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 Chapter 1 
 
    I walked through the newly constructed Lunar Palace with Azra and Raisa at my side. Nearly a week had passed since the new citizens arrived at Hatra’s gate, but everyone quickly found their places within the city, and even the children seemed happy to help in whatever ways they could.  
 
    In fact, Merek, a refugee from the country Xostea, had worked quickly with the carpenter of Hatra, and the two of them quickly built the furniture needed to finish up the final touches of the living quarters for the palace.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Raisa’s brown eyes were bright, and she nearly vibrated with excitement as she spoke. “We’ve had this planned from the beginning. I really hope you will like it.” 
 
    I followed the two of them down a set of stairs, and the gray stone walls of the palace passed by us slowly. It was strange to think how far the Lunar Palace had come in only the few months I’d lived here. It had been changed from the destroyed ruins of a city forgotten by time into a glorious structure that sat in the heart of Hatra. The palace that stood here a thousand years ago didn’t even compare to the palace I stood in now.  
 
    “I am,” I replied with a grin, “I can’t wait to see what the two of you came up with. I’m sure it’s going to be awesome.” 
 
    The two architects shared a secret smile and paused as we reached the door to my new room.  
 
    “Okay,” Azra took a deep breath and looked at me, “we’re here. You can go ahead in front of us.” 
 
    Raisa clasped her hands in front of her mouth and bit her thumb nails as she watched me twist the door handle, and then I looked inside the room for the very first time.  
 
     I’d seen the blueprints, so the setup of the room wasn’t a complete surprise. The study was where the door to the room opened, and there was a large oak desk, a couch, and several chairs scattered around to allow me to meet with people privately. Golden candelabras with unlit white candles were also placed around the study to light up the room once the sun had set.  
 
    My eyes continued further into the room, and wooden sleeves lined the walls and were filled with books. I quickly scanned the titles and chuckled when I noticed most of them were about magic. 
 
    “Alyona must have been asked to help with the book selection, I assume?” I laughed.  
 
    “Yes,” Azra answered, but his face creased with a frown. “Are they not to your liking? We can have new books here within the hour.” 
 
    “No,” I stopped him with a smile, “they’re fine. Don’t worry about it. I’m sure she just wanted to have a small part of herself in my room. I like them here.” 
 
    “Come on, my lord!” Raisa linked her arm through my own and pulled me around the room. “Look around!” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laughed. “I’m looking!” 
 
    There were three windows that opened up to the outside, one on each wall, while large paintings of different landscapes decorated the room. To the right, there was a wide gap in the wall my memory said should lead to the actual bedroom, so I quickly walked across the study and through the doorway.  
 
    My attention was immediately drawn to the large bed, since it nearly dominated the entire wall that the headboard was centered against. The bed was also dressed in golden silk sheets and a quilt made with a deep purple fabric and gold thread. I grinned quickly as I thought of all the different activities my bed would soon be used for. 
 
    The room was enormous as well, though, so the bed barely seemed to take up any space. A large wooden wardrobe and matching nightstands were set up along the far left wall, and a fireplace, which I doubt would ever be used in the warm Hatra climate, was built into the right wall with a stone mantle above it.  
 
    A massive golden chandelier hung from the ceiling in the center of the room with more unlit candles along the holders. There was another couch in here as well as a few chairs, and a deep purple fabric covered the seats and backs of the furniture. 
 
    My eyes continued to take in my new quarters, and I liked what I saw. Large glass windows, with stained glass above, wrapped around the room, and the stained glass depicted different art of my abilities. One piece was nothing but a kaleidoscope of rainbow colors to represent my magic healing rainbow dust. Another window was orange, red, and yellow, and the colors stretched upward to represent fire. The third mosaic was just a bolt of white lightning across a blue-black sky, and the fourth window was of giant black boulders that floated in a blue sky. The last picture was nothing but a piece of black glass, with streaks caved through the paint to allow light in, and the steaks formed a spiderweb design in the glass. Dark purple curtains were tied to the sides of the windows to allow the sunlight to illuminate the room, and a pair of double doors opened up to a spacious balcony outside.  
 
     As I took in the details, I noticed the color scheme for the room seemed to be purple and gold, the colors of royalty. I smirked at the thought of being part of the royal family one day. I knew I was a lord now, but one day I would also have the title of King Regent.  
 
    It was so close to being reality, I just had to wait a little while longer.  
 
    I stepped further into the bedroom and continued to inspect everything, and Raisa and Azra followed close behind me.  
 
    “Well?” Azra asked quietly. “What do you think?”  
 
    “Well … ” I turned to them, furrowed my brow, and paused for dramatic effect. Then I grinned. “It looks amazing. You two did a fantastic job.” 
 
    The architects sagged in relief and then bowed respectfully.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Azra chimed as he lifted his blue-haired head and flashed me an ecstatic smile. “I’m glad it is to your liking. And please, don’t hesitate to let us know if something doesn’t please you. We would be more than happy to change it.” 
 
    “I will,” I told them as I continued to look around, “but I don’t think I’ll need to. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “You haven’t even seen everything yet,” Raisa said with a smirk.  
 
    The crimson haired architect passed me and walked to a series of four large tapestries placed along the center of one of the walls. Each woven piece held a careful stitched image. A large gray wolf that howled at the full moon was on the first tapestry, and the image was beautiful. The wolf was a light gray in color, the same shade as the fur along Laika’s tail and ears, and it stood beneath a large and ornate blue tree, the symbol of Laika’s guild. The detail made me smile.   
 
    A girl, with her hands clasped together and surrounded by a white light, was on the second tapestry. Her hair was white, with two tiny streaks of black, and she wore a small crown on her head. The white light seemed to explode out of her like magic, and the girl also had deep purple eyes, the exact shade of amethyst as Alyona’s. 
 
    The third woven tapestry featured a phoenix rising from its ashes. The bird was on fire, and flames trailed behind the creature like a tail as it soared into a blue sky. The gray ashes along the earth contrasted nicely with the red and yellow of the phoenix and the blue of the sky, and the image was so expertly crafted, I expected to feel actual heat coming off the firebird. 
 
    The final tapestry was simple compared to the others, but it was no less magnificent. It was nothing more than a single picture of a large, blood red dragon, and the dragon stood tall and proud within what seemed to be castle walls. Treasure was scattered along the stone floor at the dragon’s feet, and a pleased growl slipped from my lips at the sight of the gold. 
 
    “These are incredible,” I murmured as I looked between the woven images.  
 
    “Each tapestry hides a door behind it,” Raisa explained and lifted the first tapestry to expose a cherry door, “and each door leads to a room upstairs. If you start from the left, it’s Laika, Alyona, Ravi, and Valerra.”  
 
    The names of my women caused a pleased growl to reverberate through my chest, and I couldn’t wait to see their finalized rooms. Actually, I couldn’t wait to see my lovers’ reactions. I imagined how their eyes would light up, how smiles would spread across their faces, and how we’d most likely christen each and every room.  
 
    I loved being a dragon lord.  
 
    However, as I thought about Laika, Alyona, Ravi, and Valerra, something nagged at the back of my mind. Something felt … incomplete, and as my eyes trailed along the tapestries, my gaze caught on the blue tree of Laika’s. I stared at the tree for a long moment, and then I realized what was bothering me.  
 
    The dryads.  
 
    I hadn’t consummated my relationship with the sisters yet, but they’d been by my side since I’d first come to Inati. They’d been flirty from the get-go, too, and they’d made it plenty clear that they’d like nothing more than to be in my bed. Unfortunately, I just hadn’t had the chance to take them up on the offer yet.  
 
    But with all my other women getting their own rooms, it only felt right for the dryads to have something, too.  
 
    “Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Huh?” I tore my gaze away from the tapestries and turned back to the architects.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” Raisa asked as she bit her lip. “You’ve been quiet for a long time. Is something not to your liking?” 
 
    “Oh no, nothing like that,” I assured them and shook my head. “Sorry, I just got lost in my thoughts. What were you saying?” 
 
    I wanted to bring up the dryads with the architects, but now didn’t seem like the right time. I hadn’t even seen Azra and Raisa’s completed work at this point, so it didn’t feel right to give them some more just yet. I’d bring it up soon, though.  
 
    “I was just saying,” Raisa replied, “you can go up now if you’d like, and let us know how you like the women’s rooms or if there is something you want to change.”  
 
    “Wait,” Azra said as he stepped forward. “First, you should see your surprise in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Oh yes!” Raisa gasped with wide eyes, and she slapped her forehead. “Bathroom first, then the womens’ rooms.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” I chuckled, “I trust your judgment.” 
 
    I trailed behind the two architects, and my eyes wandered as we walked through a wide opening along the right side of the room that led into the final section.  
 
    “Here it is!” Raisa announced as she held out her arms. 
 
    Azra stood next to her, with his arms held out similarly to Raisa’s, and between them stood a large marble bathtub. The bath easily took up half of the room, with a toilet and sink the only other fixtures I could see.  
 
    “Holy shit. How did you guys do this?” I walked closer to the bath and ran my hands over the marbled tub. A silver spout was along the back end of the bath, and a small knob sat above it. A drop of water beaded off the mouth of the faucet, and it dripped into the full bath below and sent ripples fanning out across the water.  
 
    “We had Alyona use magic on the aqueducts,” Azra explained, and his amber eyes sparkled with excitement. “If you turn the knob above the spout, water will come out. We figured you could use your fire magic to heat the tub to whatever temperature you’d like, and there is a plug along the bottom to drain the water when you finish.” 
 
    “This is awesome!” I laughed as I dipped my hand into the cool water. My flames branched out from my hands as I sent them into the water, and the tub quickly reached a comfortable heat. Then I pulled my hand out and turned back to the architects. “Seriously, I love it. I can’t believe you did this for me. It’s really amazing.”  
 
    “Of course,” Raisa giggled and looked like a kid on Christmas, “it was the least we could do. You’ve done so much for Hatra and her people that you deserved something in return. I am glad you like it, though, I was worried for a bit when you didn’t respond.” 
 
    “I was just surprised,” I chuckled. “This wasn’t what I was expecting when you said you had a surprise for me. I was thinking maybe the room was larger than planned or something like that, but this is so cool. I can’t wait to use it.” 
 
    “Not to mention how many people could fit in here,” Raisa added with a smirk. “We made sure there was enough room for you and as many … guests as you would like to join you.” 
 
    I smirked, and images of all my women in the bath with me was enough for my blood to rush south. Then I cleared my throat and shook my head to focus back on the present.  
 
    “How long did it take?” I asked as I gestured to the tub.  
 
    I didn’t personally make the bath, which would only take me a few minutes with my magic, and I had no idea how long it would take someone to build something like this. 
 
    “It took us a little over a week,” Azra explained as he folded his hands behind his back and puffed out his chest proudly. “Each slab of marble had to be carved perfectly, and then we needed to ensure the proper fit. Each piece was hand carved and placed, so it was time consuming and tedious, but the results were well worth it.”  
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “I’m still amazed you built this by hand. Where did you find the marble?”  
 
    “Oh,” Raisa waved a hand, “we found it within the ruins of the old palace. We barely had enough, but it worked out perfectly in the end.” 
 
    “Okay, so now we just have the vault right?” I asked the two of them in anticipation as I stepped away from the bath.  
 
    I was anxious to see the vault designed to hold my treasures. Thankfully, Alyona had also discovered a spell to enchant the room so only I would be able to access it once my hoard was safely inside. 
 
    Azra and Raisa nodded quickly in tandem with each other.  
 
    “Follow us,” Raisa chirped, and together they led me back to my bedchamber. “Okay, so we know it’s enchanted, but we still wanted it to be hidden, just in case.”  
 
    “That makes sense, I guess.” I nodded. “Though I seriously doubt anyone will try to steal treasure from a dragon. That’s a death wish.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Raisa chuckled nervously, and then we stopped in the middle of the room. 
 
    Raisa stood next to a large rug that covered the stone floor, and she lifted one of the corners while Azra lifted the other end. Together, they pulled back the massive piece of carpet and exposed a trap door that sat flush with the stone. If they wouldn’t have lifted the carpet, I would have never known it was there.  
 
    “You can head down by yourself and take a look around,” Azra said as he twisted the circular handle along the door and pulled it open. Then he gestured to the opened space. 
 
    “Thanks.” I nodded before I looked down in the hole. 
 
    I could barely see the bottom, but I quickly climbed onto the ladder built into the opening of the door. Then I began to descend. When I only had a few feet left, I jumped down from the ladder and landed with a dull thud. I could see well enough in the dim lighting that came from the opening of the trap door, but I still summoned my flames to my hands and lit a torch that hung against the wall.  
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as I took in the area. “This is perfect.” 
 
    Stone walls surrounded me and gave the illusion of a cave deep inside a mountain. I was deep beneath the earth here, and the room was tall enough that I could shift into my dragon form to be with my hoard. The scales along my arms crawled up to my shoulders as I thought of all the treasure I currently had stored away. I could finally take it all out and keep in one safe location, like Valerra did with her hoard at her cave.  
 
    “Evan!” Raisa called down, and her voice echoed through the empty chamber. “There are some guests here to see you!” 
 
    “Alright, I’m coming!” I shouted back. Then I cast one last look around the vault before I climbed the ladder and popped back into my room.  
 
    Alyona, the princess of Rahma, waited for me in the bedroom. Her white hair was pulled back into an elegant bun, and she wore a violet dress that fell down to the floor and clung to her body perfectly.  
 
    Laika stood next to the princess, and the wolf-girl was donned in her leather armor with the sigil of a blue tree in the center of her chest. The Demi-Human guild leader had twin swords sheathed behind her back, and only the handles were visible behind her shoulders. Her posture was relaxed and content, and her voice was a low murmur as she spoke quietly to the princess.  
 
    Ravi also stood beside my other two lovers, and her dark orange hair cascaded down her back, with some orange and red feathers here and there. She wore a small circlet atop her hair, a reminder of her status as the phoenix princess, and the gold shone beautifully in the light.  
 
    “Well, isn’t this a nice surprise,” I chuckled as I entered the room.  
 
    In unison, all three women turned to look at me questionably.  
 
    “We received your messages, Evan,” Alyona said with a confused tilt of her head. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Everything is fine.” I nodded with a smile. “I just thought you three would want to see your new rooms.” 
 
    All three of them looked at each other eagerly, and Alyona and Ravi squealed in delight, while Laika smirked.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” I chuckled. “Who wants to go first?” 
 
    “I think it should be Laika,” Alyona suggested with a smile.  
 
    “What?” The wolf frowned and shook her head. “No, it should be you first, Milady.” 
 
    “I’ve had plenty of rooms in palaces before,” the princess chuckled. “Besides, the Lunar Palace would never have been rebuilt if you didn’t pledge your guild to me and then find Evan in that cave. In a way, this is all because of you, so you should go first.” 
 
    Laika’s gray eyes went wide in shock, and then her cheeks flushed a bright red as she dropped her gaze bashfully to the floor.  
 
    “Laika it is then,” I confirmed with a smirk, and the Demi-Human turned her attention to me.  
 
    “Yes, my lord.” The wolf grinned, and her tail wagged happily behind her. 
 
    I offered her my arm, and Laika walked toward the hidden door with me. I paused at the threshold, though, and turned back to the others.  
 
    “You two are welcome to join us,” I offered to Alyona and Ravi, but they shared a look and shook their heads.  
 
    “That’s alright, Evan,” Alyona answered for both of them. “You can give us each a private tour for the first time. We can explore the other rooms later. We want this time to be special for each of us.” 
 
    I smiled. “Okay, then. If you’re both sure.”  
 
    Alyona and Ravi both nodded once more.  
 
    “Then, shall we?” I gave my attention back to Laika and pressed against the crack of the door. 
 
    Instead of opening out or in, though, the door slid into the wall. Then Laika stepped inside the doorway with me and looked around. A spiral staircase carved from stone led up to her room, and we quickly began to ascend the steps. 
 
    “Are you ready to finally see your new bedroom?” I asked as we climbed up. 
 
    “I am,” Laika answered cooly, but her ears twitched atop her head. Then her tail started to wag quickly behind her as we climbed, and I realized she wanted to keep her anticipation in check.  
 
    I smiled to myself and continued up the stairs.  
 
    After a few minutes, we reached the top, and I pressed the top corner of the door, which then swung out into the room. Instead of being hidden behind a tapestry, this door was made to look like part of the wall. When closed, it fit seamlessly back into place, and even I couldn’t even see where the wall stopped and the door began. To open the door, I just had to press on the top left corner, so Laika would have to remember where it was.  
 
    Speaking of the Demi-Human, Laika stepped into her room silently, and her tail froze mid-movement as she let out a small breath.  
 
    “Evan,” she whispered as her gray eyes found mine over her shoulder, and then a beautiful grin spread across her face, “it’s perfect.” 
 
    “I think so, too.” I smiled. “Just like you.” 
 
    Laika’s room was designed to not only be fit for a warrior, but for a leader as well. Along each of the four walls, hooks were hung so she could display her weapons and have them all easily accessible. Several training dummies had also been set up along the floor so she could keep up with her rigorous training, and there was a basket on the floor, next to a small stool, which was full of whetstones so she could sharpen her blades.  
 
    Her bed was tucked away in one of the corners of the room, and blue sheets embroidered with her guild’s sigil covered the fluffy mattress and pillows. Her windows were large as they covered the top half of the walls and stretched to the ceilings, and stained glass, decorated with blue trees, sat in the center of each wall.  
 
    There were several chairs along the stone floor and a large couch she could use to relax in, and a small alcove with an oak desk was set up along the left side of her bed that she could use for any guild business.  
 
    Laika walked around the room and carefully examined everything she could see. Then she pulled her broadsword from her storage space and hung it on the wall with a grin.  
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured as she turned to me, and her voice echoed softly off the stones. “I never expected anything like this, but this is incredible. I can’t believe you went through all the trouble.”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” I chuckled and stepped closer to her. “Now that your entire guild lives here, I figured you might as well have a room you are comfortable in. I also always want you to be close to me, but I know you are more than capable of handling yourself, which is why your room is the first room. You are like a first line of defense in case I can’t get here in time. Alyona’s room is next to you, so you can be close to her as well.” 
 
    Laika gave me an impressed look. “You really thought of everything, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I know how important Alyona’s safety is to you,” I reached out and grabbed her hand, “so I figured you wouldn’t feel comfortable unless she was close by.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said again, and a soft and genuine smile split her usually stoic face. “This really means a lot to me. I don’t know how to repay you, my lord.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can think of something.” I smirked and gave her a wink. 
 
    Laika laughed and shook her head. “Maybe later, right now you have other ladies who wish to see their rooms as well.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” I nodded and dropped her hand. “I know Alyona has been anxious to see her room. I shouldn’t make her wait any longer than she has to.”  
 
    “You should never keep a princess waiting,” Laika agreed with a laugh.  
 
    “I’ll come by later to see how you’re settling in, okay?” I pressed a kiss to her lips, and she smiled.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I turned and walked back to the door hidden in the wall. Then I pressed the corner, and the door popped open silently. I slipped back into the stairwell and quickly returned to my room.  
 
    “Alright, I’m back,” I announced as I emerged downstairs with a grin. “Laika loves her room.”  
 
    “That’s wonderful!” Raisa squealed as she latched onto Azra’s arm and squeezed tightly.  
 
    “It is good news that she approves.” Azra slipped his arm from Raisa’s grip with a grin. “I just hope you all feel the same.” 
 
    “We will,” Alyona responded with an eager smile. “If Laika is happy, I’m sure all of our rooms are perfect as well.” 
 
    “I may be a princess, but I’ve never had a real room before,” Ravi added as she bounced on her toes. “So my room will be extraordinary no matter what it looks like.” 
 
    “You’ll both love your rooms,” I assured everyone as I stepped to the next tapestry and pulled back the corner. “Alyona, are you ready to see your room?”  
 
    I heard her inhale sharply, and she nodded quickly. Then she took a step inside the staircase and looked up the spiral stairs to see the top.  
 
    “I’m so excited, I can barely breathe,” Alyona admitted as we climbed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had my own room inside a palace.” 
 
    “You’re going to love it,” I chuckled. “I made sure this room is perfect.” 
 
    “I can hardly wait!” Alyona giggled as she tried to walk faster up the staircase. “You’ve been telling me about this for weeks now, and it’s finally finished.” 
 
    I chuckled at her and squeezed her hand as we approached the door to her room. This door slid into the wall as well, so I quickly opened it and walked inside. Then I pushed another tapestry out of the way and helped Alyona step through into her room.  
 
    The princess gasped as she took it all in, and her amethyst eyes went wide.  
 
    “Evan,” she breathed. “It’s beautiful!” 
 
    Her room was similar to my bedchamber, except her study room was bigger, and she had a larger array of books than I did. Instead of wrapping around the study on shelves, her books were displayed in a large bookshelf that I’d formed inside the stone. The top nearly reached the ceiling, and a long ladder had been attached to the bookshelf so she could reach her books easily. Alyona also had a wide, open space instead of more furniture so she could practice her spells or meditate. The curtains over her windows and the sheets of her bed were a soft lavender color, and they matched her amethyst eyes. Her bathroom was identical to mine, minus the bathtub, and Alyona’s also had a vanity with a mirror to help her get ready.  
 
    “Is this your magic?” she whispered as she ran a hand over the bookcase I’d made.  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I figured it would be nice for you to have more space for your books and things. Do you like it?” 
 
    Alyona turned back to me, and her eyes were filled with happy tears. Then she darted across the room and threw her hands around my neck.  
 
    “It’s perfect!” she cried into my shoulder. “I love it. Thank you!” 
 
    “Anything for my future wife,” I chuckled and kissed her on the forehead.  
 
    Alyona pulled back with an elated smile, but then something caught her eye, and she drifted away from me with various “oooh”s and “ahhh”s. 
 
    I grinned at the sight and let her explore the room for a few minutes before I sighed.  
 
    “I should go back down,” I called out to Alyona. “I’m sure Ravi is excited to see her room as well.”  
 
    “Of course.” The princess turned with a nod before she hugged me and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “I’ll be here when you’re finished with everything. Thank you, again, Evan. This is wonderful.” 
 
    “Anything for you,” I repeated and gave my future wife another kiss. 
 
    Then I left Alyona to her room, returned to the staircase, and quickly made my way back to the others. When they saw me return, the architects and Ravi quickly stopped their conversation and gave me their attention. 
 
    “Well, she’s happy with it,” I announced, and the architects both sighed in relief. “She loves the library we put in.” 
 
    Raisa squealed and turned to hug Azra.  
 
    “That’s great!” Azra answered for the both of them, and a broad smile was etched on his face even as Raisa attempted to squeeze him to death. “We’re both happy she’s content with it. She is a princess after all, so I’m sure she’s used to the best.” 
 
    “She’s still Alyona,” I reminded them. “She may be a princess, but she would have loved anything we created for her. That’s the kind of person she is.”  
 
    They both nodded as I pulled back the third tapestry.  
 
    “Okay Ravi,” I turned to the phoenix princess with a grin, “follow me.”  
 
    She mutely stepped forward and through the door, but instead of a staircase, Ravi’s room had a long pathway to the left. We walked down the path, and Ravi summoned a flame to her hand to see. Then we reached a third staircase that climbed upward, and Ravi reached out to grab my hand, but she trembled slightly. 
 
    “Hey.” I stopped and turned her to me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just anxious,” she sighed and ducked her head, and orange hair obscured her face from my view. “I’ve never had a room of my own before. I had my tent back with my people that continuously moved around, and the room in the airship is nice, don’t think me ungrateful, but it’s not mine. This is the first time I’ve ever had a permanent home. It’s a strange feeling.” 
 
    “You’re going to love it. Come on.” I squeezed her hand and pulled her toward the steps, and then we climbed up.  
 
    After a few moments, we mounted the last step and reached her door. It slid to the side, but it also seamlessly fit into the wall when opened so I could barely tell a door was even there.  
 
    Ravi and I stepped into her room, and I could see tears immediately fill her blue eyes as she looked around. 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed, and that single syllable held so much emotion.  
 
    Out of all the rooms, Ravi’s had the most windows, since the walls were nearly all made of glass that let in the light of the sun. Large circular pieces of stained glass sat above the windows too, and they were a deep orange color to represent the sun. I knew the sun was important to the phoenix people, and it was a symbol of Ravi’s people and mine. Both phoenixes and dragons were created by the sun god, so it was something to tie us together. 
 
    A large skylight window sat above her bed so she could watch the sun pass over her during the day, and two glass doors led out onto her balcony so she could shift into her phoenix form and have some freedom. 
 
    Her bed was made from cherry wood and was the smallest of them all, but it could still easily fit three adults comfortably. Orange silk sheets were fitted neatly over the bed, and similarly colored curtains were tied off to the side of the windows. Her wardrobe and vanity were made from the same cherry wood, and those sat against the wall side by side.  
 
    Across the room, there was a door made of stone, and a small opening sat along the bottom of the door, too small for a human to enter, but large enough for an animal. The door was thick and could only be opened by someone with earth magic.  
 
    “What is that for?” Ravi asked as she stared at the door curiously and stepped toward it. 
 
    “Well,” I began, “I know it’s important for you to have a safe place to burn. The opening at the bottom should be able to accommodate your phoenix form, but just in case you ever need help, I can open the door with magic. Once you’re inside, you can close the opening so no-one can get inside until you’re reborn. Your ashes will be safe here.”  
 
    Ravi stared at me for a long moment, and then she launched herself at me and wrapped her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Woah!” I huffed as I caught her. 
 
    “This is the best thing anyone has ever done for me,” she cried into my shirt.  
 
    “Even better than a dragon saving your people from echidnas?” I chuckled back.  
 
    “Okay, this is the second best thing,” she sniffled as she released my neck and grinned at me. “Thank you for all of this. I love it. You’re amazing.” 
 
    She pressed a chaste kiss to my lips before she pulled away and began to look around her room. Then she collapsed onto a large sofa and sighed.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re happy with everything, Ravi,” I said with a relieved smile. “Your room was the most difficult. I didn’t want to overwhelm you with too much, since I know you’re used to living with the bare minimum, but I didn’t want to have nothing for you.”  
 
    “This is perfect,” she murmured happily as she snuggled into the sofa. “It’s exactly what I would have done.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but then a muffled rumble shook the palace. I gasped and teetered on my feet, but I managed to right myself quickly. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked as I ran to look out the window.  
 
    Ravi spang up from the couch, ran to another widow, and scanned the area outside.  
 
    “There!” the phoenix yelled. “I can see smoke!”  
 
    I ran to stand next to her and looked out, and a large plume of dust billowed into the air off to the east, maybe half a mile away.  
 
    “That’s not smoke,” I corrected her with a frown. “That’s dust. And it’s coming from the outskirts. There’s a group out there today. They’re supposed to be building a mill for the wheat we harvest. I need to go check it out. Stay here.”  
 
    I used her door that exited out into the palace versus the secret passage back to my room. Ravi’s room was only down the hall a little from Laika’s, and the wolf would want to come with me, so I could grab her before I left.  
 
    I ran down the hall and knocked once on the door before it was pulled open. Then Laika appeared with her broadsword in hand.  
 
    “I heard the explosion,” she said immediately. 
 
    “Let’s go figure out what happened,” I said, and she nodded in agreement.  
 
    I ran down the stairs to the main level of the palace, out the main door, through the palace gates, and back into the city. 
 
    “This way!” I called out as we ran. “I saw dust from the direction of the construction site. Something happened.”  
 
    Laika nodded as she ran behind me, and I was thankful for her Demi-Human endurance. She was able to keep up with me easily instead of falling behind.  
 
    As we got closer to the site of the dust column, I could hear panicked yells from Hatra’s citizens. Debris and fine dirt particles still fluttered through the air and covered everything in a fine layer of sand colored dust, and I coughed as it grated on my lungs. Finally, we reached the area where the mill was supposed to be, but all that stood there were the crumbled remains.  
 
    The building had collapsed.  
 
    I glanced around urgently, and I saw several groups of people had surrounded the mill, and they murmured together quietly.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked the nearest citizen, a young woman with long black hair.  
 
    She must have been close to the area when the building collapsed, because she was covered in dust, and her tear stained cheeks were the only proof of her olive colored skin.  
 
    “The mill,” she broke off with a sob, “the mill collapsed. The workers were still inside.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat before it took off at a sprint.  
 
    “Laika, get everyone back!” I ordered as I turned to the mill. “I don’t want anyone else getting hurt, but I have to go see if everyone is okay.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Laika replied, and she immediately began to bark orders at everyone to stand back while I approached the mill carefully.  
 
    I had no idea why the mill had collapsed, but if it was because of another sinkhole, like the one that had trapped Laika’s search party, I didn’t want to risk more damage. So, I slowly crept toward the edge of the debris and looked down, and splintered wood, pieces of stone, shingles from the roof, and other forms of debris sat within the destroyed remains.  
 
    “Hello?” I called down into the hole. “Can anyone hear me? 
 
    I waited for a few seconds, and I clenched my jaw when no one responded. I couldn’t let any more citizens be hurt. 
 
    So, I took a deep breath and tugged on my spiritual sea, and my healing magic seeped through the debris in a wave of glitter as I searched for the workers. I could feel my magic beginning to heal broken bones and other injuries, and I let out a thankful breath.  
 
    If I could heal them, they were alive.  
 
    “Hello?” I called down again, and this time, a voice called back. 
 
    “Help!” a faint voice replied. “We need help down here. We won’t have air for long.”  
 
    Suddenly, a chorus of voices began to erupt from somewhere below.  
 
    “Help us!”  
 
    “Please, help!”  
 
    “I don’t want to die down here!” 
 
    “Okay, listen!” I roared above the panicked cries. 
 
    Silence returned before I heard a surprised voice.  
 
    “Lord Evan?” It was the same man who first answered me. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me,” I confirmed. “Can I have your name?” 
 
    “Henry,” the voice called back. “I’m Henry.” 
 
    “Okay, Henry. I’m going to help you, but I need you to listen very carefully. You’re buried under the mill, and I can’t tell how deep. I’m going to shift into my dragon form so I can hold the ground steady to prevent any more of the mill from collapsing on you, but I need you and the other men to try and dig yourselves out. My magic should have healed you, so unless you’re pinned under anything, do your best to help.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Henry shouted.  
 
    I stepped away from the mill before I transformed since I didn’t want more weight to cause more problems. Then I shifted easily into my dragon form, flew into the air, and used my stone magic to slowly hold the mill in place.  
 
    “Okay!” I roared. “Slowly start to move things around.”  
 
    There were a few seconds of quiet before I heard wood scrape against itself as the men below tried to escape. Then there was a creak before one of the wooden beams snapped in half. The top of the rubble collapsed onto the workers, but I quickly stabilized the debris before the men could be buried further.  
 
    “Everyone okay?” I called down.  
 
    Silence answered me, and I cursed. That couldn’t be good.  
 
    I maneuvered more stone to help secure the rubble, and then I breathed my healing dust down into the depths of the hole. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled again. “Henry, can you hear me?” 
 
    After a few tense seconds, I heard a faint cough, and I sighed in relief. 
 
    “I think we’re okay!” Henry called in a hoarse voice. “Just shaken up.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I shouted back. “Can you see any light around you? If you can see light, I might be able to pinpoint your location.” 
 
    Several voices began to speak, but I couldn’t keep track of them all.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” Henry’s familiar voice finally cut above the others, “some men can see light, but most of us are trapped in darkness. We don’t even know which way is up.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured the men. “I’ll get you out. I just need to think of a plan.” 
 
    I flapped my massive wings and flew around the destroyed building as I thought, and my body cast a shadow over the damage, which gave me an idea. 
 
    “Henry,” I called again as I went back to hover over the mill, “I’m going to fly overhead. To those of you who can see some form of light, let me know when it flickers out for a moment. Then I’ll have a general idea of the area where some of you are stuck.” 
 
    It may not have been the best plan, but it was all I could do for now. I had to begin the retraction as soon as possible, or else the men would suffocate down there. 
 
    “We understand, sir,” Henry shouted back. “They’re ready whenever you are.” 
 
    I flapped my wings and gained some altitude again, and my shadow cast down over the rubble as I slowly began to circle. I made sure I covered every inch of the collapsed structure, but after a few laps, I growled in irritation. My plan obviously hadn’t worked the way I wanted it to, so I dove back down to the ground. 
 
    “There!” Henry suddenly yelled. “The light vanished for the men a few moments ago!” 
 
    I let out my wings to slow my speed as I crept back up into the sky. 
 
    “There, again!” Henry cried. 
 
    I glanced down. I was above the northern section of the mill. 
 
    “Okay!” I roared. “I think I know where they are!”  
 
    I dove back toward the ground and landed a safe distance away, but my stone magic helped keep the earth stable as I slowly crept toward the debris. When I was finally close enough, I began to dig along the edges of the mill to help reach the workers, and I could dig a hell of a lot faster than any human could.  
 
    After a few moments of digging, I could hear frantic voices below me. 
 
    “Hey,” I yelled. “I found you! You’ll be out soon.” 
 
    The voices cheered as I continued to dig for them, and it only took a few minutes before I reached a handful of men.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” several voices called out in relief, and I could just barely make out dirty and dusty faces through the hole I’d dug.  
 
    “Come on out,” I instructed, “but be careful to not collapse the hole after you.”  
 
    The men nodded and grunted in agreement, and one by one, they all eagerly climbed out of the hole. It took several minutes for the handful of workers to crawl out, but when they were finally freed and reunited with their families, I leapt back into the skies.  
 
    I’d rescued some of the men, but they were still many more buried beneath the hill.  
 
    “Henry?” I shouted and flew as low to the debris as I dared. “How is everyone else?” 
 
    “We’re alive,” Henry called back. “For now, that is enough.” 
 
    “I’m going to get you all out, don’t worry,” I promised. “All of you will see your families again today.” 
 
    “We trust you, my lord, just tell me what you need us to do,” Henry’s muffled voice echoed from below.  
 
    I flew around the area as I tried to figure out what to do. The mill was too unstable to dig the remainder of the workers out, and I didn’t even know how far anyone was buried or where exactly they were.  
 
    Well, if I couldn’t dig them out, I’d just have to bring them to the surface another way. 
 
    “I have an idea,” I yelled as a plan started to form in my head. “I’ll use my stone magic to lift the ground underneath you up to the surface. I’ll try to hold everything steady so no one gets crushed, but I need all of you to help me out. Let me know if something starts to fall or crush you.” 
 
    “We’re ready whenever you are, Lord Evan,” Henry shouted.  
 
    “Okay,” I muttered to myself as I hovered in the air above the mill, “let’s do this.” 
 
    I reached out with my stone magic, and the earth rattled for a brief moment before the mill began to shake as I slowly pulled the men to the surface. I could hear various beams begin to snap as I worked, but no one called out, so I didn’t pause. I just continued to bring the crushed mill and the men buried inside it toward me. 
 
    “I see light!” Henry yelled, and I could hear the relief in his voice. 
 
    I also heard a few coughs from below, though, and I stopped to listen. Then I could see movement within the metal and wood, and a man suddenly stumbled out of the debris. Blood stained the top half of his shirt and covered his skin, but it was dried and dark, and he seemed to be relatively okay. There were cheers from the onlookers as the man was rushed by his family, and then he was carted off to be looked over.  
 
    I continued to raise the ground below the mill, and I only stopped when I could hear or see the trapped men inside the rubble.  
 
    “How many are left?” I called down after a dozen more workers had escaped.  
 
    “I think it’s just me,” Henry shouted back. “No one else has responded in a while.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I sighed. “We’re almost done then. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he insisted. “Ready to be out of here.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be too much longer,” I assured him. “I almost have the entire building out.” 
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, I heard a snap followed by a deep rumble. Then, before I could move, the entire structure of the mill collapsed once more.  
 
    “No!” I roared as I dove toward the ground. 
 
    I was tired of this, so I landed on top of the rubble and began to furiously dig through the scraps of wood and twisted beams.  
 
    “Henry?” I yelled down as I dug my way through the mess below. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Silence answered me, and my healing magic rushed out of my mouth in a glittery rainbow.  
 
    I heard a shaky breath not too far below me, and I let out another roar before I broke into a small gap and saw a hand covered in blood and dirt. I carefully moved the rest of the debris away, reached out with my clawed talon, and lifted Henry’s limp body from the wreckage. Then I lifted both of us back into the air just as the mill collapsed completely in on itself.  
 
    I landed on the ground a dozen yards away, but Henry was still unconscious in my grasp. I set him down gently, and my magic brushed over him again in another wave of glitter.  
 
    “Come on, Henry,” I muttered, “don’t give up on me now.” 
 
    A moment later, he let out a cough and turned on his side with a wince.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” he rasped up at me, and then a weak smile flashed across his face. “It’s an honor to meet you in person.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, too,” I chuckled, and my magic quickly healed his broken bones and the other injuries created by the accident.  
 
    “Henry!” The dark haired woman I spoke to earlier let out a sob as she fell to her knees beside us and clung to the man. “I thought for sure I would never see you again!”  
 
    “I’m alright, my love,” Henry whispered into her ear. “You won’t be rid of me that easily.” 
 
    The woman let out a laugh as she ran the end of her dress over his dust covered eyes.  
 
    I shifted back into my human form beside them, but then I decided to give the couple some privacy. So, I walked over to the other men I’d freed, and my magic rushed over them, but I couldn’t sense any other injuries.  
 
    “Are you all okay?” I asked them as they reunited with their families. 
 
    “We are alive, thanks to you, Lord Evan, Guardian of Hatra,” Henry intoned behind me, and I turned to see him on his feet as the dark haired woman propped him up. “We are proud to serve you.”  
 
    “I’m just glad you’re okay,” I said with a smile. “Does anyone know what happened?”’  
 
    “I don’t, I’m sorry.” Henry frowned, and everyone else shook their heads. 
 
    “Well, stay away from the area for now,” I instructed with a furrowed brow. “It could have been a sinkhole, and I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Henry nodded, “I’ll make sure a barrier is set up so the children don’t get too close.” 
 
    “Thank you for the suggestion, and thank you for your help today, Henry.” I grinned and held out a hand. “You helped save these men down there. You should be proud of yourself.” 
 
    Henry’s wife beamed at my praise while Henry blushed and shook my hand. 
 
    “I’m no hero, my lord,” the man argued. “You’re the one who saved lives today. The honor of that title is yours.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, Henry.” I nodded at him in respect. “I’m honored you chose Hatra as your home.” 
 
    With the workers all rescued now, the news of the mill spread quickly through the city, and I heard the gossip as I walked back toward the palace. I’d just passed the first few rows of houses when I heard my name called, and I turned as Natalya and Maksim ran toward me.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” Natalya, the blacksmith of Hatra, yelled, and her voice was frantic. “Ilya is missing.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “What do you mean, Ilya is missing?” I gasped when the Asurans reached me. “When was the last time you saw him?” 
 
    Natalya panted as she tried to calm down. Her pale, silver blue hair was tied back into a tight ponytail, her Asuran horns protruded from her forehead, and she still wore her blacksmith apron over her clothes. Tears streamed down her face, though, and her eyes were wide and panicked. 
 
    “Last night,” Maksim replied for the blacksmith as he rubbed her back in comfort. His hair, the same silvery blue color that was specific to all Asurans, was a mess around his head, like his hands had continuously run through it due to his worry. His horns were larger and more prominent than Natalya’s and sat in the middle of his forehead, which was furrowed in concern. “I sent him and Ilyushina to bed together. When I went to wake them for breakfast, Ilya was gone. Ilyushina doesn’t remember if he woke up in the night and left or if something happened. He’s never been on his own this long before, so we’re both worried.”  
 
    “I can’t lose the young lord, too,” Natalya hiccuped and covered her face. “After the village … it’s just too much.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Both of you, go find Ilyushina and stay with her. I’m sure she’s worried about her brother. I’ll look for Ilya, he has to be here somewhere.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you, Lord Evan.” She nodded and dried her eyes. “Please, let me know the second you find him.”  
 
    “Of course.” I gave her a reassuring smile, even though my gut churned with unease. “I’m sure he’s probably off with the other kids somewhere. Don’t worry. I’ll bring him home.”  
 
    Natalya nodded, and then she and Maksim turned back toward their house, which was right next to Natalya’s smithy. 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered to myself when I was alone. “Where to start?”  
 
    I glanced around the area and took a few deep breaths. Then I caught Ilya’s scent. It was stale, at least a few hours old, but it was better than nothing. So, I followed the scent around the city, but I still found no sign of him. 
 
    I searched for hours, but Ilya seemed to have vanished into thin air. I asked the other children of the city, but none of them had seen him today. I asked other citizens and checked his and Ilyushina’s frequent haunts, but I turned up nothing. Worry began to creep into my thoughts, and I tried my best to reason with myself. It was unlikely the boy was kidnapped, since Alyona’s barrier still surrounded the city, and the only entrances or exits to Hatra were guarded at all times. The most likely scenario was Ilya chose to run away, but I still didn’t understand why he would do that. He knew how dangerous it could be outside the walls, he had witnessed that first hand when his village was attacked.  
 
    I had to find him before something happened to him. 
 
    Hours later, I’d walked around the entirety of the city when I finally returned back to Maksim and Natalya’s home.  
 
    I raised my fist to knock along the door, but then it was flung open, and Natalya’s worried face glanced around me before she sighed sadly.  
 
    “You didn’t find him,” she said in defeat and shook her head.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I winced, “I looked and asked all over the city.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she murmured, and tears filled her eyes again. “Where could he be?” 
 
    “He has to be around here somewhere,” Maksim told her as he appeared behind her shoulder. “That boy does like to get into mischief. He’ll come home soon.” 
 
    “He’s never done this before, he could be hurt somewhere!” Natalya cried.  
 
    Inside their home, along the steps, Ilyushina flinched at the words. Then she looked up, and there was a guilty expression on her face.  
 
    “Ilyushina?” I asked softly.  
 
    Maksim and Natalya both turned to the young girl, but Ilyushina played with a strand of her pale blue hair, looked down at her feet, and refused to meet our eyes. 
 
    “Ilyushina,” I said again, this time with more authority in my voice. I also stepped inside the home and climbed the few steps to sit next to her. “Do you know where Ilya is?”  
 
    She bit her lip and refused to look up. 
 
    “He could be hurt,” I tried to reason with the child, “we need to make sure he’s okay. If you know where he is, you have to tell us.”  
 
    “Ilyushina promised she wouldn’t tell,” the girl whispered as tears brimmed in her eyes, and she quickly scrubbed at her face with the sleeve of her shirt.  
 
    “I know,” I sighed and forced her to look at me, “and I know keeping your word is important, but you have to tell us. We need to bring him home, do you understand? The sun has started to set. It will be dark within a few hours. He could be in a lot of danger if he’s out there alone.”  
 
    “He went back to our village,” Ilyushina murmured as a stray tear rolled down her cheek. “He heard someone talking about how you will leave Hatra soon, and he got mad. He said he wanted to go home. He said he knew the way.”  
 
    “Ilyushina, why didn’t you tell us earlier?” Natalya asked from behind me. 
 
    “Ilya made Ilyushina promise,” the little Asuran cried, and her face contorted in anguish. “He said he would be back before anyone knew he was gone.”  
 
    “Why don’t you go up to your room?” I told her gently. “I’ll go and get your brother back. I promise.” 
 
    Ilyushina nodded, stood from the steps, and ran up to her room, and then I heard the door shut softly behind her.  
 
    “I’ll fly to the Asuran village,” I said as I stood and turned to Natalya and Maksim. “Anton is stationed there, so if Ilya made it through the forest and reached the village, he would know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Natalya said as she bowed her head, “and I am sorry about all of this. I didn’t think Ilyushina would ever lie to us like that.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” I assured the blacksmith. “I should have spoken to both of them about my campaign, I’ve just been so busy lately I haven’t had time. I’ll talk to Ilya when I find him so he won’t do anything like this again.” 
 
    The pair nodded with tired smiles, and as I left their house, I sent a quick messenger dragon to my parents, Alyona, and Laika about the situation before I walked to the gates and slipped outside the city. Then I shifted into my dragon form and tore into the air.  
 
    I flew over the forest, and my eyes scanned the path to the Asuran village, just in case Ilya wasn’t able to reach his former home. It didn’t take too long for me to fly to the village, and I landed outside the mines. Then I shifted back into my human body just as Anton met me from the city.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” he bowed deeply, “to what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “Is Ilya here?” I asked quickly.  
 
    “Ilya?” Anton repeated with a furrowed brow. “The Asuran boy? No, is he supposed to be?”  
 
    “Damn it,” I cursed and rubbed my face. “If he’s not here, where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” The wolf Demi-Human frowned, and his bushy gray tail flicked behind him with unease. “Why would he be here alone? The forest can be tricky for adults to maneuver, that’s why the Asuran village was left alone all this time until the demons attacked. No one could find them, so I doubt a child could make his way from Hatra to here.” 
 
    I suppressed a groan. This situation continued to become more severe with each second that passed.  
 
    “He ran away last night,” I explained to the wolf, “but his sister said he was on his way here. Can you send a message to Laika? I sent her a message before I left Hatra to let her know Ilya was missing, but I’d hoped to find him here. Since that isn’t the case, we need to ready a search party. I don’t want Ilya to be lost in the woods overnight, so we need to locate him now. I’ll fly over the area and see if I can find him anywhere.” 
 
    “Sure.” Anton pressed a hand over the blue tree sigil on his chest and was silent as he spoke to his guild leader. Then he nodded to me. “She’ll prepare a search party immediately, and they’ll head out as soon as they are ready. I can gather a few of the people here as well. I have a few bodies to spare.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll look from the skies. Make sure to send a message to Laika and me if you find anything.” Then I turned away from the wolf Demi Human, shifted into my dragon form once more, and took off into the air.  
 
    I soared above the forest, but I didn’t find any sign of Ilya anywhere. The hours passed, and the sun slipped beyond the horizon as the dark of night creeped in. I could hear the citizens of Hatra march around in groups below as they called out Ilya’s name, and they held torches in hand to illuminate the night.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” I heard a voice call up to me, and I quickly spotted Laika below me.  
 
    “I can hear you,” I roared back. “Did you find something?”  
 
    “No,” she shouted, “but the people are tired. We’ve been at this for hours, and they need to rest. Most of them can barely see in the dark, let alone search for a missing child. We can continue to search in the morning.”  
 
    I growled, but I knew Laika was right. I couldn’t risk lives just to find Ilya.  
 
    “Okay,” I called down, “take them home, but I’ll stay out here. I can’t go home until I find him. Who knows what else could be out in the forest? He’s already been out here for hours.” 
 
    The forest was dangerous, especially for a young kid like Ilya. Even I didn’t know what all kinds of creatures lived out here. If anything happened to him, I didn’t know what I’d do. I wouldn’t be able to face Natalya or Maksim again, that was for sure.  
 
    Laika hesitated, but she finally nodded, and I could see her press a hand to her gorget. Each of the search parties must have had a member of the guild in them so everyone could communicate efficiently. Sure enough, within minutes, the little dots of light from the torches turned around and began to head back to Hatra.  
 
    I continued to search for a few hours longer, though, until the moon was high in the sky. I was nearly ready to give up, but I decided to circle the forest one more time, and as I swooped low over a portion of trees west of the Asuran village, I saw a flash of silver from below.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Was that Ilya’s hair? 
 
    I folded my wings and plummeted down toward whatever the flash was, and then I landed as carefully as I could along the ground. A few limbs from the trees were knocked off, but otherwise the forest was undamaged by my size. Then I shifted into my human body so it would be a little easier to maneuver, and I looked around the area, but I couldn’t find anything that looked like silver.  
 
    “Ilya!” I called out as I cupped my hands over my mouth.  
 
    “Hush!” a voice reprimanded sharply from behind me, and I spun around quickly.  
 
    But no one was behind me. In fact, none of my senses could detect a presence anywhere near me in the forest. 
 
    The hair on the back of my neck prickled with unease, and my black scales stretched up my arms.  
 
    “Who’s there?” I shouted, and my voice was hard. “Show yourself, and I might show you some mercy.” 
 
    A cold wind whistled around the forest, and I sniffed the air to try and catch the scent of whoever spoke. I couldn’t smell anything suspicious, though, and I frowned. Then I listened to the sounds around me, and I realized the forest was quiet, oddly quiet.  
 
    Something was here.  
 
    The last time the forest was still like this was when the necromancer was here and his undead creatures created unease throughout the forest.  
 
    I was on high alert now as I walked quietly beneath the dark trees. My enhanced vision, due to being a dragon, was helpful for things like this, since I could see just as well at night as I could during the day.  
 
    Suddenly, I paused as my ears picked up something. 
 
    A strange sound echoed softly around the trees, and I turned a few times before I found the direction it came from. It sounded like someone was close by, and they hummed a soft tune. I followed the quiet hum, and it led me to a small clearing in the forest.  
 
    It was a small meadow, maybe an acre in size, with pink and yellow wildflowers and tall soft grass around. There was a small pond in the meadow, and along the bank of the pond sat a woman.  
 
    She perched on a large boulder, and her back was to me, but I could see her skin was pale, and her hair was a soft silvery blue color. She hummed to herself as she played with something in her lap, and as I walked closer, I realized it was Ilya. The young boy was asleep in the woman’s lap, and she ran her pale hands through his hair as she hummed to him with a soft smile.  
 
    “Hello,” I said cautiously, but I could metaphorically feel my hackles raise as I watched this stranger touch one of my people. 
 
    The woman’s head whipped around at the sound of my voice, and I saw two horns protruded from her forehead.  
 
    “You’re Asuran,” I murmured as I took in her appearance. “I thought the rest of you were killed off during the demon attacks months ago? 
 
    Something twisted in the woman’s face, and I thought her pale eyes flashed black for a second.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, and her eyes narrowed in anger.  
 
    “My name is Evan,” I replied as I took a step closer to her. “I’m the Lord of Hatra. Who are you? Is there another Asuran village here in the forest?” 
 
    Her eyes followed me with a glare. “I know the Lord of Hatra. You are not him.” 
 
    “Why would I lie about that?” I asked with a frown. “Wake up Ilya and ask him yourself. He knows me, I’m his friend, and I’m here to take him back home.” 
 
    The woman’s body seemed to tremble, and then she slipped out from underneath Ilya limp body and walked toward me. 
 
    “You,” she snarled, and her pale eyes flashed black again, “will not take him anywhere.”  
 
    I immediately summoned flames to my hands, and the woman stepped back in surprise. I didn’t understand the hostility the woman projected toward me, but I wouldn’t let her hurt Ilya.  
 
    “Ilya!” I yelled, and the young boy jerked awake from his spot along the stones.  
 
    “Evan?” he asked sleepily. Then he bolted up when he saw me, ran over, and wrapped his tiny arms around my legs. “Lord Evan! I was lost out here for a long time. I want to go home, back to Hatra.”  
 
    The woman watched Ilya with a soft look on her face, and I took a step back, with Ilya still clinging to my legs.  
 
    “Come on,” I told the boy, “we’ll go home right now.”  
 
    I kept my eyes on the woman as I walked back into the forest backward, just in case she tried anything. Once we were back in the safety of the trees, I turned around.  
 
    Only to be met with the pale eyes of the woman mere feet in front of me. 
 
    “No,” she growled, and her pale fingers began to stretch and bend into black, sharp claws. Then her body morphed from the pale Asuran woman into a black, demonic creature with black eyes that glowed red like embers in a fire, and smoke billowed out from underneath her feet. “You will not take him anywhere.” 
 
    “Evan,” Ilya whimpered as he tightened his grip along my leg, “I’m scared.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I comforted, and I pulled him behind me. “I won’t let her hurt you.”  
 
    I glared at the woman and tried to figure out what she was, because she was obviously not human. I didn’t even think she was alive.  
 
    Then words quickly appeared before my eyes. 
 
    Classification: Spirit/Wraith 
 
    Priority: Corrupt soul, healing required 
 
    Status: Deceased  
 
    I blinked, and the words vanished. How the hell was I supposed to heal a ghost?  
 
    Suddenly, the wraith lashed out with her claws and raked across my chest. Her nails slashed bloody furrows into my skin, but I could feel my wounds heal quickly, and Ilya trembled behind me.  
 
