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 Chapter 1  
 
    I was startled awake by a loud grumble, so I jumped up and nearly tossed the three beautiful women next to me onto the floor. 
 
    “What is it, Lord Evan?” Polina murmured and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “I heard something,” I responded as I looked around the room in confusion, and then I cast my gaze from the door to the windows of House Onca’s palace. 
 
    Suddenly the grumble repeated, and it was louder than before. This time, though, I recognized the noise, so I flopped back onto the bed and rolled my eyes at myself.  
 
    “You three have kept me in here so long my stomach is growling with starvation,” I laughed.  
 
    Trina and Marina snorted from under the sheets, while Polina wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “We may have helped you work up a bit of an appetite, my lord.” Polina smirked as she allowed the sheet to fall down her body and reveal a pert nipple. 
 
    I looked over at the luscious green bodies of the dryad sisters, and I licked my lips before another growl tore through the room. 
 
    “As much as I’d like to continue ravishing you, I need to also ravish some real food,” I grumbled as I sat up and ran my hands through my hair. 
 
    The sisters giggled together.  
 
    “Well, you have certainly earned it over the last two days, Lord Evan,” Trina answered. 
 
    Two days? Had it really been two days since we took Tikal by storm and set up diplomatic relations among the three Houses? More importantly, had I really spent two days in this room pouring my dragon seed into the three sisters? 
 
    That had to be a record.  
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to best myself.  
 
    “Okay, food first,” I sighed, “and then I need to go prepare for the peace treaty signing tomorrow. Plus, I need to speak with the rest of the group about any updates.” 
 
    I pictured my beautiful future wife, the Divine Maiden Alyona, with her deep amethyst eyes and perfect slender body. She’d likely had her nose in a book over the past few days and barely noticed my absence, but I missed her all the same.  
 
    The beautiful fearsome Laika had probably been training as much as possible without leaving Alyona’s side. As the leader of the Blue Tree Guild and now the Royal Guard, the wolf Demi-Human took all aspects of her positions seriously and would make sure she was ready for anything. 
 
    And who could forget the fiery phoenix princess Ravi? Her orange hair cascaded down her back and smelled of a campfire, while her blue eyes shone with determination to explore and learn new things.  
 
    I was lucky enough to be fucking all three of those women while having a badass brother in Nikolaus, or Nike as he’d told me I could call him.  
 
    Being a Dragon Lord was fucking awesome. I had seven amazing lovers, and I also had an awesome best friend: Lord Nikolaus of Leyte. He was the only human on our campaign, but he was one of the best warriors, since he was raised from a young age to handle the Sword of Light. 
 
    I shrugged into some clothes so I could make my way downstairs, and I quickly found Alyona exactly where I’d expected to find her. She was holed up in the library, reading up on Tikal culture and history.  
 
    Laika was a few feet away from Alyona’s chair, and the wolf was spinning her broadsword in magnificent patterns, but both women looked up as I entered the room. 
 
    “Well, hello there, stranger.” Alyona smirked. “Sounds like you made up for several weeks of teasing?” 
 
    I laughed and leaned in to press my lips to the princess’. “Yeah, I’m sorry I didn’t keep better track of time.” 
 
    “No worries, Lord Evan.” Laika shook her head. “We knew the sisters would take up quite a bit of your time. Plus, it has been an exhausting couple of weeks so far.” 
 
    I smiled at my wolf-girl lover and planted a kiss next to her soft, gray ear. “I will still make it up to you ladies as soon as dragonly possible.” 
 
    Both of my women were still giggling when Nike walked in the door with a tray of food.  
 
    “Ah, Lord Evan!” he greeted with a smile. “I only grabbed food for the ladies. Let me go get you something as well.” 
 
    “No need, Nike,” I responded with a wave of my hand. “I’ll go to the kitchens myself. I need to stretch my legs a bit. Anything I need to know before I run into any of the jaguars?” 
 
    Nike shook his head. “All good so far, brother. Just a bunch of people running around getting things ready for the treaty signing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded with satisfaction. “The people of Tikal will talk about this day for generations, the day that the Houses started working together instead of butting heads all the time. We need to go by each of the other Houses today and make sure everything will be ready for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Nike agreed. “Let me know when you’re ready to go.” 
 
    I gave them all a small wave and made my way down the hall, and then I used my dragon sense of smell to follow the scent of something delicious. The ancestral seat of House Onca was not as extravagant as our Lunar Palace back in Hatra, but I could smell some kind of meal was ready to devour. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” I heard Jai’s growling voice. “Come join me for breakfast.” 
 
    I turned the corner to find the jaguar Demi-Human sitting at a long, wooden table filled with meats and fruits, and my mouth immediately began watering as I found a chair to his right.  
 
    Jaguar Demi-Humans appeared quickly with  plates featuring some blue fruit shaped like a pear, another orange fruit sliced in half to reveal a juicy purple center, long slices of a thick meat that smelled like pepper and fat, and some kind of small bird that had been grilled to perfection. The servers set the plates in front of me, so I dove in with vigor and barely tasted the variety of flavors. 
 
    “Hungry, my lord?” Jai chuckled. 
 
    “Famished,” I answered between large bites. “How go the preparations for tomorrow?” 
 
    “Everything is going well so far, sir.” Jai clasped his clawed fingers together. “We are preparing meats for the celebration afterwards, which will be held in the Palenque Temple next to the great fountain. It used to be home to many a celebration, so in an effort to recognize the hopeful future, we will celebrate there again. I just hope the other Houses are preparing as we are.” 
 
    Suddenly, a serving girl poured a yellow juice into the mug next to my plate.  
 
    “Thank you.” I turned to the girl, only to see her turn her face away from me and nod before she shuffled away. I thought it was odd, but I was still getting used to the customs here in Tikal. Then I turned back to Jai. “We will be going to each House today to ensure everyone is on the same page for preparations, so don’t worry about that.” 
 
    Jai nodded his head in approval. “I appreciate that, and everything you are doing for our city, Lord Evan. There will be much to celebrate if this works.” 
 
    “When it works,” I corrected him. “I have spent the last few months busting my ass for Hatra, and I will not fail with Tikal either. I’m good at this. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Now, I must go back to the preparations.” The Demi-Human’s tail twitched in appreciation as he took the last bite on his plate. “We still have much to do. Let me know if you need anything on your travels to the Houses today, Lord Evan.”  
 
    Then Jai pushed his chair back and crossed one hand over his chest before he took a small bow. 
 
    I nodded to him and returned my attention to my plate. This would work, but I did have to be in tip-top shape in case any other interference occurred. When a city like this had been teetering on the edge of war for decades, there were bound to be citizens who were opposed to the integration and peace the leaders had eventually agreed upon. The last thing we needed in the midst of signing peace treaties was some angry zealot pulling some stupid shit and sending Tikal over the edge. 
 
    I pulled my attention from my plate to look at the people bustling around. Something tugged at my senses, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I knew better than to completely ignore my dragon instincts, so I continued scanning the room.  
 
    Serving staff carried trays of various animals I didn’t recognize into what appeared to be a kitchen, while other staff carried out large wooden cartons that smelled of already cooked meat. I was pleased to note House Onca was certainly preparing for a huge feast. I still couldn’t quite point out what was bothering me, though, but maybe it was just my nerves over the upcoming ceremony. 
 
    I quickly polished off the rest of my breakfast, and then I sat back in my chair and patted my full belly. A nap sounded nice right about now, but I knew I needed to travel to the other Houses, so I had to make myself presentable. 
 
    I pushed myself up from the table, but as I made my way toward the door, three distinct giggles echoed from the hallway. Then the three dryads skipped into the dining hall and caught sight of me. 
 
    “Did you get your fill, my lord?” Polina tittered and put an emerald hand on my chest. 
 
    “The real question is, did you get yours?” I murmured for all three sisters to hear.  
 
    They continued to giggle as they leaned into each other and nodded their heads quickly. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Polina giggled.  
 
    “Full to the brim!” Marina purred.  
 
    “But we can always be filled more,” Trina added as she batted her green eyelashes. 
 
    “But our lord has to save the world right now,” Polina sighed sadly. 
 
    Marina groaned. “Yes, yes, Lord Evan is a busy dragon.” 
 
    “The busiest,” Trina moaned. 
 
    “But also, the badassest,” Polina added with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Thanks, ladies.” I smirked. “Maybe we can have a repeat performance tonight?” 
 
    “Oooh, yes please,” Marina sighed as her eyes dropped to my crotch.  
 
    “Have any of you seen Ravi this morning?” I chuckled. “I haven’t seen her since we, um, emerged from the bedroom.” 
 
    “Oh, the beautiful phoenix was out flying,” Trina answered. 
 
    “Yes, we saw her out the window,” Marina added. 
 
    I grumbled at the thought of Ravi flying around Tikal alone. The city was not stable yet, and if anything happened to one of my lovers, I would have a hard time staying diplomatic as my fiancée had requested.  
 
    Well, I’d be doing a lot of “angry dragon destroying the city” type diplomacy, anyway. 
 
    “Thank you, ladies. I will see you soon.” 
 
    “Very soon, we hope!” one of the girls yelled after me.  
 
    I grinned to myself as I walked down the hall to the front door. Prior to my appearance in Inati, I’d never had more than one lover, let alone three at the same time, so it was good to know I was apparently leaving quite an impression on each of the women in my harem. My thoughts then turned back to Ravi, and my satisfaction was temporarily put aside. 
 
    I walked out the front doors of the palace, and Ravi’s tiny phoenix form was fairly easy to spot as it hovered only a few blocks from House Onca. I opened my mouth to yell at her, but she noticed me and flew over. Then she landed at my feet in a column of blue flames and transformed back into her human form. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Ravi breathed happily and threw her arms around me. 
 
    “Ravi,” I admonished. “Why are you flying alone?” 
 
    The orange-haired beauty looked down at her feet. “I made sure Laika could see me from the library window, and I wasn’t going far.” 
 
    I softened my expression, tilted Ravi’s chin up toward me, and planted a kiss on her forehead. “I’m glad you had someone looking out for you, it just worried me to see you alone and away from the Royal Guard.”  
 
    “Thank you for caring about me, my lord,” Ravi responded with glistening eyes. “I didn’t mean to worry you.” 
 
    “Of course, I care for you, Ravi, I love you,” I murmured into her smoky hair. “Now, let’s get back to everyone else so we can get ready for the big day.” 
 
    She nodded and slid her hand into mine as we returned to the palace library. Alyona was still nose-deep in her history book, and Nike and Laika were discussing broadsword tactics. 
 
    “Okay, everyone, let’s figure out the best way to conquer the day,” I announced. “Alyona, I want you to come and help with the diplomacy between the Houses. You know it isn’t exactly my strong suit.”  
 
     “Yes, of course.” Alyona nodded knowingly and smiled. 
 
    “Nike and Laika, I want you two present for protection,” I went on. “Everything has been going great so far, but we all know how quickly the tides can turn in volatile situations.” 
 
    The two warriors looked at each other and grinned. Of course, neither of them was worried about a fight. 
 
    “And what about me, Lord Evan?” Ravi asked as she raised her hand timidly. 
 
    I smiled at the phoenix. “I brought you along on this campaign for your story and your spirit, so I will need both of those today as we speak with Lord Kinba and Lord Chax. Sound good?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan.” Ravi smiled at me and dipped her head. 
 
    “Alright then, let’s move out.” 
 
    We made our way out the door and headed northwest, toward the seat of House Oel. The lion Demi-Humans had been reduced from sovereign rulers of the entire city to faction leaders of a desert third of Tikal. They seemed a little touchy about the subject, as well as the rumors that they had been oppressive tyrants, but that was soon to be all in the past. Thanks to my prowess as a Dragon Lord and some diplomacy from my lovely wife-to-be, the three Houses of Tikal were soon going to be reunited under the rule of King Rodion, the ruler of all of Rahma. Eventually, I would take Rodion’s place as king, but for now, I was good with bringing together my future citizens. 
 
    As we walked, I made it a point to greet and wave at the Demi-Humans who watched us on our way. While many of the jaguars appeared shocked at my actions, a few cowered behind plants or other people. Some were still terrified of the big, black dragon, which was fine with me, but not with Alyona, so I had to appear a little friendlier in order to gain more trust. I had to start thinking of all of Rahma’s citizens as my people, the way I considered the people of Hatra. 
 
    Since I was lost in my thoughts of ruling a kingdom, I didn’t even realize we’d begun traversing the desert part of Tikal, and before I knew it, we arrived at the palace of House Oel, a giant golden pyramid in the sand with crimson jewels accenting its steps and doors. Crimson ribbons hanging from the top of the entrance blew in the stifling desert breeze, and the scent of cooking meat filled the air. Half-naked lion Demi-Humans lounged on adirondack-style chairs in the shade of the palm trees outside the palace doors, while servants fanned them with large palm leaves, but they paid no attention to our arrival. 
 
    Having seen all three Houses, I was even more annoyed at the extravagance of the former ruling House and its leaders. The rest of Tikal lived plainly, especially House Jubatus, whose members wore loincloths and no shoes. If the city was thriving, everyone should be profiting, but House Oel seemed to believe they should profit no matter the situation outside the pyramid walls. 
 
    “Greetings, Lord Evan,” one of the lion Demi-Human guards purred when we  reached the pyramid doors. “We were not prepared for your arrival.” 
 
    “I only made the decision to travel here this morning,” I confirmed. “I am not looking for a fancy welcome, I only come to ensure that preparations are being made for the event tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she responded with a slight bow. “Please, allow me to give notice to Lord Kinba that you have arrived.” 
 
    I gave a quick nod, and she dashed inside to alert Lord Kinba. Then we followed her into the hall of the pyramid and waited for Kinba to greet us. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human soon floated down the spiral staircase to my right, and his golden and crimson robes swirled behind him as he made his way in front of my group.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” he called out. “I am surprised to see you today. I believe the festivities are not taking place until tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed, “but House Onca is preparing their part of a celebratory feast to follow the treaty signing, and I wanted to ensure all the Houses are doing the same.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, of course,” he conceded with a nod. “We have been preparing our legendary cactus juice, as well as some desert fruits and smaller meats, like the lizard. Is that an acceptable contribution?” 
 
    “That sounds like a perfect addition to the large meats House Onca is cooking as we speak,” Alyona replied with a smile. She seemed to know Lord Kinba was not my favorite of the leaders we were working with here in Tikal. Her democratic skills, and by extension, her ability to hide her distaste for a person, were much more honed than mine. 
 
    “I’m sure our contributions will be quite tasty,” Aaliyah added as she sauntered into the hall. Her lightly knotted crimson robe was open to the waist and revealed her tightly muscled, bronze stomach and a hint of cleavage, and her long blonde hair was in a thick braid that swung with her steps. 
 
    The daughter of House Oel caught my gaze, and she smirked as she cocked her head at me.  
 
    I returned the smirk and wanted to get to know the lion Demi-Human better, but then her father cleared his throat.  
 
    “Perfect,” Kinba purred. “We are looking forward to the events tomorrow.” 
 
    “As are we,” Alyona answered and curtsied to the lion Demi-Humans. “We will see you then.” 
 
    “Lord Evan and Royal Guard,” Kinba responded with a bow. 
 
    I smirked and nodded my head in his direction. Then I turned back to Aaliyah and drew my gaze from her braid down her golden torso and back up to meet her orange eyes. I watched the blood rush up to her cheeks before I turned back toward the front doors of the palace. 
 
    I would definitely have to find a moment to speak with her later.  
 
    We walked out of the pyramid and back into the dry heat of Tikal’s desert. Alyona and Laika began fanning themselves almost immediately, while Ravi closed her eyes and appeared to bask in the sunlight. 
 
    “Would anyone like a ride for the walk south?” I asked with a cheeky smile. 
 
    “Yes, please.” Alyona smiled and backed up so I could transform into my true self, my huge dragon body. 
 
    As I felt myself grow, I watched the shiny, black scales that stayed on my human forearms lengthen and continue down into what became my forelegs. My spikes emerged one by one from my spine, and my wings grew out next to them. Then I sighed with relief. It had been too long since I’d transformed, what with my dryad tryst, and I’d missed my powerful body. 
 
    “Well, get on up there, princess.” I grinned a fangy grin at my bride-to-be, and then I bent down as far as I could to make her ascent up my back a little easier. 
 
    Alyona shimmied her way up, and she grabbed on to one of my spikes to steady herself before she reached back down for Laika’s hand.  
 
    The wolf Demi-Human smiled up at the princess and grabbed my spike instead, and then she hopped up onto my back in one quick motion, slid behind Alyona, and put her hands around the Princess’ slender hips.  
 
    My breath caught in my throat as I watched them playfully hold hands in Alyona’s lap. I had yet to sexually perform in my dragon form, but I definitely had a cock, which twitched in anticipation of the making up I’d promised these two. 
 
    Poor Nike was still on the ground in perfect view of my twitching, and he snickered. “Well, I think I’ll just walk, brother.” 
 
    Ravi giggled and transformed into her fiery bird form before she fluttered up to my head and perched herself between my ears.  
 
    “Onward!” she giggled. 
 
    Three of my gorgeous women were on top of me, and I couldn’t even give them what we all craved. So, I shook my head and focused my attention south toward the grasslands of Tikal. We had one more House to get to today, and I wanted to get plenty of sleep tonight so my magic was fully charged for tomorrow. So, I started our southward trek with Nike at my side and headed toward House Jubatus and Lord Chax. 
 
    I made good time with my long strides, and we reached House Jubatus in what I was pretty sure was record time. I bent down to let my lovers slide off my back while I looked up at the plain structure. The only way to denote its importance was its massive size, and the building itself was the same color as the surrounding grasslands with little decoration or flourish other than the nature springing up all around it. Grasses of different shapes and colors poked out of the ground in front of the palace, which seemed to be built like a mud hut upon closer inspection. The thatched roof looked like it had been nice at one point, but it certainly needed an update from the dried-out grasses.  
 
    A guard rapped his knuckles on the doors once and then stepped back to his position. Other cheetah Demi-Humans waved as they walked by. It was a little less hostile here than at House Oel. 
 
    Really, the sight was definitely a nice one, but I was less than thrilled to see Chidi, one of Lord Chax’s advisors, step out of the palace doors to greet us. 
 
    His bronze eyes looked our group over from left to right before he focused on me. “To what does House Jubatus owe the pleasure of the Great Dragon’s company?” 
 
    “Now, now,” Lady Imani tutted as she popped out of the ajar palace doors. “You must also remember that he is the Lord of Hatra el Shamash.” 
 
    Chidi glanced at Imani with a sheepish smile. “Yes, of course, my lady. What can we do for Lord Evan, the Great Dragon?” 
 
    The young cheetah sister of Lord Chax gave me a half-smile and bared one of her long yellow canines. She wore a simple loincloth and a cloth wrap around her small chest, her honey-colored skin glistened with sweat, and her penny-tinted eyes didn’t miss a thing. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Imani.” I bowed my giant head to the beautiful cheetah Demi-Human, and then I focused on slimming down to human size. “Is Lord Chax around?”  
 
    “He is,” she hedged, “but can I help you with something?” 
 
    “You could, but you are no longer the interim leader for this House, so I need to speak with Lord Chax.” I raised an eyebrow. “Is there a problem with that?” 
 
    “I’m sure we would be patient enough to wait for Lord Chax to make himself available, as we did not send word we would be arriving today,” Alyona said as she stepped up next to me and linked her arm through mine. “We merely came to ensure that House Jubatus would be prepared for the festivities tomorrow.” 
 
    Imani bowed her head in deference to the princess. “I see now. Lord Chax is here, but it will be a few minutes before he is available, as he is in the middle of a harvest ritual, but I will have the staff notify him of your arrival.”  
 
    She turned to the cheetah on her left and nodded, and the guard immediately went around to the west side of the palace building and hopped a fence leading toward the back of the estate. Then Imani turned back to us and gestured to the doors.  
 
    “Please, come wait inside. It is not immensely cooler there, but we do have seating and shade.” 
 
    We followed Lady Imani into a great room with openings, rather than windows, in three walls that allowed in plenty of light and a slight breeze. I signaled the women to sit in the huge wooden chairs so Nike and I could stand and see the room, though Laika chose to stand with us, while Ravi and Alyona sat in perfect princess unison. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to wait for Lord Chax,” Imani sighed. “I have many other things to tend to at the moment.” Then she breezed out of the room, and her tail almost propelled her to her next destination. 
 
    “Did you think she was being weird?” I asked Nike under my breath. 
 
    “Weird?” Nike questioned. 
 
    “Yeah, like she didn’t want me to talk to Chax or something.” I looked around the room for clues as to what was pushing all my buttons today. 
 
    “I’m not sure, brother, maybe--” 
 
    Nike was interrupted by Lord Chax as he fumbled his way into the great room and fixed the tufts of hair around his ears.  
 
    “I am so sorry to have kept you waiting, Lord Dragon,” he murmured with a bow. “I came as quickly as I could.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Chax.” I took a few steps closer to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “We have been popping up at all the Houses today to check on preparations for tomorrow. How are yours coming along?” 
 
    “Not well, I’m afraid,” Chax sighed and hung his head. “I’d heard rumors we were all to contribute to a feast, but our meager crops are not yet prepared for harvesting, despite the harvest ritual I have been performing every day since I returned to House Jubatus.” 
 
    “I see,” I muttered thoughtfully. That explained the secretive sister act. 
 
    “Perhaps there is something else Lord Chax and his House could contribute?” Laika suggested as she looked around at the nearly bare room. 
 
    “Ah, I’m not sure what else we have to offer.” The cheetah lord shrugged. “We don’t have much in the way of material things.” 
 
    “Who said it had to be material?” Alyona offered with a smile. “Perhaps House Jubatus would be so kind as to perform a peace ritual at the ceremony?” 
 
    “Oh, great idea, Milady!” Ravi exclaimed and clapped excitedly. 
 
    Lord Chax finally looked up at the princess and smiled. “It would be our honor.” 
 
     “Then it’s settled!” Alyona curtsied to the House leader and returned his smile. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us on such short notice.” 
 
    “Anything we can do to bring about peace in Tikal,” Chax replied reverently. 
 
    I dipped my head and motioned the Royal Guard to head back toward the door. Something was still off at House Onca, and I needed to get back to figure out what it was. I was pleasantly surprised the other two Houses were participating in the pre-signing activities, so it was back to figuring out what had been bothering me this morning. 
 
    Maybe it was just nerves over the upcoming treaty signing. This was my first diplomatic act as future king, after all. I could just be psyching myself out.  
 
    As soon as we stepped outside, I began transforming, but I took care not to smash into House Jubatus, since I figured decimating their ancestral seat would fail to leave the positive impression we were hoping for.  
 
    The three women hopped up onto my giant body again, while Nike walked along next to me, and we headed back east to House Onca and Jai’s territory. Each House was ready to contribute to a celebration after the peace treaty signing, so that gave some credence to their intentions for the signing as well. Why plan to celebrate something if you also plan to destroy it first? 
 
    We arrived back at House Onca, and I once more lowered my body to allow my lovers to slide down to the ground. Once they were standing together, I brought my size back down to my human form and held both arms out for Alyona and Ravi. Laika stood at Alyona’s other hip, and Nike brought up the rear as the five of us re-entered the palace. 
 
    Alyona was the first to stifle a yawn. “I know it isn’t late, but I think all that heat and humidity outside drained my energy today. Would you be upset if I went straight to bed, my love?” 
 
     “Of course not, princess.” I shook my head. “We all need to be at our best tomorrow anyway. Get some rest.” Then I hooked my hand around her hips and pulled her in for a deep kiss, and my pants tightened at the thought of putting my mouth on more parts of my beautiful future queen. 
 
    She gasped into my mouth as she felt my rising cock, but she put a hand on my chest.  
 
    “My dear, there will be no rest at all if I don’t go to my own room,” she chuckled. 
 
    “I know, I know,” I sighed. “Tomorrow evening, once things have settled, you won’t be able to turn me away.” 
 
    “We would never dream of it,” Alyona purred and snaked her arm around Laika’s waist. “You have some making up to do, remember?” 
 
    “Indeed, my lord.” The wolf’s tail wagged with excitement as a blush creeped across her cheeks. “A promise is a promise.” 
 
    My inner dragon growled in anticipation. “Go, go to bed then before I change my mind about letting you rest tonight.” 
 
    The two girls snickered to each other and took off toward the stairs. 
 
    “Do you mind if I go with the dryads for the evening?” Ravi looked up at me from my other side. “I’d like to catch up with them after being gone all day.” 
 
    I pressed my lips to her cheek and nodded toward the hallway. “Go ahead, I’ll be there in a bit, since I told them I’d spend the night with them.” 
 
    “Excellent.” The small phoenix bounded up the stairs to the dryads’ room, which left Nike and I to make plans for tomorrow’s events. 
 
    So, we plopped down into the emerald green chairs next to an unlit fireplace. 
 
    “Well, things went as well as possible, I think,” Nike mused and reached into his spatial storage and pulled out the Sword of Light.  
 
    “Uh … what are you doing?” I chuckled.  
 
    “I can’t let poor Aine think I didn’t want to spend any time with her today.” He ran his fingers along the broad side of the blade, and he caressed the handle the way he would a lover. It got me realizing that was a topic we had yet to cover in our fast friendship. 
 
    “Do you have a girlfriend, Nike?” I wondered. “I mean, we’ve never really discussed your love life.”  
 
    Nike frowned. “I’m not sure why you could only have one friend that is a girl, or what is a love life, but I am betrothed to marry.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What’s her name? What’s she like?” I was very curious about this development. 
 
    “I won’t know until one of our fathers dies, and the wedding is scheduled to join our two cities,” he answered with a shrug. 
 
    Wow, what a letdown.  
 
    “Ah, well, okay then. I guess I’ll leave you with Aine and get some rest before the big day. Goodnight, Nike.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Evan.” 
 
    I hopped up the stairs and heard light snoring from Alyona and Laika’s room. I walked next to the dryads’ door and was surprised to hear no giggling. Between the three sisters and Ravi, I couldn’t believe it was so quiet. So, I pushed the door lightly and crept in the room, and all four women were curled up on the bed together. I sighed in disappointment, but Alyona was right earlier. We all needed our rest. But I did tell them I’d be here tonight, so I slid off my boots, shirt, and trousers and climbed into the bed next to Ravi on the end.  
 
    I’d barely closed my eyes before the sun was shining through my window again. Was it seriously morning already? Okay, I’d obviously been more tired than I realized, which meant Alyona did know how tired I was and was taking care of me in her own way.  
 
    Gods, I loved that woman. 
 
    I threw on a shirt from the dresser and tied up my trousers before making my way downstairs. I thought everything looked busy yesterday, but today took the cake. Dozens of servants, both human and Demi-Human, hustled around carrying trays, plates, bowls, and various other items from the kitchen to a covered wagon out front.  
 
    “Have you seen Lord Jai?” I asked as I tugged on the sleeve of a young man rushing by.  
 
    The servant hurriedly pointed down the hall to my left and rushed back to his work. I followed his aim and found Jai in a sitting room, away from the commotion with a smaller table of food. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan,” Jai murmured as he stared at the documents in front of him. “I was just reading the peace treaty and having a little breakfast before we head to the fountain. Care to join me?” 
 
    “Of course,” I answered, and I glanced over the treaty as well as I grabbed a piece of bread from the table. “Everything sound good so far?” 
 
    Nike had written it out, so I had full faith that it was fair and reasonable, but it didn’t hurt to double check.  
 
    Jai nodded and kept reading. “This is actually a great peace treaty. It doesn’t grant full power to anyone.” 
 
     “Yes, I know.” I smiled. “I didn’t think any of you would support a single leader for all three Houses, so we came up with a better solution. Checks and balances, you might say.” 
 
    “Good morning, my lords,” a half-asleep Ravi mumbled as she shuffled through the door with messy hair and a barely tied robe. 
 
    “Morning, Ravi,” I chuckled, while Jai threw up a half-hearted wave. “Let me help you with some breakfast.”  
 
    I stood up and adjusted her robe, and I allowed my hands to travel down her navel to her thighs and back up to her perky breasts as I ensured her beautiful body was covered. 
 
    Her cheeks immediately filled with color when she realized what I was doing. “I’m so sorry, Lord Evan. I will go finish preparing myself and the other ladies for the ceremonies today.”  
 
    Then she turned and rushed back out of the room, and I smirked as I returned to the table. 
 
    “I suppose we should all be preparing now,” Jai said as he looked up from his treaty, and then he rolled the papers back up and made his way toward the door. “I’ll see you shortly, Lord Evan.”  
 
    I waved after him and decided to polish off the plate of fruit, cheese, and bread he’d left behind. While I ate, I expected servants to keep bustling in and out of the room, but it seemed like everyone was giving me a wide berth. I thought back to the serving girl yesterday who had averted her face from me, and I frowned.  
 
    I didn’t think I was that scary, but perhaps I’d made an impression with my … dragon diplomacy.  
 
    Once I was finished with my breakfast, I shoved my chair back and trudged up the stairs to Alyona’s room. I couldn’t hear her or Laika, so I tapped on the door as I opened it.  
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” I murmured.  
 
    I was greeted with Alyona’s glowing amethyst eyes and perfect, milky skin as she stood next to the door.  
 
    “Oh, Evan! We were just about to head downstairs.” She turned back and gestured to Laika, who was putting her boots on. 
 
    “Good timing,” I responded and lifted my elbow to her. “Maybe I can make a better impression on the servants with you two on my arms. I guess I look too mean by myself.” 
 
    “Oh, is that so?” Alyona stifled a giggle. “You big, scary dragon!” 
 
    I growled playfully and pressed my lips to her cheek. “Let’s just get this show on the road.” 
 
    The two women grasped my elbows, and we went back downstairs to load up and travel to the fountain. 
 
    Nike and Ravi were already waiting in the great hall, but the dryad sisters were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Where are the dryads?” I asked Ravi. 
 
    “They left earlier to help decorate the Palenque Temple,” Ravi answered as she dropped her eyes and blushed. “I’m sorry again about this mornin--” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I cut her off with a wave of my hand and looked around. “Is everyone else ready, then?” 
 
    My group nodded, and I led them to the door and out of the palace. We needed to be some of the first ones there to show our support, so we loaded up one of the wagons we’d brought from Hatra. I didn’t want to show up in full dragon mode for the sake of the citizens who were still adjusting. One day at a time. 
 
    We made our way to the great fountain and the Palenque Temple next to it. Jai was right, the Temple was a great place for the celebration. It was large and open, with plenty of room for tables of food and open windows to allow for a good breeze. It was also currently full of servants from each House, and they carried trays of food and drinks from their wagons to the tables. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” a voice squealed from near the temple. 
 
    A moment later, I was nearly bowled over by the dryads as they ran over to greet us. 
 
    “Milady and Royal Guard,” the sisters greeted Alyona and Laika in unison and turned back to me. “Did you see our decorations yet?” 
 
    I looked past them toward the temple and noticed they had used some of their magic to pull plants and flowers up the walls and wove them through the ceiling beams.  
 
    “It looks great,” I congratulated the sisters. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan!” The three girls grinned and skipped back over to continue their work. 
 
    I noticed citizens from the various Houses were starting to mill around with interest. Cheetahs, jaguars, and lions roamed the areas outside the temple, but they did not address each other.  
 
    I frowned to myself. We would have to work on this integration thing soon. 
 
    “Lord and Ladies of Hatra!” Lord Kinba shouted over the crowd, and he and his daughter Aaliyah sashayed toward us. “We are almost ready to begin.”  
 
    I nodded and pointed to the table with the best view from the ground. “We should use that table for the signing, so the community witnesses everything and can be more supportive. Cool?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s any cooler there than at one of these other tables, but whatever you suggest is fine,” Kinba responded with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I believe Lord Evan has used slang,” Aaliyah snickered at her father’s response. “We will use that table. You’re right about the view for the people.” 
 
    I looked at Nike and Laika. “You two should go scope out the area. Make sure there’s a good place for Alyona to sit safely. I’ll be moving around talking to the crowd, so I’ll figure out something for me.” 
 
    The two warriors nodded and walked over to the long, dark wooden table that was now being adorned with torches and inkwells for the signing. 
 
    “You worry too much,” Alyona murmured. “Look at how happy these people are. I think this is good.” 
 
    “Some are happy,” I replied with a furrowed brow, “but I’m not sure everyone is.” 
 
    “I agree, something feels heavy today,” Aaliyah chimed in. “I can’t put my claw on it, but there’s something.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Nike and Laika waved us over to the table. 
 
    “Here, Milady,” Laika pulled out a chair for Alyona, “I will be right here for the entire ceremony, just in case.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nike said. “We won’t let you out of our sight.” 
 
    Ravi looked at me with excitement. “What should I do, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “You should go ahead and transform and keep an eye out from up top. You’ll have a bird’s eye view,” I chuckled to myself while Ravi rolled her eyes, “and you can make sure nothing weird happens.” 
 
    “You got it!” A quick blue flame flashed before me, and then Ravi’s beautiful bird form was floating up to one of the ceiling beams above the signing table. 
 
    I looked up to see Lord Chax, Lady Imani, and Chidi walking through the temple to the signing table. Chidi pulled out a chair for Lord Chax and then stood behind him with a blank expression. I gave Imani a small wave, and she smiled in return, then resumed her stance next to Chidi.  
 
    Lord Kinba looked appalled for a brief moment, then he quietly pulled out the chair to Chax’s right and sat down. Finally, Jai strolled through the back door to the temple and looked around for the rest of the group. He found our table and strode through the building crowd to sit at the final seat on Chax’s left. 
 
    I made eye contact with each of the House leaders to make sure they were ready. Then I turned back to the crowd and began.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen of Tikal! Welcome to a day that will never be forgotten. Today, the leaders of the Houses Jubatus, Oel, and Onca sign a treaty to bring peace back to your great city.” 
 
    Most of the crowd cheered at the last line, but some looked around and were still confused with how we’d gotten here in a matter of days after years of civil war. 
 
    “Would any of the House leaders like to say anything before the signing?” I asked. 
 
    Jai stood up quickly. “I would like to start, if that’s alright with everyone. I am pleased that--” 
 
    His voice seemed to fade out as a strange feeling clustered in the pit of my stomach. Something was wrong. The hairs on my neck stood on end, and my eyes darted around as I tried to find what had set off my dragon instincts. 
 
    Then I saw her, the serving girl who had avoided my eyes at the breakfast table yesterday. She wasn’t avoiding me now, though. In fact, I thought I saw a smirk flicker across her face as she stared directly at me. 
 
    The hell? 
 
    Suddenly, metal flashed across my line of vision, and my gut told me to move. In the blink of an eye, I tackled Jai to the floor just as a green-handled dagger stabbed into the back of his chair.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this!” Lord Kinba roared as he shot to his feet. 
 
    “Everyone, get down!” I shouted, and I reached out with my healing power to check on Jai. 
 
    Classification: Jaguar Demi-Human. 
 
    Condition: Mild concussion. 
 
    Priority: Healing required. 
 
    Status: Low danger. 
 
    “Someone tried to assassinate him,” I growled as I pulled a small dagger from Jai’s chair. “Get down!” 
 
    Chax was already under the table and had yanked his sister down as well, but Kinba and Aaliyah stood tall and scanned the panicked room. 
 
    We noticed them at the same time. Several of the servants who were preparing the temple this morning stalked toward the table instead of out the doors with the crowd. 
 
    There was no way I could transform in here, as big as the temple was, so I quickly reached into my spatial storage and pulled out Miraya, the Sword of Hatra. 
 
    Nike and Laika jumped up next to me, Nike with his Sword of Light and Laika with her broadsword already in their hands. I nodded to them and then toward the servants who were only a few feet from us. Then we headed toward the would-be assassins with Kinba and Aaliyah close behind us. 
 
    I saw a blur of faces under dark cloaks, but I found the serving girl quickly enough. She gave me a tight-lipped smile, and then she launched a second dagger right for my chest. 
 
    I conjured a shield with my phoenix fire and blocked the dagger, and the female assassin looked at me with wide eyes.  
 
    So, whoever these people were, they had no idea what I was capable of. 
 
    Good.  
 
    I smirked back at the girl and swung the Sword of Hatra at one of her comrades. He was dressed in rags, not the same cloaks as the other assassins, and his skin was mottled and gray, but I didn’t have time to think about all that.  
 
    I had a city to defend. 
 
    The sword pierced flesh, but the man had no reaction. He just stared at me blankly as my blade sunk into his gut, but he should have been dumping blood onto the floor with that damage. 
 
    “The hell?” I growled, and I imbued my sword with fire and took another swing. This time, the man began to burn and fall to pieces, and a familiar stench invaded my nose.  
 
    I recognized that smell. Corrupted Corpses had joined the assassins in their attack on the city leaders.  
 
    “What are these creatures?” Ravi swooped down from the ceiling and rained down more fire on the advancing group. Then she let out a piercing war cry and strafed another assassin with blue flames.  
 
    “Corrupted Corpses!” Laika yelled back as she took the legs out from under one of the attackers. “They’re infected with miasma--use your fire!” 
 
    I saw Lord Kinba from the corner of my eye as he used his lion-sized claws to slice through a Corrupted Corpse. Then I noticed Aaliyah pouncing from body to body, and she shredded whatever was left of their faces.  
 
    Color me impressed. 
 
    I knew the leaders of Tikal could handle the corpses now, so I focused on the humans who were quickly realizing the error of their ways. Then I looked for the serving girl since something told me she was important in figuring out who these assholes were. 
 
    I scanned the group of assassins, which had dwindled in number thanks to Ravi’s fire attacks. Then I caught a glimpse of blonde hair and turned toward the girl. 
 
    She was directing several of the human assassins to retreat, but as she waved her hand, I saw it.  
 
    A green leaf tattoo on her left hand.  
 
    Of course, this was the Green Glass Sect.  
 
    I growled in anger and bellowed a full column of fire on the Corrupted Corpses and humans between us. Then I charged forward and released a string of webs from my fingertips to attach the girl’s feet to the ground. 
 
    She mumbled something I couldn’t quite make out, though, and the webs disintegrated as she took off running toward the jungle with a handful of humans in her wake. 
 
    Great, she was a fucking mage.  
 
    I ran out the door behind them and summoned a stone wall from the earth to block their path to the jungle. I was not letting any more of these bastards get away. 
 
    The girl pushed her hands out in front of her, though, and it was like the stone turned to slush. Then she and the other assassins ran right through it, and they shook off the dust as they went. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “They won’t get away with this,” Chax muttered as he ran up beside me. Then he motioned toward another twenty cheetahs who dispersed into the jungle. “We’re the best hunters here.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Aaliyah smirked as she joined us next to the edge of the jungle, and the female lion met my eyes with a hungry expression. “I’d like to join in the chase, Lord Evan. I’d like to put my claws through a few more of these traitors.” 
 
    I nodded. “We need all hands on deck here. And I need at least one of them alive for questioning.” 
 
    Aaliyah grinned and took off into the jungle, and I sprinted after her with Chax hot on my heels. 
 
    The chase was on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The cheetah Demi-Humans were incredibly fast. They raced through the jungle and tore into the first two Green Glass Sect members within minutes. Even Lord Chax dug his long, yellow canines into the throat of one of the assassins, so these cheetahs took their hunting very seriously. 
 
    I smirked and kept running. I was going to catch that mage. 
 
    I passed more downed assassins before I heard Aaliyah roar with rage. I could tell it came from about twenty yards ahead and to the right of me, so I picked up speed and headed in that direction. Then I came into a clearing in time to see the mage halfway up a huge tree and Aaliyah growling at her from the base. 
 
    “Come down and play, you coward!” Aaliyah screeched up at her. 
 
    I contemplated taking on my dragon form and lighting the mage on fire. It seemed like a fitting end for the assassin. 
 
    Before I could decide, though, the mage shimmied over to a branch the size of my dragon tail and sat down. Then she began mumbling under her breath, with her hands clasped together. 
 
    “No, we can’t let her finish the spell!” I shouted to Aaliyah as I moved toward the tree, but I was too late. 
 
    The mage smirked at me and threw her hands out, and hundreds of small, green bubbles erupted from her hands. 
 
    Seriously? Bubbles? 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Aaliyah called out. “What is this?” 
 
    I reached out and touched one, only to watch my finger turn black down to my second knuckle. I cursed and quickly pushed my healing power to my finger.  
 
    “They’re like acid or something!” I yelled. “Stay back!”  
 
    I watched as bubbles landed on jungle plants and turned them black and withered. How the fuck did I get rid of these things? 
 
    I had to try something, so I pulled from my spiritual sea and sent a fist-sized stone hurtling toward a bubble. It popped, and I watched the mage’s satisfied smirk turn into an agitated frown when the black decay didn’t appear on the rock.  
 
    I grinned. So, the acid could only damage something living. I could work with that.  
 
    I called on more stones and sent them flying around the clearing to take out all the acid drops. While I still wanted to light the girl’s ass on fire, I didn’t want to set the jungle ablaze, so I called on my earthquake power and sent a tremor straight for the tree. Then I watched as the mage held on to no avail, and she came tumbling down into Aaliyah’s grasp with a scream. 
 
    Aaliyah immediately dug her claws into the woman’s chest and shredded her from collar to hip. The lion Demi-Human growled like a feral cat while she tore into the mage’s cloaked body, and blood ran in rivulets down the lion’s torso as she stood up and licked her clawed hands. Her gold and red robe was torn from the chase through the jungle, and now it was covered in splatters of the assassin’s viscera. 
 
    My pants tightened as I watched the warrior princess clean up after her kill. That had been incredibly sexy to watch. Then I reached out with my healing powers, but she did not have even a single scratch on her. 
 
    “Impressive,” I murmured. “Where’d you learn how to fight like that?” 
 
    “I’m a hunter, Lord Evan.” Aaliyah looked at me and smirked, and her orange eyes darkened to a coppery hue as she stared hungrily at me. “I see what I want, and I take it.”  
 
    I cast a devilish smile back at her. “I see. And are you on the hunt?” 
 
    “Always,” she answered, and I could have sworn her nipples tightened beneath her crimson and gold robes. 
 
    “You can devour me later, princess.” I shook my head to banish thoughts of filling her lean body with my dragon seed and cleared my throat. “Let’s get back to town and see if anyone managed to deliver me a live captive first.” 
 
    “I suppose.” Aaliyah bared her canines with a growl, and then she grabbed the hood of the girl’s cloak and began dragging her corpse back to the temple. 
 
    I half-expected Aaliyah to scalp the girl and wear her skin back to show off her kill. I laughed as I fell into step beside her, but then my thoughts turned back to darker musings.  
 
    How were the members of the Green Glass Sect able to find us all the way here? King Rodion knew where we were going, but did he tell anyone else? Was there yet another traitor in the king’s posse? 
 
    Suddenly, another thought hit me. Had they already attacked Hatra?  
 
    I quickly summoned a messenger dragon. “Go to Valerra and Ruslan and make sure they’re okay.”  
 
    The dragon dipped its head before it split into two dragons and flew toward my home. 
 
    “Neat trick,” Aaliyah declared with a smile. “You seem to have magic we don’t know, dragon.” 
 
    “I do,” I answered with a wink. “I’ll tell you all about it later. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    We picked up the pace and passed a few maimed bodies on the way back to Tikal’s temple. The cheetah Demi-Humans were nothing if not efficient, since I reached out with my healing power and found none of the assassins alive so far. I would have no one to question if the cheetahs couldn’t contain themselves, but it was hard to reprimand the citizens of Tikal when I’d also killed many enemies to keep my own city safe. 
 
    As we broke through the jungle and into the fountain clearing, I searched for Alyona, and I found her tending to Jai, with Laika standing guard next to her. Nike was talking with Lord Kinba nearby, and both lords looked uninjured.  
 
    We walked over to join them, and Aaliyah tossed the mage’s body on the ground next to us. 
 
    “Kinba, are any of your people hurt?” I asked. 
 
    “No, thank the gods,” he responded with a slight bow. “ I see my daughter was able to catch one of these traitors. Who were those people?” 
 
    “Members of the Green Glass Sect,” I answered. “Have you heard of them?” 
 
    “I heard they all died out a long time ago,” Kinba said as he rubbed his chin in thought. 
 
    Nike raised an eyebrow. “The Green Glass Sect? Here? What could they have against Tikal or the peace treaty?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe they don’t want Tikal to reunite and support the king. Or they just want me to look bad. Either way, we aren’t leaving until we’re sure what the hell’s going on.” 
 
    Alyona, Laika, and Jai joined us at the fountain, and I checked on his healing and found that he was back to normal. 
 
    “So, we’re staying?” Alyona asked with a frown. “It was the Sect again?” 
 
    “Again?” Jai questioned in annoyance. “You all know these bastards?”  
 
    “We know who they are, but it’s not like we’re friends with them,” I responded with an eye roll. “They seem to be led by a necromancer.” 
 
    Jai and Kinba both took in sharp breaths. 
 
    “But I thought--” 
 
    “They have been outlawed--” 
 
    “For centuries!” Jai finished. 
 
    “Indeed,” Alyona confirmed. “No one is supposed to use necromancy magic anymore, but we saw it with our own eyes in the forest near Hatra only a few weeks ago. A necromancer brought dead animals back to life to attack us as part of his escape.” 
 
    “This is an outrage!” Kinba declared. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lord Evan, but we were unable to catch any of the assassins alive,” Chax interrupted as he joined the group and toed the mage’s body over. “I see you were unable to complete that task as well.” 
 
    I nodded with a grim smile. “I understand. They attacked your people. I just wanted to find out what they knew. Until we know for sure what they were up to, we will be staying a while longer. Especially since the necromancer wasn’t the only mage we’ve seen within their ranks.” 
 
    “We can help you with some rebuilding in the meantime, and we need to reintegrate your community,” Alyona added. “There is much hostility between your people, and this attack will probably make it worse.” 
 
    Jai nodded his head in agreement. “You are welcome to stay in House Onca as long as you see fit, Lord Evan. I have a feeling that attack would have been much worse had you not been here to stop it.” 
 
    I smirked. “And you didn’t even get to see me go full dragon on their asses. But I did have a weird experience with acid bubbles in the jungle.” 
 
    “Acid bubbles?” Alyona questioned. “Were they green?” 
 
    I nodded. “Have you ever seen those?” 
 
    “Not in person,” she replied and pursed her lips. “They’re dark magic, part of the nexus spell meant to desecrate a city. They’re known as letums.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I can heal myself because I poked one of them,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Evan! You must be more careful than that--” 
 
    Before Alyona could finish, we were interrupted as a scream echoed from the crowd near the temple. 
 
    We all turned to see three jaguar Demi-Humans facing off with two cheetahs, while another cheetah laid on the ground. 
 
    “How do we know you weren’t in on it?” one of the cheetahs yelled. “You had the most servants here!”  
 
    The middle jaguar pointed at the cheetah on the ground. “He’s the only one who was with one of them before the ceremony!” 
 
    “Yeah, and why would we try to kill our own House leader?” questioned another jaguar. 
 
    “Jaguars aren’t known for being the smartest cats,” the cheetah on the left sneered. 
 
    Hissing and growling began on both sides, and torchlight glinted off multiple pairs of claws. 
 
    I ran over to the cats and stood above the downed cheetah. Then I sent out healing tendrils to check on him. 
 
    Classification: Cheetah Demi-Human. 
 
    Condition: Concussion, intoxicated. 
 
    Priority: Healing required. 
 
    Status: Not critical. 
 
    I shook my head. Apparently, some of the cats had gotten drunk and stupid during our little chase scene in the jungle. I quickly healed the cheetah’s concussion, but he could deal with his drunken hangover all on his own. 
 
    “All of you, get back to your homes for the night,” I ordered as I looked around at the gathered crowd. “We’ll discuss your dumbass decisions in the morning.” 
 
    The jaguar Demi-Humans took one last hateful look at the cheetahs, and then they turned and retreated to their jungle homes. The cheetahs snarled until I built up my own rumble in my chest, and then they picked up their friend and scurried back toward House Jubatus. 
 
    “You should say something to the rest of the people, my lord,” Alyona murmured and looped her arm through my elbow. “They are not sure what to think.” 
 
    I looked around at the various Demi-Humans who had watched the fighters retreat, and their faces showed anger, confusion, and sadness.  
 
    My princess was right, as usual. 
 
    “Jai, go grab the treaty,” I commanded and gestured to the temple. 
 
    Jai nodded and jogged toward the signing table we had set up just a few hours earlier, and he returned with the treaty and an inkwell. 
 
