You know the drill. Zarek and Zoklan will take the right flank, while Indigo, Theo, and Vardaan take the bottom. Valerra, Callan, and I will take the left flank, and the remaining three will act as distractions for the demons. Be careful, my friends, and whatever you do, don’t let those fuckers infect you.” 

“I’ll do my best,” Callan promised through his thick, Australian-sounding accent. “We’re following your lead, Emperor Evan, so as long as you stand, we shall stand next to you.” 

That’s what I liked to hear. 

With that, I dug my massive feet down into the ground, gave myself a hearty push, and took off into the sky. The rest of the dragons were right behind me, and when I glanced back, I saw them flying in a pyramid-like formation that caused a slight grin to twist up my face. 

If a small force of dragons flying in formation didn’t intimidate our foes, I didn’t know what would. 

Unfortunately, my satisfaction was cut short when I actually saw the army on its way to Hatra. Nearly a thousand bodies shambled toward us, but they were all just empty husks of whoever they used to be. I couldn’t see too much detail from this vantage point, but what I could see was some of the soldiers were missing limbs, while others had gaping holes in their chests, all of which were releasing dark purple miasma smoke by the second. I knew if I got a little bit closer I’d have seen their dead white eyes, as well as the horrific wounds that had originally taken them from the land of the living. 

Even though the miasma reanimated these corpses, they weren’t like the traditional zombies I was used to in Earth pop culture. They could still walk and function like a regular human at regular speed, barring any sort of catastrophic, debilitating injury. Even worse was the fact these miasma-possessed corpses could still pick up a weapon and fight for their possessor. 

Up above the crowd of the infected were six flying demons, just like the ones I’d encountered at my various Redimi Vincio ceremonies. The ugly fuckers had sleek black flesh and glowing red eyes in addition to massive wingspans and deadly chompers that could tear through just about anything. When the demons saw us, they made an ungodly, bone-chilling hissing noise, and their wings tensed up on their backs like an alert dog’s ears. 

“That is more than I expected,” Eskandar gulped from behind me. “Regardless, we shall keep them at bay, Emperor Evan.” 

“If anybody needs healing, I’m only a wingspan away,” I reminded my friends. “Good luck.” 

With that, we slowed down, and Eskandar, Angelos, and Mikhail all zipped to the front of the pack. Then we watched as the three dragons spread out, unleashed a few grunts and roars, and rocketed toward their targets. 

The demons retorted with more inhuman screams before they shot forward and gnashed their teeth, only to be met by a few blasts of dragon fire. Of course, the attacks were little more than a bit of crackling heat to the demons, but the distraction had begun. 

Now the rest of us had to do our parts. 

Our group broke apart as per our original plan, and soon I found myself next to Valerra and Callan as we banked around to the right of the army. These fuckers were literally spread out for half a mile, so it took us some time to actually find the outside perimeter of the battlefield. A few of them attempted to shoot us with arrows as we passed overhead, but most of the projectiles just zipped past us harmlessly. The few stray arrows that did land were completely useless, since our dragon scales were too thick to be pierced by simple metal weapons. 

When we finally made it to the end of the battlefield, I looked over at my two friends. 

“We need to move on two fronts,” I growled. “Callan, you fly up to the top of this perimeter, and I’ll start from down here. We unleash hell on these bastards until there’s nothing left of them but charred husks, got it?” 

“What about me?” Valerra snarled. “Please do not tell me you’re about to go all lovesick protector on me.” 

“Of course not,” I chuckled. “You’re here to kill any stragglers who try to break our flank. If you see anybody slip past mine and Callan’s flames, you take them out in whatever way necessary.” 

“I like the sound of that,” the red dragon said through a satisfied grin. 

“We make as many passes as it takes,” I said to Callan. “Once you get to the other end of the line, turn around and come right back at it. Kapeesh?” 

“I don’t know what kapeesh means,” Callan admitted. “But I understand.” 

“Close enough.” 

Valerra remained where she was, and then Callan flew over toward the north end of the battlefield while I banked around and headed for the southern part. As I flew, I gagged on the horrific scent of miasma in the air, and it was enough to just about make me pass out. Arrows zipped past my body as the husks of soldiers down below groaned and snarled, and for a split second, I wondered just who these people had been in their previous lives. 

Several of them wore clothing that was unfamiliar to me, which made me think they came from a time long before my arrival in Rahma. There was a healthy mixture of humans and Demi-Humans of all kinds, including a few kangaroo Demi-Humans, several wolf Demi-Humans, a couple of bat Demi-Humans, and even what appeared to be a few elephant Demi-Humans. No matter what species they were, they all had the same characteristics of pale flesh, white eyes, and purple smoke pouring out of every orifice. 

These were all people who had been alive at some point, who were now little more than unsuspecting pawns to the Demon King and his endeavors. The thought of that evil bastard taking away not only their lives, but also their chance at resting in peace, made me see red. Deep down in my gut I wanted nothing more than to stop this army and then march straight into the Breach to finish this once and for all. 

When I finally got to the end of the line, I whipped around, sucked in a deep breath, and summoned up my internal fire. Then I shot down a white-hot blast of flames as I began to fly over the army and rained fire onto their position. Several of the zombies let out a pained scream as their bodies caught fire, and they ran around like headless chickens before they eventually collapsed into a heap of charred flesh and bones. 

More importantly, the survivors began to flee to the west. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a few more flashes of fire, as well as the green glow of Zoklan’s acid breath. Callan was still several yards away from me as he flew through the sky and sprayed death down onto the bastards below, while Valerra gleefully picked off anyone who survived the flames. 

And Valerra held back nothing. 