    “Ilya, I need you to get out of here,” I growled, but I kept my eyes on the wraith as she snarled in front of us. “Hatra is east, and I need you to run there as fast as you can. I’ll handle the scary lady, okay?” 
 
    “What if I get lost again?” he asked as I pulled him from behind me. “Or what if she finds me?” 
 
    The wraith paused as Ilya stood in front of me, and her peaceful Asuran form flickered across her features for a brief moment. Then the demonic face returned, and she reached a clawed hand out to Ilya. 
 
    “Come with me,” she hissed, “I will keep you safe from the dangers of the forest.” 
 
    “Leave him alone,” I warned, and then I made a quick gesture with my hand and sent a plume of fire at her. “The only danger he needs protection from is you.” 
 
    The wraith’s form caught quickly, and she shrieked as the flames burned across her skin, but it was only for a brief moment. The flames vanished in an instant, and she turned her ember like eyes to me in rage.  
 
    “How dare you try to burn me! You are just like the demons who killed this place. You are no better than them!” 
 
    I snarled at the accusation and used the dirt at our feet to create a wall between us.  
 
    “Ilya, run!” I shoved him toward the east, toward Hatra. “I’ll come find you soon, I promise.”  
 
    Ilya tore off through the trees just as the wraith phased her body through the stone wall. Then she screamed in rage when she realized Ilya was gone.  
 
    “Give him back to me! He is mine!” the wraith screeched, and her now black hair lifted around her head. Her eyes glowed red as her rage grew, and she lashed out at me once more. 
 
    “What do you want from him?” I growled, and my arms still burned with fire. “You can’t keep him here, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “I need him,” her raspy voice replied, and then she lunged at me.  
 
    “You can’t have him,” I snarled as I dodged to the side and narrowly avoided her sharp claws.  
 
    I didn’t know why she wanted Ilya, but I would destroy this entire forest of hers before I let her get him. He didn’t belong here, he needed to be with Natalya and Maksim back in Hatra, where he was safe and far away from this demonic creature. 
 
    With an annoyed growl, I shifted into my dragon form and swatted at the rage filled ghost. My clawed hand slipped straight through her, though, and her mouth twisted into a sneer.  
 
    “I’ve never killed a dragon before,” the wraith taunted. 
 
    “And you never will,” I snapped. “You’ll be the one who dies tonight, spirit. Not me.” 
 
    Her dark eyes seemed to glint with humor. “I’ve lived a long time in this forest, dragon. I’ve killed creatures much worse than you.”  
 
    “And I’ve killed creatures more powerful than you,” I retorted as I snapped my jaws at her. “I guess we’ll see who wins in the end.” 
 
    The wraith turned her attention to the forest before she turned back to me.  
 
    “All lost children of the forest belong to me,” she hissed, and her red eyes flashed. “I will protect them and destroy anyone who tries to interfere.” 
 
    I mentally frowned at her words. She was trying to protect Ilya? Not harm him? 
 
    “I won’t hurt the boy,” I told her as I watched her form flicker and waver before me like a mirage. “I just want to take him home.”  
 
    “He is home now,” the wraith snarled. 
 
    Then her ghostly figure gave a high pitched shriek, and I roared in annoyance as my ears painfully reacted to the noise. She took this opportunity to slash across my scales, but they were too tough for her to do any real damage.  
 
    The wraith growled in irritation as she began to circle around me, and her body seemed to float above the earth silently. There were no footsteps to announce where she was, and she had no smell either, so the only thing that would prevent a sneak attack was the cold air that seemed to seep from her. It was like all the heat in the area was sapped by her presence.  
 
    I let out a breath, and I could see a puff of mist appear in front of me.  
 
    The demonic woman watched me cautiously and lashed out with her clawed hands toward my eyes, but I quickly dodged and breathed fire in her direction.  
 
    The wraith grinned when the flames passed through her easily, like she wasn’t even there, and I growled.  
 
    How was I supposed to destroy her if I couldn’t even touch her?  
 
    We began a new game of cat and mouse: her claws were not strong enough to hurt my strong scales, but I wasn’t able to attack her.  
 
    “Who are you, dragon?” the wraith questioned as a boulder I launched into the air passed harmlessly through her head. “And why are you in my forest?” 
 
    “I already told you, I am the lord of Hatra,” I growled, and I danced out of her reach, “and I’m here for Ilya. I need to take him home.” 
 
    “Lies! Tristian is the Lord of Hatra, do not take me for a fool, dragon.” 
 
    I paused. Tristan? How old was this spirit? 
 
    “Tristan hasn’t been the Lord of Hatra for a long time now,” I said as I narrowed my eyes at the wraith. “I’m his grandson.”  
 
    The wraith’s eyes changed back to their pale blue color in surprise before she snarled and they returned to embers.  
 
    “Impossible. Lord Tristan doesn’t have children.” 
 
    “My father would beg to differ.” I smirked as she narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t matter who you are, just stay away from my child,” she hissed. “He is lost, and he needs me. I will never abandon him like you did.” 
 
    I only had a moment to process her words before the wraith charged me, and I growled viciously and swiped at her, but my claws ripped through empty air.  
 
    The phantom fazed through my body and traveled through me to reach the other side. Then she tore into the forest after Ilya, and her intangible body swept through the trees easily.  
 
    I roared in rage before I shifted back into my human body so I could maneuver through the trees more quickly. Then I caught Ilya’s scent and sprinted after him. 
 
    The Asuran boy hadn’t gotten far by the time I caught up to him, but he panted heavily, and he jumped when he heard me appear behind him.  
 
    “Stay close,” I warned as my eyes scanned the forest. “She’s on her way to us.”  
 
    Ilya looked around the trees, and fear was evident in his young, pale face.  
 
    Suddenly, the air turned cold, and Ilya cowered behind me as the wraith’s Asuran formed appeared from behind a tree. Twigs snapped under her feet as she stepped forward, and I realized she was only intangible when in her demonic wraith form.  
 
    I could use that. I just had to figure out how to keep her in her Asuran form while I destroyed her.  
 
    “Hello, Ilya,” the woman spoke as she approached, and her voice was soft and kind. “Come with me, little one. The forest is not dangerous, it will keep you safe and sound with me and the other children.”  
 
    Her voice seemed to put Ilya at ease, but he still hid behind me.  
 
    “I want to stay with Evan,” the boy replied firmly. “He’s my friend.”  
 
    The wraith’s eyes burned with rage, and they returned to dark embers.  
 
    Ilya whimpered and buried his face into the back of my leg.  
 
    “He doesn’t want to go with you,” I growled. “He knows you’re really a monster.” 
 
    “You turned him against me,” she wailed as her heated glare settled on my face. “He wanted to come with me until you appeared and ruined everything!”  
 
    “No,” I told her calmly, and I suddenly understood what I needed to do. “You think you’re a guardian to lost children? Look at Ilya, he’s terrified of you.”  
 
    The wraith’s eyes drifted down to the young boy, and her face softened a fraction.  
 
    “He has a sister back in Hatra, a home,” I went on. “He was lost in the woods, but he isn’t lost. He has people who care about him. You can’t take him away from them. If you want to help him, then let him go.”  
 
    The wraith’s feet touched the ground with a light thud, and I used this moment to my advantage. With a quick flick of my wrist, my webs shot from my fingertips and trapped her to the forest floor.  
 
    Her eyes glared and began to burn in hate at me before Ilya jumped back, and the movement caught her eye. She instantly calmed her rage, and her eyes returned to a pale blue.  
 
    The webs remained in place, though, and I smirked. As long as I could keep her focused on Ilya, I would be able to touch her.  
 
    And if I could touch her, I could help her.  
 
    “I do not mean to cause terror in your heart, my child,” the woman murmured to Ilya. “I just want to protect you.”  
 
    I stepped in front of Ilya and looked down at the Asuran woman.  
 
    “Something happened to you in this forest, didn’t it?” I asked her. “That’s why you take children. Something happened to your child. Something terrible.” 
 
    The woman glared at me, but the expression trembled before it collapsed. Then the wraith sobbed and collapsed to her knees, with her feet still pinned to the ground by my webs.  
 
    “My son,” she confirmed with a nod. “He was ten when he wandered from our village and into the forest. He never came home again. We searched for days, but the village eventually gave up and told me to accept that the forest had claimed its prize. They blamed me, said I deserved to lose my son if I was so careless with him. But I was his mother, I could never give up on him. So, I left the village, my people, and searched for my son alone.”  
 
    She paused for a long moment, and her face twisted in agony.  
 
    “I finally found him, weeks later,” she continued in a grief-stricken voice. “He was nothing more than bones, but I knew it was him. His shirt was in ribbons around him, but I know my own stitches. I’d made him that shirt on his last birthday.” She paused again, and ghostly tears streamed down her face as she looked up at me. “Demons had ripped my child to pieces and feasted on his flesh. I don’t remember much of what happened next. I know the demons returned and came for me next. They ripped me apart alongside my son’s body, but it was a blessing. A mother should never be without her child. With my dying breath, I vowed to never allow a child to suffer like my son in these woods again. I was granted my wish and returned as a guardian spirit. I saved the lost children who wandered into my forest and held them while they wailed. Not one of my children ever stayed. I would make sure they died quickly and painlessly, but it didn’t matter. None of them were ever grateful to me. They all left me in the end, and I remain all alone. All I wanted was a child to love. Is that such a crime?” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your son,” I replied gently, “but you can’t kill more innocent children because you are lonely. You need to find peace and move on. Maybe your son waits for you on the other side.” 
 
    Her pale eyes stared at me for a moment, and she smiled softly.  
 
    “Perhaps he is.”  
 
    My magic reached out to the wraith, and I could feel the demonic presence deep inside her soul. I could also feel Miraya amplify my abilities with her own magic and together, we cleansed the spirit before me. 
 
    The woman gave a short gasp as the demonic essence inside her vanished. Then a look of horror crossed her face, and she looked between Ilya and myself. 
 
    “Thank you,” she muttered quietly, “I am finally free.”  
 
    Her body began to turn gray and crack, and she smiled softly as she slowly disintegrated into a pile of ash and was blown away by the night air.  
 
    The icy cold air around us vanished, and we were left alone in the forest as a peaceful silence settled around us.  
 
    I turned to Ilya, and he stared back at me with a look of fear and awe.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked him, and my healing magic flowed around him and healed his minor cuts and bruises. 
 
    Ilya nodded. “I’m fine. That lady was really nice before. I thought she wanted to be my friend. I didn’t know she was scary. I’m sorry I went with her.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I got rid of her, and that’s all that matters.” I shrugged. “Let’s get back to Hatra. I think there are some people who are very anxious for you to return home.”  
 
    We started back to the city, and Ilya walked quietly next to me, with his head hung low. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked him. “You seem quiet.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Ilya whispered with a slow nod.  
 
    “Do you want to talk about what happened?” I nudged him with my shoulder. 
 
    Ilya shook his head, and I could sense his discomfort and sadness. 
 
    I hated to see the boy upset, even if he had us all worried, so I decided to wait until tomorrow before I questioned him about his actions. For now, we both needed to get home and get some rest. We’d had a long day, but he was safe now, so there was no reason the conversation couldn’t wait. 
 
    Suddenly, an idea popped into my head, and I knew how I could get the Asuran boy to smile again.  
 
    “Hey Ilya,” I said after some time had passed, and he looked up at me. “Have you ever ridden on a dragon before?” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he shook his head vigorously.  
 
    I grinned. “Well, you’re in for a treat tonight.” 
 
    I shifted into my dragon body and then stooped low to the ground so the boy could climb up my tail and settle along my spine. Then we flew over the forest and back toward Hatra, and Ilya perched on my back with his arms clenched tightly over my scales.  
 
    “I can see Hatra!” the boy called as he looked down over the city.  
 
    “I’m going to land, so hold on tight,” I roared back to him.  
 
    I could feel his small hands tighten along the scales of my spine, and I dove down toward the ground. Ilya giggled as the wind rushed past him, and I couldn’t help the chuckle that resounded deep in my chest. 
 
    Flying really was fucking awesome.  
 
    We landed outside the gates of Hatra, and I spread out my wings so Ilya could slide down to the ground before I shifted back into my human form. 
 
     “That was so cool!” Ilya gasped, and his voice trembled with excitement as he looked up at me with big eyes. “Can we do it again!?” 
 
    “Sure, Ilya,” I chuckled at his enthusiasm. “We can bring your sister next time, too.” 
 
    “Ilyushina will be so afraid to fly, she’s scared of everything!” He rolled his eyes and grinned. “But she will think it’s fun, too.” 
 
    Ilya and I entered through the gates of the city and walked back to his house. When we arrived, the first thing I noticed was the candles inside were still lit even at such a late hour. I knocked on the door, and I heard footsteps before Natayla appeared at the threshold.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” she curtsied to me, “I thought the search wouldn’t continue until the morning?”  
 
    “I don’t think we’ll need to continue the search after all,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked with a worried frown, but then she opened the door wider and caught sight of Ilya. “Ilya!”  
 
    “Hello, Miss Natayla.” The boy ducked his head sheepishly and tried to hide behind my legs.  
 
    The blacksmith immediately dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around the boy. “Where have you been! Do not ever do that to me again, do you understand?”  
 
    Ilya clung to Natalya and mumbled apologies into her dress as he cried.  
 
    “Oh shhh, it’s alright.” She picked the small boy up, and his arms wrapped around her neck as the Asuran woman turned to me. “Where did you find him?” 
 
    “He was in the forest,” I replied. “I’ll tell you more about it later. For now, he should probably get some sleep. He’s had a lot of excitement for one night.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Natalya bowed her head, “I don’t know how I will ever repay you for this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said with a wave of my hand. “All of you are citizens of Hatra, and I am sworn to protect all of you. I was only doing what I should have.” 
 
    “I suppose I should put him to bed,” she replied with a watery smile as she adjusted her hold on the boy. “I will see you in the morning.”  
 
    “Of course.” I smiled. “Goodnight, Natalya.”  
 
    “Goodnight, my lord.” 
 
    The blacksmith closed the door softly, and I heard her soft footsteps as she made her way up the stairs. 
 
    I turned to head back home to the Lunar Palace, and the city was still quiet around me as I walked, since most of the people were still tucked away in bed. I could hear a few guards as they patrolled around the city, though, and a chilled wind blew through the streets. Before long, I reached the palace, passed through the gates, and jogged up the steps to get inside. I nodded to the guards on duty as I walked down toward my room and slipped inside. Then I made my way to the tapestries, pulled the first one back, and slipped through the door that would lead me to Laika’s room. I quickly climbed the stone staircase and pressed the corner of the door. It opened silently, and I slipped inside the room.  
 
    The wolf Demi-Human sat on the stool by her weapons and sharpened a sword with a whetstone. She looked up in surprise as I entered, but smiled when she noticed me.  
 
    “Hello, Lord Evan.” She stood from the stool and bowed. “Did you find Ilya?” 
 
    “I did,” I answered with a dry chuckle, “and you won’t believe what happened to us.”  
 
    I moved to sit in one of the chairs in her room, and she followed. Then she sat across from me as I quickly recapped the fight with the wraith.  
 
    When I finished the story, Laika stared at me with an unreadable expression.  
 
    “I guess I should tell everyone the search is canceled in the morning,” she said while she pressed a hand to her chest. A moment later, she continued. “I’ve heard of wraiths, and I know they are very common in cities attacked by demons, but I’ve never met one before. I can’t believe there has been one so close to the city all this time.”  
 
    “Hatra was nothing but ruins for a long time,” I reminded her. “Maybe that’s the reason all these rare creatures are here. They didn’t think anyone would try to rebuild the destroyed city and decided to hide out around here.”  
 
    “I’m sure that’s part of it,” Laika agreed with a furrowed brow. “Hatra was practically nothing before you came and restored her to her former glory. With all the death and destruction that happened here a thousand years ago, I’m sure dozens of monsters made their homes around here. Unfortunately, I don’t think the creatures here understand you’re not just a dragon, you’re the guardian of Hatra. You will do anything you need to do in order to keep the city safe.”  
 
    She gave me a sharp grin, and her tail wagged behind her.  
 
    “It’s my job as Hatra’s lord to ensure the safety of my people.” I shrugged before I smirked at her. “Though the Dragon Guardian does have a nice ring to it.” 
 
    “It does,” Laika laughed. “I’ve also heard you are as powerful as the gods, which leads many people to believe you are the sun god incarnate while Alyona is the moon goddess. The two lovers reunited on earth at last.” 
 
    My eyebrows raised in surprise. “Well, I definitely haven’t heard that one before.”  
 
    “I’ve also heard you are a new god, which is why you have come to Inati in a flesh body,” the wolf went on with a mischievous smile. “You are the dragon god Evan, and have come to judge the people of Rahma.” 
 
    I grinned. “The dragon god, huh? I kind of like the sound of that.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    A knock on my door surprised me early the next morning, and I turned toward the sound with a frown.  
 
    “Who the hell could that be?” I muttered as I cautiously strode across my room.  
 
    For a moment, my flames itched below my skin, ready to be unleashed on a moment’s notice, but then I recognized the heartbeat of the person standing in the hallway, and her scent reached me an instant later.  
 
    I relaxed and opened the door wide with a smile. 
 
    Ravi grinned when she saw my face, and she carried a tray of bread, fruit, cheese, and a small pitcher of water.  
 
    “Good morning,” the phoenix chirped, “I know you were out late last night, so I brought you some breakfast.” 
 
    “I can see that, thank you,” I chuckled as I grabbed the tray from her and gestured behind me. “Would you like to join me?”  
 
    “I’d love to.” Ravi nodded, and a few stray feathers fluttered slowly to the floor.  
 
    “And I’d love to have such beautiful company.” I winked at the phoenix and ushered her in before I closed the door behind her.  
 
    “I heard the boy from yesterday was found,” Ravi said abruptly, but her cheeks were tinted pink from my compliment. “I wanted to make sure he was okay.”  
 
    “He’s fine,” I told her as I popped a grape into my mouth, and I walked backward further into my chambers, “a little scared, but otherwise fine. I actually wanted to go check up on him in a few minutes, so you’re more than welcome to join me if you’d like.” 
 
    We walked into my bedchamber, and Ravi sat down in a chair while I leaned against my bed and continued to eat. 
 
    “You don’t think he would mind?” the phoenix asked with a worried frown. “I’m sure he feels terrible about the panic he caused, I wouldn’t want to make it worse.” 
 
    “Actually, I think it might help him,” I mused while I chewed on a bite of bread. “I think he feels homesick and a little lost. He heard I planned on leaving Hatra and wanted to return home. He’s a kid, so he doesn’t fully understand what really happened to his people. He became upset and wanted to return somewhere safe and familiar.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” Ravi murmured as she dropped her blue eyes and stared at her lap. “The first week here in Hatra was hard for me, and I left my people by choice. I can’t imagine how hard it must be for the Asurans. They were forced from their homes and lost everything. Only four of them survived, and two of them are small children. That would be hard for anyone to come to terms with, especially the children. Their whole world changed, and there was nothing they could do about it. They had no choice but to adapt.” 
 
    “I know,” I sighed and shook my head, “I just don’t understand why Ilya didn’t talk to me. I’ve always been fond of him and his sister, from the moment we rescued them. If he came to me, I would have helped him. He didn’t have to run away.” 
 
    “He looks up to you,” Ravi said quietly. “Maybe he just didn’t want to show how upset he was in front of you.” 
 
    I sighed again, set my empty plate on an end table beside me, and crossed my arms behind my head. “The reason doesn’t matter. I still need to talk to him and make sure he doesn’t try anything like this again. Especially while I’m gone. I need to know he’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” Ravi stood from the chair and nodded at me with determination. “We can go talk to him now. It might help you feel a bit more at ease. Your campaign will be here before you know it, and you shouldn’t spend your time worried about things out of your control.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I chuckled and nodded my head. “Come, on. Let’s go find him.” 
 
    Ravi and I left my room and continued upward toward the main level of the palace. We exited through the main entrance and walked quickly out of the palace grounds and into the city. Then we strolled through the streets that slowly filled with the people of Hatra as they woke and began their day. The sun slowly rose into the sky and illuminated the city in a soft glow while Ravi and I weaved through the streets, and we waved whenever someone offered us a tired greeting.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, we reached Natayla’s smithy and knocked on the door of the house next to it. A few seconds passed before I heard the lock slide out from its place, and then the door slowly creaked open. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Natyla rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she gestured for us to come inside. “Good morning. Is there something I can do for you?”  
 
    “Sorry it’s so early Natalya,” I replied with an apologetic smile, “I’m actually here to talk to Ilya. I know he had an eventful night last night, but I wanted to talk with him as soon as I could.” 
 
    “Of course.” Natayla nodded, and her expression grew more alert and serious. “He’s still in bed, but he should be up soon. Ilya and his sister both tend to rise with the sun.”  
 
    “I bet that was fun in the village,” I laughed. “I’m sure those two made sure everyone knew they were awake.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” Natayla smiled fondly. “They figured, if they were awake, the entire village should be awake. Those two were like tornadoes, no one could control them. Their parents even had men stationed along their bedrooms, just in case they could escape before anyone else was awake. But they have calmed down a lot since then, even if it’s only been a few short months. The demon attack on our people matured them quickly.” 
 
    The smile faded from the blacksmith’s face, but then there was a creak on the stairs, followed by the quiet sound of soft footprints along the floorboards.  
 
    Ilya and Ilyushina appeared at the top of the steps a moment later, and they dashed down toward us. Ilyushina was smiling from ear to ear, and she was the first to jump into my arms. 
 
    “Thank you!” The young girl buried her face in my neck, and her small voice was choked with tears. “You found Ilya! Ilyushina was scared he was gone forever!” 
 
    “Of course I did,” I assured the small Asuran as I hugged her tightly. “I promised I would protect both of you, so that’s what I’ll do.”  
 
    Ilya was unusually quiet, and I glanced over at him, but he refused to meet my eyes. He just stood against the wall, with his gaze downcast and his arms crossed.  
 
    Suddenly, Ilyushina caught a glimpse of Ravi behind me, and the girl gasped quietly in my arms. 
 
    “Hi,” Ravi greeted with a warm smile. “My name is Ravi, I don’t think we’ve met.” 
 
    “I am Ilyushina.” The Asuran girl squirmed up higher onto my shoulder to get a better look at the phoenix. “My brother is Ilya, he’s sad right now.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Ravi’s blue eyes met mine as she spoke to the little girl. “Why is your brother sad?”  
 
    Ilya’s head snapped up to stare at the two girls, and he frowned, but before Ilyushina could reply, I knelt down to speak with her.  
 
    “Hey, Ilyushina,” I murmured as I set her on her feet, “Ravi and I need to talk to your brother. Do you think you could help Natalya with her morning chores?” 
 
    Ilyushina’s amber eyes widened before she turned to the blacksmith. “Miss Natayla, can Ilyushina light the forge?” 
 
    “Yes, of course you can,” Natayla laughed. “Come on, we should light it now. I have some commissions I need to work on.” 
 
    The older Asuran walked over and offered Ilyushina her hand, and the girl took it with a broad smile.  
 
    “Goodbye, Lord Dragon!” Ilyushina called over her shoulder as the two ladies left the room and vanished outside.  
 
    “Bye,” I chuckled after her, and I could hear the crackle of a fresh fire a few moments later.  
 
    Then Ravi and I both turned to Ilya, who refused to meet our eyes. 
 
    “Good morning, Ilya,” I murmured. “We’re here to check up on you and make sure you’re okay. I know last night was pretty scary.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he muttered, and stared at the floor.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” I replied as Ravi frowned beside me, “but we still need to talk. Why don’t we sit down?” 
 
    Ilya walked us to some chairs and sat down, but his legs were too short to reach the ground, so they just dangled in the air in front of him. Ravi and I sat opposite of him on a small couch, and then Ilya folded his hands in his lap and clenched his fingers together.  
 
    I frowned at seeing the boy so upset, but Ravi gave me an encouraging smile, so I took a deep breath. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about what happened yesterday?” I got straight to the point, since I didn’t want to make the kid more upset than he already was. 
 
    Ilya shrugged silently and started to kick his legs back and forth. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what happened?” I pressed gently. “I promise I won’t be mad. I just want to know … why did you leave Hatra? Don’t you like it here?” 
 
    “I wanted to go home,” Ilya answered in a small voice, but he still wouldn’t look up at me. “I miss my mom and dad and wanted to go home.” 
 
    “I know how you feel, Ilya,” Ravi sighed sadly. “I miss my father and my people very much, but you can’t just run away. You should have talked to someone before you ran into the woods.” 
 
    “Ravi’s right, Ilya,” I added. “You can’t run away. You had everyone here worried sick while you were missing. The only reason we found out where you went was because your sister finally broke down and told us. Do you realize how dangerous that was? If Ilyushina hadn’t told us, that spirit I fought off yesterday could have killed you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Ilya’s voice cracked, and he finally looked up at me with tears brimming in his amber eyes. “I just wanted to go home.” 
 
    My heart ached for the kid. I knew he hadn’t meant to cause so many problems last night, but I had to know he wouldn’t try anything like this again.  
 
    “Why did you want to go home, though?” I questioned, but I was pretty sure I already knew the answer.  
 
    “You want to leave,” he murmured and dropped his eyes again, “and when people leave, they don’t come back.” 
 
    “Hey,” I stood from the couch and knelt in front of the kid, “I’ll come back. I won’t be gone forever, only a few months. I need to go talk to some of the other noble families in Rahma. The princess and I will be married one day soon, and I need to know people won’t attack us once that happens. I have to get them to like me.” 
 
    Ilya’s head snapped up to meet my eyes, and his mouth was open in surprise. “You want to come back?”  
 
    “Of course I do,” I laughed, “Hatra is my home. I’ll always come back. Why did you think I would be gone for good?” 
 
    The Asuran boy was quiet for a minute before he spoke again.  
 
    “My parents left me and Ilyushina in our house when we were attacked.” Ilya sniffed, and silver tears streamed down his pale face. “They said they’d be right back, but they never came back for us.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Ravi silently wipe away a tear that had fallen down her own cheek, and she took a deep breath before she calmed her emotions.  
 
    “You and your sister are very brave,” the phoenix told Ilya, and his eyes locked onto her. “I know my situation was different, but I know how hard it is to leave behind everything you’ve ever known to live in a new city that is nothing like you’re used to.” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” Ilya bit out with uncharacteristic heat, and a sharp scowl twisted his small mouth. “Your people are still alive, you can go home if you want. My home is gone, and my people died.”  
 
    Ravi sat back on the couch and clamped her mouth shut, and hurt was plain on her face.  
 
    “Hey,” I reprimanded Ilya softly, “don’t talk to Ravi like that. She just wants to help, okay? I’m sure your parents raised you better than that. Apologize to her.”  
 
    More tears flooded Ilya’s amber eyes, and he looked ashamed as he looked back to the phoenix. “I’m sorry, Ravi.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she replied with a gentle smile, “but you’re right. My reason for being in Hatra is very different than yours. No one should be forced to leave their home and family. You and your people were, and that’s not fair. You have every right to be upset. I’m sorry you had to deal with all of that as a child. You are very strong and brave.”  
 
    Ilya stared at Ravi for a few seconds before he smiled. “You’re really nice.”  
 
    “I try to be as nice as I possibly can,” Ravi chuckled as a blush came to her cheeks. 
 
    Ilya looked back at me, and his eyes seemed a bit brighter than they’d been before. He wasn’t too much older now than he’d been when we first met a few months ago, but something in his eyes let me know he’d grown. He was still just a kid, but he’d seen things no kid should have to see in their lifetime. Nearly all of his people were slaughtered, his parents included, and last night he was taken by a wraith. His experiences had let him mature faster than a kid his age should have.  
 
    As I studied the boy, his face curved into a shy, nervous smile, and I was reminded of how good-natured and happy he could be.  
 
    Then an idea came to me. 
 
    “So, I’ve been thinking,” I started, and Ilya and Ravi both listened intently, “your village is almost rebuilt from the demon attack. The smithy seems to be in order again, and there hasn’t been any kind of attack in a while. When I get back from my campaign, how about we focus on moving you and your people back to the village? Natalya can work on weapons from there, and you can continue to learn how to lead your people. The village will still be under my protection, and I will consider it an extension of Hatra, but you can live at home with your sister and Natalya and Maksim. Other people would live there as well, and guards would be stationed there for protection, but you’d be home. How does that sound?” 
 
    Ilya was silent for a few seconds, he didn’t even take a breath, and then he launched his small body out of the chair and into my arms. 
 
    “You really mean it?” Ilya asked as he pressed his face into my neck, and I was reminded again of how very young he was.  
 
    “Of course.” I squeezed him tightly before I pulled back and ruffled his hair. “You were the son of a chief, you deserve to live in your village and follow in your father’s footsteps.” 
 
    “I need to tell Ilyushina!” Ilya grinned up at me, and all the sadness and darkness faded from his face. “She’ll be so excited!”  
 
    The Asuran boy squirmed and jumped out of my arms, and then he darted toward the door.  
 
    “Wait!” I called before he could run to the smithy next door. “I have something else I need to talk to you about.” 
 
    Ilya turned his head and frowned in confusion, but he returned to his chair.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked with a tilt of his head, and his pale blue hair fell into his eyes.  
 
    “When I leave for my campaign, I’ll need someone to watch over Hatra,” I explained in a serious tone, and I saw Ravi smirk out of the corner of my eye. “Valerra, the crimson dragon who lives in the canyons, said she can help, but she’s kind of mean and doesn’t like people too much. So, I need someone to help me keep an eye on things and make sure Valerra does a good job.” 
 
    “I can help!” Ilya volunteered, and his hand shot up into the air so fast, I was surprised he didn’t dislocate his shoulder. “Valerra doesn’t scare me, she’s a dragon, just like you!”  
 
    “Well, you might want to be a little scared of her,” I chuckled. “She has a nasty temper, and I don’t want you to get hurt. What I need you to do is make sure everyone is happy and that nothing too serious happens. If something like that does happen, or if something happens to Valerra, I need you to send me a message. Find Ruslan or someone with magic, and tell them I need to return home. If the message comes from you, I’ll know it’s serious.” 
 
    Ilya nodded solemnly. “Don’t worry, Lord Evan. You can count on me.” 
 
    “I know I can,” I smiled before I held up a finger seriously, “but you can’t tell Valerra I told you any of this. She won’t like it, and it might make her a little mad.” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t,” Ilya promised. “It will be a secret.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I ruffled his hair with my hand, “and no more running away, okay? That was scary for everyone, especially for your sister, Natalya, and Maksim. You need to make sure you are extra respectful. They were really worried about you.” 
 
    “I know,” the young Asuran sighed and ducked his head meekly, “I really am sorry, Lord Evan. I won’t run away ever again. I don’t want the scary lady to find me.” 
 
    “She won’t,” I assured him. “The scary lady is gone, I promise, but there could be more creatures in the forest, creatures even more dangerous than that lady.” 
 
    Ilya’s amber eyes widened in fear, and he nodded vigorously. “I won’t go into the woods without you, Lord Evan. I swear it.”  
 
    “Good,” I chuckled, but then Ilya held out his hand to me. “Um … what’s this?” 
 
    The boy just continued to hold his hand out, so I grabbed it, unsure of what he wanted, and he shook it vigorously. Then he whispered a few quiet words under his breath before he dropped my hand and pulled away.  
 
    “There,” he said with a satisfied nod, “I made a sacred promise. I can’t break it now or the gods will punish me.”  
 
    I looked at my hand and stifled a laugh. Did I just perform the Asuran version of a pinky swear?  
 
    Ravi watched us with amusement bright in her blue eyes and a soft smile clear on her face.  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied to Ilya stoically. “Make sure you don’t break it. I don’t know what the gods would do to you, but I don’t want to find out.”  
 
    Ilya tapped his chin and seemed to think for a moment.  
 
    “They’d probably take my horns,” he finally said, and then his small hands grabbed at the set of horns that protruded from his forehead.  
 
    Ravi and I both coughed to hide our laughs.  
 
    “I’m sure they would,” Ravi agreed as she schooled her face into a neutral expression. “They know how important they are to you, and the gods would want something special to punish you with. The gods are just, but they do not take kindly to those who break holy vows.” 
 
    Ilya just nodded, and his eyes were as wide as dinner plates.  
 
    “Okay,” I told the boy as I stood to my feet, “Ravi and I are going to go now. You should go ask Natalya or Maksim if there is anything you can do for them today to help make up for worrying them.”  
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan.” Ilya nodded his head respectfully, like a picture perfect little lord. “I can help Ilyushina help clean out the fire pit in the smithy. Natalya said she needs to do it, but she’s been too busy.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea, Ilya,” I praised him with a grin “and I bet that would really help out. Good job. Let me know how it goes, alright?” 
 
    “Okay!” Ilya bowed quickly and darted out the door.  
 
    Then he sprinted back in a moment later and threw himself at my legs.  
 
    “Oof!” I laughed as I staggered back a step and set my hand on his head. “You’re definitely getting heavier. I think you’re even heavier than last night! What have you been eating?” 
 
    Ilya giggled as he pulled away and ran out the door again, and I smiled fondly after him.  
 
    “I told you he looks up to you,” Ravi teased as she nudged me with her hip.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess you were right,” I chuckled before I turned to the phoenix. “Sorry about him snapping at you, by the way.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize.” The phoenix waved away my concern. “He’s young, and he’s been through a lot. I could tell you much worse stories about stuff I said to my own father as a sullen chick.” 
 
    “I’m sure you were adorable, even when waging your teenage rebellion,” I snickered and pressed a kiss to the phoenix’s brow.  
 
    Ravi laughed, and then we left the house hand-in-hand. We walked past Natalya, who was busy in her forge, and waved goodbye to her as Ilya ran to Ilyushina, who sat in a patch of grass. The young Asuran girl plucked the blades of grass from the ground and tossed them into a pile, but she perked up when Ilya sat next to her and animatedly began to tell her his idea.  
 
    Ravi and I left them behind as we walked back to the Lunar Palace.  
 
    “You are good with children,” Ravi commented after a few minutes of silence, “and they really like you.”  
 
    “I like kids,” I shrugged, “I’ve always been able to get along with them. It was a useful skill for the job I had back in my home world.”  
 
    “Do you want a lot of them?” she asked. “Kids, I mean. Obviously not right this moment, that would be hard with your campaign and everything else going on right now, but someday.” 
 
    “I do,” I answered, “I grew up an only child, so I always pictured myself with a huge family one day. My aunt used to make fun of me for it and said I would make her poor with all the extra people she’d have to buy gifts for.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted a big family, too,” Ravi said with a smile. “Growing up without my brothers was lonely. I’d never wish that on anyone. Plus, I need to help my species grow, so it was always expected of me to have a lot of children throughout my lifetime.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we can each have what we want,” I not so subtly suggested. “Once everything has calmed down a bit in my political life, we can make some babies. Would you like that?” 
 
    Could dragons and phoenixes mate? Hell if I knew.  
 
    “Yes!” Ravi agreed immediately, and a broad smile stretched across her face. “Once everything has returned to normal, we can have a talk about children. I would like to have children with you, even if it proves difficult due to our differences in species. We can still try, and if it fails, I’m sure someone would be able to help us.” 
 
    “That’s something to worry about later,” I replied as I pressed a soft kiss to her lips and felt her smile against me, “for now, let’s just enjoy what we have.” 
 
    “Until later then,” Ravi whispered before she closed the distance between us again. 
 
    I smiled against her mouth, and then we continued on toward the palace. When we reached Ravi’s room, I turned to her and winced apologetically.  
 
    “I have to go,” I sighed. “I want to talk to Alyona about our campaign.” 
 
    “Alright.” Ravi smiled. “Tell the princess hello for me?” 
 
    “Of course.” I gave the phoenix one last kiss. “Bye.” 
 
    Ravi slipped into her room, and I walked down the hall to Alyona’s room. I knocked, but no one answered, even though I could hear her at her desk. So, I silently opened the door, and when I slipped inside, I found Alyona sat at her desk, and the quill in her hand moved quickly over a piece of parchment. She didn’t notice me enter the room, so I slowly and silently snuck up next to her.  
 
    “Hi,” I whispered into her ear, and she jumped in her chair.  
 
    “Evan!” she gasped as she spun around and smacked me lightly on my chest. “You frightened me.”  
 
    “I”m sorry, I couldn’t resist,” I laughed before I wrapped her in a hug. Then I glanced down at the paper on her desk. “Who are you writing to?” 
 
    “My father,” she huffed, but she melted back against me. “I still need to tell him Hatra has been rebuilt and that we can begin our campaign.”  
 
    “Make sure you mention the necromancer,” I said as I tightened my arms around her. “He should know the Green Glass Sect still has a target on Hatra.”  
 
    Alyona nodded and quickly finished her letter before she used magic to send it on its way.  
 
    “Have you talked to Valerra about the necromancer yet?” Alyona asked as she turned to face me.  
 
    “No,” I admitted with a wince, “I want to, but I haven’t had time. I can head over there later, though. I don’t have any plans for the rest of today.”  
 
    “Good.” Alyona nodded. “We haven’t heard anything from her for a few weeks. I want to make sure she’s still okay.”  
 
    “I’m sure she’s fine,” I assured the princess. “Valerra is tough, unless magic is involved, and I haven’t sensed anything out of the ordinary since we fought off the necromancer and the assassins.” 
 
    “I haven’t sensed anything out of the ordinary either, thank the gods,” Alyona sighed. “Hopefully, they’ve learned their lesson by now and will leave the city alone for good. 
 
    “I doubt it, unfortunately,” I muttered and crossed my arms over my chest “They don’t seem like they will give up, ever. I just hope they stay away while we’re gone. I don’t want the city to have to deal with an attack while I’m away.”  
 
    “I can’t imagine they will,” Alyona said after a moment. “They seem to only attack when they know you’re here. They want to irritate you. Olivier wants you to know when he is here. If you’re away, he doesn’t get the satisfaction.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” I grumbled as I pulled the princess up from her chair. “We just finished the restoration, I really don’t want to do it all again.”  
 
    “Nor do I,” Alyona laughed and hugged me around the waist. “I don’t think I ever want to do another construction project for the rest of my life. I don’t know how people do it without the help of a dragon with stone magic.” 
 
    “I am useful sometimes,” I told her with a grin.  
 
    “More than sometimes,” she purred as she looked up at me. “I don’t think Hatra would even exist anymore without you. I don’t think I would even be alive without you.”  
 
    My arms tensed around Alyona as I realized her words were true. If I’d never found that dragon mask in my aunt’s shop, Olivier would have been able to destroy Hatra with his army and take Alyona. 
 
    “Nothing will ever happen to you,” I promised as I ducked and pressed a hard kiss to Alyona’s white hair. “Not as long as I am here to protect you.”  
 
    “I know,” Alyona whispered and curled up against my chest. 
 
    We sat in silence for a few minutes and just enjoyed each other’s company. Then Alyona pulled out a few of her books and began to read some spells while I watched her. She looked at peace as her eyes drifted across the pages, and at first my eyes skimmed the pages with her, but I quickly lost interest and continued to gaze at her as she worked. 
 
    I didn’t like to think about how close Hatra and Alyona had been to being lost to the world forever, but I had to. She could have been killed without me, and Hatra would have been blown off the map for good.  
 
    I wasn’t really needed on Earth, but I was needed here. Rahma needed me. Hatra and her people needed me.  
 
    I was the Guardian of Hatra now, and nothing and no one would ever be allowed to bring harm to this place again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The next morning, I flew slowly toward Valerra’s cave, and the wind whipped through my wings as I soared high above the earth. I could see the animals below scatter as my shadow was cast over them, and I realized I’d entered Valerra’s hunting territory. I knew she deserved to know about the necromancer, but I also knew she would be pissed when I told her he’d escaped. That man had orchestrated the slaughter of her family, and she needed him to be dead in order to find peace.  
 
    I was not eager to start this conversation, so I took my time. It typically only took a few minutes to reach her cave in my dragon form, but it took me nearly fifteen minutes from the time I left Hatra until I landed outside her cave. 
 
    “Valerra!” I called into the dark cave when she didn’t immediately come out to yell at me. “Get out here, I need to talk to you!”  
 
    I stepped inside her cave, but a vicious roar echoed through the tunnel around me. I took a step back just as Valerra came into view from the dark. She was in her dragon form, and her crimson scales flashed as the sun reached them.  
 
    “Leave, or else I will rip you apart.” Her face was twisted into a snarl, and her voice rippled icily through the air.  
 
    “I just came here to talk to you about something,” I replied with a roll of my eyes. “It’s important. I’m not here to bother you, so calm down. There was an attack a few days ago--” 
 
    I was cut off by another roar as Valerra suddenly slashed at me with one of her clawed talons, and she growled ferociously as her claws cut across my scales.  
 
    “What the fuck!” I jumped back in surprise and pain and looked down at my injured foreleg. She hadn’t cut me deep, thankfully, and my magic healed me quickly. It seemed the wound was just to warn me to back off, but unfortunately for the crimson dragon, I didn’t give up so easily. We didn’t have much room around the entrance of the cave, but I was able to stay a safe distance away from her claws.  
 
    “What the hell’s gotten into you?” I demanded as I narrowed my eyes at the crimson dragon.  
 
    Valerra paced in front of me with her teeth bared, and her massive size gave her an advantage over me, but I knew she would never seriously hurt me.  
 
    At least, I hoped she wouldn't. Something was different about her, though. I hadn’t seen her this aggressive since I first met her all those months ago and she tried to kill me.  
 
    I watched Valerra as she walked around me, and I noticed she was in a defensive position. She also never left the entrance to her cave, and I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. She had something valuable inside her lair, and she didn’t want me to find it for some reason.  
 
    My mate circled me for a second before her tail lashed out at my feet, and I jumped back to avoid her. Then she took advantage of my distraction and pinned me to the ground with one of her massive taloned paws.  
 
    “Get off, Valerra!” I ordered, and my tone rang with authority.  
 
    She growled in response, but then she slowly lifted her foot and let me up. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I asked as I heaved myself to my feet, and bitterness seeped into my words.  
 
    “I told you to get out,” she snarled viciously, and her golden eyes glinted with menace. “I don’t care what you have to say. No one is welcome here anymore.”  
 
    “What?” I asked as I stared at her in bewilderment. “Why? What happened?”  
 
    Valerra didn’t respond, she merely lunged out and snapped her fangs at me again. 
 
    “What the hell is going on with you?” I demanded as I stepped out of reach from her claws and teeth.  
 
    The crimson dragon was obviously pissed off about something, but I had no idea what had happened. 
 
    “It’s none of your concern,” she spat and glanced back into her cave. 
 
    Her face changed as she looked back into the darkness of the cave, but then she turned a vicious glare back to me.  
 
    Suddenly, I recognized the expression on her face. I’d only seen it twice before: once when she was struck with the death curse and was worried for her sister’s egg, and again when we were attacked by driders and she panicked that the egg could be a target.  
 
    A lightbulb abruptly went off in my head. She was worried about the egg again for some reason and had become overprotective.  
 
    “What happened to the egg?” I asked gently. “Is it alright? If something is wrong, I can see if my magic can help. Let me inside.” 
 
    Valerra gave me a surprised look before she snarled again and blocked the entrance to the cave with her large frame.  
 
    “Leave my cave this second, Evan,” the looming dragon warned. “This is my territory, and I will defend it against anyone, even you.”  
 
    “No,” I snapped back, “I’m your mate, you can’t keep me away from your cave, and if something is wrong with the egg, I need to help. Dragons are rare, Valerra, you told me that. If something happens to the egg, we could be the last dragons alive in all of Inati. Let me inside.” 
 
    The word ‘mate’ seemed to settle something in Valerra, and she relaxed her defensive pose. Then she let out a few short breaths before she seemed to reach some kind of realization.  
 
    “My sister’s egg is fine,” she replied, and her voice was no longer angry.  
 
    “Okay, then what the hell happened?” I asked and took a tentative step forward. “I know you like your privacy, but that was intense. You acted like you wanted to kill me.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” Valerra scoffed, “but I realized you’re right. Now … I have to show you something.” 
 
    She turned and slipped into the cave, and I trailed after her in confusion. Then we walked into her lair, and at first I didn’t notice anything too strange other than her treasures seemed to be in disarray. Her lair was, for lack of a better term, a mess. I couldn’t see any of the floor, since her hoard was spread around the room chaotically. Before, rich silks and other fabrics hung tastefully around the room, but now they were all gone.  
 
    “What happened in here?” I muttered as I looked to the nest, where her sister’s egg usually sat nestled in silks, but then I froze. The breath seemed to leave my lungs in a rush, and I numbly turned my head to Valerra, who continued forward to wrap her body around the nest.  
 
    Her sister’s egg sat in the nest upon a massive pile of fabric, that was nothing new, but next to the large red egg was a much smaller purple, black, and gold egg.  
 
    I gaped at the small egg and took a step forward. Valerra’s eyes narrowed, but she allowed me to come closer, so I shifted into my human body and reached a hand out. The egg was warm to the touch, and my magic could sense the dragon fetus inside. Then I let out a breath and smiled before I pulled my hand away.  
 
    “You said this was none of my concern,” I accused Valerra with narrowed eyes. “This is very much a concern of mine. We have an egg!” 
 
    Even though my mind was churning with a million chaotic thoughts, the realization that this was my offspring rang clear in my head. The coloring of the egg was reminiscent of my scales, and it wasn’t like Valerra was fucking any other dragons. I was her mate, and this … this was our child.  
 
    Valerra had the nerve to look ashamed, and she averted her golden eyes away from me.  
 
    “When?” I asked the crimson dragon, but my eyes never strayed from the egg. 
 
    The longer I stared, the more I could see the differences between the two eggs besides size. The red egg was smooth, like an ordinary egg, but my egg looked as if it were already covered in dragon scales. The top of the egg was covered in dark purple, which slowly turned into a lighter shade of violet before it became a light golden color that gradually grew darker until the opposite end of the egg was dark enough that it was nearly pitch black. I could practically feel the magic that radiated from my egg, and I didn’t know if that was how all dragon eggs felt or because my kid would have magic like me. I knew magic could be inherited, though, since that’s how I got my fire magic once I was adopted by Ruslan.  
 
    “A few days ago,” Valerra finally answered as her gaze returned to me. “I would have told you, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave it alone. The longer I stayed, the more I wanted to keep the egg all to myself. I guess I should apologize for my behavior. It is your egg too, after all.”  
 
    I smiled and couldn’t even find it in myself to reprimand her. My egg. I had an egg.  
 
    The old human in me was baffled by the realization, but the dragon in me preened. I’d figured one day Valerra and I could be responsible for the repopulation of our kind, but I didn’t realize how just close that day would be. 
 
    “Don’t,” I replied with my eyes still on my egg. “Don’t leave it alone, I mean. We need to keep it safe.”  
 
    “I know that,” Valerra snapped, “I’ve had my sister’s egg for thousands of years. I know how to care for an egg.”  
 
    I sent her a sharp look, and she huffed, but her words raised a question in my head.  
 
    “How long does it normally take dragon eggs to hatch? Like you said, your sister’s egg hasn’t hatched in over three thousand years. Is that normal?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Valerra snorted. “I was the youngest hatchling in my family. I don’t know how old my older siblings were. I don’t even remember when my sister laid the egg. I don’t think it’s supposed to take this long, or else my siblings would have been my size when I hatched.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Alyona,” I said. “I’m sure she can find something about dragon eggs in one of her books.” 
 
    Valerra let out a deep growl, and I looked up at her.  
 
    “What?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    Valerra’s tail weaved between me and our egg, and she wrapped it around her brood defensively. She didn’t say anything, but I understood the message regardless. 
 
    “Valerra, we have to tell them,” I argued, “we can’t keep this a secret forever. Not to mention, my parents will be ecstatic to learn they’ll be grandparents. Besides, maybe whatever Alyona finds can help your sister’s egg hatch, too. I think the baby’s been inside that egg long enough.” 
 
    “Perhaps that would be for the best,” Valerra looked down at the red egg and sighed in defeat, “but we only tell those who absolutely need to know. I don’t want word to reach far cities and have dragon slayers come for the eggs.”  
 
    “Valerra, I would never put our egg in danger,” I said and put emphasis on the word ‘our’, “but I promise, I’ll only tell the people I’m close to. No one else will know.”  
 
    Valerra nodded her massive head in silent acceptance. Then her tail fell away from the eggs, and I smiled at my offspring. I wondered how the color of the egg affected the color of the dragon. Since this egg was purple, black, and gold, would the baby look like that, too? Or was the shell nothing more than that, a shell?  
 
    I hoped the baby would share colors with the egg, though. The purple and gold signified it would be mine and Valerra’s, since it would be the color of our eyes.  
 
    “Wait,” I broke the silence as a thought came to me. “How long have you known you were going to lay an egg?”  
 
    I figured dragon gestation worked similarly to human pregnancy, so she would have known, not just randomly given birth to an egg one day.  
 
    Valerra tensed at the question and turned away. Then she mumbled a quiet response. 
 
    “What?” I asked, and I was confused by her sudden change in behavior. “I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    The crimson dragon growled before she glared at me. 
 
    “I was impregnated the first time we were together,” she said quickly.  
 
    I blinked at her in shock before a grin spread over my face. 
 
    “The first time?” I clarified. “You mean months ago? The very first time I fucked you, you got pregnant? And you knew?” 
 
    Valerra looked awkward as she slowly nodded, and my grin spread even farther. 
 
    “So--” I started, but my mate cut me off. 
 
    “Evan,” Valerra warned. “Do not finish that sentence if you want to leave here alive.” 
 
    “You won’t hurt me, I’m your mate and the father of your future hatchling,” I reminded her with a cocky smirk. “But as I was saying, so all those other times we’ve had sex, where you begged me to come inside you and claimed the sex was just for you to continue the dragon species, all of that was a lie? You already knew you were pregnant, and you just wanted me to dominate, fuck you, and fill you with my seed because you enjoyed it. Is that what you’re trying not to tell me?”  
 
    “Get out of my lair,” she spat out, and her golden eyes narrowed in embarrassment 
 
    I laughed but didn’t move from my spot in front of our egg. Then I looked down and placed my hand on the top of the purple shell.  
 
    “Your mom is very stubborn, but don’t worry too much about it,” I whispered. “She loves us, even if she won’t admit it.”  
 
    “Stop that,” Valerra snapped, and she bared her fangs in annoyance. “It’s an egg. It can’t hear you, and even if it could, I don’t want you to tell it lies.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at her attitude. “You love me, you can’t even deny it anymore.”  
 
    “Why did you come here?” Valerra huffed, and her irritation and embarrassment were clear. “You woke me when you arrived. Didn’t you have something to tell me? Spit it out so you can leave.”  
 
    My cocky attitude vanished in an instant along with my grin, and Valerra noticed the drastic change because she coiled herself around the two eggs protectively once more.  
 
    “Evan, what happened?” she asked again, and her voice grew tense with worry. 
 
    “I have some bad news,” I said as I looked at the small egg. “Well, it was bad news before I knew about our egg, but now it’s a lot worse.” 
 
    “What happened? Just spit it out already!” 
 
    “The story you told me,” I started, and she calmed, “the one about your family and how a strange mage taught humans how to slay dragons?” 
 
    Valerra nodded slowly, and her body was tight with suspicion. “What does my past have to do with anything today?” 
 
    “I found the mage,” I said, and Valerra’s face ran through several different emotions: pain, terror, anger, sadness, rage, before she settled on a clear, neutral expression. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” she argued, “the only being able to live as long as a dragon is King Rodion. The mage is long dead.” 
 
    “He’s not,” I confirmed, “I’ve met him. A powerful mage with a grudge against dragons. He even wore a green cloak. He’s not just a mage, either, at least not anymore. He’s a necromancer, and he has used dark magic to alter his life span. I have no idea how long he could possibly live for. It would be impossible to tell.” 
 
    “He’s dead now, right?” Valerra’s face twisted in rage as she spoke. “Tell me you didn’t let that monster live after everything he’s done.”  
 
    “Valerra,” I began hesitantly, but she interrupted me with an enraged roar.  
 
    “He’s still alive? You found the man who slaughtered my family, and you let him live!” 
 
    “He escaped!” I defended myself. “I had a choice to make, and I chose to save a life. It couldn’t be changed. But I will find him again, I promise, and when I do, we can destroy him together. You can get your revenge for your family that way.” 
 