    “People of Tikal!” I began in a loud voice. “The attack today is one of many reasons to unite the Houses. A united city will stand, but a broken city will fall, and without me and the Royal Guard today, your city could have fallen. We will help you restore this city to the greatness it was before, but you must help us accomplish this!”  
 
    There was a beat of silence before some of the gathered Demi-Humans began to cheer.  
 
    Jai grabbed the quill from the inkwell and signed his name on the peace treaty with a flourish, and the jaguar Demi-Humans cheered even louder. 
 
    Then Chax took the quill from Jai and signed his own name, and the cheetahs gave out high-pitched war cries. 
 
    Finally, Kinba accepted the quill and looked at his lions and then at his daughter. Aaliyah smiled and nodded her head in agreement, so Kinba gave his name a dramatic embellishment, threw his head back, and roared.  
 
    The other lions joined his roars and cheers. 
 
    Alyona tightened her grip on my arm and smiled up at me. “Great job, my lord. Now, let’s celebrate!” 
 
    “I agree,” Laika curled up around my other arm and linked hers through it. “We need some celebration.” 
 
    I growled in appreciation. Two of my gorgeous women back on my arms. Tonight would be a great celebration for sure. 
 
    “House leaders, we can meet tomorrow morning to go over the details of how we want to rebuild,” I declared. “Tonight, let’s party!” 
 
    The three nobles looked at each other and laughed. Then Kinba motioned to several lion Demi-Humans sitting in the Palenque Temple, and they picked up some kind of instruments from under their table. 
 
    It was the first time since I’d been in Inati that I’d heard music. It wasn’t anything like what I’d heard back on Earth, but it was entertaining. I spun Alyona and Laika around and started dancing. Someone brought me a House Oel cactus juice, which I quickly discovered was closer to wine than the cactus water we had in the desert with the phoenix clan. 
 
    I looked around and noticed some cheetahs dancing with lions, and a few lions dancing with jaguars, and I grinned. Yeah, we would make this shit happen for Tikal. Then news would spread across Inati that the Dragon Lord and Divine Maiden were reuniting cities under the rule of the great King Rodion. 
 
    For now, I’d be the Dragon Lord. Then I’d start taking all the cities by storm and become the Dragon Emperor. I was ready to conquer shit and hoard the things I loved--gold, treasure, and beautiful women.  
 
    That reminded me … 
 
    I looked around the room and caught a glimpse of the beautiful Lady Aaliyah. Her golden hair fell in rivulets to her hips, and she shimmied to the beat of the music. She had changed into clean robes, which was a slight disappointment, but she left them open to her pubic bone again, and the slight curve of her small breasts caught my eye. 
 
    When I looked up, her orange eyes were staring into mine as she licked her lips.  
 
    That was a hunt I couldn’t wait for. 
 
    Then I realized she was dancing with Ravi, and they were both staring at me while their bodies wriggled together to the music. 
 
    I could have a lot of fun with those two together.  
 
    My fiancée pulled my attention back to her with a hand to my chest, and she let her fingers trail down to the top of my trousers. My cock had gotten hard as I watched the women dance, and she knew it. She slid her hand back up my torso to the back of my neck and leaned in toward me.  
 
    “You seem to have a new admirer,” Alyona whispered.  
 
    “I believe so.” I grinned. 
 
    “I believe you have some making up to do with us first,” Laika purred as she reached around from behind me and put her hands on Alyona’s arms. 
 
    My cock now stood at full attention as I remembered the last time I had taken both of my lovers together. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Jai interrupted with a drunken stumble, and he caught himself on my shoulder. 
 
    “Great,” I mumbled, and the girls giggled and made their way to the fruit table. 
 
    “How are you enjoying the festivities, sir?” Jai slurred. 
 
    I chortled at his drunkenness. “Having a blast, Jai.” 
 
    “A blast,” he snorted before he hiccupped and walked away. 
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan,” Polina sang as she tapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    I turned to see the dryad sisters wearing deep purple robes that accentuated their emerald skin perfectly. Each of their robes was designed to highlight their best features, and my eyes drank in the women’s beauty. Trina’s robe had slits to the tops of her thighs, Marina’s had a deep V that accentuated her ample breasts, and Polina’s robe was cut out at the hips to reveal her toned abs. 
 
    I caught myself staring at the sisters as my pants tightened again. These women were killing me. 
 
    “Well, hey there, ladies,” I greeted the dryads with a grin. 
 
    “We missed all the fun earlier,” Trina pouted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Marina added as she folded her arms and stuck out her lip. “We went to clean up after we decorated the temple and came back to chaos.”  
 
    “And we didn’t even get to kill any Green Glass Sect fools!” Polina finished. 
 
    I laughed at their three scowling faces. “Don’t worry, ladies. We were able to handle them alright.” 
 
    Polina rolled her eyes. “Obviously, we know our big, badass dragon can handle them, but we wanted to help and kick ass, too!” 
 
    The other two girls tittered at their sister. 
 
    Maybe they were all drunk, too. I wondered how many of my women I could fit in the bed House Onca had provided for me. 
 
    “Well, you do know very well what all I can handle.” I waggled my eyebrows at them. 
 
    The girls giggled even harder and leaned into each other. 
 
    Yep, they were definitely drunk. 
 
    “Come on, sisters,” Marina ordered as she lifted a finger into the air. “There is plenty more cactus juice to consume before the night is over!” 
 
    I groaned to myself. All these drunk, horny women were going to be the death of me. I watched the three sisters stumble together to the drink table and turned back to find Alyona. 
 
    The princess and Laika were dancing together, and their lithe bodies pressed against each other’s as their hips moved to the beat of the music. 
 
    I was practically drooling all over myself, but I had to focus on getting these two upstairs before they were too drunk for me to keep my promise. So, I joined them in their dancing, and I wrapped my arms around Alyona and gripped Laika’s tight ass. 
 
    “We meet again,” I murmured into Alyona’s silver and raven hair. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m getting rather tired with all this commotion,” she leaned back into me and whispered. “Maybe we should go to bed.” 
 
    I agreed wholeheartedly. “Yes, of course, princess. Let’s go!” I grabbed her and Laika’s hands and pulled them toward the door. 
 
    “Have a good night, Lord Evan!” Jai called out behind me. 
 
    I smirked. Oh, yes, I would be having a good night indeed. 
 
    We started to walk back to House Onca, but soon my two lovers stumbled over each other. 
 
    “Let me give you a ride.” I quickly shifted into my dragon form at the edge of the jungle and bent down to let them on. 
 
    The women giggled and made their way up onto my back. 
 
    We finally arrived at House Onca, and I heard Alyona’s light snoring. Laika pulled her down from my back and held her up while I shifted back into my human form. 
 
    “I think the cactus juice won this battle, my lord,” Laika said with a sleepy smile. 
 
    “I think you may be right,” I sighed as I took my future bride in my arms and started carrying her toward the palace. Then I brought her up the stairs to my room and laid her gently on the bed. 
 
    “Let me help.” Laika began untying Alyona’s robes and laying them across the dresser. Then the wolf removed her own boots and leathers, and she moved slowly and deliberately before she tossed her own naked body onto the bed next to Alyona’s. 
 
    I gazed down at the two beautiful women as the moon shone in through the window opening. I had to be the luckiest guy in all of Inati.  
 
    I threw off my own boots and trousers, pulled off my shirt, and tossed them all in a pile by the dresser. Then I turned back to the bed to see both women sleeping soundly and curled up with each other. 
 
    I couldn’t even find it in me to be upset. My lovers were too adorable, and I could always wake them up in the morning with some long-awaited kisses.  
 
    I laid down on the bed next to Laika and slid them over to make some room for my own body. Then I put my hands behind my head and listened to the sounds of my lovers snoring, the music faintly playing back at the temple, and the various sounds of the jungle outside. 
 
    We had a lot of work to do here, but if we could rebuild a city that was literally in ruins, we could rebuild one that was at least functioning. We just had to figure out what everyone brought to the table and what they were lacking. That would be the best way to figure out how to integrate each House into a fully functioning society. 
 
    I dozed off as I planned the discussions for tomorrow’s meeting. 
 
    When I rolled over the next morning, two sets of eyes were watching me, and I was reminded two naked women were in my bed and waiting for a promise to be kept. 
 
    I smirked. I always kept my promises. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Alyona’s violet eyes drifted from my face down my bare chest as her hand skimmed down Laika’s arm.  
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan,” she murmured. 
 
    “Good morning indeed,” I responded. “How are my women feeling?” 
 
    Laika moaned and dragged her hand up her torso to tweak her hard nipple. “I am feeling a bit needy, Lord Evan.” 
 
    I growled in anticipation. “What is it that you ladies need?”  
 
    I loved for my women to beg for me. 
 
    “We need this,” Alyona whispered as she reached across Laika’s goosebumped skin to grab my already throbbing cock.  
 
    I groaned as my arousal twitched in her hand, and then I sat up and wrapped my arms around Alyona’s hips to slide her over. I squeezed myself between the two women and put one of my hands on each of them, and I rolled their taut nipples between my fingers and watched them both gasp with pleasure. Then I smiled and slid my hands further down their cool bodies to each of their warm mounds. 
 
    Laika’s gray curls were standing on end around her slick entrance, so I lightly brushed my thumb across her throbbing clit and felt her body shake under my hand. 
 
    “My lord!” Laika threw her head back and arched her hips against me. 
 
    I maneuvered my other hand to Alyona’s slit, and my fingers slid between her engorged lips. Then I felt her swollen clit with my thumb and rubbed it in circles before I slid a finger inside her. 
 
    Alyona’s hips bucked into me as she moaned with pleasure. “Yes, Evan! More!” 
 
    I grinned and slid a second finger inside Alyona’s soaked pussy, and I slipped two fingers on my other hand inside Laika and watched her squirm and grip the sheets on the bed. 
 
    Alyona’s hands roamed over her own body before she reached over and took a hold of my cock again. Then her hand began pumping up and down my shaft. 
 
    Laika took notice of the movement and began massaging my ball sack. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I let out a moan while my lovers caressed my package, and I thrust my fingers in and out of their drenched canals while my thumbs stimulated their most sensitive parts. 
 
    “Gods, Evan!” Alyona and Laika’s backs both arched off the bed as they climaxed together, and their moans grew louder before their bodies shuddered back down to lay flat against the sheets. 
 
    I smirked with satisfaction and licked my fingers clean while they had a moment to recover. Only for a moment, though, and then I climbed on top of Alyona and pressed the tip of my cock against her dripping lips. 
 
    “Yes!” Alyona wrapped her hips around my back, dug her heels in, and shoved my cock into her pussy. 
 
    I groaned as I felt her tight walls around my shaft, and I pumped in and out of her slick canal as Laika’s body pressed against Alyona’s side. 
 
    I continued to thrust into my future bride and reached a hand over to cup Laika’s breast. The wolf Demi-Human moaned and put her hand on my ass while Alyona raised her hips to force my cock deeper. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” This sent me over the edge, and I felt Alyona’s pussy tighten with her second climax as I began to spray my seed into her. 
 
    The feeling was incredible, and my legs started to shake as my cock seized in ecstasy.  
 
    “Oooh, fill me up, Evan!” she cried. 
 
    “Yesss,” I growled as I filled my Princess’ velvety tunnel, and I saw more of my cum dripping down her thighs when I pulled my still hard cock out of her. 
 
    Then I turned toward Laika and saw her spread her legs wider for me.  
 
    “Oh, no, little wolf,” I said with a sly smile. Then I put my hands on her hips and flipped her to her hands and knees. 
 
    Laika gasped, and her gray tail wagged right next to my face. 
 
    Gods, why did that turn me on so much? 
 
    I shoved my manhood into her dripping slit and watched pleasure ripple up her spine as she gasped. 
 
    Alyona reached over and began stroking Laika’s tail, and the wolf warrior shuddered and moaned. 
 
    I drove my cock inside Laika harder as sweat dripped down my chest and onto her supple ass. Her butt cheeks bounced against my thighs while I gripped her hips, and I pulled her tight body into me with each thrust so I was as deep inside of her as I could get. 
 
    And I was really, really, really deep inside of my wonderful wolf-girl’s tight tunnel.  
 
    “Yes, gods, I’m so close!” Laika cried out after I’d fucked her for five or so moan filled minutes.  
 
    I lifted her hips up just enough to push my shaft all the way into her pussy, and I felt her hot core squeeze as we both climaxed again. I dumped another load of my dragon seed into Laika’s center as her body continued to shudder. Then I pulled my twitching cock from her lips and smirked at the cream that dribbled out of her pinky pussy and splashed onto her thighs.  
 
    Laika flopped over to her back and let out a sigh. “I believe you are a man of your word, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “I concur,” Alyona breathed. 
 
    I chuckled at my satisfied women and then groaned. “We have the meeting this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, but can’t we go one more time, Evan?” Alyona asked while she batted her eyelashes. 
 
    I let out another growl and started to pounce on her when the door flung open. 
 
    “Oh, no!” Trina yelled. 
 
    “We missed it?” Marina gasped. 
 
    “Twice in two days we’ve missed the excitement!” Polina cried with a dramatic wave of her arms. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too, girls,” I laughed. 
 
    The dryads were already dressed and had their hair in braids, but I figured that could be rectified in a few moments. Just as I was about to tell them to take off their clothes and join us in bed, Trina spun around like a ballerina and raised her arms over her head.  
 
    “We come bearing news!” Trina sang with a broad smile.  
 
    “Yes, yes, all the House leaders and their, uh, entourages are waiting for you downstairs,” Marina added with a shifty look. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Entourages?” 
 
    “You’ll just have to come and see for yourself.” Polina nodded her head and pushed her sisters back toward the door. “Come on, girls. Lord Evan, unfortunately, must get dressed before he can come to the meeting. Milady and Dame Laika, we will see you downstairs as well.” 
 
    Then, just as quickly as they had breezed in, the dryad sisters marched out. 
 
    Alyona snickered and threw her legs over the side of the bed. “Come now, Lord Evan. We mustn’t keep our people waiting.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, let’s go see what great mystery awaits us,” I groaned again, and then I hopped off the bed and looked around for my clothes. 
 
    Laika tossed them at me as she threw on her own leathers. Next, she laced up her boots and put on her Blue Tree Guild gorget. 
 
    Alyona reached into the dresser and withdrew a silky black and white robe that matched her hair perfectly. Then she pulled her black forelocks back and braided them in with her silvery white hair. 
 
    I gazed at how beautiful she was. How was I so lucky that she actually wanted to marry me? 
 
    A blush crept up Alyona’s cheeks. “Stop staring, Evan!” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I chuckled and turned back to my own clothes. “Just admiring one of my treasures.” 
 
    Laika laughed with me. “I’ll go get Lord Nikolaus, if you’d like him to be present as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, good call,” I agreed. “I’ll want his opinion on a few different things with these changes.” 
 
    “Meet you in a bit.” Laika slipped out the door and shut it behind her. 
 
    “Are you ready, my lady?” I turned back to my future bride and held out an arm. 
 
    Alyona linked her arm through mine and smiled. “Of course, my lord.” 
 
    We made our way downstairs to the palace library, and I looked around the room and was surprised to see the dryads had not been exaggerating. Each House leader had brought quite a few entourage members to the meeting, though I wasn’t sure why. 
 
    The various Demi-Humans mingled in separate areas, and each group had its nobles, an accompanying lady, an advisor or two, and a handful of warriors. 
 
    I watched their interactions, but I didn’t greet anyone until I saw Nike enter the room. 
 
    “Looks like everyone is expecting a fight,” I muttered as I clasped his forearm. “Did I miss something?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he answered with a glance around the room. “I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary at the party … well, other than the obvious, of course.” 
 
    I smirked at the reminder.  
 
    “Well, I guess we will see what’s going on.” I turned to the crowd and cleared my throat. “Lords and ladies, thank you for coming.” 
 
    The crowd hushed and turned to look at me. 
 
    “I would tell everyone to have a seat, but I don’t think there are enough chairs to go around.” I moved to the head of the table and gestured to the seat at my right hand for Alyona. 
 
    We both sat down, and the noblemen of the Houses followed suit. Then Laika slipped in the doorway and positioned herself behind Alyona’s chair. 
 
    “Where are Ravi and the dryads?” I asked her under my breath. 
 
    “I saw them in the hallway on the way here,” my wolf-girl lover whispered. “They didn’t feel comfortable being involved in politics, so they decided to train this morning.”  
 
    I nodded to her and turned back to the leaders. “I know this seems like a daunting task, but I guarantee if we work together, we can help get Tikal back on its feet and flourishing, just as we have done in Hatra.” 
 
    With that, the dam broke. 
 
    “How are we going to work with these--” 
 
    “They cannot see reason!” 
 
    “--idiots that--” 
 
    “Who are you calling idiots?” 
 
    “So full of themselves!” 
 
    “Enough!” I roared and slammed my hand down with a thud. This little meeting had already pissed me off. 
 
    The room came to a hush. 
 
    “How do you expect to get anywhere while acting like whiny little children?” I growled with disgust. “Everyone has fucked up over the last hundred years, so moving forward is really the only way to get anything done.” 
 
    “What Lord Evan is trying to say is that acknowledging the wrongdoings of all the Houses at this very moment is counterproductive,” Alyona cut in as she put her hand on my arm. “The goal, and the goal of King Rodion, is to help unite your people, so we can all work together instead of falling apart and allowing the Breach to consume all the broken pieces.” 
 
    I felt waves of calmness as she purified some of my anger. I knew she was right, and I nodded my appreciation to her. The princess was much better at this diplomacy shit than I was. 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “Before we really dig in, we need to cut to the chase on some things here. We will walk to each area of the city to discuss these issues, and I don’t believe we need a sixty-person train to follow us on that trip. Does anyone disagree?” 
 
    The Demi-Humans looked among their groups, but no one answered. 
 
    “To be clear, I will work with the House leader, the lady of the house, and an advisor,” I stated plainly. “There is no need to walk around with all these warriors. We need to show the city that we trust each other. If you’re worried about outside forces, well, you’ll have a dragon lord and the Divine Maiden with you. I’m sure you’ll be safe.” 
 
    The nobles began murmuring again to their groups before Jai stood up.  
 
    “I agree, Lord Evan,” the jaguar announced. “I will be accompanied only by my advisors Raed and Jamir.” 
 
    Not to be outdone, Kinba pushed his chair back and cleared his throat. “I will only need my daughter, Aaliyah, and my advisor Kalem.” 
 
    Chax was still leaning over to Imani when he finally looked up. “Yes, Imani and Chidi will be accompanying me.” 
 
    I nodded in satisfaction. I’d suspected the lords didn’t trust each other, but we were going to have to get that shit out of the way now. We had too much to accomplish to worry about old fights. 
 
    “Great, gather up your smaller groups, and we will meet at the Palenque Temple in an hour,” I advised. 
 
    Then I stood up from the table and gestured for Nike, Alyona, and Laika to follow me to the hallway.  
 
    “Well … that was enlightening,” Nike chuckled.  
 
    “I think the actual fixing stuff will be fine, but we will have to keep a close eye on the emotional crap,” I muttered. 
 
    Alyona and Laika nodded. 
 
    “I think you were right to get rid of the extra chaff though,” Nike added. “It will make it easier to defuse any hostile situations.” 
 
    “Most definitely,” Laika agreed with a nod. “The more, the merrier is not a phrase I would apply to these people just yet.” 
 
    We followed the hallway out the front doors of the palace and were almost immediately drenched in sweat. The humidity in this jungle palace was ridiculous. 
 
    I stepped far enough away from the entrance to give myself room to transform as I shifted into my black, strong dragon body, and I almost shook with relief. I hated how much time we’d spent indoors lately. My dragon form was starting to feel claustrophobic. 
 
    “Can we ride?” Alyona called up to me.  
 
    I laughed out loud, and it boomed through the small clearing. “Of course, princess.” 
 
    Alyona and Laika hopped on my back with delight, and each grabbed one of my spikes to hold. 
 
    “I think we might do a little flying today, so care to join, Nike?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope, you go right ahead,” he responded with a laugh. “I’ll meet you at the fountain.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” I shrugged, and then I took off with a jump and let my wings take us above the trees. 
 
    The two women on my back laughed, and I craned my neck around as I watched the wind blow Laika’s wolf ears back, and Alyona’s braid was almost straight behind her head. 
 
    It was nice to see two of my women relaxing, especially the two who did the most work for me and the kingdom we were building. 
 
    I soared above the jungle and then took them over each section of Tikal, from the grasslands of the cheetahs to the deserts of the lions. Each area had its own sections for agriculture and livestock, hunting and cooking, living and relaxing. Yet, each of those sections was similar to each other in design. The Houses probably had no idea how much alike they were, despite their feuds. 
 
    Once we’d hovered over most of the city, I worked our way back toward the fountain in the center. I floated down slowly, though, so I wouldn’t land on anyone dumb enough to walk under the giant dragon. 
 
    When I landed, the girls slid off my back and clapped. 
 
    “That was amazing, Evan!” Alyona cheered. “I enjoyed flying much better than walking!” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” I snickered as I transformed my body back into its human form. 
 
    Nike strode over to us and clapped a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Quite an entrance, brother,” he chuckled and gestured to the small crowd of Demi-Humans that had gathered as I landed. 
 
    I noticed they were whispering to each other, so I used my dragon senses to listen in. 
 
    “He really is a dragon.” 
 
    “Did you know they were so big in real life?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen one before, but I heard they hated people.” 
 
    I raised a hand and called out to the crowd. “For anyone who has yet to meet me, I am Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash. I am a dragon, and I don’t hate people.” 
 
    “You’ll just have to let them see for themselves,” Laika snorted and shook her head as the Demi-Humans continued to look unconvinced. 
 
    We continued to the fountain, where the three leaders and their much smaller entourages were waiting. 
 
    “Greetings, ladies and gentlemen. We will start with House Jubatus and work our way around the main roads of the city. Sound good?” I looked around with an eyebrow up. None of them should argue with me after their little stunt this morning. 
 
    The three noble Demi-Humans nodded, and I gestured toward Chax to lead the way. Then we turned south and walked toward the main area of House Jubatus. 
 
    “As you can see, our territory is grassland, so we have some dry plants that we can harvest such as oats, as well as small animals we can hunt,” Chax pointed out. 
 
    “What about the harvest issues you brought up the other day?” I asked. 
 
    Chax stumbled and looked to Chidi for advice. 
 
    “It was just a misunderstanding, that’s all,” Chidi replied quickly, and he and Chax looked at each other before they glanced toward the other two House leaders. 
 
    “Oh, boy,” I muttered and held up a hand. “Stop the train.” 
 
    The group stopped to stare at me. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Lord Evan?” Chax asked as his ears twitched nervously atop his head.  
 
    “Imani.” I directed my attention to Chax’s sister, who’d been pretty straightforward since we met. “Which is it? You had a rough time harvesting, or everything is fine?” 
 
    Imani looked at her brother then stared back at me. “We have struggled with harvest. The edges of the grasslands are starting to erode to a more desert-like climate. Our herbalists say we have not been tending the fields properly for the amount of rain we have.” 
 
    “Thank you for your honesty, Imani.” I dipped my head, and then I turned back toward the rest of the group. “I expect nothing but honesty moving forward. I know it’s a struggle to reveal these issues in front of people who you used to consider your enemies, but they are no longer enemies.” 
 
    “Of course, easy for you to say,” Kinba huffed and pursed his lips. “You have the king of Rahma to support you. We haven’t had support in decades.” 
 
    Jai and Chax nodded their agreement. 
 
    “Lord Evan has succeeded in rebuilding Hatra from literal ruins, and that was before the great King made his appearance in their city,” Nike declared with a frown. “So, you will respect the work he has done and will continue to do for Rahma.” 
 
    Alyona bowed her head to Nike. “Lord Nikolaus is right. King Rodion did not know the work we’d done in Hatra prior to his appearance. In fact, it was because he saw how hard Lord Evan had worked that he sent us to travel Rahma and help other cities rebuild in the same way. He wants the best for the kingdom, and we have to work through the worst things to get the best done.” 
 
     “I think you have made some good points, Your Highness.” Aaliyah clasped her clawed fingers in front of her chest and looked pointedly at her father. 
 
    “Yes, I can certainly improve on the outlook I have presented for House Oel,” Kinba sighed.  
 
    I looked at Jai, who dipped his head but stayed silent. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a smile. Then I resumed walking and turned back to Chax. “Now, it sounds like we need to figure out some kind of solution for your agriculture problems. We may be better suited to discuss it with the dryads and the herbalists. My uncle Moskal is back in Hatra, and he is an herbalist as well, so I may seek some additional advice from him.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, we will open our minds to new ideas on how to better grow our crops,” Chax agreed. 
 
    We reached a side street and turned back toward the desert of House Oel, and then I motioned for Kinba and Aaliyah to walk closer to the front of the group and take the lead. 
 
    Kinba walked with his head held high and shoulders out as far as they could go. His golden robes were long and draped through the sand pockets as we got closer to the territory he dominated. 
 
    “Now, we obviously have been able to survive under our conditions--” 
 
    “Cut to it, Kinba,” I interrupted his noble speech. 
 
    Kinba cleared his throat and looked down at his feet. “Ah, we have struggled with keeping a steady food supply, Lord Evan. Sometimes we can hunt enough to last for months, sometimes we eat nothing but cacti and prickly pears for a few weeks.”  
 
    “This is nothing to be ashamed of, Lord Kinba,” Alyona said in a soothing tone. “These are the reasons we are here. The last thing we want is for Tikal citizens to starve because of pride or inconvenience.” 
 
    Kinba nodded his head but continued to look away from the group. 
 
    “Listen, we can’t grow anything good in the desert,” Aaliyah announced and rolled her eyes. “That’s just the way it goes. So, when we can’t grow good crops, the people hunt more animals. When they hunt more than usual, the animal population depletes for a while, and we have to wait for it to build back up. I’m not sure how you can help, but that’s the issue.”  
 
    She crossed her arms over her ample breasts and waited for my response. 
 
    I was momentarily distracted by her ferocity, but I shook my head and looked back at her. “I actually have an idea in mind that I believe would help with both the problems mentioned so far, but I want to wait until we hear from Lord Jai to announce anything just yet. Okay?” 
 
    “You don’t have to play games about it, Lord Evan,” Aaliyah grunted in response. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not playing games,” I laughed, and then I winked at the lion Demi-Human. “I’m more into hunting anyway.”  
 
    “I thought you might be,” she murmured, and her tail flicked around behind her. 
 
    My mind was filled with images of the lioness and her claws digging into my back when Alyona squeezed my arm. 
 
    “Jai, I believe you were ready to lead us to House Onca?” she prodded. 
 
    “Yes, Milady,” he agreed. 
 
    We turned from the sandy desert to head back into the humid jungle. 
 
    “We haven’t had a problem with having a supply of something to eat like Lord Chax and Lord Kinba,” Jai began, “but we have had an issue with one of our main supplies. I believe the river we were using has become polluted. No one can seem to cleanse it, not even the mages, and the water makes people sick.” 
 
    Alyona perked up. She was the best of us with magic. “You think it’s a magical pollution or perhaps something in the environment itself?” 
 
    Jai shrugged. “We can’t be sure, but it seems magical in nature.” 
 
    “I would like to see this river for myself,” the princess continued. “If we can purify the water, that would help with any issues stemming from water supply.” 
 
    I nodded to her. “I agree, if you can take care of that water, we may be able to use it for my other idea.” 
 
    We stopped at the fountain outside the Palenque Temple. 
 
    “Many of these issues are aggravated by how separate your factions are,” I began. “If Onca was low on water, they should have been able to ask Oel or Jubatus to help for a time while they figured out the pollution issue. If Oel or Jubatus were low on plants and crops, they should have been able to request them from Onca. Does that make sense?” 
 
    The leaders grumbled, but I heard some yeses in there, too. 
 
    “So, I think moving forward, the city of Tikal should host a bazaar day here,” I continued as I walked toward the temple. “We’ve already discovered it is big enough to host most of the citizens of Tikal, so it should support various tables and booths for trading items.”  
 
    “Ah, that is an interesting idea,” Jai murmured. 
 
    “Here, the jaguars can set up tables to trade plants and crops that have grown well in your jungle, despite the water supply.” I gestured to the north wall.  
 
    “Hmm,” Aaliyah hummed, but her eyes were intrigued. 
 
    I moved over to the west wall. “The cheetahs can bring meat from the smaller animals you hunt since the supply seems steady.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea, sir,” Chidi muttered. 
 
    “And here.” I pointed to the south wall. “The lions can bring cactus juice and fruits that thrive even when your hunting supply runs low.” 
 
    “That could work,” Kinba grumbled as he twisted his mane with a finger. 
 
    Alyona grinned and threw her arms around me. “Oh, Lord Evan! What a fantastic idea!” She turned back to the group. “The trades shouldn’t be limited to food and crops either. If a citizen is great with the smithy or herbs or basket weaving, then they should be able to bring their wares as well!” 
 
    Her excitement was contagious, and I watched as the leaders’ faces began to light up with ideas. 
 
    “Great idea, brother,” Nike said with fervor as he clasped my forearm. “I think this will be a great start to rebuilding Tikal.” 
 
    Laika nodded her approval. 
 
    Jai stepped forward and took my clawed hand in his. “Lord Evan, I am excited to get this started.” 
 
     “I think this might actually work,” Chax agreed and dipped his head. 
 
    Everyone turned to Kinba to await the lion’s response, and after a few moments, he took a bow.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” Kinba rumbled, “I believe you have proven me wrong. House Oel will be happy to contribute to this bazaar.” 
 
    I grinned and saluted. 
 
    Now, to go talk to the dryad sisters and figure out what the hell to do about all these crops. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I looked around the temple and congratulated myself. 
 
    The nobles were finally talking to each other in real conversations. The jaguar advisors were bent over a plant talking with the cheetah advisor, and the lion Demi-Humans compared their big game to the small game that Imani’s group had hunted the week before. 
 
    It was visible progress. 
 
    “I’m going to head back to House Onca and talk with the dryads about some agriculture solutions,” I announced to the group. “We’ll meet with each of you this afternoon with ideas.” 
 
    “I’d like to join you,” Aaliyah cut in as she stepped toward me. “I’m very interested in what these sisters can figure out.” 
 
    “That is fine.” Her father nodded his approval at the idea. 
 
     “Of course,” I agreed and held out my arm. “You know the land.” 
 
    Aaliyah looped her arm through mine, and then we walked outside with Alyona, Laika, and Nike following close behind. 
 
    “I know a lot of things, Lord Evan,” Aaliyah said with a sly smile as we began walking toward the jungle. 
 
    “I have no doubt about that,” I murmured, and I imagined her lean warrior body under the tight red robes she wore today. 
 
    “I’ve never met a dragon before,” she added. “I’d love to learn more about dragons and their … mating habits.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. Wow, she was subtle. 
 
    “I would be happy to teach you everything I know,” I answered, and my cock pressed against my trousers at the idea of educating the lioness. 
 
    Her eyes flicked down to my arousal, and she let out a light purr. “You know, I’m used to playing cat and mouse with my prey.” 
 
    “I’m no mouse,” I growled back. 
 
    “Oh, I know that, Lord Evan.” She batted her long brown eyelashes at me and laughed. “I am just excited to devour my prize after this hunt.” 
 
    Before I could respond, we had walked up to House Onca, and the dryad sisters came running out to greet us. 
 
    “You must be the lovely Lady Aaliyah!” Marina cried. 
 
    “You are lovely, indeed,” Trina gasped with wide eyes. 
 
    “I love your hair,” Polina giggled as she ran her green fingers through Aaliyah’s golden curls. 
 
    “Well, thank you,” Aaliyah laughed. “I take it you are the dryad sisters that Lord Evan has been telling us about?” 
 
    “That’s us!” Trina exclaimed and twirled in a circle. “What has he been telling you?” 
 
    “Perhaps he told her how much fun we had,” Polina suggested with a wink. 
 
    “We did have a lot of fun in his room,” Marina agreed. 
 
    Aaliyah looked at me with a smirk. “No, he was actually telling us about how crucial you three would be in resolving some plant problems we have across the city.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Polina said with a shy smile. “Well, we are good with those things, too.” 
 
    “We are good at many things, Lady Aaliyah,” Trina supplied. 
 
    “But we love helping the Dragon Lord most!” Marina declared. 
 
    “Ladies, I’m glad you want to help,” I cut in before things got too wild. “We need to figure out a few things for Houses Oel and Jubatus, but can we go inside out of this humid air?” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Trina squealed. Then she turned on her heels and yanked her sisters with her. “Come, come, we can go sit in the library!” 
 
    The dryads darted up the stairs without another word, and I chuckled as Aaliyah and I went to follow the sisters into the palace. 
 
    Then I remembered the rest of our entourage, and I turned to see Alyona, Laika, and Nike start up the stairs as well.  
 
    “We are heading to the library to let the sisters in on the issues and see what they can do,” I explained. “Care to join us?”  
 
    “Yes, we are coming!” Laika called out. 
 
    “I’m coming, too!” Ravi yelled from inside the palace, and the phoenix appeared in the doorway a moment later. 
 
    I was glad to see her getting involved. She had been a little standoffish the last few days. 
 
    We all walked into the library as the sisters were setting down parchment and inkwells to take notes. 
 
    I laughed to myself and shook my head. These girls went all out when they wanted to get something done. 
 
    “Okay, for House Oel, their desert climate has limited their ability to grow any crops worth harvesting other than some fruit and cacti,” I started. 
 
    The dryads nodded and scribbled furiously on their papers. 
 
    “When they’re low on crops,” I continued, “they over hunt, so we have rising and falling food supplies because of the crops. Make sense?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Polina murmured. 
 
    “Great.” I clapped my hands and moved on. “Now, House Jubatus. They have low production with their crops due to the rain supply and how they have moved their crops each season. It sounds like they waited to get an herbalist’s opinion until they had already been doing things a certain way.”  
 
    Trina shook her head in dismay, while Marina covered her face with her hands. 
 
    “Why don’t people talk to us plant people first!” Polina responded with an eye roll. “We could have shown them exactly how to rotate their crops … Okay, what’s done is done. We will probably have to just start them over.” 
 
    “Start them over?” Aaliyah asked, and her eyes widened in shock. “It will take months to restart their supply.” 
 
    “Oh, Lady Aaliyah,” Trina giggled. “You underestimate us. They will be able to harvest a round of crops within the week.” 
 
    “Really?” Aaliyah raised an eyebrow. “Well, if that’s the case, I can see why Lord Evan is impressed with you three.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we are very impressive,” Polina agreed. 
 
    “We can show you our work with House Oel first!” Trina exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes, yes, then you will see that we are very helpful,” Marina finished. 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea, ladies,” I agreed. “We can start with House Oel and get some desert crops growing.” 
 
    “Ooh, can I come, too?” Ravi asked as she jumped up and waved her hands. “I know a lot about surviving in the desert, obviously, and I could help!” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s great, Ravi,” I answered with a smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” the phoenix murmured, and her cheeks flushed under my gaze. 
 
    I suddenly wondered if she’d been missing her home. The phoenix tribe had secretly survived in the desert for a long time, thanks to her father and King Rodion, and she had only recently ventured out to meet us. Getting her into the desert climate of Tikal would be good for her. 
 
    “Alright, it’s settled,” I said as I looked around the group. “Is anyone else going?”  
 
    “I believe the two of us will be staying here,” Nike responded as he gestured to the wolf Demi-Human beside him. “Jai should be returning soon, and Laika and I would like to go over some plans for some security measures for the bazaar day.” 
 
    “Ah, good thinking, brother,” I agreed with a nod. “Hopefully, we don’t need security, but after the last big event, better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “And I’d like to talk with Jai about the water here,” Alyona added. “Maybe they don’t know the proper way to get rid of pollution.”  
 
    “Of course.” I smiled at my future bride and pressed my lips to her hand. 
 
    Then we all stood up, and the dryads, Ravi, Aaliyah, and I made our way back to the door. As soon as we were clear of the palace, though, I looked over at Aaliyah and winked.  
 
    “Watch this,” I said, and the other four girls noticed my concentration and took several steps back. 
 
    Then I focused my mind on taking my dragon form, and my hardened scales continued down my arms onto my forelegs as my wings and tail took shape. 
 
    The dryads jumped up and down as they clapped for my transformation. 
 
    “Ooh, big badass dragon Evan!” Polina cheered. 
 
    “We love sexy badass time,” Trina added. 
 
    “We aren’t fighting anyone,” I chuckled. “I just figured you ladies would enjoy a ride rather than a walk.” 
 
    “Even better!” Marina squealed as she pulled herself onto my back. 
 
    Aaliyah smirked as she watched the dryads climb onto my dragon body. “I suppose I’m invited on this little ride?” 
 
    “Oh, I promise it’s not little,” I answered with a wink. “Just get on.” 
 
    The other four girls snickered, and Aaliyah laughed and climbed up behind the sisters. 
 
    When everyone was situated, Ravi transformed into her small phoenix body. Then she flew up a few feet above my snout and floated back down to perch between my eyes. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked.  
 
    I was answered with cheers and claps from the women. 
 
    So, we set off toward House Oel in the desert climate of Tikal. The dryads, Aaliyah, and Ravi were having an animated conversation on my back about the types of plants and fruits that could grow well in the desert, while I thought about what else the Green Glass Sect might have planned. 
 
    I was pissed they had attacked Tikal, and I still hadn’t heard back from Ruslan or Valerra to make sure that Hatra was okay. I’d give them until the end of the day before I sent another messenger, but I had to focus on Tikal for now. 
 
    We arrived at the pyramid palace, and the women slid off my back while Ravi flew just high enough to transform back into her human form. 
 
    “Father!” Aaliyah called out as she led our party through the front doors. “Lord Evan is here for the agriculture problem!” 
 
    “Ahh, hello again,” Kinba responded as he waltzed into the great hall. “These must be the amazing dryad sisters, I presume.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lord Kinba,” Polina said with a curtsy, and her sisters curtsied as well. 
 
    “And I believe you’ve met Ravi.” Aaliyah gestured to the phoenix with a sly grin. “She lived in the desert for decades and has some ideas for us, too.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the not-so-extinct phoenix,” Kinba mused as he tilted his head at Ravi. “I’m sure we have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “I’d be pleased to help you,” Ravi answered and smiled at the lion. 
 
    “And I suppose you’ll be here to ensure that the work gets done?” Kinba turned to me, and something about his tone rubbed me the wrong way. 
 
    It seemed the former leader of Tikal still needed a lesson in humility.  
 
    “I know how to get my hands dirty, Kinba,” I snapped back. “From what I’ve seen, House Oel only knew how to watch everyone else work hard while they reaped the benefits. No wonder Tikal mutinied.” 
 
    “Okay, gentlemen,” Aaliyah soothed us as we both clenched our fists. “I believe we have pointed out the importance of remembering that the past is the past, what’s done is done, and we must be able to move forward as Hatra has moved forward, right?” 
 
    She was a smart one. Using my own words against me.  
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled and crossed my arms. 
 
    “Fine,” Kinba muttered.  
 
    The room lapsed into an uncomfortable silence, but before anyone could break it, a small silvery fox suddenly soared through the door and opened its mouth. Then I heard Ruslan’s voice.  
 
    “All is well here in Hatra, my son. From what Valerra lets us see, our grandegg is doing great! So is Valerra’s other egg. And she said to quit worrying about her as she is not a hatchling. But not to worry, we are all fine!” 
 
    I chuckled and felt my shoulders relax. Hatra was fine, and the eggs were fine. The Green Glass Sect must have followed me here, just as Mara had suggested. While that cemented my intentions to stay in Tikal until we could get a handle on things, it was a relief to know my enemies were not spreading hellfire throughout Hatra. 
 
    “I had no idea,” Kinba mumbled as he looked up at me with a furrowed brow. “I’m sorry you had to leave your eggs behind to come help us.” 
 
    The lion Demi-Human seemed sincere in his sympathy, so I decided to let the previous animosity between us go.  
 
    “There’s no way you could have known that,” I answered with a shrug. “I wanted to help the other cities in Rahma, and the king knew I could be helpful.” 
 
    “I can see he thinks very highly of you,” the lion conceded. 
 
    “Thank you,” I responded. “Now, let’s get back to these crops. Where do you grow everything?” 
 
    “This way.” Kinba gestured to a door leading to the back side of the palace. 
 
    We followed him through a few turns and out a rear door into what looked like a big pile of sand with some sticks and about two dozen cacti sprouting through it. 
 
    I could see they really needed some help in the growing department. 
 
    “Is this … the garden?” Polina questioned as she looked around the nearly barren area. 
 
    “We are currently in one of the, ah, low harvest phases I mentioned,” Kinba said, and he ran his hand through his mane. “We have the cacti over here, as you can see. A couple of those bear prickly pears also.” 
 
    The dryads looked at each other and shook their heads. 
 
    “How do you grow anything with no water system?” Trina asked. 
 
    “Well, do you think water magically appears in the desert?” Aaliyah scoffed and crossed her arms. “We’ve been doing our best, but our gardeners tire of carrying water buckets all the way from the fountain.” 
 
    “All we would need is to find a better water supply,” Marina said. 
 
    “Then we could bring in some fruit trees,” Polina added. 
 
    “Oooh, and we could get some grapevines started!” Ravi gushed and clapped her hands. 
 
    “Ah, here is our lead gardener now,” Kinba interrupted. “Lord Evan, this is Wekesa.” 
 
    Kinba turned and motioned for an older lion Demi-Human to join us. Wekesa had gray streaks running through his mane, and his clawed hands were wrinkled and weathered. 
 
    “Good day, Lord Evan,” the elderly lion croaked with a small bow. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Wekesa,” I answered, and I wondered for a moment how old the lion was. I had yet to see a Demi-Human that looked so aged. 
 
    “There is water!” Marina exclaimed suddenly, and I turned to see all three dryads with their hands in the sand. 
 
    “Where?” Aaliyah asked as she uncrossed her arms and looked at the sisters with interest. 
 
    “Far, far below the sand’s surface,” Polina said and tilted her head to the side. “It’s not surprising you haven’t been able to find it on your own.” 
 
    “Lord Evan, do you think you could help us bring it up with your stone magic?” Trina wondered as she looked up at me. 
 
    Well, sand was made up of small stones, right? Surely, I could use the power I’d gained from the stone giants to make that work. 
 
    “I think I can give it a whirl,” I conceded. 
 
    I focused on my spiritual sea as I drew out the stone magic. Then I let my power search through the ground below me the same way I searched for treasure, only in this case, the treasure was water. Suddenly, I felt the shift from sand and stone to something less solid. So, I pushed the stones around to form a circle in the gap and built the circle higher and higher, until a well pushed up out of the sand in front of us. 
 
    Ravi and the dryads clapped and cheered. 
 
    “Perfect!” Trina cried. 
 
    “Oh, that will work so much better,” Wekesa said with a grin. 
 
    Kinba merely nodded his approval. 
 
    “Well, look at that, Lord Evan.” Aaliyah smirked. “Yet another trick up your sleeve.” 
 
    “I suppose I will leave you to it, then,” Kinba muttered. “Please, don’t hesitate to come find me if you need anything. I’m sure I’ll be back later to check on things.”  
 
    Then he turned and traipsed back inside the palace. 
 
    “Do you think you can make more wells, Lord Evan?” Ravi asked. 
 
    “Yes, if we can put them in certain places along a path, we can make it easier for the gardeners to access the water supply, so they can grow the crops more steadily!” Trina continued with excitement. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Show me where.” 
 
    We continued along the dryads’ pattern. They confirmed water underground, and I created a well to access it. I hadn’t used much magic since we got to Tikal, and like my dragon form, it felt good to spread out and feel the power again. I just had to be careful not to completely drain myself. 
 
    After about a dozen wells, I stopped to catch my breath. “Give me a few minutes, ladies. I want to get this done today, so I need to rest my magic some.” 
 
    The sisters nodded, and we walked back to where Ravi and Wekesa were still discussing plant options. 
 
    “You can change which vegetables you grow based on the season,” Ravi explained. “So, when it’s cooler, you should be able to grow things like lettuce, broccoli, potatoes, and spinach, but when it’s warmer, you should try for beans, peppers, melons, squash, or tomatoes.” 
 
    Wekesa wrote down all her suggestions on a small piece of paper. 
 
    “And don’t forget about putting in some fruit trees!” Polina called out. 
 
    “Yes, yes, some apple and peach trees would work nicely now that you have a way to provide them with regular water,” Trina added with a nod. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going down to the cellar to see what all seeds we already have that we can plant,” Wekesa said, and his weathered face creased with a broad grin. “Then you can show me where to plant everything!” 
 
    “You got it.” Ravi grinned back, and I could tell she was really enjoying herself. 
 
    Wekesa hurried toward another door near the one we had come out, and then he threw it open to run inside. 
 
    “I haven’t seen him go that fast in ages,” Aaliyah observed. “Wekesa must be very excited about your plans.” 
 
    “They are great plans,” Polina agreed. 
 
    “You will love it!” Trina yelled. 
 
    “I’m sure we will,” Aaliyah chuckled. “I’m sorry I doubted you.” 
 
    “You doubted us?” Marina asked as she frowned. 
 
    Before Aaliyah could respond, Wekesa burst out the door again with bags in each arm. 
 
    “I decided to just grab everything we had,” Wekesa announced and shrugged. “It wasn’t much anyway.” 
 
    Ravi and the sisters took the bags and began poring through their contents. They mumbled to each other about seeds and seasons before they each had a collection of seeds to plant. 
 
    “Okay, we are currently in your warm season, so we are going to plant these squash and tomatoes,” Ravi began. 
 
    “Plus, we want to start some trees that you can pick from regularly, so we have the apple seeds and fig seeds,” Polina continued. 
 
    “And if we can get a good system going, we should be able to get a decent vineyard for grapes, too!” Trina finished. 
 
    “Lead the way, ladies.” Wekesa gestured to the rows of sand between the newly built wells. 
 
    Aaliyah and I stood in the shade of the pyramid as the sisters and Ravi led Wekesa on a zigzag path through the sands to plant their seeds. After they put each one underground, the dryads placed a hand in its vicinity and gave the seeds a little magical boost. By the time they returned to us, there were half a dozen rows of sprouts making their appearance in the sand. 
 
    “Wow, you weren’t kidding about being able to get stuff going quickly,” Aaliyah breathed with wide eyes. 
 
    “Of course not,” Trina answered. 
 
    “Why would we kid about that?” Marina asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “You know, with easier access to the water, you could build an indoor hydroponic system, too,” I thought out loud. “It could help you with some more temperature-sensitive stuff like herbs.” 
 
    “Oh, great idea, Lord Evan!” Wekesa exclaimed, and I thought the old lion was going to do a heel kick, he looked so excited. “Let’s go right in here by the cellar. No one really goes in and out of here except for the gardeners, so it should be safe.” 
 
    We followed Wekesa to the door he had flung open earlier, and inside was a small room with a set of stairs leading down on the left. We turned to the right and saw a small table with plant pots and various tools. 
 
    “Okay, so let’s start with a long, lightweight pipe and some herb seeds,” I instructed. 
 
    As Wekesa searched for the pipe, I racked my brain to remember all the steps I had learned for this back in my junior high science fair days. We just had to get water flowing into the root system and keep the plants suspended. 
 
    “Will this work?” Wekesa popped up with a pipe about three feet long and made of some kind of plastic-looking material. 
 
    “That is perfect,” I noted. “Let’s cut a few holes in it.” 
 
    We used knives from the tool set and cut two-inch holes into the pipe about four inches apart from each other. The ends of the pipe were already plugged up with more of the weird plastic material, so that was one less step. 
 
    “Ravi, would you mind getting us some water?” I asked the phoenix. 
 
    “Oh, sure!” she answered, and she darted back outside. 
 
    I showed Wekesa how to set up each of the small slotted pots into the holes, and we added some small shreds of an apron sitting on the table into each of the pots to support the seeds. 
 
    Ravi strolled back in with a bucket of water, and we placed the seeds in each small pot and dumped water in the pipe. 
 
    Then the dryad sisters each placed a hand on the system and closed their eyes, and in a few seconds, small shoots began sprouting from each pot. 
 
    “Great job!” I grinned at the sisters, and then I turned back to Wekesa. “You shouldn’t have to wait a very long time on either of these with the dryads’ help, but it will give you a good start.” 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough,” the weathered lion said with a bow. 
 