The red dragon swooped down, scooped up one of the zombies in her mouth, and then crunched down on his body. He screamed as she jerked her head upwards and launched him into the air, and then my mate blasted the poor fucker with a quick burst of fire. Valerra then turned to another zombie that had broken through the wall of fire, and she snatched him up with her left paw. I watched with macabre curiosity as Valerra lifted her opponent up to her mouth, and then she bit off his head with a quick snap of her jaws. She spat the zombie’s head out onto the ground before she squeezed his body, which made a sickly crunch before blood and gore oozed out from between her claws like a crushed orange. 

I thanked the gods once more that she was on our side. 

“It’s working, Emperor Evan!” Callan declared as he passed by. “They are fleeing toward the center of the battlefield.” 

“We’re not done yet,” I said to the green dragon. “We still have a long way to go before they’re where we need them to be.” 

Callan and I passed by each other and, for a split second, our flames intertwined into one massive blast of fire. The intensity of the combined heat was enough to completely turn the zombies down below into nothing but ash, but then we flew in opposite directions and continued to create the literal firewall. 

Then I got an even better idea. 

I didn’t have to just stick with a wall of flames. I could create a wall of stone, as well. That sort of wall would be much more permanent, and it would also be nearly impossible for the corrupted to pass through, so I finished up my flyby and sent a bunch more zombies back to the world of the dead, and then I flipped around and summoned up my stone magic. This time, when I did another pass, I used my powers to pull a wall of stone out of the sandy dirt, about fifteen feet high. A few of the corrupted slammed their swords and war hammers into the wall, but their efforts were hopeless. 

“What are you doing?” Valerra hissed as she turned and flew along beside me. “I was having fun slaughtering them.” 

“You’ll still get to slaughter them,” I explained as I passed by. “Only instead of taking them out one or two at a time, you’ll get to blast them by the dozen.” 

“Keep going, then,” the red dragon cackled, and then she banked off and blasted her flames down onto an unsuspecting zombie. 

Once I had finished my third pass, I looked up to see the other dragons had all been doing their jobs perfectly. The miasma-corrupted fuckers on the other side of the battlefield were fleeing toward the center, and any of the ones who tried to march to the south were engulfed by the flames of Indigo, Theo, and Vardaan as they approached. 

I finished up with the creation of the rock wall before I flew over to the other side of the army and began to create a wall on the western flank. 

“Truly shooting fish in a barrel!” Zoklan laughed before he melted some poor bastard with his acid breath. 

I shrugged off incoming arrows as I zipped away, until finally the task was done. The Demon King’s army was now completely trapped in a makeshift tunnel, with no way out but forward. 

Which led me to the next part of my plan. 

“Open the gates and unleash hell!” I roared, and a few seconds later, I heard the sound of clinking metal as the gates of Hatra began to creak open. 

Then my own army charged onto the scene and joined the fray. 

“For Hatra!” Nike proclaimed as he ran forward. 

“For Rahma!” Amin added. 

“For Emperor Evan!” Nokomis declared. 

I noticed my Nobles of the Sword were the ones leading the charge, and I couldn’t have been a prouder Emperor. Nike, Nokomis, Mael the Tunglian, Redmon, Amin, Emarla, Solon the raven Demi-Human, and Skye were at the front of the formation, and they began to unleash their swords’ power indiscriminately into the enemy army. 

Nike lit up the battlefield with a blinding flash, which stunned the zombies for a split second, but a split second was all my other friends needed. 

Nokomis flipped over one of the infected before she twisted the Sword of Mercy around in her hands and then stabbed it through the bastard’s chest. The zombie let out a snarl as it writhed on her blade, and miasma poured from its wound, but Nokomis silenced the undead when she removed her sword, twirled around, and lopped off her opponent’s head. 

Meanwhile, Emarla held the Sword of Shadows in front of her body, and glowing black tendrils did the rest. I watched as a magic tentacle wrapped itself around one of the zombies’ necks like a whip and then shortened itself in a flash. The tendril pulled the infected off his feet, dragged him across the ground, and then pulled his head right up into Emarla’s sword. The Sword of Shadows stabbed through the zombie with a wet schluck, and his body went limp. 

Amin, Redmon, and Solon all seemed to fight as a singular unit, back to back. Redmon used some sort of magic spell to blast the legs off a few zombies, and then Amin and Solon decapitated them as they fell to the ground. Amin then parried an axe blow from one of the infected before he kicked it in the stomach, knocked it backwards, and stabbed the Sword of Truth straight through its chest. Solon used his wings to quickly evade an attack, and then he lopped a zombie’s head clean off with a swing of the Sword of Time. 

Skye was decapitating the infected left and right with flowing movements that reminded me of a ballerina. Every time a group of zombies got a little too close, the half-Nepin woman would hold out the Sword of Youth, which would then glow red before it shot a deadly bolt of red lightning into her enemies. They screamed as they were electrocuted, and smoke began to billow out of their mouths as they were burned from the inside-out. 

Then there was Mael, who unsurprisingly wasn’t using his sword at all. Instead the Tunglian Alpha had switched into his wolf form and was brutally eviscerating every zombie he saw. The giant brown animal snatched up an infected raven Demi-Human in his jaws, planted his feet, and violently began to shake the poor bastard back and forth until there was a wet pop, and the zombie’s body went limp. Then Mael tossed the corpse to the left before he took a swipe at another human zombie, and his claws tore the fucker’s head right off his body. 

Yeah, the Nobles were the right people to lead the charge. 

As for the demons, they were still chasing around Eskandar, Angelos, and Mikhail. Angelos and his brother both seemed to take the “distraction” command to heart, rather than actual combat, because the two yellow dragons zipped, twirled, and spun around as they avoided the claws of the demons, but they didn’t seem to be fighting back whatsoever. 

Eskandar, on the other hand, was going full balls to the wall. The white dragon roared angrily as he blasted a nearby demon with his fire breath at point-blank range. Even though the flames did little but annoy his opponent, Eskandar held his blast for a solid minute until he finally let up and slugged the demon in the face. The demon’s head whipped to the side as he spun around like a cartoon character, but Eskandar didn’t even give him a chance to catch himself before he launched into another attack. The white dragon pummeled the demon with both his front paws, and then he blasted fire into its face. 