    The words seemed to appease her for now, and she relaxed. Then her golden eyes met mine.  
 
    “You will send word when you find him,” she confirmed, and her eyes burned with determination. 
 
    “I promise I will. It won’t be too much longer, and I’ll keep an eye out for any signs of him while I’m gone. Then we can kill him together.”  
 
    She nodded once and then finally broke our eye contact. “Then perhaps your failure to kill him isn’t such a failure at all. Perhaps it was fate, so I could finally have my vengeance. I can’t wait until the day arrives when I can finally sink my claws into the mage’s flesh and rip him apart. My sister’s egg and our child will not live in the same fear as I have for the past three thousand years. They will know peace.”  
 
    “I agree with you,” I told her with a savage grin, “I want both of them to grow up in a world where they are safe. Which is why I want to show you something, but it’s in Hatra.”  
 
    “What is it?” Valerra asked and cocked her head to the side.  
 
    “You’ll see,” I grinned mischievously, “but you have to come with me. We can keep the eggs stored away in my spatial storage, nothing can hurt them in there. You can bring them back with you later.”  
 
    Valerra hesitated, but I reached out for her sister’s egg, and she let me take it and store it away. She growled when I reached for our egg, since her motherly instincts refused to let anyone else close to her child, but she finally relented and allowed me to store it away as well. 
 
    “This had better be worth it,” she mumbled as she followed me from the lair and out of the cave. “We’re putting our child at risk. I hope you know that.  
 
    “It will be,” I told her as I shifted forms, “you’ll like it. And the eggs are both fine. They are stored away, and no one can access the space but me. There aren’t a lot of places safer than this. I promise they’ll always be safe with me.”  
 
    Valerra nodded once before she took off, and she made sure to fly behind me so she could keep me in her sight at all times.  
 
    I coughed to hide a laugh at her overprotective nature. I knew she was protective of her sister’s egg, but this was a whole new level. This was paranoid Valerra. She didn’t want anyone or anything near her egg. She was so scared for our child, and I was sure I made it worse with my news.  
 
    The rest of the flight back to Hatra was silent, but it only took us a few minutes before we landed outside the gates and shifted into our human bodies. Valerra made sure to wear a long crimson dress to cover her body, too, which I was grateful for. Men had a tendency to stare at her if she walked around naked like she preferred to do. Then we quickly made our way through the gates and inside the city. I led her toward the Lunar Palace, and she paused once it came into view. It towered over the city, and the golden domed roof shone brightly in the sunlight.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you had finished the palace,” Valerra commented, “I suppose it looks alright.”  
 
    “If you ever came around, you’d know these things,” I rolled my eyes, “I can’t always be the one to visit you. You are welcome inside the city whenever you’d like to visit.” 
 
    “No,” she replied coolly, and I bit back a laugh but didn’t bother to press the issue. 
 
    I led us through the gates of the palace and inside the front doors, and then we turned to the left and up the stairs toward the bedrooms. We passed by the doors for my other women and stopped at the last door along the hall.  
 
    “Here we are!” I twisted the handle and swung the door open. Then I followed behind Valerra inside. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked as she looked around the room. “I don’t understand. Why are we in someone’s bedchambers?” 
 
    “It’s yours, if you want it,” I answered with a grin. “I had this room built for you.”  
 
    “Why?” Valerra turned and narrowed her golden eyes to me. “What need do I have for a room like this?”  
 
    “Can’t you just be grateful?” I teased, and she gave me a very unimpressed look. “Fine, I built it because I wanted you closer to me. That’s it.” 
 
    “I have my cave,” she replied and sniffed haughtily. “You could have just come to live with me.”  
 
    “I’m the lord of Hatra, I can’t live in a cave with you,” I reasoned. “I need to live here, in the Lunar Palace, surrounded by my people. I can’t just ignore them.” 
 
    “A dragon shouldn’t concern himself with human affairs,” she sneered. “I don’t know what you see in them.” 
 
    “Valerra, would you stop,” I sighed, “just take a look around, okay? I know you’re stressed, but this could help ease your mind a bit. “ 
 
    “A bedroom?” she replied dryly. “A room inside a palace built for a human city is supposed to protect me?” 
 
    “A room inside a palace built by a dragon,” I corrected her. “I built the foundation for the palace with my magic. The humans did minimal work. I designed this room for you and to keep your sister’s egg safe.”  
 
    Valerra gave me a strange look before she walked further inside the room and looked around.  
 
    The crimson dragon never liked to wear clothes, so I opted to ignore any kind of clothes storage like a dresser or wardrobe and had designed the room to feel open and spacious. Large glass windows covered the walls, and the sunlight brightened the room.  
 
    There was a separate room for a bath and toilet, and a large bed took up the center of the room with crimson colored silk sheets. Valerra’s hands ran over the fabric with a grin before she turned to look at what was built next to the bed.  
 
    It was a large wooden sculpture carved into a circle, and a soft mattress covered in red silks sat inside. There was enough room inside to easily fit both eggs comfortably and to keep them close by while she slept.  
 
    “I fail to see how this would protect my egg, Evan,” Valerra said dryly. 
 
    “Follow me,” I replied and led her over to a wall.  
 
    Similar to Laika’s room, there was a trap door hidden in the wall. So, I pressed the top corner of the wall, and the door opened silently. Then I slipped inside, and Valerra followed curiously behind me, but instead of one staircase that led down to my room, Valerra had two.  
 
    “The stairs on the left led down to my bedroom so you have easy access in case something happens or if you just miss me,” I explained with a wink, and she rolled her eyes. “The stairs on the right lead you to your surprise.”  
 
    Valerra practically shoved me down the right stairs in her anticipation, and my laughter echoed through the enclosed space.  
 
    The stairs led down to the basement level of the palace, the same level where my hoard vault was under my room, and this room was built for a similar purpose, to store treasure. There was another door once we reached the end of the steps, and I could feel the familiar rush of Alyona’s magic as we passed through a barrier set up along the threshold.  
 
    “What was that?” Valerra asked, and I knew she’d felt the barrier as well.  
 
    “It’s a barrier,” I quickly explained, “Alyona found a spell to create permanent barriers around doorways. This one is built so only a dragon can slip through. Anyone else would have been teleported back to the gates of the city immediately.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Valerra hummed as her golden eyes looked back and studied the barrier. She was impressed, though I knew she’d never admit it.  
 
    “This is where you can store your hoard,” I told her, “and the eggs. We have a small shelter built down here for your sister’s egg, but we built it to have plenty of room. If we are ever under attack, we can place them here so no one can find or reach them.” 
 
    “I--” Valerra broke off as she tried to find the right words. “I suppose this is a bit better protection than my cave.”  
 
    “Does that mean you’ll live here?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “I suppose it wouldn’t be the worst thing to live near you,” she said with a frown, “but I will still patrol my canyons. Just because I have agreed to live in the human city, does not mean I am okay with them. The canyons are mine, and they’ve been mine for thousands of years. I will not give them up so easily.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, “the Crimson Canyons will always be yours. You will be more than welcome to return to them if you wish once I am finished with my campaign. I just want you in the city while I’m away. There’s safety in numbers, and not just for the people of Hatra. You and the eggs will be much safer here surrounded by my loyal subjects than you would be inside the cave.” 
 
    “I am aware,” Valerra grumbled, “or why else would I have agreed to this? I won’t be able to be near the eggs at all times, so it would be nice to know they are safe while I am away from them.” She sighed and gave me an annoyed look. “I suppose this isn’t the worst idea you’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m not so annoying after all?” I teased with a grin, and she groaned.  
 
    “Don’t let one good idea go to your head. You are still a nuisance.”  
 
    I laughed, and she shoved past me and began to climb the stairs back to her room.  
 
    When we reached the top, she looked around her room a bit more. Then she walked over to a pair of double doors and pulled them open to expose a giant balcony outside. 
 
    “The balcony was built to withstand your weight and size as a dragon,” I told her, “that way you can travel around without being in your human form too much.” 
 
    Valerra immediately shifted into her dragon body, and the stone below her easily held her weight.  
 
    “I’m impressed, Evan,” Valerra admitted as she turned her massive head toward me. “I figured it would collapse under me, but this is actually very well made.”  
 
    “Wow, two compliments in one day,” I replied with a smirk. “Are you feeling okay?”  
 
    “I can’t believe I will one day have a hatchling with you,” Valerra murmured and rolled her golden eyes. “If he or she has your flippant attitude…” 
 
    “You love me,” I reminded her as I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall. “I’d bet you’re thrilled to have a kid with me. We should make a bunch.” 
 
    “I think it’s time I returned home,” she grumbled. “If you want me to move into this room before you leave, my hoard will need to be moved immediately.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I told her through a laugh, “I’m sure that’s why you need to go home.”  
 
    I continued to tease her, but I pulled the eggs out from my storage space, and she gingerly grabbed them both in her clawed talons as I placed them on the ground.  
 
    Then she lifted her body off the balcony, and as she hovered in the air, the force of her wings nearly pushed me back through the double doors.  
 
    “I’ll let you know if Alyona finds anything,” I called up to her, “and I’ll come by soon to help move your hoard over.” 
 
    With a nod of acknowledgement, Valerra pushed away from the palace and returned to her cave in the canyons. 
 
    I watched her fly away until she vanished high into the sky, and then I walked back into her room and shut the balcony doors.  
 
    I shut the main doors to Valerra’s room before I returned to the passageway where I opened the door and walked down the stairs to my left, down to my bedroom. Then I descended the stone stairs quickly and slipped inside my room. 
 
    I collapsed onto my bed, and I let my mind wander to the egg. It was strange to think about how I would have a kid, a non-human kid, one day. Back on Earth, I never had the time to really consider kids, as much as I wanted them someday. I had more important things to do, like my EMT job, but I never would have imagined my first kid being a dragon. It was weird, but it was also really cool. I knew how important it was for Valerra and I to have kids, the future of our species depended on it, but it was still strange.  
 
    The longer I thought about the egg, the more excited I could feel myself become. It may not have been what I always thought of when I did imagine kids, but it was still insanely cool.  
 
    I was going to be a father to a dragon. 
 
    Then I had a sudden thought. Did all my women want kids with me? I was sure Alyona did, we would need an heir once we were married after all, and Ravi said she did, but I didn’t know about Laika. I’d assumed she would, but I didn’t know how high up on her list of priorities a kid would be at the moment.  
 
    I wondered how dominant my dragon genes would be. The egg would be a dragon, obviously, but I wondered how human mine and Alyona’s kid would be. Or if I had a child with Laika, what would it look like? Ravi would be a complete mystery since neither of us were human, we just had human forms. I didn’t even know if it would be possible for us to have kids, so that would have to be something we explored in the future.  
 
    My mind continued to travel around the idea of kids when I heard Alyona’s frantic footsteps as she ran toward my room. Then I jumped from my bed, ran over to the door in my study, and threw it open.  
 
    Alyona stood in front of the door with her small hand raised to knock, and she jumped back in surprise.  
 
    I reached out a hand, caught her by her elbow, and pulled her in close.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked quickly, and thoughts of future kids vanished from my mind as I took in her frazzled appearance.  
 
    Her untamed white hair framed her face and stuck to swear on her brow, and her amethyst eyes were wide with panic.  
 
    “I-I--” she gasped out, but then she had to pause and suck in a deep breath. 
 
    My magic brushed across her skin as it looked for any sign of injury. I didn’t sense anything, though, and I wrapped her up in a hug before I pulled away and pushed her hair out of her face.  
 
    “Evan,” she managed to warn between breaths before I heard more footsteps on the steps.  
 
    I pushed Alyona behind me, but then a figure appeared.  
 
    “I’m afraid Alyona is just a little surprised at my appearance, Lord Evan,” a voice spoke from the stairs, “I do apologize.”  
 
    I relaxed quickly as I recognized the voice, and Alyona stepped from behind me and stood at my side.  
 
    “I am so sorry,” she whispered, “I didn’t know he planned to visit, or else I would have said something.” 
 
    I bowed deeply as the figure appeared down the hall, and Alyona grabbed my hand.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” I replied as the King of Rahma stepped forward, and his magic essence poured off him in waves of power.  
 
    “Hello, Lord Evan,” Rodion greeted, and his authoritative voice echoed through the halls, “I am sorry about the unexpected visit, but there are some things of which we need to discuss.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    King Rodion led us into the study of my room and stood near my desk. Alyona and I followed behind him and shut the door slowly.  
 
    “Father,” Alyona spoke up from my side, “I mean no disrespect, but why have you come to Hatra? From your previous letters, I figured it would be too dangerous for you to leave The Breach.” 
 
    King Rodion sighed tiredly and gave us a sharp look. “The Breach is currently unstable, more so than usual, but I needed to speak with the two of you. I have urgent news.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, and Alyona and I shared a worried look. “Did something happen?” 
 
    King Rodion took a deep breath before he began his explanation. “It’s the noble families of Rahma. I fear many of them have begun to think I am a failure as a king. Many cities are in need of help, but with all my attention at The Breach, I can’t do my duty as their king. Their faith in the crown has weakened to the point that now some of the families have pulled their men from The Breach and refused to send any aid. I fear we could be at the birth of a revolution if we don’t get things under control soon.”  
 
    “How is that possible?” Alyona asked, and her voice dripped with anger. “You are their king, they should never doubt you. You’ve been the only one who is actively working to keep us safe. The rest of the nobles do nothing but stay safe inside their cities and take advantage of your generosity.” 
 
    “It seems that rumors of your exploits have begun to spread around the country,” Rodion answered as he rubbed at his eyes. “My subjects seem to think my inability to control my daughter has made my incompetence as king clear.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alyona gasped quietly, and her amethyst eyes widened, “so this is all my fault?”  
 
    “No,” I argued as I looked at the princess, “you’re only responsible for your own actions. How other people react is up to them. They just needed an excuse, they were no longer loyal to the king, but couldn’t be vocal about it until they had a reason. Now that they know you ran away, they have an excuse for their treason.” 
 
    “Evan is right,” King Rodion agreed with a nod, “and unfortunately, these dissenters have fed the rumor mill. Unrest in the country grows every day. Soon, I fear the country will have no choice but to begin a civil war.” 
 
    “How can we help?” Alyona asked, and she furrowed her brow in determination. “There has to be something we can do, that’s why you’re here, right? You have a plan for Evan and me? We can’t let Rahma fall into war, that could be the end for us.” 
 
    “You truly are my daughter,” King Rodion chuckled and gave Alyona a soft smile, and she blushed at his praise. “And you are right, I do in fact have an idea of how to deal with the ongoing threat. You two will leave for your campaign as soon as you are able. Preferably before the end of the month.” 
 
    “The end of the month?” I clarified. “That’s a little over a week away.” 
 
    “I know that doesn’t give you much time to prepare,” King Rodion replied solemnly, “but it needs to be done. If we continue to let the country spiral out of control, we risk mayhem. The two of you can be a buffer of sorts. I will still need you to sway the noble families to Evan’s side, that is still the mission, but I will also need you to reestablish the trust and loyalty to those who have been lost. If you can prove to them that the crown still cares for Rahma, maybe we can spare our people from war.” 
 
    “Of course, Father,” Alyona nodded eagerly, “we will do what we can to help.” 
 
    “That is a comfort to hear, my child,” King Rodion said as he gently cupped Alyona’s face with his hand. “Let’s just hope you will be able to succeed where I have failed.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, Father,” Alyona offered him a small smile, “Evan and I won’t fail you. We understand how important this is for the future of Rahma.” 
 
    “I know you won’t,” King Rodion said and turned his attention to me. “Evan, I do have to ask that you keep my daughter safe. She could be a target for any cities that plan to turn against us. I’d send my own personal guards, but I need as much help at The Breach as possible.”  
 
    “I’ll keep her safe,” I promised and inclined my head, “I will never let anything happen to Alyona, I swear. As long as she’s with me, she’s safe.”  
 
    “I know she is,” King Rodion nodded to me in respect, “I wouldn’t trust her life in anyone else’s hands.”  
 
    Alyona slipped her hand into mine, and I shared a small smile with her before we turned back to her father. 
 
    “We’ll be ready by the end of the week, you have my word,” I decided. “We’ll send a message the day before we depart. Alyona and I can figure out where we will start and get a rough idea for our travels today.” 
 
    “You have my deepest gratitude, Lord Evan,” Rodion sighed and rubbed his brow, and for the first time since I’d known him, he actually seemed … tired and aged. “However, I must implore that you practice the utmost caution, not only for yourself, but for my daughter as well.” 
 
    “I understand your concern,” I agreed, “we can’t be too careful anymore. We don’t know who we can trust, but know Hatra will always stand behind you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Evan,” King Rodion responded as he opened my bedroom door.  
 
    Alyona and I followed behind him, with our hands still linked together, and the king led us out from the Lunar Palace, back out through the gate, and into the city.  
 
    “I cannot believe this is the same Hatra I visited just a few short months ago,” King Rodion mused, and his eyes twinkled with delight as he looked around. “I would have never believed it had I not seen it for myself.” 
 
    “We have all worked incredibly hard to rebuild the city,” I told him. “While I did a lot of the construction, Azra and Raisa did more work than most. The entire city is their design.” 
 
    “The architects from Leyte?” King Rodion nodded in approval. “I cannot say I am surprised. The people of Leyte have been known for their creativity for generations.”  
 
    As he spoke, we rounded a corner that led to the homes we’d built for the people to live in, and we nearly ran into Lord Nikolaus and Ruslan. The two men paused for a moment, and a brief look of confusion crossed their faces, but they quickly corrected their expressions. Then both of them dropped to one knee before the king with an arm over their chests, and the king laughed.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” Ruslan said from his place on the ground, “my apologies, I wasn’t aware you planned to visit us today. I would have been more prepared had I known.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright, Lord Ruslan,” the king smiled and gestured for the two men to stand, “it was a surprise visit. I just needed to speak to my daughter about some matters of the crown.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ruslan replied as he rose to his feet. “How have you found Hartra thus far? I’m sure it seems very different from the last time you were here.” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Rodion agreed before he turned to Nike and gave him a smile. “And I hear it was designed by your architects? Be sure to give them my appreciation and tell them they are more than welcome to join me at the capital when we finally eradicate the demon infestation that plagues us. I will need an impeccable team of architects when we take back our land and begin to rebuild.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness, I assure you, they will be honored by your words,” Nike replied with a wide grin. “Though it will be sad to part with them, Leyte is proud to offer any help we can to the crown.” 
 
    “I thank you for your loyalty,” King Rodion intoned with a relieved smile “It is a comfort to know there are those who are still honorable.”  
 
    Nike gave him a strange look but didn’t comment further.  
 
    “So,” I broke the silence as I looked to Ruslan and Nike, “what are the two of you doing?”  
 
    “We were with Natalya,” my father answered me, but his eyes continued to watch the king, and I could see the worry reflected in his green irises. “Lord Nikolaus was kind enough to escort an old man like myself to her smithy. She had some new ideas she wanted me to go over with her.” 
 
    “How is she doing?” I asked, since I was still worried about her after the whole Ilya incident. 
 
    “She seems well enough.” Ruslan shrugged. “She doesn’t let that boy out of her sight for longer than a few minutes, the poor kid. I can’t say he doesn’t deserve it.” 
 
    King Rodion glanced around us before he nodded in understanding. “Is this what the letter I received from my daughter was about? It was quite a shock to see her letter included a wraith, but I can’t say I am too surprised. This area has been under a lot of distress the past few millennia. It was only a matter of time before we discovered a lost soul. I would be more surprised if that woman was the only lost spirit that lurks within the woods.”  
 
    There was a moment of silence as we all remembered the battle with the wraith, but the king’s words were not a comfort, especially if he believed there were more dangers somewhere in the forest. 
 
    “At least she is at peace now,” Alyona sighed. “She no longer suffers in our world.” 
 
    Ruslan nodded. “The woman is finally free to join her lost child. I can’t even begin to imagine her pain, but I’m glad she finally passed on.” 
 
    Before anyone could respond, the sound of approaching footsteps reached us, and we turned to find the source. A moment later, orange hair appeared from the side of a house, and I could feel the familiar presence of Ravi’s phoenix magic. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” The phoenix girl was dressed in her training gear, a red shirt with red pants, and her orange hair was tied back into a ponytail with orange and yellow feathers poking through.  
 
    “Hey, Ravi,” I greeted her with a smile. “Are you on your way to the airship?” 
 
    “I am,” she replied as she glanced around at the group, and her eyes fell onto King Rodion. “Laika wants to train with me today, but I felt a strong magical presence while I got dressed. I came to investigate, but it seems we aren’t in danger.” 
 
    “You are the phoenix princess, I presume?” Kind Rodion asked as he stepped forward. Then he held out his hand toward Ravi, and she took it slowly. 
 
    “I am,” she replied as her eyes narrowed in a combination of confusion and suspicion. “I am Ravi, daughter of Chief Fiyero. And you are?” 
 
    “I know you,” the king laughed. “I met you once, when you were still inside your egg. You look remarkably like your eldest brother.”  
 
    Ravi’s frown deepened. “I’m sorry, but … that’s impossible. The only person who knew my tribe’s whereabouts … ” 
 
    The phoenix trailed off as the wheels in her head turned, and Rodion smiled enigmatically. Then Ravi’s eyes went wide as realization struck her, and she nearly snapped her body in half as she bowed deeply.  
 
    “You’re King Rodion,” she gasped in awe after the king permitted her to rise. “You’re the savior of my people.”  
 
    “I merely hid your people away until they were ready to return to us,” King Rodion scoffed. “The bravery of your people is what saved you. I only did what was asked of me.” 
 
    Ravi seemed to ponder over his words before she smiled. “Did you really know my mother? And my brothers? Can you tell me what they were like?” 
 
    “One day, child,” King Rodion laughed heartily. “One day I will answer any question you have for me, but for now, I must return to The Breach. I fear I have been away too long already. I can feel my magic weaken. The demons have begun to push back against my barriers.” 
 
    Ravi frowned in disappointment, but she nodded all the same.  
 
    “I’ll escort you to the gates, Father,” Alyona offered quickly. “You must return before more innocent lives are lost.”  
 
    “I’ll go with you,” I added. “As Lord of Hatra, I should make sure you can leave safely.”  
 
    Nike, Ruslan, and Ravi stayed behind as Alyona and I walked through the palace with her father behind us. Fifteen minutes later, we stopped just outside the gates of the city and turned toward the King of Rahma.  
 
    “I should thank you, Lord Evan,” Rodion said as he looked around one last time with a small smile etched on his face. “Hatra is your city, of course, but it is still part of Rahma and is my responsibility. You succeeded where I have failed, and I am proud my daughter has a man like you at her side.” 
 
    “I will always be by her side,” I promised with a smirk. “You don’t need to worry.” 
 
    “I’m her father,” King Rodion laughed, “I’ll always be worried for her.” 
 
    “Father,” Alyona sighed and rolled her eyes fondly, “make sure to take care of yourself as well. I worry for you too, even more so now.”  
 
    “Yes, I should prepare to head back to The Breach,” King Rodion said, and his voice was rueful as he spoke. “I can’t stay away for too long, I just wanted to deliver the news myself. I don’t know who I can trust anymore, and I wanted to make sure my message reached you.” 
 
    The king kissed Alyona on her forehead before he took a step back, and with a few words and a wave of his hand, the air around us shimmered. Then a portal ripped across the empty air, and I caught a glimpse of the other side. Fire illuminated the area while ash rained down from the sky and covered the earth. Smoke rose from the large gash in the earth while soldiers and mages stood at the edge of The Breach, and the mages used magical barriers to keep the demons trapped inside.  
 
    “I’ll send word of our plans soon,” Alyona promised. “Goodbye, Father.” 
 
    “Farewell, Alyona.” He gave his daughter one last smile before he looked at me. “And to you as well, Lord Evan.” 
 
    Then King Rodion took a step back into the portal, and within seconds, the air shimmered once more, the portal sealed shut, and the king returned to his place at The Breach. 
 
    “Well … ” I started after a long moment had passed, “it’s always nice to see your father. I guess.” 
 
    “I know you are being facetious,” Alyona giggled as she bumped her shoulder with mine. 
 
    “I am not,” I gasped in mock offense, but I chuckled when the princess arched an eyebrow at me. “Okay, maybe a little. Can you blame me, though? The king never really shows up with good news.” 
 
    “True,” Alyona allowed, but then her smile turned wistful as she stared at the spot where Rodion had disappeared. “Still, it was nice to see him, despite the circumstances. And he’s really come to trust you, too.” 
 
    “You think?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course. You are marrying his only daughter, after all.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I teased as I offered the princess my hand, “how could I forget? Come on. Let’s go meet the others. I’m sure they’re burning with questions.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Lord Evan.” Alyona smiled and took my hand, and something in my chest preened as the princess deferred to me.  
 
    Alyona and I walked back into the city with our hands clasped tightly together. Ravi waited for us just inside the gates with her eyebrows furrowed and her arms crossed over her chest. Nike and Ruslan waited for us as well, and each of them stood on either side of Ravi. 
 
    “What did the king want?” Nike asked the moment we walked through the gates. “He wouldn’t leave The Breach for just anything. Something serious happened.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you both later,” I promised. “Right now, we need to get to the library. We have some research to do regarding our campaign route.”  
 
    “As you wish,” Nike said with a frown, and I could tell the king’s appearance had unnerved him.  
 
    I cast a look back at Ravi, who still looked upset, and sighed. “Hey, Pops, can you and Nike take Alyona down to begin the research? I’ll make sure to send word to Laika, I just have something I need to take care of first. 
 
    “Of course, son.” Ruslan nodded and smiled. “You know where to find us when you’re finished up here.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. I’ll be down there soon.” 
 
    Ruslan, Nike, and Alyona made their way back into the city to reach the library, and I created a small silver dragon and relayed a message for Laika and Julia to meet us in the library whenever they were able to. I also let Laika know Ravi was with me, so she didn’t have to worry about her. I sent the small dragon off, and it vanished into a silver streak as it tore off through the city. Then I walked over to Ravi, and she squeaked in surprise as I wrapped my arm around her slim waist. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted, “are you okay?” 
 
    “You have to leave soon, don’t you?” she asked, and when I nodded, she sighed “I figured that’s why King Rodion was here. The king wouldn’t abandon his post unless it was for his daughter.” 
 
    I pulled the phoenix closer to me and rested my chin atop her head. I hadn’t thought about how strange it would be to leave Ravi behind. Alyona would obviously be with me, and Laika would most likely follow after Alyona. Valerra would never leave her sister’s egg for that long, especially now that we have an egg together too, so to leave her behind didn’t seem strange, plus I needed a guardian I could trust to help me watch the city. Ravi, though, she still needed me. She’d just started to get used to life in Hatra, and I would leave her alone for months.  
 
    She could decide to return to her people in the desert, and my blood ran cold at the thought. I couldn’t allow Ravi to leave, she belonged here with me. She was mine, and I had to protect her.  
 
    “What if you came with us?” I offered before I could stop myself, but as soon as the words left my mouth, I knew it was the only choice for her. 
 
    “What?” Ravi gasped and pulled away from my side. 
 
    “Come with us,” I repeated with a smile. “You could be helpful.” 
 
    “How?” Ravi asked in disbelief. 
 
    “You’re a phoenix.” I shrugged. “Your people were thought to be extinct for thousands of years, but because of your trust in me, your tribe risked exposure to the world. Your people looked to me for aid, and I now have their loyalty. If you spoke for me on the campaign trail, it could help persuade anyone unsure about me. You could help us keep Rahma together.” 
 
    Ravi blinked slowly before a smile appeared on her face. “You really want me to come?”  
 
    I leaned down to her until our mouths were inches apart. 
 
    “Of course I do,” I breathed, and I heard her short intake of breath.  
 
    Then I closed the distance between us and kissed her deeply, and Ravi let out a satisfied moan as her arms wrapped around my neck.  
 
    “Ravi,” I murmured against her lips as I pulled back slightly. The phoenix pressed closer to me, and I could feel every curve of her body as my hands ran along the thin fabric of her clothes.  
 
    My cock twitched in my pants, and I pulled back once again.  
 
    “Ravi,” I repeated as I glanced down, and her blue eyes were nearly black since her pupils were blown wide with lust. “We need to find a room. Now.”  
 
    The phoenix smiled wickedly and grabbed my hand. Then we darted through the city to reach the Lunar Palace, but it took us twice as long as it should have since I pulled Ravi into every alley to kiss her breathless and to press my body against hers. She didn’t complain, so I figured she was okay with a little extra time.  
 
    We finally reached the palace, and Ravi quickly led us toward the stairs that went up to her room. Before she could begin to climb the steps, though, I grabbed her around her waist and hoisted her into the air.  
 
    “Evan!” she squealed as her legs wrapped around my hips, and she bent down to kiss my lips.  
 
    My arms held her securely around her waist, and I carried her upstairs. We reached her room a few minutes later, and I fumbled with the door for a second before it finally opened and we stepped inside.  
 
    I slammed the door behind us and pressed Ravi against it. Then my lips left her mouth, and I trailed kisses down her neck.  
 
    “You like that?” I smirked as I could hear her heart beat erratically in her chest.  
 
    “Yessss.” Her breaths came out in small pants, and she let out a small moan as I pushed the red fabric of her shirt down and exposed her breasts. My mouth latched onto one of her pert nipples, and I toyed with it gently between my teeth.  
 
    Ravi’s hands wrapped themselves in my hair, and she gasped in pleasure.  
 
    “Evan,” she whimpered, and her lust filled voice filled the otherwise silent room. 
 
    I pulled away from the wall and planted her feet securely on the ground before I quickly untied the pants she wore and slipped them off her slim legs. Then I tugged her shirt over her head and pulled her into another deep kiss.  
 
    “Bed,” I murmured into her lips. “Now.” 
 
    Ravi nodded mutely and led us back to her bed. Then we collapsed onto the soft mattress, and the phoenix rolled over and straddled my hips before I could move. She smirked down at me and ground her hips into my hard cock, and I let out a moan.  
 
    I flipped us over with a growl, and Ravi hit the pillows, but any trace of her smirk was gone. I kissed her on the lips one more time before I trailed my kisses down her neck, down her bare chest, down to her stomach, and then I finally stopped between her legs. I kissed the inside of her thighs before I sucked on the sensitive skin. Little purple bruises trailed after my mouth, and I smirked at each mark after I made them.  
 
    I could see Ravi’s thighs tremble in anticipation, and her soft lips were already wet with desire. I growled at the sight, and I toyed with her thighs a bit longer before I heard a soft whimper.  
 
    “Evan,” she moaned above me as I bit down gently on her soft skin, “stop teasing me.”  
 
    I grinned against her legs before I took pity and finally moved my mouth down to her warm entrance. My tongue licked along the lips of her pussy, and Ravi’s legs wrapped themselves around my shoulders. My mouth moved around her lips, and I could feel the moment I brushed over her clit.  
 
    Ravi’s entire body tensed, and she gasped loudly. “Right there!” 
 
    I grinned, and my tongue flicked across the small bundle of nerves as Ravi’s hands returned to my hair, and she let out another gasp. I hummed in approval at the sweet noises she made, and then I slowly moved my tongue along her clit. Each breath she took became more erratic as I continued my work, and I could feel her body slowly tense as Ravi’s hands clenched in my hair. Then one of my hands moved up to join my mouth, and two fingers slipped inside her. She was unbelievably tight, but I managed to move my fingers around briefly before I could feel her walls begin to clench down around me.  
 
    “Evan, I-I’m going to--oh!” she managed to gasp out before her first orgasm overtook her, and she cried out in pleasure.  
 
    I could feel the fluids of her orgasm dampen my fingers, and I pulled them out and sat back as I smiled at her.  
 
    “I bet you taste delicious,” I said as I raised my fingers to my mouth and licked off her juices. She tasted a bit like cherries and oranges.  
 
    “Ohh,” she panted, and her eyes opened wide when she saw me enjoy the taste of her.  
 
     I reached out to pull Ravi into a kiss. My mouth still lingered with her taste, but she didn’t seem to mind since she pulled my body atop hers, and her hand trailed down to the edge of my shirt. She pulled the fabric upward and managed to expose my abs before she broke off our kiss with a huff, tugged the shirt over my head, and threw it across her room. After my shirt was no longer a problem, her hands flew to the ties of my pants, but she seemed to grow frustrated with the ties, and I could see her blue flames burn across her finger tips. 
 
    “Whoa, hey, don’t get too worked up over there,” I warned her with a nervous laugh. “We don’t need to burn your brand new bed, or my crotch, to ashes.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Ravi glanced away, and her cheeks burned a bright red. 
 
    “I do appreciate the enthusiasm, though,” I smirked, “but I think I can take my pants off myself.”  
 
    Ravi cast a sultry look at me while I finally slid my pants off and tossed them across the room with my shirt. Then the phoenix’s hands trailed along my newly exposed skin slowly. Her fingers dusted along my abs, and she leaned forward to press a kiss to each muscle.  
 
    My hand wrapped itself in her hair, and I pulled her head back. She gave a short gasp of surprise before she locked eyes with me, and I could see the lust that still burned there.  
 
    “What do you want?” I growled.  
 
    “You, Lord Evan,” Ravi whimpered, and my cock throbbed in my pants as my name fell from her lips. “I-I want your manhood. Uhhh, inside of me, and I-I want your seed filling my womb. Please?” 
 
    “Then your wish is my command.” I pulled her up into a kiss before we moved together and fell against the mattress once more. One of my hands pulled one of her legs over my shoulder, and I kissed her calf.  
 
    I finally aligned myself with her wet entrance and slowly pushed my cock inside her. I groaned loudly as I pushed inside her, and I could feel Ravi’s tight walls stretch out around me. Then I looked down, and my cock jerked inside of her tight tunnel.  
 
    Ravi’s fingers were fisted around the bed sheets, and her knuckles had turned white. Her eyes were squeezed shut as she threw her head back in pleasure, and a small bead of sweat rolled down the side of her face.  
 
    “Fuck, Ravi,” I whispered through a groan as I began to pull out. Then I snapped my hips forward, and Ravi let out a loud cry of pleasure.  
 
    I grinned. The sounds my women made while I fucked them were easily the best music in the world, so I pounded back into her, and she hissed at the movement.  
 
    I continued to move in and out of her body slowly until I could feel the familiar coil of heat begin to form in my stomach, and I moaned loudly as I grabbed Ravi’s hips to help me get a better angle. Then I relentlessly started to fuck into her, and Ravi held onto the headboard of her bed as she bounced along with the force of my thrusts.  
 
    “Oh gods. I’m… I’m… ” Ravi whimpered, and then I felt her walls tighten around my cock as I fucked her through a second orgasm.  
 
    After that, it didn’t take me long to reach my release, and with one final thrust and a groan, she climaxed a third time while I pumped my dragon seed deep inside Ravi’s accepting womb.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” she groaned during her climax, and then her voice raised an octave in pitch when I kept spraying into her.  
 
    Both of our orgasms were incredibly long and intense, so when we finally came down from our peaks, and I pulled out of her tunnel, my cum poured out of her hole, dripped down her thighs, and spread onto the sheets below almost like she had spilled a glass of milk between her thighs.  
 
    “That… That… Amazing!” Ravi’s bare chest moved up and down quickly as she tried to catch her breath, and I pressed one last kiss to her lips before I pulled back.  
 
    “Okay, as much as I would love to stay here with you,” I groaned as I stood from the bed, “we should probably get to the library. The others have waited long enough for me to come help them figure out the campaign route.” 
 
    Ravi nodded and sat up, and she was careful to avoid the mess we’d made on the sheets. She found her shirt and pulled it over her head, and she used the sheets to wipe up my cream along her thighs as best as she could before she stepped into her pants and pulled them back on. Then she tied them quickly and moved to the vanity to fix her hair. 
 
    I found my clothes and dressed quickly as well, and once we were both ready, we left Ravi’s room and walked down to the exit of the palace.  
 
    “You know,” I whispered into her ear, and I wrapped an arm around her as we walked, “we just christened the new palace.” 
 
    “I’m honored, Lord Evan,” she teased, and pressed up against me, “I hope the others don’t mind.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured her with a grin, “the others have had first’s with me as well. Besides, I still need to christen my own room, so maybe I can find one of the others to help me out.” 
 
    Ravi giggled, and we continued to make light conversation as we approached the library. Then we stepped down the spiral staircase and into the large room. Everyone else was already here. Laika and Julia sat at a table filled with books and scrolls with Nike and Ruslan, and Alyona ran though the aisles of books as she looked for anything that could be useful. The people at the tables were focused on the scrolls, though, and I could see each scroll was a map for a section of Rahma. 
 
    Laika and Ruslan both looked up as we entered, since their Demi-Human abilities allowed them to smell us. Laika wrinkled her nose in confusion for a moment before her cheeks turned red, and when Ruslan hid his amusement behind a cough, I realized they knew exactly what Ravi and I had been up to. 
 
    “How is everything going?” I asked, and I chose to ignore them as Ravi and I sat down at the table. Then I opened the nearest scroll and quickly looked it over.  
 
    “Good,” Nike replied with a nod, “I think we figured out which city you should start with. It’s called Tikal. I haven’t been there since I was young, but it was a peaceful city, so I can’t imagine it has changed that much. It is run by a noble family of lion Demi-Humans, and they have always been loyal to the crown.” 
 
    Nike handed me a scroll, and I unrolled the paper and glanced around the map. The city of Tikal was a lot closer than I’d figured. It looked to be right on the other side of the Crimson Canyons, which was good. I knew I could convince Valerra to allow me to pass through unharmed, and it could save us weeks of travel time.  
 
    Suddenly, Alyona appeared at the table, and her arms were full of different manuscripts.  
 
    “I found a few books about Tikal,” she mumbled as she placed the books down. “I figured we might as well try to learn as much as we could about the people before we head out. I wouldn’t want to offend them.” 
 
    “Have you ever been there?” I asked. “It would be nice if we had someone who knows the area with us.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alyona confessed with a furrowed brow. “I may have been there when I was a small girl, but I don’t have a good memory of it. My father liked to keep me close, and I didn’t get to travel much once I was sent to the mountains to train.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I assured her, “it just means you’re right. We need to learn as much about the people of Tikal as possible so we know what to expect.” 
 
    So, I grabbed one of the books Alyona had placed on the table and began to read. 
 
    Our campaign was now a week away, and I couldn’t afford to let King Rodion down.  
 
    The fate of Rahma depended on it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    We sat in the library for what seemed like hours, and each of us pored over the maps or books Alyona had pulled from the shelves. We had a city to start with, but we needed to figure out a path to take and hit as many noble cities as possible.  
 
    “So,” Ruslan sighed as he stretched her arms over his head, “what exactly did the king want?” 
 
    Julia and Laika both dropped their books with wide eyes. 
 
    “The king was here?” Julia accused Ruslan. “And you didn’t think to inform me?” 
 
    “I only know because Lord Nikolaus and I happened to run into him when we were leaving Natalya’s this afternoon.” Ruslan shrugged and avoided the book that Julia attempted to hit him with. 
 
    Alyona and I met eyes, and she nodded at my silent question. 
 
    “The king was here to tell us we need to begin our campaign soon,” I informed the table. “End of next week, soon.”  
 
    This time, it was Ruslan who dropped his book in surprise.  
 
    “Why so soon?” Julia asked with a confused frown, but Ruslan looked at me with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “What’s happened?” he bit out. “The king would only leave The Breach to talk to you if it was serious. You already had plans to leave the city within the next month. There would be no need for him to come unless he was worried about something.” 
 
    “The country is on the brink of war, and not just with demons,” I sighed. “King Rodion told us there have been some noble families that have abandoned The Breach and refused to send any kind of aid. The number of soldiers at The Breach has gone down, and the king isn’t able to leave to help create stability within the feuding cites. So, he’s asked Alyona and I to help create allies and reassert their faith in the crown.” 
 
    Julia gasped, and Ruslan cursed under his breath. Nike and Laika both tensed visibly, and Ravi stared at me in confusion.  
 
    “How close to war?” Ruslan asked, and his eyes narrowed at the table in front of him. 
 
    “It sounds like King Rodion is worried the tension between the nobles and the crown could snap at any time,” I replied. “He’s afraid Alyona will become a target of any nobles who have turned against us, so he wants me to stay at her side at all times.” 
 
    “I will come, too,” Laika spoke up, and her tone left no room for discussion. “I was brought here to protect the princess, and I won’t let her travel across the country alone, especially if a target could be on her back.” 
 
    I smiled and had to cough to hide my laugh. Alyona and I had already talked about this, and it was a well known fact that Laika would join us on our travels.  
 
    “Of course, Laika,” I told her with a serious nod. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from Alyona’s personal guard, but are you sure your guild will be alright without you?” 
 
    Laika smirked before she walked around the table to stand alongside Alyona. “They’ll understand. I have an oath to the princess to keep, and that means I must leave. Daya and Tion will ensure the guild continues to guard the city efficiently. Besides, I would never be able to live with myself if Milady was attacked by a noble house.” 
 
    “Those cowards,” Nike growled, and his silver eyes narrowed in anger. “They’d rather kill their princess and pretend nothing is wrong than continue to fight.” 
 
    “That’s one of the reasons we have to leave so soon,” I continued as I sat back in my chair. “We have to settle any grievances the nobles have before it’s too late. Rahma has already been forced to deal with The Breach, we can’t handle a civil war at the same time. It would destroy us, or at the very least make us vulnerable to foreign attack or an invasion.” 
 
    “We can’t let the crown fall,” Ruslan snarled, and his fox ears twitched erratically atop his head. “If the king falls, it’s only a matter of time before demons overrun Rahma. Humanity as we know it wouldn’t survive. So, you need to leave, go out there, and knock some sense into the other nobles. Make these fools see reason.” 
 
    “I will, Pops, I swear it,” I bit out, and my anger burned under my skin as my black dragon scales inched up my arms. “And if they refuse, then they can feel the heat of my flames. I won’t allow anyone who wants to do Rahma harm to survive.” 
 
    “Allow me to come as well,” Nike requested as he met my gaze. “I know the nobles of this country. I have lived among them my entire life, and many of them are my friends. If they have any hatred toward the king, his daughter and her fiancé might cause more friction, which would cause more problems. I might be able to help pull them back to our cause without the use of violence. 
 
    Alyona and I shared a glance, and I nodded. Ravi would be efficient to show anyone who is still undecided about their loyalties, but Nike could help those who have already decided.  
 
    “That’s actually a great idea, Nike,” I said. “Thanks.” 
 
    Nike nodded in lieu of words.  
 
    “So,” Julia’s voice broke the silence, and she fanned herself as she looked around the table, “what is the plan now?” 
 
    “I’ll go talk to Valerra first thing in the morning,” I answered. “I’m sure I can convince her to give us passage through the canyons so we can finally begin our campaign.” 
 
    As I spoke, thoughts of Valerra reminded me of the important news I needed to share.  
 
    “I also have a favor to ask of you and Pops,” I added as I turned to my adoptive mother. 
 
    “What is it?” Julia asked as she and Ruslan both gave me confused looks. 
 
    “I’ll need your help with the city,” I explained. “Obviously, Valerra is more than adequate to be the guardian of Hatra while I’m away, but I need the two of you to keep an eye out for any internal struggles.” 
 
    “Of course, Evan,” Ruslan replied with a nod. “We would never let anything happen to Hatra, we’ll make sure we’re on guard at all times.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’m glad to hear that,” I suppressed a grin as I tried to keep my voice level, “but I also have some other news to tell you, and this actually involves all of you, and Valerra.” 
 
    “Did something happen?” Alyona gasped, and her amethyst eyes went wide. “Is Valerra alright? Is this about her sister’s egg?” 
 
    “They’re fine, don’t worry. It’s good news. I swear.” I paused and took a deep breath. “Actually, Valerra has an egg of her own now. An egg with me.”  
 
    Ruslan and Julia shared an eager look before they both jumped up from their seats.  
 
    “We’re going to be grandparents?” they exclaimed simultaneously, and their eyes were wide with astonishment.  
 
    “I guess so, yeah,” I chuckled as they wrapped me in their arms. 
 
    “This is so wonderful, Evan!” Julia wiped a tear away from her eye. “I-I never imagined our line continuing. I can’t wait to meet them. Do you think Valerra will allow us to visit her cave?” 
 
    “Actually, that’s another thing.” I winced. “I don’t know for how long, but Valerra will actually live here in Hatra. If she’s ready, I planned to help her move her hoard here in the morning.” 
 
    “She’ll live here?” Ruslan repeated. “In Hatra? So, we can see our future grandchild whenever we want?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” I warned. “She’s very overprotective of the egg right now. She nearly bit my head off when I went to speak with her the other day. I’ll talk to her about it though, don’t worry.” 
 
    Suddenly, Nike stood from his seat and offered his hand, and I shook it firmly with a grin. 
 
    “Congratulations, Evan,” he grinned, “a child is a wonderful thing. I hope I can meet them one day.” 
 
    Laika wrapped me in a hug next and pressed a light kiss to my cheek. “I am so happy for you, Evan. I can’t wait to meet the little one. I will protect your child with my life.” 
 
    “Thank you, Laika.” I smiled. “I can’t wait to see what you teach them one day.” 
 
    Ravi moved in when the wolf Demi-Human stepped away, and the phoenix grabbed both of my hands and squeezed them tight.  
 
    “If you have any questions, feel free to ask me,” she offered as she bounced on her toes and grinned. “I don’t know how similar phoenix eggs and dragon eggs are, but I cared for the eggs in our nursery plenty of times. I might be able to offer some assistance.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ravi, that’s very generous of you.” I leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to her forehead. “I’ll make sure I take you up on your offer.” 
 
    The phoenix blushed and stepped back, and then Alyona was the last of the group to congratulate me. The princess smiled warmly and wrapped her arms around my neck in an embrace.  
 
    “Congratulations, Evan,” she murmured in my ear. “I can’t tell you how thrilled I am for you and Valerra. You have begun to restore the dragon population. I can’t imagine how Valerra feels at this moment.” 
 
    “Thanks, Alyona.” I pressed a quick kiss on her cheek. “I actually have a few questions about all of this, so do you think you could help me do some research on dragon eggs later?” 
 
    “Of course.” Alyona smiled. “I’ll make sure I grab some books about dragon lore before we leave the library.” 
 
    “There’s a bestiary down here, that could be helpful,” I offered, and Alyona nodded. 
 
    “I’ll grab it and whatever else I can find. Meet me in my room later tonight?” 
 
    “It’s a date,” I promised. 
 
    After the excitement of my announcement died down, we slowly began to make our way out of the library. Ruslan and Julia were the first to leave, followed by Nike, Ravi, and me. Alyona and Laika stayed behind, though, so they could gather all the books about dragons that they could find and take them back to the Lunar Palace. 
 
    I left with Nike and Ravi so I could have some time to talk to Azra and Raisa about the room I wanted to design for the dryad sisters. I wanted it to be finished before I left, so I knew I needed to talk to the architects about it right now.  
 
    Thankfully, the architects were predictable and not hard to find. They were in the outskirts of the city, and they both watched over a section of reconstruction to prevent any more accidents like the collapsed mill. Raisa worked with a few men on a smaller building that looked like it would be used for storage, and Azra was busy with the mill. He and his men carefully restarted the construction of the building, since it was something we needed, or else I wouldn’t have risked it. Fortunately, it seemed the second time was a bit more successful and much more safe for the workers.  
 
    “Raisa!” I yelled over to the young woman as I stopped by Azra. 
 
    Raisa’s head turned and looked around before she found me. Then she waved quickly and jogged over to us. 
 
    “Lord Evan, how are you?” She smiled, and her warm brown eyes glinted.  
 
    “Hey, Raisa. I’m good.” I turned my gaze to Azra for a second. “Do the two of you have a minute? I have something I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” Raisa replied as Azra nodded.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and then we walked around the side of the mill, out of sight of the other workers. 
 
    “So, I have a favor to ask you,” I whispered as I cast a look around us. “I want to create another room for the dryad sisters. They’ve done a lot for Hatra, and it’s only fair they have their own room as well.” 
 
    The architects’ eyes lit up as I explained the situation, and they eagerly pulled out pieces of paper and pencils to jot down notes.  
 
    “That’s a great idea!” Raisa squealed.  
 
    “It is,” Azra agreed with a nod, “the sisters will love it. Do you have any ideas for us?” 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted with a wince. “Maybe have a lot of plants? Their magic is plant based, and it might be a comfort for them to be surrounded by greenery.” 
 
    “Oh!” Raisa gasped as she turned to Azra. “What if we make their room like a greenhouse? A glass ceiling and large windows to allow natural sunlight in to help their plants grow. We can also have a small fountain to bring water inside so they won’t have to carry buckets up to their room.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s brilliant!” Azra praised, and his amber eyes sparkled with interest. “Their balcony can be fit with pots of soil so they can keep plants out there when they need to. We can also add a cupboard for dried herbs and seeds storage.” 
 
    “They’ll need plenty of space, especially if all three of them plan to live in one room,” Raisa mused as she tapped her chin and continued to jot down notes. “They’ll need the biggest room yet.”  
 
    “What if we take three beds and line them together?” Azra suggested. “That way they could sleep together in one bed, or split them up if they need their own space.” 
 
    The two of them continued to bounce ideas back and forth until they seemed to reach an agreement on the design. Then Azra drew the designs onto his piece of paper and turned them toward me. The room was covered in a variety of plants, drawn in black charcoal, and I chuckled.  
 
    “This is nice, but maybe hold back a bit on plant life,” I suggested. “I know they are dryads, but they have other interests, too. The plants here have kind of taken over the room. It looks like a jungle.” 
 
    “Okay, fewer plants,” Azra muttered as he erased some of the plant drawings. “That’s an easy fix. Maybe we can add a meditation room instead? They can have a space to relax in the sun. They are creatures of nature, so sunlight is very important to them.” 
 
    “Oh, and I think the most important question: is this room going to be attached to your own too?” Raisa asked with a smirk. “Or should we continue to string them along?” 
 
    I coughed loudly and cleared my throat before I shot a small glare at Raisa, but she did have a point. I needed to figure out what my relationship is with the sisters. I knew I wanted them, that wasn’t hard to figure out, but I didn’t want to start something with them right before I left, and I also couldn’t leave them behind with no closure.  
 
    “Attach it,” I decided quickly. “I want to be able to reach them whenever I need to.” 
 
    “Of course.” Raisa nodded knowingly and gave me a wink. “We built plenty of extra rooms, so it shouldn’t be too hard to customize one of them for the sisters.” 
 
    “We can start immediately if you need us to,” Azra added quickly. “We know you’re on a tight schedule.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” I huffed and rubbed my face. “The king wants us to begin the campaign in less than a week.” 
 
    The two architects blinked in shock, and their mouths popped open. 
 
    “Wait, the king spoke to you?” Raisa gasped as her brown eyes went wide. “When?” 
 
    “You two haven’t talked to Nike, I assume?”  
 
    “No?” Azra replied with a furrowed brow. “We’ve been out here all day. Why?” 
 
    “King Rodion was here,” I replied simply and chuckled as the architects froze in place.  
 
    “The king … ” Azra gulped as Raisa grabbed his arm. “The King of Rahma was here. In Hatra?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed, “but it wasn’t for too long. He just wanted to talk to Alyona and I for a bit.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Raisa demanded as she clasped her hands beneath her chin. “About the city, I mean.” 
 
    “He was impressed,” I admitted with a grin. “Really impressed, actually. He offered the two of you jobs in the capital.” 
 
    Azra’s jaw dropped, and Raisa shook his arm that she was still clinging to. 
 
    “Azra!” the crimson-haired woman screeched. “The king wants us to work in the capital!” Then she dropped her companion’s arm and spun in a tight circle. “This is what we have waited for!”  
 
    “This is our chance,” Azra gasped as he stood there frozen. “We can make a name for ourselves, Raisa.” 
 
    “We can design a new palace for the king,” Raisa squealed, and clapped her hands. “Can you imagine, us, designing a palace for the King of Rahma?” 
 
    “It’s what we have always dreamed of,” Azra agreed breathlessly, “but we have to finish our work in Hatra first. Then we can look forward. For now, we must remain here and finish what we have started.” 
 