    “Evan, we have to get the rest of the wells done, it’s going to be dark soon,” Trina warned. 
 
    “Ah, yes, let’s go,” I agreed. 
 
    We walked back outside, and the sisters directed me back to where we had left off with the wells. 
 
     As I wiped the sweat off my brow a short while later, a shiny, transparent jaguar appeared in front of me. It was a magical messenger from House Onca. 
 
    “Come quick, Lord Evan!” I heard Jai’s voice from the jaguar, and his tone immediately set me on edge. “The princess said you are a skilled healer.” 
 
    I cursed under my breath and resumed my focus on the last well. I brought it up and then hooked an arm around Ravi’s elbow. “Get the dryads ready. We have to get back to House Onca, and fast.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Ravi answered with a quick nod. “We will be ready at the front gate in just a few minutes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to have to leave in such a rush,” I apologized to Aaliyah. “Please let your father know that we finished the wells and hydroponic systems, but if he has any questions, he can just let me know.” 
 
    “Sounds great.” Aaliyah smiled. “Thank you for everything you’ve done already.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure,” I answered with a dramatic bow. Then I turned to see the dryads and Ravi standing at the gate. “Ready?” 
 
    All four women nodded, and I waved to Aaliyah.  
 
    She waved back and then scurried back into the pyramid. 
 
    I quickly transformed into my dragon body and crouched low as my women clambered up onto my back. The entire time, my gaze was fixed toward the east, where House Onca laid.  
 
    The ride here had been enlightening, but I was worried the ride back may not be as profound. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    I flew quickly through the city, a little lower than I normally would, but the tone of the jaguar messenger’s voice had me worried. Had the Green Glass Sect attacked again? Or were more members of Tikal’s unstable population going after each other like the cheetahs and jaguars during the celebration? 
 
    My mind jumped from negative idea to negative idea, since nothing good could have happened if they required my healing power. I couldn’t stop my mind from racing, so I had to make my body race, too. Then I picked up some more speed and finally saw the jungle trees come into view. 
 
    I swooped down to make a bumpy landing in front of House Onca’s seat, and the four women slid off my back so I could transform. Then I changed back into my human shape in record time and sprinted up the stairs and into the palace. 
 
    Servants, warriors, and various house staff hustled in all directions as we walked into the great hall, but no one so much as glanced our way. 
 
    “Hey, what happened?” I asked a passing serving boy. 
 
    He made no attempt to answer me as he continued to rush down the hallway and out of view. 
 
    I growled and grabbed a different jaguar by the sleeve. “I need to know where Jai and Alyona are and what the hell is going on here!” 
 
    “S-Sorry, my lord, I-I don’t know much,” the servant stuttered as he held up an arm full of towels. “I was just told to get warm towels.”  
 
    “And take them where?” I demanded. 
 
    “To the infirmary,” he answered quickly. 
 
    I released his sleeve so he could continue his task, but I had no idea where the infirmary was. I turned to the dryads and Ravi, but they looked just as confused as I felt.  
 
    This was getting fucking annoying. 
 
    “Evan!” Alyona suddenly called out as she waved her hands above the crowd. 
 
    I marched through the jaguars to her. Finally, some answers. 
 
    “I’m sorry we were so cryptic, but you must hurry!” Alyona pulled my hand toward a hallway on the other side of the great hall. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. “Everyone is rushing around, but no one seems to know why.” 
 
    “Four jaguar Demi-Humans were brought back from the river, and they were acting crazy,” Alyona explained. “They have been screaming, trying to fight everyone who tried to help them. One of them even has some kind of white puffy stuff coming out of his mouth.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. Rabies? Was that a thing in Inati? I’d never treated it in humans, let alone Demi-Humans, but the symptoms she described sounded an awful lot like the Earthly disease, and I knew it could be deadly. 
 
    “We thought the water was polluted, so I purified it and showed them how to boil it as well,” Alyona continued. “Even if I missed a non-magical pollutant, it should be clean enough for them to use it. I just don’t understand where I went wrong.”  
 
    The princess wrung her hands as she talked, and I could tell she was worked up about these jaguars. 
 
    “I’m sure you did everything you could,” I consoled her. “There couldn’t possibly be anyone better at taking care of this stuff than you.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying that, Evan,” Alyona mumbled. 
 
    “I’m not just saying that, Alyona.” I came to an abrupt stop, grabbed her by the shoulders, and stared into her eyes as I spoke. “You really are the best at taking care of other people. Sure, I can heal things, but you are the entire reason I’m even here to help you. You left some fate-destiny-future nonsense to go help a basically forgotten city. No one can compare to you.” 
 
    “You really mean that.” A single tear slipped down Alyona’s cheek as she took in my declaration. “You think I do great things.” 
 
    “Of course, I do,” I answered as I tucked her black forelock behind her ear. “I told you, you are more than just a tool for the White Jade Sect’s future plans. You are whatever you put your mind to. Plus, I think you’re pretty fucking awesome.” 
 
    Alyona threw her arms around my neck and squeezed. Then she pulled back and grabbed my hand again. “Hurry, we have people to save!” 
 
    We ran down the hallway and hung a left, and then we finally came to a room I could tell was the infirmary by the smell. The room reeked of cleaning solutions that covered a variety of germs and death. The stench I noticed the most, though, was the decaying odor that reminded me of miasma, which smelled like the sick and sweet combination of rotting fruit and meat. I felt like we were about to walk into the same bloody, decayed scene I’d witnessed during my first few days in Hatra. 
 
    I quickly looked over the jaguar Demi-Humans who had been infected. I didn’t see any of the bulging black veins or puking blood, but there were definitely signs of the aggressive, insane behavior we’d seen before with miasma poisoning.  
 
    One jaguar took a wild swing at a nurse who tried to give him water and knocked the jug out of her hand. Another Demi-Human dug his claws into the bed and tore deep holes into the mattress as he writhed in pain. The nurses were trying to control the patients and were failing miserably, and I was worried we would have to heal the medical staff as well as the patients. 
 
    I needed to get a better idea of what we were dealing with, so I reached out with my healing power to check their health status. 
 
    Classification: Four Jaguar Demi-Humans. 
 
    Condition: Poisoned. 
 
    Priority: Immediate healing required. 
 
    Status: Critically ill. 
 
    So, it wasn’t exactly the same as when the miasma cloud infected the people in Hatra, but it was damn close. 
 
    As I checked their health status, several warrior jaguars rushed into the room to contain the patients. The warriors pulled vines from their packs and began using them to tie the patients down to the beds. 
 
    Then I watched the health conditions of all four jaguar patients immediately change to include broken bones as the warriors ripped at their limbs to tie them to the beds. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled. “You’re making them worse!” 
 
    The warriors and nurses ignored my commands, and one jaguar nurse approached me. 
 
    “I am Galena,” she introduced herself, “and I asked these warriors here to contain my patients so we may administer treatment. These men will die if we do not treat them.” 
 
    “They will die either way if you do not let me help,” I countered. “Do you know what’s wrong with them?” 
 
    “It’s the polluted water,” Galena answered with an eye roll. “We have treated it before.” 
 
    “No,” Alyona argued, and she stepped up beside me with a severe frown. “This is not the same. This is a deeper infection that you need Evan to help heal.” 
 
    “I don’t need your permission to heal them, Galena,” I declared. “I’m simply asking you and the warriors to step back, so no one gets hurt while my healing power kicks in.”  
 
    Before the jaguar nurse could respond, I opened my mouth, but as I started to release my healing glitter, a voice stopped me. 
 
    Evan, as powerful as you are, you may need my assistance to fully cleanse these Demi-Humans, Miraya warned me. 
 
    “I’m all for whatever help I can get on this one,” I mumbled back to her. 
 
    I think you’ll need to touch each one with the sword, Miraya continued. 
 
    “I can do that,” I responded as I pulled the Sword of Healing from my spatial storage and held it in front of me. 
 
    “W-We can certainly allow your approach, Lord Evan,” Galena stammered as she took several steps back. “I will tell the staff to step out of the room now.” Then she turned to the rest of the Demi-Humans. “The Dragon Lord Evan is taking over from here. Everyone out!” 
 
    She and the rest of the Demi-Humans looked at me fearfully and scurried out of the room. 
 
    You sure know how to clear a room, Miraya snickered from within my head. 
 
    “It’s a skill,” I retorted.  
 
    I hadn’t intended to freak them all out, but whatever worked. 
 
    “You shouldn’t scare them like that,” Alyona scolded with a smile. “One day they will understand all you can do for them.” 
 
    “And you,” I reminded her.  
 
    I would get her to believe in herself one of these days. 
 
    For now, I turned toward the crazed jaguars and focused on pulling from my spiritual sea. These patients needed as much power as I could bring to clear this shit out. 
 
    I wielded the Sword of Hatra gently and focused my energy on the Demi-Human with the least aggression, since I figured he was the least likely to accidentally get a limb chopped off if this didn’t go well. I laid the blade against his shoulder and directed my healing power through the blade. Then I felt Miraya push her healing energy through the Sword as it heated up in my hand, and the magic flowed through the blade and into the Demi-Human. 
 
    The jaguar Demi-Human reacted almost immediately. The color returned to his face, and his breathing slowed to normal. Then his green eyes closed as he fell asleep on the bed. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” I grinned. “It worked!” 
 
    I quickly moved on to the next jaguar, whose mouth was foaming vigorously as he tried to tear the vines from his broken wrists. His joints were barely functioning, thanks to the warriors yanking the patients around in their poisoned state, and his hands tore uselessly at the bindings. 
 
    I stepped close enough to place the Sword on his shoulder and focused our healing power on him. Then I watched his body relax, and his crazed eyes closed as he fell back against the bed. 
 
    This disease is rough, my lord, Miraya murmured. 
 
    “I know,” I panted and wiped the sweat from my brow, “but we’re halfway there.”  
 
    The intensity of healing required for these creatures was taking a toll on both of us, but we couldn’t stop now. These jaguars were depending on me. 
 
    So, I went down the row of beds to the next Demi-Human and repeated the process, and after a long moment, his body went limp as he relaxed against the bed. 
 
    Then I approached the final jaguar. His golden eyes were glazed over, and his veins bulged and pulsated. I could see his collar bone was broken from the vine across his chest, and one of his legs was completely still despite his thrashing against the bed. I only hoped the healing would be enough for both his poisoning and his broken bones. 
 
    As the Demi-Human continued to buck wildly, I laid my Sword against the broken leg and pushed the healing power outward. Then I felt Miraya’s heat in my hand, but the Demi-Human continued to fight. 
 
    Were his other injuries preventing the poison from being healed? Or was his poisoning worse than the others had been? 
 
    I’m not sure we can cure him on our own, Miraya said in a worried tone. 
 
    “You’re right,” I muttered. “We need some help.” 
 
    I hated to ask Alyona for aid, though, and the last thing we needed was to completely drain the princess. Then I had another thought. 
 
    “Quick,” I hollered to Alyona. “Go get Ravi!” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” Alyona answered, and then she sprinted out the door and down the hall. 
 
    Good call, Miraya approved. We can build off the phoenix without depleting the princess. 
 
    I kept a close eye on the last jaguar while I waited for Alyona to return with the phoenix. My patient continued to thrash against the vines and his bed, and his mad amber eyes roamed the room without focusing. He looked completely insane with foam pouring out of his mouth. 
 
    Finally, the two women rushed back through the door. Ravi stood next to me with a hand on my shoulder, while Alyona stepped next to the jaguar Demi-Human’s bed. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are, my lord,” Ravi murmured. “Alyona told me what happened. Take all the power you need.” 
 
    The jaguar thrashed again and gnashed his teeth, and his clawed hand dug into Alyona’s arm. She yelped in pain, and I watched as her blood rushed to the surface. 
 
    I growled and changed my grip on the Sword, ready to thrust it into his heart and solve all his problems. No one would hurt my princess and live to talk about it. 
 
    “Wait.” Alyona put a hand to my heaving chest. “He is not in his right mind. I’m okay. We have to take care of our people, Evan.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled. Then I focused my healing magic on Alyona first and left a glittery residue on her forearm where the jaguar had gouged her skin.  
 
    He was lucky I was able to heal her so quickly. 
 
    I turned back to the jaguar and made a quick decision. Then I pointed at his hands and shot webs out to hold them down to the bed. The webs were much softer than the vines and didn’t break more bones, but he couldn’t fight his way out of them. 
 
    So, he could fuck off with touching either one of my women, sick or not. 
 
    “Nicely done,” Ravi said with a nod. Then she squeezed my shoulder and closed her eyes, and the ends of her hair began smoking as she concentrated her power. 
 
    I placed the Sword back on the jaguar’s broken leg and focused my dwindling energy on healing the Demi-Human. Miraya was also quiet as she seemed to focus her magic as well. Then the sword heated up even hotter than before as the three of us combined our healing and purity power to cleanse the jaguar of the poison. 
 
    I held the Sword to his skin for much longer than the other three jaguars, but I finally noticed as his bronze color returned, his arms relaxed against the bed, and his broken leg and collarbone began to take back their normal shapes. Finally, a cloud of my dragon glitter settled over the infirmary as the room went quiet. 
 
    Ravi and I took a step back from the fourth jaguar’s bed as he sat up and shook his head. His tawny eyes cleared as he looked over each of us in the room, and he glanced down at the webs on his hands and the vines crisscrossing his body. Then he looked at Alyona, who was watching him with interest. 
 
    “Did I hurt you, milady?” the Demi-Human asked. 
 
    “Lord Evan healed me,” Alyona responded as she grabbed a small scalpel from the medicine cabinet and made her way to his bed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I growled when I realized what she was doing. “You don’t know what he’s still capable of.” 
 
    “It’s fine, my love,” Alyona assured me. Then she sliced through the webs and vines holding the jaguar in place. 
 
    The Demi-Human sat up, rubbed his wrists, and slid over to step off the bed. 
 
    “Careful,” Ravi squeaked as she took a step behind me. “You were just a crazy maniac a few minutes ago. Your body is probably still weak.” 
 
    The jaguar ignored her as he slid to his knees next to the bed. Then he took Alyona’s hand, and I watched as a single tear rolled down his face. 
 
    “Please, milady,” he begged. “Please, forgive me. I was not in control of my body. It was like some demon lived in me and made me his puppet. He knew who you were, and he wanted you dead.” 
 
    “Who wanted her dead?” I demanded. I was still pissed about the damage to my fiancée, but this news made my blood boil. 
 
    “The demon,” the Demi-Human answered me, but he didn’t take his eyes off Alyona. “I don’t know if he had a name, all I felt was his hatred, his anger, and his desire for death and bloodshed. It was awful.”  
 
    “Okay, okay, all is forgiven,” Alyona reassured him. “Please, just get back on the bed and rest.” 
 
    “He kept saying, ‘Kill the Maiden,’” the jaguar wailed as tears continued to stream down his face. “I didn’t want to. I would never hurt a single creature! Especially not you!” 
 
    Alyona pulled her hand from his as I stepped forward and lifted the Demi-Human to his feet. Then I hauled him back to the bed and felt his body shaking with emotion. 
 
    Holy shit, he was terrified. So, I had to turn my anger from the jaguar to the demon that had taken over his body. 
 
    “Lay down,” I ordered. “I will have more questions for you after you get some sleep. If you were really possessed, your body needs the rest.” 
 
    “I swear to you.” The jaguar slowly crossed his freshly healed arm over his chest. “I would never try to hurt the Divine Maiden. I would give my own life before I would take hers.” 
 
    “I appreciate your kind words,” Alyona replied with a soft smile. “We will find out who is behind this attack and make sure they are the ones held responsible. Rest easy, jaguar.” 
 
    The Demi-Human laid back against the pillow with a sigh and was fast asleep in seconds. 
 
    “Evan, I think we can let the staff back in now,” Alyona advised. “They can care for the patients from here. You need to get some rest as well.” 
 
    It was like her words released the dam, and my body felt the toll of using all my healing power on the jaguars. So, I nodded and followed her out of the infirmary, with Ravi close behind. 
 
    “I’ll go find Galena,” Ravi volunteered, and she hurried down the hallway ahead of us. 
 
    I leaned against Alyona as she walked me toward the bedroom halls. 
 
    “Shit, I need to go talk to Jai first,” I said as I stopped in my tracks. “Where is he?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s near the great hall,” Alyona sighed. “Can’t you talk to him in the morning? You need your sleep, my lord.” 
 
    “No, we have to make sure no one else goes to that water right now,” I pressed. “Come on, it won’t take long.” 
 
    I took the princess’ hand and pulled her back toward the great hall. She was right, Jai was sitting in a high-backed chair near the window with his head in his hands, and the light jungle breeze blew through the tufts of hair around his ears. 
 
    “Lord Jai?” Alyona nearly whispered as she knocked on the door frame. 
 
    “Jai, I don’t have the time or energy for manners,” I said loudly as I breezed past her into the room and plopped down in the chair across from him. “We have some shit to discuss.”  
 
    Jai looked up, and his face was red, and his eyes were shiny. 
 
    “Jai, what’s the deal?” I asked as I became more concerned. 
 
    “I’ve let my people down,” he muttered. “Four dead, and we still don’t know what’s wrong with that fucking water!”  
 
    A furious growl echoed from his chest, and he slammed his fist down on the table 
 
    “Four dead?” I questioned with a furrowed brow. “You mean the Demi-Humans in the infirmary?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jai confirmed as he dropped his head into his hands again. “I allowed them to go on a hunt near the river. They probably drank from the water while out there. It’s all my fault. I should have made sure we had the problem fixed first.”  
 
    “I already healed those men,” I blurted out. “I mean, me, my Sword, and Ravi had to heal the last one after I almost killed him, but they’re all good now.” 
 
    Jai looked up at me again with complete shock on his face. “Truly? They are healed? They looked on the verge of death just thirty minutes ago.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alyona confirmed. “They are all resting now, and Ravi went to find Galena to keep an eye on their recovery. They will likely need sleep for a few days if it’s anything like the sickness we saw in Hatra.” 
 
    “By the gods, I can’t believe it!” Jai exclaimed as his eyes went wide. “I was sure they were all dead. But why did you use all your energy on that? For us?” 
 
    “Easy,” I said with a shrug. “You are my people now.” 
 
    “You mean that, Lord Evan?” Jai smiled wide, his yellow eyes cleared, and his round ears stood up. 
 
    “I do,” I answered easily. “You all know that I was sent here by King Rodion, but I could have said no and stayed in Hatra. I wanted to see this great country of Rahma. I wanted to meet the people, restore the faith in the glorious sun King Rodion, and eventually rule these lands myself. So, yes, you are my people, in the same way the citizens of Hatra became my people the moment I decided that I would be their guardian. I was born a healer, it is in my dragon blood. Now, I am a guardian of Tikal as well.” 
 
    “We are blessed by the gods to have a dragon guardian, Lord Evan,” Jai declared as he inclined his head to me. “I know we have not acted in a way to deserve such protection and good fortune, but those days are gone. We are making changes to become a city worth protecting.” 
 
    “I will guard this city as I have guarded my own,” I promised. “Now, we have to make sure that no one else goes near the river until we can cure it.” 
 
    “I’ll tell the guards to keep everyone out of the jungle,” Jai agreed. “I will set up extra guards at the regular jungle paths as well.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “In the morning, Alyona and I will go down to the water and figure out what the hell’s going on with it. Those jaguars were not just reacting to non-magical polluted water. They smelled like miasma, and they were losing their minds. There was some extra shit happening, especially with the last jaguar we healed. And I need to know what we can do to stop it.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Jai offered. “While we may not have the separated factions anymore, I still need to show my people that I am working toward results in solving this problem.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “We will leave right after breakfast.” 
 
    Jai nodded and stood from his chair. Then he put his arm out to me, and I grasped his forearm. 
 
    “We will resolve this, Jai,” I assured him. “Our people will learn that we can survive anything, I promise.” 
 
    The House leader crossed his arm across his chest, took a deep bow, and nearly danced out of the room. 
 
    “That’s a big promise,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    “And I intend to make sure it’s kept,” I answered as I pulled my future bride into my lap and pressed my lips against her hair. “These people have needed someone to come in and be a leader, strong and confident and fair. I can do that. I just want what’s best for everyone, and to be fair, I’m kind of a badass.” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot,” Alyona giggled. “Badass is the most important quality of a future king.” 
 
    “See, I knew you’d realize I’m right,” I teased. 
 
    “Come on.” Alyona stood up and pulled at my arm. “We need rest, especially now that you have a promise to keep first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I sighed as I stood up. Then I slid my fingers between hers and walked out of the great hall toward the bedrooms. “Let’s go get some sleep.”  
 
    “One day, we will look back at this time of rebuilding, and it will be amazing how much of a transformation the world will have seen,” Alyona whispered. “Rahma will be reunited under the ruling family, the Breach will be sealed, and everyone will be happy and healthy again.” 
 
    “That day will come, princess,” I promised. “It seems the odds are stacked against us at the moment, but with you by my side, we will make Rahma the best it has ever been.” 
 
    We reached my bedroom, and she pushed open the door. Then I zombie-walked to the bed and kicked off my boots before collapsing, and Alyona laid down beside me and curled up into my side. 
 
    I soon dreamt of the glorious days ahead for Rahma. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The sun streamed in through the bedroom window and illuminated Alyona’s beautiful features. Her milky white skin shimmered in the weak sunlight, and her raven eyelashes kissed her rosy cheeks as gently as a butterfly’s wings. My fiancée’s face was practically poreless, like she was made of the finest porcelain in Inati, but despite her fair and fragile looks, I knew my future wife was as tough as steel. That was one of the many things I loved about her.  
 
    My morning wood strained against my trousers as I reached over and ran my fingers along her collarbone, and Alyona’s delicate skin dimpled with goosebumps along the trail I left behind.  
 
    The princess’s brow furrowed slightly as she began to stir, and a soft sigh escaped from her plush pink lips when I leaned down to lick the divot between her clavicle. She tasted of lavender and something sweeter, and I sucked softly on her skin as she came fully awake.  
 
    Finally, Alyona fluttered open her violet eyes and smiled. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Morning,” I muttered as I dragged my tongue lower between the swell of her full breasts.  
 
    “Are you ready to go check out the river?” my lover sighed and carded her fingers through my hair, but I felt her arch up slightly as she enjoyed my lips and attention.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I grumbled as I pulled back and frowned. “I guess we have to do that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my love,” Alyona giggled and pecked my cheek. “We will have plenty of time for ourselves once the Houses are in order.” 
 
    I rolled over with a dramatic huff and flopped my legs over the side of the bed so I could put my boots back on. I would much rather be taking things off, but my bride-to-be was right. We had a ton to do in Tikal before we could focus on ourselves. As I stretched my arms over my head and popped my back, I realized I could really use a shower, probably a cold one at this rate, but I didn’t have much trust in the water here right now. 
 
    Alyona slid off the bed beside me, and then she grabbed a clean outfit from the dresser. Her ensemble was a lavender robe-dress combo with a white belt, and ivory flowers decorated the collar, cuffs, and hemlines. The princess slipped into the robe and some matching slippers, and once she was fully dressed, she braided her hair away from her face. With deft and practiced movements, she twisted her raven forelocks into the stark white hairs behind them, and I was mesmerized for a moment. I wanted to grab that long black-and-white braid and pull her right back onto the bed … 
 
    I shook my head and grumbled again. My responsible future wife wouldn’t let me get distracted, even though I really wanted to be distracted by her right now. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked as I held my elbow out to her. 
 
    “Let’s get this show on the road!” Alyona laughed and took my arm.  
 
    “Picking up some of my phrases, are you?” I chuckled with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “You have such interesting turns of phrase, dear.” The princess blushed and ducked her head. “I hope you don’t mind if I adopt some of the more fascinating ones.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all.” I grinned before I pressed a kiss to her brow. “In fact, I love it, dearrrr.” 
 
    I dragged the endearment out as I imitated Alyona’s voice, and she giggled and nudged me with her shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t sound like that,” she protested with a pout.  
 
    “Of course not, dear,” I snickered. “You sound much more lovely.” 
 
    Alyona smiled at the compliment, and the morning sunlight caught her purple eyes and made them sparkle like the most beautiful amethysts I’d ever seen.  
 
    Man, was I one lucky fucking dragon.  
 
    Now that we were dressed and presentable, we walked out of the bedroom and down the stairs to the dining room, and I could tell the palace was coming to life around us. Servants hurried through the halls, and each jaguar either bowed or curtsied to Alyona and me as they passed. The princess greeted everyone with a kind word or a smile, but I just nodded in response. I was still waking up a little, so I took advantage of our leisurely stroll and silently studied House Onca’s palace. 
 
    The air was perpetually humid since the building lacked windows and was open to the jungle elements, but I had to admit, it made for beautiful scenery. Vines of all sizes twined through the open windows, and ivy crawled up the walls in an emerald green blanket. Bright flowers of every color dotted the greenery here and there, and I smiled as Alyona stroked the petals of a massive purple lily that rested on a nearby windowsill.  
 
    As we continued toward the dining hall, the songs of birds and chirping insects created a soothing melody that made me hum in contentment, and the cool morning breeze that wafted through the halls was also a welcome relief. Alyona’s robe fluttered around her legs, and my hair tickled the back of my neck as I took a deep, bracing breath. Suddenly, I could smell some kind of roasted meat with a hint of honey, a blend of fruits, and some fresh bread. The scent emanated from the room ahead of us at the end of the hall, and I couldn’t help but grin.  
 
    “This should be one hell of a breakfast,” I told Alyona as we drew closer to the open doors.  
 
    “It does smell delicious,” she agreed, and she actually picked up the pace a little and pulled me along after her. 
 
    “Hungry?” I laughed as I lengthened my stride to keep up.   
 
    “Famished,” she replied over her shoulder, and I watched as her pink tongue darted out to lick her full lips.  
 
    My cock throbbed at the sight, but I groaned and shoved the urge away.  
 
    Food first, and after that I’d figure out how to take care of Tikal today. Then, tonight, I’d hopefully find some time to be alone with my princess again, and she could put that lovely pink tongue of hers to good use.  
 
    As we stepped into the great hall, I took another big whiff of the tantalizing scent of food, and then I saw the long table was ladened with nearly a dozen platters. I eyed the piles of sliced, dark meat that dripped with what looked like nectar or honey, and there were plates of eggs cooked several different ways. I saw  scrambled, poached, hard boiled, and over-easy, and the eggs sat beside a platter of small, roasted birds. They looked like miniature roast chickens or turkeys common at holiday parties back on Earth, but these tiny birds were apparently abundant, and their skin was a crispy golden color that made my mouth salivate. Beside the eggs and meats, there was an assortment of breads, fruits, and pastries. These dishes ranged from what looked like plain toast and cubed mangos, to intricate pastries stuffed with jam, and some orange and yellow fruits were sliced and stuck on long pieces of bamboo.  
 
    Overall, it looked like a breakfast fit for a king, and my stomach rumbled hungrily in anticipation.  
 
    “Oh my,” Alyona murmured beside me.  
 
    “After you, milady,” I intoned grandly as I gestured to the table.  
 
    Alyona giggled, and I rubbed my hands together as one of the servants pulled out chairs for us to sit on. I waited until my future bride was seated, and then I sat down at the head of the table and dug in. I dumped a copious amount of the honeyed meat, two of the tiny roasted birds, three different kinds of eggs, and a couple fruit skewers onto my plate. Then I grabbed a chunk of bread and slathered it with the fruity jam that was always on the table. I’d never asked what it was made of, but damn was it good. 
 
    Several minutes later, Jai strode into the room and sat down to my left. The jaguar Demi-Human wore his standard greenish-brown long kilt, and his mahogany skin glistened with some kind of oil in the early morning light. He fiddled with the claw or tooth pendant that perpetually dangled around his neck, but he seemed to be in better spirits this morning as he gave me a quick smile and a nod. Then he started grabbing food by the handful, and he loaded up his plate until it was nearly overflowing.  
 
    We were apparently both ready to go see what the hell was going on at the river. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Jai,” Alyona greeted him and shot me a stern look. 
 
    Oops. It was good manners to address the lord of the house, wasn’t it? 
 
    “Uh, yeah, good morning.” I tried not to choke on my food as I acknowledged the jaguar’s arrival. I had to get better at this diplomacy thing. 
 
    “Good morning,” Jai answered as he swallowed a huge bite of food. Then he dipped his head. “Princess and my lord. Apologies. I can be rather famished in the mornings, and I get a little tunnel visioned.”  
 
    “I know what you mean.” I smirked before I stuffed a whole tiny roasted bird into my mouth. The skin was crispy, salty, and honeyed, and the meat practically fell off the bone with barely any work from me. I stifled a groan of pleasure at the delicious flavor, and then I spat out the bird’s small bones before I reached for a second helping.  
 
    “I see you are enjoying the roasted akulina birds,” Jai chuckled as he also reached for the miniature roasted fowl.  
 
    “Yeah, these are fucking delicious,” I muttered around my mouthful, and I licked a drop of honey from my fingertip. “Are these found in the jungle?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jai nodded as he stripped the bird of its crispy skin with his, and then he dropped the roasted morsel into his mouth. “They are actually a rather annoying bird. They are fast and good at camouflage, so their population skyrockets since predators have a hard time catching them. Then, when their numbers are so great, they devour a lot of the fruit from the trees that we harvest from.” 
 
    “That does sound annoying,” I snorted and gestured to the heaping platters of the akulina birds. “But it doesn’t look like you and your people have a hard time catching them.” 
 
    “Very few species can hide from a jaguar, especially in our own jungle.” Jai flashed me a smile, and the sun glinted off his thick, long fangs.  
 
    I chuckled as I popped a magenta berry into my mouth, but before I could respond, my dragon hearing picked up the sound of approaching footsteps.  
 
    “Good morning!” I heard the unmistakable voice of Marina sing out from the hallway. 
 
    “A beautiful morning!” Polina crooned. 
 
    “Lovely indeed,” Trina confirmed. 
 
    A moment later, the three dryads skipped into the room, and I was struck by how naturally they fit into our surroundings. The green of their skin matched the emerald vines and plants that grew throughout House Onca’s palace, and each sister even wore some of the flowers I’d noted in the hallways earlier. Polina had a large pink bloom tucked behind her ear, Marina wore a circlet of tiny orange flowers across her brow, and red petals were woven into Trina’s thick braid as it hung over her shoulder.  
 
    “Good to see you this morning, ladies,” I said with a broad grin. “I’m sorry I had to rush off yesterday--” 
 
    “Oh, we understand,” Polina interrupted me, and she flapped her hands around. “You never need to apologize to us, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Yes, you had to do badass dragon things.” Trina nodded fervently. 
 
    “Sexy badass dragon things, for sure,” Marina agreed as she bit her lip and dragged her emerald eyes across me. 
 
    “And we will never object to sexy badass dragon things,” Polina giggled, and then she darted over to peck a kiss against my cheek. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I chuckled, and I turned my head at the last second to catch the dryad’s plush green lips. 
 
    Polina sighed happily into my mouth, but her sisters gasped behind her.  
 
    “We want kisses from Lord Evan, too!” Trina pouted and crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “Then get over here,” I teased with a smirk, and a moment later, I had my arms full of dryads.  
 
    The girls showered me in kisses and giggles, and I made sure to pay them each an equal amount of attention. When they were finally satisfied, the three sisters sat at the table on the other side of Jai and started to eat with vigor.  
 
    I guess I wasn’t the only one who thought breakfast smelled extra delicious this morning. 
 
    Another few minutes later, I felt more than heard Laika approach, and I looked up to see the wolf Demi-Human stride into the room to join us. She’d covered her lean body in tight leathers with the emblem of the Blue Tree Guild on her magical gorget. Her boots rose high on her legs and left only a small bit of her olive skin exposed, and her gray tail swished behind her as she walked toward the table. 
 
    I remembered the way Alyona had played with Laika’s tail the other morning in my bed, and my cock twitched in my trousers. I was really getting tired of these attacks getting in the way of me and my women. I couldn’t think of much I’d enjoy more than taking all of my women at once, and I felt a growl rumble in my chest from imagining it. 
 
    Laika pulled out the chair next to Alyona and sat down. She looked serious this morning, and I smiled at the stoic expression the wolf always defaulted to. 
 
    “Morning, Laika,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “My lord and lady,” she answered and returned the nod. Then she filled her plate and sank her teeth into a piece of bread. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” I asked casually. 
 
    “I did,” Laika confirmed after she swallowed her bite. “And you, my lord?” 
 
    “Alright.” I shrugged before I winked at the wolf. “Would have slept better if I had someone else to keep me warm last night. You know how Alyona hogs the blankets.” 
 
    “I do not!” Alyona gasped and turned her wide amethyst eyes my way.  
 
    Laika’s stoic mask faltered as her lips twitched up into a half-smile, and I could tell she was trying to stifle her laughter.  
 
    “Do not listen to him, Milady,” Laika addressed Alyona. “He is only teasing.” 
 
    “I am,” I snickered, and then I leaned over to kiss the princess’ warm cheek. “You are very cute when you cocoon yourself in all the sheets.”  
 
    “Hmmph,” Alyona pouted, and she tilted her nose up in the air while she nibbled on a piece of red fruit.  
 
    Before I could say anything else, I heard more footsteps approaching the dining hall, and I caught a faint scent of smoke in the air.  
 
    “Ravi!” the dryads cried out when the phoenix entered the room a moment later. 
 
    “Good morning!” Ravi grinned cheerfully, and her smoky orange hair was as wild as usual. Her locks weren’t tied back today, so her unruly strands flowed in curls and waves about halfway down her spine. When she was excited, the ends of her hair would burn slightly, a reminder of her ability to be reborn after a burn, and the scent of a smoky campfire perpetually followed after her.  
 
    I couldn’t help but admire the phoenix as she approached the table. She wore a red jumper of some sort, and it was tight across her hips, but I wanted to see it from the other side. I knew she had an amazing, firm ass, and I bet it looked good in that outfit.  
 
    “Morning, Lord Evan,” Ravi murmured when she caught me staring, and a faint blush dusted her tan cheeks. 
 
    “Mornin’,” I replied with a grin.  
 
    Ravi smiled in return before she plopped down next to the sisters, and they spoke and giggled in hushed tones.  
 
    I smiled and was glad to see her and the dryads getting along so well. I knew the phoenix had been homesick after leaving her tribe behind to follow me, and it felt good to know my eclectic family was welcoming her with open arms.  
 
    Several minutes later, Nike finally waltzed into the room and sat down next to Jai. I was shocked he was the last one in the room, though, since he was normally the first one up and ready to go. 
 
    “Sleep alright, brother?” I asked with some concern.  
 
    “Not perfectly, but well enough,” the noble sighed as he began to fill his own plate.  
 
    “Was the room not to your liking?” Jai questioned, and a frown marred his face.  
 
    “The room is fine, thank you, Lord Jai,” Nike assured him, but then he averted his eyes and looked almost … embarrassed. “In all honesty, I had a little trouble with some night time visitors.” 
 
    “Assassins?” I growled as I started to stand to my feet.  
 
    “No, no,” Nike refuted, and he sighed again as he started to roll up the sleeve on his left arm. “My visitors were … smaller, but no less vicious in nature.” 
 
    I frowned in confusion, but when Nike showed me his bare forearms, I had to bite down on my lower lip to keep from laughing.  
 
    “Ouch,” Ravi hissed sympathetically. “Are those ant bites?” 
 
    “Ants, mosquitoes, you name it,” Nike grumbled and scratched at the dozen or so raised, red bumps on his skin.  
 
    “I apologize, Lord Nikolaus,” Jai intoned with a serious expression. “The  bugs do not bother my people. Perhaps it is because you are human?”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Nike sighed.  
 
    “Don’t worry, brother,” I chuckled. “I got you.”  
 
    I took a deep breath and then exhaled a cloud of glitter over my fellow noble. The sparkling magic settled over Nike and seeped into his skin, and he groaned in relief.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said as he met my eyes.  
 
    “Don’t mention it.” I winked at him. “Now, I take it everyone wants to go on our little adventure?”  
 
    “Yes, if that’s alright,” Nike answered. “Jai said you were checking it out this morning, and we all figured if we could help, we should be there.” 
 
    “For sure,” I agreed and nodded. “We have to get this water supply cleared up for the jaguars. They can’t borrow from the other houses and limit their citizens forever.” 
 
    “First, let’s eat and make sure everyone has the energy for the long day,” Alyona reminded us. “Especially after yesterday’s draining events.” 
 
    I smiled at her and resumed eating my breakfast. She was right, we needed to be at full capacity just in case there was something crazy at the end of the river. Of course, we didn’t want to battle anything or anyone, but it was better to be prepared just in case. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll run into something out there?” Jai whispered as he leaned across the table toward me and looked at the rest of the group with concern. “Should we bring some of the guards?” 
 
    “No, don’t bring anyone else,” I answered and waved my hand. “We can handle it. Trust me, we’ve healed miasma smoke poisonings and killed leviathans, stone giants, and behemoths … We’ll figure out a way to get rid of whatever’s in the water.” 
 
    “You’ve killed all those?” Jai’s eyes went wide. “I had no idea you could do all that.”  
 
    And I hadn’t even listed every little thing we’d defeated in the short time since I’d arrived in Inati. 
 
    “Yep.” I smirked. “Now you see why I was confident enough to swoop into Tikal. You couldn’t scare me after dealing with those plus the necromancer.” 
 
    “Oh gods, and the necromancer!” Jai gasped in a louder voice. “I forgot about that, too. No wonder King Rodion has so much faith in you.” 
 
    “He knows he can trust us to handle the problems,” I confirmed. “So, you can trust us, too.” 
 
    “I see,” Jai said as he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Well, as soon as everyone is ready, we can go see what’s going on here.” 
 
    “Listen up,” I addressed the rest of the table, and their conversations ceased. “We will be heading out to the river shortly, so make sure you get your fill here. We will need as much energy as possible since we don’t know what’s causing the problems. Good?” 
 
    Everyone agreed with nods and yeses. 
 
    “Let’s load up in about fifteen minutes,” Nike suggested. “Then we can get some of the water supply that Alyona purified yesterday to take with us.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed as I pushed my chair from the table. “See everyone out front in fifteen.” 
 
    Alyona pushed her chair back as she daintily wiped her mouth, and we both got up from the table and made our way to the sitting room near the palace doors. Then I sat down in one of the plump chairs by the window and pulled Alyona onto my lap.  
 
    The princess smiled and wrapped her arms around my neck as she leaned against me. 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find out there?” Alyona asked as she looked out the window toward the jungle. 
 
    “Who knows?” I shrugged. “I didn’t expect to find zombie animals in the forest by Hatra, so I can’t even guess.” 
 
    “Zombie?” Alyona looked at me with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Oh, it’s an Earth term,” I clarified. “It’s something that was dead and brought back to life, usually to eat people and their brains.” 
 
    “Huh,” she mumbled. “What a weird world that you have a name for such a creature.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “There were a lot of movies about them, too.” 
 
    “Movies?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “Oh, ah … ” I fumbled a little in trying to define a movie, since it was such a normal thing back in my old world. “Like, if someone took a bunch of pictures and put them together really fast, you could watch it like you were there. It’s entertainment on Earth.” 
 
    “Interesting.” She looked unconvinced. “Maybe we can make a movie one day.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered with a devilish grin. “There’s a special kind of movie I’d like to make with you for sure.”  
 
    My morning wood decided to make a reappearance at the idea of making movies with my princess. 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona definitely noticed my arousal as it pressed against her back. “I think I would like those movies.” 
 
    “Ahem.” Nike cleared his throat as he entered the room. 
 
    “Ah, fifteen minutes already?” I sighed as I tried to calm myself down. My blood had already run south, and things were getting a bit tight. 
 
    “Yes,” Nike chuckled. “Everyone else is right behind me.” 
 
    Sure enough, the dryads, Ravi, Laika, and Jai walked past the doorway toward the front doors of the palace. 
 
    Alyona and I stood up, and I adjusted my trousers as I tried to clear my head from our movie conversation. Then we walked hand in hand to the doors to meet everyone else. 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend the wagon for the jungle paths,” Jai advised. “We will probably be better suited to walk along the river.” 
 
    “That makes sense to me,” I agreed. “You lead the way to the nearest access point, and we’ll follow. Then we’ll walk up the river from there.” 
 
    “This way, then.” Jai motioned to an opening in the trees with a path leading into the jungle. 
 
    I followed Jai with Alyona next to me, Laika and Nike right behind us, the dryads behind them, and Ravi at the end. 
 
    We traipsed through the humid jungle with various bugs buzzing around our heads, and I kept hearing the slap of someone swatting the bugs off their skin. I glanced over my shoulder to see Nike scowling at the air around him, and I had to stifle a snicker. The bugs didn’t seem to be interested in me, but I also had my tough scales covering my exposed forearms, which would have been a great defense for mosquitos back on my old planet. 
 
    The party followed Jai for a while, and I looked around at the unfamiliar jungle plants. I’d seen pictures of the rainforest on Earth, but it was nothing like the sights here. First, the trees were massive, closer to the size of the sequoias I’d heard about in California than the regular rainforest trees of South America. The plants were also more colorful than I had ever imagined with blues, purples, yellows, and oranges popping up on every tree and blossoming from the land next to the path. Many of the trees had fruit dangling from their branches, and I figured this was where House Onca got most of the fruit they provided for meals. As I looked a little closer, I even saw small green and brown birds darting through the foliage, and I realized those must be the delicious akulina birds I’d enjoyed this morning.  
 
    “Just ahead is the closest clearing by the river,” Jai announced as he pointed through a copse of trees. 
 
    We walked into the clearing, and I was surprised to finally see the river we’d been discussing. It was huge, like several miles across. I’d never seen a river this wide in person, only lakes. The picture-perfect blue water was clear to the bottom of the river. It swept down the jungle with a lazy flow, and it reminded me of the floating man-made rivers at water parks back on Earth. The effect was calming. The large-leafed trees provided tons of shade over both the river and the banks around it, and I could definitely see why the jaguars liked coming here. 
 
    No one else seemed surprised by the riverside, and everyone dispersed into the clearing to look around. The small river grasses swayed with the slight breeze, while the huge trees towered above us. The dryads went straight for the soil next to the water and dug in their hands, Ravi burst into flame and flitted up into the sky above the water, and Jai guided the rest of us to the riverside and pointed to some buckets hanging from a tree nearby. 
 
    “See, this is where we always used to come to gather water,” Jai explained, “but we started trying to find different areas upriver once our people started getting sick. There are about twenty more clearings like this one as you head north that we have tried, but we still get the same results.” 
 
    “It looks beautiful,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    “But it smells off,” I muttered as I looked around. The faint smell of death and decay had become familiar, and I was surprised the jaguars hadn’t sensed something out of the ordinary, since the Demi-Humans’ sense of smell seemed to be almost as strong as my dragon senses. 
 
    “I agree,” Laika said with a nod. Then she took in a big whiff of air and growled. “And there’s something here.” 
 
    “Even the soil is tainted,” Polina added. 
 
    “It’s like it can’t grow anything else,” Marina said with a note of sadness. 
 
    “Yeah, like all its life-giving qualities are drained,” Trina finished. 
 
    “Watch out!” Ravi suddenly shouted as she veered back into view. 
 
    We all turned to face the section she’d come out from just as a purple creature that looked kind of like a gorilla came crashing through the trees. Its plum-colored fur stood on end, and its gigantic hands had claws the size of daggers at the end of every finger. The beast was at least seven feet tall as it crouched on its hands and feet, so it had to be about twelve feet tall if it stood up straight. Its crazed eyes were roaming around the clearing like it was sizing each of us up for an attack, and its mouth was foaming around giant incisors that looked ready to slice through any of us.  
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” I shouted as I glanced around the clearing for more of them. I rifled through my ape knowledge, and I was fairly certain gorillas could attack people, but I wasn’t really sure what I was looking at. 
 
    “It looks like a manga, but there’s something wrong with it!” Alyona answered with a combination of curiosity and fear. 
 
    “Do they normally travel in packs or herds or something?” I asked as I thought back to the gorillas on Earth. 
 
    “Yes, but this one won’t have a pack anymore,” Jai responded as he brandished a spear. “They’ll separate out any sick ones, so the rest of the pack can survive.” 
 
    Well, at least we didn’t have to worry about more of these fuckers at the moment. That made things a bit easier. 
 
    The manga stood on its hindlegs about fifty yards from us and bellowed as it banged its fists on its chest. It was an ear-shattering noise, so I sent out some of my healing magic to cover everyone’s ears and grabbed the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage. Then I noticed Nike and Laika follow suit. 
 
    Now, we just needed a course of action. How do we stop a gigantic, rabid ape from tearing us apart with his wolverine claws and possibly giving us its miasma rabies? 
 
    Then it hit me.  
 
    “Use the vines!” I yelled at the dryads when I realized they were still crouched down near the ground. 
 
    “Good idea!” Polina shouted back, and the sisters dug their hands back in the soil to connect with their growing magic. 
 
    The vines hanging from the tree near the manga began to drop down closer to its body and wrap around its chest and arms. It was even more pissed now, but at least it was somewhat restrained. Better safe than sorry since I didn’t know if we could catch whatever had made it sick. So far, none of the miasma poisoning had been spread that way, but this seemed just a bit different. 
 
    I looked at Nike, and we nodded to each other. Then we rushed the manga with our swords held high. 
 
    The manga roared with rage as the vines held its hands above its head while we approached. When we were finally within striking distance, Nike and I slashed at the beast’s exposed chest, but no blood came out. Then we jumped back out of range.  
 
    So, it was dead already? 
 
    Back to my zombie movie knowledge. 
 
    “We have to cut off its head!” I shouted to Nike. 
 
    “What?” He frowned, and his gaze flickered between the creature and me.  
 
    “Trust me,” I called out.  
 
    “Okay,” he said with a shrug, but he still didn’t look entirely convinced. 
 
    “I have an idea!” Laika bounded over to the fray. “Just be ready!”  
 
    She leapt onto a branch next to the manga and grabbed the vines holding its arms. Then she sliced through both sets of vines with her broadsword and swung back down to the ground with the bottom half of the vines in her hands. As she landed, the manga was taken by surprise, and the top half of his body slammed into the jungle floor.  
 
    He was flat on his face, but I didn’t know how long that would last. So, I followed her movements and swung my sword through the manga’s now exposed neck like a guillotine. The slice sent its head tumbling away from the body, which now laid limp on the ground. There was no blood from the decapitation either, but at least it wasn’t trying to tear us apart anymore. 
 
    “Nice moves,” I congratulated the wolf-warrior. 
 
    “Thank you.” Laika nodded. 
 
    “How did you know we had to cut off its head?” Trina questioned with wide eyes. 
 
    “Zombie movies,” I replied without thinking. “They’re … ” I trailed off as I remembered Alyona’s confused reaction to my earthly reference. Plus, we were with Jai, who didn’t know about my previous life.  
 
    Thankfully, Polina saved me from stuttering through any more answers. 
 
    “Dragon stuff, Trina,” Polina filled in with an eye roll. 
 
    “So, are all mangas purple?” I asked Alyona to change the subject. 
 
    “No,” Jai answered before the princess could respond. “They’re typically brown or black. And they don’t usually attack us. They don’t care about anything they don’t eat.” 
 
    “And mangas don’t eat many things bigger than birds.” Laika scrunched up her nose as she got closer to the dead creature. “It stinks like the Corrupted Corpses.” 
 
    “Maybe it drank from the river, too,” Alyona mumbled as she crouched next to the head. “It could have a different effect based on the species it poisons.” 
 
    “That would explain the change in color,” Laika agreed. “If it has any sort of miasma poisoning, it can affect all kinds of coloring.” 
 
    “Just don’t touch it,” I warned. “We don’t know how it’s spreading for sure. It makes sense for it to be the river, but some viruses are airborne, so let’s just keep clear of it.” 
 
    “That’s a good point, Lord Evan.” Alyona nodded. “We may have to purify the entire jungle. There could be several other species that drank from the water.” 
 
    Ah, shit. That would suck. 
 
    “Yes, we do not want any more animals to attack citizens,” Jai agreed. 
 
    “Let me start with the water.” Alyona stood up and walked toward the river’s edge. 
 
    “Don’t get too close, Milady,” Laika said with concern, and she jogged over to walk next to Alyona. 
 
    “Let’s go ahead and burn this manga’s body,” I suggested to Nike. “The last thing we need now is for some other animal to eat it and spread more of this shit around.” 
 