Damn. Eskandar really wasn’t playing around. 

Still, no matter how hard he punched, or how much fire he launched, nothing was going to kill the demon. 

That’s where the other nobles and I came in. 

“Angelos!” I called out as I angled my body to the right and swooped around to join their fight. “Mikhail! Get those demons out of the sky and within reach of the Nobles of the Sword.” 

“Right away, Emperor Evan!” Angelos declared, and then he turned his head back and blasted a demon with a shot of flames. “You wretched fiend, come down and fight me one on one!” 

Angelos continued his blast of flames, which apparently annoyed the demon enough that he took the bait. The demon let out a screech as it shot down toward Angelos, who himself was diving toward the ground. 

Now we just needed a Noble. 

Emarla and Nokomis were the closest to Angelos, so I figured they would be the perfect candidates. 

“Emarla and Nokomis!” I commanded my two lovers. “Incoming demon. Can you handle him?” 

“Do you truly think that little of us, Evan?” Emarla joked before she skewered another zombie with the Sword of Shadows. 

“Bring him down here,” Nokomis added as she parried the blow from a spear. “We’ll do the rest.” 

Angelos continued to goad the demon into chasing him, and soon the two flying figures were now about thirty feet off the ground. That’s when Emarla made her move. The pink-haired half-mermaid took down a zombified human before she held the Sword of Shadows up to the sky and took aim at the incoming demon. Suddenly, the sword began to glow with dark magic, and then several black tendrils shot up into the air like a bunch of ink-covered tentacles. A few of the tendrils wrapped around the demon’s body, while the rest ensnared his arms and legs and stopped his momentum dead in his tracks. 

Emarla let out a short battle cry as the tendrils started to retract back into the sword, and the demon fought back against her grasp. The demon flailed and roared as he attempted to pull Emarla off the ground, but the Noble held her ground. Slowly but surely, the demon lost his struggle, and that’s when Nokomis jumped in. 

The snow leopard Demi-Human flipped over the chaos of the battlefield and onto the back of the demon, just between his wings. Then Nokomis sunk the claws of her feet into the creature’s flesh for leverage, and she raised the Sword of Mercy above her head. The Noble brought the blade down into the base of the demon’s skull with a wet schluck, and it let out a snarl as purple miasma smoke billowed out of the fresh wound. The demon thrashed around violently as death slowly overtook its body, but then its eyes went dark, and its body went limp. 

Another demon had taken after Mikhail, and this one seemed much more aggressive than the first. No matter how many blasts of fire the yellow dragon hit the demon with, it just kept coming. The bastard shrugged each fiery inferno off as if it were nothing more than a few glowing pebbles and continued to gain on Mikhail by the second. 

If I didn’t step in here, the dragon was surely doomed. 

I let out a mighty roar as I used my enhanced speed to zip over the battlefield and close the gap, and then I opened my mouth and prepared to attack. I snapped my jaws shut square on the demon’s jugular, kept my momentum going forward, and pulled the fucker off-track. The sour, stale taste of miasma entered my mouth as I started to shake the demon back and forth like a dog with a chew toy, and I felt his claws slash at my scales as he attempted to pull free of my grasp. I felt the pressure as his claws tore at my flesh, but thankfully scales kept me from any injury. 

Eventually, I released my grip on the demon and launched him up into the sky, where I used my targeting ability to lock in on his body. I shot forward like a bat out of hell, and I tried to plan out my next move. 

Miraya must have read my mind, because I heard the spirit let out a gasp. 

Evan? Miraya’s voice echoed with a hint of concern. Are you sure that’s a good idea?

“It’ll work,” I explained. “As long as I’m going fast enough.” 

How do you know when you’re going fast enough? 

“I’ll figure it out,” I said with a sly grin. 

I beat my wings as hard as I could to build up my momentum, and once I felt I had enough speed, I called upon my precognition ability. Several glowing golden lines extended out before me and rose up into the sky, and every one of them led straight to the demon. 

Perfect. 

Now I just needed to make sure I timed this right. 

I had just about caught up to the demon when I finally pulled the trigger, and I commanded my body to transform back into its human form. My heart sank as my wings and armor-like scales disappeared, and I realized I was now completely at the mercy of gravity, but I took a deep breath and kept my cool. Then I pulled the Sword of Hatra out of my spatial storage, hauled it back, and narrowed in on the demon’s chest as I approached like a speeding bullet. I let out a battle cry as I stabbed the sword straight up into the fucker’s chest, and he shrieked in pain as my blade cut through him like a hot knife through butter. He jerked his body upward in an attempt to fly away, but that only made the situation worse. 

Gravity took over as I was pulled in the opposite direction of the demon’s flight, and I watched with smug satisfaction as the Sword of Hatra split him open from neck to pelvis. Dark blood splashed out onto me as it left his body, and inky-purple miasma smoke poured up into the sky like an erupting volcano. 

I pulled the Sword of Hatra out of my opponent and watched him begin to sputter and flail as I plummeted back down to earth. Once I saw his body tense up and start to fall, I tossed my sword back into my spatial storage and then transformed back into my dragon form and regained control of my trajectory. 

As I swooped over the battlefield, I saw that our “fish in a barrel” technique was working wonders. 

Infected bodies littered the battlefield as my soldiers tore through them with ease. I saw Rebecca pick up one of the zombies above her head, and then the bear Demi-Human roared as she literally tore him in half and discarded his corpse to the side. Naomi and Calltris led a small faction of magic users as they pulled out all the stops on their opponents, so orbs, beams, and projectiles of all colors flew across the sandy ground, slammed into the infected, and killed them on the spot. 