    “Of course,” Raisa agreed as she nodded vigorously. “We would never leave any jobs unfinished. But once we are finished with Hatra, there are no other jobs we have to do. We are free to do what we’d like.” 
 
    “Once Hatra is finished.” Azra nodded in agreement.  
 
    “So, let’s get to work,” Raisa demanded. “We still have a lot to do.” 
 
    “I can help,” I offered. “I want the city to be in the best shape possible when I leave.” 
 
    “You can help us with the dryad sisters’ room,” Azra suggested. “You know them better than us, and the job shouldn’t take too long since we’ve already built the room. We just need to decorate and customize it to fit them. If we start now, we could be done within a few hours.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I clapped my hands together. “Are the two of you ready to start now? I need to meet up with Alyona later for some research, but I’m free until then. We could get it out of the way so I will be able to show the sisters before I have to leave.” 
 
    “I trust my men,” Azra commented with a nod, “they can handle this. The foundation for the new mill is much more secure this time around, so we shouldn’t have any weaknesses or issues with cave-ins.” 
 
    “And my storage shed is practically finished now anyways.” Raisa shrugged. “My men can handle a few hours by themselves.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I grinned at the two of them. “You’re the best.” 
 
    “Oh, we know,” Raisa laughed, and her brown eyes glittered with glee. “Come on, then, we should get started.” 
 
    Then Raisa spun on her heel and skipped away from the mill back toward the city, and Azra and I chuckled as we followed after her.  
 
    As we walked toward the Lunar Palace, Raisa fell back to walk with us, but there was a skip in each of her steps. 
 
    The way back to the palace was crowded with people, and each of them was busy with their own errands to run and jobs to do. Most of them barely gave us a second glance as we walked by, but the few who did notice us chirped out cheerful greetings or bowed toward me. When we finally stepped through the gates of the palace and into the grounds, Raisa and Azra fell in step with each other behind me and began to whisper about various ideas for the dryad sisters’ room and the palace. 
 
    We quickly ascended the stone stairs and entered the palace, and I led us up more stairs, toward the bedrooms, and down the hall of doors. When we reached the end, I stopped and turned back to the architects. 
 
    “Alright,” I began, “which room do you two think we should use?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Azra hummed and tapped a finger against his chin before he walked past me and contained down the hall. He passed several doors, and then he finally stopped and nodded. “This one. If my memory is to be trusted, this room is the best one to give us the most sunlight and the most room.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” I answered. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    Raisa and I followed Azra into the room and quickly looked around. The room was a little smaller than the other rooms I’d designed for my women, but it was still spacious and well lit. Long, wide windows encircled the room entirely, and a large window sat above us in the ceiling. The room was bare of any furniture, but a small hole was cut out of one of the stone walls which led into the bathroom, and it was covered by a large oak door. 
 
    “Good choice,” Raisa praised Azra, “this room is perfect.”  
 
    The scarlet-haired architect walked deeper into the room and began to scribble more notes onto her piece of paper. Then she tucked the pencil she used behind her head and pulled out a measuring tape from one of the pockets of the pants she wore. Next, she waved Azra toward her and handed him one end of the tape, and they silently began to work with each other as they started to measure different areas of the room.  
 
    I just stood back and let them do their thing, and I smiled as the architects muttered to and over each other.  
 
    “Okay,” Raisa’s voice echoed through the empty room a few minutes later, and her hand ran across the stone wall in front of her. “Here we can build a shelf. And here,” she pointed toward a spot along the floor, “is where we can place the storage cupboard.” 
 
    “I will be in charge of the shelves, I would assume?” I gave them a confident smirk. 
 
    My stone magic had been very useful during the past few weeks. We only used wood on the furniture that couldn’t be carved from stone, like the beds or wardrobes. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Azra responded. “We can have wooden shelves made if you’d rather?” 
 
    “No, we don’t need to add anymore stress to the few carpenters we have,” I replied, “they have a lot to do already. Only give them things that I can’t make.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan.” Azra bowed his head. “As you wish.”  
 
    “For the plants,” I quickly changed the subject, “we should talk to Moskal. He is an herbalist, so he should have a variety of seeds for us to use. I’m sure he’ll let us have whatever we’d like. We can ask Afra too, though she is mainly in charge of crops. I don’t know how many plants she’d have that could survive indoors besides a few herbs.” 
 
    “We have an herbalist, too,” Azra reminded me. “We can ask if we can use some of her seeds as well. Some of the plants she has are only known to grow in Leyte, so the sisters might like one or two.” 
 
    “Great idea.” I punched Azra on the arm, and he winced and rubbed his sore limb. Then I laughed before I shrugged my shoulders. “Alright, so we need a shelf right? How long do you want it?” 
 
    Raisa drew two lines across the wall about ten feet apart before she nodded and measured more lines along the walls. 
 
    “Just make each set of lines connect,” she ordered. “These will be used to hold plants, so make sure they are about two feet wide.” 
 
    “Got it,” I answered and stepped forward.  
 
    I looked between two of the lines Raisa had drawn and focused on my stone magic. A moment later, I could feel it react to my commands as it rushed through the wall in front of us. The stones in the wall began to shift around like a liquid before I began to pull and form the rock into a long, flat shelf that jutted out of the wall about seven feet from the ground. After a while, I could feel my magic begin to weaken, so I released my hold on the stone. The energy returned to my body and seemed to reabsorb into my spiritual sea, and I could feel sweat drip down my face as I stepped back to examine the long shelf.  
 
    “How’s that?” I panted out. I’d managed to create shelves along the room, and they looked pretty solid.  
 
    “It looks great,” Raisa praised, but worry tinged her voice, “but we should be done for today. You need to rest.” 
 
    I was prepared to argue, but I figured I should listen to her. I didn’t want to exhaust my magic right now, since I was so close to my campaign. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed with a nod. “I should take it easy for a few days. I need to make sure I’m at full strength when I leave.” 
 
    “You should go rest,” Azra echoed his fellow architect. “Raisa and I got this handled. We just need to figure out the decor from here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed. “Let me know if you need anything else. I’ll be in Alyona’s room. I still have to help her with some research.” 
 
    “We will,” Azra promised as he began to follow Raisa around the room. “We will let you know when we need your help with the stairwell down into your room.” 
 
    I offered them a small nod before I walked out the door and retraced my steps down the hall toward Alyona’s room, since I could hear her heartbeat thrumming steadily inside. Then I knocked loudly on the door a few times. 
 
    “Come in,” Alyona’s muffled voice rang from inside the room. 
 
    When I twisted the knob and slipped inside, Alyona sat at her desk with her feet pulled up beside her in the chair. Her white hair was pulled up into a ponytail, and her eyes were narrowed in focus as she stared down at her books in front of her. Several books were placed along the desk, and each of them was opened to random pages about dragons.  
 
    Alyona’s gaze lifted from the words of the book she read for a moment, and she gave me a soft smile. 
 
    “Hi,” she greeted. “I wish I had some better news for you, but I haven’t found out anything so far about dragon eggs.” 
 
    “There has to be something here.” I glared down at the dozen or so books sprawled across the desk and along the floor. “Someone at some point had to know something about dragon eggs.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Alyona sighed. “Or else we will have to wait for thousands of years to meet your child.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw at the thought. Alyona and Valerra would probably still be alive, since dragons had long life spans and Alyona’s father was one of the oldest beings in the world of Inati. Ravi could be alive as well, she had told me once that phoenixes were practically immortal as long as they burned themselves and rose from the ashes once a century or so. Laika and my parents, however, would no longer be with me by the time my egg finally hatched. I would have many other children by then, but I still wanted my adoptive parents to meet their first pure dragon grandchild.  
 
    “We have to find something,” I muttered, and my scales crawled up my skin in unease. “Valerra said she knows for a fact that her older siblings were not thousands of years old when she hatched. There has to be something in here that explains how that happened.” 
 
    Alyona reached out a slim hand and placed it on top of my own in a show of comfort. 
 
    “We will find something,” she promised. “We will scour every single book in the library if we must until we figure out a solution. Don’t worry.”  
 
    I squeezed her hand, and the scales along my arms retracted as I calmed down my emotions. 
 
    “Okay.” I took a deep breath. “So, have you learned anything that could help us?” 
 
    “Not really,” Alyona admitted with a wince, “but we can’t give up. I’ve only gone through two books so far and as you can see,” she waved her arms over the books around her, “we have plenty of more options.” 
 
    I pulled a chair up next to her and settled in. Then I grab the first book I found, which was titled, ‘Dragons and Phoenixes: The Great Creations of the Sun God.’ 
 
    I snorted a laugh at the book before I flipped it open and began to read.  
 
    Several hours and many books later, Alyona huffed in agitation as she tossed a book on the floor. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” she grumbled. “Why has no one ever done research on a dragon egg before?” 
 
    I suddenly thought of Valerra and her intense mama bear attitude. 
 
    “They probably couldn’t,” I replied with a frown. “Dragons are very protective of their young, I doubt they ever allowed humans near their eggs.” 
 
    Alyona sighed, pulled out another book, and quietly began to read, but the agitated crease in her forehead remained.  
 
    I tossed the book I was skimming to the floor as well before my eyes drifted to a familiar spine along the desk. The bestiary. I quickly grabbed the book and flipped through the pages until I came across a drawing of a dragon. Then I read down the first few paragraphs before I finally found something. 
 
    It is said that dragons were created by the Sun God in a contest given to him by the Moon Goddess. He was to create a life that would never die, and with clay and fire of the sun, he created a dragon. Though the beast eventually decayed back to the clay that formed it and thus the Sun God failed with this creation, he was so impressed with the creature that he created two more: a male and a female. The two dragons soon laid an egg and from that egg a hatchling was born. The stories say the first dragon egg hatched in three moon cycles, and the baby dragon emerged under the fire of the sun. 
 
    “Hey, Alyona,” I handed the book to her, “I think I found something.” 
 
    She read quietly for a few seconds before she snapped her head up with a look of excitement on her face. 
 
    “Three moon cycles,” she breathed with wide eyes. “Your egg could hatch in three months, Evan!” 
 
    “That’s what the myth of the first dragon said,” I reminded her. “It also said it was ‘hatched under the fire of the sun.’” 
 
    “Maybe that just means it was hatched during the day,” Alyona suggested. “It could have hatched at noon, when the sun is at its hottest.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied, but I was unsure. “So, in three months all I have to do is place the egg outside at noon, and it will hatch? That doesn’t make any sense. I’m sure Valerra’s sister’s egg was under the sun at noon at some point in her three thousand years.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a riddle?” Alyona offered. “It could be a puzzle of sorts that we have to figure out. There could be more information somewhere in these books.” 
 
    “We need answers,” I sighed, but nodded as I accepted a book Alyona handed me, “and we need them before we leave. I don’t want to leave Valerra behind clueless on what to do.” 
 
    Alyona nodded and gave me a soft smile. Then she turned her attention to her book with purpose and used a finger to keep track of her place within the words. 
 
    After a few more books and more time, Alyona gasped and sat up. 
 
    “Evan, look!” She passed me the book and pointed to a paragraph on the left page. “Read here.”  
 
    I looked down at the passage she indicated.  
 
    Dragon eggs have long been a mystery to humans. It seems that while some eggs hatch after a year or more, some eggs can incubate for an indefinite period of time. It is thought that eggs will know when it is safe to hatch, and some dragon hatchlings will refuse to hatch until all their needs are met. The longest known incubation time for an egg has been five thousand years and counting. The mother of said egg was willing to allow human mages to examine the egg for signs of life, and they were happy to report the egg is fine.*  
 
    The shortest egg on record is one year and three days. The egg hatched while his mother and father stood guard in their cave. A fire burned near the egg at all times during incubation, and the flames are thought to help speed up his hatching process. 
 
    My eyes trailed to the bottom of the page where a note had been added.  
 
    *Said egg has finally hatched after five thousand years, four hundred and thirteen days. The hatchling was no different from any other newly hatched dragon infant, even though it had a very extended incubation. The mother passed away due to an unknown illness, though, a year before the egg hatched. The egg was moved to a new home, with her uncle and his mate. Rumors of the mother spread around the city where the dragons dwell, and it seems like she was a cruel and ruthless monster. The egg may have felt unsafe with its own mother and refused to hatch until it was free from her. 
 
    I reread the words a few times before I passed the book back to Alyona.  
 
    “So, outside influences can alter the incubation time of an egg,” I quoted in surprise. 
 
    “It seems like it,” she agreed with a nod. “I wonder if that’s what happened to Valerra’s sister’s egg. The trauma of Valerra’s family being slaughtered has triggered the fetus into stasis. Until it knows it won’t be harmed, I don’t think it will hatch.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise.  
 
    So, what did this mean for my egg? Would I have to wait thousands of years to meet my child?  
 
    Fuck that. If the egg needed to feel safe in order to hatch, then I would do everything in my power to make this happen.  
 
    Even if I had to burn every evil bastard in Inati to ash.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Alyona and I searched through the books for a few more hours, but we didn’t find anything else related to dragon eggs. We finally gave up the search, retired to bed, and cuddled together since we were too tired to do much else.  
 
    When I woke, the sun shone down on my face, and I groaned and rolled over.  
 
    Alyona shifted next to me before she let out a few tiny yawns and sat up. 
 
    With a purr, I joined her and pressed a quick kiss to her lips.  
 
    “Good morning,” she replied with a smile. 
 
    “Morning.” I stifled a yawn and swung my legs out of bed. Then I stretched my arms up over my head and let out a groan as my joints popped.  
 
    Alyona delicately pulled the blankets off her and stood from the bed as well. Her nightgown was crumpled in places, and several strands of her hair had fallen from her ponytail during the night.  
 
    “I have plans to meet up with Laika to return some of the books to the library,” Alyona announced. “I’ll see if I can find more books that I missed about dragons while I’m down there.” 
 
    I nodded in acknowledgement. “I’ll need to go help Valerra move her hoard over today, so I probably won’t be available for a few hours. If you need me for anything, send a message.” 
 
    “I will.” Alyona grinned as she walked to her wardrobe, pulled out a dress, and disappeared into her bathroom. She returned a few minutes later with her nightgown over her arm, and now she was dressed elegantly in a pale and sheer lavender gown. She hadn’t pulled her hair out of the pony tail, though, and it fell down her back, except for her black forelocks that framed her face.  
 
    I took in the sight of her body and felt my blood rush south. Gods, she was beautiful. 
 
    Alyona gave me a mischievous grin as she walked toward me, and her hips swung so hypnotically, I couldn’t take my eyes off her.  
 
    “Are you alright, my love?” she purred in my ear.  
 
    “I will be as long as you keep this up,” I replied with a smirk and pulled her hips against me. 
 
    Alyona giggled and stepped back. Then she kissed my cheek before she sighed. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t have time right now. I promised Laika I’d meet up with her first thing in the morning, and if the position of the sun is anything to go by, I’m already late.” 
 
    With a growl, I released her hips and pressed a deep kiss to her lips. “I suppose you can go, but I expect something in return.”  
 
    Alyona laughed loudly and nodded. “I’m sure I can think of some way to repay you later, but I really have to go. I’ll come by after lunch to see how Valerra has settled in.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I warned her. “Valerra has been a lot worse, temper wise. I don’t want to piss her off any more that I have to.” 
 
    “I understand,” Alyona sighed. “Let me know if she needs anything, okay?” 
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    I walked to the hidden door along the wall and pushed back the tapestry that covered it. The door swung open silently, and Alyona waved as she left her room from the main door. Then I heard her steps as she walked the short distance to Laika’s room.  
 
    I quickly ran down the steps to my room and walked through the passage door. Once in my own quarters, I changed into fresh clothes before I stepped out onto my balcony. Then I shifted into my dragon form and tore into the air. The wind whipped through my wings as I flew toward the canyons, and the sun beat down onto my dark scales. I could feel the heat of its rays warm my body, and I sighed comfortably.  
 
    Ten minutes later, I reached the entrance to Valerra’s cave and froze. For the second time this week, Valerra didn’t come out to yell at me. I figured she must be busy with her eggs, so I shifted into my human form before I stepped inside the inky blackness of the cave.  
 
    “Valerra,” I called out into the darkness, “it’s just me. Don’t eat me, or whatever.” 
 
    Silence echoed around me, and I frowned and continued forward into her lair. Her treasure was neatly piled around the room, and the eggs still sat atop the crimson silks, but Valerra was nowhere to be seen. Worry began to tighten in my chest, and I ran out from the lair and back outside. Then I shifted into my dragon form, jumped off the cliffside, and soared through the canyons in search of my mate. 
 
    “Valerra!” I roared, and the name echoed around me. “Are you out here?” 
 
    I heard a familiar roar in response echo somewhere from my left, and I turned my body and adjusted my wings to help turn me as fast as possible. 
 
    Then another roar ricocheted off the surrounding rocks, and I growled in anger. 
 
    She sounded like she was in pain. 
 
    My wings beat faster, and I flew quickly through the air. I absently noticed a few animals underneath me that cowered under my shadow as I passed overhead, but I paid them no mind. 
 
    A minute later, I flew over a large rock formation and finally spotted the familiar crimson scales. Then Valerra let out another pained roar before she lunged forward toward some beast hidden from my view. 
 
    Blood poured from several cuts around Valerra’s neck and legs, and she had a dozen blistered wounds that looked oddly like burn marks. One of her wings hung limply at a twisted angle, and I grimaced as I realized the creature must have broken a wing to keep her on the ground.  
 
    I let out an enraged roar, and rainbow glitter poured from my mouth and settled around Valerra’s body. Her wounds quickly healed, and she flapped her injured wing slowly before she sent a cloud of dust around the area as she took to the skies.  
 
    I sniffed the air as Valera rose into the air, and it smelled like salt and strangely like fish. Before I could think too much about the strange odor, the creature burst forth from between stone and let out a high-pitched scream that made Valerra and I roar in pain as we scratched at our ears.  
 
    I instinctively breathed fire down on the creature, but it met the flames that erupted from my jaws with a stream of scalding water. The two elements hit with a hiss and evaporated into steam.  
 
    I glared down at the creature and finally took in its appearance.  
 
    It was built like a massive snake, but its size was closer to Valerra’s than mine. It had no legs, so it just slithered along the ground on its belly. Blue scales covered the entirety of its body, and it had a large fan like membrane around its neck that opened with each burst of water it shot from its mouth. The beast had large, black eyes and two long slits on its snout that I assumed was its nose. Two other slits were on the side of its head in place of ears, and inside its mouth were several rows of jagged, fanged teeth. Drool dripped from its teeth as it hissed up at us.  
 
    “What the fuck is that thing?” I shouted to Valerra.  
 
    “A Leviathan,” she snarled back as she hovered in the air beside me, “It’s a type of water demon. I don’t know how this one reached us, though, since they live in oceans and seas.” 
 
    “Well, it’s here now,” I growled. “And it needs to die.” 
 
    “On this one thing,” Valerra bared her fangs, “we agree.” 
 
    “Do you know how to kill it?” I asked her. 
 
    “If I did, do you think it would still be alive right now?” Valerra snapped. 
 
    “Good point.” I rolled my eyes at her tone. “What have you tried so far?” 
 
    “Well,” Valerra dodged a stream of the water the leviathan shot toward her, “it doesn’t seem to mind fire, and the only time I got close enough to bite it, it broke my wing.” 
 
    “I’m here now,” I reminded her, “so let’s tear the bastard up. Show him what happens when you mess with mated dragons.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me.” Valerra gave me a fanged grin. “I’d like to get revenge for my broken wing.” 
 
    I gave her an identical grin, and then we dove in synchronization. Valerra flew down toward his head while I dove behind him to sneak up and grab him from behind.  
 
    It worked, but only for a brief moment.  
 
    Valerra held the leviathan’s attention until he spat water directly into her eyes, and she roared in aggravation as she wheeled away from the beast.  
 
    I managed to grab his neck and pushed him to the ground while my magic healed Valerra, but before she could rejoin me, the creature’s tail whipped out and struck my snout. I reared back in pain, and the leviathan slipped from my jaws. Dark blue blood dripped from the wounds left by my teeth, but it didn’t seem bothered. Instead, it hissed loudly, and water poured from his maw as it directed the stream at me.  
 
    The water hissed along my foreleg as it connected, and I realized the liquid was hot enough to burn through my scales and leave a nasty red and white blistered wound behind. I snarled at the creature, and it let out another high pitched sound that left Valerra and I incapacitated until it was finished.  
 
    “Fly!” I ordered Valerra as I spread my wings and took off into the sky. 
 
    I felt her more than I could see her take off from the ground. Then we hovered over the air above the demon, and Valerra turned her head toward me. 
 
    “Any other brilliant ideas?” she snarked. 
 
    “He’s fast.” I ignored Valerra’s sass and looked down at the snake-like creature below us. “I can probably trap him with my web magic, but I need him to be still. He moves around too much for me to trap him.” 
 
    “You have stone magic,” Valerra snapped, “just use that instead.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” I admitted. “I’ve used too much of my magic on Hatra’s buildings. My power drains too quickly if I use my stone magic right now.” 
 
    Valerra gave me an annoyed look. “Of course you would be useless when I need you.” 
 
    “I’m not useless,” I growled. “I’ll kill it for you. I just need to be a bit creative.” 
 
    “Well, hurry it up,” Valerra growled. “I’ve been away long enough. I need to get home.” 
 
    “The eggs are fine,” I assured her. “I stopped by your lair before I came here.” 
 
    Valerra nodded, but her eyes still flickered toward the direction of her cave. 
 
    “So,” she finally said, “what’s the plan now?” 
 
    “Distract him again,” I ordered. “Keep his attention on you. I’ll make sure he’s trapped with my webs before I try to rip him apart this time. The webs should hold long enough for me to finish him off.” 
 
    “This had better work, Evan,” Valerra growled. “I won’t be your distraction a third time.” 
 
    “It will,” I promised. “Trust me.” 
 
    Valerra didn’t respond, but she did fly down toward the creature. It snarled and snapped its jaw at her as she got close, but thankfully Valerra was able to maneuver her body out of the beast’s reach. 
 
    Only once the leviathan gave its full attention to Valerra did I finally fly downward toward the back side of the creature. Then my webs shot from my claws and trapped the leviathan’s tail against the earth, and I continued to wrap the tail in the webs until I was sure it wouldn’t be able to break through quickly.  
 
    With the leviathan trapped, I lunged at the beast, and it only had a millisecond to realize what happened before I clamped my jaw around his neck and bit down as hard as I possibly could. Blood poured into my mouth from the wounds, and I nearly spat out the neck of the creature due to the horrible taste, but I held on. Then I twisted my jaw to the sides, blood sprayed over my scales, and the creature let out a horrible sound as it realized it was trapped. I could feel the sinew begin to tear under my powerful jaws, and I heard the sound of bones as they snapped. The creature gave one last pitiful roar before I twisted my jaw sharply, and the head of the leviathan tumbled down to the earth.  
 
    I landed with a deep thud next to the severed head, and its navy blood still dripped from my mouth. Valerra landed next to me, but more burns covered her legs, so I sent a fresh wave of my healing glitter to her. 
 
    I waited to see if I would gain a new power, but nothing seemed to happen. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered, and then I turned to Valerra with a frown. “Why haven’t I gained a power from the leviathan? I killed it.” 
 
    “Our predation skill doesn’t work on demons,” Valerra grunted as she stepped forward and studied the leviathan’s corpse. “We can only assimilate powers from creatures born in this world.” 
 
    “Like the driders,” I said.  
 
    “Yes,” Valerra huffed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” I muttered mostly to myself. “I didn’t get any powers from the water demons I battled by the aqueducts either. I just didn’t notice it before.” 
 
    Valerra didn’t respond to my musings. Instead, she sniffed the air a few times before she ripped a piece of the still warm flesh from the leviathan and devoured it.  
 
    “What the fuck?” My lip curled in disgust. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I haven’t eaten in days,” she snarled. “I’ve been too busy with the eggs to leave the cave. This is fresh meat, so I won’t let it go to waste.” 
 
    As Valerra gulped down her meal, my stomach growled hungrily, and I realized I’d skipped breakfast. The longer I watched my mate, though, the more I realized I wasn’t actually grossed out. I was merely curious. I didn’t know if it was my instincts or my hunger, but as I watched Valerra eat the carcass, I growled deep in my throat.  
 
    Valerra’s head turned toward the sound, and she slowly backed away as I stepped forward. Then she stood back as I sniffed the beast.  
 
    I relied solely on my instincts as I ripped a piece of the leviathan’s flesh away with my teeth, and my clawed talons held down the body of the beast as I pulled the flesh away.  
 
    Once I got past the taste of blood, it wasn’t too bad. It actually tasted like unagi back on Earth. 
 
    When I was finished, Valerra returned to the body and ate her fill. Then, once the levitan’s body was little more than bones, we took off back toward the cave in silence.  
 
    I was sure the blue blood of the leviathan still stained my teeth, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I was a dragon, and this is how dragons behaved. We consume what we kill, and that’s how we became the top of the food chain.  
 
    Valerra and I landed at the entrance to her cave, and we shifted back into our human selves. Then, without a word, Valerra strode past me and walked into the darkness. I followed slowly behind her as adrenaline still pulsed through my bloodstream, and I realized with a shock that this was my first hunt. I intentionally killed a creature and then ate it. I was oddly proud of myself, and I grinned in the black cave.  
 
    By the time I reached the lair, Valerra stood over both eggs, and her hands gently caressed the shells.  
 
    “How are they?” I asked through the silence. 
 
    “They’re perfect.” Valerra confirmed. “Just like I left them.” 
 
    I nodded silently and walked through her rows of treasure.  
 
    “What do you want?” Valerra asked without turning to look at me. “You came here for a reason, right?” 
 
    In all the excitement, I’d nearly forgotten what I was here for, and it took me a few seconds to clear my head.  
 
    “I told you I’d be here to help you move,” I reminded her. 
 
    “You want me to move already?” Valerra asked, and her voice was tight. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “It will be easier now so I can help you. If you wait, I might be gone before you realize you’re even ready. We need to get it done now.” 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled with a glare.  
 
    “Come on,” I smirked and tried to lighten her mood, “it won’t be that bad. Your cave will always be here whenever you’re ready to come back. It’s just for a few months until I come back home.” 
 
    “I know,” she snapped and crossed her arms over her bare chest as she turned toward me. “I’m not a hatchling, Evan. Don’t coddle me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I rolled my eyes. “So, how do you want to do this? Take the piles of gold in waves, or I can ask Alyona to create a portal that could move it all at once?” 
 
    “No,” Valerra snapped. “I don’t want any humans near this cave.” 
 
    I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay, so no humans. Fine. How about we store it away then so we can just load it all up here and take it to Hatra? It would be one trip.” 
 
    “And allow you to take what you want for yourself?” my mate sneered. “No. We will carry the loads one at a time.” 
 
    “Why do you insist on the most difficult methods?” I groaned. “You know I’d never take anything from you. You’re my mate. Besides, I have my own plentiful hoard.  
 
    Valerra sent me a deadly glare, and I smirked. Then she turned her head away and began to shovel her treasure into a large wagon she’d set up in a far corner. 
 
    “I never thought the wagons of travelers would ever be useful to me, but here I am,” Valerra grumbled mostly to herself, “moving my treasure to the wagons so I can live inside a human city. My family would be devastated if they could see me right now.” 
 
    “No,” I argued, “they’d be proud. You’re doing whatever you can to keep your eggs safe. That’s not something to mock.” 
 
    Valerra offered me a rare appreciative look. “You can store the eggs away, if you’d like. I know you would never intentionally hurt an egg, especially your own.”  
 
    “I’ll keep them safe until we get to Hatra,” I swore. “Once we’re home, we can place them in the safe until we’re finished with your hoard.” 
 
    “I guess that would be fine,” she mumbled quietly. “At least I know they’ll be safe inside there.” 
 
    “Valerra, they’ll be safe anywhere in Hatra,” I assured her. “No one will let any harm come to my future child.” 
 
    “So you’ve said,” she remarked and bared her fangs, “but I don’t have a reason to trust humans the way you do. I will not put the life of my child at risk so your people can be heroes.” 
 
    I huffed at her in annoyance but let her be. I figured she could get away with more snark for a while since I was sure she was under a lot of pressure right now.  
 
    “Let’s get started then,” I replied as I approached the eggs. I quickly stored them away into my storage space before I turned back to the treasure. Then, with a sigh, I shifted back into my dragon form, pulled one of her wagons closer to the treasure, and began to pile it up.  
 
    It took hours for us to get all of her treasure packed up, and then another few hours to carry the wagons from her cave to the Lunar Palace in Hatra. Valerra and I could each carry two wagons at a time, but Valerra had accumulated a lot of riches throughout her life.  
 
    “Okay,” I panted later on in the day once all the treasure had been taken down into her vault. “That was all of it, right?”  
 
    I shifted into my human form and collapsed onto her bed with a tired sigh.  
 
    Valerra rolled her golden eyes, but her breaths came in slow pants, and I knew she was exhausted, too. 
 
    “Do you ever shut up,” Valerra criticized. “Just once, you should try to be silent. It might be good for you.” 
 
    Valerra stood next to the bed and messed with the silks wrapped around the wooden crib-like structure that could hold the eggs.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said dryly. “I’ll make sure to just shut up and do nothing next time you need help.”  
 
    I slipped the eggs back from my storage space and offered them to her, and she gently lowered them into the red silks before she joined me on the bed. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” she grumbled under her breath. “It would have taken me days to move all of it alone.” 
 
    “No problem,” I chuckled and waved off her thanks. “I wanted you and our egg here as soon as possible. I didn’t like the distance between us.” 
 
    “I do have to admit,” Valerra fell back among the pillows with a sigh, and her red hair pooled around her, “humans do understand comfort better than most creatures.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, and as I let my eyes rake over her naked body, I could feel my blood begin to rush to my cock. So, I rolled my body over to trap Valerra under me. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open into a glare.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” she snarled, and I grabbed her thin wrists and trapped them above her head with one of my hands.  
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t want this,” I growled into her ear, and she shivered at my tone. “You know you love it when I dominate you.” 
 
    She looked away, and her eyes still burned in annoyance, but I could feel her body relax under me. I kissed along the curves of her neck and chin before I finally reached her lips, and she moaned. Then my hand trailed down her hips in between her legs. She gasped as my fingers toyed along her pussy lips, and she hissed when the pad of my thumb brushed across her clit.  
 
    “Evan,” she bit out, and her voice was laced with lust, “just get to it. I’m not a plaything.” 
 
    “Yes,” I growled. “You are my plaything.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but I silenced her with a deep kiss as my fingers slipped inside her. Her body tensed in pleasure, and she let out a moan as she tightened around me. Then I pumped my fingers in and out of her body slowly, and her hips bucked as she tried to take control of the speed.  
 
    “Don’t move,” I warned as my free hand flew to her hip and pressed her down. “I’m in charge here. I set the pace, and you just take it like I know you want to.” 
 
    Valerra’s eyes widened with lust, and she slowly nodded as her body turned into putty underneath me.  
 
    I grinned wickedly. Valerra loved this, she talked a snarky game, but she wanted to be dominated by me.  
 
    My fingers continued to slip in and out of her wet tunnel, and as the speed slowly picked up, Valerra gasped as I inserted another finger. She pushed down against my fingers as her walls began to tighten, and I took pity on her. I pumped my digits harder and faster before her hands wound around my head, and I could feel the fluids of her orgasm as she screamed my name. 
 
    “Evan! Oh gods, yes!” Her thighs trembled below me, and I continued to move my fingers inside her as she orgasmed.  
 
    She panted loudly now, and her face relaxed into a state of bliss. Then I pushed my body off her and grabbed her arm to make her sit up. 
 
    “Get on your knees and turn around,” I ordered.  
 
    A shiver ran through her body as she quickly obeyed, and I quickly tore off my own clothes and freed my hard cock. Valerra’s pussy was still wet with the juices of her own release as I grabbed her hips with my hands and slowly lined my cock with her wet entrance. Then, in one swift movement, I thrust inside her.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” she screamed in pleasure, and she threw her head back in delight. 
 
    “You love this, don’t you?” I asked her as I fucked into her from behind. “You love it when I fuck you like this, take control of you and fuck you hard.” 
 
    Valerra was too stubborn to reply, and her lips formed a straight line as I pulled out and pushed back into her quickly.  
 
    “Tell me,” I snarled. “Tell me how much you love this.” 
 
    Valerra’s body trembled at my words, but she stayed silent.  
 
    “I’ll stop,” I warned her. “I’ll pull out of you right now and leave you like this: wound up and desperate.” 
 
    I pulled out of her to make a point, and she immediately pushed back against me. 
 
    “I love this!” she finally admitted with a deep and husky growl. “I want to be full of your member and have you fuck me senseless. Don’t stop now. Please put it back in.” 
 
    I grinned and bit down on her shoulder as I pushed inside her once more.  
 
    A noise that sounded a bit like a broken sob came from Valerra, and her fingers tightened in her sheets until her knuckles were a pale white.  
 
    “Evan,” she moaned, and I knew she was close to a second orgasm. 
 
    I fucked her faster, and my hips snapped up toward her body with enough force that I had to hold on to her hips tightly to prevent her from being shoved onto the mattress.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed under my breath.  
 
    “Yes, oh gods. Evan!” she gasped, and I could feel more of Valerra’s juices flood around my cock. 
 
    “Ohh, you feel so gooood,” I growled as she tightened around me. 
 
    “Fill me,” she demanded. “Please. I need your seed.” 
 
    “Yesss…” A few more thrusts from my hips, and I poured my seed deep inside her trembling walls. We stayed connected for a few seconds before I pulled out, and my cum spilled out of her pussy and dripped down her thighs. Then I smirked as Valerra rolled over and collapsed onto the bed.  
 
    “Will there be another egg in our future?” I asked her with a laugh. “I wouldn’t be surprised since you love being filled with my dragon seed.”  
 
    Valerra tossed a pillow at my head and crossed her arms over her chest in defiance. “Shut up, you little pest.”  
 
    “Oh, hey,” I suddenly remembered. “I found some things out about dragon eggs.” 
 
    Valerra’s arms dropped, and she looked at me in surprise. “Really? What did you find?”  
 
    “It wasn’t a lot, so don’t get too excited,” I replied as I lounged back on the bed, “but I think the reason your sister has stayed inside her egg for so long is because of your family. There was a book that talked about an egg that lived with its mother, but the mother dragon was cruel and vicious. Her egg didn’t hatch for over five thousand years, but after the mother died, the egg hatched within a year. They said the baby dragon knew it didn’t want to hatch around its mother, so it simply waited until it was free of her. I think your sister’s egg is afraid to hatch because she doesn’t realize it’s safe here. She is worried she’ll die once she hatches.” 
 
    Valerra looked over to her sister’s egg with a frown. “I suppose that would make sense. Though that worries me. What if she doesn’t want to hatch for me?” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not it,” I reassured her. “You’ve taken care of her for three thousand years. Maybe the egg just knows she has to wait until you’re ready to be a mother to her as well. Now that we have our own egg, it might help her realize it’s okay for her to enter the world now.” 
 
    “Did you learn anything else from your human books?” Valerra questioned.  
 
    I shook my head. “Not much else. There was one book that mentioned something about the first dragon egg. It’s said to have hatched after three months under the fire of the sun.”  
 
    “What does that even mean?” Valerra huffed and scowled. “I can’t exactly fly our egg to the sun to make it hatch.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Alyona seems to believe it’s a riddle or some kind. I’m not too sure. I think it’s just a story. I doubt it actually means anything. 
 
    “I agree with you.” Valerra nodded. “Myths of dragons have existed for as long as we have. Some of them do ring with truth, but others are nothing more than tales passed down from paranoid humans. My personal favorite is that dragons were sent by the Sun God to lord over the lands of Inati, which is why humans began to hunt us down. We have to be careful of which stories we trust and the ones we allow to remain just that, stories.” 
 
    “I know that,” I argued, “but I don’t think we should ignore all the texts we find either. We need answers, and I don’t want to wait a millennium to meet my kid.” 
 
    “I suppose I understand,” Valerra muttered as she looked at our egg. “If our child chooses to wait for thousands of years, most of the people you know and love now will be long gone, and I would assume you want them to meet.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Obviously, I want everyone here to meet my future kid, but my parents deserve to be grandparents. I don’t want them to miss out on my first dragon kid because we failed to figure out how to hatch an egg.” 
 
    “We will find a way,” Valerra murmured, and her voice was unusually soft. “I don’t want our child to be inside an egg for a majority of its life. I want it to experience true freedom. Not to mention, if we have a few baby dragons around, your enemies might be a bit more hesitant to attack Hatra. Everyone knows to not anger mother dragons.” 
 
    I chuckled and let out a breath. “I learned that lesson the hard way. You were ready to cut my head off when I came to you cave, and that was just over the egg. I can’t imagine how you’ll be once we actually have a baby to care for.” 
 
    Valerra rolled her eyes but looked down at the two eggs fondly. 
 
    “I wonder if they will hatch together,” she whispered. “Could you imagine two baby dragons in Hatra? Your city would be destroyed in days.” 
 
    I laughed at the image.  
 
    “They are both related to you,” I reminded her, “so I could easily see the two of them causing mayhem throughout a human city. They would make you proud.” 
 
    “Yes, well, Hatra would probably not deserve to be completely destroyed by them,” she slowly stated.  
 
    “Oh, really?” I raised my brow.  
 
    “As far as human cities go, Hatra isn’t the worst I’ve ever seen,” Valerra huffed and averted her gaze. “I dare say I’ve grown used to the people here.” 
 
    “Did you just offer my people a compliment?” I gasped and put a hand over my heart. “I never thought I’d live to see the day.” 
 
    Valerra rolled her eyes. “Yes, well, I suppose I shouldn’t completely hate it. My mate did build it after all. I can admit its dragon quality, and it is nice to have a place where the eggs can grow up, safe from the dangers of the outside world.” 
 
    “Wow,” I stared back at Valerra, “motherhood has really changed your outlook on people, huh?” 
 
    “I haven’t changed my mind of humans, I still think they are all worthless creatures,” she snarled. “I’m simply saying I’m glad my sister’s child and our child will have somewhere to grow up where I am not the only one who will protect them. Even if it is humans, I will put aside my own judgements to protect these children.” 
 
    “You like Hatra, just admit it,” I laughed as she tossed another pillow at me, but there was no real heat in the action. 
 
    “Get out of here,” she demanded. “Go bother someone else.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” I laughed. “I pumped all my seed into you, so now you have no more use for me.” 
 
    “No,” she groaned. “You aren’t just your seed to me.” 
 
    “So now you admit that I’m more than just your boy toy?” I laughed. “Admit it, you love me.” 
 
    “You are so frustrating,” she growled as she rolled her eyes at me. “Yes, I love you. But you also annoy me.” 
 
    “Probably because you hate admitting you are in love,” I snickered. 
 
    “I’m… are you going to leave?” She scrunched her pretty nose at me, and for a second, it seemed like she actually might laugh.  
 
    “I do have to go,” I sighed. “I need to go and tell the others about the attack. I’ll come check in on you later, okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I stood from her bed and dressed quickly. Then I opened the door to her room and paused.  
 
    “Oh,” I called back to her, “I forgot to mention, we need to use the canyons for the campaign. That’s not going to be a problem, is it?”   
 
    Then I quickly stepped out the door and shut it before she could respond.  
 
    A muffled “Evan!” came from the room, and I laughed as I walked down the hall.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8  
 
    After I left Valerra’s quarters, I quickly sent a messenger dragon to my parents, Nike, and the women who would be accompanying me on my campaign. I told them to meet me in the library as soon as they could, and then I strolled out of the palace and through the city to my destination. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we all sat around a table in the underground library, but Laika and Alyona had apparently been here all day, if the piles of books surrounding them were anything to go by. Nike, my parents, and Ravi, on the other hand, all trickled in at different times, and Ravi was covered in a faint sheen of sweat like she’d been training. 
 
    “Thank you all for arriving so quickly,” I addressed the group. “I know we’ve been having a lot of these roundtable discussions, but we have a lot of things to square away before we leave for the campaign.” 
 
    “Of course, brother,” Nike replied with a nod. “You are the Lord of Hatra, and we are at your disposal for whatever you desire.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we’ll get to the campaign,” Ruslan waved his hand dismissively before he leaned forward with a sharp smile, “but first, your message said you spoke to Valerra, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, “and that’s one of the things--” 
 
    “How is the egg?” Julia cut me off, and my usually composed mother looked more like her mischievous husband as she leaned forward as well and stared attentively into my eyes. 
 
    “Um,” I blinked in surprise, “it’s fine. Actually--” 
 
    “What does it look like?” Ruslan interrupted. “Is it red like Valerra’s sister’s egg?” 
 
    “Or black like your scales?” Julia followed up as she fanned herself rapidly. 
 
    “How big is it?” Ruslan held his hands nearly three feet apart. “Like that?” 
 
    “Of course it’s not that big,” Julia rolled her eyes, “that’s twice the size of the other egg.” 
 
    “But this is Evan’s egg!” Ruslan argued as he turned to his wife with a frown. “He’s incredibly powerful, as is Valerra, so it stands to reason their offspring would be more spectacular.” 
 
    “Yes, but our grandchild--” Julia tried. 
 
    “Or is it grandegg?” Ruslan mused with a frown. 
 
    “Alright!” I laughed as I raised my voice and held up my hands. “I understand that you’re excited, but can I get a word in here?” 
 
    “Sorry, son.” Ruslan grinned sheepishly, and his ears flopped flat against his head. “We just … never expected this. Well, actually, we never even expected a son, so grandchildren seemed like an impossibility.” 
 
    “I know,” I chuckled, “but we’ll all have a long time to come to grips with this new reality. It might be awhile before the egg hatches, but Alyona and I will continue to do more research in the meantime, so we’ll be prepared whenever the baby dragon finally arrives.” 
 
    “Of course,” Julia nodded, and she finally seemed to compose herself, “and we’ll obviously help in any manner you deem fit. In the meantime, however, you were saying you had something to discuss?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed and then looked around the table, “I actually just left Valerra in the palace. I helped her move her hoard and the eggs this morning, so she’s now officially settled in her room.” 
 
    “That is great news.” Alyona smiled. “How is she faring so far?” 
 
    “You know Valerra,” I rolled my eyes, “always looking for something to gripe or complain about. I think motherhood has softened her somewhat, though. She only mildly insulted humans and Hatra when I spoke to her, and she was reluctant to admit it, but she’s grateful to have a safe place to guard the eggs while I’m away.” 
 
    “Good,” Ruslan replied, “the mother of our first grandchild should be comfortable and well looked after. Is there anything we can do for her?” 
 
    “For now, I would just give her some space,” I cautioned. “Mother dragons are apparently very territorial and protective, so I don’t want you to find yourself on the wrong end of her claws. If you would like to meet or speak with her, send her a messenger fox first, just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “Send message first,” Ruslan muttered to himself with a nod. “Got it.” 
 
    “Speaking of dangerous things,” I went on with a frown, “Valerra and I did encounter a leviathan in her canyons earlier this morning.” 
 
    “A leviathan?” Julia gasped, and her blue eyes went wide. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Laika asked, and her face creased with a worried frown as her wolf ears twitched atop her head. 
 
    “Is Valerra okay?” Alyona questioned. 
 
    “Is our grandegg okay?” Ruslan demanded with a harried look. At this point, grandparent-hood was going to turn his crimson fur gray if he wasn’t careful. And the egg hadn’t even hatched yet. 
 
    “We’re all fine,” I assured the table. “We defeated the leviathan easily, but its presence is what concerns me.” 
 
    “Do you think there are more in the canyons?” Nike asked as he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I frowned. “Well, at least we didn’t see any more when we flew back to Valerra’s cave and then to Hatra. But the canyons are huge, so there’s no telling what’s out there. In the last few weeks alone, we’ve encountered driders, and now this leviathan demon. Hatra just seems to attract predators, and I’m worried what this will mean when I’m gone, especially now that I have my egg to think about.” 
 
    “The city won’t be defenseless, though, my love,” Alyona said as she reached out and placed her hand on my arm. “We have the walls and the barriers that I’ll double and triple check before we leave.” 
 
    I didn’t realize my scales had crawled across my skin until the princess touched them, so I took a deep breath and let it out slowly to calm down. 
 
    “And even if I am accompanying you and Milady,” Laika added, “the rest of the guild will remain here. That’s hundreds of warriors and mages who will fight to the death to protect Hatra.” 
 
    “Your mother and I aren’t exactly useless, either.” Ruslan smirked, and a flame flickered to life in his palm. “We ruled over this city for centuries before you arrived, and while we weren’t able to bring it back to life as you have done, I think we can manage to keep it from falling back into ruin for a few months.” 
 
    “And you’re forgetting one other thing,” Ravi piped up from across the table. The phoenix had been silently observing the discussion this whole time, but now she leaned forward with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked as I cocked my head to the side. 
 
    “Valerra,” Ravi said simply. “You said yourself that she is territorial and protective. That’s kinda the whole reason why you moved her into the city, isn’t it? If push comes to shove, she will protect those eggs, and by extension Hatra, with everything she has. I just know it. And I’ve witnessed her fighting prowess first hand. Any enemy stupid enough to attack while we are away will meet a swift and fiery death between her fangs.” 
 
    “Here, here!” Ruslan pounded the table with his fist. 
 
    “I know worrying is just in your nature,” Alyona said as she squeezed my hand and smiled at me, “and that’s one of the things I love about you, but you have laid the foundations of a strong and prosperous city. Now, while we travel the country for the good of all of Inati, we must trust our people to keep Hatra growing and safe.” 
 
    I smiled softly and leaned over to peck a quick kiss against Alyona’s lips. “You’re right, as always. We’re leaving the city in good hands. And claws.” 
 
    “And we know how to reach you if the need should arise,” Julia assured me as she fluttered her fan before her face. 
 
    I nodded and looked around the table at the family I had made for myself. Each of us was strong individually, but together, I didn’t think there was anything we couldn’t do. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said sincerely, “all of you.” 
 
    “Your thanks might not even be necessary,” Nike remarked with a shrug. “With you and the princess out of the city, perhaps Hatra will be left alone.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I’m not holding my breath,” I snorted, “but I do feel better now that we’ve talked through the city’s defenses.” 
 
    “Is that all we needed to discuss?” Alyona asked with a tilt of her head. “If so, I wanted to do a little more research on the city of Tikal before we set out in a few days.” 
 
    “And I’d like to speak to my grandfather and some of the other guild members,” Laika added. “Just to make sure everything is squared away for our departure.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I nodded, “I have a few things I want to take care of as well.” 
 
    “Tonight?” Ruslan frowned. “You look a little beat, son. Maybe you should rest and start fresh in the morning.” 
 
    “Nah,” I shook my head, “I still have another hour or two before the sun sets. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing I still had stuff to do.” 
 
    “Stuff like what?” my father questioned. “Perhaps we could help.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ravi agreed and smiled eagerly. “Whatever you need, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured them with a smirk, “I’d rather handle these things myself.” 
 
    Ruslan cocked an eyebrow and raised his hands in response, and then we adjourned the meeting. Alyona stayed behind in the library with Ravi to research the city of Tikal some more, and Laika headed off to the Blue Tree Guild’s airship to talk with her grandfather Pyotr. 
 
    I wasn’t sure where my parents disappeared to, but I did hear the words “grandegg” mentioned multiple times as they left the library, so I could only pray that they didn’t overwhelm Valerra too much. 
 
    In the meantime, I left the underground archives behind and strolled into the city. The sun was arching low toward the western horizon, and I knew night would fall in only a matter of hours. Ruslan had been right, I was a little tired from battling a leviathan and moving my mate into the palace, but I knew just the thing to perk me up. 
 
    Well, three things to be precise. 
 
    As I walked through the streets of Hatra, various citizens called out and waved to me, and I did my best to respond in kind. It did bring a smile to my face to hear children laughing and to see my people going about their daily lives. More refugees had been streaming in by the day since word had gone out about Hatra’s resurrection and restoration, and now the city was a place teeming with life instead of a forgotten ruin. 
 
    And I, along with my friends, had been the one to do this. It felt damn good. 
 
    After nearly twenty minutes of walking, I finally reached my destination: the farms. I wasn’t really prepared for the sight I found, though. When I’d first come to Hatra months ago, the farms had been small patches of vegetables grown in the ruins of the old city. Now, the farms spanned multiple city blocks and were growing by the day, and new crops and vegetation painted the area in vibrant greens and various other colors. 
 
    It was in the midst of all this life and brilliance that I found what I was looking for. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Polina gasped when she caught sight of me. 
 
    The three dryad sisters were busy harvesting and pruning from the herb section of the farms. Dirt was dusted across their green cheeks, and sweat beaded across their brows, but somehow they looked all the more beautiful because of this. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted with a smile. “Just the girls I was looking for.” 
 
    “You were looking for us?” Marina giggled and batted her green eyes at me. “Did you need something, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Actually, yes,” I replied before I turned to study the herb garden, “but I don’t want to pull you away from your work if you’re too busy.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re never too busy for you, Lord Evan,” Trina purred as she sidled up to me and wrapped herself around my arm. 
 
    “Yes, you’re the one who’s always too busy for us,” Polina pouted as she bounced over and clung to my other arm. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I chuckled, “ruling over a city can be hard work. Ain’t no rest for the wicked, after all.” 
 
    “But you’re not wicked!” Marina argued with wide eyes. 
 
    “Unless you’re talking about in bed.” Trina trailed a finger down my chest and bit her lip as she looked into my eyes. 
 
    “It’s just a phrase where I’m from,” I laughed, “but speaking of beds, I actually have something I want to show you. If you have a minute.” 
 
    “For you, we have all the time in the world, my lord,” Polina giggled. “We were just helping Afra with the herb garden while she tends to the other fields, but the matter is not pressing. We can come back to do it in the morning.” 
 
    “Great,” I grinned, “then if you ladies would follow me, I have a surprise for you three.” 
 
    “A surprise?” Marina gasped. 
 
    “We love surprises,” Trina murmured and pressed her breasts against my arm. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Polina nodded her head vigorously, and her green curls tumbled into her face. “We love, love, love surprises.” 
 
    “Then I hope this one is to your satisfaction.” I smirked. 
 
    The sisters tittered and giggled as they fell over each other and me. It was a bit of a struggle to walk toward the palace with three women trying to hang off me the entire time, but somehow, we managed. 
 
    “The Lunar Palace?” Polina asked with a furrowed brow as the structure rose up before us. “Is our surprise in there?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and nearly tripped over my feet again as Trina and Marina tried to pull me in different directions. 
 
    “Is it in the palace gardens?” Trina asked. “Milady showed us the gardens the other day. They are quite beautiful.” 
 
    “They are,” I agreed as we walked through the palace gates, “but that’s not the surprise.” 
 
    “Are you the surprise?” Marina questioned while we mounted the palace steps, and her green eyes darted coyly to my crotch. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I chuckled before I sent her a wink, “but I’ll keep that in mind for future reference.” 
 
    “Then what’s the surprise?” Polina whined as she plastered herself to my right side. 
 
    “I thought you said you liked surprises,” I teased, and we started to climb the staircase to the second floor. 
 
    “We do,” Trina said, “but my sisters struggle with patience.” 
 
    “Like you don’t.” Polina stuck her tongue out. 
 
    “Alright, ladies,” I laughed, “no fighting. You’re going to spoil your present.” 
 
    The sisters immediately clamped their mouths shut, though I still caught them making faces at each other out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Okay, this is it,” I announced when we reached the door that led into the dryads’ room. 
 
    The sisters looked from me, to each other, to the door, and back again. 
 
    “What is?” Marina finally asked with a confused frown. 
 
    “Why don’t you open the door and find out?” I countered. 
 
    The dryads extracted themselves from me and moved in unison toward the threshold, but before they could even touch the handle, the door was yanked open from the inside. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Raisa gasped as she slipped into the hall and quickly shut the door behind her. The red-haired architect looked frazzled, and her brown eyes darted between me and the dryads. “And Polina, Trina, and Marina! W-What are you all doing here?” 
 
    “I came to show the sisters their surprise,” I replied with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “What?” Raisa’s eyes nearly bulged out of her head. “B-But we’re not nearly done. Not nearly!” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I smiled, “I’m sure the girls won’t mind if it’s a work in progress. Will you, ladies?” 
 