    Nike nodded and helped me drag the body away from the trees. Then I took a deep breath and blew my dragon fire over the corpse to burn it and hopefully kill any remaining pathogens before they could spread. When I was done, I looked back to the princess and Laika as they walked along the river. I didn’t like how close they were to the water, but I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    “I have to get a feel for what is wrong here,” Alyona said as she closed her eyes. “Let me concentrate.” 
 
    We all watched in silence as she mumbled the ancient words to her spells. Then she followed the path of the water and held her hand above its surface. Small droplets came up almost to meet her hand and then fell back into the clear, blue river. If we hadn’t already seen the results, I would never be able to tell how deadly the beautiful river water was. 
 
    Laika walked next to the princess, and her shoulders were hunched over with tension. She clearly didn’t like Alyona being so close to the river that was clearly tainting anyone or anything who messed with it, and I smirked at the sight. The wolf was almost as protective of the princess as I was. 
 
    I didn’t like the princess’ proximity to the water either, but I knew Alyona was the best person to figure out what was wrong with the river. From her purity to her magical knowledge, she was highly qualified to solve whatever this problem was. 
 
    Then Alyona stopped pacing and began chanting the same word over and over as she held both hands above the water. 
 
    Suddenly, the water darkened and began to rush and form harsh whirlpools. The calm waves of the river turned into rapids, and the once-clear water was now a deep, navy blue. The air around us grew colder, and the dirt next to the water sunk down and turned black. 
 
    The dryads looked down and jumped away from the soil, and then they stood next to the rest of our group.  
 
    “What the hell?” Jai muttered. 
 
    “I found a cloaking spell,” Alyona declared over the rushing water. “I’ve exposed what the water actually looks like, but it looks like this because of another spell that cursed it.” 
 
    I had a creeping suspicion who was behind this kind of spell work. The faces of the necromancer, Olivier, Mara, and the latest assassin flashed through my head, and I growled in anger. The Green Glass Sect had been behind most of the magical miasma shit we’d dealt, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they were behind this one, too. I wished I could just execute the whole Sect and be done with them. 
 
    “So, how do we get rid of it?” I asked. 
 
    “The curse is old and very dark,” Alyona answered as she twisted a braid around her finger. “I need some time to figure out how to reverse it. It reminds me of something, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.” 
 
    “How much time do you need?” Jai asked with a furrowed brow. “We are limited on water now, plus I don’t want to risk the jungle creatures for too long. They are important for our food supply, and apparently we have to make sure they don’t go attacking other people now.” 
 
    “I understand,” the princess responded. “I will work as quickly as possible. I just need to research a little bit. I’m sorry I don’t have all the answers just yet, Lord Jai.” 
 
    “For now, she exposed the true nature of the river,” I pointed out. “Hopefully, that will deter some of the creatures from drinking from it anyway.” 
 
    “True,” Jai sighed, and his eyes flicked over to the water. “It certainly doesn’t look as appealing.” 
 
    “And I’ll help with the research,” Ravi added as she dropped from her phoenix flight and landed in a column of blue flames to transform back to her human shape. “I can help with any of the purity rituals as well. We’ll figure this out, I just know it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Alyona smiled. “I’ll take all the help I can get. This is a large river and an ancient curse, so it may take us some time.” 
 
    “What will we do for water until then?” Jai asked as he wrung his clawed hands together. “We don’t have much left, even with the limitations I’ve set for water usage.” 
 
    “I think I may have a solution for that,” I answered. “Give me a couple hours.” 
 
    Jai raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth before he shrugged and followed me back through the jungle without question.  
 
    At least he had finally learned to just believe in the dragon lord. 
 
    And I wouldn’t let him down.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    We followed the trail back toward House Onca, but it didn’t feel like a leisurely stroll through nature anymore. I kept my head on a constant swivel as I looked for any more crazed creatures, and I could tell Laika and Jai were doing the same as they followed in my footsteps. The Demi-Humans’ animal ears twitched and flicked atop their heads, and they both walked with their weapons clenched tightly in their hands. Laika’s sword glinted silver in the weak sunlight that filtered through the thick canopy above us, and Jai used his spear as a walking stick while he picked his way across the jungle floor.  
 
    The women seemed to be less affected as they chatted amongst each other in the middle of our group, and I could hear the dryads’ excited voices even if I wasn’t really paying much attention to what they were saying. Ravi and Alyona chimed in every now and then, and the dryads even roped Nike into their conversation from where he was taking up the rear of our little party. My fellow noble also walked with his Sword of Light in his hand, though, and when I glanced back to check on him, his eyes darted around to check out our surroundings. Then he met my gaze for an instant and nodded to signal everything was alright so far, and I sighed in relief.  
 
    It felt good to know my brother would always have my back. 
 
    As soon as we cleared the thick of the jungle, I transformed into my dragon self. Then I stretched my wings out to their full length and let out a hot breath of relief. It felt so good to feel the air on my scales again. 
 
    “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to get started on my research now,” Alyona said with a curtsy. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed as I tucked my wings against my spine again. “The sooner we can get the river cleaned out, the better for everyone.” 
 
    “I’ll be with the princess,” Ravi declared, and her face stretched into a broad grin. “We will purify the shit out of that river!” 
 
    “Love the enthusiasm,” I chuckled. “Laika, I assume you’ll go with them?” 
 
    “Of course,” the wolf Demi-Human answered with a smile.  
 
    I could always count on the warrior to protect my fiancée. 
 
    The three women gathered around each other and headed back toward House Onca to begin digging into the origins of the river’s curse. Only the gods knew how many tomes Alyona had tucked into her spatial storage, but her bookish tendencies would be a lifesaver today. 
 
    “Jai and I can start letting everyone know to avoid the river and jungle for a while until we can get this situated,” Nike offered as he scratched at another red welt on his neck. “No need to have more people get attacked, plus we can let them know it’s being worked on.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said with a nod. “Let’s keep in good communication with the people. But before I do that, do you need a little anti-itch relief?” 
 
    “Please?” Nike winced and moved to scratch at his wrist.  
 
    “Stop that,” I snickered. “You’re going to break the skin, and I don’t even want to know the numerous kinds of diseases you can catch in that jungle.”  
 
    “Besides the miasma?” Polina chimed in.  
 
    “Besides the miasma.” I nodded.  
 
    Nike paled, and he froze mid-scratch.  
 
    “I won’t die, right?” he asked with a slight hitch in his voice. 
 
    “Not while I’m around,” I laughed and sent out another cloud of healing rainbow glitter to cover the itchy noble.  
 
    “Thank you,” Nike sighed in relief as the red bumps faded from his skin.  
 
    “You’re welcome. And girls?” I turned to the dryads. “I need you three to come with me.” 
 
    “Us?” Trina pointed at her own chest. 
 
    “What can we do for you, Lord Evan?” Polina asked as she batted her eyes. 
 
    “First, you can get on me,” I growled playfully. 
 
    “Oh, most definitely!” Marina squealed and pulled herself up onto my back. Then she rubbed her hips up and down one of the spiky needles on my spine and giggled. 
 
    “You can’t have all the fun!” Polina cried as she clambered up behind her sister and stroked her own spike. 
 
    “Wait for me!” Trina called and jumped up behind Polina. 
 
    The three sisters continued their bump and grind on my back, and I couldn’t help but snicker. They were silly, but I was a nerd, too, so I loved the way they acted.  
 
    “Are we ready?” I laughed. 
 
    “Yes!” the sisters cried out in unison. 
 
    I jumped into the air and flapped my massive wings to gain altitude, and the dryads gripped my back tighter with their hands and thighs, so my quick take-off was worth the effort. Then I grinned to myself and flew higher as the girls squealed and tightened their grips even more.  
 
    Being a dragon was so fucking cool. 
 
    As we soared over Tikal, the dryads hooted and hollered behind me, and I did a few aerial tricks just to hear them gasp and squeal. They particularly enjoyed when I tucked my wings and nosedived for several dozen feet, before I snapped open my wings and glided along an updraft.  
 
    “So, where are you ladies originally from?” I called over the easy wind. We weren’t flying very fast, so it wasn’t hard to hear each other, and I found myself curious about the dryads now that we were spending so much time together. They’d been some of the first people I’d met when I came to Inati, but with everything that had happened since my arrival, I hadn’t gotten to know the sisters very well. 
 
    “The Green Mother,” Trina answered in a voice that felt like it contained an eye roll. 
 
    “Who’s that?” I craned my neck to look at them. “I mean, I literally know nothing about you before we met in the cave.” 
 
    “Ooooh, very true,” Marina giggled. “Well, the Green Mother is the giver of life for all dryads. Though we all have different birth mothers, Green Mother is the reason our mothers carried us into life.” 
 
    “Because you aren’t blood sisters, right?” I questioned. I thought one of them had made that comment before, but I never really thought about it. 
 
    “No, silly!” Polina laughed and shook her head. “We are sisters in the sense that we come from the same Green Mother, and truly, we also came from the same village.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I commented, and I shifted my wings a bit so we ducked beneath a fluffy cloud. “What about how you guys can sometimes read each other’s minds or something?” 
 
    “Well, the connection is much stronger when we’re near the Green Mother,” Trina admitted. 
 
    “She is the reason we are linked, after all,” Polina said. 
 
    “But we can still sense strong feelings from each other, which can sometimes lead to full thoughts or sentences,” Marina added. “It just depends on how in tune we are with each other and with nature.” 
 
    “So, back in my old world, dryads were said to only live in or near a tree, but you girls go wherever you want, right?” I asked as I pulled some old mythology knowledge from my high school days. 
 
    “Oh, my, your old world history books are outdated.” Trina stifled a laugh. “We haven’t been held to the trees for generations, though we do still get our power from trees and nature.” 
 
    “The Green Mother decided long ago that our women should mate with humans, so we could gain their ability to travel and live outside the trees,” Polina explained. “It was dangerous for us to be held to trees because humans kept tearing them down to build cities.” 
 
    “As soon as a dryad’s tree was killed, especially violently, her spirit died with it,” Marina said, and her emerald eyes glistened with tears that were quickly whisked away by the wind. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I replied. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “How could you know, Lord Evan?” Polina cocked her head to the side. “You aren’t from here, so you would never know. Anyway, those were the old days. Once we started mating with humans and gained some of their traits, it became possible for dryads to travel.” 
 
    “I mean, we’re the only ones who left and never went back,” Trina remarked. 
 
    “Yeah, but we had our reasons,” Polina said sharply. 
 
    The comment made me curious, but before I could ask, the sisters barreled on with the conversation.  
 
    “And the Blue Tree Guild made the most sense for us,” Marina added. “We needed to learn how to defend ourselves. No one in our village knows how to do anything but hide.”  
 
    “Such a waste,” Polina sighed, and she pushed strands of jade hair out of her face. “Hundreds of dryads in one village, but if someone came in to take it over, they would have no idea what to do.” 
 
    “We’re better off out here in the real world,” Trina concurred. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you made it to Hatra,” I said and hoped to cheer them up a bit. “And I’m glad you made it to my bedroom when we got here.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we love being in your bedroom!” Polina chirped, and she bounced and grinded along my spine. 
 
    “And you being in us,” Trina giggled with a sly grin. 
 
    “I also love being in you,” I growled. “We certainly have a lot in common.” 
 
    The sisters laughed and leaned into each other as we continued on our journey. We’d left the jungles of House Onca behind us a while ago, and now the cheetahs’ grasslands were already thinning out below us. I could see the ancestral seat of House Oel in the distance, and I angled my wings to catch a little more wind.  
 
    We coasted over the golden sands, and I flew a little lower to take in some more detail. I could see more houses than I’d noticed on previous treks to House Oel’s territory, and the structures reminded me of teepees with animal skins covering the outside, but they were flat on top instead of pointed. I thought I’d read somewhere that animal skins helped regulate temperature, so that’s probably why the lions used such a material in the desert heat. As we neared the end of our journey, I made a mental note to ask Lord Kinba what animals had been used to create the large houses. 
 
    Then we came upon the golden pyramid that sat in the heart of House Oel’s territory. Crimson jewels and gold adorned every corner and column, and I gently floated down for a soft landing before the towering palace. The girls slid off my back one by one and waited for me to transform back into my human shape, so I took the smaller form and gestured to the dryads to head for the palace doors. 
 
    “Ladies first,” I said with a dramatic bow. 
 
    The dryads giggled and bounced up the stairs to the doors, and I was perfectly happy with the view from back here. The sisters had a tendency to wear short blue and purple robes that gave me a glimpse of their bare thighs underneath, and a growl rumbled in my chest when I caught a peek of their soft and curvy asses. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human guards barely glanced at the dryads as they approached, but the guards quickly pulled open the doors once they noticed me.  
 
    Word had gotten around, then. Don’t fuck with the dragon. 
 
    Or his women.  
 
    We strolled in through the doors to the great hall, where we were met by Kalem, Kinba’s advisor. Kalem was tall, even for a lion Demi-Human, and he towered over the dryads and me. His skin was a rich chestnut color, and his eyes were as gold as the sands of the desert outside. His black robes were less ornate than the other members of House Oel, but they still draped to the floor with long swooping sleeves that seemed to make his every move a dramatic flourish. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lord Evan,” Kalem boomed as he dipped his head. “How can I help you today?” 
 
    “I need to speak with Kinba,” I answered. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “Of course.” Kalem motioned toward a sitting area to our left. There were a handful of wicker-woven chairs, and they were situated in a circle around a giant palm tree that soared up to the ceiling. “If you’ll have a seat, I’ll go get him for you now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a nod. 
 
    Kalem bowed in response before he turned on his heels and slipped through a doorway on the other side of the room.  
 
    “So serious,” Polina murmured behind me.  
 
    “Yeah, I wonder if he ever smiles,” Trina giggled as she tried to imitate Kalem’s no-nonsense expression.  
 
    “Be nice,” I chuckled, and I waved the girls over to the chairs while we waited for Lord Kinba. 
 
    “We’re always nice,” Marina pouted.  
 
    “Uh-huh, sure.” I smirked as I recalled the dryads being decidedly not nice as they ripped apart our enemies on the battlefield more than once.  
 
    Polina opened her mouth to respond, but someone else beat her to it.  
 
    “You just like showing up with no notice, don’t you?” I heard a sultry voice from the other side of the enormous palm tree. 
 
    I turned to see Lord Kinba’s daughter Aaliyah as she sauntered closer to us. Her typical low-cut robes were gone, and instead she wore a sleeveless gold dress that was tight around her full breasts, wrapped around her trim waist, and ended mid-thigh. The dress revealed her bronze, toned thighs, and her perky golden tail swung with her hips as she walked. Her curly golden hair was pulled back from her face and tied with a small piece of leather at the nape of her neck, but ringlets still flowed down the side of her tight body.  
 
    Gods, she was fucking hot. 
 
    “I like surprises,” I countered with a raised brow. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Aaliyah murmured as she reached me. Then she ran her claw over my shoulder as she walked around behind me and sat next to the dryads. 
 
    “H-Hello, lady Aaliyah,” Polina stuttered with wide green eyes, and her cheeks were tinted a darker hue of green. She was apparently just as mesmerized as I was by the lioness’ appearance. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Polina,” Aaliyah greeted her with a smile. “Did you get to ride over here?” 
 
    “Yes, we love riding Lord Evan!” Trina burst out before she slapped her hands over her mouth. “I mean--” 
 
    “That is to say, we love being on his back,” Marina corrected. 
 
    “Or on our own backs,” Polina said with a shrug. 
 
    Marina poked Polina in the ribs, and the dryads all started giggling. They quickly sobered, though, when Aaliyah just stared at them for a long moment, but then the lioness threw back her head and laughed along with them. The long column of her tanned neck was revealed to me, and I envisioned running my tongue along the tendons toward her clavicle.  
 
    “I can only imagine how much fun it would be to be on top of the great Dragon Lord,” Aaliyah teased as she turned and raised an eyebrow at me. “Especially while flying.” 
 
    “Oh, gods, can you imagine--” Trina began. 
 
    “Fucking Lord Evan while flying around?” Polina gasped. 
 
    “But wouldn’t his dragon dick be, like, way bigger?” Marina asked with widening eyes. 
 
    “Look what you started,” I scolded Aaliyah with a grin, but then I waggled my eyebrows at all four women. “And yes, my dick is wayyyy bigger when I’m a dragon.”  
 
    Aaliyah smirked as a hungry light glinted in her almond shaped eyes, and the dryads fell into each others’ laps while they laughed at my teasing. 
 
    “I must have missed a good joke,” Kinba’s voice rumbled from the hallway as he entered the sitting area. The lord of House Oel wore his usual ivory and gold robes, but he was missing the golden circlet that usually sat upon his brow.  
 
    At the sight of the lion lord, the dryads immediately sat up and covered their mouths. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Father,” Aaliyah chuckled and tried to school her expression. “Don’t worry about that. Lord Evan has something to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Well, by all means, Lord Evan,” Kinba declared as he slowly sat in the chair closest to me and templed his fingers. “What can House Oel do for the great dragon?”  
 
    “First things first, Kinba,” I began. “How are the farms doing since we got all the wells and stuff going for you?” 
 
    “Oh!” He blinked and looked surprised. “Ah, it’s going well, actually. I’ll show you.”  
 
    He stood up and gestured to the door leading out back, so I followed him out, with the dryads and Aaliyah right behind me. As we walked through the halls to the farms, I realized House Oel’s pyramid was surprisingly cooler than Jai’s jungle palace. I trailed my fingers along the yellow stone walls, and the texture was gritty and cold like concrete. I wondered how the lions had built such a masterful structure, especially since they didn’t seem to have powers over stone like I did, but before I could ask any questions, Lord Kinba pushed open a door at the end of the hall and led us outside.  
 
    “As you can see, we have several plants already above ground,” Kinba said as he pointed to some sprouting leaves on my right. Then he motioned to the fruit trees on my left. “And we have trees that are going to be ready to bear fruit in just a few more days. I believe the dryads provided some additional seeds to our gardener Wekesa that would grow even faster with their magic.” 
 
    “We did give him some more!” Polina confirmed and bobbed her head in a nod. 
 
    “Are they growing?” Trina asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” Kinba replied, but he didn’t sound completely sure.  
 
    “We may have to go check out everything ourselves,” Marina whispered, and the sisters nodded to each other and smiled. 
 
    “You are more than welcome to check on whatever you wish,” the lion lord told the dryads.  
 
    “Great!” I grinned. “How about the hydroponics system?” 
 
    “Oh, that is Wekesa’s pet project,” Kinba answered and he laughed as he shook his head. “You would think that old codger was several decades younger. Come, follow me.” 
 
    We walked through a few more rows of plants, and I didn’t know what anything was, but at least all the sprouting leaves were a bright and healthy green.  
 
    “You did amazing work here, girls,” I said to the dryads over my shoulder. “Seriously, job well done.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan!” they chirped in unison, and they giggled and nudged each other over my praise.   
 
    We finally reached the door we’d taken last time to the cellar. Then Kinba rapped lightly on the wooden entryway and pushed it open. 
 
    “Lord Kinba and Lady Aaliyah!” Wekesa bellowed, and then he gasped when he caught sight of us. “Sisters and Lord Evan! I’m so glad you are here! Look at this.”  
 
    I blinked at the old lion’s volume. He certainly sounded livelier than when we first met, and when I looked a little closer, his eyes seemed brighter, too. He also had a spring in his step as he led us into the room where we’d originally built a tiny hydroponic setup, and I had to admit, he did move like a much younger man. 
 
    The cellar was now about two-thirds filled with a fully functioning hydroponic farm. Water trickled from rows of pipes near the ceiling, and the droplets cascaded all the way down to the floor. Each row of piping had bursts of herbs sprouting through holes the gardeners had cut into them, and the pipes were even labeled with which herb was growing where. 
 
    “Having the wells right here made growing these so easy!” Wekesa rasped with excitement, and he skipped from pipe to pipe like a butterfly flitting from flower to flower. “A few trips with the watering cans and pipes from the old water system, and boom! We have so many herbs!” 
 
    “We love it!” Trina announced. 
 
    “You are amazing!” Polina added as she clapped her hands. 
 
    “It really was a team effort,” Wekesa mumbled, and a blush rose to his withered cheeks. “You’re the ones who got all this started. I am truly indebted to you, my ladies.” 
 
    “We only gave you the magical nudge you needed.” Trina smiled. “You  provided the hard work and love. There’s so much love in these plants, they’re fit to burst!” 
 
    “Is … is that a good thing?” Wekesa asked and wrung his wrinkled hands.  
 
    “A very good thing.” Polina nodded sagely. “Not everyone knows this, but love is a very important nutrient that plants need to grow healthy and strong. If you continue as you have been, these plants will be the healthiest and strongest I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    “So, you’re amazing,” Trina repeated, and Wekesa smiled so wide, I thought his face was going to split in several places.  
 
    “Can we look around some more?” Marina asked as she tugged on my arm. 
 
    “Of course,” I answered. “Let me know if we need to help some more.” 
 
    The dryads clapped again and followed Wekesa back outside to the rows of crops. The sisters chatted on and on about different kinds of plants and their needs and uses, and I could tell Wekesa hung on their every word. I even saw the aged lion taking notes on a scrap of paper before the door closed behind him.  
 
    “I can see what you mean about him seeming younger,” I chuckled as I turned to the remaining lions.  
 
    “Yes, it is a startling change,” Kinba rumbled.  
 
    “But a welcome one,” Aaliyah added with a smile. “I haven’t seen Wekesa so happy since I was a cub.” 
 
    “You are still a cub,” Lord Kinba huffed, and the lioness rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Please, father,” she scoffed. “I haven’t been a cub for many, many years now.” 
 
    The lion Demi-Human met my eyes pointedly as she said this, and I cleared my throat to cover up my smirk. 
 
    “As enjoyable as this conversation is,” I began, “I believe I’ve seen all I need to of the farms. You’re off to a great start, and if you continue as you have been, I’m sure House Oel will be a house of abundance in no time.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan.” Kinba bowed his head. “Thank you for your assistance and everything you’ve done for my house and my people.” 
 
    “Our people,” I corrected. “And I would be thanking the dryads if I were you. Some seedlings from your various plants might make a good gift for the sisters when it comes time for us to leave.” 
 
    “What a marvelous idea,” Aaliyah purred. “I’ll see to it personally, Lord  Evan.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked at the lioness, and then Kinba motioned us toward the door.  
 
    We made our way to the front of the pyramid palace, and several lion Demi-Humans stepped to the side and bowed to let us pass.  
 
    “I’m sure the farms are not all you came to discuss,” Kinba stated as he led us inside to the sitting area. Servants waited in the wings to fan the lion lord with huge palm leaves, but Kinba waved them back.  
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head and flopped into a chair. “I also wanted to inform you that we figured out at least part of the problem with House Onca’s water supply.” 
 
    “Part?” Aaliyah cocked her head to the side as she sat gracefully on my left.  Her long, bronzed legs glistened with some kind of oil, and I had to forcibly tear my eyes away from the sight.  
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed as I refocused on the conversation at hand. “Alyona found a cloaking spell for a curse on the water. She got rid of the cloak, but the water curse is ancient, so it will take some time. Plus, a manga attacked us at the riverbank--” 
 
    “A manga attacked you?” Kinba asked in disbelief and dropped into the chair on my right. “They aren’t usually so outright hostile.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “From what I understand, they generally steer clear of what they don’t eat, but this one was discolored, aggressive, and didn’t bleed even when stabbed with a sword. Two swords, actually.” 
 
    “But you killed it?” Aaliyah questioned. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I responded with a touch of smartass. “Well, stopped it anyway. I think it was already dead, really.” 
 
    Both lions snarled with disgust, and their curled lips revealed gleaming fangs. 
 
    “More necromancy?” Kinba asked as his ears flicked back and forth on his head. 
 
    “We’re not sure about that part yet,” I answered truthfully. “I suspect the Green Glass Sect played a role in this river curse as they did with the dead animals in the forest near Hatra, but we haven’t found any proof of that as of yet. For now, Alyona is working to reverse the spell put on the water, so Onca and the jungle animals can use it again.” 
 
    “Ah.” Kinba leaned back in his chair and crossed his long legs, and a look of realization flared in his orangish eyes. “So, you need some of our water for the jaguars, I presume.” 
 
    The lion lord might have been arrogant and prideful at times, but he certainly wasn’t stupid.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Since you have the wells now, it should be pretty easy for you to access it on a regular schedule with people from Onca. Will that be an issue?” 
 
    The lion Demi-Human frowned and averted his eyes as he looked around the room. Then he pursed his lips and made some rumbling noises in his throat. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Was I going to have to go all badass dragon on him again over some water? 
 
    Aaliyah seemed to be thinking the same thing, because she kept glancing from me to her father with a worried furrow to her brow.  
 
    “I’m sure we can make that work,” Kinba finally answered with a dramatic sigh. “We do have some back entrances to the farms--” 
 
    “Or the jaguars will be welcome to walk through the palace,” I cut him off. “They are not second-class citizens, Kinba.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, of course,” he responded with a wave of his hand. “Whatever is easiest for everyone.” 
 
    “It’s all for the good of Tikal,” I reminded him. “We are growing a better city. And your people will notice you’re including the other Houses.” 
 
    “For Tikal,” Kinba muttered, but he looked like a chastised child. 
 
    Oh, well. He was going to have to get used to the new pecking order around here.  
 
    “Good,” I said, and I clapped my hands. “Now that that’s settled, I’ll let Jai know to send a few people over. From there, we can make a schedule to take water back to Onca daily until the river’s curse is gone.” 
 
    “That sounds great, Lord Evan,” Aaliyah cut in as she shot Kinba a stern look. “I’m sure Father will be prepared to make those plans with whoever Lord Jai sends over. Right, Father?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kinba murmured as he ran his hands through his mane. “I will have Kalem and Wekesa help me make the preparations.” 
 
    I nodded and manifested a messenger dragon to send to House Onca. “Tell Jai to send a few people to bring water back to the house. And he can come make plans for the next few days of water also.”  
 
    The messenger nodded, and then I sent the dragon on its way to the jungle. 
 
    “You have cultivation magic?” Kinba gasped as my dragon flew through the wall. 
 
    “Yes, my father is a cultivator, as was my grandfather before him,” I answered. There was no need to specify I was adopted, or that no one knew why I was so good with magic. 
 
    “I told you, Lord Evan is a surprising creature,” Aaliyah murmured. She lifted one leg and crossed it over the other leg slowly as she spoke, and I saw a little further up her short dress. 
 
    My pants tightened immediately, and I cleared my throat as I adjusted myself. If her father wasn’t sitting right there, I’d jump her here and now, but the little sex kitten would just have to wait. 
 
    “I think I’ll go get ready to help with the water,” Aaliyah said as she stood up. Then she bent over across from me to kiss her father on the cheek. Her dress slid up a little further, and I nearly growled at the sight of her juicy pink pussy lips. 
 
    What a cock tease. This lion-girl was trying to play me like a fiddle, and I liked it.  
 
    “I’ll see you later?” Aaliyah turned and smirked at me. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I mumbled. “I’ll be in and out.” 
 
    Oh, gods, in and out. I’d love to pump in and out of that lioness, and she fucking knew it. 
 
    Aaliyah turned and sashayed out of the sitting area, and I watched as she left. Then I turned my attention back to Kinba, who was luckily still deep in thought. I definitely wanted to fuck his daughter, but I didn’t need him to know about it right now.  
 
    Diplomacy and all that shit. 
 
    “I think I’ll go check on the dryads while we’re waiting on a response from Jai,” I announced as I stood up, and I quickly fixed my trousers. 
 
    “Yes, that sounds good,” Kinba murmured. Then he stood and walked toward the hallway opposite the outer door. “I need to go find Kalem.”  
 
    With that, he was gone.  
 
    Well, okay then. 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet and walked down the dim, short hallway that would lead me out to the farm, but then I heard the slight whoosh of a door being yanked open as I passed it. 
 
    I turned to see what was happening, but a clawed hand suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled me inside a dark room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Woah!” I gasped, but as I started to reach into my spiritual sea, a familiar, musky scent assaulted my nostrils.  
 
    As I realized I wasn’t under attack, Aaliyah pressed her lithe body against mine and backed me into the wall of some sort of dimly lit closet. There were shelves full of jars and dried plants across from where she had me pinned, and I realized we were in a pantry.  
 
    Aaliyah purred against my chest, and my cock immediately reacted to the vibration.  
 
    This fucking cat really got me going. 
 
    “I really appreciate everything you’ve done for us, Lord Evan,” she murmured and nuzzled her soft cheek against my neck. “Have I mentioned this?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing really,” I exhaled  and felt goosebumps break out over my skin. “Part of my duty.” 
 
    “As the future king?” she asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Something like that,” I whispered. I could feel every part of her body outlined with mine, from her ample breasts to her thigh pressed against my rising cock, and it took everything in me not to drag her down to the floor right now. 
 
    “It’s a very admirable trait,” the lion Demi-Human breathed as she ran a clawed finger down my chest and stopped just above my trousers. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured.  
 
    Where exactly was she going with this? Hopefully, a little further south if I had my way. 
 
    “Have you enjoyed being my prey?” Aaliyah leaned in and whispered in my ear. “Because I think I’m done hunting now.” 
 
    “Well, I’m definitely ready to be devoured,” I whispered back with a smirk. Then I grabbed her hips, pulled her even closer, and buried my face in her neck. The lioness smelled of sandalwood, musk, and some other wild, primal scent, and the heady combination awoke something in me. I growled deep in my chest, and then I left a trail of wet kisses and nips down to her sharp collarbone. 
 
    “Then let me devour you,” Aaliyah moaned and bit her lip as she met my gaze. She didn’t make a move, though, and I realized she was waiting for my approval.  
 
    Something about this wild, fierce lioness turning into a demure kitten for me set a fire in my veins, and I drew her earlobe between my lips and bit down sharply.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” I rumbled, and my voice had dropped into a husky, dark timbre.  
 
    Aaliyah moaned wantonly before she dropped to her knees and untied my trousers. She slid them down and gasped as my cock sprang free, and then she smiled up at me and put her hands around my ass. 
 
    “My word.”  The lioness smirked as she eyed my bobbing member. “I can see why so many women flock to you, Lord Evan.” 
 
    Before I could say a word in response, Aaliyah took my tip between her lips and sucked, and I couldn’t help but groan. Her mouth was scorching hot, and when she ran her tongue up and down the length of my shaft, I realized her tongue was textured. It wasn’t sharp and barbed like a cat’s tongue back on Earth, but it was definitely ribbed as it tasted every inch of my erection.  
 
    And it felt fucking amazing.  
 
    Aaliyah wrapped one hand around the base of my cock and stroked it while she took the tip of my dick in and out of her wet mouth. She applied just the right amount of suction as she swallowed my thick shaft, and her tongue played with the ridge beneath the head of my cock. The sensation was amazing, and I leaned back against the wall and sighed as I let her pleasure me for a good ten minutes.  
 
    “Fuck, Aaliyah,” I growled, and I knotted one of my hands into her curly hair.  
 
    The lion Demi-Human gasped around me at the feeling, and I smirked as I tugged sharply on her strands of golden curls tangled between my fingers. Aaliyah purred deeply when I continued to push and pull her head along my shaft, and I noticed her reach down with her free hand to touch between her legs. Then I imagined thrusting deep into those juicy pussy lips she’d given me a glimpse of earlier and lost control. My balls started to spasm, so I grabbed the back of her head, shoved my dick into her mouth, and emptied my seed down her throat.  
 
    “Mmmmmm.” The sexy lioness continued to stroke my cock as my first orgasm finished, and then she looked me in the eye as she made a point of swallowing my load. Her pink tongue darted out from between her red and swollen lips, and I watched as she licked up a stray drop of cum from the corner of her mouth.  
 
    I snarled as I grabbed the base of her long, blonde ponytail and lifted her back up to my eye level. My lips immediately devoured hers, and then I flipped us over, so her back was against the wall now.  
 
    “Now I have you right where I want you,” I growled as I dragged my tongue down her neck and nipped at the skin above her breasts. Then I rubbed my thumbs against her rock-hard nipples that pressed against her silky, golden dress.  
 
    “What are you going to do with me?” Aaliyah purred and arched her back. Her pupils were dilated as she stared up at me, but I couldn’t tell if it was from the low lighting, her arousal, or both.  
 
    “Whatever I want,” I murmured as I slid one hand down her toned body to her exposed thigh and pulled her skin-tight dress up to her hips.  
 
    I already knew Aaliyah wasn’t wearing underwear, but an approving growl still escaped my lips when I ran my hand down her hips to her bare mound. Her pussy lips were already slick with her arousal, and my finger slid right over her clit and into her tight tunnel. I kept one finger inside her and pressed my thumb in circles over her throbbing clit, and she moaned and bucked her hips against my hand. I kept my other hand on her breast, and I kneaded it and thumbed her nipple while I flicked my tongue against her neck and collarbone.  
 
    “Gods, you’re wet,” I growled, and the small closet was filled with the sloppy sounds of my finger pistoning in and out of the lioness.  
 
    “Of course,” Aaliyah moaned as her walls pulsated around me. “This is the first time I’ve had anything inside me, save for my own fingers.” 
 
    This sex kitten was a virgin?  
 
    My blood practically boiled in my veins while my cock throbbed heartily, and I quickened my pace as the lioness rose up on her tiptoes and bucked against me. Then I slid a second finger inside her and pumped them in and out, and Aaliyah grabbed my shoulders as her body started to shake. Her pussy tightened around my fingers, and a moment later, her orgasm poured over my hand in a gush of warm liquid as she moaned with ecstasy. 
 
    “That was fast,” I growled into her ear. “You weren’t kidding about the virgin thing, were you?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t, but you are exceptionally good with your fingers,” she sighed before she leaned forward and started to kiss up my neck. “I believe that is the quickest I have ever reached my peak.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet,” I promised.  
 
    “I’m counting on it.” Aaliyah smirked, and I couldn’t help but dive in and devour her luscious lips. We tangled tongues for a long moment, but then I started to grow impatient, so I pulled away.  
 
    “I like this dress,” I muttered as I lifted the garment over her head to expose her fully naked body. Even in the barely lit room, I could appreciate the toned physique of a hunter. Her muscles were firm without being masculine, and she had traces of a six-pack. Her breasts were round and perky, with dusky brown, pebbled nipples, and her hip muscles created a deep V that pointed to her hot, wet pussy. 
 
    “I thought you might,” Aaliyah purred and arched her back from the wall, and she pressed her breasts further into my hand as she begged for more.  
 
    I was happy to oblige. 
 
    I growled and lifted her up by the hips so I could slide her onto my rock-hard cock. She was soaked, so my erection slid right into her slippery tunnel, and the lion gasped as she threw her hands over my shoulders. Then I felt her claws dig into my back as I lifted her up and down so I could thrust deeper inside her. 
 
    “Oh, gods, Evan!” Aaliyah cried out as the next wave of orgasm hit her.  
 
    I felt her pussy tighten around my cock as she wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me in even deeper. Then I grinned and pounded into her even harder while she continued to ride my dick through her orgasm. 
 
    I wasn’t ready to fill her up just yet, though, so I pulled her away from the wall and carried her shuddering body toward the shelves. Once we were in position, I lifted her off my shaft and put her feet on the floor. Then I guided her hands toward the shelves and bent her at the waist, so her dripping tunnel was facing me and her tail was fluttering around between us. I wanted to try out some tail play after I’d seen the way Laika reacted. I loved experimenting with these Demi-Humans. 
 
    Finally, I put my hands on Aaliyah’s hips and thrust my dick inside her from behind.  
 
    “Mmmmm,” the lioness moaned when my erection filled her tunnel again. “You are soooo thick and deep. I feel like you’re buried in my chest.” 
 
    “You better hold on,” I ordered as I widened my stance.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the lion Demi-Human purred and clutched the shelves in front of her.  
 
    “Yeeeaaahhh, that’s good,” I growled as I started to slam into Aaliyah over and over, and the jars on the shelves shook before one crashed to the floor and shattered. The scent of sandalwood intensified, and I realized we’d probably broken a spice jar, but I couldn’t be bothered to give a single fuck. Not when this sex kitten’s pussy was clenching down around me like a vise.  
 
    I continued to pound away into the lioness, and her tail whipped around the space between her back and my face. It was just begging for me to touch it, so I let go of her hips with one hand and stroked the long, furry appendage from base to tip.  
 
    “Oh, yes!” she screeched as her body was racked with waves from her next orgasm. “Just like that! Oooooh, please, Lord Evan, fill me with your seed!” 
 
    I couldn’t contain my own pleasure any longer, and I groaned as I sprayed my seed into her tight pussy. Her walls tightened around my cock, and they squeezed and milked me until I’d filled her to the brim. The lioness continued to twitch and jerk around me as she came back down from her peak, and she practically collapsed against the shelves since her legs couldn’t keep her upright any longer.  
 
    After a long moment, I pulled my cock out of her still spasming pussy, and I stepped back to watch my juices run down her inner thighs. White rivers cascaded from the lioness’ swollen and pink entrance, and a satisfied growl rumbled in my chest.  
 
    I loved leaving my mark on my women.  
 
    And Aaliyah was one of mine now.  
 
    When I was done staring at the deflowered and debauched lion Demi-Human, I pulled my trousers back on and adjusted my shirt. Then I picked up her golden dress from the floor and handed it over to her as she turned around to face me. 
 
    “Still think I’m a mouse?” I teased. 
 
    “Definitely not,” Aaliyah laughed, and her orange eyes glinted at me. “But I sure enjoyed the hunt.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that.” I winked and waited for her to pull the dress over her head, but then I froze in place. 
 
    “I think I heard something over that way,” I suddenly overheard Kinba’s voice out in the hallway. 
 
    Well, shit. Kinba catching us half-naked was not a part of my plan. Aaliyah was an adult, and I was a dragon and soon-to-be king, so it wasn’t like Kinba could actually do anything, but I didn’t want to deal with the lion’s sulking when he discovered I’d fucked his sexy, former virgin daughter.  
 
    “Better hurry,” I whispered to Aaliyah. “Your father’s outside.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she mumbled as she yanked the dress back down over her body. “Quick, take this jar.”  
 
    There wasn’t time for more planning since I could already hear her father’s footsteps in the hall outside, so I caught the random jar she tossed at me and pulled open the door. Then I looked at the jar intently as I walked into the hallway and almost bumped into Kinba.  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I said and pretended to look startled at his appearance. “I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Kinba rumbled, and his eyes narrowed a fraction. “I was looking for Aaliyah--” 
 
    “Right here, Father.” Aaliyah stumbled into the hallway behind me, and she tried to inconspicuously smooth down her wrinkled dress and wild hair. “Lord Evan and I were looking for some …”  
 
    She looked at me and glanced pointedly down at the jar. 
 
    “Ah, hula grass,” I took the hint and read off the label. “The dryads needed it for a recipe.” 
 
    “I found the sisters with Wekesa,” Kinba said as his eyes narrowed further, and he gestured to the dryads standing behind him. “They said they hadn’t seen you since they left the hydroponic farm.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” I ran my fingers through my hair and racked my brain for a lie. “I remembered they wanted me to find some of this hula grass earlier, and Aaliyah was nice enough to help me find it.” 
 
    Aaliyah cleared her throat and nodded, and I tried not to smirk when I noticed a hickey in the shadow of her clavicle. 
 
    “So, ah, here’s that hula grass, girls.”  I held out the jar for the dryads and hoped they also took the hint. 
 
    “Oh, we have many ideas for our recipe now.” Polina grinned slyly as she poked her head around Kinba’s large frame and grabbed the jar. 
 
    “Yes, we know exactly which type of meat would go well with it,” Trina added with a giggle. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, and we know exactly how long to stick it in,” Marina cackled, and she put one finger through a circle she made with the fingers on her other hand. 
 
    “I’m sure we could finger something out with your hula grass, my lord,” Polina declared with a smirk.  
 
    Then all three girls burst into laughter, and even Aaliyah stifled a giggle. 
 
    “I didn’t realize cooking was so interesting to all of you,” Lord Kinba said as he looked around in confusion.  
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan loves all the flavors, so we don’t mind cooking anything up for him!” Trina winked at me. 
 
    “Thank you, ladies,” I cut them off with a grin. “Is there anything else you needed us to find in the pantry?” 
 
    “Is there any leftover juice in there?” Marina asked as she batted her eyes and pretended to look past me. 
 
    “Doubt it,” Aaliyah snorted under her breath.  
 
    All four women choked back laughter while Kinba eyed me suspiciously. 
 
    “Anyway, I think if that’s all we need from in here, I’ll go out to the farms to wait on a response from House Onca,” I declared and turned to the doors leading outside.  
 
    At the very least, I needed some fresh air.  
 
    “I’ll join you,” Kinba volunteered, much to my surprise.  
 
    “Of course,” I answered to be polite and gestured to the door. “Lead the way.”  
 
    Kinba strolled past me and out the door to the farms, and I turned just enough to give all the girls a playful, stern look before I followed him outside.  
 
    The fertile field behind the palace was a vast change from the dry, bland desert we’d explored only a few days earlier. The fruit trees had grown, the vegetables stuck out in rows, and I could tell House Oel would now have a few more things to bring to the bazaar than just cactus juice and fruits. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human walked slowly with his hands behind his back, and I could see him taking in the success of the crops. Neither of us said anything for a long moment, so I stretched out my limbs in the sun and popped my stiff joints. 
 
    Fucking in a closet might be hot, but it was certainly hell on the back.  
 
    Then I remembered I was a badass dragon, and I smirked as my healing power soothed all my aches and pains.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ve really thanked you for helping us with this project,” Kinba suddenly announced and drew me from my thoughts. “It will honestly make a monumental difference for our people. And I am working on my ability to include all the Houses in that thought, when I say ‘our’ people. It is an adjustment, you know.”  
 
    “I can understand that,” I agreed, “but didn’t your House rule over all of Tikal in the past?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Lord Kinba answered as he paused to inspect a row of what looked like sprouting onions. “Each House had its own Demi-Human representative in my court: a jaguar from House Onca, a cheetah from House Jubatus, and a lion from House Oel. All of the representatives served as my advisors, but I made the final ruling on everything.”  
 
    “That sounds kind of similar to how Hatra used to be run,” I mused.  
 
    “Really?” Kinba turned to me with a surprised expression.  
 
    “Yup.” I nodded. “My father was the sole Lord of Hatra before I became his heir, but my mother and her brother served as the Elders of the city. My mother is the Keeper of Knowledge, and my uncle is a practiced herbalist. They had some say in the way Hatra was run, but my father, and his father and his father before, made all the final decisions.”  
 
    “Do your mother and your uncle still serve as Elders?” Kinba inquired as his ears twitched curiously atop his head.  
 
    “Yes and no.” I shrugged. “I still highly value their input, advice, and assistance, but they trust me implicitly to make the hard and necessary decisions for our people while they deal more with the day-to-day minutia.”  
 
    “It sounds like you are a valiant lord of your city,” Kinba murmured. “Much better than I ever was.” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering about that,” I admitted. “Why do the other Houses consider you a dictator if they had a representative? Did you just ignore their representatives or what?” 
 
    “Quite usually, yes,” Kinba sighed and averted his eyes. “In all honesty, I only cared for being in charge, not for being fair. House Oel always got the best of the best, as it had under my father and my father’s father, while the other two Houses got whatever I felt like giving them. Sometimes that was the best clothes or the best food, or the best treasures. I know they all hate me, but I really have learned from the changes since the mutiny and since your arrival, as well.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured. “And what exactly have you learned?” 
 
    “Honesty, for one,” he replied quickly. “You came to help us solve a problem. Once we were honest with you about the problem, you resolved it, which is perfectly clear by these flourishing fields. We could have never done this without being honest.” 
 
    “I can agree with that.” I nodded. 
 
    “Secondly, working together.” Kinba stopped walking and put his head down, and his lion ears flattened against his skull. “There was a time long ago when the Houses were happy to work together, well, from what I’ve heard at least. I have never personally seen us work together until you came and made us do it.” 
 
    “Really?” I turned and looked at the lion with wide eyes. “None of you have ever even tried to work things out before?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “The other Houses said they didn’t want another dictator, and I didn’t want to let any of them tell me or House Oel what to do. I was stubborn and proud, neither of which are good qualities for making great leadership changes.”  
 
    “Wow,” I mused as I studied the older male. “I have to say, I’m impressed with your honesty now. It’s felt like you didn’t really want things to change since I got here. I mean, you were the only one who required a full dragon appearance to even give me a chance to talk to you.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Kinba chuckled ruefully as he finally looked up from the sand. “I’m used to having a bit of a reputation for being harsh or even cruel, which normally scares off anyone who tries to come talk to me, so your dragon form took me by surprise. And as for my previous behavior, yes, I have been wary of you. We have never had anyone try to help Tikal in all the decades of its misery. Why should anyone want to change it now?” 
 
    “I am sorry it’s taken so long,” I apologized. “His Eminence has spent so much time guarding the Breach that he hasn’t been able to fully care for the people of Rahma. I’m just glad I’m here now to help.” 
 
    “I agree,” Kinba said. “Rahma has needed someone to step up for a while. I wish it could be King Rodion, as I’ve always heard he is close to godly, but if the Breach is as bad as you say--” 
 
    “It is,” I growled and clenched my fists. “I’ve seen the creatures that have escaped from it, and they are not anything to fuck with.” 
 
    “Then I trust your judgment and the timing of your arrival,” Kinba conceded with his hands up. “You have made an ally in House Oel, and I hope in the other two Houses of Tikal as well. All of us need to believe in the renewed Rahma for everything to work out well.” 
 
    “I completely agree,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Just then, I noticed a small blue flame appear above us like a falling star. I watched as it arched across the sky, and then it dropped down onto the ground several feet away. Sand billowed up into the air with the impact, and Kinba and I turned away as the debris settled. A moment later, Ravi stood up and brushed the sand and ashes from her red robes, and I couldn’t help but grin.  
 
    “What an entrance,” I laughed. 
 
    “Sorry, I just--well, they told me to get here … I flew so fast, but it’s not an emergency …” Ravi gasped out, and she bent over a little as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    “Okay, if it’s not an emergency, then breathe a little,” I advised the phoenix with a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    Lord Kinba looked at her as though she’d lost her marbles. He apparently still wasn’t used to the young bird’s high energy. 
 
    Ravi nodded and took in a few slow, deep breaths. Her tanned skin was flushed from exertion, and she ran her fingers through her unruly orange hair as she tried to tame it. Several golden streaked feathers fluttered down to the sands, and Ravi grumbled under her breath as she stooped, snatched them up, and shoved them into the pockets of her red robes.  
 
    I thought the action strange, but then I realized phoenix feathers probably packed some potent magic, so it would make sense for Ravi to try and keep her shedding to a minimum.  
 
    The phoenix took one final, deep breath, and then she straightened up with a smile.  
 
    “Lord Jai received your message,” Ravi reported. “He’s gathering some jaguars to help bring back water, and then they will all come here so he can plan the next few days with Lord Kinba.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Kinba responded, and he looked at me with raised brows and smiled. “They can come in through the front door.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Now, let’s keep that positivity going while the jaguars are here, and make sure your staff sees it. We need support from every level of the community.” 
 
    “Of course.” Kinba nodded and took a bow. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll grab Kalem and meet the House Onca group upon their arrival.” 
 
    Then the lion Demi-Human turned and made his way back into the palace. 
 
    “How is the research going?” I asked Ravi once we were alone. 
 
    “Ugh,” she grunted and swiped a strand of orange hair from her eyes. “Not as quickly as I thought it would. I figured with both of us looking, we should find it pretty quick, but it’s like we both have an idea of what to look for, so we’re each looking for that, and we end up looking in every book twice anyway! I think we need to focus on purity, but Alyona thinks we need to focus on dark magic.” 
 
    “She’s reading up on dark magic?” I questioned with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Well, she thinks we need to focus on finding the dark curse on the river to reverse it, rather than try to find a strong enough spell to purify it,” Ravi clarified. 
 
    “What would be the difference exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, if we can reverse the curse, it would be guaranteed to work,” she explained, “but it’s hard for pure creatures to dabble in dark magic. On the other hand, if we can simply purify the water of the curse, then it should work, but it isn’t guaranteed to work or to last forever.” 
 
    “Seems like reversing it makes the most sense for a guaranteed fix,” I murmured. “But both of you are pure, so that is difficult.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m not as helpful to the princess as I thought,” Ravi pouted. 
 