Smarri and Ravi were both airborne, and they took out the miasma zombies with several quick, efficient passes overhead. Smarri’s metal-tipped wings tore through the rotting corpses like they were made of wet cardboard, while Ravi used her fire breath to rain hell down onto any unfortunate zombie that got in her way. 

Laika fought alongside her Blue Tree Guild brothers and sisters, who made short work of the infected with a combination of swords, arrows, spears, and even a few axes. Trina, Polina, and Marina were members of the Blue Tree Guild as well, and the dryad sisters kept the perimeter around their friends with a combination of thorny vines and large jagged sticks that swatted away any approaching zombies and ensnared them in their deadly grasps. 

Aaliyah the lion Demi-Human was completely on her own out on the battlefield, though that didn’t seem to be a problem at all. She tore out a zombified penguin Demi-Human’s throat with her claws before she did an acrobatic flip over a zombie human and tore his head off his body with her bare hands. Then Aaliyah used her own momentum to launch the head like a projectile, and it passed through the rotting chest of a nearby zombie like a bullet. She finished him off with a quick slash to the throat, and the infected man crumpled to the ground. 

The rest of the dragons were making inroads on the very outskirts of the battlefield, as Zoklan, Valerra, Zarek, Callan, Theo, Indigo, and Vardaan lit up the infected like dry kindling. The forces of the Demon King were thinning by the second, and I knew the battle would soon be at an end.

However, there were still a handful of demons that needed to be taken care of first. 

Eskandar looked completely exhausted as he continued to pummel the demon in front of him. The dragon’s white scales were covered with dust and blood, and there were bags under his eyes the size of a freaking duffel bag as his punches grew weaker and slower by the second. 

“Need some help?” I asked the older dragon as I flew over to the fight. 

“If-- if you insist,” Eskandar huffed through a labored breath. “I believe I-I have this under control, though.” 

The dragon was trying to be modest, but he definitely needed help. 

“You just keep distracting the bastard,” I said. “I’ll take it from there.” 

Eskandar sunk his teeth into the demon’s shoulder and then pummeled the bastard in the stomach with the speed of Muhammad Ali. The older dragon must have gotten his second wind, because he was punching the bastard so hard it was making me hurt. 

As Eskandar continued to engage his opponent, I zipped around behind and went in for the kill. I grabbed onto the demon’s shoulders with the claws of my forelegs, quickly transformed myself into a human, and summoned the Sword of Hatra into my hands. Then I plunged the blade straight between the demon’s shoulder blades until I heard a loud, wet pop. Blood and miasma oozed out of the fresh wound as the demon writhed in pain, and his movements slowly grew weaker. Finally, my opponent’s body went limp, and I springboarded myself off the dead fucker as I transformed back into my black dragon form. 

“Impressive, Emperor Evan,” Eskandar said. 

“Don’t celebrate yet,” I said to the older dragon. “We’ve still got three more demons to go.” 

Angelo and Mikhail were currently engaged with two of the remaining demons, while the third demon had apparently gotten smart. The third demon was flying straight for Valerra and Callan, who were apparently too distracted by the miasma zombies to notice. 

“We must help them!” Eskandar declared, and then the two of us took off. 

I used my super-speed ability to get to the demon before he had a chance to attack, but all I could do was latch onto the fucker’s back leg and then yank back, hard. The demon flailed as I tugged him toward me, and I felt the impact of the claws on his left foot as they dragged over my impenetrable scales. 

“My word,” Callan gasped as he looked up and saw the scene. “You saved us, Emperor Evan.” 

“Don’t mention it,” I mumbled against the demon’s leg. 

Suddenly, Valerra’s body slammed into the demon at full force, and I lost my grip. The demon shrieked as it flew up into the sky like a rag doll, while Valerra’s red-scaled body was hot on its trail. 

“Don’t. Harm. My. Beloved!” Valerra bellowed, and then she blasted the fucker with a massive fireball that engulfed his entire body. 

Awww. Valerra did care about me after all. 

I noticed Nike and Skye were down on the ground below us, not too far away, and an idea started to formulate. 

“Valerra,” I commanded the red dragon as I took off after her. “Get that fucker down where Skye can blast him!” 

“I want him all to myself,” Valerra snarled. 

“That’s not gonna do any good,” I reminded my lover. “We have to get him in the path of a Noble Sword.” 

“Fine. You just get your little humans prepared, and I’ll do the rest.” 

With that, I banked around and dove toward the ground, but this time I decided I was actually going to get in on the action. I landed on the ground, sucked in a deep breath, and then blew fire out onto the infected zombies before me. They let out pained groans as they were surrounded by the fire, but then they disappeared into puffs of smoke and ash. 

“How are we doing, Nobles?” I asked Nike and Skye. “Valerra is going to have a delivery for you shortly.” 

From across the battlefield, I heard an inhuman shriek, and I looked over just in time to see another demon getting pulled out of the sky by Emarla’s tendrils. He disappeared into the crowd of my soldiers, and then his screams went silent. 

And then there were two. 

“We have been better, brother,” Nike admitted as he sliced through a few more enemies. “But I can sense that victory is upon us.” 

“We’re almost there,” I promised. “Skye? How good has your aim gotten with the Sword of Youth?” 

“As good as it has ever been.” The half-Nepin smirked, and then she plunged her blade through the skull of an incoming zombie. 

“I’ll hold you to that,” I said with a wink. 

I summoned up a few rocky tendrils from the ground, which I then used to knock away the hordes of infected in long, sweeping motions. Once they were flat on their asses, I jumped up into the air and slammed my entire bodyweight down on top of them, which caused them to explode into a gory mess of blood, viscera, and miasma. 

“Demon incoming!” Callan warned, and I looked up to see that Valerra was pulling a demon downward with her mouth. 

She launched the bastard forward like an MLB pitcher, and he tumbled through the sky helplessly as he careened toward the battlefield. 

“Now, Skye!” I commanded the Noble of the Sword of Youth. 