    The dryads shook their heads in unison. 
 
    “There, see?” I told Raisa. “It’s all good.” 
 
    The architect’s mouth opened and closed several times as she tried to find a response, but before she could, the door cracked open at her back. 
 
    “Raisa?” Azra stuck his blue-haired head into the hall. “What are you--?” 
 
    “Hey, Azra,” I greeted, and the dryads waved beside me. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the male architect yelped before his wide amber eyes darted to Raisa. “What is he--?” 
 
    “He’s here to show the dryads,” Raisa mumbled as her shoulders slumped. 
 
    “But did you tell him we’re not--” 
 
    “Nearly done,” I finished for him, “yeah, she told us. And it’s okay. I just wanted to give the sisters a precursory look. You’ll still be able to finish it up later. For now, why don’t you and Raisa take a break?” 
 
    Azra gaped at me and turned to his redheaded companion for help, but Raisa just tugged him out into the hallway. 
 
    “Please do not think poorly of us,” Raisa said to the dryads with a stricken expression, “we still have much work to do, and it will look worlds better when it’s completed.” 
 
    “We believe you,” Polina chirped with a smile. “You made the palace look so pretty already! If you helped Lord Evan with our surprise, it will certainly be beautiful.” 
 
    “That was the plan,” Raisa sighed dejectedly before she pulled a still gaping Azra down the hall.  
 
    “I’ll send you a message to let you know when we’ve gone,” I called out after the architects. 
 
    Raisa merely nodded, and then she and Azra disappeared around a corner. 
 
    “They seemed very sad,” Trina noted with a frown. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them,” I chuckled, “they tend to be perfectionists.” 
 
    “Will they be okay?” Marina asked as she stared after the architects. 
 
    “They’ll be fine, but maybe later you can find them and tell them how much you loved their work.” 
 
    “You sound confident that we’ll love our present,” Polina teased and wrapped herself around my arm again. 
 
    “Well, I hope you will,” I smirked down at the dryads, “but there’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    “May I?” Trina giggled as she reached out for the doorknob. 
 
    “Please do,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Trina’s green eyes glittered with excitement as she pushed open the door, and then she stepped into the room. 
 
    A moment later, her shocked gasp filtered out into the hallway, and Polina and Marina shared a look before they were shoving each other to try to get through the doorway first. 
 
    Polina won by a hair, but I didn’t think Marina minded that much once she saw what was waiting for them. 
 
    I grinned as I followed behind the sisters, and I found them standing stock still in the center of the room. Their heads were craned back to stare at the huge window that made up the ceiling, and the orange light of the sunset sparkled off their emerald skin and in the depths of their jade eyes. 
 
    I followed their gaze and spotted several dangling vines and other plants hanging from the rafters, and flowers of pink, purple, blue, and a dozen other colors dotted the green foliage at random intervals. I let my eyes drift down the vines, and then I took in the rest of the well-lit room. 
 
    Raisa was right, the space wasn’t completed yet, but the architects had made commendable progress in a single day. More potted and vibrant plants lined the walls and corners of the room, and rugs woven from rich and colorful fabrics covered the floors. Three wooden bed frames, that looked like they could be pushed together to form one single bed, were placed against the far wall, but even though there were no mattresses yet, I could tell the frames had been expertly carved. Emerald green curtains framed each of the large windows that wrapped around the room, and there were accents of gold and brown here and there that really drove home the earthy, natural aesthetic of the space. It seemed like the architects still had to work on the meditation room aspect they had mentioned, along with more décor to line the blank spots along the walls, but all in all, I thought it looked fantastic. 
 
    But my opinion didn’t matter as much as the sisters’ opinions did. 
 
    “So,” I broke the silence after a long few minutes, “what do you guys think?” 
 
    In unsettling unison, the dryads looked down from the skylight, and their bottle glass green eyes fell to me. Their expressions were also unnervingly blank, and I shifted nervously from foot to foot. 
 
    “Ladies?” I tried again and waved a hand in front of their faces. “Anyone home?” 
 
    The dryad sisters blinked in tandem … and then tears started gushing from their eyes like waterfalls. 
 
    “Woah!” I stepped forward in alarm, and my hands fluttered helplessly through the air. “What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” 
 
    “Y-Y-Youuuuu … ” Polina blubbered. 
 
    “D-D-Did t-this … ” Marina sobbed. 
 
    “F-F-For us?” Trina wailed. 
 
    I blinked in shock as I looked between the sisters, and my arms fell limp at my sides. 
 
    “Yes?” I hedged. “The room is your surprise. Do … do you hate it?” 
 
    “Hate it?” Polina cried as she snapped her head up and stared at me, and her nose was turning a cute cherry red. “How could you think we hate it?” 
 
    “Ummm … because you’re all crying?” 
 
    “We’re crying because this is the most beautiful, amazing thing anyone has ever done for us!” Trina hiccupped as she lunged forward and wrapped her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Yes!” Marina agreed as she threw herself at me, too. “It’s magnificent.” 
 
    “Gorgeous.” Polina bobbed her head as she followed suit and pressed herself against me alongside her sisters. 
 
    “Oh.” I wrapped my arms around the three still sobbing women and tried to make sense of their blubbering. “So … you like it then.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” one of the sisters sniffled against my chest. “We love it.” 
 
    “Absolutely love it,” another dryad chimed in. 
 
    “Positively,” the last sister agreed. 
 
    “Okay, good,” I sighed in relief. “You had me worried for a second there.” 
 
    “We’re sorry, Lord Evan,” Trina sniffled as she pulled away and looked up at me with teary emerald eyes. “We are just overwhelmed. We’ve never had such a nice room before.” 
 
    “Or a home, really,” Polina added and wiped at her eyes. 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed, “I never realized.” 
 
    Actually, now that I thought about it, I didn’t know much about the dryads’ past. 
 
    “But this … ” Marina trailed off and gestured around the room, “this is … this is like a dream.” 
 
    “A very good dream.” Trina nodded. 
 
    “Well, damn,” I chuckled, “maybe I should have listened to Raisa and waited until they were finished to show you.” 
 
    “No!” the dryads cried out in unison, and their jade eyes went wide. 
 
    “We’re happy you showed us now,” Polina gasped, “so very happy.” 
 
    “But I do have one question,” Marina murmured and bit her lip. “Why?” 
 
    “Why, what?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Why … us,” Marina clarified before she turned and waved at the room again. “Why this?” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said as I looked at the other dryads. 
 
    “What I think my sister is trying to say,” Trina frowned, “is … we heard you built rooms for Milady and Laika--” 
 
    “And the beautiful phoenix girl,” Polina chimed in. 
 
    “Yes,” Trina nodded, “but--” 
 
    “And the Crimson Dragon,” Marina added. 
 
    “Yessss,” Trina bit out and shot her sisters a stern look before she turned back to me, “but all these women are different from us.” 
 
    “How so?” I questioned. 
 
    “Well … you love them,” Polina whispered and dropped her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, ladies,” I sighed with a furrowed brow, “I--” 
 
    “We don’t mean to be ungrateful,” Trina cut in as she waved her hands frantically. “We love the room, it’s just … ” 
 
    “It’s okay, I understand,” I said as I reached out and cupped Trina’s cheek. “And I didn’t mean to make you feel unloved, that was never my intention. Of course I love you three.” 
 
    “Really?” the sisters asked in unison. 
 
    “Really, really.” I grinned. “You were some of the first people I met when I came to Inati, and you’re obviously gorgeous.” 
 
    The dryads blushed and giggled. 
 
    “Then why haven’t you taken us to your bed?” Polina pouted. 
 
    “Well, at first I was a little thrown by the multiple lovers thing,” I admitted, “and then I thought you were just flirting to have fun with me. And then … I don’t know, we all got busy and time just got away from me, I guess.” 
 
    “You did become lord of a city, I suppose,” Marina allowed with a cute frown. 
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled, “but when I saw the other women’s rooms, I felt like something was incomplete. And I realized it was the three of you. The palace didn’t feel right if you didn’t have your own room, too, so that’s why I commissioned Raisa and Azra to work on this place. I wanted you to see how much I cared about you.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan,” Trina sniffled, and I could tell the three dryads were about to start bawling again. 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough of the waterworks,” I laughed as I leaned forward and kissed each sister on the forehead. Then, as I pulled away from Marina, an idea struck me. “Hey ladies, how would you feel about one more surprise?” 
 
    “Really?” Polina gasped and bounced on her toes. 
 
    “We couldn’t possibly ask for more, my lord.” Trina stepped on Polina’s foot and shot her a glare. “We don’t want to appear ungrateful.” 
 
    “You could never,” I smiled, “but if you don’t want to come on the campaign with me, I understand.” 
 
    The three dryads gaped at me, and their mouths formed perfect matching ‘O’s. 
 
    “Y-You want us to come with you?” Marina asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I shrugged, “why not? The farms look pretty sound already, and when I was walking through there earlier, I saw a number of people in the various fields.” 
 
    “A lot of farmers and growers have entered Hatra in the last few days,” Trina nodded, “and Afra thinks even more will come in the coming days.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I grinned, “then Afra has all the help she needs. Besides, I could use the three of you on the road. You were adventurers with Laika, so I know you can hold your own in a fight, and with so many beautiful women in my campaign party, who could deny me anything?” 
 
    “Now you’re flattering us,” Polina giggled as her cheeks flushed a sweet pink. 
 
    “It’s the gods’ honest truth,” I swore and crossed my heart. “So, what do you say? Want to join me on my quest to win over the hearts of Rahma?” 
 
    The sisters shared a look, and then matching grins spread across their green faces. 
 
    “Yes!” they cried out simultaneously, and a moment later, I had my hands full of laughing and squealing dryads again. 
 
    “Great,” I laughed as I tried to remain upright, “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Oh gods!” Marina gasped as she pulled away and slapped her hands on her cheeks. “When are we leaving?” 
 
    “Well, in a few days actually--” I started, but then the sisters cried out in dismay. 
 
    “That’s not enough time to pack!” Polina bemoaned. 
 
    “Not at all.” Marina shook her head. 
 
    “Um, I mean, we should all try to pack light--” I tried, but I didn’t think the dryads were even listening to me anymore. 
 
    “We’ll need to start right now,” Trina decided with a firm nod. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Polina agreed as she bobbed her head, “right now.” 
 
    “We have to tell Milady the good news too!” Marina added with a grin. “She’ll be delighted that we’re coming.” 
 
    Well, I couldn’t argue with that. Alyona did love the sisters. 
 
    “And when we come back,” Trina smirked and dragged her eyes over my front, “we can break in our new beds.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, yess,” Polina sighed as she fluttered her emerald eyes at me. “You’ll have to fuck us on each of the beds, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “And up against the windows,” Marina giggled. 
 
    “Could we do the skylight, too?” Trina gasped and looked up. “I bet you could fly us up there in your dragon body, right, my lord?” 
 
    “As much as I can’t wait to christen your new room,” I laughed, “we’ll have to get through the campaign first.” 
 
    “Oh, that’ll be easy.” Polina waved her hand dismissively. “All the female nobles will take one look at you and agree to whatever you say.” 
 
    “And you can just eat the male nobles who don’t listen to you,” Marina suggested with a sugar-sweet smile. 
 
    “Sounds like a piece of cake,” I snickered, “thanks for the advice.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, Lord Evan,” Trina purred and smiled slyly up at me. “And we mean whatever.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say something about packing?” I asked with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    The dryads’ jade eyes went wide. 
 
    “Oh, no!” 
 
    “He’s right!” 
 
    “We must go now!” 
 
    Before I could say another word, the three sisters whipped around and dashed out of the room. 
 
    “Um, okay, bye,” I called after them. 
 
    A moment later, the dryads sprinted back into the room and tackled me in a simultaneous hug. 
 
    “Bye, Lord Evan!” they chimed in their melodic voices. 
 
    “Thank you again for our room,” Trina said as she nuzzled her face against my chest. 
 
    “Yes, we love it!” Marina agreed. 
 
    “And we love you, too,” Polina giggled. 
 
    Then each sister peppered my face in kisses before they whirled out of the room again like a green tornado. 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled to myself and shook my head, “the campaign will certainly be fun with them around.” 
 
    Unfortunately, I had one last not-fun thing to take care of before I could sleep tonight. 
 
    I quickly and quietly left the palace and made my way to the Blue Tree Guild’s airship. The sun had finally set while I’d been busy with the dryads, and the three moons of Inati were already rising into the sky. The streets were fairly empty as I made my way through the city, but I could hear murmured conversations here and there, and I smelled the aromas coming from numerous roasted dinners. 
 
    Eventually, the hull of the airship loomed over me in the dark, and I made my way up the ramp. The guards at the entrance nodded to me in deference, and I paused at the threshold. 
 
    “Do either of you know where Laika is?” I questioned. 
 
    The guard on the left raised a hand and pressed it to the blue tree on his gorget. 
 
    “The guild leader is speaking to her grandfather in the training rooms,” he reported after a moment. 
 
    “Great,” I said, “can you tell them to meet me in the brig?” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan.” The guard bowed his head and relayed the message. “They said they will be there shortly.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I replied, “thank you.” 
 
    The guards nodded, and then I slipped past them into the ship. I wasn’t in any particular hurry, so I strolled up the staircases until I came to the level that held the prison cells. 
 
    Pyotr and Laika were waiting for me in the hallway, and the wolf Demi-Humans inclined their heads as I approached. 
 
    “My lord,” Laika greeted as her gray eyes met my own. “You summoned us?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Before we left, I wanted to question the assassin, Mara, one more time.” 
 
    “You’ll be wasting your time, I’m afraid,” Pyotr grunted. “She’s barely eaten or said a word since her sect comrades murdered Aleksey and a few of the others.” 
 
    “She spoke to me before,” I pointed out. “It can’t hurt to try.” 
 
    “You are the Lord of Hatra,” the older wolf shrugged, “whatever you think is best.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded at him respectfully. “I believe she might be more inclined to talk with me if I go in alone, but I’d like you and Laika to wait here in the hall in case anything happens.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Laika agreed. “Just call out if you have need of us.” 
 
    “Hopefully, I won’t,” I sighed before I reached out and opened the brig door. 
 
    When I stepped inside, the first thing I noticed was the steady breathing of most of the prisoners. My eyes skipped across the dozens of inert bodies, and I frowned at the sight. Most of these people had languished in a coma for weeks, ever since the Green Glass Sect first tried to attack Hatra, with Asher at the head of the army. Now, Asher was at peace, but these poor souls still suffered under a geas, or a sleeping curse, and I had yet to find a cure for them. 
 
    Unfortunately, saving prisoners of war wasn’t high on my to-do list at the moment, so they’d have to remain in stasis for the time being. 
 
    I walked past the sleeping forms in most of the cells and made my way to the very last cell in the far corner. 
 
    A blonde woman sat curled on the floor behind the bars with her knees pulled up to her chest. Her golden hair was dirty and unkempt, and it hid her face from view. A tray of food laid untouched in the corner beside a full cup of water, and I clicked my tongue at the sight. 
 
    “I thought we talked about wasting food,” I said as I crossed my arms and stared down at the former assassin. 
 
    Mara flinched at the sound of my voice, and she seemed to curl further into herself. 
 
    “I haven’t wasted any food,” she rasped after a long moment, and her voice was hoarse from disuse. “I told them I didn’t want any. It’s not my fault they brought it anyway. I haven’t touched it, though, so they can give it to someone else.” 
 
    “Yeah, no,” I scoffed, “you’re going to eat it. I told you I wouldn’t let you starve to death. That’s just too easy.” 
 
    The blonde finally lifted her head, and her dull green eyes met mine. Her face was gaunt, her lips were chapped and split, and there were dark purple shadows beneath her eyes. Still, despite all this, I could tell she was once very beautiful. 
 
    “Then have you come to kill me, Lord Dragon?” she murmured, and her tone had a hint of mocking in it, like she was trying to bait me. 
 
    “Not yet,” I growled and narrowed my eyes at her. 
 
    “Pity,” she sighed before she dropped her gaze to the floor once more. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “Nothing more to say? No monologues about how the Green Glass Sect will save you soon, or how my days are numbered or whatever other shitty threats you can think of?” 
 
    “No,” Mara muttered as she clutched her knees tightly to her chest and rested her chin on top of them. “The sect has abandoned me. There will be no rescue, and they didn’t even think I was worth enough to kill.” 
 
    “Must sting, huh?” I mocked. “Realizing that you were nothing more to them than a pawn. Knowing you never meant anything to them.” 
 
    The blonde assassin was silent for a long time. 
 
    “Yes,” she finally whispered, and I thought I heard genuine pain and remorse in her voice. 
 
    “Then help me,” I said as I crouched down so I was nearly at eye level with her. “Help me and redeem yourself. I don’t know if there’s an afterlife in this world, but it couldn’t hurt to make yourself right with the gods, could it?” 
 
    “What do you want?” Mara asked as her green eyes met mine through the cell bars. 
 
    “Answers,” I replied. “Information.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I can offer you,” the blonde muttered as she averted her gaze. “As you’ve pointed out, the sect didn’t really consider me to be very important.” 
 
    “You might know more than you realize,” I said. 
 
    “Fine,” Mara shrugged her thin shoulders, “ask your questions.” 
 
    I decided to go big or go home. 
 
    “Where is the Green Glass Sect located?” I asked as I leaned forward. “Where is Olivier?” 
 
    “Everywhere,” Mara sighed, “nowhere. There are cells and safe houses across the whole continent, and they were moved or destroyed at random. The locations I know personally have probably been long since abandoned.” 
 
    “And Olivier?” I pressed. 
 
    “Never met him in person,” she shrugged, “I just followed my orders.” 
 
    Ah, the Nuremberg defense. Super fucking unhelpful. 
 
    “Fine,” I growled, “next question. If, hypothetically, I was to leave Hatra, would the city be safe in my absence?” 
 
    Part of me was reluctant to reveal any information to the blonde in front of me, but I told myself there was little to no risk. I’d erased her tattoo and destroyed her connection to the sect, and as she pointed out, her former allies had abandoned her to die. She’d spend the rest of her life in this cell until I decided otherwise. 
 
    “Are you leaving?” Mara asked as she met my eyes again. 
 
    “I don’t remember saying you could ask any questions.” I frowned. “Now, answer mine.” 
 
    “Well, hypothetically,” the blonde repeated as she tipped back her head and stared at the ceiling, “yes, the city would be safe.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I questioned before I narrowed my eyes at her. “Are you lying?” 
 
    “Why would I lie?” Mara laughed mirthlessly. “The only thing I have left to gain is a swifter death, and I’m not going to accomplish that by pissing you off.” 
 
    She had a point there. 
 
    “Fine,” I allowed, “let’s say you are telling the truth. Why would the city be safe if I’m gone?” 
 
    “Because,” the blonde sighed as she dropped her head forward again and looked into my face, “the sect only wants you. Hatra was never of any consequence. And, frankly, the city has become too much of a hassle. You’ve fortified this ruin enough that each attack mounted against it has failed spectacularly.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked. 
 
    “It’s the truth.” Mara shrugged. “Your defenses plus the proximity of the Crimson Dragon are more trouble than the city is worth. The only reason we tried is because of you. With you gone--” 
 
    “Hatra will be safe,” I concluded. It looked like Nike had been right. 
 
    Hell, Hatra would be extra safe with Valerra now residing in the city, but the blonde didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “Yes,” the former assassin nodded, “though that is not to say the sect won’t try to attack you once you are outside of the city walls.” 
 
    “I’d like to see them try,” I laughed. “It might be fun to hunt them over more open ground.” 
 
    Mara’s face remained neutral as she stared at me, and the smile slowly slid from my lips. 
 
    “Is that all you wanted to know, Lord Dragon?” she murmured after a long moment had passed. 
 
    “For now,” I replied as I stood to my feet. Then I paused and looked down at the pitiful woman before me. “Thank you for your honesty, Mara. Behave yourself, and perhaps I’ll grant your wish to die when I return.” 
 
    “I’ll be dreaming of the day,” the blonde said, but I could have sworn I saw the beginnings of a smirk twitch across her mouth. 
 
     I nodded in response and left the prisoner to her solitude. I still didn’t completely trust her, but I knew she had nothing to gain from lying, so I felt even more at ease with leaving now. 
 
    Hatra was reconstructed and well-guarded, Valerra’s and my egg were safe behind the city walls, and my campaign team would be ready to set out in a few days’ time. 
 
    Everything was coming together. 
 
    Now, I just had to win over the rest of Rahma and make sure a civil war didn’t break out, too. 
 
    But after everything I’d dealt with so far in this world, I was sure I could handle it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    With the major things squared away, the rest of the week passed by quickly, and before I knew it, the day of our departure had arrived. 
 
    I woke with the rising sun, and then I sat up in bed and looked around my quarters. The dawn light trickled in through the windows and bathed the space in an orangish glow, and I sighed as I rifled my hair. It was a shame I didn’t have more time to fully appreciate my new room in the Lunar Palace, but I consoled myself with the fact that it would be here waiting for me when I returned. Then, with the nobles of Rahma on my side, I could lay my worries about civil war to rest and properly enjoy my position as Lord of Hatra. 
 
    With more than a few women by my side, too. 
 
    I smiled at the thought as I got out of bed, and then I quickly dressed in a pair of soft black trousers and a cream shirt with black and purple thread along the hems. My travel bag was already packed and leaning beside the door, so I slung it over my shoulder and cast one last look over my room. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I promised to no one in particular, and then I slipped out the door and into the hallway. 
 
    As I made my way toward the entrance, I came across a young wolf Demi-Human carrying a tray of food. He seemed young, probably still in his teens, and he also looked downright terrified. His yellow eyes were huge in his pale face, his gray-brown ears were pinned to his head, and the tray rattled in his grasp as his hands shook drastically. 
 
    “Uh, hey there,” I said as the boy froze at the foot of the stairs. “Are you alright?” 
 
    The wolf turned to me with a dazed and horrified expression, and the tray almost slipped from his fingers. 
 
    “L-Lord Evan,” he stuttered before he dropped into a quick bow. “G-Good m-morning.” 
 
    “Good morning,” I chuckled and cocked my head at him. “If you don’t mind me asking … what are you doing? You look like you’re about to face down an army with that plate of … raw meat?” 
 
    I frowned in confusion at the tray of bloody haunches, but my stomach gurgled hungrily. 
 
    “O-Oh no, Lord Evan,” the teen laughed nervously, “n-not an army. I’m no soldier. B-but I have been tasked with a mission of utmost importance.” 
 
    “Oh?” My eyebrows rose. “What kind of mission? And who tasked you with it?” 
 
    “Your father, of course,” the wolf replied with wide eyes. “Lord Ruslan said it was crucial that I bring the Crimson Dragon her breakfast. He said the fate of Hatra’s bloodline depended on it.” 
 
    “He did, did he?” I sighed before I held out my hands. “Well, why don’t you let me take over from here? I can bring Valerra--er, the Crimson Dragon her breakfast.” 
 
    The young Demi-Human sagged with relief, but then he frowned and bit his lip. 
 
    “Are you sure, Lord Evan?” he asked. “Lord Ruslan entrusted me with this mission personally. I-I don’t want to fail.” 
 
    “And you haven’t,” I assured him, “but I also don’t want you burnt to a crisp and eaten for dessert.” 
 
    “W-Wha?” The wolf’s yellow eyes nearly popped out of his head. 
 
    “Never mind,” I laughed and took the tray of bloody meat as the boy’s hands started to shake again. “I’ll have a talk with Ruslan later, but why don’t you go tell him I’m taking care of this right now? And maybe just avoid the Crimson Dragon from now on, okay?” 
 
    “Y-Yes, my lord,” the teen stammered before he bowed his head and sprinted out of the palace like his life depended on it. 
 
    I shook my head and turned toward the stairs. It seemed Ruslan as a grandfather was even more mischievous than his usual self. I thought about asking Julia to keep a closer eye on him to keep him out of trouble, but where their “grandegg” was concerned, I was afraid my mother wasn’t much better. 
 
    I quickly made my way to Valerra’s room and raised my hand to knock, but before my knuckles even touched the wood, a blood curdling growl emanated from behind the door. 
 
    “Oh, knock it off, Valerra,” I rolled my eyes as I reached for the handle, “it’s just me.” 
 
    I swung open the door and stepped inside, and my eyes were immediately drawn to the bed. 
 
    Valerra was surprisingly in her human form, and I figured she was naked as usual, but I could barely tell with all the shit heaped on the bed. It was like she had hoarded every blanket, pillow, and bolt of fabric in all of Hatra, and now it was all piled on and around the massive mattress. The crimson dragon’s golden eyes peeked out from what appeared to be a shredded pillow case, and another growl echoed from the mountain of cloth. 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted, “that’s not exactly intimidating, oh Queen of the Pillow Fort.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Valerra snapped, and the mound of material shifted as she popped her head out. Her crimson hair was a tangled mess around her head, but my eyes immediately dropped to her bare and perky breasts. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too,” I muttered distractedly. 
 
    “What do you want, Evan?” 
 
    I blinked and tore my gaze away from her pink nipples, and then I remembered the tray. 
 
    “I brought you breakfast,” I said as I held up the platter of bloody meat. “I ran into this kid downstairs who was going to do it, but he was so young, and I didn’t think it was fair for him to die before he could even grow a mustache, so I decided to spare him your wrath.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have killed him,” Valerra sniffed. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow in response. 
 
    “Alright, I probably wouldn’t have killed him. Most likely.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I snorted. “I told everyone to give you some space, but Ruslan and Julia are determined to meet their grandegg.” 
 
    “Their what?” Valerra frowned. 
 
    “Their grandchild in the egg,” I clarified. “You know, our offspring?” 
 
    Another growl rumbled in Valerra’s chest, and she curled protectively around her nest of fabric. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time,” I sighed before I held the tray up and waved it in the air. “Do you want your breakfast or not?” 
 
    “Bring it here,” my stubborn mate demanded. 
 
    “What?” I cocked an eyebrow at the haughty dragon. “You got polio?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Valerra snarled and bared her fangs. “What did you call me?” 
 
    “I mean do your legs not work?” I explained and slowly approached the bed. 
 
    “My legs work just fine,” Valerra sneered, and she extracted her arms from the mountain of fabric and held her hands out to me, “but why should I use them when I can have my mate at my beck and call?” 
 
    “Because,” I said as Valerra snatched the tray of bloody meat from my hands, “I won’t be here for a while. That’s another reason why I came by. I’m leaving today for the campaign, so I wanted to say goodbye to you and Junior.” 
 
    “Junior?” Valerra mumbled as she stripped the flesh off what looked like a sheep’s leg. 
 
    “Well, offspring sounds kinda ridiculous,” I shrugged, “and egg gets a little old. So, I decided on Junior.” 
 
    “We are not calling our child that,” Valerra deadpanned. 
 
    “No?” I chuckled. “What about ‘our little omelet?’” 
 
    “Evan!” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laughed and held up my hands, “I’ll think of something else.” 
 
    Valerra huffed and scowled as she turned back to her remaining cuts of raw meat. 
 
    “May I say goodbye to our egg not named Junior?” I asked as I gestured to the mound of blankets beside her. 
 
    The crimson dragon narrowed her eyes at me but finally nodded her head once. Then she reached out and flipped several pillows and what looked like some ripped sheets out of the way, and underneath laid the wooden “crib” I’d had made for this exact purpose. 
 
    Two eggs sat among the mountain of silk and fabric, and a pleased growl rumbled through my chest. Valerra’s sister’s crimson egg was still a little larger, but “Junior” looked like he was catching up. The morning sunlight sparkled off his black, gold, and purple scales, and the egg looked like a precious gem as rainbows scattered off its surface. 
 
    I reached out slowly so as not to alarm Valerra, and then I rested my palm against the egg’s surface. The shell felt warm to the touch, and I could have sworn I felt the faintest of heartbeats. 
 
    “Hey there, my little omelet,” I whispered, and I laughed when Valerra snarled in warning beside me. “Don’t listen to your mother, I just wanted to come by and say I love you. I’ll be gone for a little while, but your mother will be here to watch over you. Your grandparents too, if your mom will ever let them in.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Valerra grumbled beside me as she gnawed on a mutton bone. 
 
    I ignored her and trailed my fingers over the egg. “I know it might be some time before you hatch, but I’m excited to meet you. Daddy has to take care of some things first, but I promise, I will make the world safe for you by the time you arrive.” 
 
    It might have been my imagination, but I swore the egg warmed up a degree beneath my palm, like my child was trying to show me some love back. I grinned as my heart swelled with emotion, and then I pulled away from “Junior” and turned back to Valerra. 
 
    “Stay safe, alright?” I told her seriously. 
 
    “I’m not a hatchling, Evan.” Valerra rolled her golden eyes and tossed her empty plate onto the floor. 
 
    “I know,” I said, “but you’re my mate, and I worry. So, take care of yourself and Junior, and please don’t eat any of my citizens. The people of Hatra would sooner die than hurt you, and that goes double for my parents. I know they can be overwhelming, but they love our egg, and by extension you. You have a family here, Valerra, even if you don’t want to admit it.” 
 
    “Tsk.” The crimson dragon clicked her tongue and averted her gaze, but I saw that her expression softened, and a faint blush rose to her cheeks. 
 
    I smirked in victory before I leaned forward, cupped Valerra’s chin, and forced her to face me. Then I slanted my mouth over hers, and our tongues battled for dominance for a long moment. I won in the end, when I pushed my mate down amongst her nest and pinned her wrists above her head, but Valerra didn’t seem to mind as she arched against me. 
 
    “Perfect,” I murmured as I pulled away and stared down at her disheveled appearance. “This is just how I want to remember you. Naked and writhing for my cock.” 
 
    Valerra’s dazed and lustful expression faded in an instant, and it was replaced by her usual annoyed scowl. 
 
    “Go away,” she snarled. “I’m tired of looking at your face.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” I chuckled as I stood to my feet and stepped away from the bed. “I’ll miss you, too.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you like a thorn in my side,” Valerra sneered. 
 
    “Goodbye, Valerra,” I laughed as I made my way to the door. “Behave yourself while I’m gone.” 
 
    “No promises,” she scoffed as I stepped out into the hall, but just before I closed the door, I heard her whisper one last thing. “Goodbye, Evan. Stay … safe.” 
 
    I smiled at the reluctant farewell, and then I made my way down the hall and out of the palace. 
 
    The moment I stepped out into the morning sunshine, an orange blur shot through my peripherals, and I turned to see a messenger fox sitting on the ground beside me. Then it opened its mouth and spoke with my father’s voice. 
 
    “Your campaign caravan is waiting at the city gates,” Ruslan informed me. “Your mother also wanted you to know we have some breakfast here for you.” 
 
    This last sentence held a slightly contrite tone, and I realized the young wolf Demi-Human I’d relieved of Valerra’s tray had reported our encounter to my father. The fox was probably slightly chagrined, but I knew he’d be trying to woo Valerra again before I even made it to the Crimson Canyons. 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled, and then I summoned my own silver dragon to reply. A moment later, the magic messenger shot off into the sky, and I knew my family would be expecting me by the time I arrived at the gates. 
 
    So, I cast one last glance over my shoulder at the reconstructed Lunar Palace. The rising sun sparkled brightly off its golden dome, and the magnificent structure looked like a painting as it was framed by the pink dawn sky. A feeling of satisfaction and warmth spread through my chest as I studied my handiwork, and I realized that this place was my home, more than Earth had ever been. I brought this ruined city back to life, just like I did this palace, and because of me we would see a new age of prosperity. 
 
    I would make sure of it. 
 
    So, I let my eyes linger on the Lunar Palace for just a moment longer, and then I hefted my pack higher up on my back before I turned and made my way through the streets of Hatra. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I arrived at the gates of the city, and I balked at the sight before me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as my eyes trailed over the half a dozen covered wagons, a dozen horses, and the crowd of citizens waiting to see us off. 
 
    “There you are!” Ruslan exclaimed as he extracted himself from the throng of people. My father’s red fur shone in the early morning light, and his ears flicked back and forth as he jogged toward me. “We’ve been waiting for you!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I raised my eyebrows, “I had to save a young wolf from being eaten by my mate.” 
 
    Ruslan grinned sheepishly and shrugged his shoulders. “Well, I didn’t think it good manners to let your mate starve. I’m sure the boy would have been fine.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I echoed sarcastically, “but in the future, please refrain from sending strangers to her room. I’ve spoken to her, and she should be more friendly toward you and Julia, but she’ll still be wary of random humans.” 
 
    “She’ll let us see our grandegg?” Ruslan gasped, and his green eyes sparkled with excitement. 
 
    “She should,” I hedged, “but send a message beforehand, and bringing another platter of meat wouldn’t hurt. Just don’t make any sudden movements and don’t touch Junior without her permission.” 
 
    “Junior?” my father echoed, and I swore a tear came to his eyes. “I have a grandson?” 
 
    “That’s just what I’m calling the egg for now,” I chuckled. “I’m not sure if it’s a boy or a girl yet and don’t let Valerra hear you call it that. Or ‘little omelet.’ She hates those names.” 
 
    Ruslan nodded absently, but I didn’t think he heard anything after I said “Junior.” 
 
    “Right, so is everything ready to go?” I asked as I faced the line of wagons. 
 
    “Huh?” Ruslan blinked out of his stupor and shook his head. “Oh, yes. Everything has been packed and readied per Alyona’s instructions.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied, but then I frowned. “I know Alyona said we’d need supplies on this campaign … but I didn’t realize she meant a whole caravan. What is in those wagons? We can’t possibly need that much food. And where did we even get the horses?” 
 
    “It’s not all food,” Nike laughed as he suddenly appeared at my side. “Most of the wagons are filled with gifts. And the horses were donated by some of Hatra’s new citizens.” 
 
    “Gifts?” I echoed. “For who?” 
 
    “For the nobles, of course.” Nike grinned. “This is a political campaign, after all. How else will you sway people to your side?” 
 
    “Uh, with the truth?” I suggested. “That without King Rodion, the Breach will continue to stretch across the continent until the entire world is overrun by demons and all is lost?”               
 
    “Yeah,” Nike laughed and clapped me on the shoulder, “that isn’t going to work. Most of these families have egos larger than the Breach itself. So, we’ll have to woo them with shiny trinkets while we pander to their sense of self-importance.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” I muttered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, brother,” Nike smirked, “with the princess and I by your side, we’ll navigate these murky political waters with ease. You just focus on what you do best.” 
 
    “Which is?” I asked with a cocked brow. 
 
    “Destroying any enemy who stands in our way, of course,” the Lord of Light chuckled. 
 
    “Now that I can do,” I laughed with him, but before I could say another word, a chorus of my name rose into the air. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan!” 
 
    “We’re so happy you finally made it!” 
 
    Nike, Ruslan, and I turned toward the caravan, but I barely even had time to brace myself before three blurs of green slammed into my chest. 
 
    “Ooof!” I coughed as I staggered back a step. “Good morning to you, too, ladies.” 
 
    The dryad sisters nuzzled against me and jostled for a better position in my arms, but then someone delicately cleared their throat, and I looked up to find Alyona, Laika, and Ravi smirking at me in amusement. 
 
    “They’ve been waiting for you since before the sun rose,” Alyona informed me with a smile. “They were about to launch a search and rescue party for you.” 
 
    “Yes, we were so worried!” Polina cried out as she pulled away and pouted up at me. “We thought you weren’t coming!” 
 
    “Of course he’s coming,” Trina rolled her eyes at her sister, “this is his and Milady’s campaign! We can’t leave without him.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Polina blinked. 
 
    “Well, I’m here now,” I laughed, “sorry I was delayed. Is everyone ready?” 
 
    “No,” Julia replied as she stepped out from behind Alyona and extended a plate of eggs, bread, bacon, and fruit toward me. “You haven’t eaten your breakfast yet. You can’t leave on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” I teased as I took the plate from her, but then I leaned around the dryad sisters to plant a kiss on Julia’s cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She nodded. “Now, how is my grandegg?” 
 
    “Not you, too,” I groaned as I started to shovel my breakfast into my mouth. “I already told Ruslan he needs to tone it down.” 
 
    “I heard,” Julia pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes, “but I am not your father. I have self-control.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, sure,” I snickered around a mouthful of bread. I quickly polished off the rest of the plate before I handed it back to Julia, and then I turned to the rest of my campaign team. “Okay, are we all set now?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Laika nodded, and her gray tail wagged eagerly behind her. “We await your orders.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed, and then I turned to my parents with a smile. “Well, I guess this is it.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself, son,” Ruslan said as he pulled me into a strong hug. When he pulled away, the beginning of tears sparkled in his green eyes, but he quickly cleared his throat and stepped back. “I know you will do Hatra, and Rahma, proud.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I assured him, and then Julia leaned forward and kissed my cheek gently. 
 
    “Do not worry about us,” she murmured in my ear. “We will protect the city, Valerra, and our grandegg with our lives. You just focus on swaying the nobles back to the king’s side.” 
 
    “Should be a piece of cake.” I smirked, but then I sobered a little as I looked from Julia to Ruslan. “Thank you for your trust in me, though. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “We know,” my parents replied in unison, and they even wore matching grins. 
 
    My throat was growing a little tight, so I stepped away and faced my women and Nike. 
 
    “Alright,” I clapped my hands together, “let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    Everyone seemed a little puzzled by my turn of phrase, but then the dryad sisters started giggling, squealing, and bouncing up and down, so they got the general gist. 
 
    As we made our way toward the wagons, my women fell in step around me, and Alyona reached out and took my hand with a smile. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked as I brought her hand up and kissed her knuckles. 
 
    “With you by my side, I am prepared for anything,” the princess replied with a determined nod. 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” I grinned. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see what the rest of Rahma looks like,” Ravi sighed as she skipped a few paces ahead of us. 
 
    “Didn’t you used to travel a lot?” Polina inquired with a tilt of her green head. “I thought you didn’t even have a home.” 
 
    “Sister!” Trina hissed in admonishment. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ravi chuckled before she turned to Polina. “I did travel a lot with my tribe, but we were confined to the desert on the other side of the canyons. Hatra was the first place I’ve been to that wasn’t completely covered in sand.” 
 
    “Wow,” Polina breathed with wide emerald eyes. 
 
    “We’ve been to lots of places,” Marina boasted from beside her sister. “With the Blue Tree Guild, we traveled all over!” 
 
    “Really?” Ravi asked as she leaned toward the dryad with an eager expression. “Like where? The world is so much bigger than I ever thought, and I can’t wait to learn about it all.” 
 
    The dryads looked at each other and grinned excitedly. 
 
    “I think we’re going to be the bestest of friends,” Polina announced as she looped her arm through the phoenix’s, and then the sisters started chattering about all the different places they’d been to on their adventures. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Laika muttered from my other side, “I believe we have experienced the last quiet moment we will have on this campaign.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I laughed as the dryads broke off with Ravi to mount one of the wagons toward the middle of the caravan. “They’re just excited. I am too, if I’m being completely honest. I’m like Ravi. I haven’t seen much of this world beyond Hatra and the desert. What are the people like in the far reaches of the country? What are their cultures like?” 
 
    “The people of Rahma and the surrounding nations are as varied as the stars in the heavens,” Alyona replied with a wistful smile, but then her brow creased with worry. “I just hope they’ll be receptive to us. Until my father arrived, I didn’t realize how much the people had come to hate us.” 
 
    “They don’t hate you, princess,” Nike assured her. “They are just frightened. The Breach has been a blight on Rahma for centuries, and it just keeps growing stronger.” 
 
    “Which is why we need to come together now more than ever,” I said with a frown. “I don’t know exactly how I’m going to convince the people of this, but Rodion entrusted me with this mission, and I won’t fail him.” 
 
    “Us,” Alyona corrected as she squeezed my hand, “he entrusted us with this task, and we will see it through to the end no matter how difficult the hardship.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nike agreed as he clapped me on the shoulder. Then he broke away from our group and gestured to the second wagon in the caravan line. “I’ll be riding in this one, and I’ll keep an eye on the dryads and other wagons. As the future king and queen, and their royal bodyguard, you three will ride in the first cart.” 
 
    “Royal bodyguard, huh?” I asked as I turned to Laika with a smirk. “Talk about a promotion.” 
 
    “I have promised to protect Milady with my life,” the wolf replied with a stoic expression. “I do not need a title to tell me my mission.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grinned, “but you gotta admit, it sounds pretty badass.” 
 
    A smile twitched across Laika’s mouth, and her tail wagged behind her. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said as a thought occurred to me, and I turned to Nike with a furrowed brow. “Why do we have to ride in the wagon at all? Can’t I just transform into my dragon body, and Alyona and Laika can ride on my back.” 
 
    “You do realize we are trying to win over the nobles, yes?” Nike asked with a quirked brow. “Not scare them to death?” 
 
    “The country already knows I’m a dragon, though,” I pointed out, “and the lord of a city.” 
 
    “Knowing is one thing, but seeing a massive black harbinger of death descending on a city is another thing entirely,” Nike explained. “We want your first impression to be a good one, so we’ll win some favor by cordially entering cities with the proper deference.” 
 
    “Fair point,” I laughed. “Okay, so I’ll keep the omen of death thing to a minimum. No problem. I’ll just win people over with my smile.” 
 
    I flashed my pearly whites, and Alyona giggled at my side. 
 
    “We’ll win over the people yet,” she laughed. 
 
    Nike chuckled and clapped me on the shoulder one last time before he went to take up his position in the second wagon, and then I turned to help Alyona and Laika up onto ours. 
 
    “Uh, I have a question,” I said as I lifted Alyona onto the wagon’s bench. “Who’s driving this caravan?” 
 
    “I’ll be steering this wagon,” Laika responded as she climbed up after the princess and took the horses’ reins. 
 
    “And the others?” I asked as I glanced at the line of carts behind us. “Are we really trusting the dryads with driving?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Laika snorted. “The other wagons will follow behind us.” 
 
    “On their own?” I questioned with a frown. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Alyona giggled beside me. 
 
    “But how?” I asked as I settled between the princess and the guild leader. 
 
    “You’re forgetting something, Lord Evan,” Laika intoned with a smirk. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Magic,” Alyona laughed before she whispered a spell under her breath. 
 
    Then Laika snapped our horses’ reins, and the wagon lurched into motion. I glanced over my shoulder as we started to roll through the city gates, and I watched as the rest of the caravan followed behind us as dutiful as a line of ducklings. 
 
    “Have I mentioned how much I love this world?” I sighed as I sat back on the bench with a broad grin. 
 
    “Once or twice.” Laika shrugged. 
 
    We bumped over the threshold of the city, and the caravan followed behind us. At our backs, a deafening cheer rose into the air to see us off, and between the screams and whistles, I heard a clear chanting of my name. 
 
    It was fucking awesome being a dragon lord. 
 
    Hatra loomed behind us as we left it behind, and the Crimson Canyons rose up before us as we slowly made our way down the road. 
 
    “How long will it take us to go through the canyons?” I asked as I glanced at the morning sun high overhead. 
 
    “Should be about a week,” Laika replied while she flicked the reins and kicked the horses up a notch. 
 
    I exhaled sharply and puffed my cheeks out. “Well, it’s not as fast as flying, but if this is what needs to be done to win over the people, I’ll do it. I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true king.” Alyona smiled. 
 
    I grinned in return and looked out at the Crimson Canyons that stretched before us. 
 
    “Well, Tikal,” I murmured as I thought of the first city on our tour, “here we come.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    “You know you don’t have to say ‘halt’ every time you want me to stop, right?” Laika smirked. 
 
    “I know, but it’s fun,” I snickered as I started to swing myself out of the wagon. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take you this time, my lord?” the wolf Demi-Human asked. 
 
    It had been nearly a week since we left Hatra and started to make our way through the Crimson Canyons toward the city of Tikal, and in that time, we thankfully hadn’t encountered any murderous monsters. 
 
    I did, however, find lots and lots of buried treasure in the sands. Some of the smaller stuff I left behind for when we returned to Hatra, but for the larger finds, well … I was a dragon, after all. Hoarding was in my nature. 
 
    “Hmm,” I cocked my head to the side and zeroed in on the sensation pulsing in my chest, “probably less than half an hour?” 
 
    “Perfect,” she replied. “That will give me just enough time to water the horses.” 
 
     “We work well together, Laika of the Royal Guard,” I said with a wink. 
 
    Laika rolled her gray eyes at me, but I saw a smile flash across her mouth. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” 
 
    I whirled around just in time to catch Polina as she launched herself at me. 
 
    “You’re getting faster,” the dryad giggled while she pressed her body against mine. 
 
    “Well, you and your sisters certainly keep me on my toes,” I laughed and set the green woman back back down on her feet. 
 
    “We came to see if you were going to find more treasure!” Marina chimed as she rounded the back of the wagon, followed by her sister Trina and Ravi. 
 
    “I am,” I said, and then I smirked when I noticed the phoenix and dryads were sporting matching braids and pink flowers in their hair. “I like the new hairstyles, by the way.” 
 
    The dryads tittered and nudged Ravi. 
 
    “We told you he’d like it,” Trina mock-whispered. 
 
    The phoenix’s pale cheeks flared a cherry red, and I had to suppress the desire to pick her up, press her up against the wagon, and have my way with her. 
 
    “It’s very pretty, Ravi,” I assured her, “just like you.” 
 
    “Stop it, Lord Evan,” she muttered and kicked the ground in embarrassment. 
 
    “Never,” I laughed. 
 
    “We did the braids,” Polina boasted with a grin, “but Ravi was the one who pointed out the pretty pink cactus flowers as we passed by them! She even changed into her phoenix form to fly out of the wagon, pluck them, and bring them back to us!” 
 
    “So, I did see a flare of fire behind us,” I mused and arched my eyebrow at Ravi. “I told you, Alyona.” 
 
    “You were right, dear,” the princess giggled from the wagon bench behind me. 
 
    “It was just for a minute,” Ravi muttered sheepishly. “I was back in the wagon before the sisters could even miss me.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Polina frowned, “we missed you very much.” 
 
    “Well, now that we’re all here,” I laughed, “who wants to come with me to find some buried treasure?” 
 
    “Oh, we do, we do!” the dryads cried out in unison, and their arms shot up into the air so fast, I was surprised they didn’t come out of their sockets. 
 
    “I’d like to come too,” Ravi admitted with a shy smile. 
 
    “I think I’ll stay behind with Laika,” Alyona sighed as she fanned herself with her hand. “It’s a little warm out for me.” 
 
    “I’ll remain with the wagons too, if you don’t mind, brother,” Nike said as he joined our little group. “I think one of the rear horses has a slight limp, so I wanted to check and make sure it isn’t anything serious.” 
 
    “Oh, the poor thing,” Alyona frowned and started to slide down off the wagon bench, “I’ll come help you.” 
 
    “I would be honored, princess,” Nike intoned with a bow. 
 
    “Okay, well, we should be back in half an hour tops, and if the horse is still limping, I’ll heal him right up,” I told the rest of the group before I glanced at the canyon walls around us. “In the meantime, keep an eye out for each other, and don’t let your guards down.” 
 
    “Do you think we’re in any danger?” Laika frowned sharply as her ears flicked atop her head, and her hand went to the broadsword on her hip. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, “but we can never be too careful. Just because we haven’t encountered anything weird in the canyons yet doesn’t mean we won’t.” 
 
    “Understood.” Laika nodded before her alert gray gaze found the dryads behind me. “Sisters, protect Lord Evan and Princess Ravi. That is an order from your guild leader.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the dryads chirped in unison, and I was surprised to see them give Laika serious salutes. 
 
    The façade was ruined, however, when they broke out into giggles. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I assured the stoic wolf Demi-Human. 
 
    “I know,” she sighed, “I can be hard on the dryads, but I trust them implicitly. They are good warriors.” 
 
    “Then you have nothing to worry about.” I grinned and kissed Laika on the cheek. “We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Take care, my love.” Alyona smiled from beside Nike and leaned forward to embrace me. 
 
    “You’ll forgive me if I don’t kiss you.” Nike smirked as he held out his arm. 
 
    “I’m a little hurt, brother,” I snickered as I clasped his hand, and then I jerked my head at Alyona and Laika. “Keep them safe for me?”   
 
    “Why, of course.” 
 
    With that, I nodded one last time at my lovers and fellow noble before I turned to Ravi and the dryads. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes!” the sisters cheered as they whirled around in circles, and then they took off to the east in a burst of giggles. 
 
    “Um … ” Ravi stared after them. 
 
    “Just give ‘em a moment,” I laughed, and sure enough, the dryads sheepishly came trudging back to the wagons. 
 
    “I think you should lead the way, Lord Evan,” Marina muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t know where we’re going,” Polina admitted with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, if you insist,” I teased before I began to head west. 
 
    The dryads and Ravi filed in behind me, and we gradually made our way to the western canyon wall. 
 
    The Crimson Canyons were far vaster than I’d first thought. I knew they were huge, and I’d flown over them numerous times on my patrols with Valerra and when we’d gone to find Ravi’s tribe. Seeing the canyons from the air, though, was completely different from walking through them. 
 
    The red rock native to this region arched up toward the sky at dizzying heights, and sometimes it felt like the canyon walls were going to close in and crash down on top of us. We’d seen very little vegetation on our week long trek from Hatra, and what we did find were dry and prickly plants made for this arid environment. 
 
    Thankfully, with how tall the canyon walls were, the heat wasn’t as stifling since the sun was blocked out for most of the early morning and late afternoon, but the middle of the day could be brutal, and we often had to take breaks to rest and water the horses.  
 
    During the past week, I’d expected to run into at least one wayward traveler, or several bloodthirsty beasts, but it seemed Valerra’s reputation had preceded us. The canyons echoed emptily around us, and the wind howled past huge, looming boulders as it kicked reddish dirt up into the air. 
 
    “How much farther, Lord Evan?” Polina chirped as she skipped up to my side. 
 
    “Not much,” I replied as I focused on the yearning sensation that pulled me deeper into the canyons. “Few more minutes maybe.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see what we find,” Trina said while she bounced on her toes. 
 
    “I miss adventuring,” Marina sighed before she blinked up at me with big emerald puppy eyes. “Will you take us on more adventures, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been so long!” Polina pouted. “Do you remember when we fought those stone giants together?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” I smirked. “That’s how we first met.” 
 
    “What?” Ravi gasped, and her blue eyes went wide. “You faced stone giants?” 
 
    “A pack of them,” I nodded, “it was when I first arrived in this world. I woke up in a cave in the mountains, and then I heard the sounds of fighting. I followed the commotion and found Laika, the dryads, and Anton holding off several giants.” 
 
    “We thought we were dead for sure!” Trina cried as she threw her hands up into the air. “And then this giant black dragon comes bursting out of the underground lake, and he takes out all the stone giants single handedly! He reduced them to pebbles!” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I had help,” I chuckled, but the dryads weren’t having it. 
 
    “Lord Evan saved us like the hero he is!” Marina swooned and batted her jade eyes at me. “Then he shifted into his human form, and we saw how handsome he is.” 
 
    “How very handsome,” Polina agreed with a serious nod. 
 
    “Sounds familiar,” Ravi said as she smirked at me. 
 
    “What can I say?” I shrugged. “I have a sixth sense for beautiful women who need my help.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then he became the Lord of Hatra,” Trina sighed, “and he didn’t have time to play with us anymore.” 
 
    “I am very sorry, ladies,” I apologized and tried to keep a straight face. “But I’d like to think I’m making up for it now, right? You have an awesome room to return to when we get back to Hatra, and you’re on a very important quest with me right now. Two quests, actually.” 
 
    “Two?” Marina cocked her head at me. 
 
    “Well, the campaign is the main quest,” I clarified with a smirk, “and treasure hunting is the side quest. And speaking of which, we’re here.” 
 
    “Where?” Polina gasped as she turned in a rapid circle. 
 
    “Here.” I pointed to the dirt beneath my feet. 
 
    The spot we were standing in didn’t look any different from the rest of the canyon. Red dirt and sand shifted across the ground, and dry grasses poked out of cracks in the earth here and there. Rocks and boulders of various sizes were scattered around us, and some were larger than even my dragon body. I could tell some of the stones had fallen from the lip of the canyon before they crashed into the valley floor, so I kept a cautious eye on the sky while I inspected the spot under my shoes. 
 
    “What’s down there?” Ravi asked as she stared at the ground curiously. 
 