    “Oh, come on, now.” I pulled her face up toward mine and pressed my lips to her brow. “I don’t believe for one second Alyona doesn’t appreciate your help. I’m sure you two will figure it out eventually.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Ravi grumbled with a half-smile. “You always know what to say, Lord Evan.” 
 
    I smiled back at her, but my thoughts were racing now. Why would Alyona risk her purity to check the dark magic option? I didn’t like that one bit. 
 
    Then I heard the large, front doors on the other side of the palace creak open, and Kalem’s booming voice followed soon after as he greeted someone. 
 
    “Sounds like the jaguars are here,” I muttered. “We’d better go and make sure everything goes well.” 
 
    “I have faith it will,” Ravi chirped with a smile.  
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Mmm-hmm.” Ravi nodded. “Jai and his jaguars have become our friends, and look at what the dryads have done for the lions here.” 
 
    She spun in a quick circle and gestured to the blooming garden.  
 
    “So?” I laughed.  
 
    “Soooooo,” the phoenix drawled as she faced me with her hands on her hips, “you’re fixing the things they’ve been fighting about for generations. Soon, everyone will have adequate, no, abundant food, water, and other necessities. Why would they want to fight anymore?” 
 
    Some might have called the phoenix naive, but I found her faith and trust in people endearing. Ravi was a pure soul, and that was one of the things I loved about her.  
 
    “You’re right.” I grinned and pulled the orange-haired woman over to kiss her full on the mouth.  
 
    “I like being right,” Ravi giggled against my lips, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as I kissed her again.  
 
    After a few moments, though, the sounds within the pyramid grew louder, so we turned, made our way out of the farms, and walked back inside the palace. Then I grabbed Ravi’s hand and pulled her to the great hall, where four jaguar Demi-Humans and Jai waited for Kinba to make his appearance. 
 
    “We meet again,” I joked with Jai as we walked in. 
 
    “You only meet once, Lord Evan,” Jai responded and raised a brow.  
 
    “Never mind.” I shook my head and laughed. “Kinba should be in here any minute, but I need to get back to House Onca and touch base with my future bride.” 
 
    Just then, Kinba swept down the hallway and entered the great hall. 
 
    “Sorry for the delay!” he said with a cheerful smile. “Lord Evan, are you staying while we make our plans for the week?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. “I have some other things to do, but I believe I can trust you to be a courteous host for the group from House Onca?” 
 
    “Of course.” Kinba gave me a deep bow. “In fact, I just told our staff to bring us a round of drinks and fruits for our little meeting.” 
 
    “How generous,” Jai responded, but his yellow eyes narrowed suspiciously. 
 
    “I know I haven’t shown the most … hospitality lately,” Kinba began with a wince, “but we are all making efforts to change Tikal, and I am grateful for that.” 
 
    “As am I,” Jai agreed, and some of the tension faded from the jaguar’s shoulders, but he still seemed a little suspicious.  
 
    A moment later, several lion Demi-Humans swooped into the room with trays full of prickly pears and pitchers of cactus juice, and they set the platters in front of the House Onca party. 
 
    “Please, enjoy.” Kinba smiled and gestured to the food. 
 
    The younger jaguars dug in, and I watched Jai’s face as he considered what he thought of the lion’s statement. After a moment, Jai grabbed a small cup of cactus juice and took a seat, and I couldn’t help but grin.  
 
    Hopefully, this would ignite some real change in Tikal. 
 
    For now, though, I had to get back to House Onca and see what we could do to change that damn curse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    As I walked out of House Oel, I shifted into my dragon form, and Ravi transformed into her phoenix body. I had barely stretched out my massive black wings, though, when I heard one of the dryad sisters calling me. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Polina yelled as they stumbled out of Kinba’s palace. “Can we ride back to House Onca with you?” 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed. “Hop on.” 
 
    The three girls clambered onto my back and gripped me tightly, and Ravi took her usual perch on my snout.  
 
    I snorted a plume of hot air from my nostrils just to hear the phoenix squawk indignantly, but the small fire bird just floated on the updraft above my head.  
 
    “That feels kind of nice,” Ravi giggled, and I repeated my action, this time to hear her laugh. Then I flexed my wings and waited for the sisters to get settled. I was a little less tense after the pantry session with Aaliyah, and I smiled to myself as I remembered being deep inside the lioness. 
 
    After a moment, I craned my long neck around to look at the dryads perched along my spine. “Ready?”  
 
    “Almost,” Marina chirped, and her green eyes glinted mischievously. “First, we have a question for you.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked.  
 
    “Did you enjoy your time at House Oel, Lord Evan?” Trina inquired and innocently batted her green eyelashes at me. 
 
    “You seemed to have taken up an interest in food while there,” Polina added with a smirk. “I didn’t know how much you enjoyed hula grass. Especially since it’s mostly used in tinctures and not for eating.” 
 
    “I did enjoy myself, and would you look at that, I learned something about hula grass today,” I snickered. “Did you three learn anything interesting out on the farms?” 
 
    “Oh, hush, how was she?” Marina cut to the chase. 
 
    “Oh, my, did you finally make love to Aaliyah?” Ravi gasped from atop my snout. “She’s been giving you the eyes all week!” 
 
    “Is she as beautiful naked as she was in that dress?” Trina wondered. 
 
    “Because she was soooooo beautiful in that dress,” Polina agreed. 
 
    “She has an amazingggg body,” Ravi remarked as she fluttered her wings. “Have you seen all those muscles?” 
 
    “Oh, I’d love to see her naked while Evan fucks her,” Marina sighed with her hands clasped together. 
 
    I growled with pleasure at the idea. All three of the dryads plus Ravi and Aaliyah in one bed? I’d be the luckiest dragon on the damn planet. 
 
    The dryads and Ravi giggled at my growling, and the sisters rubbed their hands on my spiky spine.  
 
    “You would enjoy that, wouldn’t you?” Trina teased. 
 
    “I know we would!” Polina declared. 
 
    “Oh, one day, it will happen,” I said through gritted teeth.  
 
    These women sure knew how to get me worked up, so before I could get worked up even further, I took to the air and rose above House Oel. The golden, jeweled pyramid fell away beneath us as I spiraled along an updraft, and soon we were gliding just under the fluffy white clouds that floated across the clear blue sky. Within minutes, we coasted over the fountain in the center of Tikal, and the dryads gasped and giggled as they pointed to the people far below.  
 
    “They look like ants!” Polina tittered.  
 
    “I love flying!” Trina exclaimed, and I couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    Unfortunately, however, we couldn’t fly through the skies all day, so I angled my wings and descended until we landed in the clearing in front of House Onca’s palace. The sisters slid off my back and waited for me at the bottom of the stairs, and Ravi flitted over next to them and took her human shape. Her feathers gave way to smooth, tan skin, and if I hadn’t just satisfied myself with Aaliyah, I would have considered taking the phoenix to bed.  
 
    Another time, though. Right now, I had important things to attend to, namely my future wife.  
 
    “I need to go check on Alyona,” I told the girls as I also shifted into my human body. “Ravi, do you want to come, too?” 
 
    “I’ll give you two some alone time,” Ravi answered with her head down, and she kicked at a stray stone. “I’m worried about her, so maybe you should talk to her first.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll come find you ladies later.” 
 
    Ravi and the dryads walked together up the stairs into the palace, but I had to go talk to my bride-to-be and make sure she wasn’t doing anything crazy. I was worried her hunt for dark magic would lead the princess to whoever had tried to sic the jaguar Demi-Humans on her.  
 
    I made my way up the stairs to the palace doors and nodded to several jaguars as I turned toward the library. I didn’t even have to reach out with my dragon senses to find her there. Alyona loved the library, no matter which city we were in. 
 
    I strolled through the door to the library and looked around for the princess. This room had fewer openings to the outside, probably to save the books from the elements of the jungle, and because of this the edges of the library were bathed in perpetual shadow. There were tables and chairs of different sizes scattered here and there, and in between were free-standing racks of books. More shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling, and I noticed several humans and jaguars dusting and reorganizing the numerous tomes of House Onca.  
 
    Finally, I found Alyona sitting at a long, dark wooden table. Her hair was braided down her back, with the white and black strands twisted together. She’d apparently changed outfits since I last saw her, because now she wore a silky, white robe that dusted the floor next to her chair, and I couldn’t see her face, but I knew her amethyst eyes were scrolling across the pages of the book she was reading. 
 
    I quickly snuck up behind the princess, laid my hands on her shoulders, and leaned down to kiss her on the cheek.  
 
    Alyona jumped at the contact and almost head-butted me. 
 
    “Oh, gods, Evan!” she cried out as she realized it was me. “You scared me.” 
 
    “Sorry, you were pretty engrossed in your book,” I chuckled and motioned to the table. “How is the research going?” 
 
    “Ugh.” She frowned and pursed her lips. “Every time I think I’m close to an answer, it doesn’t actually give me a solution, just more questions. How was House Oel?” 
 
    “Kinba actually seems to be coming around,” I remarked. “He gave me a whole spiel about coming together for Tikal and stuff. It really surprised me.” 
 
    “That is surprising.” Alyona raised her eyebrows. “Do you think he’s being truthful?” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” I answered with a shrug. “I didn’t get any negative vibes from the conversation, and he was super nice to Jai and the other jaguars who showed up as I was leaving. But back to you and your research, what exactly are you looking for?”  
 
    I didn’t want to throw Ravi under the bus with her worries, but I also wanted to hear from Alyona exactly what she was doing. 
 
    “A solution,” the princess mumbled and looked back down to the book on the table. The cover was made of aged black leather, and the pages were thin and yellowed. I could tell the tome was written in a language that wasn’t English, but thanks to the charm Alyona had embedded in the earring I perpetually wore, I could understand a slew of languages just at a glance.  
 
    My eyes skipped over the page Alyona was reading, and while I could understand the words, they didn’t mean a lot to me. Still, from my experience on Earth, ingredients like “blood of a white bat” and “teeth from a scaled beast” were generally not associated with good magic. 
 
    “Alyona,” I started gently as I sat in the chair next to her. “What kind of magic is this?” 
 
    The princess was silent for a long moment, and her purple eyes shied away from my face. 
 
    “Alyona,” I pressed, and she sighed before she finally relented.  
 
    “It’s dark magic,” she whispered. “I hate reading it, but I have to know what we’re up against to figure out how to solve it.” 
 
    “But at what risk to you?” I asked. “You were already in deviation once, thanks to magic like this. How do you know this won’t put you back in it?” 
 
    “I know, I know!” Alyona wailed and dropped her head into her hands, and  her fingers tore at her previously pristine braid. “But I can’t just do nothing. These people need us, and part of being a priestess is knowing all parts of the craft. I was only in deviation because of who I am, and I still came back from it.” 
 
    “I know you did,” I sighed and tapped my fingers on the table. “I keep telling you you’re the strongest person I know, so I guess I’d better start treating you that way. How can I help?” 
 
    “You really mean that?” She looked up at me with wet purple eyes.  
 
    “Of course, princess,” I answered and lifted her chin up to my face. “Anything I can do for you, I’ll do it. If that means chasing down some dark magic spell so we can fix it, then that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Evan!” Alyona threw her arms around my neck and nuzzled her face into me. “You’re the only person who’s always believed in me.” 
 
    “And I always will,” I murmured and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Now, is there any purification we can do to give us the time we need to find the curse?” 
 
    “Ravi had some ideas about that,” Alyona said as she leaned back over to another stack of books. “I shouldn’t have dismissed her idea, but I just wanted to solve the whole thing at once. She’s probably right to try some purification for now, at least to try to protect the jungle animals.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. “I’ll tell her to come down here, so you two can get that part done. I don’t want you two going to the river alone, though. Take Laika with you.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Alyona agreed and dipped her head. “She and Ravi would never let anything happen to me.” 
 
    “I know.” I smiled. “Speaking of Laika, where is she? She’s normally with you.” 
 
    “I told her that her time would be better spent helping Lord Nikolaus with the bazaar preparations,” Alyona answered as she turned back to her book. “I promised I wouldn’t leave the library without letting her know.” 
 
    “Ah, that makes sense.” I hadn’t really talked with Nike much about the bazaar day since he’d started working on it while I made my way through the Houses. “I think I’ll go check on them, too. It seems like it’s been days since I’ve talked with him about the plans.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alyona mumbled, but I could tell her attention was already back on the spell book.  
 
    I hoped I was doing the right thing in letting her research the solution she wanted instead of Ravi’s, but I knew if anyone ever tried to hurt her, they would suffer at the claws of my dragon body.  
 
    No fucking doubt about that. 
 
    I stood up and walked toward the door. I figured Ravi had followed the dryads to their room, but I almost bowled the phoenix over when I stepped out into the hall.  
 
    “Oh, sorry!” Ravi squeaked as she backpedaled away from the library door. “I wasn’t eavesdropping, I just--” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “I agreed to let her look for the dark magic, but she also agreed that your purification idea would be a good plan for now. I’m going to find Laika, so she can go with you two down to the river.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Ravi breathed out a sigh of relief. “If you believe she can undo the curse, then I will stop worrying so much. I’ll go meet her now so we can find the right purification! Thank you, Lord Evan!” 
 
    Ravi bounced up onto her toes and pecked my lips. Then she slipped past me and into the library without another word. 
 
    Well, that was easy enough. 
 
    I closed my eyes and listened to the whole palace to find Laika and Nike. I hadn’t seen them since the jungle attack, so I wasn’t sure where they would be. 
 
    I finally tuned in to Nike murmuring and writing on something. The sound came from one of the sitting rooms off the great hall, so I marched back down to that area and strolled into the room. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lord Evan,” Nike greeted me with a quick glance before returning his focus to his paper. 
 
    “You’ve had a good afternoon indeed, my lord.” Laika smirked and tapped her nose.  
 
    These damn Demi-Humans had such a good sense of smell, so I knew she smelled Aaliyah’s musk on me from earlier. 
 
    Which meant Kinba probably had, too.  
 
    Oh, well.  
 
    “I have,” I answered with a grin. “Now, I’m trying to make sure everything is on track for the bazaar day, and I have a job for you, little wolf.” 
 
    “Oh?” Laika raised a brow and crossed her arms playfully over her chest. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Provide some protection,” I said as I gestured with my thumb to the library. “Alyona and Ravi are going to do some purification on the river to try and reduce the curse’s effects until we can find a full reversal, but I don’t want them down there alone. Who better to send than my favorite Blue Tree Guild warrior?” 
 
    “Of course,” Laika responded with a serious nod. “I’ll go right now.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re leaving right this second, but they’ll want to go as soon as they find the right ritual,” I advised her as she headed for the door. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll check in with you when we return,” Laika called out from past the doorway.  
 
    I knew she was the perfect guard for Alyona. She loved Alyona almost as much as I did, and she would never let anything happen to the princess. 
 
    When the wolf was gone, I turned my attention back to Nike, who had not looked up again since I came into the room.  
 
    “How is the planning going?” I asked as I glanced over his scribbles. 
 
    “Good, good,” Nike mumbled without looking at me. “Just trying to figure out what everyone will be bringing, how many tables we need, where to set them up, and all the schematics for the sale.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I agreed. “How much longer do you think you’ll need to have everything ready?” 
 
    “Hmm.” He finally glanced up and rubbed his chin. “I’d say probably two or three more days. I can have the plans done before then, but we need to give the Houses time to finish getting their crops and trade items ready to go.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I responded. “Let’s just plan on three days. That gives me time to go check on all the Houses beforehand anyway.” 
 
    “Sounds good, my lord,” Nike said as he returned to his work. 
 
    “Okay, let me see who else I need to check in with,” I declared and headed for the door.  
 
    “Oh, and Evan?” Nike looked up. 
 
    “Yeah?” I turned back around to face my fellow noble. 
 
    “Don’t worry too much about Princess Alyona,” he said with a half-smile. “She is a strong priestess. And she has a lot of people who care about her.” 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “I’ve just seen the way the darkness can take, and I don’t want it to take anything else from her.” 
 
    “I understand.” Nike stood up and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “We will all bear a burden while we rebuild Rahma. Yours might be the greatest as the guardian, but just know we are all here to help however we can.” 
 
    “Thank you, brother.” I put my hand out to Nike, and we clasped forearms. “You are truly the best friend I could have found here in Inati.”  
 
    “And I am eternally grateful the gods sent you to us,” Nike responded sincerely. 
 
    Damn, he was about to make me choke up. 
 
    Just then, I heard the palace doors open, and several sets of clawed feet walked into the great hall. 
 
    “Well,” I cleared my throat, “I guess I better go check in with Jai and make sure all went well at House Oel.” 
 
    Nike nodded and returned to his papers. 
 
    I walked out of the sitting room and headed into the great hall, where I found Jai as he directed the four Demi-Humans to the kitchen with their loads of water. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Jai bellowed, and his face broke into a broad grin. “I don’t know what you said to that old lion, but it seems like things could be looking up!” 
 
    “Oh?” I raised a brow. “I take it things went well.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jai laughed. “After we enjoyed the drinks and fruit with the lions, they showed us the wells you built--great job, by the way--and we got several loads of water to get us through today. We also planned the timing for us to come get more water over the next few days until the river is cleansed. We will send four of our people in the morning and in the afternoon to get the same amount we got today, unless this isn’t enough. Then Kinba said if it’s not enough, we were welcome to get more!” 
 
    “Ahh.” I was impressed. This was further confirmation the lion was really trying to change his ways. “Good, I’m glad we could get everything settled and work together.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jai agreed, and it seemed he couldn’t stop smiling.  
 
    A moment later, Raed and Jamir, Jai’s Demi-Human advisors, walked into the great hall with us. The two jaguars almost looked like twins. They walked in perfect step to each other with long thin legs and tails that swayed to the same rhythm. They wore matching green cloth cut like kilts, which I had noticed pretty much all the jaguars wore, and their golden eyes darted around the room before they settled on Jai and me. Then the two jaguars made their way over. 
 
    “Lord Jai,” Raed began with a deep bow.  
 
    “We come bearing the update you requested,” Jamir continued and bowed as well. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” I asked. Sometimes, the fancy, formal talk just got on my nerves.  
 
    Both of the advisors looked at me from their bowed positions with narrowed eyes. Apparently, they liked the fancy, formal talk. 
 
    “No jaguars have reported illness since you banned the jungle water, my lord,” Raed declared. 
 
    “That’s great news,” Jai approved. “And it confirms the sickness came from there.”  
 
    “Indeed, a brilliant deduction, sir,” Jamir praised. 
 
    “Oh, gods.” I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah, so no one else has gotten sick since we said to stay out of the polluted water. Anything else?” 
 
    “Also, the hunters are asking when you’d like them to begin collecting meat and skins for the bazaar.” Jamir directed his gaze to Jai and ignored me. 
 
    “Ahh,” Jai hummed as he rubbed his chin and turned to me. “What do you think, Lord Evan?”  
 
    “Well, let’s see.” I smirked at the advisors. “Nike has determined it will take about three days to have everything ready for the bazaar. Alyona and Ravi will be purifying as much of the river as they can today, so I would say as long as that works, you could send some hunters out tomorrow and the next day.” 
 
    “There you have it,” Jai said as he turned back to the advisors. “They can start tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Raed muttered with another bow. “We will go inform them immediately.” 
 
    The odd pair of jaguars turned in unison and walked out the front doors. 
 
    “They don’t seem to like you much,” Jai said in a curious tone. “I can’t figure out why.” 
 
    “It’s a great mystery,” I muttered back. “Normally, everyone loves me.” 
 
    Jai looked at me in surprise and then threw his head back and laughed. It was a loud, cackling sound that echoed around the hall, and even the staff turned to look at him.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Jai gasped and wiped at his eyes. “I haven’t laughed that hard in ages. They’re probably shocked to hear it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad we can lighten your load, brother,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “I know I doubted you and your ability to keep your word.” Jai frowned. “I’m sorry I was so wary. And, ah, defensive.” 
 
    “Understandable.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “The past is behind us. Let’s just move forward. And I don’t know about many other dragons, but I know I keep my word.”  
 
    “I’m learning,” Jai answered with a nod. 
 
    “Fair enough.” I grinned. “I think I’ll grab the dryads and see what we can do for House Jubatus before the bazaar day as well.” 
 
    “That is a great idea,” Jai confirmed. “I’ll be working with Lord Nikolaus to see how much game we need to prepare for the bazaar.” 
 
    We shook forearms, and I turned to the dormitory hall again. Then I walked up the stairs that would take me to the dryad sisters. They had already helped at House Oel to get some crops organized and growing, and it seemed likely they could make a difference for House Jubatus as well. Plus, it was the only one of the Houses I hadn’t made it back to since our little meeting, so it would be better for everyone if I checked in. 
 
    “Ladies?” I rapped lightly on the door to the sisters’ room.  
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan!” Marina cried from behind the door. 
 
    “Hello!” Trina sang as she swung the door open to reveal the dryads as they finished slipping their feet into their shoes.  
 
    A few minutes earlier, and I may have gotten to see more than just shoes getting put on. Damn. 
 
    “Come in, come in!” Polina called out.  
 
    “Would you all like to join me and check out some cheetahs?” I asked the sisters. 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Polina cheered. 
 
    “Can we fix their farms, too?” Marina gasped hopefully. 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “That is the goal today. You aren’t too tired, are you?” 
 
    “No!” the girls squealed. 
 
    “Good deal,” I chuckled. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    I led the dryads back downstairs and out the front door. Then I took a deep breath and shifted into my dragon form as soon as I made it down the steps. The dryads jumped back with squeals of excitement, waited until I had finished transforming, and then jumped onto my back for the ride to the grasslands.  
 
    When they were on me and hanging on, I lifted into the air and headed to House Jubatus. We flew over the grasslands, and I was reminded of how poorly the cheetahs lived in comparison to the lions. Their grass and mud huts were simple with barely any room between them, and the Demi-Humans and humans who lived in the cheetah faction wore animal skin cloths to cover the essentials and nothing else, not even shoes. It was a far cry from the jewelry and accessories that often adorned the lion Demi-Humans.  
 
    We landed in front of the House Jubatus palace with its plain face that blended into the rest of the grasslands. The dryads hopped off my back and waltzed to the palace stairs while I shifted back into human form. Then I walked over to join them, and we climbed the stairs to the palace doors.  
 
    The cheetah guards opened the doors without a word, and we stepped inside. I guided the sisters to the sitting area in the great hall, and we sat down, since I knew one of the guards would let Chax or Imani know we’d arrived. 
 
    Sure enough, the doors at the back of the great hall were thrown open a few minutes later as Chax and Chidi strode into the room. Chax looked younger today, as though some of his stress had been lifted. He wore his signature loincloth, but he’d added an open robe that gave him a more royal air. Chidi, on the other hand, looked annoyed as always with his black robe and slitted eyes. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Chax greeted me with a warm smile. “And the dryads, what a pleasure. I heard about your dreadful morning. I’m so sorry. How can we help you?” 
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded. “We’re actually here to help you. The dryads worked on the fields over at House Oel, and they are already seeing some crop growth. We wanted to come over here and do the same for House Jubatus.” 
 
    “How kind,” Chidi sneered, with his nose in the air. “We came second to the lions, of course.” 
 
    “Come now, Chidi,” Imani scolded him as she breezed through the door behind the other two cheetahs. “I’m sure Lord Evan had his own reasons for starting where he did. And we should be grateful that he and the dryads are here now.” 
 
    Chax nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Of course, my lady,” Chidi acknowledged with a dip of his head, but he shot me a cold look. “My apologies, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I ignored him and directed my reply to Chax and Imani, “if you would show us to your fields, we will be happy to help.” 
 
    “Right this way.” Chax bowed his head, and we followed him down the hallway to a door leading out to the farm, although Chidi stayed behind. 
 
    As soon as we walked out the door, the dryads gasped. 
 
    “These fields are so--” 
 
    “Worn out?” 
 
    “Dying?” 
 
    “In severe need of our magic touch,” Polina finished. 
 
    The sisters weren’t kidding. The grasslands were barely grassy, the land was covered in yellow and brown plant remnants, and the couple of trees that had once grown were now like skeletons without their leaves or fruits. I was glad to have the dryads here to fix things, since I doubted any of my magic would be able to do a thing to help this disaster. 
 
    Imani and I chuckled, while Chax looked appalled. 
 
    “Where should we begin, ladies?” I asked the dryads.  
 
    “We have to start with some basic ground healing,” Trina murmured. 
 
    The sisters began to mutter to each other as they walked further into the field and suddenly dropped to their knees. Then they buried their hands into the soil and started chanting softly. Within a few minutes, Chax, Imani, and I could see the dead grass around them perk up with life.  
 
    “By the gods!” Chax exclaimed, and his eyes widened. “They did it.” 
 
    “Of course, they did,” I replied with a smirk. “I only brought the best.” 
 
    “Apparently,” Imani murmured, and she was clearly in as much awe as her brother.  
 
    The green of the growing grass spread in a circle around the dryads as it flowed to the other plants in the farming area. The other grasses lifted from their dead and wilting stances to blow in the light breeze. Two trees that had looked completely rotten suddenly blossomed out, and I noticed one of them was actually a cottonwood tree, since a few bursts of white fuzz floated away on the breeze. 
 
    “The cottonwood is even alive again,” Imani whispered as her mouth fell open.  
 
    “We should let the healers know right away,” Chax laughed in disbelief. “They can begin to work with their balms and such once more!” 
 
    “That would be a great addition to the bazaar,” I coaxed the cheetahs. “I know we had discussed bringing other items to trade besides food and water.” 
 
    “Great idea!” Chax praised. “Oh, let me go get Chidi!” 
 
    Lord Chax hustled back into the palace to get his advisor.  
 
    “This is already a great help to us, Lord Evan,” Imani declared as she turned to me with a grin. “I’ll also introduce the sisters to our gardening team. They can show us where we went wrong before, so we don’t require magical intervention again in the future.” 
 
    Imani glided over to a small grass hut on the edge of the farms near the palace and knocked on the door. The door opened, she said a few words, and I watched as five cheetah Demi-Humans and two humans filed out after her, with excitement clear on their faces.  
 
    Lady Imani returned with the gardening team at the same time that Chax arrived with Chidi in tow.  
 
    The dryads pulled their hands from the now-fertile soil and noticed the gathering crowd. So, they grinned and walked back over to the group.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Polina began dramatically. 
 
    “We have begun our work on the farmlands, but we will need your help moving forward,” Trina continued.  
 
    “The soil here should be extremely fertile with this climate and the grasses you grow, but you have to know how to treat it regularly,” Marina advised. 
 
    “Are you the gardeners?” Polina pointed at the seven extra people standing next to us. 
 
    Several of them nodded. 
 
    “Great!” Trina clapped. “Let’s walk and talk about crop rotation.” 
 
    The girls gestured back toward the fields, and the gardening team followed as they listened closely. 
 
    “They are something, aren’t they?” Lady Imani was clearly amused by the dryads. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “They know their stuff.”  
 
    I turned back to the remaining cheetahs and noticed Chax pointing to the cottonwood tree as he spoke to Chidi.  
 
    “So, you get the healers together and let them know they can start making their tinctures and whatnot again as soon as we can harvest!” Chax declared. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Chidi responded and bowed deeply. Then he traipsed back through the field to the palace. 
 
    As I chuckled at the grumpy advisor’s exit, I noticed movement in the field further to my right. Some large, brown creatures were moving in and out of clear view, and I knew I recognized the shape, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.  
 
    “What’s over there?” I asked Imani as I pointed in that direction. 
 
    “Oh, we have some bison that roam the area near the fields,” she answered. “Actually, we may have to pay more attention to them now if the plants are going to actually be growing again.” 
 
    “How many do you think there are?” I questioned, and another idea started to form in my brain. 
 
    “Probably dozens,” Imani replied with a shrug. “They don’t really come up here, and we rarely hunt them since they provide so much meat at once. One bison can last several families for a month.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” I rubbed my hands together. “What if that was one of your wares for the bazaar?” 
 
    “A bison?” Imani quirked a brow.  
 
    “Well, not a live one,” I clarified, “but you could hunt one or two, harvest the meat, the fur, and even the horns for things to sell at the bazaar. The meat could be divided up into several portions. The fur can be made into clothes or stuff for a house. The horns can be carved into tools. And you guys could still come up with more than that. Those are just some things I thought of right now. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think that’s brilliant!” Chax jumped up and down as he appeared beside me. “We may not have the best crops in Tikal, but if we can provide something like that at the bazaar, it would be amazing!” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Imani nodded in agreement. “While our goal is not to compete with the other Houses, we certainly want to hold up our end of the bargain.” 
 
    “Great!” I grinned and gave myself a mental pat on the back.  
 
    This bazaar was going to be badass. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I walked out of House Jubatus with my head held high. 
 
    We were really making some differences in Tikal, and I knew there was more I could do. I just had to find out what else the city needed. 
 
    The dryads decided to stay at House Jubatus with the gardening team for the rest of the day, so I stepped out into the sunshine and transformed into my dragon body. Then I leapt into the air and took flight. 
 
    As I flew over the grasslands, I decided to circle around the city and see what else I could do. I’d assigned a job to everyone in my group, so surely there was something else for me. I had all this magic and power with nowhere to aim it at just yet. 
 
    I floated over the fountain where all three factions would be meeting in just a few days for the bazaar. Everyone would bring things to trade and sell, but how would they get them there? I’d already seen some small carts in each faction, which would likely be hard to move long distances, especially over some of the terrain. I wondered how hard it would be to make some kind of stone pathways for travelling between areas of the city. We wanted the Houses to integrate, so it would make sense for us to make it easier for them to do it. 
 
    Okay, that’s one job I knew I could do. I loved city building stuff.  
 
    As I hovered about the city, I compared Tikal to Hatra. Obviously, we weren’t divided like Tikal and its factions, but we still had to have central systems that worked for everyone, like water and sewage systems. Maybe I could make some aqueducts here like I had in Hatra. That would also save time for those in House Onca who were using carts to lug water back from House Oel while we solved the river issue. Plus, if there was a central system, it would benefit all three Houses. I bet I could even use those wells I dug up in the desert, not to mention the fountain could be functional again, which would make it an even better location for the bazaar every couple of weeks. 
 
    Hell, yeah, I had a couple things to do while my people got the bazaar ready and worked on that damn curse. 
 
    It would take a lot of my magic to make both of those stone structures, though, so I decided to meditate tonight and get started on my stone work tomorrow. 
 
    I flew down into the clearing in front of House Onca and took my human form. I had to find somewhere quiet since I didn’t have the River Moonstone House, but I needed to get myself ready for the coming big days. So, I walked into the jungle and took the path opposite the cursed river, since I doubted I could relax being that close to the dark poison. I followed the other path for about ten minutes until I came up to a thicket of fruit bushes that seemed to intertwine and form a gate. Then I pushed through and found a clearing the size of a bedroom. 
 
    The clearing was surrounded by the thick, multicolored trees we’d seen when we first got to Tikal. As I looked around, I noticed no animals were making noise, and only a slight breeze blew through the leaves and allowed small bits of sunlight to shimmer through onto the perfectly green grass. It was no River Moonstone House, but it was still a beautiful and calming space.  
 
    I could work with this.  
 
    Before I started my process, though, I sent a messenger dragon to Chax and Kinba to let them know I’d be there in the morning to start on the aqueducts. 
 
    Then I sat down in the middle of the clearing with my legs crossed and closed my eyes. It took me less time every meditation to focus on finding my inner self, and this time I was almost immediately sitting on the beach of my spiritual sea. I’d almost forgotten how relaxing it was to just sit here and watch the waves lap against the shore with the moonlight reflected on the water. 
 
    Suddenly, Miraya sat down beside me in her beautiful woman form. Her white gown nearly glowed in the night, and her white-blond hair pooled around her as she sat in the sand. She’d taken this form because she knew I preferred her womanly features, and I would never complain. 
 
    “It feels like it’s been a long time since you last came,” the spirit sword murmured as she looked out on the water next to me, and she pursed her beautiful, plump lips. 
 
    “I know,” I replied. “I’ve been so busy here in Tikal …” 
 
    I trailed off. I knew I needed to make more time for this. It was important to keep my soul and magic healthy and strong. 
 
    “You’ll need this for all your work tomorrow,” Miraya reminded me. “It will be a lot of strain to rebuild here, just like it has been in Hatra.” 
 
    “I know.” I nodded as I looked out on the water. “It’s worth it, though.” 
 
    “I agree,” Miraya said and leaned her head against my shoulder. “We need to make Rahma strong for the battle to come.” 
 
    We both watched the waves lap against the shore at our feet, and I dug my toes into the sand and felt the power of my spiritual sea flow through me. 
 
    This meditation was nice. I wasn’t already drained from a battle or preparing for another one. I just had to connect and cultivate myself, so I could build up my strength. 
 
    I realized I could easily lose track of time here since the moon stayed in its position directly above the water, so after a while, I stood up and stretched my arms above my head.  
 
    “Feel better, Lord Evan?” Miraya asked with a smile, and she stood up beside me. 
 
    “For sure,” I confirmed. “I’m ready to kick tomorrow’s ass.” 
 
    “Then you better get going, since it’s almost tomorrow.” Miraya winked. 
 
    I pulled myself out of my meditation state and back into the jungle. Miraya was right. The moon was high in the sky now, so I had to have been here for hours. I felt stronger than ever, though, even compared to the times I’d meditated in the River Moonstone House.  
 
    I wondered if the jungle had some kind of extra power to it. 
 
    If the jungle had power, maybe Alyona and Ravi could tap into it when working their magic on the cursed river. Or maybe even the dryads could use it. I was still new to all this magic stuff, but it was worth mentioning. 
 
    I made my way back up the path to House Onca’s palace. The jaguar guards eyed me as I walked in but didn’t say anything, and I walked down to the library and peeked in. There were books spread out all over the table, but neither Alyona nor Ravi were inside, so I traipsed up the stairs to the bedrooms and looked into the princess’ room.  
 
    Alyona was curled up on the bed with Laika next to her. Both of them were sleeping hard, but Ravi was sitting up on the edge of the bed, and she looked up as I creaked the door open. 
 
    “Laika planned to send you a message when we got back, but they were both so tired,” Ravi whispered and gestured to the sleeping women. “I’m sorry, I should have found you anyway.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” I waved my hand. “I was meditating anyway. How did it go at the river?” 
 
    “Well, we did the purification ritual I found, but I think Alyona was right.” Ravi frowned and looked down at her feet. “It won’t work for long. It might help for a bit, but it’s barely holding back the curse.” 
 
    “That’s better than nothing for now,” I consoled the phoenix. “You guys will get it. Besides, I think the jungle is more powerful than we realized. I had a great connection to my spiritual sea out there.” 
 
    “You cultivated in the jungle?” Ravi asked with wide eyes. “You have terra magic?” 
 
    “Uh, I have what?” I had no idea what the phoenix was talking about. 
 
    “Oh, this is great!” she gasped with excitement. “We have to tell Alyona tomorrow!” 
 
    I contemplated questioning Ravi further, but I was tired, and I didn’t want to wake the other women, so I let it go for now.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be building some stuff around the city tomorrow, so you can just tell her for me, okay?” I shrugged. 
 
    “I will!” Ravi grinned. “Good night, Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Good night, Ravi,” I said as I closed the door. 
 
    I headed to my own room and undressed before I tossed myself on the bed and crossed my arms behind my head. No sooner had I laid down than the sun was peeking in through the window above me. I was so relaxed I didn’t even notice when I fell asleep, yet it felt like the best sleep of my life. 
 
    I got up, dressed, and headed downstairs, and the dryads were already sitting at the table eating breakfast. 
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” I greeted the sisters. “You’re up early.” 
 
    “We’re bored,” Polina sighed with an eye roll. 
 
    “We fixed all the crops, and now there’s nothing else for us to do,” Trina whined. 
 
    “And we’re, like, almost useless now,” Marina pouted. 
 
    “No way,” I argued. “Besides, who else is going to come with me while I build some shit like a badass dragon today?” 
 
    “Ooooh!” Trina squealed and perked up. 
 
    “We can do that!” Polina waved her hands around. 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled. “Let me grab a bite here, and we’ll head to House Oel.” 
 
    I piled some of the thin strips of meat on my plate with some fruit and practically dumped it all in my mouth. I was antsy to get started on more progress for the city, so I swallowed the last bite of food, wiped my face with my sleeve, and looked up to see the girls watching me in shock. 
 
    “Are you ready or what?” I asked them. 
 
    They giggled and mumbled to each other as they got up from the table. We walked out the palace doors and down the steps, and I shifted into my dragon body and waggled my eyebrows at the dryads. 
 
    “Who’s coming along for the ride?” I asked playfully. 
 
    “Meeeeee!” Marina shrieked and yanked herself up onto my back first. 
 
    Trina and Polina quickly hopped up behind her and held on tightly, and I spread my wings and took off. 
 
    We headed to House Oel first. I decided to start at the wells and make my way toward the other two Houses. This way, I could join the water system using aqueducts like I had done in Hatra. If we could make it work, I figured I’d make a sewage system like we’d also done back home. 
 
    As the morning sun rose in the east, I drifted over the desert sands and slid in front of the palace for a dramatic landing. The dryads giggled and clapped as they leaped off my back, and I gave them a toothy grin and changed back into my human form.  
 
    The lion guards seemed to be used to me, and they opened the doors without a second glance. 
 
    Kalem waited for us in the great hall and signaled us over to the seating area under the giant palm tree. 
 
    “Kinba will be down shortly,” the tall lion advised us before he glided out of the room. 
 
    “I guess he’s not a morning person,” I muttered to the girls. 
 
    The dryads were still giggling when Kinba strode in through the door. 
 
    “So, Lord Evan, we are building aqueducts today?” he asked and opened his arms wide. “How many of my men do you need?” 
 
    “None,” I answered with a smirk. “I’ll do the heavy lifting. I just didn’t want to surprise you with another random morning visit this time.” 
 
    “You … you don’t need anyone?” Kinba dropped his arms and looked surprised. 
 
    “Nope, he’s a sexy badass dragon,” Trina cut in. 
 
    “And he has magic,” Marina added. 
 
    “So, he doesn’t need all that,” Polina finished with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I was unaware of all those details,” Kinba chuckled. “I will be here in the palace if you need anything.” 
 
    With that, the lion Demi-Human swished back down the hallway, and the dryads and I walked out the back door to the farms. I led them to the first well and checked out the landscape. It was too close to the palace to connect with the other Houses easily, so we moved on to the next well further out. This one was a near straight shot out of Oel territory in both directions, and a grin spread across my face. 
 
    “This one will work,” I decided. “Now, stay on that side, ladies.” 
 
    I cracked my knuckles dramatically as the dryads backed away from the well. Then I focused on the stone beneath the surface and listened to its distinct hum. I pulled up the stone to form a solid pipe in about twenty-foot sections, since I’d already learned my lesson about trying to do it all at once. 
 
    “You know, if you break a sweat, you could take off your shirt,” Polina teased. 
 
    “Or you could take it off anyway,” Trina remarked with a grin. 
 
    “Yeah, so you don’t get it all sweaty,” Marina agreed. 
 
    I laughed at their antics and continued forming the first part of the aqueduct. I probably would end up shirtless in this desert, but I’d let them tease their way to it first. 
 
    As the first pipe rose up from the sand, the dryads clapped and cheered, and I knew I’d brought the right women for some moral support. 
 
    We moved on to the next part, and I pulled up another section of pipe. It was time-consuming, and I definitely started sweating, so I pulled off my black shirt and tossed it at the sisters. They play-fought over it and laughed some more as we walked to the end of the piping. 
 
    “You sure know how to handle that pipe, Lord Evan,” Trina said as she waggled her eyebrows at me. 
 
    “We can handle some pipe, too,” Marina announced with a giggle. 
 
    “Oh, he already knows that!” Polina cackled. 
 
    I shook my head and laughed to myself, and as we continued down the line closer to the jungle, the dryads kept cracking jokes and falling all over each other laughing.  
 
    By the time we connected the aqueducts to House Onca, the sun was high in the sky. 
 
    “Better take a break,” I said as I wiped some sweat off from my forehead. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure the work you’re doing is really hard.” Polina pursed her lips and fought back a grin. 
 
    “Like, reeeeeally hard,” Trina agreed as she also struggled to keep a straight face. 
 
    “I can think of a few harder things.” I smirked. 
 
    I led the sisters into the edge of the jungle and picked a few fruits for us to eat for lunch. I didn’t want to slow down much, though. We were only halfway done with the aqueducts, and I wanted to finish them today, not to mention the sewage system. 
 
    I gulped down the fruit and washed it down with some water from the fountain. It wasn’t at full power yet, but I knew it would work great once the entire system was up and running. 
 
    “Bring your fruits, ladies,” I told them. “Let’s keep it moving.” 
 
    “Thank you for the juicy fruit, Lord Evan,” Trina said as she took another bite of the blue fruit and let the juice run down the side of her mouth. 
 
    I growled and fought the urge to lick the sticky sweetness off her face. 
 
    “Don’t distract the dragon lord,” Polina chided her. “We can fuck him later!” 
 
    I chuckled and walked toward House Jubatus to start connecting the aqueducts to their territory. We continued on our path with me pulling stone up to build the piping, and the dryads cheered me on. They did a great job of keeping me motivated with their remarks about taking me to bed later. That would be a great way to end a rough day. 
 
    “Those aqueducts look awful wet, Lord Evan,” Polina murmured as she rubbed her inner thighs. 
 
    “I know a few other wet things around here,” Trina added with a devilish grin. 
 
    I couldn’t get this job done fast enough. 
 
    We finally finished connecting the Houses Onca and Jubatus as the day faded into late afternoon, and then we began the last section to circle things back around to House Oel, so the water could be pumped in any direction. 
 
    By the time we finished making a full circle, the sun was setting, and the dryads were even hot enough to have removed a few layers. I looked over their emerald skinned bodies with a new appreciation for nature. 
 
    “Well, now that there’s a clean water supply over at House Onca, who wants to go get cleaned up?” I asked the women with a grin. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Trina cried. 
 
    We found our way to the bathing room in House Onca’s palace and got a little dirty together as I spent a good hour making love to the three women. As soon as I’d filled all three of them with my dragon seed, we cleaned up, and I practically fell into my bed without a second thought about the day. 
 
    When I woke up the next morning, I felt full of energy. My magic was back at max power and hummed through my freshly cleaned body.  
 
    I was ready to get started on my next project for Tikal. 
 
    I nearly skipped downstairs to get some breakfast, and the dryads were already there eating. I guess last night’s activities had left them wiped, too, and I smirked at the thought as I joined them and made a plate. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan,” Polina sang with a flourish. 
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” I greeted them. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Like a log,” Trina responded around a mouth full of food. 
 
    “Yeah, you must have worn us out last night,” Marina giggled. “Do we have more projects today?” 
 
    “We do,” I confirmed. “We’re going to make some stone pathways between the Houses, the Palenque Temple, and fountain area to make it easier for everyone to cart their merchandise to the bazaar.” 
 
    “Ooooh, a sexy, badass dragon, and he’s smart!” Trina cheered. 
 
    “That’s such a good idea, Evan!” Polina gushed. 
 
    “I love it!” Marina cried with her hands clasped together. 
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” I chuckled. “Let’s get started then.” 
 
    We filed out the door and headed toward the main road of House Onca’s territory. As much as I’d like to give all the citizens easy road access, it would take weeks to do things that way. So, I’d have to settle for making one main road that led to the central part of Tikal, and the people would just have to get to that road to travel to the fountain and bazaar. 
 
    “This will work,” I mumbled as I looked over the area we were in. 
 
    Jaguars and humans milled around, and the place seemed to have easy access for most of the citizens. I thought about sidewalks back on Earth and decided to work in blocks for this project as well. So, I reached under the surface with my stone magic and tried to bring up rocks from underneath us, but when I sent my power deeper underground, I felt nothing but dead plants and soil. 
 
    Well, that put a damper on my plans. 
 
    “We need to find somewhere with water,” Polina suggested as she watched my frustration grow. “The jungle is a hard place to find any rocks, but you can usually find some in or near the water.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll have to come back this way, then,” I decided. “We’ll go over to the fountain and build up there.” 
 
    We were in the middle of a bunch of houses, so shifting into my dragon form was a bit out of the question. Instead, I led the girls on a light jog back to the fountain through the trees. We came up on the fountain, and I sent out my magic underground again. I could see the difference in layers perfectly under the plaza, probably since it was the central point of all three biomes. Obviously, the desert had plenty of sand, and the grasslands had rocks of all kinds and sizes both under and above ground. The jungle was the only lacking territory. 
 
    I decided to pull some stone from each supply and make concrete again for the jungle pathways. I grabbed a large cart from next to the temple and used my magic to fill it with sand from the desert and crushed stone from the grasslands. Then I pushed it over to the jungle side of the fountain, much to the dryads’ happiness. 
 
    “Oh, yes, the dragon is going to be hot and sweaty today, too!” Marina clapped and grinned. 
 
    “He has already worked so hard for this sand,” Polina started. 
 
    “And those stones, so he could just go ahead and take his shirt off,” Trina finished with a sly smile. 
 
    I laughed as I pulled several buckets of water up from the fountain and dumped them in my cart mixture. Next, I used a little magic to turn the sand and stone, so it mixed with the water and didn’t stick to my cart. Then I shoved the cart back toward the jungle and started setting up the path. After each section of concrete was poured in, I opened my mouth and blew fire to dry it quickly. My new method took a while longer since we kept having to return to the fountain for more supplies, but eventually the House Onca citizens had an easy route to get to the temple. 
 
    Once we finished the jungle path, we returned to the fountain for a drink. I wiped the sweat from my brow and took off my shirt. The dryads were right, I should have taken it off earlier. It felt nice to feel the breeze across my sweaty chest, and I looked up from my water to see three sets of jade eyes staring at my exposed torso. 
 
    “Can I help you, ladies?” I asked and quirked a brow. 
 
    “Oh, we’re just looking forward to another bath tonight, Lord Evan,” Marina answered with a wink. 
 
    “Yes, we like fucking you,” Trina agreed. 
 
    “Especially in the water!” Polina added. 
 
    “I think we can make that happen,” I snickered. “Let’s get these other pathways finished up first, and then we can call it a day.” 
 
    I walked to the side of the fountain that faced House Jubatus and reached out to the stones in their territory. These other two paths would be much easier. The stones rose to the surface without a problem, and I got to work again making a road wide enough for two carts to be pulled through the House’s territory.  
 
    When I reached the main road of Jubatus, the sisters clapped and cheered. 
 
    “While we’re here, I want to check with them on their bazaar stuff we talked about earlier,” I advised the sisters, and then I walked the short distance to the palace and strode through the front door. 
 
    “Oh, it’s Lord Evan,” one of the servants murmured at my appearance and dropped into a bow. Then she ran to the back of the palace. 
 
    Moments later, Lady Imani appeared with a smile on her face that faltered a bit when she realized I wasn’t wearing a shirt. 
 
    “Imani,” I said as I returned her smile easily. “How are the crops and the bison hunting going? We’re down to the last day before the bazaar.” 
 
    “They are fantastic,” Imani said, but her cheerful voice sounded a little forced as she tore her eyes away from my chest. “Our butcher is dividing up the meat into easy packaging for sales, our seamstress is treating the skins, not to mention the grasses and crops we were already able to harvest, thanks to the dryads. We were able to get some cottonwood harvested for some medical balms, too!” 
 
    “So happy to help!” Polina grinned. 
 
    “And we are grateful,” Imani replied with a respectful bow. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said and turned back to the palace doors. “I don’t mean to cut you off, but we have some more work to do before tomorrow. Please let your people know that they are welcome to use the new pathways to take their goods down to the bazaar tomorrow.” 
 
    “Pathways?” Imani looked surprised and pleased. “That’s wonderful. Thank you.” 
 
    I gave her a quick salute as the girls followed me back out the door and down the steps. 
 
    “Two down!” Trina yelled. 
 
    “One to go!” Marina squealed. 
 
    “Then it’s bath time!” Polina declared. 
 
    I growled with satisfaction. I would gladly take all three of them again tonight as my own reward for my hard work. For now, though, I had to concentrate on finishing the last sidewalk. It was already afternoon, and it would be impossible to make one of these paths without the light of the sun. 
 
    “Well, let’s get a move on back to the fountain,” I demanded. “I like bath time, too.” 
 
