
        
            
                
            
        

    

  
 
  
  





 Chapter 1 


     I flopped onto the queen’s bed as sweat saturated my naked chest. 


     Mona laid with her hands above her head, and my creamy seed dripped down her bare thighs. After we caught our breath for a few minutes, she rolled over onto her belly and put her head on my chest. 


     “Do you think it worked?” she asked. 


     “Like, do I think you’re pregnant?” I raised a brow, and she nodded. “I filled you up half a dozen times. I can’t imagine there is any more room in your womb or tunnel for my seed, and it is spilling out of you like a spring.” 


     “True,” Mona giggled and rolled back over with a groan. “I almost can’t believe how much you poured into me. I should have suspected, since your fiancée and the rest of your harem are very satisfied.” 


     “That they are,” I laughed.  


     “I need to get cleaned up,” she sighed. “It’s almost time for dinner.” 


     As if on cue, my stomach released a fierce growl, and we both laughed. 


     “I guess I need to clean up for dinner also,” I said. “I’m going to the bath house, then I’ll meet you in the dining hall.” 


     “Yes, my king,” Mona replied, and she pecked me on the cheek as she rose from the bed. 


     The centauress slipped on a loose crimson robe and tied it around her waist. Next, she pulled a small piece of leather from the robe’s pocket and wrapped it around her hair at the nape of her neck. Then she pulled a simple gold chain from the box on her table and draped it over her head. 


     The queen really didn’t go anywhere without wearing some gold, not that I could blame her. The color of the metal went really well with her hair and skin tone.  


     I picked up my clothes from the floor and slipped them on before I grabbed my boots and walked to the door. I turned back to Mona and shot her a wink, and then I opened the door and headed down the hall to the bath house. 


     The queen of the centaurs had made quite the bargain with my fiancée, Princess Alyona. I would get Mona pregnant with a daughter to rule over the city of Lumin, and she would be loyal to the crown and wouldn’t mate with anyone else. I loved adding women to our harem, and it was pretty awesome that my future wife loved it, too. Especially since it helped accomplish the goal of bringing the kingdom under our power.  


     As I walked into the warm, stone room of the bath house, I could feel my tight muscles begin to relax before I even turned on the water. While the tub filled, I peeled my clothes back off and stretched my whole body out. I remembered my days as a high school athlete as I bent over and touched my toes, and then I reached above my head and felt my back pop. 


     I stepped into the steaming hot water and groaned as it touched my skin. I felt like I’d just ran a marathon with the queen. But it was a very sexy, hot as fuck marathon, so I wasn’t complaining.  


     I’d barely settled into the water when the bath house door was flung open behind me. I turned to see who was interrupting my bath and smiled when I realized Alyona and Ravi, another one of my lovers, had rushed into the room. 


     Alyona’s beautiful white hair was braided down her back and swayed as she jogged over to me. Her porcelain skin was flushed with excitement, and her violet eyes gleamed like jewels. Not only was my bride-to-be a total knockout, but she was also the Divine Maiden and daughter of the King of Rahma, which made me the future king.  


     Then there was Ravi, my little phoenix. Her fiery orange hair waved wildly as she rushed in behind Alyona, and the smell of a campfire followed her everywhere. Everyone had thought her species was extinct until she barreled into my city a few months ago. Then we saved her tribe, and she’d joined our happy, little family as one of my mates.  


     “Oh, Evan, what a wonderful day!” Alyona cried out as she knelt down next to the tub. “You won’t believe what we learned from the history keepers!” 


     The history keepers were the centaurs’ version of a library. The old creatures kept an oral history of Inati, and their information had already helped us defeat a skyraptor in Lumin. Alyona was in her own personal heaven when she listened to the white-haired centaurs. 


     “Well, let’s hear it,” I chuckled. 


     “The reason no one knows much about Colaruma is because it’s completely underground!” the princess blurted out, and her violet eyes were as wide as saucers. 


     “Wait.” I sat up in the tub and looked at her. “The whole city is underground?” 


     The name of the covert location had been given to us after a lengthy interrogation of a Green Glass Sect member who had been left to die and distract us. 


     “Yes!” Ravi squeaked, and the phoenix was practically bouncing on her toes. “The history keepers said the original inhabitants were extremely secretive, and they spent months moving their village into an underground cavity they’d found.” 