    “Treasure,” I grinned, “lots and lots of treasure.” 
 
    “Lots?” Trina’s green eyes went wide. 
 
    “Yup,” I chuckled, “I think with this last find, I’ll have enough gold and jewels to make a whole second dome for the Lunar Palace.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” Polina gasped and bounced on her toes in anticipation. 
 
    “Hold your horses,” I laughed. 
 
     “But Laika has the horses,” Marina pointed out with a frown. 
 
    “I mean be patient,” I teased, “and stand back a bit with Ravi over there. I’m going to shift into my dragon form and start digging.” 
 
    “Oh, yay!” the dryads giggled and clapped in unison. 
 
    “You are very handsome in your dragon body,” Trina told me with a serious nod. 
 
    “Very handsome,” Marina echoed. 
 
    “Sometimes, we wonder how big your cock must b--” 
 
    “Alright!” I cut Polina off and cleared my throat. Then I gestured for them to move back. “Ladies, if you will?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan,” they giggled in tandem and did as they were told. 
 
    I shook my head at their antics, and then I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The transition into my dragon form was as seamless as blinking now, and when I opened my eyes a moment later, I towered over the three dryads and the one phoenix. 
 
    “Okay, here goes,” I growled as I reached into my spiritual sea. 
 
    “Wait!” Trina cried out. “Lord Evan, we can help you!” 
 
    “What?” I bent my long neck down so I was level with the dryads. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think we’re almost to the end of the canyons,” Trina replied. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Ravi questioned with a frown. 
 
    “And why does that mean you can help?” I followed up. 
 
    “Oh!” Marina suddenly gasped as she turned to Trina. “You are very smart, sister.” 
 
    “Yes, I just noticed it, too!” Polina grinned. 
 
    “Could you three explain to me what you’re talking about?” I sighed. 
 
    “We must be near the end of the canyons because we can feel so many roots now!” Trina clarified as she spun in a circle. “And we can help you dig up the treasure with roots!” 
 
    “Oh, yes, please let us help you, Lord Evan,” Marina begged as she clasped her hands under her chin. 
 
    “Sure,” I laughed, “it’ll save me some energy. Have at it.” 
 
    “Yay!” the dryads cheered and hugged each other. 
 
    “Now, you are the one who needs to stand back, Lord Evan,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “As you command,” I teased and bowed my head. Then I shifted around to stand beside Ravi. “The treasure is right where I was standing, probably about a hundred feet deep.” 
 
    “Got it.” Trina nodded before she corralled her sisters and had a hushed conversation. 
 
    “They seem very excited,” Ravi noted as she leaned against my massive scaled foreleg. 
 
    “That’s just how they are,” I laughed. 
 
    “True,” the phoenix giggled. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you all getting along, though,” I said as we watched the dryads form a circle and close their eyes. 
 
    “They are very sweet,” Ravi said with a smile. “When I came back with you to Hatra … I was worried.” 
 
    “Worried?” I repeated and looked down at the orange-haired woman. “About what?” 
 
    “Where I would fit in,” she shrugged, “if I would fit in at all. I never really … connected with anyone in particular in my tribe. Especially not with any of the females. I was always ‘Chief Fiyero’s daughter,’ never just ‘Ravi.’ And when I came to Hatra, I was concerned I would just be ‘the phoenix princess.’” 
 
    “You were never just that to me,” I told her sincerely. 
 
    “I know,” Ravi smiled up at me, “and even though I haven’t been in Hatra long, I quickly learned my worries were unfounded. Laika and Alyona have treated me like a true friend, and now the dryads are treating me like one of their own sisters.” 
 
    “I’d like to think of us like one big happy family,” I snickered, “a motley family, but a family nonetheless.” 
 
    “Yes,” the phoenix laughed, “and I think it’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Not as beautiful as you,” I teased. 
 
    Ravi flushed and opened her mouth to reply, but then the earth started to rumble gently beneath our feet, and we turned back to find the dryads holding hands and frowning in concentration. 
 
    We watched them for a long moment, and the rattling of the earth steadily increased with each passing second. Then, with the sound of a gunshot, the ground cracked open like an egg, and tree roots shot up into the air. 
 
    And impaled on the roots was a wagon twice the size of one of our own. 
 
    “Nice, ladies!” I shouted as the roots creaked under the weight of the wagon, and the ground rumbled one last time before everything fell silent. 
 
    “We did it, Lord Evan!” Polina cried out as she and her sisters opened their eyes. 
 
    “Did you see, did you see?” Marina tittered and bounded over to us, but she was careful to weave between the wide roots that jutted up ten feet toward the sky.  
 
    “I saw,” I chuckled. “Great job. I’m really proud of you three.” 
 
    The dryads blushed and swooned over my praise, and then Trina looked up at the wagon suspended over our heads. 
 
    “What kind of people do you think used to own this?” the dryad mused. 
 
    “Who knows?” I shrugged my massive shoulders as I stepped forward. “It doesn’t matter either way. It’s mine now.” 
 
    “What’s inside of it?” Polina wondered. 
 
    “Let’s take a look,” I said as I flashed a fanged grin. 
 
    The five of us cautiously approached the lofted wagon. The day was tending toward afternoon now, so the cart cast long shadows across the red dirt, and it was notably cooler as we stepped into its shade. The dryads’ roots had lifted the wagon high off the ground, but in my dragon form I was tall enough that I was nearly eye level with it. 
 
    “Be careful, Lord Evan,” Ravi called up to me when I arched my long neck toward the cart. 
 
    “Will do,” I muttered back as I studied the aged and rotten vehicle before me. 
 
    It was hard to tell how old the wagon was exactly. The wood was darkened with age and mold, and chunks of it had completely rotted away. Red dirt and sand also trickled from the interior through numerous cracks, and it looked like one strong wind would be enough to obliterate the wagon completely. However, gold detailing could still be faintly seen here and there, and I thought the cart might have been painted a royal purple at some point in time. 
 
    I carefully wedged my head and neck through the splintered doorway of the wagon, and my eyes quickly adjusted to the murky light of the interior. Roots several feet in diameter skewered the vehicle through the floor and up into the ceiling, but several metal chests laid between the roots along the bottom of the wagon. 
 
    I opened my maw and wrapped my fangs around the closest, and largest, chest, and then I withdrew from the wagon like I was playing a game of Operation. My neck scales caught slightly along the doorframe, and the wagon shuddered minutely, but I was able to back out completely without bringing everything crashing to the ground. 
 
    “Ooooh, what is it, what is it?” Marina giggled and clapped her hands as I set the chest on the ground. 
 
    “Some of the chests feel like gold and normal gems, but this one feels different,” I replied, and then a sharp grin spread across my maw. “Actually, I recognize this sensation.” 
 
    It was a little harder to discern from my general treasure finding sense, but a thrum of energy emanated from the chest, and it reminded me of Alyona’s purity. 
 
    So, I reached out and crushed the lock on the chest with a flick of my powerful claws, and then I gingerly lifted the lid. Ravi and the dryads crowded in around the box, and then they gasped. 
 
    “This looks like the metal the Asurans had in their mine,” Polina said as she looked up at me with wide jade eyes. 
 
    “That’s because it is,” I nodded and gestured to the bars of metal within the chest. “This whole thing is full of orichalum.” 
 
    “How interesting,” Ravi mused as she tentatively reached out and trailed her finger along the sacred metal. Even after being buried underground for who knew how long, the orichalum looked like it had just been refined yesterday. The bars were such a brilliant silver, they almost appeared white, and a faint glow emanated from the material. 
 
    “Wait,” Trina suddenly gasped, “do you think this wagon came from the Asuran village?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I shrugged, “who knows?” 
 
    “Natalya will be happy her people’s sacred metal made it back to Hatra,” Marina noted with a smile.   
 
    “I’m sure she will be,” I agreed before I craned my neck and looked back up at the wagon. “Well, I should pull the other chests out real quick. I bet Laika and Alyona are wondering where we are.” 
 
    I started toward the wagon again, but then the earth began to rumble beneath my claws. 
 
    “Uh, ladies,” I said as I turned back to the dryads, “I can reach the wagon just fine. You don’t need to move it.” 
 
    The dryads’ emerald eyes were wide, and they shared a quick, worried look before they faced me. 
 
    “That’s not us, Lord Evan,” Polina said, and her expression was uncharacteristically serious. 
 
    “What do you mean that’s not--” 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, the ground suddenly bucked beneath our feet like an undulating wave, and Ravi and the dryads cried out in alarm as they lost their balance. 
 
    I quickly summoned my own power over stone and kept the women from falling into a trench that had abruptly appeared behind them, and then I whirled around in a circle to locate our assailants. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Ravi shouted from where she was picking herself up off the ground. “To your left!” 
 
    I snarled and spun in the direction she indicated, and I immediately caught sight of my opponents. 
 
    “What the fuck are those?” I muttered as I took a defensive stance in front of the women. 
 
    Three lumbering figures were slowly making their way toward us. They were mostly humanoid, but only if those humans were taking every steroid in the known universe. Actually, they kind of looked like The Thing from The Fantastic Four. Their heads were round and set between their shoulders without much of a neck to speak of. Their bodies were made from the red rock and clay of the canyon walls, and boulders jutted from their forms like bulging muscles. 
 
    I swore I could even see rocky six packs on their abdomens. 
 
    “Golems!” one of the dryads cried out behind me. “Those are golems, Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Okay,” I shouted back, “what does that mean? How do I beat them?” 
 
    Before the dryads could respond, the ground rattled beneath us again, and I bared my fangs. 
 
    Guess I would have to find out for myself. 
 
    The golems continued to amble toward us at a glacial pace, but the earth shuddered every time their feet struck the dirt. As they drew closer, I realized they were a lot bigger than I’d first assumed, and I estimated that they were closer to my size in my dragon form than in my human one. 
 
    By the way the canyon reacted around us, and my general knowledge from back home, I also surmised that the golems’ power dealt with earth. That was kind of a vague deduction, but it was all I had to work with at the moment. 
 
    “Ladies!” I called out. “I want you to stay back until I can get a feel for these guys. Dryads, use your magic for defensive purposes only until I tell you otherwise!” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan!” the sisters chimed in unison. 
 
    With that taken care of, I bent my legs and pushed off from the ground, and my massive black wings snapped open as I took to the air. I quickly gained altitude, and I circled overhead as the golems came within striking distance. They didn’t look as imposing from the sky, but I wasn’t about to let my guard down, so I reached into my spiritual sea and summoned my own stone power. 
 
    First, I tried to attack the golems directly. They were made of rocks, so I thought my power would be able to dismantle them. When my magic wrapped around the first golem, though, I was instantly met with resistance. The golem’s power felt different from any I’d encountered before. It was sturdy, immutable, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t directly affect the stones that made up the golems’ bodies. 
 
    “Time for Plan B,” I growled, and then I shifted my focus to the ground beneath the golems’ shuffling feet. 
 
    A moment later, the earth split open in a wide trench, and the golems made a strange noise that sounded like a landslide tumbling down a mountain. The creatures stumbled over their feet, and then they disappeared into the crack in the dirt one by one. For good measure, I sent out another wave of my power, and the lips of the trench caved in on itself and buried the golems beneath rock and rubble. 
 
    Dirt and dust plumed into the sky, and I wheeled overhead as I studied the ground below. The dryads and Ravi were still standing back to back near the lofted wagon, and aside from a few pebbles sliding into the collapsed trench, I couldn’t see any movement from the golems. 
 
    I started to tuck my wings and descend, but then a thunderous noise echoed from the crevasse I’d made, and the ground started to tremble like a magnitude 9.5 earthquake. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I gasped. 
 
    I got my answer a moment later. 
 
    As I watched from the air, a massive stone arm broke through the ground where the trench had once been. Only, this arm was easily twice the size that the golems’ arms had been before. Slowly, inch by inch, the golems heaved themselves out of the ground, and it looked like they had been upgraded. 
 
    The creatures had bulked up considerably, and jagged red boulders stuck out from their arms, legs, and shoulders. Roots like the dryads used were also woven around the golems’ bodies, and the tendrils banded across the monsters’ chests and backs like wooden, ropey armor. 
 
    The golems shook their massive heads as if to clear them, and dust and pebbles rained down on the earth below. Then they looked up at me one by one, and I noticed their eyes glowed a reddish-orange, similar to the clay of the Crimson Canyons. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Ravi called out, and I whipped my head toward the women. 
 
    The dryads were jumping up and down and waving their arms to get my attention, and I gave a roar to let them know I’d caught it. 
 
    “The golems absorb earth!” one of the dryads shouted up at me. “Ground based attacks only make them bigger and stronger!” 
 
    “What’s their weakness?” I roared as I kept one eye on the golems. 
 
    The beasts had finally seemed to notice the women by the suspended wagon, and two of them turned in that direction. 
 
    “We don’t know,” another dryad yelled, but I couldn’t tell who it was. 
 
    “Laika would know!” the third sister cried out. “She’s read the Rahma bestiary back to front.” 
 
    “Not helpful right now,” I grumbled under my breath, but the time for indecision was over. 
 
    Two of the golems had started to lumber toward Ravi and the dryads, and the third one stood directly below my hovering form and stared up at me with unnerving intensity. 
 
    Then, before I could even think of my next course of action, the golem below me lifted one of his bulked-up arms and leveled them at me. A moment later, several large boulders rocketed through the air like surface-to-air missiles. 
 
    And they were all coming directly at me. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped as I tucked my wings and barrel rolled out of the way. 
 
    The propelled rocks whizzed by me with a sharp whistling sound, and I felt the air brush across my scales. 
 
    Close fucking call. 
 
    “Okay, asshole,” I snarled as I snapped open my wings and leveled off in the air, “if ground-based attacks make you stronger, what about fire?” 
 
    The golem below me was raising his arm for a second attack, but I wasn’t about to give him the chance. 
 
    Before he could fire off another round of rock missiles, I opened my maw, took a deep breath, and let out an ear-shattering roar. 
 
    The sound echoed through the canyons like thunder, and a column of fire exploded out of my mouth a moment later. The flames were white hot and blinding, and they slammed into the golem below me with all the force of a freight train. 
 
    I kept up the stream of fire for several long moments, and then I cut it off with a snort. I flapped my wings a few times as I hovered in the air, and my eyes darted across the ground while I waited for the smoke to clear. 
 
    The haze finally began to dissipate, but through the fog I could still see the silhouette of the golem staring up at me. 
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed and braced myself for the creature’s retaliation … 
 
    But it never came. 
 
    I blinked in confusion and swooped lower to the ground to get a better look, and I kept my guard up as I waited for the golem to attack. As I drew closer, though, I realized it wasn’t going to. 
 
    Because the golem had turned into a statue. 
 
    My fire had burned so hot, it baked the creature where it stood, and the golem was now frozen with its arm held aloft in the air. The beast’s eyes no longer glowed a reddish-orange, and when I reached out with my stone magic toward the golem’s body, I couldn’t feel the resistance of its magic anymore. 
 
    I bared my fangs in a savage grin, and then I tucked my wings and slammed down on top of the golem turned statue. Its rocky form gave way beneath the weight of my massive body, and I crushed the beast into dust between my claws. When the golem was nothing more than hot sand and dirt, I threw back my head and let out a roar of victory. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” I heard Ravi scream, and I spun around to find the other two golems had corner the women up against the suspended wagon. 
 
    The dryads were keeping the beasts at bay by using roots like whips, but I could quickly tell this tactic wouldn’t hold up for very long, because the moment the roots touched the golems’ bodies, the tendrils were snapped off and absorbed into the creatures. 
 
    “Ravi, use your fire!” I roared as I bunched my legs and leapt into the air once more. “They’re vulnerable to fire!” 
 
    Even with the distance between us, I could see the phoenix’s blue eyes go wide, and then she disappeared in a column of blue flame. A moment later, an orange blur shot into the sky, and it wheeled overhead for a moment before it dove toward me. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Ravi called out as she drew level with me in her phoenix form. 
 
    “Light ‘em up!” I shouted. “But avoid the dryads as best you can!” 
 
    Ravi dipped her bird head once, and then she swooped down toward the lumbering golems. 
 
    The stone beasts looked like tattered rope monsters with the amount of shredded roots hanging off them, and I could tell the dryads were at their wit’s end. The golems were their elemental match, and alone, the sisters had no hope in defeating the creatures. 
 
    Luckily for all of us, Ravi and I had some flames up our sleeves. 
 
    I dove toward the ground at a rapid speed, but because I didn’t want to harm the dryads, I didn’t unleash another torrent of flames. Instead, when I opened my maw, white webs shot out from between my fangs, and the netting descended on the golems’ heads. The beasts swatted at the cumbersome material now obstructing their vision, but I knew it wouldn’t hold them for long. 
 
    Hopefully, it would hold for just long enough. 
 
    “Ladies!” I roared down at the dryads. “Retreat!” 
 
    The sisters didn’t need to be told twice, and with the golems trapped beneath my webs, the dryads sprinted away from them and back into the canyon toward where the caravan waited. 
 
    With the way now free and clear, Ravi and I dove in unison toward the still pinned golems, and we strafed the beasts with flames of blue and white. Smoke curled into the air, and the golems let out another strange screeching clatter, but when I circled around for a second pass, I found it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    The two remaining golems were frozen in place with my webs still knotted around them, and they looked more like artwork found in a museum than murderous monsters. 
 
    I wasn’t taking any chances, though, so I swooped down and smashed one of the golems beneath my claws and swept my tail through the second creature. Rocks and rubble scattered across the canyon floor, and I landed on the ground with an earth-shaking thud. 
 
    The second I touched down amongst the golems’ shattered remains, I felt a sensation of power flood through my veins, and then a series of words flashed before my eyes. 
 
    Predation: Assimilation activated.  
 
    Skill: Ground, earthquake.  
 
    Status: Assimilation complete.  
 
    I blinked in surprise. An earthquake ability? That sounded fucking awesome. I couldn’t wait to try it out. 
 
    I turned in a full circle as I searched for any more opponents, but I found nothing. There was just the red dust settling back on the ground, and the echoes of our battle reverberating around the canyon walls. 
 
    “That was amazing!” Ravi gasped as she alighted on a boulder beside me. 
 
    “That’s one word for it,” I chuckled dryly before I looked the phoenix over. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The firebird disappeared in a flash of blue flames, and then Ravi’s red dirt-streaked face smiled up at me as she sat on the remnants of a golem and kicked her feet back and forth. 
 
    “I’m perfectly fine,” she assured me. “That was so exhilarating! It reminded me of the time we fought those Death Stalkers.” 
 
    “We?” I chuckled. “If I remember correctly, I think you were knocked unconscious.” 
 
    The phoenix blushed and dropped her eyes. “Okay, well … ” 
 
    “I’m just teasing you,” I laughed as I shifted into my human body and looked up at the phoenix. “I was glad to have you by my side today.” 
 
    Ravi’s beautiful face broke out into a broad grin, and then I held my hands out to her. The small phoenix jumped from the rocky remains of the golem and landed in my arms with a giggle. 
 
    “Adventures with you are never boring,” she laughed against my chest. 
 
    “I’d have to agree with you there,” I snickered as I took in the smoky scent of her hair. Then I pressed a kiss to her brow and stepped back. “Do you think the sisters are alright?” 
 
    Ravi opened her mouth to respond, but, as if on cue, several voices cut her off. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Lord Evan, are you okay?” 
 
    “We brought back up!” 
 
    Ravi and I turned in the direction of the dryads’ voices, and we watched as Laika and the sisters rounded a bend in the canyon at full tilt. The caravan wagons were not far behind them, and I could see Nike and Alyona perched on the bench of the lead cart with anxious expressions. 
 
    “We’re okay!” I shouted as I waved my arm in the air. “We’re fine!” 
 
    Despite my reassurances, Laika didn’t slow her pace even a little, and the wolf Demi-Human skidded to a halt in front of me a few moments later. 
 
    “What happened?” she demanded at once as her gray eyes took in the surrounding destruction, and she didn’t even sound the least bit winded. “We heard a loud commotion, and then the dryads appeared screaming about you being in trouble.” 
 
    “We ran into some golems,” I replied before I nudged the phoenix beside me with a wink, “but it wasn’t anything Ravi and I couldn’t handle.” 
 
    The orange-haired girl grinned at the praise, but Laika narrowed her gray-eyed gaze at me. 
 
    “But you’re not hurt?” she questioned, and I could hear a note of worry in her voice. 
 
    “Nope,” I assured her with a smile. “We’re perfectly fine. We even found some orichalcum before the golems attacked us.” 
 
    I gestured behind me at the suspended wagon and the chest of sacred metal abandoned on the canyon floor, and Laika blinked in surprise as her shoulders relaxed. 
 
    “Orichalcum?” the wolf echoed. “All the way out here?” 
 
    I nodded in response, but the dryads and wagons reached us before I could say much else. 
 
    “Did someone call for some reinforcements?” Nike chuckled as he swung himself out of the wagon. 
 
    “You’re a little late to the party, brother,” I laughed. 
 
    “We would have come sooner,” Alyona frowned as Nike helped her down as well, “but Laika and Lord Nikolaus feared it wouldn’t be safe.” 
 
    “They were right to look out for you,” I nodded, “we had this handled. 
 
    “And you’re sure you’re alright?” my future wife fretted as her amethyst gaze roved over me. 
 
    “Right as rain,” I smiled, “though I wouldn’t turn down a kiss if you’re offering.” 
 
    Alyona sighed and rolled her purple eyes, but she still rose onto her tiptoes and sweetly pressed her mouth against mine. 
 
    Then the dryads descended, and they chattered and gasped excitedly as they described the battle to Nike, Alyona, and Laika. The sisters exaggerated a little here and there, but overall it was a fairly accurate retelling. 
 
    While Alyona checked over Ravi and the sisters for any injuries, Laika walked a perimeter around the caravan to make sure no other golems were going to pop out of the ground, and Nike joined me as I walked back to the wagon still suspended by the dryads’ roots. 
 
    “Well, today has certainly been eventful,” the Lord of Light chuckled. 
 
    “We were due for some excitement.” I grinned and began to store the orichalcum chest in my spatial storage. “I just can’t believe we got this far through the canyons without encountering anything else.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for, brother,” Nike laughed and shook his head. 
 
    I snickered in response and shifted into my dragon form to extract the rest of the treasure from the lofted wagon. A few minutes later, everything was stowed away in my spatial storage, and as I looked out over the destruction of the battlefield, my eyes were drawn to the dryads’ roots again. 
 
    “The sisters believe we are almost to the end of the Crimson Canyons,” I remarked as we made our way back to the caravan. 
 
    Nike nodded. “They’re correct. The exit should be around the next bend. Then Tikal will be perhaps another day’s journey away.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I grinned, “I can’t wait to get this campaign really started. How was that limping horse, by the way? Do I need to take a look at him?” 
 
    “No need,” Nike shook his head, “it was merely a sharp rock wedged into the horseshoe. I extracted it easily, and the horse is fine now.” 
 
    “I knew I could count on you.” I clapped the silver-eyed noble on the shoulder. 
 
    We reached the women crowded around the lead wagon, and they turned to me with expectant expressions. 
 
    “What are your orders, Lord Evan?” Laika asked as she nodded to me. 
 
    I noted that her hand was still gripping the hilt of her sword at her side, but I let it go for now. The wolf had a penchant for worrying, and nothing I could say would change that. 
 
    “I say we keep on moving,” I said with a smile. “Who’s ready to get out of these canyons?” 
 
    “Oooh, ooh, we are!” the dryads chimed in unison and waved their arms in the air. 
 
    “Me too,” I laughed, “so everybody mount up, and let’s see what’s waiting for us around the next corner.” 
 
    The sisters squealed in excitement and darted off to climb into one of the wagons, and Laika and Alyona shook their heads fondly before they followed suit. Nike chuckled as he walked to the second wagon too, and that left me alone with Ravi. 
 
    “Did you want to ride up front with us?” I asked the phoenix with a quirked brow. 
 
    “Um, actually,” she bit her lip and kicked at the sandy ground, “I was wondering if I could fly a little ahead.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ravi nodded, “I’ve been in my human body for most of the journey, and it felt good to stretch my wings a bit while fighting those golems. Besides, this is my first time seeing something other than the desert and dry regions that surround Hatra. I want to see what this new land looks like from the air.” 
 
    “Alright,” I allowed with a furrowed brow, “but don’t get too far ahead. Stay where we can see you and stay in the air where it’s safe.” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” Ravi grinned in delight and bounced on her toes. Then she leapt up and pressed a kiss against my cheek. “Thank you, Evan!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I chuckled as the phoenix whirled away, and her red robes fanned out behind her. 
 
    Then she disappeared in a flash of blue flames before her feathered form launched into the air. 
 
    I shook my head as the firebird rolled and spiraled through the sky, and then I turned and mounted the lead wagon again. 
 
    “Where is she going?” Laika asked with a frown as she watched Ravi soar on ahead. 
 
    “She wants to be the first to see the end of the canyons,” I shrugged, “it’s hard to tell her no.” 
 
    “Can you tell any of us no?” Alyona asked with a smirk. 
 
    I gasped and put a hand to my chest. “Oh, gods, you’ve discovered my weakness!” 
 
    Laika rolled her eyes as she flicked the horses’ reins and got the caravan moving again, and Alyona giggled as she pressed against my side. 
 
    We rolled onward through the canyons, and the wagon jolted over the rocky remnants of the golems. Before long, though, we left them far behind, and then we curved around a bend in the path. 
 
    And just like Nike and the dryads predicted, we finally came to the end of the Crimson Canyons. 
 
    The red walls abruptly came to an end, and a bright blue sky stretched endlessly overhead. Then, before us, an emerald forest sprawled out toward the horizon. Only, it wasn’t like the forest around Hatra. This looked more tropical, like a jungle, and as we finally stepped out of the canyon proper, the arid climate quickly became humid. 
 
    Ravi pinwheeled overhead and made bird noises of excitement as she saw the jungle in front of us, and her small orange body darted forward in unbridled eagerness. 
 
    I chuckled at her enthusiasm, and even Laika was smiling as she snapped the reins and urged the horses faster. 
 
    We quickly approached the jungle, and when we were about a hundred yards away from the tree line, Ravi swooped down from the sky and landed in a column of blue fire. She waved at us when she was back in her human form, and even from this distance, I could see the broad, ecstatic smile on her face. 
 
    I grinned back and lifted a hand to wave in return, but then I froze as my heart stopped in my chest. 
 
    With my dragon vision, I could see Ravi in perfect detail even though she was still nearly seventy yards away … 
 
    Which meant I could see in perfect clarity as half a dozen figures burst out of the jungle and converged on the phoenix. 
 
    “Ravi!” I roared as I rocketed to my feet. “Watch out!” 
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    Ravi’s blue eyes went wide as my roar echoed out across the plains, and she whipped around to face the figures surrounding her. A moment later, her body disappeared in a flash of flames, and then her small bird form shot up into the air. 
 
    The people who had emerged from the tree line cried out in alarm as their quarry ascended into the sky, but they quickly composed themselves. As I watched, they pulled bows and arrows from behind their backs, and by their fluid movements, I knew they were expert hunters. 
 
    Ravi pinwheeled and dove through the sky, but when she tried to make her way back toward us, her attackers unleashed a volley of arrows and blocked her way. The phoenix screeched in alarm and narrowly avoided the projectiles, but she couldn’t escape. 
 
    “Oh, gods, Ravi!” Alyona gasped beside me as her amethyst eyes widened in horror. 
 
    “We need to hurry!” I growled at Laika, and black scales crawled up my arms in fury. 
 
    “I am pushing the horses as fast as I can!” The wolf Demi-Human bared her teeth and snapped the reins harder, but we were still over fifty yards away. 
 
    There was no way we’d reach Ravi in time. 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    “Laika, protect Alyona,” I snarled as I stood to my feet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The wolf’s gray eyes flicked to me for an instant before they focused back on the horses. 
 
    “Showing these fuckers they messed with the wrong phoenix,” I spat, and then I started to climb atop the covered wagon. 
 
    The cart jolted and bounced over the uneven ground as the horses galloped at breakneck speeds, and I was nearly tossed off several times before I made it to the top. I balanced precariously for a moment, and then I bent my knees, spread my arms, and launched myself into the sky. 
 
    The second I was airborne, I shifted into my dragon body. The transition happened in an instant, but it was disorienting as fuck to go from human sized to roughly the size of a large barn. I flapped my wings to try to gain some altitude, and my right one clipped the ground on the downswing. I nearly pitched forward into the earth and crushed the wagon I’d just jumped from, but I rolled my massive body to the side and kicked out with my powerful hindlegs. My talons tore into the dirt, but I gained enough traction to push myself higher into the sky, and I bared my fangs as I finally gained altitude. 
 
    Laika and Alyona’s wagon barreled ahead of me, but I quickly overtook them with a few flaps of my enormous black wings. As I rose higher into the air, I focused my attention again on the tree line ahead of me, and rage burned through my veins. 
 
    Ravi was still trying to evade her attackers, but I could tell she was fighting a losing battle. She darted back and forth through the air, but every time she changed directions, a new volley of arrows barred her way. It was only a matter of time before one of the projectiles struck her, and I knew I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    So, as I drew closer and closer to the battle, I flared out my wings as far as they would go, opened my maw, and let out an ear-shattering roar. 
 
    The sound was so loud, I was sure they could hear it all the way back in Hatra, and it was definitely loud enough to fuck with my opponents. 
 
    I was less than thirty yards away now, and I could see Ravi’s assailants were some type of cat Demi-Humans. Long spotted tails trailed behind them, and spotted ears stuck out from the top of their heads. As my roar descended upon them, the Demi-Humans cried out in alarm and pain while they dropped their weapons, pawed at their ears, and fell to their knees. 
 
    Ravi used this opportunity to dart toward me, but then a movement caught my eye, and I looked down to see one last Demi-Human with a bow and nocked arrow still in his hands. 
 
    Before I could call out to Ravi to warn her, the Demi-Human loosed his arrow, and the projectile arched through the air toward the phoenix. I realized it wasn’t just an ordinary arrow, though, and I watched as a net flared out behind Ravi and descended on the small bird. 
 
    Like hell I was going to let Ravi be captured like some animal. 
 
    So, I opened my maw again, but this time I unleashed a torrent of flames instead of a roar. 
 
    My column of white-hot fire shot through the air like a bolt of light, and Ravi flew headlong into it. Since phoenixes were impervious to fire, I knew she’d be alright, and I watched in satisfaction as the net the Demi-Human had shot was reduced to ashes. I cut off my flames a moment later, and then Ravi appeared through the smoke like a vision from the gods. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” the phoenix gasped as she flared out her wings and alighted atop of my snout. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I snarled while I rose higher into the sky and out of the range of the archers. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she panted, but I couldn’t tell if she was telling the truth since it was a little hard to focus on her form with her perched between my eyes. 
 
    “They didn’t hurt you?” I growled while I flapped my wings and hovered in the air. 
 
    “No,” Ravi replied, “though not for lack of trying. That was a lot of arrows.” 
 
    An enraged snarl rattled in my throat, and I turned my body to face back the way we came. Our caravan of wagons had stopped about forty yards away from the battle, and I could see Laika, Nike, and the dryads circled around Alyona in the lead wagon. 
 
    “Go join the others and stay back,” I instructed Ravi. “I’ll take care of these assholes.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan,” the phoenix acquiesced, and then she fluttered her wings and did as she was told. 
 
    I watched her small orange form until she reached our wagon again and changed into her human body, and then I bared my fangs and turned back to the cat Demi-Humans. 
 
    Now that Ravi was safe, the red fog of fury was no longer blinding me, and I could study the scene before me more clearly. Nearly two dozen cat Demi-Humans had regained their composure, and they’d picked up their weapons as they faced me in staggered rows. Archers were in the back, but I saw more than half of them held swords and other melee weapons. 
 
    Then there was the man who had fired the net at Ravi. 
 
    He stood before the assembled fighters, and he stared up at me with unwavering intensity. His spine was ramrod straight, his chin raised in defiance, and by his posture alone, I could tell he believed he could take me on. 
 
    Poor stupid bastard. 
 
    I tucked my wings and plummeted back toward the ground, and I landed twenty-five yards away from the cat Demi-Humans and their leader. The earth shook beneath me when I touched down, but the Demi-Humans were unfazed, and their balance didn’t falter. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Ravi’s attackers, and then I pried open my jaw, took a deep breath, and unleashed a long deafening roar. I was hoping they’d run so I could give chase and prolong their suffering a bit before I killed them. This time, the Demi-Humans flinched and tried to cover their rounded ears again, but their leader clenched his jaw, met my eyes, and didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    Well, he had balls, I’d have to give him that. 
 
    Too bad he was about to be nothing more than ash. If he didn’t want to run, then I’d barbeque them where they stood. 
 
    I took another deep breath and started to call upon my fire power once more, but then a voice cut through the air like a knife. 
 
    “Evan, stop!” 
 
    I froze with my maw half open and flames already crackling at the back of my throat, but Alyona’s voice had been as hard as steel, so I held off on turning the Demi-Humans into beef jerky. 
 
    The sound of rattling wagon wheels reached my ears then, and I glanced over my shoulder to see the caravan clattering to a stop beside me. 
 
    “I thought I told you to stay back,” I rumbled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lord Evan,” Ravi winced as she looked up at me from the lead wagon bench, “but Lady Alyona said it was of the utmost importance that we stop you from making a mistake.” 
 
    “The only mistake I could make is not burning these bastards to a crisp right here and now,” I snarled as I turned my head to glare at my opponents again. They hadn’t moved except to pick up their weapons, and their leader was still staring at me unfalteringly. 
 
    “No, killing them would be the mistake, my love,” Alyona said as she stood from the wagon. Then Laika helped her down, and the princess walked over to place her hand on my scaled foreleg. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I growled, but Alyona’s touch was already calming me. “These mother fuckers tried to kill Ravi.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t think they meant to kill me,” the phoenix chimed in with a wince. 
 
    “They shot dozens of arrows at you,” I hissed. 
 
    “Yes, and not a single one of them hit me,” Ravi pointed out. “They had me outnumbered and outmaneuvered. If they wanted to shoot me down, they could have.” 
 
    “But I do not believe that was their intention,” Alyona added and looked up at me with those piercing purple eyes of hers. “I think they were merely defending their territory.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think,” the princess said as she turned to face the cat Demi-Humans, “these are the citizens of Tikal.” 
 
    “I thought you said Tikal’s citizens were lion Demi-Humans.” I jerked my head at the group in front of us, and I could see their grips tense on their weapons. “These don’t look like lions.” 
 
    “The lion Demi-Humans were the rulers of Tikal,” Nike corrected as he walked up on my other side, “but there were numerous other races and species residing within the city, too.” 
 
    “So, you see,” Alyona went on, “you cannot kill them, my love. Because these are the people we are meant to treat with.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I snarled and dug my talons into the earth. “You gotta be fucking kidding me.” 
 
    “I think it might be best if you change back into your human form,” Alyona suggested as she ran her hand over my scaled foreleg. “To show that you mean them no harm.” 
 
    “Yeah, fuck that,” I snorted, “I mean them a lot of harm for attacking Ravi. But, for the sake of our mission, I’ll refrain from burning anyone alive.” 
 
    “How cordial of you, my lord,” Laika said as she scowled in the direction of the cat Demi-Humans, “I think it’s more than they deserve.” 
 
    I huffed a dry laugh. Laika was loyal to a fault, and if anyone fucked with her pack, she wasn’t very inclined to forgive them. It was something we had in common, and one of the things I loved most about the wolf. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed and kneaded the dirt with my claws, “here’s the plan. Since it’s obviously useless to tell you guys to stay back, we’ll all approach, but we’ll do this my way, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Laika intoned with a bow, and Nike nodded from my other side while Alyona smiled up at me. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go first,” I said, “and everyone else will file in behind me so I can use my body as a shield if need be. As the royal members of our party, Ravi and Alyona will be in the middle, and Laika, Nike, and the dryads will encircle them for safety. I’ll address the cat Demi-Humans first, and if they don’t attack us outright, then we can proceed from there.” 
 
    “Understood, brother,” Nike replied as he drew the Sword of Light from his storage space. “We’ll be prepared for anything.” 
 
     “No one will hurt Milady,” Polina chimed in with an uncharacteristic scowl, and her sisters nodded beside her. 
 
    “Or pretty Ravi,” Marina added as she smiled at the phoenix. 
 
    “Good,” I growled, “then let’s go meet these pricks.” 
 
    My friends all nodded, and then I lifted one of my enormous legs and stepped forward. The moment I did so, the cat Demi-Humans all brandished their weapons, but their leader held up his hand as he watched me. 
 
    A mutual understanding seemed to pass between us, because when I took another step forward, the cat Demi-Humans didn’t move. They remained still as stone as my party and I advanced across the field between our groups, and the leader’s eyes never left mine. 
 
    As we drew closer, and now that we weren’t attacking each other, I studied the cat Demi-Humans a little more intently. My initial cursory glance had been correct, these weren’t lions. If I had to guess, I would say they were jaguar Demi-Humans instead. The ears perched on top of their heads were rounded, and I could see larger rosettes on their tannish fur with black spots in the center. Their tails were similarly spotted, and sharp white claws extended from their fingers. Their skin tones ranged between golden, tan, and darker brown, and their eyes were various shades of amber and green. 
 
    The lead jaguar was a little more distinct than the rest, though. He stood taller than the others, his black hair was braided into a long plait at his back, and his skin was a rich mahogany hue. His eyes were almond in shape and a piercing bright yellow in color, and they tracked me with the intense scrutiny of an apex predator. His chest rippled with corded muscles, and his torso was bare except for a tooth or a claw that hung on a tattered leather string around his thick neck. He wore what looked like a long skirt made from an unidentifiable material, but it was dyed in shades of green and brown, probably to blend into the jungle at his back. His feet were bare, like the rest of the jaguars’, and I watched his clawed toes flex into the dirt as my party and I finally came to a stop about fifteen yards away. 
 
    Silence stretched between our groups for several long moments, and I bared my fangs in warning when the jaguar leader’s eyes flickered over my shoulder. 
 
    “You don’t need to look at them,” I rumbled as I lowered my head to look into the jaguar’s yellow eyes, “your business is with me.” 
 
    “Is it, now?” the man asked, and his voice was a deep, rich timber with a lilting accent. “And here I thought it was with the phoenix who invaded our territory.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to--” Ravi started to apologize behind me, but a small growl slipped from my lips, and the phoenix lapsed back into silence. 
 
    “She wasn’t invading anything,” I told the jaguar leader. “We’ve been traveling for some time, and she was just scoping out the land beyond the Crimson Canyons.” 
 
    Surprised mutterings rose up from the jaguar ranks, and they shared looks of confusion. Then the leader sharply flicked his tail, and his men fell quiet. 
 
    “You traveled through the Crimson Canyons?” the jaguar Demi-Human questioned, and his eyebrow twitched to reveal his shock. 
 
    “We did,” I said. 
 
    “And how did you survive?” he asked as he cocked his head to the side. “Legend says a wrathful dragon lives in those canyons, and all who meet her perish before her might.” 
 
    “If you haven’t noticed,” I sneered and bared my three-foot long fangs again, “I’m not exactly a helpless traveler. Besides, the Crimson Dragon and I have … an understanding.” 
 
    The jaguar blinked his yellow eyes in surprise. “And who are you to have an … understanding with the Crimson Dragon?” 
 
    I’d thought he would never ask. 
 
    “I am Lord Evan,” I declared as I drew myself up to my full imposing height. “I am the Lord and Guardian of Hatra el Shamash.” 
 
    “Hatra,” the jaguar echoed as his black eyebrows arched toward his hairline. “I had heard … rumors that the old ruined city had been resurrected.” 
 
    “And restored,” I added and puffed out my chest in pride. “This isn’t just a rumor, it is the truth. I have brought Hatra el Shamash back from the dead.” 
 
    “Then why are you here, Lord Dragon?” the dark-skinned Demi-Human asked with a frown. “Surely, you have enough to deal with in your own city? It is not an easy feat to come back from the dead.” 
 
    “I’m here on behalf of His Eminence, the glorious sun of Rahma, King Rodion,” I explained. 
 
    I expected the jaguars to be awed or shocked by my declaration. What I didn’t expect was for them to let out a series of hisses and snarls. Their ears pinned back against their heads, and their tails lashed back and forth in aggravation. 
 
    The lead jaguar was more stoic, but his yellow eyes narrowed a fraction, and his upper lip twitched in the beginnings of a sneer. 
 
    “The glorious sun and king of Rahma,” he repeated in a mocking tone. “And what does his Eminence want with Tikal now? He has been perfectly content to ignore us for years.” 
 
    “My father hasn’t ignored anyone,” Alyona spoke up from behind me, and I suppressed a sigh as the lead jaguar’s eyes darted over my shoulder again. 
 
    “And who speaks to me now?” he questioned as he brought his gaze back to me. 
 
    Well, the proverbial cat was out of the bag, so I stepped slightly to the side to reveal the rest of my party. Laika, Nike, and the dryads were still circled tightly around the princess and the phoenix with their weapons drawn, but Alyona laid a hand on Laika’s shoulder, and the wolf Demi-Human moved aside with a deferential if cautious bow of her head. 
 
    Then Alyona stepped up beside me, and she raised her petite chin as she faced off with the leader of the jaguars. 
 
    “I am Princess Alyona, the Divine Maiden, daughter of His Eminence King Rodion, and princess of Rahma,” she intoned in a strong if cold voice. “And who do I have the pleasure of addressing?” 
 
    The lead jaguar dragged his yellow eyes over Alyona, and his sneer deepened until a deep growl rumbled in my chest. Then he brought his gaze up to meet the princess’s again. 
 
    “I am called Jai of House Onca,” he said as he dipped his head only a fraction which was itself an insult since Alyona was technically his sovereign. “I am one of the lords of Tikal and the leader of the jaguar faction.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. Jaguar faction? What did that mean? 
 
    “Well met, Jai,” Alyona nodded her head, “it is a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “I cannot say the same, I’m afraid,” Jai said as he studied Alyona and then me. 
 
    My lips curled back from my fangs as I growled at the jaguar in warning, but he merely held up his hands. 
 
    “I am no fan of King Rodion, but I am not fool enough to harm his only daughter,” the jaguar scoffed. “I do not mean you nor your party any harm, Evan of the House of Hatra el Shamash.” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Alyona corrected as she pursed her lips. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Jai conceded with a quirked eyebrow. “My apologies. But you still haven’t answered my question. Why are you here? Why has Rodion sent you?” 
 
    “His Eminence has sent us because Rahma teeters on the brink of a civil war,” Alyona explained with a frown. 
 
    “Rahma has been as such for years,” Jai shrugged, “what is the king’s concern now?” 
 
    “The king is concerned because The Breach is growing stronger,” I growled. “The demons are weakening the veil between the worlds, and if Rahma is too busy being embroiled in petty disputes, then the nation, and the world, will fall.” 
 
    Jai sighed and averted his yellow gaze to the sky overhead. “The Breach has been a bedtime story we tell our children for generations. Ever does it grow strong, ever does the world teeter on the brink of destruction. It is a tale as old as the sun.” 
 
    “Hey, this isn’t just some story,” I snapped. “I’ve seen it for myself. I’ve battled miasma, behemoths, fucking zombies, and demonized harpies. Evil shit is happening all across not just Rahma, but the whole of Inati.” 
 
    “What do we care for the rest of Rahma or Inati?” Jai frowned, and his spotted ears pinned back against his head. “Neither have ever cared for us.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Nike said suddenly from beside me, and his silver eyes were narrowed. “I visited Tikal once when I was a boy, and it was a prosperous and peaceful city under the rule of House Oel, who have always been loyal to the King of Rahma.” 
 
    At the mention of House Oel, the jaguar warriors dissolved into hisses again, and Jai narrowed his yellow eyes into slits as his tail lashed behind him. 
 
    “And what would a boy know of the affairs of Tikal or House Oel?” Jai growled at Nike. 
 
    “I am not a boy any longer,” Nike responded in a cold voice, and even though his face looked young, something ancient and powerful flashed in his mercury colored eyes. 
 
    I could tell the noble and the jaguar were very close to coming to blows, and as much as I wanted to punch the smug, stubborn cat in his face, I knew that was counterproductive. Alyona had been right, attacking these people wasn’t going to accomplish anything. We were on this campaign tour to mend rifts and restore people’s trust in the crown and King Rodion. The fate of Rahma depended on it, and if I was ever going to rule over this kingdom one day, I had to ensure it remained intact first. 
 
    So, if Jai and the people of Tikal felt as if they’d been ignored or abandoned by the crown, then I was going to rectify that right now. 
 
    “Alright,” I announced and stepped between Jai and Nike, and as I came between the two, I shifted back into my human form to deescalate the situation. “We didn’t come here to fight. We came here to treat and make peace for the good of Rahma.” 
 
    Jai scoffed and crossed his arms over his chest, and I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “You say the crown has never cared for Tikal,” I addressed the jaguar, “why do you say that, Jai of House Onca?” 
 
    “Because it is the truth,” he replied, and his voice was so low it was almost a hiss. “Tikal has suffered for years, for generations. First at the hands of House Oel, and now … ” He trailed off and clenched his jaw, and then he raised his chin in defiance. “Never has His Eminence noticed the plight of our people. Never has he deigned to care.” 
 
    “You believe my father does not care?” Alyona said, and her voice was suddenly glacial. 
 
    I glanced back at the princess, and if I was a lesser man, the expression on her face would have made me break out into a cold sweat. Her eyes were as piercing as amethyst daggers, and her mouth was such a sharp line it could cut someone to ribbons. 
 
    “I know he does not,” Jai sneered at Alyona. 
 
    By the way Alyona’s purple eyes flashed, I half expected her to tear the jaguar a new one, but instead she cocked her head at him. 
 
    “Jai of House Onca,” she intoned, “have you ever been to The Breach?” 
 
    The jaguar’s ears twitched, and his tail flicked behind him. “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Alyona smiled, but it wasn’t a kind expression, “if you had, you would not presume to say my father does not care for Tikal, or for all of Rahma for that matter. The Breach is a nightmare beyond all description … so the only way for you to understand is for you to see it.” 
 
    I blinked and tried not to let my confusion show on my face. What did Alyona mean by that? 
 
    Jai seemed similarly puzzled, and he frowned at Alyona as his warriors shifted uneasily behind him. 
 
    “See it?” the jaguar echoed. 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed and lifted her hands. “Here, let me help you.” 
 
    Before anyone could say a word, Alyona started to chant a spell under her breath, and a glowing purple magical array appeared before her. Runes and sparks spun within the array, and the feel of the princess’s pure power permeated the air. Her voice rose in volume and cadence as she continued the incantation, and Jai’s yellow eyes went wide as he took an uncertain step back. 
 
    Then Alyona shouted one last word, and a rift split the air in half. 
 
    The jaguar warriors cried out in alarm, and Jai stumbled backward and fell on his ass. 
 
    Hell, I couldn’t even blame him. 
 
    Because there in front of us stood The Breach. 
 
    Alyona’s spell had been some type of portal, and the magical doorway was about twenty feet wide and ten feet tall. Purple magic sparked along the edges in intricate runes and symbols, but I couldn’t even appreciate it because my attention was arrested by the image on the other side of the threshold. 
 
    The sky was a deep and bloody red, and clouds of midnight black blocked out the sun. The only light to be seen was random flashes of blue lightning, and the glow of a white magical array so vast it seemed incomprehensible. The array was shaped like a dome that towered into the crimson sky, and it pulsed and shuddered like a stuttering heartbeat. 
 
    And beneath the dome was a writhing, pulsating mass of demons. 
 
    I couldn’t even pick out the shapes of individual monsters, it was just a teeming mass of grotesque black limbs, flashing fangs, and scarlet eyes. An unholy screech emanated from the dome as the demons threw themselves at the barrier by the hundreds, only to be burned to ash by the magic’s purity. Waves of demons fell only to be replaced with legions more, and in between waves, The Breach itself could be seen. 
 
    It was like a festering black wound that stretched for miles, and it oozed miasma like infected, rotten pus. An overwhelming sense of despair, hopelessness, and foreboding also radiated from The Breach, and looking at it made me feel like the world was already lost. 
 
    As we watched, some demons were powerful enough to force their way through the barrier dome, and then they fell upon the armies that awaited them on the other side. The human soldiers and mages looked pitiful in comparison, and I was sure we were about to witness them be slaughtered. 
 
    Then the portal began to shrink and fade until it snapped out of existence with a hiss of sparks. 
 
    Alyona stumbled against me slightly, and I reached out to steady her. 
 
    “You okay?” I demanded as my eyes skipped over her tired face. 
 
    That had been fucking intense.  
 
    “I’m fine, my love.” She smiled up at me gratefully before she rose to her full height again and turned to address the jaguars. 
 
    Jai was still flat on his ass on the ground with his mouth agape, and his yellow eyes bulged out of his head in horror. His men fared little better. The once fearsome warriors cowered together with their tails tucked between their legs, and their ears laid plastered to their skulls in terror. 
 
    Alyona took a small step forward, and Jai flinched back against the dirt, but the princess offered him her hand. His yellow eyes flickered from her face, to her hand, to me over her shoulder, before he finally reached up and slid his palm into hers. Then Alyona helped him to his feet before she took a polite step back to stand at my side. 
 
    “Now you see what my father, His Eminence, is up against every single moment of every single day,” Alyona said as she stared down the jaguar. “Without him, the barrier would fall, and The Breach would be fully unleashed upon the world. It is not that he does not care for you, Jai of House Onca, it is actually the opposite. His Eminence cares too much, so much so that he has spent years, decades, generations defending this kingdom against the horrors of the demon world. He has committed his entire life to it. However, when one is concerned with the bigger picture, some of the details get lost, so I am sorry Tikal has become overlooked in recent years. Lord Evan and I want to change that. Will you help us accomplish this?” 
 
    Jai looked from Alyona to me, and then his gaze drifted to the spot where the portal had stood. I could see many emotions warring in his face, so I decided to help him out a little. 
 
    “Look, Jai,” I said as I stepped forward, and his yellow eyes snapped to me, “I know how you feel.” 
 
    “You do, do you?” he murmured blankly. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, “I do actually. You said it yourself, Hatra was, until very recently, an old ruined city. It was destroyed by demons and miasma a thousand years ago, and the very few people who remained struggled every day to just survive. At first, I blamed King Rodion, too. Why did my people have to suffer so much for so long? But I quickly realized that we couldn’t rely on the king to save us. He has his own things to take care of, so Hatra had to find a way to fix itself.” 
 
    “And what way did you find?” Jai asked as he studied me. 
 
    “My way,” I smirked, “which entails kicking demon ass and protecting my people no matter the cost. It took a lot of hard work to restore Hatra to its former glory and then surpass it, but with the help of my people, we were able to accomplish the impossible. And, if you’ll allow us to, we can do the same thing for Tikal.” 
 
    Jai’s yellow eyes stared deep into my purple ones, and neither one of us blinked for several long moments. Then the jaguar released a breath I hadn’t realized he’d been holding, and he cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “Tikal might be beyond help now,” he mused. 
 
    “No such thing,” I chuckled. “Hatra was just a bunch of ruins, and I rebuilt the city brick by brick in a matter of months.” 
 
    “The city itself doesn’t need rebuilding,” Jai muttered as his gaze flickered to the jungle at his back, “the people do.” 
 
    I frowned in confusion, but then I shook it off. 
 
    “Whatever the problem is, we can address it,” I assured him. “This is what King Rodion has tasked me to do. My job is to help stabilize Rahma, and I will not fail.” 
 
    “In return for what?” the jaguar questioned, and a note of suspicion bled into his voice again. “What do you ask for in return for the help you offer?” 
 
    “Your allegiance,” I replied bluntly, and I looked him straight in the eye. “If I help restore peace in Tikal, I want your sworn allegiance that should the need ever arise, House Onca will stand behind the crown of Rahma against the demon legions.” 
 
    “That is a tall order,” he snorted. 
 
    “Would you rather face The Breach alone when it arrives at your doorstep?” I asked as I cocked an eyebrow at him. 
 
    Jai pursed his lips, and his tail flicked back and forth behind him in irritation. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” I smirked. 
 