    The girls giggled and skipped ahead of me back to the center of the city. 
 
    As soon as we arrived, I faced the desert side of the clearing and drew on my stone magic to begin forming the final sidewalk for the citizens of House Oel. I pulled up the crushed stone and built each pad of the pathway leading from the fountain back to the main area of House Oel. By the time we finished the sidewalk, I was drenched in sweat and starting to feel the drain on my energy. 
 
    “Okay, ladies, one more group to check on--” I started. 
 
    “And then bath time!” Polina cried out. 
 
    “Most definitely,” I agreed as I popped my back and stretched my neck. 
 
    I led the sisters up the stairs of House Oel’s golden palace and stepped through the front doors. The shade of the palace helped cool me down, but I still walked over to the sitting area and flopped into a chair to wait for Kinba. 
 
    A few minutes later, Lord Kinba breezed into the room with a broad grin that brought a small smile to my face as well. 
 
    “You now have a pathway connecting your main community area to the fountain, so anyone who is taking items for trade tomorrow can use a cart without getting stuck in the sand,” I announced bluntly, since I was too tired for all the pleasantries. 
 
    “That is fantastic!” Kinba exuded excitement. “Let me show you some of what we have been working on.” 
 
    Kinba clapped his hands, and a handful of lion Demi-Humans appeared carrying trays. They lined up to show off their goods, and the first servant leaned down to expose an exquisitely wrapped jug of what I assumed was cactus juice. The wrapping was some kind of thin metal like aluminum foil, but it was lined in gold, and several jewels were encrusted in the design. 
 
    I looked up at the servant and nodded. I had a feeling I was going to have to be a little rude soon, but I would at least check the other trade items first. 
 
    The second servant brought his tray and revealed a similarly wrapped but skewered and cooked lizard, so I waved the servant on and stood up. 
 
    “Listen, Kinba,” I began. “The wrappings look super nice and all, but you can’t expect the other Houses to see you as equals if your products have gold and jewels in them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” The lion looked a little crestfallen. 
 
    “I mean, some of the other Houses still see you as dictators, oppressors, assholes who take from the poor to keep themselves rich,” I continued. “If you want them to see you as equals who only want the best for the whole city, you can’t shove the wealth you still have in their faces.” 
 
    “Ah,” Kinba said as he ran a hand through his mane. “I never thought of that.” 
 
    The Demi-Human began pacing back and forth in front of his line of servants, who were still holding the trays of fancy goodies. 
 
    “Tell everyone in there to stop wrapping things immediately,” Kinba commanded after a moment. “We can use those for a special occasion or maybe even a way to trade for other Houses’ wares.” 
 
    I nodded in approval as the servants scampered back down the hallway with their trays. 
 
    “I’m glad you came by, Lord Evan,” Kinba said with a nod. “I never would have considered the appearance of such things.” 
 
    “It’s what I’m here for,” I replied. “Other than that, your harvest is going well?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you so much,” Kinba directed his thanks to the dryads, who were still sitting by the palm tree. 
 
    “We are glad to help!” Trina grinned, and her sisters nodded vigorously. 
 
    I looked out the window and noticed the sun was getting low. 
 
    “We better get going,” I urged. “Tomorrow is a big day, and we all need our rest.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Kinba agreed and dipped his head. “We will see you tomorrow then, Lord Evan. Dryads.” 
 
    “Good night, Lord Kinba!” the girls called out as I guided them to the front doors. 
 
    I nearly jumped off the last step and transformed into my dragon body. I was exhausted, but I wanted to get back to House Onca as quickly as possible. So, I flicked my head at the girls to get on my back, and they ran to catch up with me and jumped on. 
 
    I took off to House Onca at racing speeds, and the dryads laughed and held on to my spikes as the wind blew their wild green hair all over the place. 
 
    I almost crash-landed in front of the palace, but we made it in one piece. The girls slid off my back, and I returned to my human form. Then I jogged up the stairs to the palace doors with the sisters right behind me. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” one of the guards addressed me. “Lord Niklaus said upon your arrival to let you know that he and the other lords are all prepared for the bazaar tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s great news!” I grinned at the guard and clapped him on the shoulder. “Tomorrow will be a big day, bro!” 
 
    He looked at me in confusion as he pulled open the door for us, but he didn’t comment further. 
 
    So, I dragged the girls past him, and we headed straight for the baths again.  
 
    I was ready for the stress relief that only the dryad sisters with all their boundless energy could provide.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    I woke with a start and gazed around my room in confusion.  
 
    Then I heard voices chattering, metal clanking, and a ton of footsteps, but as I shook myself awake, I realized all the noise was outside. Apparently, the people had started their treks to the Palenque Temple, so I got out of bed, slipped my clothes and shoes on, and walked out of my room. 
 
    Surprisingly, no one was in the halls or even in the sitting rooms eating breakfast this morning. I encountered no servants or warriors, and House Onca’s palace was nearly silent around me, so I decided to take advantage of some rare alone time and enjoy a quiet breakfast.  
 
    I made my way through the grand dining hall to the kitchen, and I finally ran into a few jaguars. I assumed they were the cooks, since they were zipping back and forth plating food and boxing produce for the bazaar. I stood in the doorway for a moment as I contemplated the best way to snag a quick plate, but then one of the jaguars turned and gasped when he saw me in the doorway. A platter of fruit tumbled from the man’s hands, but I reacted quickly with my stone power and raised a pillar from the ground to catch the plate.  
 
    “L-Lord Dragon,” the jaguar Demi-Human stuttered, and he nearly folded himself in half as he bowed to me. “I-I apologize. I didn’t see you there. I-I thought you and your party had already left.” 
 
    “No apologies necessary.” I waved him off as I walked forward, picked up the plate from the stone pillar I’d created, and handed it back to the jaguar. “I was the one who startled you. And it seems I’ve gotten a bit of a late start this morning, so I was wandering around looking for some breakfast.” 
 
    “O-Oh! Here, let me help you, sir.” The jaguar nodded nervously as he took the dropped plate I offered him, and he spun on his heels and hurried over to one of the long counter tops that took up most of the wall space in the kitchen. Then he started to pile a bunch of different meats, breads, and fruits onto a plate, and when the plate could hold no more, he very carefully walked it back over to me. 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled, and the delectable smell wafting off the platter made my stomach rumble. “I’ll get out of your hair now.” 
 
    The jaguar Demi-Human frowned and patted the brown fur on top of his head.  
 
    “But … you’re not in my hair, Lord Dragon?” he muttered in confusion.  
 
    “Nevermind,” I laughed before I glanced at the other servants bustling away behind him. “Everything going smoothly? Need any help?” 
 
    “N-No!” the jaguar gasped and shook his head rapidly. “I-I mean, yes, everything is going smoothly for the bazaar, but no, you don’t need to waste any of your time with us. We have everything under control, sir!” 
 
    I wanted to tell him it was no problem and that I was happy to help, but I could tell my mere presence was sending this guy into a panic attack, so I decided to spare him.  
 
    “Alright,” I said with a nod. “Well, thank you for all your hard work. And for the breakfast.” 
 
    I held up my plate as I turned to the door once again, and the jaguar stammered out a garbled response as I walked out of the kitchens.  
 
    Now that I had some food, I found a quiet little corner overlooking a picturesque window, and I sat in a comfortable, green cushioned chair as I gazed out into the courtyard of the jungle palace. With my new vantage point, I quickly found out where the missing denizens of House Onca had gone to. Dozens of jaguars and humans alike jogged back and forth across the courtyard as they loaded up wagons and started to make their way to Tikal’s central temple, and the early morning sun bathed everything in a warm, golden glow.  
 
    I couldn’t ask for a better view as I started in on my delectable jungle breakfast. The jaguar in the kitchen had loaded up my plate with honeyed meat and a few of those mouthwatering, crispy akulina birds, and the savory dishes were well balanced by light, fluffy bread and sweet, juicy tropical fruits.  
 
    I took my time and savored each bite of the sweet meat while I alternated with some fruits and water. As I ate, I thought about where we would go from here, and I thought Nike had said the next stop was a city called Lumin. I loved seeing all the new places in Rahma. Everything was so different here from what I’d known on Earth. There was magic like nothing I’d ever imagined, and each day I learned something new and amazing. Hopefully, Aunt Emma was doing okay without me, but I hated that I couldn’t tell her about all of this. She would love the history, the crazy stories, and the artifacts, of course, but she wasn’t the only family I had to worry about anymore. 
 
    As I mulled over the future, I realized I hadn’t heard from my parents or Valerra in a few days, so I quickly summoned a messenger dragon in my palm. 
 
    “Go to Valerra and Ruslan to check in,” I ordered. “Let them know we’re making good progress here, and I just want to make sure they’re good, too.”  
 
    The little silver dragon nodded, split into two dragons, and fluttered out the window toward Hatra. 
 
    I knew the Crimson Dragon would probably roll her eyes at my messenger, but at least she would know we were fine. And Ruslan would send me a response since Valerra wouldn’t. 
 
    With that taken care of, I quickly polished off my plate and pushed my chair back. It was time to head to the bazaar and see how everything was going.  
 
    A ruler’s work was never done. 
 
    I strolled out into the sunshine and took my dragon form. A quick glance told me none of my party was in House Onca’s courtyard, so I leapt into the sky and flapped my wings to take me to the temple. As I flew over the city, I saw dozens of people carting their goods to the bazaar, and I smiled as I watched them easily pull their carts down the stone pathways I’d built yesterday.  
 
    A handful of Demi-Humans took notice of my shadow as I passed over, and they looked up and waved. I could hear them cry out “Lord Dragon,” and a few children shrieked and laughed as they pointed up at me.  
 
    I waved back to them as well as I could with my foreleg before I resumed my course to the temple. 
 
    It seemed the people of Tikal were getting used to their dragon guardian. 
 
    When I finally reached the center of the city, I had to land carefully at the fountain so I didn’t crush any of the people waiting to get inside the bazaar. As I shifted back to my human size, I was amazed at the growing crowd. There had to be over a hundred people already gathered to enter the temple, and they came from all the Houses. I saw lions, cheetahs, jaguars, and humans intermingling like they had always been friends, and although the sight brought a smile to my face, I started to wonder if I was going to make it through the expanding throng.  
 
    Thankfully, some people quickly took notice of me, and they gasped and murmured as they cleared a path.  
 
    “Lord Dragon,” they called and bowed to me as I passed, and I nodded to them in kind while I made my way to the temple entrance, where Nike was checking vendors in. 
 
    “Need any help?” I asked him. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too, brother.” He smirked.  
 
    “I might have slept in a little this morning,” I chuckled before I gestured around us. “But it looks like you have everything under control.” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied as he directed a vendor to a table. “I’m just making sure anyone who is selling things gets to the right area.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I wondered. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t want them to split up by House on their own, so I put all the food people together, crops people together, and other things like that,” Nike explained and glanced over at me. “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “No, that’s brilliant,” I agreed with a grin. “Easiest way to integrate the Houses in this situation, I think.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nike said and lifted his chin high. “I want our mission to be successful for you, the princess, and Rahma.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, Nike.” I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I’m going to go explore a bit. Holler if you need me.” 
 
    Nike nodded and returned his attention to the line at the door. 
 
    I walked into the Palenque Temple and wandered with the crowd as they filed from table to table. The vast room had been filled with stalls and booths from wall to wall, but I stopped at the first table and saw some bison meat packages the cheetahs were selling from House Jubatus. They’d wrapped the chunks of meat in the same material that made up their loin cloths and then tied the bundles together with some kind of rope. I thought there would be flies and all kinds of insects flying around the raw meat, but surprisingly there were none, and I wondered if magic was involved.  
 
    This realm never ceased to amaze me.  
 
    As I looked away from the bison meat packages, I noticed Lady Imani strolled the area behind the table with her hands behind her. Then she caught my eye and gave me a slight nod. 
 
    “Great idea with the bison, Lord Evan,” Imani commended. “We found some emus further out than the bison too, so we will be adding some of that meat and maybe eggs soon as well. They are quite delicious when cooked.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic,” I said with a smile. “Maybe I’ll join you for an omelet.” 
 
    “A what, my lord?” Imani’s smile faltered. 
 
    “Never mind,” I chuckled and dipped my head in approval, then moved on to the next table. 
 
    Two lion Demi-Humans had smaller animals like lizards and snakes to sell. The meats were skewered and cooked then wrapped in palm leaves from House Oel, and I was glad they switched out the bejeweled wrappings for something that blended in with the rest of the goods. Even the lions looked a little less flashy than normal. Both lions wore unadorned gold robes and no shoes, the male wore no earrings or beads in his mane, and the female only wore a simple gold chain necklace instead of the typical gaudy pendants.  
 
    I continued past the empty table that I figured was for House Onca’s meat, since we’d decided to wait for the river curse to be cured before selling any meat from the jungle. The meats I’d had for breakfast had been caught and prepared days ago, so they were deemed safe enough, but any new hunting parties were put on hold until further notice. The jaguars had plenty of other fruits and wares to trade or sell for now, and once we got the water problem solved, they would be able to hunt multiple animals to sell at future bazaars. 
 
    “Welcome, Lord Dragon,” a female cheetah Demi-Human greeted me.  
 
    “Hello.” I smiled as I studied her booth.  
 
    Her table was filled with crops from House Jubatus, and they were spread out for display and tied in bundles for sale. There were small bunches of some kind of grain, some bluestem grass, and feathery herbs. The cheetahs had also bundled together several different types of flowers to sell, and the bright yellow, gold, and orange blooms smelled sweet like candy. House Jubatus would likely have more options after a couple rounds of harvesting their newly healed fields, but they’d brought a decent selection today. 
 
    “These are quite beautiful,” I told the female cheetah with a nod to the wildflowers.  
 
    “Then take some, Lord Dragon,” she said as she picked up a bundle and held them out to me.  
 
    “No, no,” I chuckled, “these are for you to sell.”  
 
    “I insist.” She shook her head and held the flowers out to me. “For the princess and your other beautiful companions. As a thank you for what you have done for all of Tikal.” 
 
    Well, when she put it like that, it would be rude to refuse the gift, right? Besides, I knew Alyona and the other women would love the colorful flowers.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told the cheetah with a smile, and I took the bundle from her hand. “This is very kind, and I’m sure the princess will greatly appreciate the gesture.” 
 
    The female Demi-Human grinned from ear to ear, and her tail waved happily behind her.  
 
    With the wildflowers in hand, I moved on to House Oel’s crops table, and the aged Wekesa was proudly gesturing to each option on the table as he spoke to the Demi-Humans in front of me. 
 
    “These are freshly picked apples and figs from our trees.” He pointed at each fruit as he flitted around his table. “And over here, we have some fresh squash and tomatoes. Oh, and here are some different herbs like thyme, sage, and mint leaves.” 
 
    The crowd of Demi-Humans nodded and murmured in awe, and then Wekesa caught sight of me in the back, so I offered him a broad grin.  
 
    “Wekesa, these look great!” I gestured to the wide array on the lion’s table. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Wekesa replied with a bow. “And please, tell the dryad sisters thank you again as well. We couldn’t have done this without them. Or you.” 
 
    “I will pass along your praise,” I promised. “I know the girls will love to hear it.” 
 
    Wekesa smiled but then his attention was pulled away by one of the other customers, so I walked a little further and reached House Onca’s crops. Even though the jungle climate wasn’t great for a true garden or farming area, it did work well for their fruits. I saw baskets of the blue pear-shaped fruit that I’d devoured at several breakfast meals, and I also noticed some of the fruit that looked like oranges except for the purple flesh inside. 
 
    “Would you like a fruit on the house, Lord Evan?” someone asked, and I recognized the vendor as one of the jaguar Demi-Humans I’d healed in the infirmary. 
 
    “No, thank you.” I smiled. “Glad to see you’re feeling better, though.” 
 
    “I am grateful,” he answered with a reverent bow. 
 
    I waved and walked on to what appeared to be the miscellaneous section of the bazaar. Instead of several of the smaller tables, there was one long table full of blankets, clothes, tools, bowls, and many other handmade items. Demi-Humans and humans of all the Houses were standing near their individual products and hawking them to each of the citizens who walked by. 
 
    The cheetahs had used various grasses to make some kind of window covering, like big, stiff curtains, and they’d also woven the grasses into baskets. They also sold the lotion and balms made from the cottonwood resin that Chax had been so excited about, and they’d even used my plan to turn the bison skins into other products like blankets. The skins were large but surprisingly soft to the touch, and I remembered how House Oel’s buildings were made of some kind of hides. I wondered how they cured the animal skins so fast, but I stowed the question away for later as I wandered down the long table.  
 
    The jaguars of House Onca had taken bamboo from the jungle and made a large variety of items. There were some pieces of bamboo carved into tools and some made into dishes and eating utensils.  
 
    The lions didn’t have much to add on this table, which made sense since we’d spent most of the week preparing their crops and herbs, but the lions did have a large presence at the last table. They’d used their easy water access to make a bunch of drinks, from their infamous cactus juice to jugs of water, so the Demi-Humans were certainly leaving their mark on the bazaar.  
 
    I stepped over to a lion behind the table, and I watched as he mixed a drink like an old-school bartender from Earth. 
 
    “Can I get one of those things you’re mixing?” I asked, but I had to practically shout over the noise of the bazaar all around me. 
 
    “Yeah, of course!” the lion answered as he dumped the drink into a bamboo cup and passed it to his customer. “You want apple, cactus, or prickly pear?” 
 
    “I’ll take the prickly pear,” I decided after a moment of thought. 
 
    “Coming right up!” my new bartender called. Then he turned back to his fruits and started chopping up a prickly pear. 
 
    While he worked on my drink, I turned back to the crowd, and I saw little lions playing with little cheetahs, and little cheetahs playing with little jaguars. It was a good sign for our integration project. Even their parents were having civil conversations together while their children played, and I saw a group of cheetahs laughing uproariously at something a lion Demi-Human said. The sight was quite a difference from everyone gripping tightly onto their spears when they got too close to each other’s territory lines, and I was hopeful that these civil gatherings would lead to regular behavior for all the Houses.  
 
    We still had some work to do, but I was proud of what we had accomplished in Tikal so far.  
 
    “Here you go, sir,” the lion bartender yelled behind me. 
 
    “Thank you.” I shifted my wildflowers into my left hand and held the cup up to him with my right. Then I took a sip, and it tasted almost like a smoothie. Bits of fresh fruit were mixed into the cool beverage, and I smacked my lips after I’d swallowed my first gulp. This shit was good. 
 
    “Did you get the prickly pear?” someone asked. “I don’t know how they made it, but damn it’s good!” 
 
    I turned to the male voice behind me, and I saw a young, maybe teenage, cheetah Demi-Human gesturing to my drink.  
 
    “Yeah, it is good,” I laughed. “Have you tried anything else?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not allowed to try the cactus juice yet,” he huffed and rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling. “But I heard it’s really good, and I like the cactus mix thing!” 
 
    “And you’re enjoying the whole bazaar thing, right?” I asked, since I figured I could get some local opinions while we chatted. 
 
    “Yeah, man!” The young Demi-Human grinned and gestured out to the crowd. “It’s cool to see what the other Houses can do. I’ve been pretty bored with just hanging out with the same people over and over, you know?” 
 
    “I get that.” I nodded and took another sip of my smoothie-drink.  
 
    “Lord Evan, I’m so sorry!” an adult female cheetah suddenly gushed as she rushed toward us. 
 
    “For what?” I wondered. “We were just talking about the drinks. Nobody is in trouble here.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” the kid mumbled, and his eyes went wide. “I didn’t know you were Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Language!” his mom scolded before she turned back to me. “I’m sorry, sir. He doesn’t know anything about talking to nobles.” 
 
    “He’s been a big help, ma’am,” I assured her. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Man, this is so cool!” the teenager exclaimed, and a broad grin broke out across his face. “None of my friends are going to believe I talked to the Dragon Lord! You’re pretty awesome, you know.” 
 
    The Demi-Human’s mother made a strangled noise, forced a smile, and steered her son toward the door as she mumbled in his ear.  
 
    I guess some people still needed to adjust to a noble who wasn’t a dick. 
 
    The kid had gotten me thinking, though, about how good the products that each House had brought were. Maybe they’d be worth trading with other cities or tribes. I was sure not many other places could boast the bamboo tools, the bison skins and meat, the smoothies, or even the cottonwood lotions, but I’d bet they were interested in having them.  
 
    And I knew just who to talk to about getting in on the trades near here. 
 
    I looked around the crowd for some fiery orange hair and the scent of a recent campfire, and I finally found Ravi looking at the animal skin blankets, so I tucked the wildflowers behind my back and strode over to her. 
 
    “Hey there,” I murmured in her ear and smirked when she jumped. “Can I borrow you?” 
 
    “Oh! Of course.” She nodded and followed me to one of the quieter areas of the room. “What’s up?” 
 
    “First,” I said as I pulled three wildflowers from the bundle behind my back, “these are for you.” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” the phoenix breathed with wide eyes, and she tentatively took the orange and yellow flowers. “They’re beautiful.” 
 
    “Just like you.” I winked.  
 
    Ravi blushed and clutched the blooms to her chest. “Thank you. I will cherish these.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I grinned. “Now, I wanted to talk to you about something else.” 
 
    “What is it, my lord?” Ravi asked as she delicately sniffed her vibrant flowers.  
 
    “Well, I was looking at all the different stuff people made here, and I was thinking they might be interested in getting involved with trade like we started in Hatra.” I cocked my head to the side. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea!” the phoenix exclaimed, and a broad grin stretched across her face. “It would give them a chance to reconnect with everyone, plus get even more goods they can’t get right now. So, what can I do to help?” 
 
    “Well, I was hoping you’d talk to your father about getting Tikal on a trade line that the phoenix tribe knows,” I answered. “Do you think he’d be willing to do that?” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” She nodded vigorously. “We could run the Blue route, and that would open up a few different groups to trade with … ” 
 
    Ravi trailed off as she started working the paths out in her head. She knew the desert pretty well, too, so I wasn’t surprised she wanted to have some ideas planned out before she spoke with her father. 
 
    “Well, you guys get that sorted out, and just let me know,” I interrupted her mumbling. “I’ll talk to the House leaders about it once you talk to Fiyero.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ravi said with another nod. She was barely paying attention to me now that she had a job to do. 
 
    I left Ravi to her musings and returned to wandering the bazaar, but I’d barely started making another round of the tables when I felt a claw drag from my shoulder blade down to my lower back. 
 
    “I suppose congratulations are in order,” Aaliyah purred in my ear. 
 
    “You like the bazaar?” I asked as I turned to face her, but then I froze when I saw what she wore.   
 
    Aaliyah was dressed in some kind of animal skin dress. It wrapped around one shoulder and barely covered the opposite breast as it flowed down over her hips and cut off just below her womanhood.  
 
    “Wow.” I took a sharp breath as I studied her sculpted body in the revealing dress. 
 
    “Oh, I’m definitely enjoying your… bazaar.” She smirked as she watched my gaze travel down the length of her outfit. “I even got a new dress from the cheetahs. Do you like it?” 
 
    “I am enjoying the dress as well,” I murmured, and I knew my arousal had turned my trousers into a tent. Then I pulled a single golden flower from my remaining bundle and offered it to the lioness. “Here. A beautiful flower for a beautiful woman.” 
 
    The lioness blinked in surprise as she took the delicate flower and sniffed its petals.  
 
    “Thank you, and I’m glad you approve of the dress,” Aaliyah replied as she ran her tongue over her lips and smirked at me. “Now, if only we knew how to celebrate.” 
 
    “I have a couple ideas in mind,” I growled as I grabbed her hand and pulled her to a door at the back of the temple. I wasn’t sure, but I hoped it was a supply closet or something. I wasn’t picky, but I had to fuck the lioness right now. 
 
    Praise the gods, the room was an old cleaning supply closet. The shelves were full of dusty rags, and a broom leaned against the wall.  
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I shoved the broom against the door handle and forced it into the jamb on the opposite side of the door. Then I tossed my remaining wildflowers onto a nearby shelf before I turned back to my captive lioness.  
 
    “No interruptions,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Aaliyah whispered. 
 
    I turned back to her and pulled her face to mine. Then I pressed my lips to hers and felt her hot breath as she opened her mouth. I played with her rough tongue and ran mine back and forth along hers.  
 
    The lioness purred deep in her chest, and I growled with satisfaction as I slid my hands down her back to her ass and picked her up. I put her back against the wall of the closet and kissed her while I ran my fingers down her inner thighs and shoved a leg between them to hold her up. 
 
    “Oooh, yes, Evan!” she cried into my mouth as I felt goosebumps form on her legs. 
 
    I reached up and slid the shoulder strap down her dress to reveal her plump breasts. Her nipples were hard and reaching out for me already, so I released her mouth and trailed kisses down to her tits. Then I put my mouth around her nipple and breathed hot air as I flicked it with my tongue. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Aaliyah screeched and dug her fingers into my hair, and her back arched away from the wall as she pushed her chest further into my face. 
 
    I kneaded her other breast while I continued to tease her with my mouth. Then I slid my hand down her tight body and under the barely-there flap of her dress. I could feel the heat of her pussy before I even touched her lips.  
 
    Her body was steaming and nearly dripping on the floor, and my finger slid right inside her as I sucked on her tit. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Aaliyah gasped and moaned as I thrust my finger in and out of her tunnel while I took her breast in my mouth.  
 
    I lowered my leg to let her slide down the wall until her feet touched the floor. Next, I lifted her little dress to her hips and dropped to my knees, and I kept my finger inside her as her walls dripped her juices down my hand. Then I used my other hand to spread her pussy lips and run my tongue along her clit. 
 
    “Gods, you taste so good,” I whispered as her body shuddered. I flicked her throbbing hood with my tongue and smiled as she writhed in ecstasy.  
 
    Finally, I slid a second finger inside her as I sucked on the very tip of her mound. 
 
    Aaliyah nearly screeched as she came all over my mouth and my hand, and I licked around her hot pussy as the orgasm hit her in waves. After a long moment, she growled and pushed me backward, and I landed on my back and could barely react before she yanked my trousers down to reveal my erection at full attention. 
 
    Aaliyah jumped on top of me, straddled my cock, and shoved it inside her dripping tunnel so fast I grunted. Then she bounced on my dick with wild abandon, and her rough movements made her tits dance as she took every inch of me. She whimpered with pleasure as she slammed her pussy up and down, and I put my hands on her ass and felt her muscles spasm with each movement.  
 
    “Ohhh! Ohhh!” Suddenly, she orgasmed again, and her walls tightened around my cock as she cried out. 
 
    As soon as she had finished, I flipped her over so I was on top. 
 
    “I’m not done with you yet,” I mumbled as I put her legs over my shoulders and shoved my cock back inside her wetness. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Evan!” Aaliyah moaned. “Take me!” 
 
    I pumped in and out of her tight canal. Her pussy tightened again for her third orgasm, and I couldn’t contain my own any longer. As she came all over my cock, the room began to spin and I felt my body release.  
 
    “Yesss,” I growled as pleasure rolled through my body, and my breath caught in my throat as I dumped load after load inside of her spasming body. 
 
    Aaliyah’s legs went limp on my shoulders, so I carefully set her legs on the floor and sat back. Then I smiled in satisfaction when I saw both her and my juices all over her inner thighs. I knew all the other Demi-Humans in the bazaar would be able to smell that I had filled the beautiful lion-woman with my seed, and a pleased growl rumbled in my chest at the thought. 
 
    After a moment, I pulled my trousers back up and rose to my feet to tie them. Then I reached a hand out to Aaliyah and pulled her up. She adjusted her dress to cover the few parts of her body it had covered before and snickered. 
 
    “You sure have a thing for my new dresses, dragon.” She laughed to herself and ran her fingers through her mane, and then she took a piece of leather from her wrist and tied her hair into a ponytail at the base of her neck. 
 
    “And you have a thing for this dragon,” I replied with a wink as I yanked the broom from its place blocking the door. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a sharp knock on the door, and I looked at Aaliyah with a raised brow before I turned back to the entrance. 
 
    “Uh, who is it?” I called out. 
 
    “Three sisters who are tired of missing out on all the fun!” Polina cried from outside. 
 
    I chuckled and moved the broom to open the door, and the three girls nearly tumbled into the room. I shut the door behind them, and a thought ran across my mind, so I put the broom back in its position beneath the handle. 
 
    “I love the new dress, Aaliyah,” Trina murmured as she looked the lioness up and down. 
 
    “Thank you,” Aaliyah responded with a smile. “I got it from the cheetahs.” 
 
    “You have great taste,” Polina murmured and looked back and forth between Aaliyah and me. 
 
    “I believe you do, as well.” Aaliyah smirked and bit her lip as her sensual orange gaze met mine. 
 
    This cat-and-mouse game was fun and everything, but I wanted all of these women now. 
 
    “So, where’s the fun you’re missing out on?” I teased the girls.  
 
    Instead of responding, the dryads began untying their robes and dropped them to the floor in unison. Then their tight, supple emerald bodies were on full display for me, and my cock responded by pressing against my pants. 
 
    I might have just fucked Aaliyah, but dragon stamina was awesome, and the dryads always knew how to get me going.  
 
    “Well, you already have your pants back on,” Marina started with a coy smile. 
 
    “But we can take care of those for you.” Polina giggled and started untying my trousers. 
 
    Hell yes. 
 
    As soon as Polina pulled my trousers to my ankles, my erection sprang free right by her face.  
 
    “So big and lovely,” she giggled and immediately took my shaft into her mouth, and I groaned and knotted my fingers through her emerald hair. 
 
    Meanwhile, Trina and Marina slithered up on both sides of me and began running their tongues along either side of my throat. Then I heard Aaliyah purr as she slipped her dress back off and sauntered over to where the dryads now had me pinned against the wall. 
 
    “I think I’m getting my second wind,” Aaliyah growled before the sexy lioness grabbed my face and pressed a hot, wet kiss to my mouth.  
 
    I heard the dryads moan when they realized they’d finally get to see Aaliyah’s naked warrior body, and Polina reached up from her position on her knees to stroke Aaliyah’s torso from her belly button to her still-wet slit. 
 
    Aaliyah moaned against my lips and rolled her hips into Polina’s hand, and Trina and Marina wrapped their arms around Aaliyah’s sides and began kneading her breasts and rolling her nipples between their jade fingers. Aaliyah threw her head back and snarled with pleasure, and Trina moved her head up to run her tongue along my lips.  
 
    “Good girls.” I shivered and took her tongue in my mouth as I snaked an arm around Marina to grab her ass. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” Aaliyah moaned as she bucked against me.  
 
    “Feel nice?” I freed Trina’s tongue and leaned forward to nip at Aaliyah’s exposed neck.  
 
    “Yesssssss,” the lioness hissed.  
 
    Just then, Trina dropped to her knees next to Polina and took my balls in her hand, and she started to rub them while Polina continued to deep throat my shaft. I felt my cock start to twitch, and several minutes later, I released my climax into the dryad’s mouth. I filled her throat with my dragon seed and smirked as she swallowed the load. 
 
    “You taste so goooood, Lord Evan,” Polina sighed as she released my cock with a pop, and she licked her green lips to clean up every drop of my seed.  
 
    “Me next!” Marina shifted her hips, turned around, and bent over in front of me. 
 
    I couldn’t resist that sight, so I grabbed her hips and plunged my cock inside of her dripping pussy. Marina groaned with pleasure while I thrust into her from behind, and Aaliyah moved behind me and dragged her claws up and down my spine while I moved my hips. Then Polina and Trina stood up on either side of me while they rubbed their naked pussies against my thighs. I felt Marina’s walls tighten around my cock as wave after wave of her orgasm hit, and I allowed my own orgasm to release inside her. When she stepped forward and released my cock, she dripped a whole cup of my seed down the inside of her thighs. 
 
    I loved filling my women up with more cum than their bodies could hold. 
 
    “My turn,” Trina murmured and slid around in front of me to wrap her arms around my neck. Then she jumped, locked her legs around my hips, and slid my dick inside her dripping wet canal. 
 
    “Gods, you’re soaked,” I growled and dug my fingers into the meat of her ass.  
 
    “Yesssss,” she moaned as I filled her with my manhood. “Let me ride you!” 
 
    I slid to my knees and leaned back to lay down, and as soon as my back hit the floor, Polina was straddling my face. Trina pumped her hips up and down as she took my full length inside her, and Polina rubbed her wet pussy against my lips, so I jabbed my tongue inside her. 
 
    “Oh, gods, Evan!” Polina cried out as I licked her juicy core. 
 
    I felt Aaliyah move and looked up in time to see her start to rub Polina’s tits while I sucked on her clit. Polina’s back arched and pushed her sweet center further into my face, and I grabbed her ass for leverage and shoved my tongue even deeper inside her. Within moments, my tongue sent her over the edge, and her pussy dumped her orgasm all over my face. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Trina groaned as she watched Polina cum, and she rode my cock even faster and pushed me down into the floor while she took every inch of me inside her. Her nipples tightened as soon as her pussy did, and she crashed over the edge as she writhed with her orgasm.  
 
    I felt my own climax coming, so I grabbed her hips and thrust my cock into her again. 
 
    “Yes, fill me with your seed, Lord Evan!” Trina cried out, and her orgasm continued while I gave her what she begged for. As soon as we’d both finished, Trina rolled off my hips and onto the floor. 
 
    I looked around at my women and smirked. I’d satisfied all of them, and they had returned the favor. A few times. 
 
    “Still feel like you missed out?” I nudged the dryads. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Polina sighed. 
 
    “We definitely got what we wanted,” Trina agreed. 
 
    “And it was everything we hoped for,” Marina exhaled and looked at Aaliyah. “Plus, we finally got to see the lioness in all her beauty.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aaliyah purred. “I certainly enjoyed everything.” 
 
    “I wished we could have seen you fuck her though, Lord Evan,” Polina pouted.  
 
    “Maybe next time,” I chuckled and winked.  
 
    The dryads giggled as they started picking up their robes to get dressed, and Aaliyah smirked as she slipped back into her own dress. 
 
    “Next time?” the lioness asked me with a raised brow.  
 
    “Don’t pretend you’re done with me,” I teased, and she threw back her head and laughed.  
 
    I realized I was the only one still naked, so I grabbed my trousers and slid them on and pulled my shirt over my head. Then I looked at the women to make sure they were decent before I removed the broom from the door jamb. 
 
    “Are we all ready to go back out in public?” I snickered. 
 
    “We guess,” Polina sighed dramatically. 
 
    “Unless you want to stay in here all day,” Trina offered and twitched her eyebrows. “We could do that.” 
 
    “As tempting as that is, I have to return to my people,” Aaliyah cut in with a laugh. “I’m surprised no one has come looking for us besides you three.” 
 
    Damn, I guessed she was right. We had more shit to do. 
 
    So, I opened the door and gestured to the women. 
 
    “Ladies first.” I bowed as the four women stepped out of the small closet, and Aaliyah trailed her claws across my chest as she slipped past me. 
 
    I smirked as I watched the lion Demi-Human swing her hips and saunter away.  
 
    I really had to find a bed next time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    I was alone when I finally made it back to House Onca. Aaliyah had returned to House Oel with her father, and the dryads stayed back at the temple to help clean up. Alyona and Ravi had been in the library most of the evening with Laika watching over them, and the princesses said they were close to the answer and didn’t want to be disturbed.  
 
    Overall, the bazaar had been a success, and I was pretty proud of what we’d accomplished in Tikal today. 
 
    The jaguars were busy putting things away and heading to their own quarters, so I merely nodded to them as I made my way to my own room. Once inside, I used my fire power to light a few candles that stood around the room, took off my clothes, stretched out on my bed, and sighed. The bed was nice and plush beneath me, and I snuggled up into the warm, comfortable blankets as I let my mind wander.  
 
    It felt like our time here was coming to a close, though I knew we had a few more things to accomplish before we could head to the next city of Lumin. Alyona and Ravi were close to solving the jaguars’ river curse problem, and then the Houses would be in good shape to function as their own little cogs in the wheel of Tikal.  
 
    I started to drift off as I thought about how much good we’d done already, but a part of me was eager to move on. I knew it was the dragon part of me, the part that wanted to win over the next city and secure all of Rahma for myself, but it felt right, and I fell asleep with a smile on my face.  
 
    I floated in the space between awareness and darkness, and I dreamed of gold, and gems, and the treasure of my horde. Then I imagined flying over mountains and forests and cities. I knew all of it was mine, and this pleased me. Then I was making love in a dark room, but I couldn’t tell which of my women was on top of me. It could have been Aaliyah after our tryst in the closet yesterday, or it could have been one of the dryad sisters since they all enjoyed being on top of me last time. I pondered who could be riding me this way, and then I heard the yelling. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” 
 
    Well, she didn’t sound as happy or pleased as I felt. And what was that noise? And why did it feel like the woman was just sitting on my hips now?  
 
    “What’s going on?” I mumbled as I tried to get a grip on reality. 
 
    “Lord Evan! Please!” 
 
    Someone was banging on my door, and it was not the kind of banging apparently going on in my dream.  
 
    I snapped my eyes open and groggily looked to the door. Then I listened for who was knocking and heard three separate voices shouting. It was the dryads then, but what had them so worked up? 
 
    “Come in, girls,” I shouted as I sat up and rubbed my face. I needed to wake up. Something was going on. 
 
    The door burst open as all three dryads tumbled into my room and nearly landed on top of each other. 
 
    “Laika sent us a Blue Tree Guild message just now--” Polina started as she motioned to her Guild necklace. 
 
    “They went to the river this morning alone!” Trina cut in and waved her arms wildly. 
 
    “What?” I asked and instantly became a little more alert. Why had they left without telling anyone? Did they figure out how to get rid of the curse? 
 
    “--and now they’re in trouble!” Polina finished. 
 
    “We have to go, like, now!” Marina cried, and there were actual tears in her emerald eyes. 
 
    Well, shit. Now I really had to wake up. 
 
    “Who all is there?” I demanded as I threw my legs off the bed and pulled my clothes on. I was definitely awake now. 
 
    “Laika, Ravi, and the princess,” Trina answered in a solemn voice. 
 
    I growled, yanked on my boots, and stomped out of the room, and the dryads followed behind me.  
 
    “Get Nike,” I growled to the sisters. “I’m going straight to Alyona.” 
 
    The dryads squeaked an affirmative as they scurried across the hall to Nike’s room. Meanwhile, I marched down the hall, but that march turned into a jog, and then an all-out sprint.  
 
    As I ran through the palace, several doors opened down the dormitory hallway, and jaguar Demi-Humans poked their heads out to see what the commotion was. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Lord Evan?” one of the jaguars called after me. He was one of the warriors, and I recognized him from the first time we’d hunted down assassins in the jungle.  
 
    “The princess is under attack!” I shouted over my shoulder.  
 
    The jaguar snarled wordlessly in response, and within moments, half a dozen other Demi-Human warriors were running out into the hall, some with spears in hand. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Jai peeked out of his room at us. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Attack at the river,” I barked without stopping. I was getting tired of people delaying me at this point. I had to get to the princess. 
 
    Jai growled before as he reached for his hip and grabbed what looked like a conch shell. Then he blew into it, and a loud bellowing tone resonated throughout the palace.  
 
    The rest of the dormitory doors flew open, and even more jaguars joined our ranks without question as we continued down the stairs to the front doors. By the time we marched out of the palace, we’d amassed another dozen Demi-Humans to help with the fight, and as soon as our feet hit the jungle floor, we sprinted down the path to the river. 
 
    My heart was pounding in my chest, and I could feel my flames fighting to come to the surface. My hands felt hot already, and I clenched my fists as I barreled through the early morning jungle. The sun had barely risen into the sky, and the weak light struggled to filter through the thick canopy above us. As a result, we ran through the gloomy jungle, but thanks to my dragon senses, I was able to navigate just fine. The jaguars sounded like they were keeping up behind me, but I didn’t turn around to look.  
 
    I needed to get to Alyona. Now.  
 
    I poured on even more speed as I leapt over a fallen long, and I heard the sounds of battle before we saw any of my women. I heard Laika’s sword as it clashed with other metal, angry animals that screeched and gnashed their teeth, and the occasional grunt of someone getting hit by what I hoped was one of the women’s weapons. I knew they weren’t helpless, but I didn’t know how many members of the Sect had attacked either, and Laika wouldn’t have called for help if it was just a couple attackers. 
 
    “This way,” I growled over my shoulder, and I redirected the group slightly south of the path to the sounds.  
 
    Nike and I drew our swords from spatial storages as the noise of battle grew louder and louder, and we finally came upon a huge tree. I could see some movement beyond the truck, and I clenched the Sword of Hatra in my fist. Then Nike and I shared a look and nodded before we sprinted forward and burst into the fray.  
 
    All out chaos assaulted my eyes. Flames were flying back and forth, and silver swords reflected the bright fires. Just with a cursory glance, I saw maybe a dozen fighters I didn’t recognize, along with a slew of rabid, crazed looking animals.  
 
    But where were my women? 
 
    I searched frantically through the battlefield until I saw a flash of orange hair, and I zeroed in on the sight.  
 
    To my left, Ravi was using her fire magic to fend off several Green Glass Sect members, while Laika was swinging her broadsword with expert skill. The phoenix and wolf seemed to be holding their own, so I searched for my fiancée, and I found her closer to the river on my right.  
 
    Alyona had used her purity power to create a barrier between the other girls and some animals that had obviously been affected by the cursed water. My first instinct was to light the entire clearing on fire to get these assholes away from my women, but I decided to hold off on that plan and use Miraya instead. 
 
    Suddenly, a man came barreling toward me with an axe held high about his head, and I bared my teeth as I reached down into my spiritual sea and activated my webbing power. Then I shot a wad of the sticky fiber at the man’s feet, and he cried out as he tumbled head first in front of me. Once he was prone on the ground, I stabbed the Sword of Hatra through the back of his neck, and his blood painted the green floor of the jungle a crimson red.  
 
    As I withdrew my blade with a wet schlock, Nike ran past me wielding the Sword of Light with ease, and he took his first swing and nearly split an assassin into two pieces.  
 
    Then the jaguars behind me snarled and yowled as they charged forward with their claws and weapons extended.  
 
    I grinned and took some more swings of my own with the Sword of Healing, and we slashed through the first couple assassins who came at us. As I mowed down enemies, I realized this was a coordinated attack. There had to be at least twenty-five of the Sect members in the ambush, not to mention another twenty or thirty crazy animals. It would be hard to keep any of the Sect members alive for an interrogation in this insanity, but right now, I only cared about getting them the hell away from my women. 
 
    I glanced up to see the jaguars as they took leaping bounds and jumped on top of the Sect members, and they tore at the bastards with their claws and ripped them apart with their sharp, yellow canines. The jaguars who didn’t use their claws stabbed the enemies with their spears, and the Sect members were left in shreds when the jaguar warriors were finished with them. Even Jai had a snarl on his face as an assassin’s blood dripped off his claws and teeth, and he looked around for his next victim.  
 
    It was quite fulfilling to see the number of assassin bodies that already littered the area. 
 
    “Are these animals the same as the manga?” Jai yelled at me as he eyed one of the crazed monkeys that swung through the trees above us. Its fur was tinged with the purple color we now knew was miasma-related, and its eyes flitted around wildly while it flung itself from branch to branch. 
 
    I changed my grip on my sword with the intention of slicing the monkey down when Alyona took notice of my plan. 
 
    “Don’t kill the animals!” Alyona shouted over the din. “I can cure them, just contain them!” 
 
    Contain them? How the fuck? 
 
    I lowered my sword back down and remembered how we’d handled the situation with the manga. Then I turned toward the dryads. 
 
    “Go use the vines again!” I shouted, and I pointed to the princess by the river. “Alyona said to trap the poisoned animals, so she can cure them.” 
 
    “We’re on it!” the sisters yelled, and they ran over to help Alyona contain the jungle animals.  
 
    I turned back to the fray for a moment as another assassin tried to stab me with a pair of daggers, and I snarled as I lashed out and sliced both his hands off at the wrists. The man shrieked in agony and nearly collapsed before I snagged him by the throat, summoned my fire power, and burnt him to ashes in my grasp. When the last of his smoldering clothes fell from my fingers, I redirected my attention to the princess and put myself between her and the other assassins.  
 
    Then a flash of white light caught my eyes, and I was entranced as Alyona used her purity magic to encircle each jungle animal and kept them from attacking us. The individual barriers looked like translucent glass cages as they came down around each rabid monkey, bird, and some kind of four-legged creature that looked like an antelope except with some big horns that could do some serious damage.  
 
    I growled when I saw an eight-foot snake try to slither up behind her, but Alyona turned and trapped it, too, so I relaxed a little.  
 
    The princess was no damsel in distress, so I turned back to assess the humans that were causing a big ass problem. None of them appeared to be mages this time, since they only fought with typical weapons like swords and knives, and a few of the men carried bows and arrows. They didn’t seem to be the best shots, though. In fact, most of these attackers looked less lethal than the assassins we’d previously met. That made things a little bit easier this time, but it also made me extra suspicious. 
 
    Why would Olivier send weaker fighters this time?  
 
    I didn’t have time to figure out an answer, though, because one voice suddenly rose about the clashing armies.  
 
    “Lord Evan!”  
 
    I recognized and phoenix’s voice, and I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Ravi shoot a fiery arrow directly into an assassin’s chest as he tried to take advantage of my distraction. The man gasped in shock before he fell to the ground dead, and I grinned at the phoenix.  
 
    “Thank you!” I called out, and then I returned my full attention to the fight.  
 
    We would have to figure out the motives later. Right now, it was time to take these bastards out.  
 
    I pushed deeper into the throng of fighters as I made my way over to my other party members. I finally reached Laika’s side, but then two men tried to rush us. I snarled before I swung my sword in a great arch, and I caught the first man in the ribs. He gasped as my strength carried the blade clean through his torso, and then his body slumped to the jungle floor in two pieces.  
 
    The dead man’s companion tried to backpedal to avoid the same fate, but the poor bastard was only looking at me, so he left his other side free and clear.  
 
    Laika took advantage of the assassin’s mistake, and her broadsword took him out at the knees. His lower legs went one direction while the rest of his body went in another, and he wailed as he fell to the ground in a heap and started to bleed out. 
 
    I marched forward and put him out of his misery by stomping on his throat until his neck broke.  
 
    “Good one, my lord,” Laika remarked with a bloody grin, and then she spun around and pierced another assassin through the gut.  
 
    My wolf warrior was kicking ass left and right. She used her broadsword as usual, and she swung it gracefully as she eviscerated the Sect member she was fighting. It was like watching a ballerina’s dance except with blood and death.  
 
    The sight of all the Sect members’ blood was a bit of a relief, though. These were just regular humans we fought, not more of the Corrupted Corpses or zombie animals. We didn’t need any more weird shit.  
 
    I grinned as I watched Laika take another swing and behead an assassin who had the balls to run straight for her with a dagger held high. 
 
    What a dumbass. 
 
    Suddenly, a flash of light in my peripherals caught my attention, and I watched as Ravi used her fire magic to conjure up a whip, just like her father had done in our duel back in the desert. The phoenix cracked the whip at a set of two assassins who attempted to take her on together, and as the whip lashed out and circled around the two men together, I had an idea. 
 
    “Ravi, hold them!” I bellowed, and she nodded firmly in response.  
 
    I ran over to the two men she’d trapped and breathed fire from their heads to their feet. They both screamed and writhed as the flames spread quickly, and it was oddly satisfying to watch them burn. The dragon in me huffed in gratification at the sight, and I didn’t stop my torrent of flames until the assassins were nothing more than a pile of ash and bone. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan!” Ravi grinned and cracked her whip again as she went after another group that was facing off with Laika. The phoenix whipped the assassins into another cluster, and Laika didn’t hesitate to slice her sword through all three of the assassins clumped together.  
 
    The wolf-girl was such a badass, and the phoenix had learned a thing or two from training with the Blue Tree Guild.  
 
    I loved it. 
 
    A wild war cry suddenly drew my attention, and I turned just in time to see Nike run his sword through a Sect member who tried to face him with a single dagger. The noble nearly speared his opponent into a tree, and the assassin slumped over the Sword of Light, dead. Nike pulled the blade back out of both the tree and the man, and then he wiped it clean on the Sect member’s black robes before he turned to his next enemy. 
 