There was a crack of magical energy as a bolt of red lightning shot upward and struck the demon square in the chest. Crimson electricity crackled around the bastard as his body began to twitch and writhe in pain, and then he completely tensed up and lost control. The demon slammed into the ground with a loud thud, and Nike proceeded to go in for the kill. 

Nike quickly dashed over to the fallen demon, lifted up the Sword of Light, and then brought it down on his opponent’s neck. There was a spray of miasma as the demon’s head was separated from his shoulders, and blood squirted out onto the ground as his headless body twitched. 

Five down, one to go. 

I incinerated a few more zombies before I took flight again and set my sights on the last demon in the sky. He was harassing Angelo and Mikhail at the same time, though the two yellow dragons were agile enough to avoid any fatal blows. 

Which actually reminded me that my soldiers needed a second wind.

A second wind that would be delivered courtesy of their emperor. 

I flew up into the air as I surveyed the chaos of the battlefield below. My soldiers all seemed to be in one piece, though I imagined they had suffered a few bruises, cuts, and gashes in the process. I closed my eyes and searched for my power deep within my spiritual sea as I called upon the Sword of Healing, and I immediately felt Miraya respond. A surge of pure energy radiated from my body as I opened my mouth and sprayed a huge blast of rainbow glitter out across the battlefield like an unhinged sprinkler, and the glitter hovered through the air for a bit before it magically began to waft down and cover my soldiers in its healing glow. 

“There,” I said to myself. “That should turn the tides in our favor.” 

Now, I just needed to take care of that final demon. 

I shot over toward Angelos and Mikhail, and as I did so, I sprayed a shot of flames out of my mouth as a warning. The yellow dragons must have taken the hint, because they both pulled away and flew off in opposite directions as I approached. 

Meanwhile, the demon turned to me and tilted his head. Then he opened his mouth and did something I’d never seen before. 

He spoke. 

“Evan of Hatra…” he gurgled in a deep voice, though his facial expression remained unchanged. “Submit to me.” 

Chills ran down my spine as I realized I recognized that voice. It was one I’d heard before, long ago when we were sealing up one of the many smaller rifts in the Breach. It wasn’t the demon talking to me. 

It was the Demon King. 

“You’ve lost,” I growled as I got into position. “Your army is defeated, and I’m coming for you next.” 

“We’ll see,” he responded in an eerily calm tone. 

I shot over to the final demon, summoned up my web, and sprayed it onto his neck. Then I used my super-speed to fly around the fucker in quick circles until I had it tied up in a makeshift noose. Once that was done, I stopped, hovered above the demon, and yanked him upwards. As he careened toward me, I transformed back into a human and pulled out the Sword of Hatra, and then I let the fucker come to me. I jammed my blade right between the fucker’s eyes, and the light behind his ominous orbs seemed to flicker like a dying candlelight. 

“Not even a fight?” I snarled. “No last words?” 

“See you soon, Evan of Hatra,” the Demon King hissed, and then his hold over the demon seemed to disappear. 

Suddenly, the demon returned to its normal behaviors, and it twitched and jerked like it realized it had a sword lodged in its brain. Then its eyes went completely dark, and the demon’s body went limp. 

I turned back into my dragon form as I watched the final demon collapse onto the battlefield, dead. At the same time, the forces of the Demon King were now being completely overrun by my allies and soldiers. My healing magic must have done the trick, because now my army was tearing through the zombies without even breaking a sweat, and I couldn’t help but smile as the horde grew thinner and thinner. 

Then I heard the sound that always made me feel warm and toasty inside. 

“Victory!” Amin’s voice declared as he raised his sword in the air. “Victory is ours!” 

I watched as the final few miasma-corrupted were taken to the ground, and then my soldiers began to whoop and holler with excitement. 

We’d done it. 

My first battle as emperor had ended in an overwhelming victory. 

 




 
 Chapter 16 

“What a mess.” Polina grimaced as I landed back on the ground. “This is going to take weeks to clean up.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Trina giggled. “We can just burn all these bodies, and have the battlefield cleaned by day’s end.” 

“Orrrr we could carry the bodies out to the fields and use them as a natural fertilizer,” Marina suggested. 

Both of Marina’s sisters stared at her with wide, horrified eyes. 

“I do not want to know how you thought of that idea, sister.” Trina shuddered. 

“That is twisted,” Polina added. 

“I think we’ll stick with burning them,” I announced as I transformed back into my human form. “Your idea is not a bad one, Marina, but these guys were corrupted by miasma, and I don’t want that anywhere near where we grow our crops. Or inside the city walls, for that matter.” 

“I will have the Blue Tree Guild start to gather up the bodies,” Laika noted. “We’ll put them into a large pile, then one of you dragons can burn them to ash.” 

“I’ll gladly do it,” Eskandar growled. “I wish to see every one of these foul creatures returned to the depths from whence they came.” 

“Alright,” I chuckled. “You heard the dragon. You guys pile ‘em up, and Eskandar will burn them to a crisp. Come meet me back in the Lunar Palace Ballroom when you’re all done, okay?” 

“Where are you going, son?” Zoklan questioned. 

“I’m going to let everyone else know the coast is clear, and that they can leave the catacombs.” 

With that, I took off, spread my wings, and flew back over the desert. It didn’t take long for me to pass over the city walls of Hatra, and then I landed before the Lunar Palace and transformed back into my human form. I walked through the massive doors of the castle before I wandered all the way to the back, where we had a second secret door that acted as an entrance to the catacombs. I placed my hand against the moonstone, closed my eyes, and whispered the incantation that revealed the door, and then sure enough, the glistening stones began to glow. I opened my eyes and took a step back as the secret door creaked open to reveal a long, dark stairwell that stretched out before me. 

As well as Rodion, whose hands were glowing white with some sort of energy spell. 

“Emperor Evan?” he gasped when he saw it was me, and then he deactivated his spell. “I thought you were one of them.” 