    “I will not promise anything right now,” the jaguar shook his head, “for I do not yet know if you are a man of your word.” 
 
    “He is,” Ravi suddenly chimed in behind me, and she stepped up to stand beside Alyona. “If Lord Evan says he will do something, you can trust it will get done.” 
 
    “And why do you say this, little phoenix?” Jai asked as he looked the orange-haired woman up and down. 
 
    “Because Lord Evan promised to save my people,” Ravi replied with her chin raised, “and he traveled across the desert, battled an army that numbered in the hundreds of thousands, and put his life on the line to do just that. Now, my tribe is free for the first time in many years, and it is all because of Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Jai hummed in contemplation, and then his yellow eyes fell on me. “Do you always travel with an entourage to sing your praises, Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash?” 
 
    I smirked. “What, you don’t?” 
 
    Finally, the semblance of a smile flickered across Jai’s stoic face. 
 
    “Fine,” he said after a long moment, “I will consider accepting your help.” 
 
    “Well,” I grinned, “that’s a start.” 
 
    “A peaceful Tikal will not be so easily won, if it can be won at all,” the jaguar warned with a frown, but then his eyes flickered to the sun over our heads. “But we will discuss all this more once we are safely within our borders. Come.” 
 
    With that, the jaguar Demi-Human turned on his heel and strode off toward the tree line, and his warriors cast us a few uncertain glances before they fell into step behind him. 
 
    “Do we follow, my lord?” Laika asked as she frowned at the retreating jaguars. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied with a furrowed brow, “but keep your guards up. Something tells me we’re going to have to fight a little before we can bring peace back to Tikal.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The late afternoon was quickly transitioning into evening, and the shadows of the jungle reached out to us like grasping hands. My party and I had mounted our caravan of wagons again, and we slowly bumped along the uneven ground as we followed Jai and his jaguar warriors into their territory. 
 
    As we passed into the tree line, the temperature dropped notably in the shade, but the humidity also rose by several degrees. It was a much different climate than what we had around Hatra and the surrounding areas, and I fanned my shirt to give me a little relief. 
 
    I was a dragon, so heat I could deal with, but humidity was another thing entirely. 
 
    “Whew, and I thought the desert was hot,” Ravi sighed as she wiped at the sweat beading on her brow. Tendrils of orange hair were already plastered against her cheeks and forehead, and I could tell the phoenix was having a hard time adjusting to the jungle already. 
 
    “Yeah, the humidity will get ya,” I chuckled and glanced over at the three women on the bench beside me. After our encounter with Jai and his warriors, Ravi had taken to sticking by my side, and I couldn’t blame her. I wasn’t really complaining either. I felt more at ease to have my lovers by my side, even if the wagon bench was a little cramped now. 
 
    “How much farther do you think Tikal is?” Laika questioned and tugged on the reins to steer the horses around a fallen log. We were currently traveling down a worn dirt path, but I wouldn’t exactly call it a road. It was wide enough for the wagons at least, but it looked like the citizens of Tikal weren’t particularly keen on trail upkeep. The jaguars didn’t seem to have a problem as they moved smoothly through their home turf, and more than once I lost sight of them as they blended into the trees around us. 
 
    “Not sure. The scenery is nice, though.” I craned my neck back to study the canopy. The trees towered over our heads and blocked out most of the waning sun, so the jungle itself was stepped in a twilight gloom. Thanks to my dragon sight, I could still see in perfect detail, and my eyes skipped across the various flora. 
 
    A lot of the plants and vegetation looked similar to what I could find back on Earth, but there were some strange looking flowers in neon colors that drew my gaze. I knew enough about biology to know vibrant colors meant danger, though, so I refrained from sticking my hand out of the wagon and touching anything. 
 
    “I think it’s beautiful,” Ravi murmured as she laid her head on my left shoulder. “I’ve never seen so much green in all my life. There is the forest outside Hatra, but this … this is different.” 
 
    “It’s the humidity that you’re such a fan of,” I laughed. “All that moisture in the air makes the plants livelier.” 
 
    “And bigger,” the phoenix gasped as her blue eyes went wide. 
 
    I followed her awed gaze, and even I gaped at the new trees we were approaching. We were deeper into the jungle now, and the plant life was growing exponentially in size with every step we took. Ravi was currently staring at a tree that I couldn’t even estimate the size of. The trunk was wider than my dragon body was long, and the bark was a deep burgundy in color with human sized orange fungi jutting out at random intervals. 
 
    “Holy shit. ” I whistled. “Now, that’s something you don’t see every day.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Ravi whispered as she tore her eyes away from the tree and turned back to me. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “For what?” 
 
    “For allowing me to accompany you on this campaign,” the phoenix muttered and dropped her eyes shyly. “I have always dreamed of seeing the world, and now I get to … with you and all these people I care about by my side.” 
 
    The sincere gratitude in Ravi’s voice caused a pleased growl to rumble in my chest, and I leaned forward to press a possessive kiss against her lips. 
 
    “I will do anything to make you happy,” I said, “but I’m also glad to have you at my side. We made a pretty good team against those golems, didn’t we?” 
 
    “We did,” Ravi giggled and blushed at my praise.  
 
    “I just wish we were here during better circumstances,” Alyona sighed from my other side, and I looked over to find the princess staring straight ahead with a frown etched across her face. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured and reached out to squeeze her hand. “We’ll get to the bottom of Tikal’s problems, and we’ll turn it into the peaceful city it once was. I promise.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Alyona asked as she looked at me and bit her lip. 
 
    “When have I ever let you down?” I smirked. 
 
    A smile twitched across Alyona’s mouth, and she shook her head. “Never.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said, “and I don’t plan on starting now. As I told Jai, I brought Hatra back from the dead. Helping Tikal will be a piece of cake.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t speak so soon, my lord,” Laika muttered as she suddenly tugged the horses to a stop. The wagon clattered to a jerky halt, and I heard the rest of the caravan behind us follow suit. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “We have reached Tikal,” the wolf Demi-Human replied as she stared straight ahead, and her gray ears flickered back and forth at an alarming pace. 
 
    “What? Are you sure?” I frowned and looked in front of us, but all I could see were more trees and foliage, and all I could hear was the perpetual din of the jungle. Creatures chittered and rustled through the underbrush, and strange birds called out different notes and songs overhead. 
 
    “I am positive,” Laika nodded and lifted an arm to point ahead, “the city is just beyond that ridge.” 
 
    “You guard speaks the truth,” Jai announced as he suddenly appeared beside the wagon. “We have reached Tikal.” 
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped and glared down at the jaguar, and he valiantly suppressed a smirk. 
 
    “My apologies, I didn’t mean to startle you, Lord Evan,” the dark-skinned Demi-Human said. 
 
    “You didn’t,” I muttered as I slid down off the cart, “but where is this city you’re talking about?” 
 
    “Come,” the jaguar jerked his head over his shoulder, “feast your eyes on the once great city of Tikal.” 
 
    “What about the wagons?” I asked and gestured to the caravan behind me. 
 
    “We will return for them,” Jai assured me, “but first, I want you to see what you have committed yourself to.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like the sound of that,” I grumbled under my breath before I turned to my party. “Come on, guys, I don’t want us getting split up.” 
 
    “A sound decision, brother,” Nike said as he approached from the second wagon, and the dryad sisters trailed close behind him. 
 
    “Lord Evan, isn’t this place amazing?” Polina giggled as she spun in a full circle, and her skirt flared out around her hips. When she came to a stop, she reached out and trailed her fingers along a curled-up vine, and at her touch, the vine unfurled and revealed a bright red flower as big as my head. 
 
    “Yes, this whole place is thrumming with life!” Marina exclaimed, placed her hand on a nearby tree, and closed her eyes. “I can even feel its heartbeat.” 
 
    “The heartbeat of the jungle?” I questioned with a quirked brow. 
 
    “Why, of course,” Trina frowned up at me, “can’t you feel it, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “No,” I laughed and shook my head, “can’t say that I do.” 
 
    “Oh, but it’s so … delicious,” Polina all but moaned, and she bit her lip as her green eyes grew hooded. “It makes me want to reaffirm my own life, over and over and over again.” 
 
    “She means she wants you to fuck her,” Marina supplied with a helpful smile that turned coy. “As do I.” 
 
    Trina took a step forward and laid her palm flat against my chest. Then she began to tap her finger in a slow, pulsing tempo. 
 
    “Ba-dump, ba-dump, ba-dump,” she sang as she kept time, and as her finger continued to tap against my sternum, I thought I could feel an echoing rhythm. It was very faint, and not something I could hear with my ears, but I felt it, deep in my spiritual sea. 
 
    And a little in my cock. But that was probably just the dryads.  
 
    “Woah,” I murmured, “okay, I think I can feel it now. That’s actually pretty incredible.” 
 
    “Your cohorts are very in tune with nature,” Jai noted as he arched a black eyebrow at the sisters. 
 
    “Well, duh,” Polina giggled at him, “we’re dryads, silly.” 
 
    “As much as I am enjoying this biology lesson,” Laika stepped forward with a frown, “the sun will set soon.” 
 
    “Your guard is right,” Jai nodded, “come, let us be quick.” 
 
    With that, the jaguar Demi-Human turned and strode off into the jungle, and I watched in fascination when his warriors seemed to materialize from between the trees as they followed their leader. 
 
    “Well, you heard the man,” I said and flashed my team a smile, “come on.” 
 
    The eight of us quickly trailed after Jai and his men, and we continued down the worn dirt path. A few yards down the trail, however, the jaguar Demi-Humans veered off the road and slipped between a grove of ferns nearly fifteen feet tall. The jaguars seemed to move smoothly between the leaves and foliage, but I struggled with pushing the underbrush aside for a moment before the dryads giggled and skipped ahead of me. 
 
    “Let us, Lord Evan,” Polina said as she and her sisters raised their hands, and then the ferns and other plants parted before us like Moses and the Red Sea. 
 
    “Thanks, ladies,” I replied, and then I picked up the pace to catch up with Jai. 
 
    Which was unnecessary, apparently, because the jaguars had come to a stop about fifteen yards ahead. 
 
    “We are here,” Jai intoned as he reached out, pulled a large branch aside, and gestured me forward. “Welcome to Tikal, Lord Evan.” 
 
    The jaguar’s tone was a little mocking when he dipped his head, but I ignored it as I stepped past him and into a brighter patch of jungle. 
 
    And then the air whooshed from my lungs as I gaped at the sight before me. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I breathed, and several gasps echoed behind me as my party laid eyes on the city of Tikal. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was that it was massive. Immense. Almost beyond comprehension. Hatra was itself a vast city and nothing to thumb your nose at, but Tikal … Tikal was in a whole different league, perhaps because it hadn’t spent the last thousand years as a forgotten ruin. 
 
    We currently stood on a ridge that overlooked a grand valley, and Tikal spread out before us as far as the eye could see. It had to be miles and miles across in every direction, and it didn’t look like there were walls to separate the city proper from the wilderness around it. 
 
    What was even more astounding, though, was the fact that the city seemed to be split into three completely distinct biospheres. 
 
    To the east of the city, where we were now standing, emerald and verdant jungles sprawled across the ground and arched up toward the sky. The trees even continued on through the eastern half of Tikal, and I could see the plant life had been incorporated into the city’s design as vines and other foliage twined through the streets and across the stone and wooden buildings. It even looked like some structures were built into the trees themselves.   
 
    To the south, however, the jungle faded away to flat plains. Green and golden grasses swayed in the wind, and my dragon eyesight clocked various small animals moving through the grasslands. The southern portion of the city was more spaced out too, and fields of crops popped up here and there between huts and granite looking structures. 
 
    Then, to the north and west, there was a more familiar sight. Golden sands stretched toward the northwestern end of the valley, and the ground leveled out into gentle sloping dunes. This desert section of Tikal looked to be the largest, and great buildings and pyramids of sandstone and limestone reached for the heavens. 
 
    All in all, Tikal was an impressive sight to say the least. 
 
    “You have a beautiful city, Jai of House Onca,” I said as I turned to the jaguar. 
 
    The dark-skinned Demi-Human curled his lip in derision. “Unfortunately, it is not just my city. And it is not so beautiful close up.” 
 
    “I think it looks like a painting,” Ravi sighed as her blue eyes skipped over the vast city. 
 
    “How do you get so much different nature in one place?” Polina asked as she and her sisters gaped at Tikal. “It’s like its own whole little world!” 
 
    “It is said the gods blessed Tikal so many different peoples could call it home.” Jai shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “You don’t sound like you believe that,” I remarked with a cocked eyebrow.  
 
    “I believe the world is full of many mysteries,” the jaguar murmured cryptically as his yellow eyes trailed over his home city. 
 
    “Do you not believe in the gods?” Alyona questioned with a curious look. 
 
    “I believe the gods exist,” Jai replied in a flat voice, “but I do not believe they care enough to bless us. We are but playthings in their eyes.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with the man there as I thought back to when I met The Dark Lady of the Nine Heavens. She had been the goddess to bless my adoption into the House of Hatra, but looking into her scarlet eyes had been like staring into a cold, unfeeling abyss. She might have looked like a mirror image of Alyona, but she had been alien and unsettling. 
 
    “So, do different people live in the different sections, Lord Jai?” Ravi asked as she looked at the jaguar. 
 
    “Yes,” he nodded and gestured to the jungle around us, “the eastern portion is my house’s territory. We rule the jungles and the east section of Tikal.” 
 
    “From what I remember, House Oel once oversaw the whole city, but they lived in the deserts to the north and west,” Nike remarked. 
 
    “Correct,” Jai narrowed his yellow eyes at the noble, “though House Oel oversees nothing but themselves now.” 
 
    “Then who lives in the south?” Marina questioned, and she pointed to the swaying grasslands. 
 
    “House Jubatus claims the plains and city to the south,” the jaguar Demi-Human explained. 
 
    “So, jaguars to the east, lions to the north and west, and let me guess … House Jubatus consists of cheetah Demi-Humans?” I said, since the other Demi-Human factions lived in their own natural habitats, and cheetahs lived in grasslands. 
 
    Jai nodded. “Yes, though some humans have found their way into Tikal and call it home now, too. Most of them have sworn fealty to either House Onca or Jubatus.” 
 
    “But not House Oel?” I asked with a frown. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because,” Jai sneered, and his spotted ears flattened against his head, “House Oel seeks nothing but the oppression of others that they deem weaker or inferior to them. Each House has its own way of ruling, which is why we have fought each other for generations, but House Oel’s method is to build upon the backs of those they control.” 
 
    “Is this why House Oel no longer rules over Tikal?” I surmised, and my voice rumbled with a suppressed growl. I hadn’t met anyone from House Oel yet, but I didn’t particularly like people who oppressed and subjugated others. 
 
    “Precisely,” Jai hissed, and his hands curled into clawed fists at his sides. Then his heated yellow gaze snapped to Nike. “You say Tikal was once a peaceful and prosperous city, and perhaps it seemed that way to an outsider child. But this was merely a veneer fabricated by House Oel. Oh, they were prosperous, yes, but House Onca and House Jubatus languished in poverty while the lions hoarded the wealth and benefits of Tikal. Eventually, we had enough. House Onca and Jubatus rose up against House Oel, and we decided to take our lives into our own hands.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” Alyona asked as her delicate brow furrowed. 
 
    Jai shrugged. “Many, many years. Generations. It was our parents and our grandparents who revolted against House Oel, and since then, we have lived in a Tikal divided.” 
 
    “But why didn’t House Onca and Jubatus band together against Oel and establish a new order?” I wondered. “Why did the city break into factions?” 
 
    “House Onca and Jubatus might have suffered similar fates in the past,” Jai sighed, “and it was enough of a common ground for them to work together to disrupt House Oel. But once the lions were no longer in control of Tikal, both House Onca and House Jubatus did not want to bow before another ruler again. So, the Houses became autonomous, and now we rule over our own.” 
 
    I thought about pointing out that Tikal was still just a city in the kingdom of Rahma, which meant King Rodion technically ruled over all of the Houses, but given Jai’s history and hostility toward the crown, I decided to keep this to myself for the time being. 
 
    “But surely you must have some relationship with the other Houses,” Alyona said as she studied Jai. “You all live in the same city after all, even if it is vast and divided. How do you trade? Or feed yourselves?” 
 
    “We hunt and grow our own crops, and very few traders come to Tikal,” Jai growled, and his tail flicked behind him in irritation. “So, the only relationships we have with House Oel and House Jubatus are contentious ones.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked. 
 
    The dark-skinned Demi-Human pursed his lips, and then he turned to look out over Tikal. 
 
    “You will see for yourself,” he grunted after a long moment of silence. “Now come, night is almost upon us. We must return to House Onca’s ancestral seat.” 
 
    Without another word, the jaguar spun around and marched back into the jungle the way we came, and my party and I shared concerned looks before we followed after him. 
 
    We quickly made our way back to the caravan of wagons, and then we mounted up again. The horses had been munching on the long grasses and ferns along the bases of the massive trees, and they were well rested and ready for the next leg of our journey. 
 
    Jai and his warriors continued to lead us down the dirt path we’d been traveling along, and the trail took on a slight decline as we descended into the valley. The towering trees thinned out somewhat as we approached the borders of Tikal, and I looked up into the red tinged sky. The sun was setting over the western desert, and light glinted and bounced off the sandy dunes before it reached tentatively into the depths of the city. 
 
    Once we reached the valley floor, the road we were on branched off into three different directions, and I guessed each trail led into the separate sections of Tikal. We followed the rightmost path that curved east into House Onca’s territory, but Jai and his men were anything except relaxed. 
 
    The jaguar Demi-Humans clutched their spears and other weapons as we marched along the road, and their spotted ears and tails were constantly twitching back and forth. They also kept their heads on a swivel, and their shoulders were held high and hunched. 
 
    “What do you think is bothering them?” Ravi whispered as she leaned against me on the wagon bench. 
 
    “My guess is we’re close to another House’s borders,” I replied as I studied our surroundings. We were still in the eastern jungles around Tikal, but we were steadily making our way north as we entered the city, and the ground was growing sandier. 
 
    Our group was silent as we crossed the threshold into the city proper, and the horses’ hooves clopped and echoed down the stone-paved streets. As our caravan continued, I spotted more and more jaguar Demi-Humans peeking out from behind trees and other vegetation, and yellow and green eyes flashed from the doorways and windows of buildings. 
 
    As we turned down a wider road, though, Jai and his men came to a staggered halt in front of us, and Laika yanked on the horses’ reins to bring us to a jittering stop. The horses pawed at the ground and tossed their heads, and Laika was sitting ramrod straight in the seat beside me. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I muttered to the tense wolf. 
 
    “It seems we have encountered our first denizens of House Oel,” she replied under her breath, and her ears perked forward as her gray eyes narrowed. 
 
    I followed her suspicious gaze, and I quickly spotted what she was talking about. 
 
    Halfway down the block from where Jai and his men were standing were a pair of lion Demi-Humans. They were dressed in gold and ivory robes that complimented their golden hair, and gold jewelry glinted at their necks and along their wrists. Round tan ears perched atop their ears, and beige tails extended out behind them, though each lion characteristic had accents of black and darker brown. Their eyes were orangish-gold too, and they were currently narrowed in hatred as they regarded Jai and his jaguars. 
 
    I couldn’t see any marked border or territory line along the street, but neither party seemed to cross this invisible line as they glared at each other. The tension in the air mounted as the two species of Demi-Humans squared off, and even though the sun had nearly set, it was like high-noon in Tikal. I half expected someone to make a move and for all out chaos to descend upon the street, but after several long moments, the lion Demi-Humans sneered and hissed in derision at Jai. Then they turned to their right down a side street and disappeared from view. 
 
    Jai and his jaguar warriors seemed to release a collective breath, and then Jai motioned over his shoulder for us to follow him once more. 
 
    When we were moving again, I sighed and slumped back against the wagon bench. 
 
    “Well … that was intense,” I muttered and rifled my hair. 
 
    “Yes, it seems Jai was not exaggerating the state of affairs between the Houses of Tikal,” Alyona agreed with a frown. 
 
    “Bad blood exists between these people,” Laika remarked as her gray eyes swept over the streets, “they might not be open to talks of peace.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t really give a shit about what they’re ‘open’ to,” I muttered and crossed my arms over my chest. “As we pointed out to Jai, The Breach is Rahma, and Inati’s, most important concern. These petty disputes won’t mean anything if demons descend upon the city. The demons won’t care if people are lions or cheetahs or jaguars. They’ll kill anyone and everyone in their paths.” 
 
    “How do you plan on getting the Houses to realize this, Lord Evan?” Ravi asked as she looked up at me with wide blue eyes. 
 
    “Well, first I’ll have to figure out a way to even meet with the other Houses,” I sighed, “but something tells me that isn’t going to be easy.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way, my love,” Alyona said as she placed a hand on my cheek. “I have every faith in you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned tiredly and suppressed a yawn. “Once we get to … wherever we’re going, I’ll ask Jai how I can go about winning an audience with the other Houses. Then we’ll need to all get some rest. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Ravi sighed and leaned against me. Her orange hair tickled my neck and smelled like a smoky campfire, but I found the scent both alluring and comforting. 
 
    We continued down the darkening streets of Tikal for another half hour, and in that time, we barely came across a dozen people. I suspected most of them heard us approaching and were hiding, but it was still unsettling to see such a vast city so empty. It reminded me of Hatra when I first arrived in the ruined city, and the notion made me a little sad. 
 
    Alyona and Ravi had started to yawn contagiously some time ago, and even Laika was waning in her seat with the reins lax in her grip. Just when I was thinking about calling out to Jai and asking how much farther we were going, we turned another corner, and I knew right away we had reached our destination. 
 
    A grand palace made of wood and pale stone took up most of the city block before us. It wasn’t as magnificent as my own Lunar Palace, it didn’t have a dome of gold after all, but it was still a sight to see. Pillars of what looked like dark green jade framed the entrance into the palace, and the vast windows were open to the elements and without glass. The most eye-catching aspect of the building, though, was the colossal tree that rose up from the center of the structure. The trunk of the tree was nearly as wide as the palace itself, and it was apparent the building had been constructed around this central piece. The tree arched up into the sky for hundreds upon hundreds of feet, and the boughs drooped and brushed along the gabled roof of the palace. 
 
    “Amazing,” Ravi breathed in awe beside me. 
 
    “I prefer the Lunar Palace,” Laika remarked and scrunched her nose. 
 
    “And that’s why I love you,” I teased and leaned over to press a kiss against the wolf’s gray ears. 
 
    Jai and his men led us off to the side toward some stables, and we quickly dismounted from the wagons and stretched our legs. Nike and the dryads came around the caravan from one of the rear carts, and the sisters were yawning and knuckling their eyes. 
 
    “This place is so pretty,” Polina murmured sleepily while she leaned against her sisters. “I can’t wait to see what it looks like in the daytime.” 
 
    “This is the ancestral home of House Onca,” Jai announced as he approached our group. “We have lived here for generations, even when House Oel was still oppressing us.” 
 
    “I can see that House relations haven’t improved in the interim,” I said. “I thought you and your men were going to come to blows with those lion Demi-Humans we came across.” 
 
    “Normally, we would.” Jai pursed his lips and flexed his claws. 
 
    “Normally?” I echoed with a furrowed brow. “What’s changed?” 
 
    “Nothing,” the jaguar replied too quickly, and then he turned toward the palace. “Come, I will show you and your party to your quarters for the night.” 
 
    “Hold up,” I said and reached out to grab his shoulder. “I have a question to ask first.” 
 
    Jai glanced at me suspiciously and crossed his arms over his bare muscled chest. “What do you wish to know?” 
 
    “I want to know how to meet with House Oel and House Jubatus,” I said, and I barreled onward before the jaguar could protest. “Ideally, I would like to have a meeting with all three Houses present so we can begin working toward unifying Tikal. Preferably before The Breach reaches us or we die of old age, if the tension I saw between you and those lions is anything to go by.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Jai spat, and his tail bristled in rage behind him. “I will die before I sit across the table from those … those … ” 
 
    “Mean kitties?” Marina supplied. 
 
    “Bad cats?” Polina added. 
 
    “Evil bastards?” Trina suggested. 
 
    “Yes,” Jai growled and pointed at Trina, “she knows our enemies’ true hearts.” 
 
    “Ok, we’re all being a little dramatic here,” I sighed and shook my head. Then I raised myself to my full height and stared Jai down. “Listen, you said you would consider accepting our help. This is me trying to help. How can we fix Tikal if you won’t even address the problems that plague it?” 
 
    “Tikal will never be unified,” Jai snarled, and his yellow eyes flashed, “as long as my brothers are kept from their home.” 
 
    “Your brothers?” Nike asked from beside me, and his silver eyes were alert and curious. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘kept from their home?’” I followed up. 
 
    Jai sighed, clicked his tongue, and averted his gaze. 
 
    “Jai,” I pressed with a scowl. “Tell me what you’re talking about.” 
 
    The jaguar Demi-Human growled under his breath and finally looked back at me. 
 
    “The Houses of Tikal have reached a … stalemate,” he explained haltingly. 
 
    “Okayyyy,” I waved him on, “I’m going to need more information than that.” 
 
    “It was all House Oel’s doing, of course,” Jai spat and bristled again. “Several weeks ago, they kidnapped Lord Chax.” 
 
    “Who is Lord Chax?” I questioned. 
 
    “He is the leader of House Jubatus,” the jaguar explained, “and House Oel captured him. Except … House Jubatus didn’t know it was the lions who had done this.” 
 
    “Alright,” I frowned, “well if they didn’t think it was Oel … then they thought it was you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jai hissed and narrowed his eyes, “and in retaliation, they kidnapped my most trusted advisors, Raed and Jamir.” 
 
    I blinked as I processed this information, and then I sighed. I could see where this was going. 
 
    “And what did you do in response?” I asked Jai and crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Well, House Jubatus refused to release my advisors until Lord Chax was returned to them, but House Oel would not relent to such a demand.” Jai scowled, and his ears flattened against his skull. “So, I took Lord Kinba’s daughter, Aaliyah.” 
 
    “And Lord Kinba is the head of House Oel?” I guessed with a sigh. 
 
    “Yes.” Jai nodded curtly. “I thought he would release Lord Chax in return for his daughter, which would mean House Jubatus would let go of my advisors.” 
 
    “But now no one will make a move until their demands are met, and the three Houses just continue to argue in circles,” I concluded with a groan, and I rubbed tiredly at my forehead. “Am I right?” 
 
    Fucking hell, this was playing out like a soap opera about gangster families bickering over turf. 
 
    Jai pursed his lips and nodded again. “So, you see, Lord Evan, peace in Tikal is an impossibility. Eventually, someone will kill their captive, and then the Houses will be at war. You have traveled all this way for nothing.” 
 
    With that, the jaguar turned and walked away, and I guessed he wasn’t going to show us to our rooms anymore. Some of his men stayed behind, though, so I assumed they’d get us where we needed to go. 
 
    “Well, the Houses of Tikal don’t sound very nice,” Polina pouted. “It’s not very nice to take people away from their families.” 
 
    “No,” I growled, “it isn’t. And they’re all guilty of it.” 
 
    “I am reluctant to place the blame on them fully, though,” Alyona said as she frowned after Jai’s retreating back. “If the crown of Rahma had helped this city more … ” 
 
    “This isn’t your fault, Alyona,” I said and tilted her chin up to meet my eyes. “You were locked away in the mountains for years. This isn’t on you.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed and put her hand over my own, “but what are we going to do about it now?” 
 
    “Can I just kill all the lords and elect a new leader of the city?” I snorted, and I was only half joking. 
 
    “No, dear, you cannot,” Alyona laughed dryly. “Remember our purpose for this campaign. We are trying to reestablish people’s trust in the crown and my father, yes, but we’re also trying to establish people’s trust in you, too. The people of Rahma are afraid of you right now, Evan. You are the black dragon, a harbinger of doom and death.” 
 
    “I kind of like the sound of that,” I laughed. 
 
    “Yes, well, while bringing doom and death to our enemies is certainly the job of a king,” Alyona smiled up at me, “so is caring for your people, and even if they do not want to admit it, the citizens of Tikal are your people. If you kill the lords here, the rest of Rahma will no longer trust you, and our campaign will be over before it truly begins. You must learn to solve some problems with diplomacy, my love, not just brute strength, if you want to be king one day.” 
 
    “Oh, I will be king,” I growled, “there’s no doubt about that. But fine, if diplomacy is what it takes, then that’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to force these Houses into submission with diplomacy alone.”   
 
    “And how will you accomplish this, my lord?” Laika asked with a sharp, fanged grin. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you asked, Laika of the Royal Guard.” I smirked. “Because first, we’re going to sneak into the territories of House Oel and Jubatus, and we’re going to meet with these stubborn fucking lords. And then they are going to listen to me, whether they want to or not.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    We spent the night in House Onca’s jungle palace. Jai’s jaguar warriors showed us to a hall of rather lavish guest rooms, and they even provided us with a dinner of tropical fruits, some kind of seasoned and delicious roasted bird, a red starchy vegetable like a potato, and sweet wine. My party and I were ravenous, and we ate several helpings before we finally retired. 
 
    Nike picked his own private quarters, and Alyona, Laika, Ravi, and I decided to share a room, while the dryads shared another. Apparently, House Onca didn’t have a bed large enough to accommodate a Dragon Lord and his harem. 
 
    The dryad sisters were a little disappointed, but nothing could keep them down for long. 
 
    “It’s okay, Lord Evan,” Polina purred as she and her sisters were saying goodnight, “you can just make it up to us when we get back to Hatra. Then you can have all six of us in your bed and take turns fucking each of us!” 
 
    “Seven!” Marina corrected with a sly grin. “Do not forget about the Crimson Dragon, sister.” 
 
    Seven women in one bed, huh? I definitely liked the sound of that. 
 
    For now, though, we went our separate ways, and we got some well-deserved sleep on nice mattresses for the first time in over a week. 
 
    The next morning, I woke to Laika gently shaking my shoulder. 
 
    “Wake up, my lord,” the wolf Demi-Human whispered in my ear. 
 
    “’M up,” I muttered and blinked my eyes open groggily, only to come face to face with Laika’s ample breasts. “Oh, I’m really up now.” 
 
    The wolf had removed her armor last night and slept only in a tight fitting, V-necked blouse, and her nipples were nearly popping out through the gap. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan.” Laika fought valiantly to suppress a smirk, but her gray eyes still darted to my crotch, where I knew I was sporting some impressive morning wood. 
 
    “Good morning, Laika of the Royal Guard,” I teased, but then my eyes flickered over her shoulder, and I realized the sky was still dark outside the window. “Wait, is it morning?” 
 
    “It is just before dawn,” the wolf murmured as she pulled away, and I sighed when she started to tug on her armor. 
 
    “Why are we up so early?” I whispered when I noticed Ravi and Alyona still asleep on the other side of the bed. 
 
    “You said we needed to speak to Houses Oel and Jubatus as soon as possible,” Laika said and strapped on her vambraces. “Given Jai’s reaction last night, I assumed we would be doing this without his knowledge.” 
 
    “You assumed correctly,” I snorted and extracted myself from the warm sheets. 
 
    “Hence the dawn wake up call.” Laika smirked and tugged her leather boots on her feet before she slipped her Blue Tree gorget over her head. “But what is the plan from here, my lord?” 
 
    “Hmm,” I frowned in contemplation while I started to get dressed, too. “Well, let’s wake the others up first. Since infiltrating the other Houses’ territories is going to be a stealth mission, I think we’re going to have to split up, as much as I hate to do it. But we’re going to be smart about this, so I want everyone’s input so we can consider all angles.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Laika nodded curtly and moved to wake Ravi and Alyona, and I quickly summoned a silver messenger dragon to send to the dryads and Nike. 
 
    Five minutes later, we all sat around a roughly yet expertly hewn wooden table in my room, and everyone was struggling to suppress yawns and keep their eyes open. The dryad sisters were even dozing in their chairs as they leaned against one another, and every time one nodded off, another would be jostled and blink awake groggily. 
 
    “Here,” I snickered, “this should help.” 
 
    I waved my hand over the group, and a fine film of glitter floated through the air and coated everyone in a kaleidoscope of color. A moment later, the party all sat up a little straighter, and the haze of sleep faded from their expressions. 
 
    “Thank you, brother,” Nike chuckled and ran a hand through his black hair. 
 
    “I need everyone awake, alert, and firing on all cylinders while we hash out this plan,” I said as I looked around the table. “Is everyone good?” 
 
    Polina raised her hand. 
 
    “Yes, Polina?” 
 
    “Does ‘firing on all cylinders’ mean horny?” the dryad questioned with an innocent tilt of her head. “Because I kind of just woke up like that this morning, but watching you use your pretty healing power just made it worse.” 
 
    “Much worse,” Marina sighed, and Trina bit her lip and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Focus, ladies,” I instructed sternly, but my cock did throb in my pants. I was going to have to find a minute alone with the dryads soon, because they were driving me crazy. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan,” the dryads chimed in unison, “sorry, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Okay, so here’s our mission,” I began. “The Houses of Tikal have devolved into a gangland cold war, and they’re all too stubborn to concede defeat. So, we’re going to help them see the error of their ways, hopefully before one of the Houses kills their captives.” 
 
    “Just to confirm,” Ravi interjected as she raised her hand, “the jaguars of House Onca have the daughter of the Lord of House Oel?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, “her name is Aaliyah, and she is a lion Demi-Human.” 
 
    “And the lions of House Oel have Lord Chaz of House Jubatus, who are cheetahs?” 
 
    “Correct,” I said, “and the cheetahs of House Jubatus kidnapped Raed and Jamir, Jai’s jaguar advisors.” 
 
    Ravi frowned as she went over this in her head, and Polina sighed dramatically as she collapsed against the table. 
 
    “This is all too hard for me to follow,” the dryad pouted. “Can’t you just make them listen to you, Lord Evan? You should change into your sexy black dragon body. Jai and his jaguars listened to you when you roared at them for attacking Ravi.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and looked to Alyona, but she giggled and shook her head. 
 
    “What about diplomacy, Lord Evan?” she reminded me. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I sighed, “I remember. I’ll try my best to be diplomatic, but I make no promises if they won’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way.” My future wife smiled at me. 
 
    “Well, who are you going to talk to first?” Nike asked as he sat forward with bright silver eyes. 
 
    I rubbed my hand over my jaw and contemplated this for a moment. Jai had made it clear House Onca wasn’t going to budge very easily, and I could tell the jaguar’s hatred ran deep. So, I had to wonder how Houses Oel and Jubatus were weathering this civil war. 
 
    House Oel could potentially be the most problematic. They had once been the ruling House of Tikal until they were overthrown. I would imagine they most likely harbored a deep resentment toward the other two houses because of this, so they could be staunchly against any talks of compromise unless they were reinstated into power. And I wasn’t about to do that. It sounded like House Oel had gotten greedy over power in the past, and now that they were knocked down a few pegs, I wasn’t about to help them back up just for them to defy me as their king later. 
 
    So, that left just one option. 
 
    “House Jubatus,” I announced, “I’ll start there.” 
 
    “If I may ask, my lord,” Laika spoke up with a curious look, “why that House?” 
 
    “Because they were once an oppressed people,” I explained, “and I’m sure they’re not eager to be oppressed once again. But I can guarantee that won’t happen. They are also strategically the weakest house at the moment. House Oel lost a daughter, and House Onca is without two advisors, but House Jubatus lacks a leader. I’m sure they’re probably scrambling in the power vacuum. I can help them restore balance.” 
 
    “If they agree to work and listen to you.” Laika grinned sharply, and her white fangs glinted in the light of the lantern in the center of the table. 
 
    “Exactly.” I winked. 
 
    “Will we all accompany you to House Jubatus?” Ravi asked. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, “as much as I want to stick together, I think it’ll be counterproductive. I need to meet with House Jubatus secretly. If we all went, I worry that our movements would make the Houses nervous, and they’d retaliate preemptively by killing their captives.” 
 
    “So, we need a stealth strike team,” Nike remarked as he folded his hands under his chin. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “and the others need to stay here to make sure Jai and his men don’t do anything stupid. I was thinking you’d be the man for the job, brother.” 
 
    Nike narrowed his silver eyes and pursed his lips. “I suppose, though I am not a fan of the jaguar.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be his friend,” I snorted, “just don’t let him kill the lion girl, and don’t let him get killed either. I have a feeling this cold war could get real hot really quick, and at any moment, too.” 
 
    “Fine,” the Lord of Light conceded with a sigh, “I will stay behind and monitor House Onca.” 
 
    “I think Alyona should stay with you as well,” I added before I turned to the wolf Demi-Human, “which means you too, Laika.”  
 
    “Are you sure, my lord?” The wolf frowned. 
 
    “Yes,” I told her. “As much as I’d like you by my side, I don’t want to bring Alyona into the middle of hostile territory, especially since Tikal isn’t exactly a fan of the crown right now. So, since Jai’s already shown he won’t hurt her, she should stay here, and as the Royal Guard, you need to stay by her side.” 
 
    “I do not want you to go alone, my love,” Alyona said as her brow creased with worry. 
 
    “I’m sure I could handle a few prissy kitties,” I smirked, “but you don’t have to worry. I won’t be going alone.” 
 
    Then I turned to the dryads and Ravi, and the sisters gasped. 
 
    “You want us to come with you, Lord Evan?” Polina grinned and bounced in her seat. 
 
    “I promised you three an adventure, didn’t I?” I questioned with a wink. “Besides, as you pointed out, there’s so much nature here, so I think your powers might really come in handy.” 
 
    The dryads squealed and clapped their hands in excitement, but I quickly shushed them. 
 
    “Stealth mission, remember?” I reminded them. 
 
    The sisters slapped their hands over their mouths and nodded silently, but they still squirmed and wiggled in their seats. 
 
    “You want me to come too, Lord Evan?” Ravi asked, and she tried to be more composed than the dryads, but her sapphire blue eyes were bright with excitement, and she couldn’t quite suppress her smile. 
 
    “Yes,” I smiled, “we worked together against the golems, so I think we can take on a few feline Demi-Humans. Besides that, though, I think you might be able to get through to the other Houses, like you did with Jai. It’ll be good to have someone vouch for me.” 
 
    “I will always vouch for you, my Lord,” Ravi grinned shyly, and her pale cheeks flushed a sweet pink, “and I’d be happy to accompany you. I’ll get to see more of Tikal this way!” 
 
    “Do not get distracted by the scenery, though,” Laika warned with a stern look, “these people are not our friends, and they will do you harm if you don’t keep your guard up. Remember our training, and stick with Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Yes, Guild Leader.” Ravi nodded seriously. 
 
    “Did you join the Blue Tree Guild without me noticing?” I asked the phoenix with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, no, not officially,” she blushed again, “but Laika was kind enough to train me when I asked, and the other guild members were also very nice. They kind of reminded me of one big family, like my tribe. They made me feel … welcome.” 
 
    “The Blue Tree Guild will always be open to you, Princess Ravi,” Laika promised, and her gray eyes were warm as she regarded the phoenix. “We look after our own.” 
 
    Ravi flashed the wolf Demi-Human a grateful smile, and something in my chest preened to see my women care for each other. When I finally had children with all of them, we really would be like one big happy family. 
 
    But that was something to think about at another time. For now, I needed to focus on House Jubatus. 
 
     “Alright,” I announced as I looked around the table, “we all have our orders. Does anyone have any questions?” 
 
    The dryads raised their hands in unison. 
 
    “Yes, ladies?” 
 
    “Oh, we don’t have a question.” Polina smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, you just look really sexy when you’re giving orders and planning missions, Lord Evan,” Marina sighed and fluttered her emerald eyes at me. 
 
    “Actually, I have a question,” Trina admitted. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you give orders like this in bed?” Trina asked, and her expression grew lustful. 
 
    Laika sighed and facepalmed, Ravi blushed, Alyona giggled, and Nike shook his head. 
 
    Well, the dryads had a one track mind, I’d give them that. 
 
    “Tell you what,” I murmured as I leaned across the table and stared intensely at the sisters, “if you help me get Tikal in order as fast as we can, I’ll let you find out before we get back to Hatra.” 
 
    The dryads’ jade eyes went wide, and then they shot up simultaneously from the table. 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” Polina gasped as she and her sisters stared at the door. 
 
    “Yeah, come on, slowpokes!” Trina added. 
 
    “We have a city to save!” Marina giggled. 
 
    I chuckled, stood up from the table, and looked at the rest of my group. “You heard the ladies. Let’s get a move on.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and then I gave Alyona and Laika quick kisses before Ravi, the dryads, and I slipped out of my room and into the hallway. 
 
    The sun still hadn’t risen yet, and House Onca’s palace was quiet in the pre-dawn gloom. A cool breeze blew in through the open windows as we silently made our way to the entrance, and an earthy, calming fragrance permeated the air, probably from the vines, flowers, and various plant life that crawled across the walls and through the windows. The palace itself was still pretty dark, with only a few torches lit along the walls here and there, but I had no problems making my way down the long halls with my dragon eyesight. 
 
    The dryads and Ravi stuck close behind me, and I was actually surprised and a little proud at how quiet the sisters were. Their delicate faces were creased with concentration as we tiptoed toward the palace’s entryway, and they moved with a practiced ease that reminded me once again they were Blue Tree Guild adventurers. 
 
    Despite how quiet we were all being, I still expected to run into a stray jaguar Demi-Human or two, but surprisingly, we encountered no one, not even Jai. Within ten minutes, we were darting down the palace steps, and we slipped into the streets of Tikal without any issue. 
 
    “Okay,” I hissed when we were about a block or two away from the palace, “let’s stop here for a second.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Lord Evan?” Ravi whispered as we hunkered down in an alleyway. 
 
    “I just need to get my bearings,” I explained and craned my neck back to look up. The sky back the way we’d just come from was starting to turn lilac and pale lavender, and I knew dawn was approaching. “We need to make our way south, but I’m not entirely sure where House Jubatus’ ancestral seat will be.” 
 
    “It’ll probably be the biggest building on the plains, right?” Polina suggested with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed, “but this city is fucking huge. It could take us the whole day to find House Jubatus’ headquarters, and by then Jai will notice we’re missing. We’re up against a ticking clock here.” 
 
    “I can help, Lord Evan,” Ravi said as she pursed her lips in determination. 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “I can fly above the city--” 
 
    “No,” I cut her off with a shake of my head, “not happening.” 
 
    “You didn’t even hear me out.” The phoenix frowned. 
 
    “I don’t need to,” I said. “The last time I let you fly off alone, you were attacked by a dozen archers. I’m not going to let that happen again.” 
 
    “It won’t,” Ravi argued. “Before, I wasn’t expecting anyone, but I know to be careful now. Besides, it’s still early, and I bet there aren’t very many people awake yet. I can change into my phoenix form and fly over the city, but stay high enough out of range that no archers can reach me if they are awake. Then I can find House Jubatus and report back.” 
 
    “I have wings too,” I pointed out, even if I knew my idea wouldn’t work, “I could do the same thing, and then you wouldn’t be in danger.” 
 
    “But you aren’t exactly inconspicuous, my lord. Your dragon body flying over the city would definitely draw some attention. I’m small, and quick, so even if people do notice me, I’ll be gone before they realize what I am.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. 
 
    “Please, Lord Evan,” Ravi begged as she reached out and placed her hand on my cheek, “let me do this. Let me prove that I’m not useless.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re useless,” I argued with a frown. 
 
    “I know,” the phoenix averted her blue eyes, “but sometimes I do. That’s why I asked Laika to train me. I don’t want to be a burden and have to rely on you to save me all the time, even if you are very handsome when you’re being a hero.” 
 
    “Very handsome,” the dryads agreed in unison. 
 
    “Plus,” Ravi went on before I could say a word, “one day, I will be the leader of my tribe. I’ll need to make hard decisions and do whatever it takes to keep my people safe. So, let me start here. Let me help you accomplish your mission of saving Tikal.” 
 
    I pursed my lips as I considered her words, and then I narrowed my eyes at the phoenix. 
 
    “You’ve been talking to Alyona too, haven’t you?” I accused. “That sounds like the kind of speech a princess would make.” 
 
    “I am a princess,” Ravi giggled, “but yes, Alyona has helped me become a little more … eloquent.” 
 
    “I knew it,” I chuckled, “all of you are conspiring against me.” 
 
    “No, we’re conspiring to be women you would be proud to love,” Ravi corrected with a smile. 
 
    “And gods damn it, you’re succeeding,” I growled before I leaned forward and pulled the phoenix into a passionate kiss. 
 
    “Does this mean you’ll let me go?” Ravi murmured against my lips when I pulled away. 
 
    “Fine,” I relented with a sigh, but then I pointed a finger at the phoenix. “Stay high enough to be safe, and do not, I repeat, do not touch down for anything. You’ll have fifteen minutes to scope out the southern half of the city and report back. If you don’t return in that time, then stealth be damned. I’ll take Tikal by fiery storm to find you if I need to.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, thank you!” Ravi squealed quietly and threw her arms around my neck. “You won’t regret this, Lord Evan, I promise. I will not fail you.” 
 
    “I know you won’t.” I smiled at the phoenix to reassure her. “I have every faith in you.” 
 
    “We do, too!” Polina whisper-shouted as she and her sisters crowded around Ravi and embraced the phoenix. “You are super pretty and super fast and super smart. You’ll find the cheetah house no problem!” 
 
    “And then once you find the cheetah house, Lord Evan will take us all to bed,” Marina sighed wistfully. 
 
    “Um, you mean once we save Tikal, right?” I corrected her with a quirked brow. “We still have a few things to do once we find House Jubatus. That isn’t the end of the mission.” 
 
    “We know, Lord Evan,” Trina shot her sister a sharp look, “we promise to be patient and behave until you tell us not to.” 
 
    Yeah, I didn’t exactly believe the dryad on that front, but we didn’t have time to argue it out right now. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” I reminded Ravi as I glanced nervously at the brightening sky. Dawn was fast approaching. 
 
    “I’ll be back before you can even worry.” Ravi grinned and pecked me on the cheek before she stepped back. Then she took a deep breath, and a column of blue flames encased her body. A moment later, her small orange phoenix form shot up out of the fading fire, and she ascended into the sky like a feathered rocket. 
 
    “Be safe,” I murmured after her as my heart clenched in my chest. 
 
    “She’ll be fine, Lord Evan,” Polina assured me and placed a hand on my arm. “We weren’t just being silly before. Ravi is very fast and very smart. She can do this.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I sighed as I tore my gaze from the sky. “Come on, we can at least start making our way south. I don’t want to just sit here and wait for someone to find us.” 
 
    “Will Ravi know where to look for us, though?” Trina frowned. 
 
    “She’s got a bird’s-eye view,” I chuckled, “she’ll be fine.” 
 
    The dryads nodded, and then we slowly slinked our way out of the alley and turned south. 
 
    As we stuck to the shadows and darted down side streets, I kept time in my head. Five minutes passed quickly, and then ten. The sun had finally broken over the eastern horizon, and the sky was now streaked with pinks, oranges, and yellows. I could hear people begin to stir in their houses, but we still hadn’t run into anyone out on the streets. My eyes kept darting up as the counter continued to tick down, though, and the tightness in my chest increased with every passing second. 
 
    Right before we hit the fifteen-minute mark, I motioned for the dryads to duck into an alley on our right, and then I pressed my back up against the wall. 
 
    “She’s late,” I huffed and scrubbed a hand over my face. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Actually, I think I’m right on time,” Ravi’s voice said from behind me, and I gasped and whirled around. 
 
    The phoenix was perched on a discarded and broken barrel further down the alley, and even though she was still in her bird form, I could have sworn she was smirking smugly at me. 
 
    “Ravi!” Polina giggled and ran over to stroke the firebird’s head. “I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “See?” Marina nudged me with a smile. “We told you there was nothing to worry about, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I chuckled as we approached the phoenix. 
 
    “Did you find the cheetah house?” Trina asked as she bounced up and down on her toes. 
 
    “I did,” Ravi dipped her small head, “it’s not too far from here.” 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I praised the phoenix with a grin, “I never doubted you for a moment.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the phoenix laughed, and then she transformed back into her human form in a flash of flames. “Come on, we can reach House Jubatus within a few minutes.” 
 
    “Have I mentioned I love you?” I smiled. 
 
    The phoenix blushed and averted her sapphire eyes. “Lord Evan … ” 
 
    “I’ll figure out how to properly thank you later,” I teased before I gestured down the alley, “but for now, lead the way.” 
 
    “Okay, but we’ll have to be quick,” Ravi said as she slipped back into mission mode. “It seems Tikal is waking up, and there are a number of cheetah Demi-Humans walking around.” 
 
    “What are we going to do once we reach House Jubaba?” Polina asked. 
 
    “Jubatus,” I laughed and shrugged, “and I’m just going to walk up and demand to speak to whoever is in charge at the moment.” 
 
    “Won’t that be dangerous?” Ravi worried. 
 
    “Only for them,” I smirked, “and only if they refuse me. I’m not worried about a bunch of pussy cats. If they want to fight, I’ll quickly show them how that isn’t a smart decision.” 
 
    “Sexy dragon body?” Polina gasped as her and her sisters’ eyes went wide. 
 
    “Sexy, scary, badass dragon body,” I confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait!” Marina clapped and jumped up and down.  
 
    “I hope the cheetahs are very stupid.” Trina grinned as she dragged her jade eyes over my body. “Very, very stupid.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I laughed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The dryads shared excited and mischievous grins, and even Ravi looked eager at the prospect of me showing up some cat Demi-Humans. 
 
    Well, I didn’t want to disappoint them. 
 
    The five of us quickly slipped out of the alley, and we followed Ravi as she darted down several streets. I caught flashes of cheetah Demi-Humans out of the corner of my eye, but we didn’t slow or stop as we ran toward House Jubatus. Finally, Ravi took a sharp left, and then she came to an abrupt stop between two buildings. 
 
    “There it is,” the phoenix panted as she looked back at me, “at least I think.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re right,” I muttered while I took in the sight before me. 
 
    The streets were wider here, and the buildings were more spaced out with patches of tall green and gold grasses cropping up in between them. Most of the structures here looked less grand than in the jaguar section of Tikal, though. A lot of the huts were constructed out of what looked like adobe with some wood accents, but there weren’t very many trees to speak of. There were some scrub brush trees like you’d find on a savanna here and there, and a lot of the huts were built underneath them to take advantage of the little shade the vegetation offered. There also looked to be wooden platforms woven into the thin trees, and more platforms dotted the spaces between the huts. 
 
    I wondered what these platforms were for a moment, but then I saw a cheetah Demi-Human sprint out of one of the huts, take a running leap, and land on a platform. Then the cheetah spread out across the platform with what looked like a plate of breakfast, and the Demi-Human basked in the rising sun. 
 
    Beyond the basking cheetah, though, was what I assumed to be the ancestral seat of House Jubatus. It was smaller than the jaguars’ jungle palace, maybe two or three stories at max, but the complex spread out for nearly two city blocks. The headquarters of House Jubatus was tan in color and built between a copse of scrub brush trees, and in all honestly, the building itself blended into the prairie. The swaying grasses and trees partially camouflaged the structure, and if it wasn’t so vast, it would have been hard to spot. 
 
    Cheetahs darted between the grasses and the huts as they made their ways to and from the prairie palace, but I knew someone was bound to spot us sooner or later, so I decided to take the initiative. 
 
    “Stay close to me, ladies,” I instructed Ravi and the dryads, “and watch our backs.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan,” the four women chimed in unison, and then I stepped out from the alley and marched onto the prairie. 
 
    Before I even made it ten feet, I felt a shift in the air. I kept my eyes locked on House Jubatus’ palace, but in my peripherals, I saw the cheetah Demi-Humans freeze before they started to slip into the long grasses and disappear. They were quiet as they stalked my party across the prairie, but I could hear the barest whisper of their feet hitting the ground, and more than once I caught the flicker of a spotted and ringed tail. 
 
    Finally, when we were less than twenty-five yards away from the entrance of the prairie palace, a voice cut through the air. 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    I came to a slow stop, and my women fanned out behind me. 
 
    “I come in peace!” I called out as I held my hands out to show I wasn’t armed. 
 
    Technically, I didn’t need to be armed since my dragon body could raze this entire prairie to ashes in a heartbeat, but House Jubatus didn’t need to know that. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    “Who are you?” a voice shouted to my left, and I saw the long grass twitch. 
 