    My allies seemed to be handling the Green Glass Sect members just fine, so I focused my efforts on the wild and rabid animals that were squealing and snarling through the carnage. As I took quick stock of the clearing, I noted monkeys, boars, small feral cats, and insects that were five times the size they should be. I watched as a wasp the size of my head stung an assassin in the neck, and I shuddered when the male screamed and keeled over as his face instantly swelled up.  
 
    Yeah, no thanks.  
 
    I shifted my sword into my right hand, and with my left I started shooting my webs at any animal I could reach, but the wasp monstrosity was the first thing I took out of the equation. Then I pinned a rabid shrieking boar to a nearby tree, but I blanched when a dog-looking creature launched itself from the underbrush and started tearing into the trapped hog. Blood quickly stained my webs scarlet until I surrounded the dog-thing in the same material, but the boar was already dead, since its throat was torn out.  
 
    Alright, so we needed to take care of these crazy ass fucking animals, and fast.  
 
    I looked back over at Alyona and the dryads, but they were having no trouble trapping the crazed animals that continued to attack from all sides. Between Alyona’s purity cages and the dryads’ vines, the animals were being contained. I wasn’t sure how the princess would cure them since we had to chop off the manga’s head, but I figured my fiancé knew what she was doing. 
 
    So, I finished up trapping the remaining few animals with my webs before I turned back to the battle, only to find that it was practically over. The jaguars were tearing through the last remaining assassins, but then a flash of movement caught my eye, and I noticed one Green Glass Sect member was trying to escape back into the jungle.  
 
    Oh, fuck that. We weren’t losing anyone else, thanks to these bastards. 
 
    “Ravi! Stop him!” I yelled to the phoenix, since she was closest to the fleeing mother fucker. 
 
    “Not today, asshole!” Ravi shouted as she whipped her fiery lasso around the assassin and tangled up his feet. 
 
    He cried out and fell to the ground with the rope around his ankles, like a calf at a rodeo. 
 
    I called on my lightning power to strike him directly in the back, and I laughed with gratification as the assassin squealed while the electricity blew through his body. The smell of burning flesh filled the small clearing, and it was not my favorite smell as a human, but it certainly didn’t bother me as a dragon.  
 
    Maybe I should add burning up enemies to my list of enjoyable dragon activities. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Laika panted as she ran over to me and pointed to an opening in the trees. “A few escaped into the jungle before you guys got here. What should we do?” 
 
    “Hunt them down,” I growled, and I started to run in the direction she had gestured. None of these bastards would get away from me, especially not after going after my women while they were alone and vulnerable.  
 
    “Wait,” Nike said and grabbed my shoulder as I ran past him. “Lord Evan, there are several people injured right now, and we need to regroup.” 
 
    I looked around and noticed he was right. A handful of the jaguar warriors were laying down or trying to get up after their injuries. They were here to protect my women, and I couldn’t just leave them like that, so I sent out my healing powers to assess the group. 
 
    Classification: Four Jaguar Demi-Humans. 
 
    Condition: Stab wounds, concussion, lacerations. 
 
    Priority: Healing required. 
 
    Status: Critical and non-critical injuries. 
 
    I breathed out my healing glitter and let it spread across the clearing to all the Demi-Humans and the rest of my group as well. I could tell no one else was seriously injured, but I covered everyone to help them regain energy and soothe any mild injuries or soreness. We had to be prepared to take on the Sect members who remained in the jungle soon, and we couldn’t have anyone at less than full capacity. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nike murmured as he stood next to me. “I think we need to consider why the Sect members are still here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a frown. “We kicked their asses pretty good last time, so it doesn’t make sense for them to keep coming back, especially without any extra firepower. They normally have mages or their undead forces to help them, but this time, it was just a few rabid animals? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “They must have some kind of agenda,” Nike thought out loud. “Why else would they keep returning?” 
 
    “So, we hunt,” I rumbled. “I’d much rather be the hunter. Then we can keep one prisoner and get more information.” 
 
    I remembered the way Aaliyah had looked after the last time we’d hunted down the Sect assassins. She’d had blood dripping down her ripped torso and claws, and it was a big fucking turn on. I wouldn’t mind making that happen with all my women. Being a dragon had made me a little bloodthirsty, but it was mostly about protecting what was mine.  
 
    Yeah, hunting would be our best option. 
 
    “I’ll gather our best hunters,” Jai declared as he joined in on the conversation. “We know this jungle well.” 
 
    “Good,” I conceded. “I think we should get hunters from every House, and we can group several people together to clear the entire jungle. We’ll need all hands on deck for this.” 
 
    A part of me wanted to just plunge into the jungle after the Sect members and not rest until their blood coated my claws, but I knew this wasn’t the best course of action. If we ran after them blindly, we could very easily run into a trap, so we needed to be smart and logical about our next steps.  
 
    “I can start planning a grid to clear things out,” Nike volunteered. 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I nodded to him and turned to find my princess. “Alyona, what do we need to do to get these animals fixed and out of the way of this hunt?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if they’ll stay out of your way, but I can purify these from the miasma,” Alyona called from her place by the river. “Just give me a few minutes with them.” 
 
    The princess turned back to the trapped animals that were growling and trying to fight their way out of their temporary captivity. Then she murmured a few words under her breath and spread her arms wide. Each of the purity cages she’d created began to glow with a nearly white light, and I shaded my eyes from the extreme brightness. Then the translucent bubbles burst one at a time, and the animals that had been contained were free. They were no longer trying to attack us, though, and their wild eyes returned to normal. The animals’ fur, feathers, and scales regained their normal colors and lost the plum hue that we recognized as miasma poisoning. Then the snakes slithered back into the bushes, the monkeys squeaked at each other and returned to the trees and vines, the antelope things mewled at each other as they loped upriver, and the birds squawked a few times before taking flight.  
 
    This was a much better result than the headless manga. 
 
    “It’s a miracle,” Jai breathed with wide yellow eyes. “How were you able to cure these ones?” 
 
    “My guess would be that the purification we did on the river a couple days ago weakened the effects of the curse,” Alyona replied as she lowered her arms. “Sadly, the manga had a full dose of the poisoned water, but these animals had a little curse and a little purity, so I activated the purity to cleanse the curse. I was pretty sure it would work, but I wanted to save as many as we could.” 
 
    “You did brilliantly, Milady,” Ravi praised with a grin. 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad I finally listened to you on doing a little purification before,” Alyona admitted as she dropped her purple eyes. “We would have never been able to save them if there hadn’t already been some purity in the river.” 
 
    “Always happy to help!” Ravi’s grin spread even further as a blush reached her cheeks. 
 
    “Sounds like it worked out alright,” I announced. “Now, let’s figure out how we’re going to stop the Green Glass Sect from fucking with anything else out here.” 
 
    “Let’s head back to House Onca,” Jai suggested. “We can convene with the other House leaders there to get all the best hunters together.” 
 
    “I’ll send messages to each of them now,” I agreed and summoned my messenger dragon. “Go to Lord Chax and Lord Kinba. Tell them we are having an emergency meeting at House Onca in twenty minutes. Don’t be late.” 
 
    The dragon flew from my hand and split into two before it zoomed toward each of the other Houses. 
 
    “We also need to dispose of the bodies,” Nike pointed out as he gestured to the corpses of the assassins and the few animals that hadn’t made it. 
 
    “Ah.” I rubbed my hand through my hair. “We can just burn these traitors as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “If you’ll make some kind of pit to protect the rest of the trees, we can start bringing the bodies over here,” Laika suggested. 
 
    I nodded and called on my stone magic to bring up a layer of rocks from the river. I set them in as flat a pattern as I could to form the bottom of a pit, and then I built more stones up three sides of the bottom, so they could still drop the bodies inside.  
 
    Laika, Nike, Ravi, and the dryads, along with some jaguars, dragged the two dozen corpses to the stone pit and tossed them on the floor. Once the clearing was empty of dead assassins, I opened my mouth and released a column of flames into the pit until we had a few more piles of bones and ashes.  
 
    I smirked at the smoking piles. These sons of bitches would get what was coming to them soon enough. 
 
    The jaguar Demi-Humans stood and stretched out after I’d healed their injuries. For most of them, it was the first time I’d healed them, so they didn’t seem to realize how quickly it worked. Jai motioned to them to gather around, though, and the jaguars formed a circle around their House leader, Nike, and me. 
 
    “I know we didn’t know this enemy until recently,” Jai began as he looked at his gathered men, “but we will not allow them to run rampant in our jungle or in our city. We will be working with the other factions to take down this enemy.” 
 
    The warriors cheered at the idea of going after the Sect assassins again. 
 
    “And those bastards won’t be able to hide from us for long,” I vowed and flashed a fanged, savage grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The jaguars led our group back to House Onca, but I stayed back to walk with Alyona, Laika, and Ravi at the back of the group. The jungle was surprisingly quiet after the chaos of the battle, but I did hear some normal noises. Birds were chirping high in the canopies, and I noticed several healthy, non-rabid looking monkeys swinging through the tall trees. 
 
    It felt good to see that we’d helped the jungle recover a little, but I sighed as I turned to my women.  
 
    “Okay, let’s hear it,” I grumbled. “Why did you go out here by yourselves without telling anyone?” 
 
    “Well, we found the Novum spell--” Alyona started. 
 
    “What’s that?” I interrupted before I rubbed my chin and shook my head. “Sorry, I was just so worried about you.” 
 
    “I understand, my love,” Alyona said with a gentle hand on my shoulder. “We should have told someone we were going. I was just so excited to try it.” 
 
    Laika’s gray ears flattened on her head, but she stayed silent as she wiped a smear of blood off her cheek. 
 
    “I still think the Novum spell could work, Milady,” Ravi interjected. “We didn’t even get to finish.” 
 
    “I do, too,” Alyona agreed and turned back to explain to me what they were talking about. “The Novum spell is total purity. According to the texts, it completely purifies anything without trying to use dark magic.” 
 
    “I like this better already.” I inclined my head toward the princess. “Go on.” 
 
    “We still haven’t found the exact dark magic curse,” she continued, and she frowned as she fiddled with a lock of hair. “We’ve found a few possibilities, but the risks of trying to cure the wrong one are too great. We could increase the power of the spell, which would obviously be very bad, or we could create a second layer to the curse, which would also be very unhelpful to our cause. So, the Novum spell seemed like the perfect solution.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Those stupid Green Glass bastards happened,” Laika growled and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Yes, the Sect members interrupted us before we could even get halfway through the Novum spell,” Alyona confirmed with a furrowed brow. “I’m not sure if they have been watching the river or if it was just bad timing.” 
 
    “I would bet they’ve been watching the river,” I muttered. “They have to know we’d be close to fixing it.” 
 
    “All the more reason to try again.” Alyona’s face was set with fierce determination. 
 
    “Not yet,” I argued. “I’m not putting you at risk again until we clear the jungle out.” 
 
    “I should’ve been able to protect them.” Laika frowned, and her tail flicked with irritation. 
 
    “You did,” I consoled her. “You kept them safe and called for help, as you should have. I just don’t trust these assholes to stay away long enough for them to finish the ritual.” 
 
    Laika grunted but didn’t argue. 
 
    “We’ll meet with the others and get the jungle clear,” Nike interjected as he fell back to walk beside us. “Then you all will be able to finish the spell, and everything will be fine.” 
 
    “Plus, you probably need to recharge a bit after using your magic to fight them off,” I added. “I’m guessing this is a big spell, and the last thing we need is to empty both of your magics because we didn’t want to be patient.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Alyona mused and looked at Ravi, who nodded her head in agreement.  
 
    The phoenix would never complain, but I knew she’d used a lot of her magic to create her fire weapons. 
 
    “So, it’s settled,” I confirmed. “We regroup with the other House leaders and search the jungle. Then you can finish purifying the river.” 
 
    Alyona, Ravi, and Laika looked at each other and sighed. They knew I was right, even if they didn’t like it. 
 
    Finally, we reached the edge of the jungle and walked into House Onca. The palace was abuzz around us, and I saw servants peeking through windows and around doorways as the bloody jaguar warriors marched ahead of us.  
 
    “Raed, we need some food and a table prepared for a meeting with the other House leaders,” Jai ordered as we walked into the great hall where the advisor was waiting. 
 
    Raed nodded briefly and disappeared into a back hall without a word. 
 
    “Do you want us in the meeting with you, sir?” one of the jaguar warriors asked Jai. 
 
    “No, go ahead and get some food and rest for now,” Jai answered. “We’ll make a plan, and then I’ll give everyone their orders. But make sure the guards out front know what has happened, and tell them to be alert for any movement in the jungle.” 
 
    The warriors all nodded and filed past us to the dormitory hall without question. 
 
    Well, at least Jai was learning I didn’t like a bunch of warriors in a leader meeting. Hopefully, the other leaders would do the same. 
 
    We followed Jai into the sitting area at the back of the great hall, and servants had already started filling the center table with fruits and meats for our late breakfast. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I smelled the food, and my stomach growled. I’d been so focused on getting to the river that I’d forgotten the most important meal of the day. 
 
    I started toward the table, but suddenly a demure maid stepped in front of me.  
 
    “Pardon me, Lord Dragon,” she murmured with her head down, “but would you like to clean up before you eat?” 
 
    She held out a rag and a wide, deep bowl full of water, and I blinked in confusion, but then I looked down and noticed the blood staining my clothes and forearms. I probably had more viscera and ash caked across my face, too. I wouldn’t bother changing since we were going back into the jungle soon, but I could at least rinse my hands of the Sect members’ blood.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told the maid, and then I reached out, dipped the rag into the lukewarm water, and wiped off my hands and forearms. I also scrubbed my face a little to be a bit more presentable to the other House leaders, and I watched as Jai and my other party members did the same around me.  
 
    Once we were all relatively clean, the handful of servants bowed before they left with the dirtied water and rags, and I finally turned my hungry attention back to the food laden table.  
 
    “Gods, I’m famished,” I growled as I sat down at the head of the table and made a plate. I was stressed about the entire situation, but damn it, I was going to eat, and my women had better eat, too.  
 
    I looked around the table to make sure they were filling their plates. Ravi munched on a bright yellow fruit with orange spots, and her plate was only half filled with other fruits and a slice of bread, which was pretty normal for the phoenix’s little appetite. The firebirds had grown used to their desert lifestyle, which meant small meals and not eating often.  
 
    Laika, on the other hand, had filled her plate and plopped down to dig in, and I could always count on the warrior to take care of herself.  
 
    Alyona held onto a plate, but it had no food on it, and she gazed off into space with a thousand-yard stare. 
 
    I shifted my chair over and nudged Alyona’s empty plate with a finger. 
 
    “Get something to eat, princess,” I instructed her gently. “You can’t return to the river on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Of course,” she murmured as she grabbed some fruit and a slice of meat. It wasn’t a full plate by any means, but it was better than nothing. Then she sat down to my right and took a few small bites. 
 
    As I checked on my women, Lord Kinba strode in through the door with Kalem and Aaliyah right behind him. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this emergency meeting?” Kinba demanded as he looked around the room. 
 
    “I will explain everything once Chax is here as well,” I replied. “I wouldn’t have called you all here on such short notice for nothing.” 
 
    Kinba huffed and sat down at the other end of the table across from me, and I smirked at the lack of argument from him. He knew I wasn’t going to stand for any more of his old bullshit. 
 
    Aaliyah glanced across the table at me and smiled. Then she sat down next to her father, and Kalem sat on his other side. 
 
    Moments later, Chax, Imani, and Chidi rushed into the room. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Chax gasped. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Have a seat.” I gestured to the table in front of me. “We had an incident this morning, and we will need all the factions working together to address it.” 
 
    The cheetahs quickly sat down and focused on me. Then Raed and Jamir walked into the room and hovered behind Jai’s chair, and everyone who needed to be here was ready. 
 
    “This morning, there was another attack on members of my group,” I began, and I saw several of the nobles’ mouths opening to respond, but I held up a hand. “I don’t blame anyone here. It was the work of the Green Glass Sect, the same assassins who attacked at the peace treaty signing. While we were able to handle most of them, a few escaped back into the jungle.” 
 
    Most of the Demi-Humans growled at the mention of the attack and the escape, and I nodded in approval.  
 
    Good, they would be motivated to put the assassins down. 
 
    “The next step in terminating these pests is to hunt them down,” I declared. “So, Lord Nikolaus is working on a plan for how we can cover the most area quickly and clear these bastards from our jungle. We need every house to bring their hunters in, and we will divide them up to conquer our enemy.” 
 
    “How many hunters do we need?” Chax asked. His eyes gleamed with the need to hunt, and I recognized the look that matched my own feelings. 
 
    “Nike?” I turned to the noble to answer, since he’d already been planning out the grid on a map. 
 
    “I’m thinking a dozen per House,” Nike replied while he stared at his map. “Then we can divide into groups of three or four and sweep the jungle within a few hours.” 
 
    “Hours would be much better than days,” I agreed. “We can’t give the Sect too much longer to regroup and figure out their own next steps. Or worse, give them time to run out of Tikal and escape completely.” 
 
    “Then we will each get a dozen of our best hunters,” Kinba announced before he turned to his right-hand man. “Kalem, head back to the palace and begin making the preparations.” 
 
    The lion’s advisor dipped his head and hurried out of the room. 
 
    “I will be joining the hunt as well,” Aaliyah proclaimed and winked at me. “I’m sure you remember how good of a hunter I am.” 
 
    “I’m repeatedly impressed with your skill,” I answered with a smirk. 
 
    “We need to prepare our warriors as well,” Jai said as he turned to his own advisors. “Go tell them to meet me in front of the palace in twenty minutes. That should give the other House warriors time to arrive.” 
 
    Raed and Jamir bowed dramatically and scampered into the hall to talk to the jaguar warriors. 
 
    “We need to gather our hunters as well,” Imani told Chidi. “They should be in the training room right now.” 
 
    Chidi nodded silently and strode out after the other advisors. 
 
    “I assume I have a few members of my party who want to join as well,” I said, and I looked at Laika as I spoke. I knew she was still pissed the Sect members had gotten the upper hand, even for a moment. 
 
    The wolf warrior glanced at me with a half-smile that ended up looking more like a snarl considering her mood.  
 
    I took that as a yes.  
 
    Then I glanced at the dryads as well, and the sisters nodded in unison.  
 
    “Your enemies are our enemies, Lord Evan,” Polina declared in an uncharacteristically serious tone.  
 
    “Yes, and we will help you put them in the dirt,” Marina added, and her smile was surprisingly sharp.  
 
    “Every last one of them,” Trina agreed.  
 
    I grinned in response. I always forgot the silly, nature-loving dryads were originally warriors with The Blue Tree Guild. They might be flighty and love to have fun and tease people, but they were also capable fighters, and they were not to be underestimated. 
 
    I knew Nike would obviously be in on the search, but I looked at Ravi and Alyona and shook my head.  
 
    Ravi pouted and looked away, but Alyona raised a brow at me. 
 
    “You need to stay here, princess,” I told her. “You can’t regroup and heal if you’re out fighting again. Besides, you won’t be alone. Ravi needs to stay and heal also.” 
 
    “I am a priestess, my love,” Alyona replied, and her brow was furrowed. “I am supposed to take care of the needs of my people.” 
 
    “And they need you to fix the water without getting killed,” I growled and tried to control my volume. “Did you already forget what the poisoned jaguar said only a few days ago? He said the voice in the curse told him to kill you. Not me, not the House leaders, not anyone else in Tikal, just you. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “It means I have yet another enemy.” Alyona lifted her chin in defiance. “I’ve had them my whole life, just like my father.” 
 
    “And now you have a guardian,” I countered. “So, you don’t have to face these things alone. And you won’t. You will stay at House Onca until we’ve cleared the threat from the Green Glass Sect.” 
 
    The room was silent. I’d almost forgotten about everyone else at the table while I tried to convince my fiancée to let me handle shit. Well, I wasn’t trying to convince her anymore, now I just told her what was happening.  
 
    I was not about to lose her to these Sect bastards. 
 
    “Of course, my lord, whatever you think is best.” Alyona stared at me with her violet eyes for a long moment before she pushed her chair back from the table and gave me a curt nod. Then she walked out of the room and turned in the direction of the library.  
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on her.” Ravi set the pit of her fruit on the table and rushed out after the princess.  
 
    Nike cleared his throat and rolled a map out on the table. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” he muttered as he leaned toward Jai. “I borrowed a map from you to form our plan.” 
 
    “Oh, go ahead,” Jai agreed and stared at the map. 
 
    “So, if we all start here,” Nike said and pointed to the western side of the jungle, “we can work in rows moving east.” 
 
    “Why not start east and move in?” Jai asked. 
 
    “We don’t want to push the assassins anywhere else,” Nike answered. “If we start outside and move in, they could run to either of the other two Houses, which puts the rest of our citizens in danger.” 
 
    “Ah.” Jai pursed his lips and didn’t say anything else. 
 
    “So, we start here,” Nike continued and pointed to the western line of the jungle. “We will be in ten groups of four, so we can cover these areas.” 
 
    Nike drew grid lines along the map to designate each group’s area to search. 
 
    “I want one person from each faction in a group, and then a fourth person can be from either one of the factions or one of my party,” I commanded. “Everyone has their own set of skills, and you should each have a way to communicate with your leaders. This way, we can ensure that whoever comes across the Sect’s hideout has a way to fight and to call for help.” 
 
    “Great idea, my lord,” Chax murmured. 
 
    “And I do expect a call once your people find any of the assassins,” I remarked in a voice that didn’t accept any questions. “No one will face them alone, and no one will keep me from taking one of them and getting some answers.” 
 
    The House leaders all nodded. No one would argue with me on that. I was going to get to the bottom of these attacks. 
 
    “How do you communicate across a distance with your warriors?” I asked Jai, just to double check everything. We could make no mistakes once we re-entered the jungle.  
 
    “Well, you saw my horn this morning,” he replied. “My warriors all have a smaller one to wear as well.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I murmured before I turned to the lion lord. “What about you, Kinba?” 
 
    “We usually just roar,” Kinba answered with a shrug. “The sound travels for at least several miles.” 
 
    “That works.” I nodded and turned to Chax. “And you?” 
 
    “We don’t have anything like that,” the cheetah mumbled, and he looked embarrassed at the admission. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said and waved my hand. “As long as we have an option or two for letting the other groups know when we find someone, we’ll be alright. I just want each of the groups to have a way to let another group know. I’ll be flying overhead to keep track of the groups as well, so it shouldn’t be too hard to keep in touch.” 
 
    “If each of us is with a different group, we also can send our messages,” Polina offered as she gestured to her Blue Tree Guild necklace. “That would cover at least four of the groups.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “So, the dryads and Laika should all be in different groups, but I think maybe some kind of flare would be good also.” 
 
    “A flare?” Nike asked and cocked his head to the side. 
 
    Ah, shit. I guess flare guns obviously weren’t a thing in Inati. 
 
    “Yeah, like a small fire that goes in the air,” I clarified. “Maybe a fire arrow that someone in the group can shoot up in case they need help?” 
 
    “I can make something like that,” Imani interjected, and the female cheetah leaned forward with an eager expression on her face. “I usually help with our armor, so I can help with weapons, too.” 
 
    “Awesome, that would be perfect,” I answered.  
 
    “I’ll see it done,” she swore and headed out the door.  
 
    I ran a hand through my hair as I looked at each House leader. “Do each of you know which dozen warriors you’re bringing?” 
 
    All three of the Demi-Humans nodded. 
 
    “Okay.” I turned back to Nike. “Let’s get names written out and divided up, so we can put a communications leader with each group. I want to spread our fighters in with Tikal warriors as much as possible, so someone who’s familiar with the Sect is in each group. Can you make some group lists?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nike agreed as he pulled a piece of paper and a quill from his spatial storage. He began writing out ten groups, and the first five groups each had a person from our campaign party listed first. Then he went around the table and gathered each hunter’s name from the leaders to fill up the groups. 
 
    Within a few minutes, we had a list of each group and its members, as well as who was primarily responsible for communicating if the group found an assassin or ran into trouble. Then, one by one, the advisors returned to announce the warriors were waiting at the front doors. 
 
    “We’ll explain the groups to your men, as well as the communication methods,” I announced. “Please, make sure they are all aware that I am in charge of this mission. We don’t need anyone running rogue or doing something stupid. Got it?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kinba agreed, while Chax nodded. 
 
    “There will be no question,” Jai promised. 
 
    “Great.” I pushed my chair back from the table and stood up. “Then let’s go talk to our warriors and get ready to kick some ass.” 
 
    I walked from the sitting area to the front of the great hall, where I found a few dozen Demi-Humans milling around together. Cheetahs, jaguars, and lions intermixed like they were all one people, and each man and woman wielded either a blade or spear of some kind. The fighters all wore solemn expressions, and they weren’t trying to kick the shit out of each other, so this was already going better than when I first got to Tikal.  
 
    When they all saw me walk over, silence covered the group. 
 
    “I don’t know what anyone has heard yet, so I’ll just cut to the point,” I started. “More of the assassins who attacked during the peace treaty are hiding out in the jungle, and some of them attacked the princess earlier.” 
 
    Many of the Demi-Humans growled or hissed at my announcement, and I smiled at the group. Their anger at the princess’ attack was also a much better response than when we’d first arrived in the city. I wanted them to feel protective of her. She was their princess, and they had to feel that way or this campaign would be a complete waste of time. 
 
    “We took down most of them--” I was interrupted by howls and cheers, “--but some ran off into the jungle before we could finish them, too. So, today we will hunt them all down.” 
 
    “Hell yeah!” a jaguar Demi-Human shouted with his fist in the air. 
 
    “Nobody fucks with Tikal!” 
 
    “Let’s slaughter them all!” 
 
    “I’m all for slaughtering them, but that brings up my next point,” I continued, and I made sure my tone was as authoritative as possible. “I want one alive. This is not negotiable. Another point that is not negotiable is once your group comes across a member of the Sect, your group will communicate with the parties around you to come help. I don’t want anyone trying to take these bastards on without backup. They use magic and mages and gods only know what else, and we don’t need to lose anyone else to them. Any issues or questions will come to me. You can confirm this leadership with your House leader.” 
 
    I gestured toward the three Demi-Humans as they stood behind me in near silence. Then each of the rulers nodded to their warriors, so leadership wouldn’t be an issue during this search. 
 
    “Lord Nikolaus will be dividing you into groups, and he’ll also show you which grids your group will be responsible for searching,” I finished. “Does anyone have a question?” 
 
    I looked around the group of solemn faces, but no one flinched or budged. Between Nike’s grid plan and my speech, I was pretty sure these hunters were ready to take on the mission, so I motioned to Nike to stand next to me and announce the groups. Then he called out names and divided groups until we had ten solid groups of Demi-Humans and warriors from my campaign. I was a little surprised no one reacted to mixing each House into each group, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    “Are we all clear on the mission?” I asked once everyone had settled down. 
 
    I looked around and saw a lion’s hand in the air, so I pointed to him and nodded. 
 
    “Just to be clear, we can kill everyone else, right? Just, like, leave one dude alive?” The lion bounced back and forth on his feet. He was apparently ready to start kicking ass, and I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “We’ll burn any bodies that we need to, and the highest-ranking assassin you find is the only one I need alive. Everyone else can rot for all I care.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” The young lion curled his fist and punched the air. 
 
    “Anyone else?” I asked as I looked around the room. I saw determination across the faces of the warriors, but no one spoke up. “Good, let’s get out there and kick some fucking ass.” 
 
    I led the small army out of House Onca’s palace and down the steps just as Imani ran toward us carrying the makeshift flares. 
 
    “Do you think these will work?” Imani asked as she showed me the arrows.  
 
    “Let’s see,” I murmured and twirled them in my hands. They looked like big matchsticks, so I was sure they would do the trick. “I think they’ll work just fine. Thank you, Lady Imani.” 
 
    The cheetah dropped into a small curtsy and turned away from the jungle, and I faced the hunting parties and passed out a couple of the arrows to each one.  
 
    With everyone prepared and raring to go, we walked toward the part of the jungle that Nike had designated as our starting point. Then he signaled the groups to move across the edge of the jungle to give each party plenty of room to work and cover the whole area. We looked like a long starting line of racers ready to set a record, except the finish line wasn’t a flag, but the bodies of our enemies. 
 
    Finally, I transformed into my long, black dragon body and snarled with excitement as I flew up above the groups and looked down at the expedition ahead of us. Then I bared my teeth at the groups and gestured to the jungle. 
 
    “Let’s go kick some Green Glass Sect asses!” I yelled, and our newly formed army charged into the trees. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The hunt began as dozens of Demi-Humans tore into the jungle ahead.  
 
    I flew from the north end of the jungle to the south and back as I kept even with the groups and eyed their progress. I trusted the warriors to find the Green Glass Sect members, but I also wanted to rip into the first one we found.  
 
    The sun was high overhead by now, and the midday heat beat down on my black scales, but I was unaffected. I swept lower of the emerald canopy of the trees, and I watched the cat Demi-Human warriors as they made their way through the brush. It was slightly difficult to see through the thick branches, but I caught glimpses of spotted fur and the glint of metal weapons every now and then.  
 
    Finally, I saw a flash of color ahead of Nike’s group, and I thought it looked like a flame, so I dove toward the ground. Then I took my human form a few yards before I hit the trees and used my healing power to cushion my landing.  
 
    I rolled into the shrubbery where Nike was walking, and I stood up and pointed at the movement I’d seen ahead of him.  
 
    “I saw something from up there,” I whispered and drew my sword from spatial storage. 
 
    Nike nodded and brandished his own sword. Then we tiptoed a few more steps only to hear a loud squawk as a multicolored bird spread its large wings and took flight from the jungle floor.  
 
    “It was a bird,” I said with a frown. “I guess I should have known better than to think we’d catch someone so early on in the search.” 
 
    “We will catch them, Evan,” Nike assured as he clapped me on the shoulder. “No one will harm the princess. I swear it.” 
 
    I growled and dipped my head. Then I took my dragon form and jumped back into the sky. It felt better to fly overhead. I was too jumpy from the attack this morning to be helpful on the ground. I needed to stretch my wings and be the guardian I was supposed to be right now. Plus, it gave me some time to figure out how to fix the fight with Alyona.  
 
    Well, I wouldn’t call it a fight, but I wondered if she was upset that I had told her what to do in front of all those people. I was right to make her stay back, though. She was just too damn stubborn sometimes, and so was I, but I was only trying to take care of her.  
 
    I would always keep her safe. No matter what.  
 
    I shook my head to clear away the thoughts of my princess. It wouldn’t do me any good to sulk about our disagreement. She would just have to learn that I would always want what was best for her, and I was only sorry for having our conversation with other people in the room. I didn’t like our personal business to be out there for the world to hear, but it wasn’t that out of the ordinary for a ruling family to be public anyway.  
 
    I decided to check in on another group, so I made another transformation and landed on the ground by Laika. The wolf warrior was using her broadsword to clear out foliage, while the Demi-Humans on either side of her just trampled through. The cats seemed to have no problem with the jungle, but my wolf was struggling a bit.  
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked her as I stood clear of her swinging sword. 
 
    “Fine,” Laika answered through gritted teeth.  
 
    “You seem a little wound up,” I remarked with a sly smile. “I’d offer to give you some relaxation, but we’re a little busy right now.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Laika laughed while her cheeks turned pink. “I’m sure I will take you up on your offer later.” 
 
    “Ohhh, yeah.” I felt a little better as I imagined making up with Alyona while I relaxed with Laika.  
 
    “I meant after we find them, my lord,” Laika giggled. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I snickered.  
 
    Laika laughed as I took off to the skies again. Now, I really needed to catch these bastards sooner rather than later, just so I could take my women to bed.  
 
    I floated my north-south pattern again as each of the groups moved further east, and the sun continued its arching path through the blue sky. Our search parties were all making good progress, but I was impatient. I wanted to catch one of the Sect members and start my interrogation. My view on interrogating the assassins had changed a bit since the first time I witnessed the Blue Tree Guild trying to get information from one of them, and their choice to attack my bride-to-be meant I was going to be ruthless. Using the jaguars to try and kill the princess had been clever, but it pissed me off even more. Jai’s people had nothing to do with our feud, and they obviously felt terrible for trying to kill Alyona, even though it was only due to the poison. 
 
    I flew a little lower, over a break in the trees above Polina’s group, and I watched as the dryad carefully moved every layer of vegetation out of her way without damaging it. She didn’t miss a beat keeping up with the Demi-Humans in her group, though. 
 
    “See anything?” I called down to her. 
 
    “Nope,” Polina yelled back up to me. “I don’t think they came this close to the city, Lord Evan. There’s only evidence of animals over here.” 
 
    I grunted and nodded to her before I flew higher again. She was probably right about the Sect members avoiding the area this close to Tikal, but we needed to be sure, and Nike’s plan was the best way to do exactly that. I hovered over the other groups to check in with their leaders and continued sweeping north and south while they moved east, but I grew more and more antsy as the day continued with no sign of the Sect.  
 
    After a few hours, I told everyone to stop and take a break while I got water from the central fountain. Then I flew back and forth with buckets to hydrate each hunting group so we could continue on our search. Once everyone had their fill, we were back on the move. We pushed through several more hours of searching the jungle, and as each group reached the river, I flew down and gave them rides across the water, since I didn’t want to risk anyone swimming across it right now.  
 
    No one complained about the heat, the humidity, or the long hunt since we were now going into the early evening hours, and I knew we all wanted to get rid of these guys once and for all. The necromancer’s laughing face flashed through my head more than once, and I growled in annoyance. I couldn’t decide which one I wanted to rip through first--him or Olivier. Both were traitors to my city and the crown, so either one would do.  
 
    Suddenly, one of the fiery flare arrows burst out of the trees just north of me as I was heading south.  
 
    Finally.  
 
    I whipped around and roared as I dropped into the area of the flare. I landed with a transformation and rolled into a space behind some shrubbery to assess the battle. It seemed like Trina’s group had come across some kind of burrow the Green Glass Sect members had made to hide from us.  
 
    There were about thirty Sect assassins I could see so far, but I couldn’t tell how big the burrow was. We already knew how much the Sect liked their secret tunnels, so I drew Miraya out of my spatial storage and ran into the battle.  
 
    As I joined the fight, I saw a jaguar warrior leap across the small clearing and ram his claws directly into an assassin’s chest. The Sect member stumbled backward and landed against a cheetah Demi-Human who was quick to use his canines and tear out the traitor’s jugular. Then the two cat warriors looked at each other and grinned before they turned back to the battle. 
 
    I ran to the nearest Sect member and swung my sword at his middle. The blade sliced through his flesh like butter before I met the resistance of his ribcage, but I bared my teeth and bared down, and my sword slid deep into his chest.  
 
    The assassin’s eyes bulged out of his head as scarlet blood bubbled out from behind his lips, and then his knees collapsed out from under him. He was already dead by the time I pulled my blade from his sternum, and I spat on his corpse before I moved on to the next enemy.  
 
    Then Laika and her group burst into the clearing and charged the assassins. The wolf woman took a wide swing with her sword as she ran and decapitated a man’s head, and it bounced along the jungle floor in a spray of crimson.  
 
    I watched as the man next to the headless corpse began to murmur some spell work. Fucking mages.  
 
    Suddenly, the headless body stood up and attacked a nearby cheetah. The Demi-Human’s skin turned nearly white as he realized what was touching him, and he completely froze in fear. 
 
    “Stay back!” I bellowed as I sheathed my sword.  
 
    I quickly used my phoenix magic, summoned a fiery bow and arrow, and fired directly into the zombie’s chest. Then I watched with satisfaction as the flames overtook the reanimated body, and it fell to the jungle floor and twitched until it was nothing more than a pile of ashes.  
 
    The cheetah I’d saved looked up at me and bowed his head in a gesture of thanks.  
 
    I grinned back at him and ducked just in time to dodge a fireball.  
 
    “Oh, you want to play with magic?” I asked the enemy mage with a smirk.  
 
    Then I sent a shockwave through the earth toward the mage and nearly knocked him off his feet. While he regained his balance, I shot him in the chest and legs with webs. He fell backward into one of the huge palm trees, and I sent another round of webs and stuck his hands to the tree. I rubbed my chin for a moment, and then I sent one more web over his mouth. I wasn’t sure if he could do magic without his hands, but I knew he couldn’t do it without the incantations. 
 
    Finally, I walked over closer to him and watched his eyes widen with fear. 
 
    “I assume you know who I am.” I tapped my claws against his chest as he nodded with vigor. “You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.” 
 
    The mage’s body trembled against the tree, and I smirked and returned to the battle. I decided to leave this one alive for my questions. 
 
    Then I noticed Aaliyah had found her way to the fight. She wore her tight gold and crimson robes, and her hair was tied at the base of her neck. Her claws were fully extended as she dove on top of a Sect assassin, and she ripped off his hood and tore into his throat with her nails.  
 
    The assassin thrashed and screamed until blood gurgled out of his mouth,  and the lioness tossed his body to the side and grabbed another cloaked traitor around the neck. Then she looked up at me and stared into my eyes as she dragged her claws from hip to hip and let his guts fall to the ground.  
 
    Holy fuck, she was so hot. 
 
    Aaliyah let go of the man’s lifeless body and winked. Then she leapt back into action. She was a true lioness, and she didn’t have time for me during her hunt. Even that turned me on. 
 
    As I turned back to the fray, I noticed the other two dryads had made it into the fight and joined their sister. They seemed to enjoy their new vine trick, and they used it to whip three Sect members into a cluster and slam them into the ground then back up against a tree.  
 
    I realized too late, though, that the tree the sisters used for the second slam was the same one where my prisoner was trapped, and when the dryads unraveled the vines, four men were dead on the ground, including the mage.  
 
    “Shit,” I cursed. “We’ll have to find another one.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan.” Polina covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “We’re so sorry!” Marina cried. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I waved off their apologies. “I’m pretty sure there are more of them in the burrow. Let’s flush the bastards out.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Trina cheered. “The burrow didn’t feel very big when I found it earlier. Do you want me to double check it?” 
 
    “For sure,” I agreed. “Let’s see how much room they have down there.” 
 
    Trina dropped to her knees by the hole and laid her hands on the soil around it. Then her sisters lowered themselves next to her and put their hands on top of hers. 
 
    “I agree,” Marina said and pointed east. “I don’t think it’s very big at all. Maybe another twenty yards that way.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I smirked. “Let’s see if I can warm things up without the flames.” 
 
    I took a big breath and imagined the fire in my belly being contained by a small funnel that only allowed the heat to escape. Then I pictured the heat waves and breathed the fiery air directly into the burrow. 
 
    Within seconds, about a dozen Green Glass Sect members were scurrying out of the hole to escape the oven-like conditions of the burrow, and the Demi-Humans from the various houses attacked without mercy. Each kill was followed by a cheer from the surrounding warriors, and while I was happy to see the different kinds of Demi-Humans getting along, I still needed one of the Sect members alive. 
 
    “Hold!” I called out, but the Demi-Humans continued their systematic slaughter of the remaining Sect assassins. It seemed their emotions and adrenaline were too high to listen.  
 
    I watched a cheetah warrior grab the last traitor by the arms as a lion sliced him from sternum to pelvis, but I sent out my healing power to heal the gash and keep the enemy alive for a little while longer.  
 
    “I said hold!” I roared across the group. “He’s mine!” 
 
    Instantly, the mobbing warriors dropped their heads and stepped away from the Sect member. Then I stepped to the center of the group and shot webs at the traitor to hold him to the jungle floor. 
 
    “Let’s try this again,” I snarled as I stepped up directly in front of the captive man. “Who are you?”  
 
    “No one,” he mumbled and avoided my stare. 
 
    “Oh, then you don’t care about living?” My voice dripped with sarcasm as I used my phoenix magic to form a fiery spear, and then I touched the spear to his cheek. 
 
    The skin started to redden, and the assassin writhed in pain, but he didn’t cry out.  
 
    “Who are you?” I repeated and dug my spear of flames harder into his flesh. 
 
    “Sebastian,” the assassin spat out when the skin on his cheek started to blister. 
 
    “There’s a solid answer,” I sneered as I waved the fire spear in front of his face. “I have no patience for your Sect anymore. First, you attacked my people, and now you’ve attacked my princess.” 
 
    “Your princess?” Sebastian laughed. “The Divine Maiden means nothing anymore. Once the Breach is finally opened all the way, she will be another nameless victim of the demons who will take over Rahma.” 
 
    “Then why try to kill her?” I growled. 
 
    “Just following orders,” Sebastian replied with a shrug.  
 
    “Orders from who?” I demanded. 
 
    “Why should I tell you that?” Sebastian cackled, and it turned into a heaving cough.  
 
    I hadn’t healed the gash on his torso entirely, and now blood was starting to stain his pale and chapped lips.  
 
    “I assume you want to live?” I raised a brow and traded my spear for my sword. Then I touched the Sword of Hatra to his chest. “Now, where is your tattoo?” 
 
    “I bet I could find it,” Aaliyah murmured as she licked the blood from her fully extended claws. 
 
    “You … you know about our tattoos?” Sebastian asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “What, Olivier didn’t tell you?” I smirked. “I’ve burned a couple off, and he’s sent assassins to the ones I didn’t and tried to kill them. I can’t believe he’s not sharing all this with the Sect.” 
 
    “You can take it off?” Sebastian’s nostrils flared. “He said no one can remove it.” 
 
    “I’ll show you what I can do if you show me your mark,” I bargained, and I used my sword to release the webs that trapped him. 
 
    Sebastian stood up and brushed off his robes, and he kept a careful eye on Aaliyah, who really did look like she would skin him at any moment. Then he untied his robe and lowered one side to reveal a large green leaf tattooed on his left shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t move,” I ordered as I lifted Miraya and touched the blade to the tattoo. I called on the sword’s healing, and it warmed to the touch as Miraya’s power and my power removed the tattoo on Sebastian’s shoulder. The green marking flaked away like ash, and then I stepped back.  
 
    “Is it done?” the man asked with his eyes closed.  
 
    “It’s gone,” I confirmed. “Now, back to my question. Who gave you the order to kill the princess?” 
 
    “Why would I tell you now?” Sebastian snorted as he sat back down on the jungle floor, and a cock-sure smirk spread across his face. “The Sect can’t kill me with a quick spell, you want answers and don’t want to kill me. You have nothing now.”  
 
    “You little mongrel,” Aaliyah growled and grabbed Sebastian by the front of his robe. Then she lifted him up and planted him against one of the palm trees. 
 
    “What are you going to do to me?” Sebastian kept laughing with a crazed look in his eyes. “You can’t kill me, or you find out nothing.” 
 
     “Oh, no, dear Sebastian,” Aaliyah cooed, ran a claw down his cheek, and drew a thin line of blood. “I don’t want to kill you. I just want to make you wish you were dead, and then the dragon lord can heal you so I can do it again. And again. And again.” 
 
    Sebastian stopped laughing as Aaliyah spoke, and he looked around nervously. All of the Demi-Humans, the dryads, and the rest of the small army that had gathered in the clearing were staring at him with hungry eyes. They all wanted a piece of the Green Glass Sect, and he was the only one here still living.  
 
    I shot my webs at him again and stuck his hands and feet to the tree. I didn’t used to be the torture type. Hell, I used to be an EMT,  but now I was a dragon and these assholes had come for my women. So, if Aaliyah wanted to gut the guy over and over again, I wasn’t going to stop her like I had the Blue Tree Guild before.  
 
    Sebastian thought he was clever, but we had already outsmarted him. He was in the middle of a group of warriors who hated him, and there was no way any of them would let him escape with his life.  
 
    “Even if I didn’t touch you, do you think any of these warriors would let you go after you tried to ruin our city?” Aaliyah gestured to the dozens of Demi-Humans who watched her circle him.  
 
    I smirked as Sebastian’s face fell from smug to defeated. He would probably still fight us because the Sect members were taught to fight, but he knew he couldn’t win.  
 
    “Are you ready to answer the dragon’s question yet?” Aaliyah asked as she carefully untied the rest of Sebastian’s robes to reveal his bare chest.  
 
    “I have no reason to help any of you,” Sebastian replied and turned his face away from her. 
 
    “Well, this is about to be very uncomfortable for you, then,” she laughed lazily and drew two fingers across his chest from nipple to nipple.  
 
    Sebastian grunted but didn’t yell as two thick lines of blood dripped down his chest. He wouldn’t give up easily, but that didn’t seem to bother Aaliyah. 
 
    “You’re very tough,” she murmured, and she used the same two claws to draw another set of lines down the middle of his torso and form a T. This time, she dug a little deeper, and the blood poured out more quickly.  
 
    The assassin groaned when her claws dug in between his ribs, and his face grew pale. I didn’t want him to lose too much blood, but I wanted him to feel the pain as long as possible. I decided to just keep a status check open on him, so I could watch for internal bleeding or anything that would kill him quickly. He didn’t deserve a quick death. 
 
    “You see, Mr. Sebastian.” Aaliyah took a step back and paced back and forth in front of him as she spoke. “I’m not too fond of anyone who comes in and fucks with my people.” 
 
    The lions roared and pumped their fists, and even a few of the other cats bared their teeth or grinned at her statement. 
 
    “You guys hate each other,” Sebastian breathed in disbelief. “Why do you care if we poison the jaguars’ river?” 
 
    “We don’t hate the jaguars, nor do we hate the cheetahs,” Aaliyah huffed. 
 
    “Guess you guys weren’t paying too much attention to why the princess and I came here, huh?” I sneered. “You thought we were on vacation?” 
 
    “Olivier said--” Sebastian stopped himself and looked away from me. 
 
    “Olivier said what?” I pressed.  
 
    Sebastian shook his head and avoided my gaze. 
 
    Aaliyah growled and swung her open hand into his leg. Her claws stabbed into his thigh, and blood gushed out in waves. 
 
    Sebastian howled, and I checked his status. 
 
    Classification: Human. 
 
    Condition: Lacerations, damaged femoral artery, concussion. 
 
    Priority: Immediate healing required. 
 
    Status: Critically injured. 
 
    Aaliyah got his femoral artery with that one, so I reached out with my power and healed just the artery. He could still deal with the other stab wounds she left on him.  
 
    The lioness looked at me sternly when she saw the glitter residue fall on Sebastian’s leg. 
 
    “I had to,” I muttered with a shrug. “You almost killed him. I only healed the deadly wound, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Ah.” Aaliyah nodded. “Should I stop?” 
 
    “Nope,” I laughed. “I’ll make sure he stays alive, and you make sure he tells us what we need to know.” 
 
    “Sounds like good teamwork!” Aaliyah chuckled and turned back to Sebastian. “Lucky for you, Lord Evan just saved your life. Don’t you feel lucky?” 
 
    Sebastian spat on the ground at her feet, and several lions sprang forward and growled, ready to tear into the traitor. 
 
    “Stop, that’s exactly what he wants.” I waved them back. “If one of you kills him now, we stop asking questions. Right, Sebastian?” 
 
    He looked at the ground and didn’t respond. 
 
    The lions glanced at each other and stepped back to reform the circle around us.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m not stupid.” I cocked my head to one side. “Did Olivier tell you that, too? He just thinks I’m some big, dumb dragon that he can keep sending people to attack? Did he tell you how many of those attempted attackers are still alive?” 
 
    “Wait, we aren’t the first?” Sebastian finally spoke and lifted his head to stare at me in bewilderment. 
 
    “The first to attack my group?” I laughed in surprise. “Not at all. Not even the second or third. How do you think I knew about the tattoos?” 
 
    Sebastian looked down again and grunted, and I could tell he was getting more and more frustrated. We could torture him some more, but getting him pissed off at Olivier and the rest of the Green Glass Sect seemed to be working pretty well, too.  
 
    “So, Olivier gave the order to kill Alyona, right?” I asserted. 
 
    Sebastian pursed his lips but nodded once. 
 
    “But he tells you that she’s not important and will be killed once the Breach is opened fully, right?” I continued. 
 
    Sebastian nodded again slowly. 
 
    “So, why would it matter if she was killed before it opens if she’s not important?” I concluded. 
 
    “She can stop it,” Aaliyah gasped. 
 
    Sebastian’s eyes darted over to the lioness as she connected the dots out loud, and the dryad sisters and the other Demi-Humans inhaled sharply and started murmuring to each other. 
 
    “We have to protect the princess at all costs,” Polina declared with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Nothing can happen to her,” a jaguar agreed. 
 
    “She will save Rahma.” A cheetah solemnly nodded.  
 
    “I-I have no idea i-if that’s true,” Sebastian stammered.  
 
    “Of course, you don’t.” Aaliyah smirked. “Olivier probably wouldn’t tell you anything because he sent you on a suicide mission.” 
 