     “And they said no one knows who those original inhabitants were,” Alyona added as she gesticulated wildly. “It’s like there was this hidden village with secretive people living there, and then they moved underground and were gone.” 


     “So, there’s this secret underground city that no one has been to in years because it’s under the surface!” Ravi finished as she excitedly twirled in place. 


     “Wow,” I exhaled. “I’m sure the hidden location is pretty appealing to the Green Glass Sect. We would’ve never found them without getting that info from Jacob, then.” 


     “No,” Alyona agreed and shook her head. “You did a great job finding that out, my love.” 


     “Yeah,” I mumbled, but I winced at the memory of the poor bastard’s time with the Solas. “At least we got it, and now we know a little more of what to expect.” 


     “So, how did everything go with Mona?” Alyona changed the subject.  


     “Great,” I replied with a grin. “I’m sure we’ll be welcoming a little centaur-dragon baby soon enough.” 


     “Oh, how marvelous,” Alyona sighed before she gasped and sat straight up. “Oh, I almost forgot! The history keepers said I should ask my father about who lives in Colaruma. They said he’ll be able to explain more.” 


     “Should I send him a messenger?” I asked. 


     “No, it’ll take too long for a response.” The princess shook her head. “I’ve never done one, but I think I can make a mirror message.” 


     “I’m sorry,” I chuckled. “A what?” 


     “Like what you described in the archives in Hatra,” Alyona explained. “I can use magic and a mirror to communicate with my father.” 


     I remembered my adventure into the past with Tristan, where we’d communicated with King Rodion through a giant mirror on the wall to warn him of Hatra’s demonic fate. 


     “Ohhh,” I exhaled. “That’s right. Well, cool, let’s do it!” 


     Alyona giggled as she reached into her spatial storage and pulled out a hand mirror. The mirror was attached to a beautifully carved piece of white jade, and the handle was painted with intricate, floral designs in a stark violet color. The princess murmured to the mirror, and I watched as the surface began to shimmer like she’d touched water. 


     Suddenly, King Rodion’s face appeared in the mirror. For generations, the king had been stationed at the Breach to keep armies of demons from pouring into our realm. The king’s white hair billowed in the wind, and his amethyst and sapphire eyes looked tired from the continued use of his magic, but even through the mirror, I could feel his pure power as it radiated from him in waves. Behind him, dark clouds swirled in the sky, and I could faintly hear people yelling as they ran back and forth past him. The king was only focused on the princess at the moment, though. 


     “Daughter, what’s wrong?” he asked, and his brow deepened with concern. 


     “We just have some questions, Father,” Alyona replied. “We’ve received word the Green Glass Sect is in Colaruma, so we need--” 


     “No, that can’t be,” King Rodion cut her off and ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. “The Sentinels are guarding it.” 


     “Sir, I don’t know who’s guarding what,” I interjected, “but we need to know what we’re getting into at Colaruma.” 


     “Sorry, right,” the king said as he took a deep breath. “Generations ago, we found that under the city were three portals that led to the demon world.” 


     Alyona gasped and covered her mouth. 


     Looked like we just found the other reason the Sect was interested in the underground city. 


     “Are these portals like the rifts we’ve been finding and sealing?” I asked. “Like the one you and Alyona sealed near Hatra?” 


     “Sort of,” King Rodion hedged. “The rifts are smaller and are intended to allow demons into our world. The portals are more like open doorways for demons and people to come and go as they please.” 


     “And they were just there?” I raised a brow. “No one had to open them?” 


     “Well, think of the barrier between their world and ours like a house,” the king answered as he began to pace back and forth in front of the mirror. “The walls are thicker, which is what the regular connection to the underworld is like. The doorways are thinner, and right now those doors are shut. I sealed the portals as soon as we found them and assigned the Sentinels to keep guard. Then I asked the citizens of Colaruma to live in the cavity I created underground, so it would be more obvious if someone tried to get into the portals or if anything escaped.” 


     “So, someone is trying to open the doors,” I murmured. 


     “You have to get there, my child,” King Rodion urged. “I created a spell long ago, so the Sect has to open all three of them for anything to get out, but if they’ve opened even one, they’re a step ahead of us.” 


     “We will leave tomorrow,” Alyona vowed. “We should be there in three days.” 


     “Please, tell me if you need anything,” the king replied. “I can’t leave the Breach with such turmoil, but I’ll do what I can.” 


     “Yes, Father,” the princess agreed. 


     “I promise we’ll take care of it,” I added with a solemn nod. 