“What the hell are you doing up here, Rodion?” I asked the former king. “Shouldn’t you be down there with the rest of our women, children, and elderly?” 

“I was protecting them,” he explained. “If your forces somehow fell in battle, and the demons got to this door, I was going to be the last line of defense. I may be in a severely weakened state, but I was not going to let them pass without a fight.” 

“Once a king, always a king,” I chuckled as I placed my hand on Rodion’s shoulder. “I definitely respect that. The battle is over, though, and we were victorious. I’m gathering up everyone back in the ballroom of the palace so we can debrief from there.” 

“Evan?” I heard Alyona’s voice ask from around the corner, and then I heard timid footsteps as she appeared. “I thought that was your voice!” 

“What are you doing, daughter?” Rodion gasped. “I thought I told you to stay downstairs with the others.” 

“If the demons broke through, I wasn’t going to let you fight alone, Father,” Alyona said as she lifted her chin. “Not in your current state. Besides, I am Empress now. You cannot order me to do something I do not desire to do.” 

“I-- you’re right,” Rodion sighed. “Forgive me, dear. I may not be your king, but I will always be your father.”

“I know.” She smiled and patted his hand. “But I do not need your protection any longer. I will fight if need be to protect the people of Inati.” 

“Like father, like daughter.” I grinned. “But you guys are all safe for now. The army of the infected, and their demon leaders, are all dead. And… Well, I spoke with him.” 

“Him?” Rodion asked as his amethyst eyes narrowed. “Are you referring to the Demon King?” 

“Yes.” I nodded as my tone grew more stern. “It was brief, but I spoke with him.” 

“Did he break through?” Alyona said as her face twisted into a frown. “I thought we had enough power over the Breach to keep him away?” 

“He spoke to me through one of his demons,” I explained. “Almost like it was possessed or something.” 

“What did he say?” Rodion asked with a grim tremble in his voice. 

“Not much,” I sighed. “The main gist of it was he wasn’t afraid of me, and that he’d ‘see me soon.’” 

“He’s daring you to come into his domain.” Rodion shuddered. “Where he is more powerful.” 

“Strategically, that makes sense for him,” I said. “And unfortunately, it’s exactly what I’m going to have to do if I want to seal the Breach with the Shaded Scepter.” 

“Evan…” Rodion trailed off. “There must be another way. You would be playing right into our enemy’s hands.” 

“There is no other way. Zoklan and Alyona have read all the texts, and closing the Breach from the inside is the only way we can keep it closed permanently.” 

“It is true,” Alyona sighed. “The Shaded Scepter was the key to this all, and it can only be used from inside the Breach, where its powers are amplified.” 

“No.” Rodion pursed his lips. “I won’t let you do that, Evan. It would be suicide. As your king--” 

“You’re not the king anymore, remember?” I reminded Rodion, but I kept my tone gentle. “You ceded your power to me because you trusted me to lead my people, right? And the rest of the leaders of this world chose to coronate me as emperor because they believed in me. I know it’s going to be really dangerous, but it’s what I have to do.” 

“I just-- I don’t want to send you to your certain death.” 

“If that’s what it takes to keep our people safe, then so be it,” I declared. “I know I’ve already left a strong mark on Hatra, as well as all of its allies. If my death is what it takes to end this fight once and for all, then I fully accept my fate.” 

“It won’t take that, my love,” Alyona interjected as she placed a hand on my arm. “According to the scrolls, once the spell has been cast and the Breach begins to close, you’ll have a short amount of time to get out. Evan will be fine, Father.” 

“I’m not worried about closing the Breach.” Rodion shook his head. “I’m worried about Evan going up against the Demon King, inside of the Breach. Once you enter that world, there will be no way for you to avoid it.” 

“Probably not,” I agreed. “That’s why I’m not going to go alone. I already plan on taking a few of my best warriors into the Breach with me, and we will defeat the Demon King or die trying. That is my final say as Emperor, Rodion.” 

“Then I will graciously accept your decision,” Rodion said with a slight bow, even though I could hear the displeasure in his voice. 

“Send everybody back home, and then you two meet me in the ballroom,” I said. “We have some very important matters of strategy to discuss.” 

Rodion and Alyona gave me a nod, and then they turned and headed back down the stairs. Meanwhile, I left the secret room and began my journey back to the place where my coronation had taken place. Once I got inside the massive, celebratory room, I walked up onto the stage and leaned up against one of the podiums that was meant for ceremonial purposes, and then I raised my head up and let out a long sigh. 

You know I will be with you inside the Breach, yes? Miraya’s voice reassured me. Wherever you go, I go. 

“That’s comforting,” I admitted. “I’m just worried about what happens next, Miraya… King Rodion is right. Once we get through the Breach, I find it very improbable that we’ll come back through the other side in one piece. It wouldn’t be such a big deal if I was just going in myself, but now I’m about to ask all of my finest soldiers, my friends, to come along on this suicide mission with me?” 

Perhaps we should go alone? Miraya suggested. We wouldn’t have to put anyone else in harm’s way, then. 

“We can’t go alone. Without any backup, this mission would be over before it even began. I know I’m pretty damn strong, but I can’t do this alone. Not by a long shot.” 

Then your friends will step up, Evan. They are always there for you, just as you have always been there for them. 

“I haven’t asked them to do anything this insane before, though,” I chuckled. “I wouldn’t blame them if they wanted to turn right around and forget about the whole ‘Emperor’ thing once they hear just how crazy this is.” 

Just wait and see, Evan, Miraya giggled. I have great faith in our allies. 

“I hope you’re right.” 

I rested up against the podium for several more minutes, until finally I heard somebody enter the ballroom. When I opened up my eyes, I saw it was all of my dragon allies, as well as the members of the Blue Tree Guild. 

“The bodies have been burned, Emperor Evan,” Callan declared as he tossed his arms out wide. “There is no trace of the infected left in Hatra.” 