    “No, he told me stuff!” Sebastian argued. “He told me about the Dandelion Gates!” 
 
    Jackpot.  
 
    “Does that mean anything to you?” I asked Aaliyah.  
 
    “Nope,” she answered and took a step toward him. 
 
    “Wait, no, stop!” Sebastian cried out. “He always called it one of the steps. I don’t know any of the steps after that, but he called Dandelion Gates one of them.” 
 
    My mind ran over all the information we’d gathered so far, and I wondered what these gates were a step to.  
 
    “One other thing,” I started. “What do you know about the nexus spell?” 
 
    “Shit,” Sebastian muttered and looked down. “I’m not a mage.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I said as my eyes narrowed. “I want to know what you know.” 
 
    “I know the mages have been studying it,” Sebastian answered without looking up. “I don’t know what it does, but I know it’s real dark magic. Like, really dark.” 
 
    “That’s what I needed.” I nodded to Aaliyah and stepped back. 
 
    “Wait, I told you what you wanted to know!” Sebastian cried. 
 
    “And I made sure you lived through that,” I confirmed. “Now, if the citizens of Tikal want to exact their own revenge, who am I to stop them?” 
 
    The Demi-Humans slowly walked toward the man as he hung helplessly from the tree trunk. Old EMT Evan felt bad about the situation since Sebastian wasn’t going to survive it, but dragon Evan gave no fucks. This guy was a coward. If we didn’t kill him, Olivier certainly would, I had no doubt about that. At least if the cats killed him, they would shred him quickly. 
 
    I walked away from the clearing and ignored Sebastian’s screams and pleas for help. Then I summoned a messenger dragon to send to my bride.  
 
    “Jungle is clear,” I reported. “Let’s meet at the river.”  
 
    The small silver dragon nodded and disappeared toward House Onca.  
 
    The dryad sisters, Nike, and Laika joined me in silence, and we walked back to the path that would lead to the river. Now that the jungle was safe, I wanted to finish cleansing the water. The sooner we got rid of the curse, the sooner I could stop worrying so much about Alyona’s safety. 
 
    I wanted to tell Alyona everything we’d learned. I knew she probably wasn’t happy with me still, but I’d been right. The Sect would go after her because she was a defense against the Breach that they didn’t know how to stop, and for whatever crazy reason, they actually wanted the Breach to open up completely to the world.  
 
    We walked the path to the same place Alyona and Ravi had tried to use their cure before.  
 
    “I know you’re figuring out our next moves,” Nike began as we stopped near the water, “but I’m thinking we should move on soon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a nod. “The Green Glass Sect is clearly only after us, so there’s no reason to keep putting Tikal’s people at risk. Once we get this river curse purified, we shouldn’t need to stay here anyway.” 
 
    “Ah.” Nike dipped his head. “Which is why you told them to go ahead and come here.” 
 
    “They’re already annoyed with me for this morning, so I might as well let them have their way and do the ritual.” I smirked. 
 
    Nike chuckled as Alyona and Ravi walked into the clearing, and surprisingly, Alyona hurried over to me and threw her arms around my neck.  
 
    Well, at least she wasn’t as pissed at me. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” she murmured in my ear. “I saw the flare from the palace, and we’ve been waiting to hear that you’re alright.” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” I said as I nuzzled my face into her hair. “I’m the big, badass dragon, remember?” 
 
    Alyona giggled and looked up at me with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked with immediate concern. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this morning,” she said sadly. “I wanted so badly to help that I didn’t want to listen to your reasoning.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I was surprised since I hadn’t even told her what Sebastian had said yet. “I’m glad you didn’t come, though. The Sect member we caught basically told us the Sect wants you dead because you can stop the Breach.” 
 
    Alyona and Ravi gasped. 
 
    “It’s true, milady,” Laika offered. “I heard it myself. He didn’t realize what he was figuring out at first, but Olivier wants you dead, and he doesn’t want anyone to know why.” 
 
    “I have no idea how to stop the Breach,” Alyona breathed, and her delicate brow furrowed in confusion. “If I did, it would already be done.” 
 
    “Well, do the Dandelion Gates mean anything to you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” Alyona mused. “They’re actually just north of Lumin.” 
 
    “That’s our next stop,” Nike confirmed what I was thinking. “We should go check it out while we’re there.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said with a nod. “In the meantime, let’s get this ritual thing done, so House Onca can have some clean water again.” 
 
    “Okay, everyone stand back.” Ravi motioned the group to take a few steps away from the river. 
 
    Everyone except the phoenix and Alyona backed away from the water and stood closer to the trees. 
 
    Then Alyona and Ravi stood on the riverbank, faced each other, and held both hands while they started chanting. The water darkened immediately, as if the strength of the spell brought it to the surface. The whirlpools were again visible, while the water rushed past them in waves and reflected the sunlight with a purple sheen. The wind picked up speed and turned cold, and I felt a shiver roll down my spine as I watched the women fight to complete the ritual.  
 
    Suddenly, Alyona and Ravi began to glow with a white light. The light shot out in all directions, and it struck the water and trees around us. We all ducked, but the light eventually focused on the water and shot into it. The river reflected the pure light in every direction as the whirlpools slowed down, and the waves stopped crashing against the riverbanks. The air around the river grew warm and humid like the rest of the jungle again, and the river water returned to its original blue.  
 
    Alyona let go of Ravi and looked around. The water flowed lazily, and we could finally see the colorful fish under the surface. The sun had set, so we couldn’t see all the changes, but it was clear the Novum spell had worked.  
 
    I ran to the princess and lifted her in the air. I kissed her long and hard as she wrapped her arms around me.  
 
    “We did it,” Alyona murmured against my lips. 
 
    “Yes, we did!” I exclaimed and turned to the rest of our party. “We all helped make a difference here in Tikal, but it’s time for us to move on to the next city and keep changing things for Rahma.” 
 
    “For Rahma!” Nike pointed his sword high in the air.  
 
    The rest of our group cheered and pumped their fists.  
 
    I grinned and motioned for everyone to return to the palace, and I reached my dragon senses out to the jungle and heard the rest of the Demi-Humans as they made their way back to House Onca’s palace as well. They were congratulating each other and reliving battle moments together. It seemed that even the worst part of our time here in Tikal had turned into something helpful in the long run. The Demi-Humans from each House were building a sense of camaraderie. 
 
    The Green Glass Sect had lost this battle, and they would lose every one of them with us. Now that we had the information about their next stop at the Dandelion Gates, we might even be able to get a step ahead of them.  
 
    If we could get ahead, we’d be ready to stop them for good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The moon sat high in the sky by the time we arrived back at House Onca. The other Demi-Humans reached the palace within seconds of us, and they continued with their celebrations on into the great hall. My party followed the cats a little more calmly, and I saw the House leaders looking through the crowd. 
 
    I gestured to the sitting area, and the leaders followed me and my group while the warriors hooped and hollered by the doors. Servants brought out cactus juice and fruits from the kitchen for the celebrating warriors, and another round of raucous cheers went up as the libations were passed around.  
 
    Aaliyah made her way over to the sitting area, though, and she flopped down into a seat and began licking her claws clean. She still had blood running down her face and arms, and she crossed her legs to reveal more blood splattered on her thighs.  
 
    The lioness was sexy as hell after a hunt. 
 
    “Is it safe to assume we defeated the Green Glass Sect members who lurked in our jungle?” Jai asked with his eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “We cleaned house once we found them. Plus, we got a few answers about why they keep showing up.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kinba leaned forward and templed his fingers. 
 
    “They believe Princess Alyona can stop their efforts to open the Breach and release the demons on Inati,” I explained. “So, they want to get rid of her, but they know they can’t get rid of her as long as I’m around, so they keep attacking us.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t let anything happen to her either, Lord Evan,” Chax swore as he crossed his arms over his chest. “We will protect her.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern,” Alyona said with a smile. “Your warriors did a fine job today, from what I understand. I’m sure Lord Evan can explain better than I can since he was there.” 
 
    “I was impressed with the teamwork I saw today,” I began. “As you know, each group had at least one member of each House in them, plus a fourth member from one of the Houses or from my campaign, so anyone could have been upset about their group, but there were no stupid fights over who was in charge or anything. The groups moved along the grid lines we made, and they communicated with us once they found the hideout, just like I commanded.” 
 
    “Where were the Sect members hiding?” Jai wanted to know. 
 
    I looked at Trina for the answer, since she’d been the one to find the hideout. And to be honest, I wasn’t sure how she’d found it anyway. When I blew heat into the tunnel, I saw how well-hidden the entrance was, and I wasn’t sure I would have seen it without her. 
 
    “They had created an underground tunnel that didn’t burrow very far,” Trina explained. “I don’t know that you could have just seen it from walking, but I felt the difference in the soil because of my nature connection.” 
 
    Jai nodded in understanding. He’d already seen the dryads connect to the jungle on our first day when they felt its heartbeat. 
 
    “She sent the message to Laika through the Blue Tree Guild communications, and the cheetah in her group sent up the flare to get my attention,” I continued. “I made sure to let out a roar on my way over to get the other groups’ attention as well. Since we weren’t sure how many Sect members had gotten away or were already hidden, I wanted the biggest response possible.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” Kinba mused. “And the other groups responded well?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laughed. “All the warriors joined the fight eventually, and they made sure to finish it, too. There was no question that Tikal showed those traitors no mercy.” 
 
    Each of the House leaders looked proud at the compliment. I wanted them to understand that each House had played its role in defeating the Sect. 
 
    “Not to mention, I saw several members of different Houses working together to handle each traitor,” I added. “Like, a cheetah would slice an assassin, while a lion would dice him. Or a jaguar would catch one, and a cheetah would shred him up. It was awesome!” 
 
    Laika and Nike laughed at my enthusiasm, while the House leaders gave me half-smiles and nodded.  
 
    Well, I was pumped about the successful integration on the battlefield, that wasn’t an easy feat, but I probably was missing some diplomatic bullshit, as usual. Maybe we weren’t supposed to brag about accomplishments on the battlefield, but the Demi-Human warriors had kicked some serious ass. 
 
    “And Aaliyah.” I turned to the lioness, who had finished combing her long hair with her fingers and was now leaning back against the chair as she listened. “Aaliyah was quite the hunter. She’s actually a big part of why we got the information we got out of the assassin we caught.” 
 
    Aaliyah smiled at my compliment and looked to her father. 
 
    “Ah.” Kinba blinked and pursed his lips. “Do I want to know the details of how my daughter helped to gain this information?” 
 
    “No, Father,” Aaliyah answered for me. “Just know that we got what we needed, and then we finished the job.” 
 
    “Good.” Kinba nodded and sighed with relief.  
 
    Apparently, her father wasn’t a fan of her warrior tendencies. I was glad she’d answered his question then, because I was ready to give all the gory details of Aaliyah’s torture techniques.  
 
    “All I will say is that Aaliyah was a great asset out there,” I declared. “She took care of those bastards, and it was fucking awesome to watch.” 
 
    Aaliyah covered a smile with her clawed hand, and I thought I even saw a bit of a blush creep up her cheeks. Making the lioness blush was no easy task, and I stifled a smirk of satisfaction. 
 
    “And is that all the information you received?” Chax asked with a furrowed brow. “It doesn’t seem all that helpful for you to just know they are going after you and the princess.” 
 
    “With all due respect, if Lord Evan wanted to discuss the rest with you, I believe he would have,” Alyona replied gently. “As it stands, it is nothing for you to worry about. We will be leaving Tikal soon, and the threat will leave with us.” 
 
    Chax sat back, satisfied with her response, which was the most diplomatic way of saying, ‘mind your own fucking business.’  
 
    Yeah, it was always good for the princess to be around when we had these conversations. I didn’t trust myself to be as nice as she was. 
 
    “You are welcome to stay as long as you like!” Jai declared. “Do not feel as though you must leave because you fixed some problems.” 
 
    “Oh, that does remind me.” I leaned back in my chair. “Your river is purified as well. The princess and Ravi finished the Novum spell, and the water is as good as new.” 
 
    “Truly?” Jai clasped his hands together and grinned. “This is wonderful news! Thank you!” 
 
    “It is our pleasure.” Alyona returned his smile. “We will do whatever we can to rebuild all the cities of Rahma. We only wish to honor the crown and make our country strong enough to withstand the Breach.” 
 
    Just then, a small silver fox sprinted into the room, faced me, and opened its mouth. Then it spoke with Ruslan’s voice.  
 
    “All is well in Hatra, my son! The grandegg is safe, Valerra is cranky, and we are gaining more citizens every day. You will be thrilled when you come home. We anxiously await your return! Your mother, especially.” 
 
    I smiled at my father’s messenger, and I made a mental note to send him a message once we left Tikal to let him know of our next stop. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I addressed the leaders. “Anyway, I think we will leave tomorrow. With all your problems resolved, we need to start working on the next city, so they can understand our mission as well.” 
 
    “I’ll go work on preparing the wagons,” Nike volunteered and dipped his head as he hurried to the doors. The noble loved having a job to do, and it would be helpful if everything was ready tonight. 
 
    “We are extremely grateful for the changes you’ve made here,” Kinba announced. “We never would have changed anything without you. We’d still be having stupid feuds and starving ourselves over nothing.” 
 
    “Which means we never would have been prepared for whatever comes out of the Breach,” Jai agreed with a solemn nod. “We would have been too busy being angry at each other to realize our common enemy.” 
 
    “And we have much more important things to focus on than feuding,” Chax added, and a sharp, predatory grin stretched across his face. “For instance, it sounds like we could build a very good army, based on your battlefield stories.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “You should focus on training your warriors together. The better they fight together, the better chance Tikal has of surviving any attack, not even just from the Breach. Plus, if people haven’t heard that you’re now working together, they would be surprised to see your entire group defending the city.” 
 
    “I can show you some training activities before we leave,” Laika offered. “I have trained Demi-Humans and creatures of all kinds in the Blue Tree Guild, so I have many ways to teach many kinds of people.” 
 
    “I think that would be fantastic!” Jai proclaimed. “If you gentlemen agree, I say we start warrior training first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    Kinba and Chax inclined their heads in agreement. 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind, Imani would be thrilled to learn from you,” Chax said to Laika. “She typically leads our warrior training at House Jubatus, and I’m sure she would be willing to teach any of the other warrior leaders whatever you show her.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to meet with her,” Laika replied with a bow. 
 
    “You should also consider having some kind of leader meeting once or twice a week,” I suggested to the nobles. “You three can discuss problems or plans and prepare for the bazaar. Plus, this will show the citizens that you’re continuing to get along well. They’ll understand that it wasn’t just a show for us while we were here.” 
 
    “I’m all for it,” Kinba replied as a grin stretched across his golden face, and he looked at the other two Demi-Humans. 
 
    “We can rotate Houses or meet at the Palenque Temple, so it’s always fair?” Chax proposed. 
 
    That was an even bigger improvement. Now, they suggested their own solutions instead of me forcing them to play nice. I liked where this was going. 
 
    “We should rotate, so we can have food,” Jai chuckled. 
 
    Kinba and Chax laughed along with him. 
 
    Yeah, Tikal would be just fine. 
 
    Suddenly, a silver and flame-colored bird flitted into the room and landed on Ravi’s shoulder. 
 
    “I will be happy to help the citizens of Tikal work out trade routes,” Fiyero’s voice boomed out of the tiny bird. “We will leave straight away.” 
 
    Then the bird disappeared in a miniature cloud of smoke. 
 
    “There’s your answer, Lord Evan,” Ravi announced as she looked at me with a sheepish smile. “Sorry it was at such an odd time.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured the phoenix before I turned and addressed the leaders again. “I haven’t really been able to talk to you about this yet, but after the bazaar’s success, I thought you might be interested in trading with some tribes outside of the city as well.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds great!” Chax rubbed his hands together. “We can see if our cottonwood balms work for other creatures! Our healers have never been able to try them on anyone besides cheetah Demi-Humans, although I believe a few jaguars and lions bought some at the bazaar, so we can learn a little more from them as well.” 
 
    “I would be interested to see what other people make,” Jai mused with a far away look. “It could inspire our people to make new things as well. Who knows, maybe there is some other thing out there that we’ve never even heard of!” 
 
    “I’d love to try some new food,” Kinba exhaled. “I get tired of lizards and snakes. Though the bison was delicious.” 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed a sigh of relief. “So, you don’t hate the idea. I didn’t think Chief Fiyero would come so quickly after my suggestion. I was hoping to talk to you guys first.” 
 
    “Do not worry, Lord Evan.” Chax smiled. “You have been a great help to Tikal, so we would have been open to your idea anyway.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad to hear it.” And I was. I wanted nothing more than to help each of the cities in our kingdom to reach their full potential. I was happy to have such a great success story in the first city we had chosen. Hopefully, word would spread around Rahma, and it wouldn’t be as difficult to get started in every new city. I needed the people to believe in me, Alyona, and the king, so we could work together. 
 
    “Now, I think we should get some rest,” Alyona suggested and rose from her seat. “Lord Evan has been busy fighting one enemy or another all day, and we will start another long journey tomorrow.” 
 
    I suddenly realized she was right. I’d been going nonstop since the dryads woke me up this morning. I was pretty damn tired. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll go meet with Lady Imani tonight, then.” Laika looked at me for a response. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I agreed, though I was a little disappointed. “That’s fine.” 
 
    There went my relaxing time with her later. At least I still had my princess. 
 
    “We’d like to join you, if that’s okay,” Marina said to Laika. 
 
    “Yeah,” Polina agreed. “We need to brush up on our training as well.” 
 
    I nodded to the girls, and all four of them headed to House Jubatus. 
 
    “I’m happy we were able to accomplish so much here.” I stood up and dipped my head to each of the leaders. “You may not have always liked my methods, but I hope you all understand my goals. Goodnight.” 
 
    The Demi-Humans each murmured their goodnights as Alyona and I made our way back to the dormitory hall. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Aaliyah jogged after us, and I watched as her glistening breasts bounced while she ran. She was still sweaty from our time in the jungle, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her.  
 
    I also found myself much more awake all of a sudden. 
 
    “Are you really wanting to get some sleep?” Aaliyah asked with a quirked brow. “I have some other ideas in mind, if you’re both interested, that is.” 
 
    My arousal jumped at her words. Hell, yes, we were both interested. 
 
    “And what ideas might those be?” Alyona asked as she playfully twisted one of her raven locks around her finger. 
 
    “I think it might be easier to show you.” Aaliyah glanced up the stairs. 
 
    “Yep, I’ll lead the way.” I grabbed both of their hands and darted upstairs with the girls giggling behind me. 
 
    I was not missing out on this golden opportunity. 
 
    I rammed the bedroom door open and guided the two ladies inside before I shut the door again. Then I turned around to see Aaliyah untying Alyona’s robes while my bride-to-be giggled and blushed. Alyona’s robe fell to the floor and revealed her perky breasts with taut nipples and her beautiful pussy lips, and my dick throbbed against my pants as I watched the two women together.  
 
    Alyona reached over to Aaliyah and began undressing her. She slid the lioness’ sleeves down to reveal her sweat-covered torso and tits. Then Alyona yanked the rest of Aaliyah’s clothes off, and the two women explored each other as they ran their fingers up and down each other’s sexy bodies. 
 
    “Fuck,” I murmured and licked my lips. I couldn’t watch anymore, so I walked over to where the women stood before I pushed them onto the bed. 
 
    I pressed my lips to Alyona’s warm mouth while Aaliyah lifted my shirt over my head. The lioness ran her claws down my back to the top of my trousers, and then she dragged her textured tongue up my spine. I moaned into Alyona’s mouth and turned to bring Aaliyah’s lips to mine. Then I kissed her hard and shoved my tongue against hers. 
 
    Alyona slid to the edge of the bed and slowly pulled my trousers down to expose my rock-hard cock. Next, she took my shaft in her hand and began pumping it up and down while Aaliyah flicked her tongue against mine. Then Alyona moved her other hand around Aaliyah’s body and grabbed her breast, and the lioness purred against me.  
 
    I released her mouth and nipped down Aaliyah’s throat to her other breast, and I flicked her nipple with my tongue while Alyona played with her other nipple. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Aaliyah cried out, and she wrapped one arm around my hips to pull me closer to her and Alyona. 
 
    I moved my hips over so I could reach both women and drag each of my hands down their torsos to their steaming flowers. I could feel the heat coming off both of their pussies, and I groaned in satisfaction. I ran my thumbs over each of their clits and smirked when the women’s backs arched together. Then I pulled back from Aaliyah’s breasts and guided her and Alyona to their backs on the bed. 
 
    As I moved in between them, I ran my hands up their inner thighs and slid a finger inside each of their tunnels. Alyona began panting and rubbed her own breasts as I drew my finger in and out of her, and Aaliyah purred and reached over to rub Alyona’s clit while I thrust in and out of their wetness. 
 
    I growled and got on top of Alyona while Aaliyah continued to play with my fiancée. Then I thrust my cock inside my bride-to-be’s hot pussy, and I was satisfied to hear her moan my name.  
 
    “Ohhhh,” Aaliyah moaned, turned to her side, and began kissing Alyona’s neck while I fucked her and finger-fucked the lioness. 
 
    Gods, I was ready to cum all over them, but I held on to my climax until I felt Alyona’s walls tighten around my cock.  
 
    “Evan… I’m… Yesss!” She bucked her hips against me, and I watched the waves of her orgasm crash through her. As the princess shuddered and twitched, I released my own orgasm and filled my beautiful fiancée’s womb with my dragon seed. Then I leaned back and barely had my cock free when Aaliyah gripped it in her hand. 
 
    “My turn,” the lion-girl murmured, and she pushed me on to my back so she could climb on top of me. A moment later, she shoved my erection inside her, and we both groaned.  
 
    “Let me help.” Alyona slid between my legs behind Aaliyah and wrapped her arms around the lioness. Then the princess thumbed Aaliyah’s nipples as the Demi-Human rode my cock and grinded her hips against me. 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Aaliyah cried out as she sped up her movements. She fucked me harder and harder, and her claws scratched my chest as she got closer to her climax. Then Alyona slid her hands down the lioness’ torso and grazed the top of her pussy. Aaliyah’s orgasm tore through her, and she nearly roared with ecstasy. Her juices dripped all down my cock, and I climaxed deep inside her over and over again. 
 
    After she regained her breath, Aaliyah rolled off my hips and flopped onto the bed beside me, and Alyona laid down on my other side and threw her arm over my chest. 
 
    I put my hands behind my head and thanked the gods for sending me to Inati. This dragon life was the shit. 
 
    “Are you coming with us to Lumin?” Alyona leaned over me and asked Aaliyah. 
 
    “I was wondering if you’d ask,” Aaliyah sighed. “I want to go and see everything, and enjoy more time with you and Lord Evan, but I’m afraid I need to stay.” 
 
    “Oh,” Alyona pouted. “I can understand that. I just enjoy your company. And I like that Evan enjoys you as well.” 
 
    “I definitely enjoyed my time with both of you!” Aaliyah declared with a giggle. “Especially now that we found somewhere bigger than a closet.” 
 
    “This time was definitely way better,” I laughed. “But back to Alyona’s earlier question, you should consider joining us.” 
 
    “Oh?” Aaliyah purred.  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “The House leaders seemed to have things in order for the most part, and the Green Glass Sect will leave Tikal alone once we leave. Granted, they will be chasing us, but I didn’t think you’d mind.” 
 
    “You do know how I love the hunt.” The lioness flashed me a fanged grin, but then her brow furrowed. “I’ll consider your offer, Lord Evan, but I must talk to my father first.”  
 
    “I understand,” I said. “But even if you decide not to come, I think we can stop back by Tikal when we’re returning to Hatra.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” Alyona agreed with a smile. 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you two to get your rest,” Aaliyah said as she began pulling her robes back on and walking toward the door. “I’ll see you in the morning before you head to Lumin.” 
 
    “See you in the morning!” Alyona called out, and Aaliyah waved before closing the door behind her. 
 
    Alyona snuggled up into my side and laid her head back down on my chest. 
 
    “I wish she was coming,” the princess murmured. “I like having all these warriors with us. It’s comforting.” 
 
    “Something tells me she’ll change her mind,” I chuckled, but then I frowned as I looked down at my future bride. “You aren’t worried about what that Sect guy said, are you?” 
 
    The last thing I wanted was for Alyona to worry about her safety. There was no fucking way any of those guys, or anyone for that matter, would ever come close to hurting my fiancée. 
 
    “Well, I think it’s normal to worry a little, right?” she mused. “This group of people want me dead, after all.” 
 
    “They won’t fucking touch you,” I growled and got heated just imagining them trying. 
 
    “I know that, my love,” Alyona replied and swirled her finger around on my abs while she talked. “I just think it’s normal to worry a little. If I didn’t worry, I wouldn’t be careful. Just like if you didn’t worry about me, you would have allowed me to go into the jungle earlier, and I would have been right where they wanted me.” 
 
    The princess had a good point, even if I didn’t like it. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to ever think I can’t protect you,” I muttered, since I was a fucking dragon, the most badass dragon in Rahma, maybe even in all of Inati. 
 
    “I have full faith in you,” Alyona murmured against my chest and looked up at me. “I only worry about them trying, not succeeding.” 
 
    My chest puffed up as I mentally repeated what she said. They could try all they wanted, but I would kill any of those bastards who tried to harm my woman. 
 
    “Can we get some sleep now?” Alyona yawned and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Of course, princess.” I kissed the top of her head. “Get some sleep. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she whispered, and within seconds, she was snoring. 
 
    I couldn’t sleep just yet, though. I knew I wouldn’t learn anything about the Dandelion Gates by just laying around in bed, but I couldn’t exactly research them right now, so I decided to do a little reading on the ride in the morning. I could stay on the wagon for some of the trip and take a few books from Alyona’s collection. 
 
    There was no way I was letting Olivier and his band of shitty men stay ahead of me anymore. I had to learn everything there was to know about Olivier, the Green Glass Sect, and these steps they were taking. 
 
    I briefly wondered about the nexus spell again. Why were the Sect mages studying it? That at least explained why the female mage was able to use part of it when she tried to fight off Aaliyah and me. The mages in the Sect had to be familiar with it. What was Olivier’s plan with the spell? 
 
    I drifted in and out of sleep as I pondered, but one thing I knew for sure, awake or asleep.  
 
    I would find Olivier, and I would make him pay for everything he had done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    I woke up determined. 
 
    Today, I’d make my final rounds in Tikal, and we’d head out for Lumin. I had no idea what awaited us in this new city, but I knew it also took us closer to finding out what the Green Glass Sect was up to. Finding out what they were doing was high up on my priority list, especially since I found out they wanted to get rid of my princess.  
 
    There was no fucking way I’d let that happen. 
 
    I rolled over to see Alyona still fast asleep, so I carefully slid off the bed without disturbing her. Then I slipped on my clothes and boots and made my way downstairs. Nike was already at the table eating a big breakfast, and his plate was full from edge to edge. The noble was always an early riser and ate almost as much as I did. 
 
    “Morning, brother,” Nike addressed me before he shoved a slice of bread into his mouth.  
 
    “Good morning, Nike,” I greeted him as I sat down at the table, and then I grabbed a plate and began to fill it. I was curious about the new fruits I saw on the various platters. It looked like the jaguars had harvested some new food since the river was purified, and I was pumped we got to see the actual fruits of our labor before we left.  
 
    I chuckled at my own pun, but when Nike shot me a quizzical glance, I quickly waved him off. 
 
    As I decided what all to put on my plate, I saw green bananas with a sweet scent, purple berries that reminded me of strawberries, and a delightful smelling flower that was filled with some kind of juice to dip the fruits in. There were also some roasted akulina birds again, and the small wings and drumsticks smelled like chicken with a hint of roses. I even recognized the scent of bread made from the wheat of House Jubatus. I could smell the rich, savory flavor of the pearl grains, and my mouth started watering, so I dumped a little bit of everything on my plate.  
 
    I wasn’t about to pass up any of the flavors my people had to offer. 
 
    “Hungry this morning, Evan?” Nike watched me fill my plate with a raised eyebrow and a half-smile. 
 
    “Famished, brother,” I answered with a wink. I started shoveling food into my mouth, and then Jai walked in with several of the various cat warriors in tow. 
 
    “You may grab some breakfast here, but then you must hurry over to House Jubatus to begin your training,” Jai told the Demi-Humans as he gestured to the table. 
 
    The warriors nodded and grabbed handfuls of food before they jogged out the front doors to join the rest of the training group. 
 
    “What a morning,” Jai sighed and dropped his lean body into the chair next to me. “We’ve already had a dozen warriors go to the wrong place to start their training, but it’s just the first day, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry too much on the first day, especially since we decided to start everything pretty late last night.” 
 
    “True.” The jaguar sat up and poured a mound of food on his own plate. “I just want it all to be perfect.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Nike replied with a nod, “but impossible this early in your process. Give it time.” 
 
    “This food is pretty damn perfect, though,” I praised as I swallowed a bite of the rosy bird. “Are these new from the jungle?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jai answered with his chin held high. “The hunters caught a few akulina birds, and the servants picked the fruits this morning and cooked the meat. Thanks to Alyona and Ravi, we can eat and drink from the jungle again.” 
 
    “That’s awesome!” I agreed. “The food is fantastic, and I’m glad we could help.” 
 
    Just then, Alyona breezed in from the dorm hall. She looked gorgeous in her long white robes with purple accents, and a purple belt was tied around her waist. Her hair wasn’t tied back like usual, though. Instead, she’d let it flow in waves down to the middle of her back, and her amethyst eyes were wide and bright as she took in the new options on the breakfast table. Then her face stretched into a beautiful smile. 
 
    “This all smells so wonderful!” she exclaimed as she picked up her plate. “I can’t wait to try it.” 
 
    The princess put a dainty amount of food on her plate, and then she sat down next to me.  
 
    I leaned over to give her a peck on the cheek before I returned to my own food. I wanted to finish up so I had time to fly to each of the Houses before we left this morning and make sure all was good to go. I told them all last night I was leaving, but I also wanted to tell them all goodbye in person. It seemed like the diplomatic thing to do. 
 
    “I think I’ll go make sure everyone is awake.” Nike pushed back his chair and rose from the table once he’d finished off his plate. “You know how those dryads love their sleep. Oh, and the wagons are ready when you are, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Great.” I nodded. “Thanks, Nike. I’ll make my last rounds and meet you back here.” 
 
    “Do you want me to accompany you, my lord?” Alyona asked as she looked up from her breakfast.  
 
    “Yeah, I think that would be good,” I agreed, and I couldn’t imagine wanting her anywhere else but with me. “We can say our farewells and all that for the campaign.” 
 
    “Then I’ll finish quickly.” The princess returned to her tiny plate of food. 
 
    We finished our breakfast in a few more minutes and got up from the table. 
 
    “Lord Jai, I’ll be back to see you before we leave,” I told the jaguar. 
 
    “See you soon,” Jai answered with a wave before his attention was back on his plate. It seemed he’d missed the other jungle food as well. 
 
    I took Alyona by the hand, and we walked toward the front doors of the palace. I studied the halls around us as we went, and I realized I’d miss House Onca’s ancestral jungle seat. My eyes skipped over the luscious vines that were forever falling through the windows, and I watched a butterfly alight on the blue petals of a huge flower that took up a majority of the window sill. This place might have been a little humid at times, and Nike struggled with some bug bites, but it was a truly beautiful structure in a beautiful, diverse city.  
 
    “Don’t you think it would be fastest to fly?” Alyona asked and gave me a shy smile as we walked out the front doors.  
 
    I knew what she was hinting at, and I grinned. 
 
    “I do,” I laughed and ran down the steps in front of her. Then I transformed into my dragon body and stretched out. I knew it would feel good to fly some more today since I’d be trapped as a wagon rider again on our way to Lumin. 
 
    Alyona giggled and ran down the steps to jump up onto my back. She grabbed onto one of my spine spikes and tightened her legs against my scales, and my blood rushed to my lower half as I felt her thigh muscles squeeze against me. 
 
    Once she was settled, I jumped to take flight, and a feeling of warm contentment spread through my chest as I rose above Tikal. I loved the feeling of flying, and it was even better with my princess on my back. I craned my long neck to see a wide smile plastered across her face as her hair flowed behind her in the wind, and she was clearly enjoying herself as much as I was. I could fly her around on my back all day, but we had to make our stops and get on the road. 
 
    So, we flew to House Jubatus to say goodbye to the cheetahs, and I carefully landed in front of the plain palace. Alyona slid off my back and skipped to the side to give me room, and I shifted back to my human form, linked my fingers through hers, and walked up the stairs to the palace.  
 
    The cheetah guards each gave me a small smile before they pulled open the doors to let us in, and it seemed all the people in Tikal were more welcoming to my presence now. 
 
    “Lord Evan! Princess Alyona!” Chax stood in the great hall with a big smile. “I imagine you are saying your farewells to the Houses?” 
 
    “Yeah, we have to get on the road soon,” I replied. “We have many more stops to make in the great land of Rahma, though I’ve become a bit attached to Tikal.” 
 
    “I think we all have,” Alyona gushed from beside me, and a wistful grin stretched across her face. “The food, the people, the different lands in one city… it’s amazing here. We love it.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Your Highness.” Chax blushed and bowed to her. “Though we are sorry to see you go, we are so happy that you came.” 
 
    “Leaving already?” Imani called out as she rushed into the great hall. “I almost missed you since I was working with the training groups. I was sure you’d want to rest after the hunt yesterday. I heard it was quite intense.” 
 
    “In truth, we can rest quite a bit on the wagons,” I admitted, “but we need to make some progress toward our next stop.” 
 
    “Where are you going next?” Imani inquired. 
 
    “We are headed to Lumin,” Alyona answered. 
 
    “Oh,” Imani said with a half-smile. “And I thought we were difficult.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked warily, and I wondered if any of the cities on our campaign would be easy to deal with. 
 
    “I heard the creatures of Lumin are incredibly intelligent but very rude.” The female cheetah smirked. 
 
    “Now, now, sister,” Chax scolded Imani. “Don’t spread gossip.” 
 
    Imani shrugged and didn’t say anything else. 
 
    I was curious to hear more, but I guess I’d have to find out more about the Lumin people on my own. 
 
    “Well, do you need anything before we leave?” I asked the cheetahs. 
 
    “No, sir,” Chax replied. “You have done more than enough for House Jubatus. Thank you, Great Dragon.” 
 
    “We’re happy to bring peace and happiness to Tikal,” I declared as I stuck my hand out to Chax. “Once the campaign is over, we’ll be sure to stop by here on our way back to Hatra.” 
 
    “Then we anxiously await your return, Lord Evan,” Chax said as he grasped my forearm and shook it firmly, and then he bowed again to the princess. 
 
    I turned to Alyona as she curtsied back to him, and we linked arms to walk back outside. 
 
    “Your diplomacy is improving,” Alyona murmured as we stepped outside. “Maybe we should practice more on the way to Lumin, if they’re really very rude.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what to expect,” I admitted with a chuckle. “I suppose we could practice a few options for what I’m allowed to say.” 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Alyona laughed and playfully slapped my chest. 
 
    “Wait here,” I told Alyona at the top of the stairs before I jogged to the bottom and shifted into my dragon form. Then I waved a foreleg at her to get on. 
 
    Alyona smiled and clambered on top of my large body again, and I took off toward House Oel as soon as she was holding on. I floated over the grassy plains of House Jubatus and watched as the grass faded into golden sand. The sun was barely above the horizon, and it made beautiful patterns of blue and yellow in the powder. We drifted over the desert until I saw the pyramid jutting out from the golden grounds, and I set the princess down in front of the palace and transformed into my human shape again. 
 
    We waltzed up the stairs to the golden and crimson palace, and the lions had the doors open when we reached the top. They still weren’t as talkative as the other warriors, but they respected our role, so I couldn’t complain. Then we strode in the great hall, where Kalem was standing just inside and greeted us with a bow. 
 
    “If you’ll come to the sitting area, Lord Kinba and Princess Aaliyah will be right with you,” the advisor explained as he motioned to the chairs under the giant palm tree. 
 
    I smiled at the mention of the lioness’ name. I hope she had given my offer some thought.  
 
    We moved to the chairs and sat down to wait, and I looked up at the tree that stretched higher than any palm tree I’d ever seen back on Earth. It was an impressive sight, and now I was looking forward to all the things we would see as we explored more of Rahma.  
 
    Within moments, Kinba floated into the sitting area with Aaliyah right behind him. Kinba wore his traditional ivory and gold robes that draped to the floor, and he spread his arms open wide as he entered the room. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan and Princess Alyona!” Kinba boomed as he sat down across from me. “It is already time for you to leave, then?” 
 
    “Yes, we still have many places to go,” Alyona confirmed. 
 
    “A pity,” Aaliyah remarked as she met my eye and sat beside her father.  
 
    “I have a little parting gift for you,” Kinba said with a smile, and he looked at Kalem, who quickly ran into another room without a word. 
 
    “While he’s getting the gift, let me just say how much we appreciate what you’ve done for us here,” Aaliyah interjected, and for once, her expression was serious instead of sensual. “There were a lot of generational feuds and stubborn, angry men here in Tikal, and you resolved that with a little stubbornness of your own.” 
 
    Alyona giggled at the last part. 
 
    “Thank you, I’m just glad we could actually make a difference,” I conceded with a smirk. “I’ve never been a part of anything like this before. It’s all new to me.” 
 
    The lioness hadn’t said anything about joining us, so perhaps she hadn’t changed her mind. Either way, I didn’t want to call her out about it in front of her father.  
 
    “Well, you’d never know it.” Aaliyah winked. “You handled us all like it was nothing.” 
 
    I distinctly remembered handling her last night, and my cock twitched in my pants, but I cleared my throat and nodded at her compliment. 
 
    Just in time, Kalem rushed back into the room holding a large box that had been wrapped in palm leaves and decorated with ribbon and small jewels, and a growl rumbled in my chest at the idea of adding to my horde. 
 
    “I’ve always heard dragons love their treasure,” Kinba said with a smile at my reaction. “So, I wanted to give you this.” 
 
    The lion reached into the box and pulled out a brilliant, giant ruby the size of a football. The jewel was massive, and my dragon instincts nearly made me rip it out of his hands. 
 
    “It’s stunning,” I breathed as I resisted my very undiplomatic urge and waited for him to hand it to me. 
 
    Finally, Kinba dropped the ruby into my open arms and set the box down at my feet. I stared at the ruby hungrily for a few moments before I slipped it back into the box with great effort. Then I carefully put the jeweled box into my spatial storage and smiled at the Demi-Human. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a nod. “That’s a wonderful gift.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you like it!” Kinba clapped his hands before he conspicuously looked at Aaliyah. “I know you aren’t getting to take all the treasures you wanted, but I hope that is a decent option for you.” 
 
    “It is,” I replied with a smirk. Obviously, I’d much rather take his daughter and continue to lavish her with my attention and my seed, but the ruby was something that satisfied me in a different way. I couldn’t wait to add it to my collection in the Lunar Palace. 
 
    Finally, I rose from my seat and helped Alyona up as well. Kinba stood up and stuck his arm out to me, and I shook his forearm with a nod. 
 
    “Thank you again, Lord Evan and Princess Alyona,” Kinba said in a solemn voice. “I am forever grateful to you, and to the crown.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll see you again, Lord Kinba,” I answered.  
 
    “I should hope so.” The older lion smiled. “I do expect my daughter back in one piece.”  
 
    I blinked in confusion, and then my gaze flickered over to Aaliyah to find her smirking.  
 
    “You’re coming with us?” I asked. 
 
    “My father said he could handle things here,” the lioness said with a shrug. “So, if your offer still stands, Lord Evan … ” 
 
    A low toned rumble echoed in my chest as a possessive feeling ignited in my veins. The lioness was mine after all.  
 
    “The offer does still stand.” I grinned. “Welcome aboard, Lady Aaliyah.”  
 
    “Oh, how wonderful!” Alyona exclaimed and clapped her hands. “The rest of our party will be thrilled!” 
 
    “It is an honor to join you, princess,” Aaliyah intoned and bowed her head, and she crossed an arm over her chest. “I swear to protect you and hunt down your enemies, because they are my enemies as well.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Alyona said in a semi-serious tone, but she couldn’t stop smiling. “You honor me with your loyalty.” 
 
    “Do you need to pack?” I asked the lioness.  
 
    “Nope, I travel light.” She reached behind her chair and revealed a large traveling pack. Then the lion Demi-Human swung it over her shoulders and nodded to me. “Ready.”  
 
    “Well, then,” I chuckled. “I guess we’re ready to go.”  
 
    Alyona giggled as she looped her arm through the lioness’, but when the princess turned to me, I waved her toward the door.  
 
    “I’ll join you in a moment,” I said.  
 
    The princess nodded in response, and Aaliyah untangled herself to hug her father.  
 
    The two lions embraced for a long moment and shared a few murmured words, but then Aaliyah pulled back, kissed her father on the cheek, and rejoined Alyona. A moment later, the two women turned and walked out the door, and it was just me and Kinba. 
 
    I looked to the lion lord, but he held up a hand to stop me.  
 
    “I have known my daughter caught your eye since the moment you returned her to me from House Onca,” Kinba said. “And I knew you had caught her eye as well. I’ll admit, in the beginning, I was not exactly thrilled, but  … you have proven yourself to be a dragon of great integrity, honesty, and power. You have saved my daughter, and you have saved my city and people from the brink of destruction. It would be my honor if Aaliyah chose you as her mate, Lord Evan.”  
 
    Another mate? I smiled at the notion, and the possessive feeling preened in my chest again.  
 
    “You have also proven yourself to be a good man, Kinba,” I said as I reached out and clapped his shoulder. “Or lion, at least. I promise to protect your daughter with my life, and once mine and the princess’ campaign is over, we’ll travel back through Tikal.”  
 
    “Then I look forward to your return,” the older lion Demi-Human replied, and he surprisingly pulled me into a one-armed embrace.  
 
    What a world of difference from the arrogant lion I first had to intimidate.  
 
    After a moment, the two of us disengaged, and then I nodded and turned to join my princess and lioness.  
 
    The two of them were waiting on the steps of the pyramid, but as I stepped out into the desert sun, I decided to show off a bit. So, I jumped off the stairs and transformed in mid-air, and I felt like I pulled off the move pretty well considering it wasn’t mid-battle this time. 
 
    Alyona gasped as I landed with a thud on the sand, just barely missing the bottom stair, and then she clapped as she ran down to me.  
 
    Aaliyah followed the princess at a more moderate pace, but I could tell the lioness was impressed.  
 
    “Want a ride?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, please,” Aaliyah purred, and Alyona giggled.  
 
    The lioness helped my bride-to-be up onto my back before she jumped up herself. Then I felt both of them grip my spikes, and I kicked up sand as we flew into the air and headed back for House Onca. Flying was definitely faster, and we’d only been gone about an hour, so I flew back to the jungle palace a little more slowly than I’d flown to the others.  
 
    As we drifted high above Tikal, I looked over my shoulder and watched as Aaliyah let go of my spike and flung her hands out. I guessed it was as close as she would get to spreading her wings, and I grinned at the sight. 
 
    Eventually, we dove down for a soft landing in front of House Onca’s palace, and I had to be careful to avoid the wagons that were now loaded and ready to go. I landed closer to the jungle trees than normal, felt Alyona and the lioness slip off my back, and quickly transformed into my human body, so the servants could continue their trips back and forth to the wagons. 
 
    “Do I need to make room for one more?” Nike asked as he turned from the wagons, and he tried not to smirk at Aaliyah.  
 
    “Yes, please,” I chuckled. “Lady Aaliyah will be joining our campaign.” 
 
    “Welcome, my lady.” Nike grinned and nodded.  
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked Nike as I watched the servants bring box after box to the last few wagons. 
 
    “Ah, they are gifting us some things,” Nike replied as he ran his hand through his hair. “I tried to give them some of the gifts we brought, but Lord Jai wouldn’t hear of it.” 
 
    “Well, what would a good diplomat do here, princess?” I turned to Alyona for advice. 
 
    “I suppose it would be rude to refuse the gifts,” she murmured as she tied her hair back away from her face, since it was a bit wild from the ride. 
 
    “Then I guess we’ll just leave them be,” I decided. “Just tell them it’s too full in a little bit, so we don’t end up taking too much.” 
 
    Nike nodded and walked over to the wagons to keep a closer eye on the servants. 
 
    As we waited, I saw a group of jaguar children run and laugh across the courtyard, and I realized I hadn’t checked in with my littlest citizens since I’d left Hatra. I knew the Asuran brother and sister wouldn’t have the magic to respond, but I couldn’t let them feel as though I’d forgotten them, so I conjured up a dragon to send to Ilya and Ilyushina. 
 
    “Tell the little ones that I miss them,” I instructed the messenger. “I’m sure they’re doing great and barely remember their old dragon, but I don’t think Hatra would be doing so well if they weren’t there.” 
 
    The little silver dragon nodded and took flight toward my city, and Alyona smiled when she realized I was concerned for the kids we’d rescued.  
 
    “Don’t tell anyone I’m going soft,” I whispered to the princess.  
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” she giggled and mimed locking her mouth shut.  
 
    I chuckled and conjured a second dragon to send word to Ruslan and Julia that we were moving on from Tikal. 
 
    “Tell my parents that Tikal is ready for us to move on,” I told the little dragon. “We are leaving shortly for Lumin. Hope all is still well in Hatra.” 
 
    The second dragon dipped its head as it took off toward my adoptive family, and then I looked at my fiancée and smiled. 
 
    “It looks as though the jaguars are tapering off with their gifts,” Alyona noted and pursed her lips in amusement. 
 
    “Great.” I rubbed my hands together. “I’m ready to get going. All these goodbyes have made me antsy.” 
 
    Alyona laughed and walked toward the wagon, just as Laika, Ravi, and the dryads walked out of the palace with Lord Jai, Raed, and Jamir right behind them. 
 
    The dryads halted in their tracks, though, when they caught sight of Aaliyah.  
 
    “Wait!” Polina gasped, and her emerald eyes grew wide. “Is Lady Aaliyah coming with us?” 
 
    “I am.” The lioness smiled and nodded.  
 
    “Yayyyyyyyyy!” the three sisters squealed in unison, and they sprinted forward to tackle the lion Demi-Human in a crushing hug.  
 
    Ravi followed after them a little more calmly, but she quickly joined in on the group hug, too, and I smiled as I watched Aaliyah get seamlessly folded into my harem.  
 
    This stop in Tikal had given me riches, another prosperous city, and a new mate. My dragon instincts were well pleased.  
 
    “We’ll be on the wagons,” Laika chuckled as the sisters and Ravi started to drag Aaliyah toward the caravan, and I could hear the dryads arguing about who was going to sit next to the lioness. 
 
    “I’ll be over there shortly,” I called over my shoulder and approached Jai and his advisors, with Alyona giggling on my arm. 
 
    “Well, it has certainly been an interesting few weeks with you, Lord Dragon and Princess Alyona,” Jai chuckled and embraced me. “I’m glad you both scared me into listening.” 
 
    “Sorry about our tactics at first,” Alyona said with a sheepish smile. “I’m glad that it all worked out, though.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t apologize!” Jai bowed to the princess. “You made us see clearly for the first time in decades. We’re grateful for everything. You asked for my allegiance to the crown upon keeping your word, and you have it. Please make sure the king knows that Tikal is happy to be part of his kingdom.” 
 
    “We hope you’ll tell everyone who asks about our mission,” I replied. “We want what’s best for Rahma and to reunite under the great King Rodion.” 
 
    “I’ll tell everyone I know,” Jai swore as he shook my forearm. 
 
    Nike came around the last of the wagons and approached the group. 
 
    “Are we ready now?” I smirked. 
 
    “I believe so,” he answered with a chuckle. 
 
    “Goodbye, Lord Jai,” I yelled to the cheetah as I lifted Alyona onto the wagon with Laika. 
 
    “Farewell, Lord Evan!” Jai called out. 
 
    I looked at Laika and nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go!” she whipped the reins and kicked the horses into gear, and the wagons behind ours followed as we made our way out of Tikal. 
 
    As I faced the road ahead of us, I was more than ready for Lumin, the Dandelion Gates, and the Green Glass Sect. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of book 7 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Dragon Emperor 7! I hope you really liked it. I’ll start working on the next Dragon Emperor as soon as this book has 100 reviews, so leave a review right here! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 
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