    “My name is Lord Evan,” I replied as I zeroed in on the voice. “I am the Lord of Hatra el Shamash, and I am here to speak to the head of House Jubatus.” 
 
    “House Jubatus has no need to speak to a foreign lord,” the voice sneered. “Leave now, while we still allow passage through our lands.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I drawled and shoved my hands in my pockets, “I’m not going anywhere until I get what I want. So, you can either stop hiding in the grass and come speak with me, or I can root you out and force you to listen to me anyway. Your choice.” 
 
    Several beats of silence passed where nothing moved other than the long swaying grasses. I was thinking that these cheetahs were just going to be particularly stubborn, but then the patch of grass to the left of the palace parted, and three Demi-Humans stalked forward. 
 
    The members of House Jubatus shared some similarities with the jaguars of House Onca. They had small, tan rounded ears perched atop their heads, and long spotted tails flickered behind their backs. There were some notable differences between these Demi-Humans and the ones of House Onca, though. Their skin colors seemed to be a little fairer, and the hues ranged from honey, to caramel, to a creamy yellow. The cheetahs’ eyes also looked bronzer in the early morning light, but the most striking aspect of their appearances were the stripes of black that ran from the inside corner of their eyes and down their faces. These lines framed the cheetahs’ mouths until they curved under their chins and disappeared. The denizens of House Jubatus also seemed to wear less clothing than their jaguar and lion counterparts, and they opted for pale loin cloths and chest wraps for the women that blended into the long prairie grasses. 
 
    Two of the cheetah Demi-Humans were male, and the one on the left was female. The male in the middle stepped forward when his party came to a stop a dozen yards away, and he lifted his sharp chin as his brass eyes narrowed on me. 
 
    “You say you come in peace,” the male began, and his was the voice that had addressed me before, “but threatening us into speaking with you is the opposite of peaceful.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t want to threaten you,” I shrugged, “but you were being stubborn, and we’re kind of under a time crunch. Who do I have the pleasure speaking with, by the way?” 
 
    The male cheetah clenched his jaw but responded anyway. “I am called Chidi of House Jubatus.” 
 
    “Well met, Chidi,” I nodded my head, “as I said before, I am Lord Evan of Hatra.” 
 
    “And the others?” Chidi asked as his bronze eyes snapped over my shoulder. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “Well, who are your friends?” 
 
    Chidi pursed his lips. “They are of no consequence.” 
 
    “Then my party isn’t either.” I shrugged. “Besides, I’ll be doing all the talking, anyway.” 
 
    “You’ve been doing much of this so far,” the cheetah sneered. 
 
    “Ha.” I smirked dryly. “Fine, we’ll get down to business. Are you the leader of House Jubatus?” 
 
    Chidi opened his mouth to reply, but I cut him off before he could. 
 
    “Actually, sorry,” I chuckled, “I meant interim leader. I know Lord Chax is currently … indisposed, what with being the prisoner of House Oel.” 
 
    The instant I mentioned Lord Chax, the cheetahs hissed and snarled, and they bared elongated yellow fangs. Out of my peripherals, I saw more members of House Jubatus emerge from the long grasses, and I knew I’d touched a sore point. 
 
    “Hey,” I raised up my hands, “I’m not the one who kidnapped him. I’m just here to see if you’d like my help in getting him back.” 
 
    “And who are you to know of House Jubatus’ plight?” Chidi snarled and flexed his claws. “Are you a spy of House Oel? House Onca?” 
 
    “I am no one’s spy,” I laughed. “I told you, I’m the Lord of Hatra.” 
 
    “Why would the Lord of Hatra come to Tikal?” Chidi demanded. “From what I’ve heard, Hatra is a long-forgotten ruin on the other side of the Crimson Canyons.” 
 
    “You might want to update your information, buddy,” I smirked, “Hatra is a ruin no longer. In fact, it’s a pretty awesome fucking city, if I do say so myself. But that’s neither here nor there. I’ve come to Tikal on behalf of His Eminence, King Rodion, the glorious sun of Rahma.” 
 
    The cheetahs began to snarl, hiss, and spit again, but I cut them off with a wave of my hand. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I sighed, “you’re not a fan of the crown, Tikal’s been abandoned, blah, blah, blah. I’ve heard this all before.” 
 
    “From whom?” Chidi snapped. 
 
    “From House Onca,” I answered truthfully. 
 
    “So, you are in league with the jaguars,” the cheetah spat, and I could see several men reach for their weapons. 
 
    “I’m not in league with anyone,” I growled. “I’m here because my mission is to unite Tikal and make it a peaceful and prosperous city once again. Only, I’ve learned that’s not going to happen so easily since you three Houses are being kind of idiotic. I’m trying to rectify that.” 
 
    “Idiotic?” Chidi snarled and took a step forward. “Why, you insolent--” 
 
    I smirked and readied myself to kick this guy’s ass, but then the female cheetah beside Chidi placed her hand on his arm and held him back. 
 
    “Chidi, enough,” the female Demi-Human murmured. “We do not have the power to fight this man.” 
 
    “What?” Chidi scoffed as he glared down at the woman. “He is merely one man, with a bunch of little girls behind him.” 
 
    “Hey!” Polina cried out indignantly. “We’re not so little. Why don’t you come over here and find out how not so little we are?” 
 
    “But he is not merely a man,” the female cheetah said as her bronze eyes fell on me, “are you, Lord Evan?” 
 
    I blinked in surprise as I regarded the cheetah. She looked fairly young, maybe in her late teens, but there was a sharp intelligence and wisdom behind her gaze. Did she know I was a dragon? But how? 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, miss,” I hedged, since I didn’t want to give away my hand too soon. 
 
    “I think you do,” the female Demi-Human said as she stared at me with unblinking curiosity. “I have heard rumors that the once forgotten and destroyed ruin of Hatra has won itself a new lord. A very powerful lord, in fact. A dragon lord.” 
 
    Shocked gasps and murmurs passed through the crowd of cheetahs like wildfire, and I smirked as I cocked my head at the woman. 
 
    “Not all rumors are true,” I cautioned her. 
 
    “No,” she allowed, and a faint smile flickered across her mouth, “but I think this one is.” 
 
    I squinted at the cheetah, but didn’t confirm nor deny her theory. “You seem very perspective. Who are you?” 
 
    “I told you, she is no one of consequence,” Chidi snapped at me as he tried to step in front of the woman, but she wouldn’t let him. 
 
    “It is okay, Chidi,” she soothed before she turned back to me. “I am called Imani. I am the sister of Lord Chax, and House Jubatus has fallen to me in these trying times.” 
 
    “The Lady of House Jubatus, huh?” I mused, and my eyes flickered back to Chidi. “Were you trying to pull a fast one on me, dude?” 
 
    “I do not know what ‘dude’ means,” the cheetah said as he frowned, “but Lady Imani is my charge, and I will let no harm befall her, be you a dragon or a god.” 
 
    “Well, then you can relax,” I chuckled, “I mean no harm toward Lady Imani or House Jubatus. As I said before, I’m here to help. I want to aid you in retrieving Lord Chax.” 
 
    Chidi narrowed his bronze eyes at me in suspicion. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m a nice guy like that.” I flashed him a fanged grin. 
 
    “You would go against House Oel for us?” Imani asked as she cocked her head to the side. Her long golden hair was braided tightly behind her head, and the thick plait slipped over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not going against anyone,” I corrected and shook my head. “I’m not here to pick sides. I’m here to keep this skirmish from escalating into a full-on war. Despite being divided, Tikal looks like a beautiful city. I would hate to see it ravaged by war.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Chidi snarled. 
 
    “No, it’s a warning,” I snapped. “If this feud continues, one of the Houses is going to make a mistake and kill their captive, and then how many others will die in the ensuing battles? Hundreds? Thousands? Can House Jubatus bear to lose so many people?” 
 
    Chidi’s ears pinned back against his head, but he didn’t reply. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I sneered. “And while the Houses of Tikal are embroiled in these petty disputes, The Breach continues to grow and threaten the rest of Rahma. Hell, the rest of Inati.” 
 
    Chidi opened his mouth, but again I didn’t give him a chance to speak. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I growled, “you think The Breach is a bedtime story, you think it doesn’t affect you. Well, I’m here to tell you that you’re dead fucking wrong, and if you don’t listen to reason now, then I won’t be able to help you when demons descend upon Tikal and start eating your fucking children.” 
 
    Again, the gathered cheetahs gasped and muttered in surprise, and for half a second, I wished I’d brought Alyona with me. The princess knew how to sweet talk people so easily. Then, the more I thought about it, the more I realized I didn’t need to do things like Alyona. Yes, I could try to be a little diplomatic since I was the future king, but I was also a fucking dragon, and dragons lived to be feared. 
 
    So, if it got them to listen, let House Jubatus fear me. 
 
    With that in mind, I glanced over my shoulder at Ravi and the dryads. 
 
    “Step back,” I growled. 
 
    “Oooh,” Polina gasped and clapped her hands, “sexy badass time?” 
 
    I smirked. “Sexy badass time.” 
 
    The dryads giggled like mad, and Ravi cracked a smile as they retreated a dozen yards. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Chidi demanded. “Where are they going?” 
 
    “They’re just giving me some room,” I replied as I faced the cheetahs again, “and I think you should, too.” 
 
    Chidi scowled up at me and planted his feet in the dirt, but Imani merely looked curious as she walked backward across the prairie toward the palace. 
 
    Then I took a deep breath and let my transformation flow over me. 
 
    The cheetahs of House Jubatus screamed in fear and alarm as I shifted into my dragon body, and even Chidi scrambled back now that I towered several stories over him. 
 
    I growled deep in my chest and arched my long neck down until I was eye to eye with the stubborn male cheetah. 
 
    “Understand,” I snarled at him and bared my massive fangs, “I could raze Tikal to the ground in an instant. If I chose to, I could reduce House Jubatus to rubble and ruin, and your people would be nothing more than a memory. Lady Fortune is on your side, though, because I don’t want to do this. All I want is to return Tikal to its former glory and strengthen the relationship between this once great city and the crown of Rahma. Will you help me accomplish this, Chidi of House Jubatus, or will you continue to stand in my way?” 
 
    “I-I-I--” Chidi stammered as he trembled and stared up at me with wide, terrified eyes. 
 
    I snorted, and a ring of smoke encircled the cheetah’s head. He coughed and sputtered as he staggered back, and then he fell on his ass. 
 
    I was about to repeat my question when movement caught my eye, and I looked up to see Imani approaching us. The female cheetah came to stand between Chidi and me, and she looked up into my enormous scaled maw without an ounce of fear in her eyes. 
 
    “House Jubatus has never been a grand house,” Imani began. “In the past, we were the servants of House Oel. We cleaned their streets, cooked their meals, and were sent to fight at The Breach in their stead. After the revolution, we thought things would be different, but we were wrong. With the city fractured, divided, and at odds, trade quickly died. Then our traditions and culture fell to the wayside as we merely struggled to survive. My brother Chax is a good man, and he has more experience leading our House than I do, but even he could not see past his hatred of Houses Onca and Oel. However, I am not my brother. I dream of the peaceful Tikal that you speak of.” 
 
    “So, what is your answer, Lady Imani?” I rumbled. 
 
    The female cheetah stared up at me for a long moment, and then a smile spread across her face. 
 
    “House Jubatus will defer to your judgment,” she declared, “Lord Evan, Dragon Guardian of Hatra. We will do as you see fit, and I will release House Onca’s advisors, as long as you help me retrieve my brother safely from House Oel.” 
 
    I bared my fangs and grinned. “Now, that’s what I like to hear.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “House Oel’s ancestral seat is located in the largest pyramid situated on the northern desert dunes,” Lady Imani explained as she arched her neck to look up into my dragon face. “It is a stepped palace topped with gold, and there are crimson red accents painted along the sides. That is where you will find Lord Kinba.” 
 
    “Got it.” I nodded. “Big pyramid, red and gold. Shouldn’t be too hard to find.” 
 
    “Would you like me to fly ahead to scout again, Lord Evan?” Ravi asked as she stepped up beside me with an eager smile. 
 
    “Nah,” I smirked down at the phoenix, “I have something else in mind.” 
 
    “I wish you well on your journey, Lord Evan of Hatra.” Imani bowed her head at me before she looked up and met my eye. “Be wary of House Oel. They are not like House Jubatus or House Onca. They will most likely attack you rather than listen to what you have to say.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured the cheetah Demi-Human, “this isn’t my first rodeo.” 
 
    “I see … ” Imani frowned in confusion, but she didn’t question me. 
 
    “I’ll bring your brother back,” I promised, “and I trust that when I return, you’ll hold up your end of the bargain?” 
 
    “Yes,” the cheetah agreed, “once Lord Chax has been returned to House Jubatus, I will release House Onca’s advisors.” 
 
    “Good,” I snorted a plume of smoke, “then we shouldn’t have any problems. I’ll come back by the day’s end.” 
 
    By the position of the sun, I could tell it was still early morning, so that should give me plenty of time to travel to House Oel, make them see reason, and return with Lord Chax in my care. 
 
    “Then I shall look forward to your return, Lord Evan.” Imani smiled slightly, and her spotted and ringed tail flicked back and forth behind her. 
 
    “Until then, Lady Imani.” I dipped my head to the female cheetah, sneered at Chidi, who was still cowering a dozen yards away, and turned back to my party. 
 
    “What is your plan, Lord Evan?” Trina asked as she and her sisters crowded around my scaled foreleg eagerly. “Are we going back for Milady and Laika?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, “I don’t want to waste any time. The quicker we get House Oel to release Lord Chax, the quicker Imani will let go of Jai’s advisors, and then the jaguar will hopefully see reason and return Lord Kinba’s daughter. Then we can figure out how we’re going to unite this city once again.” 
 
    “So many namessss,” Polina moaned dramatically and collapsed against my leg, “it’s so boring trying to keep track of everything.” 
 
    “But it definitely wasn’t boring seeing you make that cheetah man cry,” Marina snickered. 
 
    “Oh, no, I loved that,” Trina breathed with wide eyes. “It made me so wet to see him cower before you, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “I kind of agree,” Ravi muttered as she kicked at the dirt, but her pale cheeks were flushed a sweet pink. 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled, “then you’re going to love what I have planned next. Hop on, ladies.” 
 
    “Wait,” Polina gasped and gaped up at me, “you want us to ride you? Right now?” 
 
    “I won’t say no,” Trina added with a worried frown, “but I don’t think you will fit, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Inside of us, she means,” Marina supplied helpfully. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s talking about that kind of riding,” Ravi laughed, but she flushed darker with embarrassment. 
 
    “At least not for right now,” I snickered and winked at the dryads. “But Ravi’s right, I meant for the four of you to climb onto my back.” 
 
    “Ohhhhhhh, that makes more sense.” Trina nodded. 
 
    “Are we flying somewhere, Lord Evan?” Marina asked. 
 
    “We are,” I replied. 
 
    “But what about the super sneaky stealth mission?” Polina questioned. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s necessary anymore,” I told them. “With Alyona, Laika, and Nike watching House Onca, and with House Jubatus terrified and agreeing to work with me, their prisoners should be safe. That just leaves House Oel, and if I’m being honest, I’m kind of tired of the whole diplomacy thing. I can be diplomatic once Tikal swears fealty to the crown again. Until then … well, I am a dragon after all, and dragons thrive on fear.” 
 
    “Yayyyy!” Polina cheered as she danced around in a circle. “More sexy badass time.” 
 
    “Ooh, do you think Lord Evan will make more kitty people cry?” Trina gasped. 
 
    “I hope so!” Marina sighed and listed against my leg. 
 
    “Well, let’s go find out,” I snickered and lowered myself to the ground so the women could climb onto my back. 
 
    Ravi clambered up first since she’d ridden me before, and then the phoenix showed the dryad sisters how to use my spikes and scales like a rock-climbing wall. 
 
    “Wow, you are very big from up here!” Polina shouted while everyone settled along my spine. “I feel like I can see all of Tikal.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet,” I snorted. “Now, hold on tight!” 
 
    I felt the women grab onto my spikes, and when everyone was situated, I crouched low to the ground and spread out my wings. 
 
    The cheetah Demi-Humans of House Jubatus gasped and muttered again as my ebony wings spread out across the field, and I smirked as I launched into the air. I flapped rapidly to gain altitude, and my wings buffeted the prairie below with enough wind that the grasses were swaying like I was a tornado. Then I finally wheeled above House Jubatus and turned to face the northwest. 
 
    The early morning sun felt nice and warm on my scales as I ascended into the sky, and I could hear the dryads squealing with awe and delight behind me. Since it was the sisters’ first ride, I decided to show off a little, and I glided and rolled across the sky in intricate maneuvers. 
 
    “This is amazing, Lord Evan!” one of the dryads screamed over the howl of the wind. 
 
    I was about to roar something back in reply when a glint of gold caught my eye from below. I swooped a little lower and focused on the area I’d seen the flash of gold in, and I realized we’d already traversed all of Tikal. The desert dunes of the northwest spread out below us, and the ancestral seat of House Oel was like a beacon of gold and crimson against the sands. 
 
    The structure was an incredibly tall stepped pyramid like Imani had said, and I could see the vast differences between the Houses and their ancestral seats. While House Onca’s and Jubatus’ palaces had been grand, House Oel’s pyramid was more akin to the Lunar Palace with how ornate it was. 
 
    It was very apparent House Oel used to be the wealthiest in all of Tikal, and a growl rumbled in my chest when I recalled Jai’s and Imani’s stories of oppression. 
 
    House Oel might have ruled unchecked in the past, but their reign of terror had come to an end. 
 
    Now, it was time for the era of the Dragon. 
 
    “Hold on!” I roared to the women on my back, and then I tucked my wings and dove toward the pyramid. 
 
    The wind screeched in my ears as we descended, and the ground rushed up to meet us. We were falling pretty fast, so the rest of Oel’s section of the city was little more than a blur, but I thought I caught a flash of something a moment before a voice screamed in my head. 
 
    Evan, watch out! Miraya the spirit-sword warned. 
 
    I barrel rolled to the left immediately, and a bolt of flames flared past me an instant later. 
 
    So, House Oel had fire magic. Which meant they had mages. 
 
    Well, this could be a little more difficult than I’d first thought, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle. 
 
    “Brace yourselves!” I roared up again to my passengers, and then I rocketed toward the ground at breakneck speeds. 
 
    More bolts of magic streaked through the sky, but interestingly enough they were only fire-based attacks. House Oel’s aim also wasn’t quite up to par, and I was easily able to avoid every single column of flames. 
 
    Finally, when I was close enough to the ground, I snapped open my wings and slammed into the dirt with the force of a meteor. 
 
    “Enough!” I bellowed, and the ground trembled at the sound of my voice. “I come on behalf of King Rodion.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence as the sand settled around me, and my eyes darted across the dunes. I’d landed directly in front of House Oel’s temple, and what looked like a dozen warriors were fanned out in front of the steps. Some held spears and other melee weapons, while others merely held their hands out toward me, so I knew these were the mages. 
 
    Finally, one man stepped forward. He was a lion Demi-Human like the rest, dressed in a gold and ivory robe, and a gold circlet sat on his brow. His skin was the color of roasted chestnuts, and his eyes were a burnished orangish-brown. He held no weapons, but he also didn’t look like a mage, so I predicted that this was Lord Kinba, leader of House Oel. 
 
    “Lord Kinba, I presume,” I growled at the lion. “Lay down your weapons and tell your mages to back off.” 
 
    “And who are you to order me or my people around, dragon?” Kinba sneered. 
 
    “I am Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash,” I snarled, “and as I said, I come on behalf of King Rodion.” 
 
    “Rodion is no king of ours,” the lion Demi-Human spat. “So, you, dragon, are invading our territory. And the punishment for this … is death.” 
 
    With that, Kinba sharply flicked his tail, and his men lifted their weapons and arms again. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” I laughed as I braced myself along the ground. 
 
    Kinba merely bared his teeth and flicked his tail again, and then a barrage of magical attacks and arrows shot straight toward us. 
 
    Well, if it was a fight this stubborn bastard wanted, then I’d fucking give him a fight. 
 
    I immediately summoned up my power over stone, and then the ground before us split open with a thunderous crack. A wall of rock shot into the air in the next instant, and it rose just in time to intercept the torrent of flames and projectiles. The wall shuddered in front of us, but it still held, and I used this opportunity to plan my next move. 
 
    “Can we help you, Lord Evan?” one of the dryads shouted. 
 
    I was about to decline, but then an idea formed in my head. 
 
    “Yes, actually!” I roared back. “Ravi, since you’re impervious to fire, I want you to draw the mages’ attention, but watch out for any arrows. Dryads, see if you can find any roots under the sand to tie down these bastards!” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan!” the four women cried out simultaneously, and a moment later, an orange phoenix shot past me and soared over my stone wall. 
 
    The moment Ravi was clear, I sent out a wave of my power, and the wall tipped forward and crashed into the ground with a resounding thud. The warriors of House Oel scattered as dust and sand rose into the air, but then I opened my maw and unleashed a wad of webbing. 
 
    The white netting shot through the air and descended upon the lion Demi-Humans, and they cried out in alarm as they were trapped against the sands. Some of the fire mages reacted quickly, though, and they began to burn the webs away with flames. 
 
    While the warriors were preoccupied with my webs, I summoned my stone power again and opened a pit beneath them. Sand collapsed into the trench with the sound of rushing water, and lions screamed as they were buried up to their necks. 
 
    Half of Lord Kinba’s men were now either trapped under my webs or in the sands, so my eyes scanned the battlefield for the lead lion. 
 
    Ravi was swooping by overhead and strafing the remaining warriors with blue flames, and the dryads had managed to extract dry roots from beneath the desert sands to wrap around a batch of fighters, but I still couldn’t find the circlet wearing bastard. 
 
    “Kinba!” I roared. “Call off your men and face me, and this can all end! I only want to talk.” 
 
    “I will never submit to a tyrant!” the lion Demi-Human shouted out from somewhere in the chaos. 
 
    I tracked the voice toward the pyramid steps, and I finally spotted Kinba. I thought the fucker would be cowering behind his men, but I was surprised to find him armed with a large, black bow and arrow. 
 
    And he was tracking Ravi’s phoenix form as she swooped and dove through the sky. 
 
    What the fuck was with these guys going after my phoenix? 
 
    Rage spiraled through me, and before I could even think of what to do, words flashed across my vision. 
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Skill: Ground, earthquake. 
 
    Oh, fuck yeah. House Oel was in for it now. 
 
    I threw back my head and bellowed my rage at the skies, and then I lifted my right foreleg and slammed it into the ground. 
 
    Instantly, the earth shuddered like it was going to come apart at the seams. Lion Demi-Humans cried out in alarm as they lost their balance and were pitched into the sands, but I only had eyes for one lion in particular. 
 
    My shockwave had crashed into Lord Kinba just as he’d loosed his arrow, but my attack had thrown off his aim, and the projectile went wide and flew nowhere close to Ravi. The lion Demi-Human staggered as the ground continued to quake beneath him, and his bow fell out of his hands as he pinwheeled his arms to stay on his feet. 
 
    That’s when I pounced. 
 
    I launched myself across the battlefield in one fell swoop, and some arrows and fireballs pinged harmlessly across my underbelly. 
 
    Lord Kinba looked up in alarm as I rocketed toward him, but there was nothing he could do to escape my enormous, and enraged, form. 
 
    I slammed down on the pyramid steps with Kinba between my clawed forelegs, and then I sent out another earthquake shockwave as I bared down on the lion. The pyramid in front of me jolted, groaned, and shuddered, and I knew if I kept this up, the entire structure would collapse. 
 
    I had half a mind to let it, too, but I was getting tired of this bullshit, so I opened my maw and let out another ear-shattering roar straight into Lord Kinba’s face. 
 
    “I said enough!” I thundered. 
 
    The entire battle came to a screeching halt, and the only sounds were the residual crackle of flames and shaking of the earth. 
 
    Lord Kinba stared up at me with bulging eyes, and his ears were plastered to his head. I could tell he was trying to glare at me, but as his pyramid continued to rattle with the aftershocks of my power, he couldn’t quite manage it. 
 
    “Call your men off,” I snarled in his face. “If you don’t, I’ll sink you and House Oel into the sands to be forgotten by history.” 
 
    Kinba’s lip curled like he was trying to sneer at me. 
 
    “Think I’m joking?” I growled. “Fine, you can be barbequed first.” 
 
    I opened my maw and let flames gather at the back of my throat. 
 
    “Alright!” Kinba cried out in a strained voice, and he turned his head away in terror. “Men, stand down!” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and watched the lion Demi-Humans throw down their weapons. Some did so reluctantly, like they honestly thought they could take me on with a fucking spear, while others cast away their arms like all they wanted was to collapse to their knees and prostrate themselves before me. 
 
    As they should. 
 
    I turned back to Kinba and snorted a plume of smoke into his face. “Good. I’m glad to see you have some intelligence and reason in that stubborn fucking head of yours.” 
 
    Then I stepped back to allow the lion Demi-Human to clamber to his feet, and I looked over to see Ravi and the dryads approaching from my right side. 
 
    “You four alright?” I asked with some concern. 
 
    “Never better!” Polina chirped, and a wide grin spread across her green face. “Lookie what we did!” 
 
    She pointed off behind her, and I followed her finger to a dozen or so lion Demi-Humans who were trussed up with what looked like spiny cactus rope. That had to hurt. 
 
    “Good job, ladies,” I chuckled. “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “We tied them up real good and quick,” Trina said as she came over to lean against my leg and bat her eyelashes at me, “just so we could watch you make that kitty man cry.” 
 
    “It was so amazing, Lord Evan,” Marina sighed and swooned. “We thought you were going to eat him!” 
 
    “Oh, that would have been so much fun!” Polina pouted. 
 
    “Well, you might get your wish,” I snorted and turned back to Lord Kinba. “I still haven’t decided if I like what I’m going to hear from him.” 
 
    “Kill me, if that’s what you’ve come for,” the lead lion declared as he met my eye and raised his chin, “but spare my people. They have done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I growled, “that’s not how I’ve heard it. I’ve heard your House is a collection of bastards and oppressors.” 
 
    “You’ve been listening to the gossip of Houses Onca and Jubatus, I see,” Kinba sneered. 
 
     “I don’t give a shit about gossip,” I snarled, “and I honestly don’t give a shit about this little spat between the Houses of Tikal. All I know is that it ends now.” 
 
    “By who’s decree?” the lion Demi-Human scoffed. 
 
    “By mine,” I growled, raked my talons across the stone pyramid steps, and left behind deep gouges. 
 
    “Because Lord Rodion sent you on his behalf?” Kinba laughed in derision. 
 
    “Because I am the future king of Rahma,” I declared as I drew myself up to my full imposing height and glared down at the puny lion. “One day soon this city, this land, and this kingdom will all be mine, and if you will not bend the knee to me now, well then, I can just find a new batch of lords to rule over Tikal. Because Tikal is my city now, not yours, not House Jubatus’, not House Onca’s. Mine. And if you don’t like how I run my city, then I can help you find a new one. Preferably in the afterlife, if there is one.” 
 
    Kinba blinked at me in shock, and somewhere behind me the dryads moaned in pleasurable unison. 
 
    “I love sexy badass time,” I heard one of the sisters stage whisper. 
 
    “I really hope the kitty man cries again,” another one giggled. 
 
    “I hope Lord Evan eats him,” the third dryad sighed. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human paled as he heard this, and I flashed him my three-foot long fangs to drive home the point. 
 
    “So, what say you, Lord Kinba of House Oel?” I asked as I towered over him. “Will you agree to end this feud between the Houses of Tikal, turn over your prisoners, and receive your daughter home safely in return? Or will you continue to be stubborn to your grave?” 
 
    At the mention of his daughter, Lord Kinba’s whole demeanor changed. The glare of hatred faded from his face, and the lion was no longer a warrior, a lord, or a tyrant. He was a father, afraid for his child. 
 
    “Aaliyah is alive?” he murmured with wide eyes. “She is alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “I’ve spoken to House Onca, and they haven’t harmed her. And they aren’t going to without my leave. I’ve also spoken to House Jubatus, and both Houses have agreed to release their captives if you return Lord Chax to his people.” 
 
    Lord Kinba frowned and considered this for a long moment. 
 
    “And what then, dragon?” the lion finally asked. “What will happen to the Houses of Tikal?” 
 
    “If you all return your captives without further conflict, then I’ll let you all live,” I sneered. “Then we’ll talk about you swearing fealty to the crown of Rahma again, and we’ll figure out how to bring Tikal back to its former glory.” 
 
    “Why?” Kinba abruptly asked. 
 
    I frowned. “Why what?” 
 
    “Why would you aid us in fixing our city?” 
 
    “I don’t think you heard me earlier,” I laughed darkly. “This isn’t your city anymore, it’s mine. And my cities aren’t allowed to be anything but great. So, we’ll have to fix it up. Bring in more trade, fix your crop problems, make Tikal a destination location once again. You can be there to see all this happen.” 
 
    “But only if I swear my fealty?” Kinba smiled without humor. 
 
    “You don’t really have any other options,” I bared my fangs, “but I think it’s a pretty sweet deal. I’d take it.” 
 
    Lord Kinba pursed his lips, and his orangish-brown eyes flickered behind me to take in his people. A host of emotions flared across his face before his gaze finally met mine again. 
 
    Then he slowly, and painstakingly, bent his legs and kneeled before me. 
 
    “I accept your proposal, Lord Dragon,” he muttered with his head bowed to the ground, “as long as my daughter and people are spared and allowed to live in this great new Tikal you speak of.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I’m feeling generous today,” I snorted a plume of smoke around the lion, “but I am glad you made the right decision, Lord Kinba. Now, tell me, where is Lord Chax? I promised his sister we’d return with him by day’s end, and I always keep my promises.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lord Chax,” I rumbled to the leader of House Jubatus. 
 
    The male cheetah gawked up at me from the broken steps of House Oel’s pyramid, and he looked a little worse for wear due to his imprisonment. His clothes were tattered rags that hung off his gaunt frame, dirt and sand was smeared across his face, and it looked like one of his ears was missing a tuft of fur. He was alive, though, and his bronze eyes were as wide as dinner plates as he continued to stare up at me in shocked silence. 
 
    “I think you broke the kitty man again,” Polina stage whispered from beside my right foreleg. 
 
    “I-I am not broken,” Lord Chax stammered and shook himself from his stupor. “I just … never dreamed I’d meet a dragon in my lifetime, let alone have one for my savior.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I smirked down at the cheetah, “but you have your sister to thank as well. It was because she agreed to work with me that you get to go home today.” 
 
    “Imani?” Chax gasped and stumbled forward. “You … spoke with her? She is well?” 
 
    “Alive and perfectly well,” I reassured him, “and she’s waiting for you as we speak.” 
 
    “Then, may we leave, Lord Dragon?” the cheetah Demi-Human asked as his eyes darted around nervously. “I do not wish to remain here any longer than is necessary.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” I chuckled, “but you have nothing to worry about any more. The Houses of Tikal have tentatively agreed to a ceasefire. We still have some details to hash out, but you and your people won’t be harmed, captured, or killed ever again.” 
 
    “How?” Chax gaped up at me. “How did you accomplish this, oh mighty Lord Dragon? Tikal has been at war for generations.” 
 
    “I can be very persuasive,” I rumbled and flashed my fangs. 
 
    “Indeed,” Lord Kinba muttered from several feet away. 
 
    I whipped my head around and glared down at the lion Demi-Human, and he was cowed under the weight of my stare. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” I snorted. 
 
    “When will my daughter be returned to me, Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash?” Kinba asked as he raised his head and met my gaze for a moment. “I have released Chax as you ordered.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I tilted my head in thought, “well, I was going to fly Chax home and then bring the jaguar advisors back to House Onca before I picked up your daughter, but I don’t really feel like playing taxi. So, what is the most central part of Tikal? A location equidistant from each of the Houses’ ancestral seats?” 
 
    Kinba frowned, and his tan ears twitched atop his head. “I … do not know.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Didn’t your House used to rule this city?” 
 
    “I do not know all of Tikal’s secrets,” the lion Demi-Human sneered as he crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Useless,” I muttered and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “If I may, Lord E-Evan,” Chax spoke up as he tentatively stepped toward me, “I think I know of such a place.” 
 
    “Oh?” I craned my neck down to be on level with the cheetah. “Where?” 
 
    “T-There is a grand fountain in the center of Tikal,” he stuttered and tried not to look terrified to have me so close. “It u-used to be the site of the city’s bazaar and merchant quarters, so it was relatively near to all the Houses’ palaces.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I flashed my fangs in a grin, “thank you, Lord Chax.” 
 
    “O-Of course,” he murmured and bowed his head. 
 
    I sat back on my haunches and quickly summoned a silver messenger dragon. 
 
    “Tell Alyona, Laika, Nike, and Jai to meet us at the fountain in the center of the city with Lord Kinba’s daughter,” I instructed, “and tell Imani of House Jubatus to do the same with Jai’s advisors.” 
 
    The silver dragon dipped his head, and then it shot off into the sky, split in two different directions, and headed toward the east and south. 
 
    I watched the messenger wink out of sight, and then I turned back to Lord Kinba. 
 
    “You will be accompanying us,” I instructed, “and you’ll have your daughter back soon enough.” 
 
    The lion Demi-Human nodded before he turned to his men and started to give them orders. 
 
    “Will we be flying there, Lord Evan?” Ravi asked as she came up beside me. 
 
    “No,” I smirked, “I think I want to see this new city of mine more fully. So, we’ll be walking, but you’re more than welcome to ride along on my back.” 
 
    “Oooh, I call sitting up front!” Marina cried out before she started to scramble up my tail. 
 
    “No fair!” Polina pouted, and then she and Trina dashed off to overtake their sister. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, my lord,” Ravi smiled sheepishly up at me, “may I perch on your head in my phoenix form? I’d like to see your new city from above, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “Perfectly fine with me.” I nodded before I turned to the cheetah Demi-Human standing awkwardly beside me. “Lord Chax, would you also like a ride?” 
 
    “N-No,” he stuttered and waved his hands in front of him, “thank you, Lord Evan, b-but I’ll be fine walking. It’ll feel good to stretch my legs again.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” I shrugged and then raised my voice. “Kinba, we’re moving out! Come along.” 
 
    The lion Demi-Human scowled at being ordered around like a child, but to his credit he followed after me as Lord Chax led us away from House Oel’s ancestral seat. A half dozen lions trailed behind their lord in a protective semi-circle, but they looked uncertain as they glanced between their puny spears and my enormous form. 
 
    It really fucking rocked being an awesome dragon. 
 
    Our eclectic entourage strolled through the streets of Tikal at a leisurely pace. The sun was high above our heads, and in the noonday light, I was finally able to appreciate the city in more detail. As we traveled south, I could see how the buildings began to transition between the different biospheres, and Demi-Humans and humans alike began to peek out from alleyways and windows. A continuous murmuring followed us as we went, and I heard the word “dragon” and “amazing” muttered more than once. 
 
    “It’s really pretty here,” Ravi sighed from where she was perched atop my head. “You know, when we’re not being shot at, attacked, or darting through the shadows in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I agree,” I chuckled. “Maybe when we return to Hatra, we can stop by here again. It’ll be cool to see how the city will have improved in a few months’ time.” 
 
    “You mean ‘your city?’” the phoenix teased. “I overheard what you said to Lord Kinba.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I laughed. “You liked that?” 
 
    “I did,” Ravi admitted. “As the sisters would say, it was very sexy and very badass. I can’t wait to see how many more cities you’ll claim.” 
 
    I smirked at the thought. First, I started with hoarding women and treasure, and now I was collecting cities. It was fucking awesome. I was already on my way to being a Dragon King, but now I was leaning toward Dragon Conqueror, too. 
 
    How long until I was a Dragon God? 
 
    “Lord Evan!” one of the dryads called out and drew me from my musing. 
 
    “Huh, what?” I asked. 
 
    “I think the fountain is up ahead! We can sense water!” 
 
    “And plants!” another sister added. 
 
    I craned my neck up to look out over the city streets, and the dryads were right. Down the block, the road opened up into a wide plaza, and a massive fountain stretched up toward the sky. The fountain itself was an impressive sight. It stood several stories tall and was made out of the finest golden granite. Three statues of a cheetah, a lion, and a jaguar stood back to back as they faced in the direction of their respective Houses, and water poured out of their snarling maws. The statues themselves stood on pedestals, but below them stretched a wide pool of water, and a myriad of reeds, lilies, and other water-growing plants grew out from the pool’s depths. It looked like it had been a while since the fountain was maintained, so the plants were wild and unkempt, but I thought it looked more ruggedly beautiful this way. 
 
    Still, it meant that the city needed some repair. It was a good thing I was great at rebuilding. 
 
    Our party came to a stop before the lion’s statue of the fountain, and I looked around to see the citizens of Tikal had followed after us and were now spreading out across the plaza. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Ravi suddenly gasped from on top of my head, and then she alighted on my snout to gesture off to the right. “Look!” 
 
    I followed the phoenix’s instructions, and a grin split my maw. 
 
    A group of cheetah Demi-Humans were coming down the opposite street, and at their head strode Imani. The female cheetah walked with her head held high, and behind her two jaguar Demi-Humans were prodded along by a sullen looking Chidi. 
 
    “And there’s Milady and Laika!” one of the dryads cried out, and then I felt all three of them begin to shimmy and slide off my back. 
 
    I looked down the street to my left, and sure enough Laika was steering a wagon with Alyona and Nike seated beside her. Jai and his jaguars surrounded the wagon, and Jai held a pretty lion Demi-Human girl by the upper arm. She wore a dirtied gold wrap around her breasts, and her wild, curly honey-colored hair was an untamed mane around her aristocratic face, but her eyes were a piercing and intelligent orange with very little brown to speak of. 
 
    All in all, Lord Kinba’s daughter was pretty hot, but I’d find time to study her beauty later. 
 
    All parties came to a stop around the fountain, and then a still beat of silence passed. 
 
    “Leaders of your Houses,” I announced and broke the silence, “come forward with your prisoners.” 
 
    Laika, Alyona, and Nike immediately jumped down from their wagon and began to make their way toward me, and Jai trailed at their backs with Aaliyah still in his grasp. Imani stepped up next with Chidi and the jaguar advisors at her side, and then I shifted back into my human form to stand beside Chax, Kinba, Ravi, and the dryads. 
 
    We all formed a large circle facing each other, and the air was tense as loved ones stared longingly at each other, and enemies glared and stifled sneers. 
 
    Finally, Alyona broke ranks and walked into the circle with Laika and Nike flanking her. 
 
    “I knew you could do it, my love.” She smiled as she came to a stop before me. “Diplomacy worked after all.” 
 
    “Yeah, kinda,” I chuckled, “but I’ll tell you about it later. Everything go alright with House Onca?” 
 
    “Jai wasn’t happy when he learned you disappeared,” Nike snorted before he flashed me a grin, “but we kept him in line, and the lion girl wasn’t harmed.” 
 
    “Good job, brother.” I smiled at him in return before I glanced around the circle. “So, how should we do this?” 
 
    “I think you should declare the captives are free to return to their families and Houses,” Alyona suggested as she looped her arm around mine. “It’s what a king would do.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I smirked before I raised my voice and addressed the gathered Demi-Humans. “Prisoners of Houses Onca, Jubatus, and Oel, you are freed from your captivity, and I declare the feud that has embroiled Tikal for centuries over. Does anyone object?” 
 
    Silence answered my question. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I chuckled, and then I glanced over my shoulder at Lord Chax and jerked my head at him. 
 
    The cheetah Demi-Human didn’t need to be told twice, and he sprinted away from the members of House Oel toward his sister. 
 
    Imani ran forward and met him halfway, and the siblings shared a tender and grateful embrace. 
 
    The moment Imani and Chax were reunited, Chidi released the two jaguars, and they jogged over toward Jai. The three jaguars also embraced and clasped arms, and a relieved smile spread across Jai’s face. 
 
    Then a voice rose up above the mutterings of the crowd. 
 
    “Aaliyah!” Lord Kinba croaked as he staggered forward. 
 
    Jai’s men released the young female lion, and she immediately bounded forward and threw herself into her father’s arms. The two collapsed to their knees as they embraced, and I thought I even spotted tears streaking down Kinba’s face. 
 
    Maybe the bastard had a heart after all. 
 
    “Mission accomplished, my lord.” Laika smirked and nudged me with her hip. 
 
    “Not quite,” I chuckled as I looked out over the relieved citizens of Tikal, “but it’s a start.” 
 
    “You have done a fine job, Lord Evan,” Alyona said as she leaned her head against my shoulder. “My father would be proud.” 
 
    I nodded, but I didn’t tell her that I actually didn’t care very much if Rodion would be proud of me. I still respected the man for his work at The Breach, and he was Alyona’s father, so I wanted him to like me on some level, but as I told Kinba, someday very soon I would be king, and to get there, I needed to amass power, prestige, and wealth. 
 
    And with Tikal now under my command, I was well on my way to becoming the Dragon King I dreamed of. 
 
    I gave the Houses a few minutes to reacquaint themselves with their loved ones, and the dryads took this time to update Alyona and Laika all about our exploits. The sisters overexaggerated a little, but I wasn’t about to correct them since they made me sound even more epic than I already was. 
 
    Once everyone was all caught up, though, I knew we still had some things to address, so I climbed onto the lip of the fountain, and then I turned to speak to the gathered Houses. 
 
    “People of Tikal,” I announced in a grand voice, “long have you been fractured and divided, and long have you suffered because of this. I am here to say the time of suffering is over. I am Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash, and I am the betrothed of Alyona, the Divine Maiden, daughter of King Rodion, and future queen of Rahma. This means I shall be king one day and, as the king, I want all my subjects to prosper. So, beginning now, we will work together to reunite Tikal and restore the city to its former glory. I know this will not be easy, and I know your past is riddled with betrayals and transgressions, but today is a new day and the start of a new era. We shall put aside the past now and look to the future. And the lords and ladies of your Houses will work with Alyona and myself to bring about a grand future indeed. Now, how does that sound?” 
 
    There was a long beat of silence as the crowd absorbed my words. Then the dryads began loudly cheering and clapping, followed by Ravi, Laika, Alyona, and surprisingly, Imani. Once the women’s voices rose into the air, a seal was broken, and the rest of the gathered citizens began to roar their approval as well. 
 
    I grinned as I looked out over the cheering crowd. 
 
    I loved being a dragon, and I was going to love being a king even more. 
 
    When the crowd quieted down a few minutes later, I hopped off the fountain and beckoned the leaders of the Houses to approach me. They did so tentatively, and they cast each other uncertain glances, but no one drew a weapon, so I’d count that as a win. 
 
    “I would like to thank you all for seeing reason,” I said as I addressed the group of leaders. 
 
    Chidi and Kinba actually snorted in unison, but they didn’t say anything else, so I pressed onward. 
 
    “We’ve made good progress on healing Tikal’s wounds today,” I said, “but this is only the beginning, and it isn’t official yet. So, in three days’ time, we will meet here again, and I will have charters and peace agreements drawn up for you all to sign. Then we can talk about how we will reunite Tikal once more and get the city up on its feet again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Imani intoned from her brother’s side, and she inclined her head at me. “You have not only saved Lord Chax and House Jubatus, but the whole of Tikal as well. We are in your debt.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lord Chax agreed, “and we will work hard to rebuild this city in your honor.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded to the cheetahs of House Jubatus, “I was happy I could help.” 
 
    “Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash,” Jai announced as he stepped forward, and then he dropped to a knee before me. “This one apologizes for doubting your prowess and for standing in the way of progress. I hope this will not reflect poorly on House Onca in the future.” 
 
    “If you continue to work with me,” I said, “we shouldn’t have a problem. I look forward to getting to know you more, Jai of House Onca.” 
 
    The jaguar rose to his feet and smiled, and then I turned my attention to the delegates from House Oel. 
 
    “I trust that there will be no bad blood between us?” I asked as I cocked an eyebrow at Lord Kinba. 
 
    “You have kept your word and returned my daughter to me,” the lion Demi-Human replied. “We are now your subjects, Lord Evan, and will defer to your judgement.” 
 
    “Good,” I responded. “Then Tikal should be back on its feet in no time. I will see you in three days’ time.” 
 
    Lord Kinba nodded and moved to rejoin his people, but Aaliyah paused before me and stared up at me with her bright orange eyes. 
 
    “Aaliyah,” her father murmured, “come. Let us return home.” 
 
    Aaliyah cocked her head at me, and then a smile spread across her pretty face. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” she purred in a husky voice. “I am in your debt for returning me to my father.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I smirked, “Lady Aaliyah. I hope to see you in three days’ time as well.” 
 
    The female Demi-Human smiled enigmatically before her father finally pulled her away, and then the lions of House Oel began to make the trek back to their desert palace. 
 
    Lord Chax and Lady Imani departed with the cheetahs of House Jubatus soon after, and then it was just my party and the jaguars of House Onca. 
 
    “I hope I’m not being too forward, Lord Evan,” Jai said as he approached and bowed his head at me, “but House Onca would be honored to host you and your party until the signing of the treaty.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on that, Jai,” I grinned, “thank you.” 
 
    The jaguar nodded and then began to round up his men, and I turned to my party. 
 
    “Well, guys,” I chuckled, “good work today. Jai’s offered us lodging for the next few days, so we’ll be returning to House Onca. Does anyone want a dragon ride back to the palace?” 
 
    “Laika, Nike, Ravi, and I will take the wagons back with Jai and his men,” Alyona informed me with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Oh?” I raised my brow at the princess. “And may I ask why?” 
 
    “Because I believe you’ve already been claimed by some very eager and excited dryads,” Alyona giggled and gestured behind me. 
 
    I whipped around just in time to catch all three sisters, and they giggled in my ears as they pressed and wiggled against me. 
 
    “We saved Tikal, Lord Evan,” Polina purred as she nipped at my earlobe. 
 
    “And I think you promised us something if we helped you accomplish this,” Trina added as she snaked a hand down my torso and palmed my already hardening cock. 
 
    “You promised to fuck us,” Marina supplied, as helpful as ever. 
 
    “That I did,” I chuckled huskily and looked down at the three incredibly beautiful and horny women in my arms. “So, let’s see how fast we can get back to House Onca so I can strip the three of you naked and ravish you as you’ve been desperately begging for.” 
 
    The three dryads let out simultaneous moans and stepped back. 
 
    “Well, come on, Lord Evan!” Polina pouted and crossed her arms. “We can’t fly ourselves.” 
 
    I laughed at the sisters’ eagerness, and I shifted back into my dragon form. Then the dryads hurriedly clambered up my back while I turned to the rest of my party. 
 
    “I guess I’ll see you guys later.” I smirked. 
 
    “We’ll trying to slow Jai down and keep him as busy as we can,” Alyona giggled. “Have fun with the sisters.” 
 
    “Oh,” I growled, “I will.” 
 
    Then I launched myself into the sky with the dryads squealing and laughing on my back. 
 
    We flew back to House Onca in record time, and I had barely touched down before the dryads were jumping off my back and running up the palace steps. 
 
    “Come on, Lord Evan,” Marina tittered as she glanced back coyly at me over her shoulder. “Catch us if you can!” 
 
    With that, the three sisters darted into the jungle palace, and their laughter echoed behind them. 
 
    The hunt was on. 
 
    I quickly shifted back into my human body and sprinted after the teasing and tantalizing women. Their giggles echoed through the halls as I chased them, and my cock throbbed and grew harder with every step. 
 
    Thankfully, the dryads weren’t actually trying to escape from me, so I just followed their floral scent and melodious laughter up a flight of stairs and into the bedroom I’d slept in the night before. 
 
    And there, on the bed, were three very naked dryads. 
 
    “We got a little impatient,” Trina purred as she bit her lip and pinched at her own green nipple. 
 
    “We’re just so wet already for you, Lord Evan,” Polina moaned, and her hand trailed down her toned stomach to disappear between her lithe legs. 
 
    “Please come fill us up with your massive cock,” Marina whimpered and arched her back. “We’ve wanted it for so long.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t have to wait any longer,” I growled as I stalked into the room, shut the door behind me, and quickly stripped off my clothes. When I was naked, I finally approached the bed and let my eyes trail over the sexy dryads. 
 
    “Wait!” Polina gasped as she sat up. “Who gets to have Lord Evan’s seed?” 
 
    “I think I have enough to go around,” I laughed and reached out to grab Polina’s thigh. 
 
    “But who gets to have it first?” Trina pouted. 
 
    “I think it should be whoever makes him peak first,” Marina suggested with a sly smile. “Then we can switch off.” 
 
    “Ooooh, yes, I like this plan,” Polina moaned, and Trina nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled and gripped my rock-hard cock, “then who’s up first?” 
 
    The dryads shared a quick look before they pounced on me in unison. 
 
    I laughed as the four of us tumbled back into bed, but my laughter quickly devolved into a groan as Polina swooped down and jammed my dick straight into the back of her throat. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed as I tangled my hand in her green hair and pulled her down on my cock until she gagged. 
 
    “No fair,” Marina whined. “I want some, too.” 
 
    “Then here,” I growled as I reached out and grabbed her hair too, “you can share.” 
 
    Then I tugged the dryad until she and Polina were each straddling one of my legs, and they both bent down to lick, mouth, and suck at my cock. 
 
    “What about me, my lord?” Trina whimpered, and I looked over to find her three fingers deep into her own pussy. 
 
    “Come here,” I snarled, and I leaned back on the bed so the dryad could sit above my face. Then I arched my head up and dragged my tongue across her hot, dripping pussy lips. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Trina screamed as she threw back her head, and her sisters moaned around my cock in response. 
 
    I grinned and licked at Trina’s slit until my face was soaked in spit and her own honey-sweet juices, and while she bucked and rode my face like a champ, Polina and Marina were valiantly trying to swallow my dick whole. 
 
    We continued to pleasure each other orally, and Trina screamed and cried as I brought her to orgasm after orgasm with my mouth. Then she slipped off my face and traded positions with Polina, and I brought the second dryad over the edge with my tongue and fingers several times before it was Marina’s turn. 
 
    Eventually, all three dryads were collapsed in a row on the bed, and they panted as they stared up at me. 
 
    “Please, Lord Evan,” Polina gasped and spread her legs wide. “Please fuck us.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I growled, and then I slid my cock home deep into her tight tunnel. 
 
    Polina screamed and arched her back, and I started to pound into the dryad with wild abandon. Every few strokes, I’d pull out and shift over to give one of the other sisters the same treatment, and they cried out and moaned my name over and over again as they came all over my cock. 
 
    The sheets were soaked with the dryad’s fluids by the time I could feel my first orgasm approaching, and then I pulled out to hover over the sisters with my throbbing cock. 
 
    “Alright,” I hissed, “who wants my cum?” 
 
    Trina and Marina moaned and twitched weakly, but it was Polina who shot up, pushed me back onto the bed, and straddled my hips. Then she slid my dick deep inside her spasming pussy, and she started to ride me like a wild cowgirl. 
 
    “Oh, Evan!” she cried out to the ceiling. “Oh, please fill me up. I want your seed inside me so bad. I want to be full to bursting with it. I want your cum to gush out of me, and then I want you to push it back in with your massive cock and fill me up all over again.” 
 
    “Shit!” I snarled as the dryad’s words hit me like a punch to the gut, and I locked my hands onto her hips as I bucked up and unleashed what felt like a gallon of cum into Polina. 
 
    “Yessssss!” the dryad cried out as her pussy clenched down on my cock and milked it for every drop, and she dissolved into whimpers as she continued to rock on top of me. Eventually, she slid off and collapsed next to her sisters, and I looked over to see a river of my seed leak out from between her thighs. 
 
    “Me next, Lord Evan,” Marina whimpered as she crawled over and began to lick at my cock. 
 
    Within moments, I was at full mast again, and I reached over to pull the second dryad on top of me. 
 
    My night of pleasure was just getting started, but after saving Tikal, I thought I deserved these three beautiful women, and I didn’t intend to stop making love to them until breakfast tomorrow morning. 
 
    I really fucking loved being a dragon lord with an endless amount of stamina. 
 
    And soon, I would be a dragon king.  
 
    End of book 6 
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