“That’s what I wanted to hear.” I smiled as I stood to greet my friends. 

Not long after, the rest of the Nobles of the Sword and my other soldiers entered the room, then came Alyona, Rodion, Ruslan, and Julia. Once everybody was here and accounted for, I told them everything. 

I told all of my allies about what laid ahead, how we were going to have to go into the Breach and close it from the inside. I told them that, as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t go alone and needed warriors to accompany me. 

“How many warriors?” Laika asked as she straightened her spine. “Any member of the Blue Tree Guild would be happy to fight and die at your side, Emperor Evan.” 

“Not too many,” I explained. “We need to try and be as covert as possible, even though the Demon King expects us to come. If I try to march a whole army through the Breach, it would be pretty hard to remain discreet.” 

“It would also leave Hatra completely unguarded,” Mael interjected. “And that would be an open invitation for bandits, looters, and dark forces to attack.” 

“Exactly.” I nodded. “I guess the first thing I need to do is ask… Who is willing to come along? I know this is pure insanity, and I know there is a high probability that some of us won’t make it back. Trust me, I know how dangerous and difficult this choice would be, and I wish I didn’t have to ask. However, I am asking because it must be done. There is only one way to close the Breach, and I will need help to do it.” 

The crowd was silent for quite some time, and then a few murmurs echoed through the ballroom. Finally, a hand went up. 

Zoklan. 

“It has been my life’s mission to close the Breach, Evan,” my father chuckled. “Do you really think I’m going to let you do it without me?” 

“If Zoklan is going, so am I!” Zarek declared. “I’m with you until the end, Brother.” 

“And I will be with my brother until the end,” Nike announced as he raised his hand in the air. 

I witnessed the domino effect in real time, because shortly after the three men had agreed to join me, several more people raised their hands. Then even more agreed to come along, many of whom let out a resounding “aye” in unison. Before long, every single hand in the room was raised, and I felt myself getting a little misty-eyed at this wonderful display of loyalty. 

It really was an “I am Spartacus” moment brought to life. 

“Wow…” I trailed off as I fought back my emotions. “Thank you guys. I really appreciate it, even if I can’t take you all.” 

“No need, Emperor Evan,” Trina giggled. “We’ll follow you to the end of time!” 

“That cute ass, particularly,” Polina added, and the three dryads broke out in a fit of giggles. 

“You have been good to us, Emperor Evan,” Amin said as he placed his fist over his heart. “Now it is our turn to be good to you. Whatever you need for your journey, whether it be men, supplies, weapons, food… Skaa will give it to you.” 

“Kieso is on your side as well,” Damel the High Sage added. 

“As is Ogrines,” Solon said. 

Another diplomat began to speak, but I cut them off with a little laugh. 

“I get it,” I said with a wide grin. “You’re all with me. I’m going to take Zoklan and Zarek up on their offer, for sure. I always need other dragons at my back.” 

“You’re not going to throw me back into prison?” Zarek questioned with a raised eyebrow. 

“He’s taking you into the Breach,” Laika mused. “That is a far, far worse fate.” 

“Depends on your point of view.” The gray dragon shrugged. “I look at it as a one-way ticket to my freedom.” 

“Nike as well,” I added. “I cannot do this without my brother-in-arms.” 

“It will be a pleasure to fight beside you once more,” Nike said as he dropped to one knee and bowed. “There is no greater honor.” 

“We need a sorcerer of some sort, as well,” I admitted as I scanned the crowd. 

“I will be there, my love,” Alyona declared, but I instantly shook my head. 

“No, Alyona,” I sighed. “I know you want to help, but you’re not going to walk into the literal lion’s den while pregnant.” 

“Hey!” Aaliyah huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. 

“Sorry,” I chuckled. “Poor choice of words. Still, the point still stands… You’re not coming along on this one, I’m afraid.” 

“I will take her place, then,” Calltris said as she puffed out her chest. “I do not fear the Demon King, nor his minions.” 

“Your gemstones won’t work on the other side of the Breach,” Naomi argued. “Only items powered by dark magic or soul magic retain their powers on the other side. I will be your sorcerer, Emperor Evan.” 

“It’s settled, then.” I nodded. “Naomi will join us, as well. Now, I need some great fighters--” 

“It would be my honor, Evan,” Laika said before I could even finish my sentence. 

“I’m afraid not, Laika,” I sighed. “You need to stay here and lead the Blue Tree Guild and protect the Empress. While I’m gone, you guys will be the main line of defense for Hatra, and I cannot have them without their leader.” 

Laika’s wolf ears laid down against the sides of her head as she frowned, but then she somberly nodded. The wolf Demi-Human placed her hand against her gorget as she stepped back into the crowd, but she looked up at me with sad eyes. 

“I do not fear the Breach, Lord Evan,” Aaliyah growled. “In fact, I cannot wait to tear into some more demons.” 

“Me, too,” Rebecca added, and then she cracked her massive knuckles against her palm. “I want to destroy these horrible creatures.” 

“Then that’s what you’ll both do.” I smiled. “I humbly accept your offer.” 

Even though Nike and I were both going, it still felt like we needed another Noble of the Sword for this journey. I wasn’t sure if the same rules about demons applied on the other side of the Breach, but I wanted to make sure we had enough Noble Swords on hand to kill any we came across. I didn’t want to take Solon, Callan, Redmon, or Amin along, as they all were needed to lead their respective countries. 

“Skye?” I asked the half-Nepin woman. “Would you do me the honor of being the final Noble Sword to join this mission?” 

“Of course, Evan.” Skye’s face twisted into a smug half-smile. “I cannot wait.” 

“I wish I could take you all,” I said with a long sigh. “You’re all great warriors, and I know you’d show whatever lies beyond the Breach exactly how powerful you really are. But many of you are needed here… You’re needed as protectors. As farmers. As chefs and teachers. As leaders. As mothers. Though you could do much good on the other side of the Breach, you can do a lot more good here, where it is safe, and where we have started to build our new life. In Rahma’s new capital.” 

The crowd broke out in murmurs as they mulled over my comments, until finally Castor raised his hand slightly. 

“What about the White Jade Temple, my lord?” he asked. “Shall I send word to the Leyte architects to demolish it?” 

“What?” I blinked. “Why the fuck would I do that?” 

“Because Hatra is going to become the capital city,” Castor said as if there was something obvious I was missing. “You wouldn’t want such a grand, majestic structure standing in a land that will frankly be out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Okay, second decree as Emperor,” I announced. “The White Jade Temple will remain home to former King Rodion, as well as his good friends Castor and Eskandar. However, now that it is no longer needed as a royal palace, I wish to change its main function.” 

“And what would that be, Evan?” Alyona asked. 

“The White Jade Temple will become a retreat for magic users all around this world,” I continued. “From here in Hatra, to the volcanic temples of Kieso, to the ice-cold tundra of Odrein. It will be repurposed to house magical training facilities, as well as several meditation rooms, and the largest library of sacred texts that has ever existed.” 

“Really?” my empress gasped. 

“Really.” I winked. “You deserve it. All of the sorcerers do.” 

“This is wonderful!” Damel shouted, though his weak voice trembled. “The sages of Kieso will never forget this kind gesture, Emperor Evan.” 

“So… I get to stay there?” Castor asked. 

“I’m not going to kick you out of your home,” I chuckled. “You’re just going to have a few less dining halls and treasure rooms, and a fuckton more books and meditation rooms.” 

“I can live with that.” The man let out a relieved sigh. “I just do not wish to go back to my home country. Not after all the terrible things I said to my family when I left…” 

“It will be alright,” Rodion reassured his humble servant. “We will stay there.” 

“Emperor Evan?” Eskandar cleared his throat, and he approached the stage with my Aunt Emma on his arm. “If that is what you wish to do with the White Jade Temple, we have a proposition for you.” 

“Okay…” I raised an eyebrow. 

“It’s no secret Eskandar and I are in love.” Aunt Emma smiled. “We kinda wanted to take our relationship to the next level, if you get what I’m saying.” 

“Ew,” I teased. “Definitely didn’t need to know that.” 

“Not carnally!” Eskandar gasped, and the older dragon’s face turned a deep shade of red. “We simply wish to live together.” 

“I dunno…” I said with a wink. “Don’t you think this is all moving a little fast?” 

“Come on, Evan.” Aunt Emma rolled her eyes. “You’re going to give the poor dragon a heart attack.” 

“I’ll have the architects build you guys a joint room. Maybe one with a hot tub and some velvet curtains… A giant bed that’s bolted into the ground, so you don’t--” 

“Evan Mortsen!” Aunt Emma huffed my full name like she used to do when I was in trouble as a child. “Don’t you dare say what I think you’re going to say.” 

“Alright, alright,” I snickered. “I’ll have Azra and Raisa get right on that. Once the Breach is closed, of course.” 

“Speaking of which,” Zoklan interjected. “When will we go on this mission, son? I fear if we wait too long, the Demon King will continue to send his minions through to our world.” 

“That’s exactly what he’ll do,” Alyona agreed. “This attack on Hatra was a desperation play, and now that it failed, there is no telling what he will do.” 

“One week,” I muttered to myself. “We will go in one week. That should give us all plenty of time to prepare ourselves both mentally and physically, as well as to gather supplies and ensure everything is in order before we leave.” 

“I still have one question before we part,” Skye asked timidly. “How exactly do we get through the Breach?” 

That was actually a good question. Even though we’d talked about going into the Breach and fighting the Demon King on his own turf, I’d never really stopped to think about all the logistics that would go into it. I had always just assumed one could just walk through the interdimensional portal and come out on the other side, but I’d obviously never tested out the theory. 

“The Shaded Scepter,” Zoklan spoke up. “That’s the reason I was looking for it in the first place.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. “We can’t just pass through the Breach like the demons do?” 

“The demons don’t just pass through the Breach, son.” Zoklan shook his head. “In order to move through a portal made of pure dark magic, you must possess dark magic yourself. That’s how demons can keep coming through, because they are beings of pure miasma. I was always able to hop from regular dimension to regular dimension thanks to the magical items I’ve attained on my travels, but to get into something as powerful as the Breach, I needed something that contained immense dark magic power. That would be the Shaded Scepter.” 

“Then what?” Nike asked. “Do we simply jump over the edge of the cliff and dive into the Breach itself?” 

“Something like that,” Zoklan mused. “Though I believe we could do it much more gracefully, if we wanted to.” 

“And does anybody have any idea what is waiting for us on the other side?” I asked the crowd. “Other than the Demon King, of course.” 

“That is an unknown to pretty much all of us,” Rodion admitted. “Though anyone in league with our enemies might have such knowledge.” 

“Then we have a lot of prep work to do, I guess,” I announced. “Everybody, thank you. Words cannot describe how proud I am to see you take on an army of dead, miasma-filled, demon-led soldiers and come out the other side victorious. You’ve done your countries proud, and you have done your Emperor proud. Now, it’s time for you to return home and prepare for the final leg of this fight.” 

“Three cheers for Emperor Evan!” Trina bellowed. 

The crowd erupted in applause and cheers, and I felt a massive amount of pride swell up in my chest. 

We still had a long fight ahead of us, a fight that was going to take us into the literal depths of hell and make us face off with this world’s equivalent of the devil himself. 

But for now, we needed to focus on the happy things, and we needed to celebrate. We had just defeated the largest army we’d ever faced, the Demon King’s forces had been reduced to next to nothing, and I was now the Emperor of this entire region. 

Not bad for a former EMT in training. 

 

End of Book 21
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