     “I have the utmost faith in you,” Rodion intoned as he met my eyes.  


     Then the mirror shimmered again, and it returned to its reflective surface as the king severed the magical connection.  


     “So, we must leave tomorrow,” Alyona said as she gazed at me with her violet eyes, and they shimmered with concern. 


     “Tomorrow,” I repeated. “We have to make sure they haven’t started opening portals.” 


     “Oh, Gods!” she exclaimed and covered her mouth with a slender hand. “I’m worried about what could be happening, but I’m still a little excited about the city. I’ve never seen anything like what the history keepers described. Can you imagine? A whole city in an underground cavity. It’s amazing!” 


     “How big do you think the city is?” Ravi wondered as she tilted her head to the side in a bird-like mannerism. 


     “I think it’s got to be huge,” the princess breathed. “Do you think the original people left anything behind? Maybe there’s a clue about who they were.” 


     “Ladies,” I interrupted with a chuckle, “while I’m enjoying your excitement, I’d like to go eat dinner.” 


     I stood up, and both women watched my naked body leave the water as I reached for a cloth to dry off. 


     “Ahhh,” Ravi sighed as I stepped onto the stone floor. “I can help you, Lord Evan.” 


     “Help me with what, Ravi?” I teased. I stood in front of them, stark naked, and my blood rushed south as both women looked at me with hungry eyes. 


     “We can help you dry off,” Alyona said in a husky voice, and she reached out to trail her fingers across my dripping chest. 


     “I’d be more interested in making the both of you wet,” I growled.  


     “We’d love that, too,” Ravi giggled, and then both of my lovers made me late to dinner. 


     But I wasn’t complaining in the slightest.  


     About an hour later, the three of us waltzed into the dining hall, where the rest of our group had already sat down and started eating. 


     “It’s nice of you to join us, Lord Evan.” River smirked as he forked a bite of meat into his mouth. 


     “Yeah, I had a couple things to do,” I replied with a wink and sat down in the chair to Mona’s right. 


     The queen gave me a half-smile before she returned to her dinner. 


     I’d obviously left her famished. 


     I smiled to myself as I heaped food onto my plate. The cooks had prepared some new casserole-type food that smelled like turkey and stuffing, in addition to a couple fruit pies and a vegetable puree, so I filled my plate with a little bit of everything and dove in. 


     “So,” I said as I swallowed my first bite, “where have you ladies been today?” 


     I looked at Aaliyah and the dryads, who had been conspicuously missing from breakfast. I hadn’t seen them all day, though I’d been a bit preoccupied for most of it. 


     “We slept a little later than usual,” Aaliyah replied as color crept up her cheeks. “It was a long night last night.” 


     “And we drank a lot of the horsies’ special juice,” Marina giggled. 


     “So, we had to recover a little,” Polina finished. 


     “But then we spent some time at the marketplace,” Trina cut in. 


     “Yeah, when we realized you were, ah, busy.” Aaliyah winked, and a sly smile spread across her feline features. 


     “We also found some blankets and stuff we can take for the rest of the campaign!” Polina exclaimed as she clasped her hands under her chin. “They’re very warm.” 


     “Oh, and some fruit guy named Rafe said to thank you,” Trina added with a confused frown. “He didn’t say why, but he said you’d know.” 


     I looked at River and raised an eyebrow, but the centaur clearly avoided my gaze and focused on his dinner. 


     “I see,” I chuckled as I turned back to my lovers. “Well, it sounds like you had a productive day.” 


     “What about you, milady?” Marina asked and turned to Alyona. “Did you find out anything?” 


     While the princess filled in everyone else about her findings, I turned to Nike, who sat across from me. 


     “King Rodion wants us to leave tomorrow,” I told him after I’d explained our conversation with the king. “Do you think that will work?” 


     “Sure.” The noble shrugged and brushed a strand of black hair back from his eyes. “We barely unpacked anything from the wagons, and I agree we should get to Colaruma as quickly as possible. We can use the route through the Golden Plains and get there in a few days. If we go to Kana first, who knows how long it will take to get over to Colaruma. If no one knows what’s going on there, we should try to get there soon to handle it, especially if the king hasn’t heard from the Sentinels.” 


     “Very true,” I agreed. “Since it’s underground, no one is even going to know something is going on until a big, probably bad, thing happens.” 


     “What?” Mona chimed into our conversation, and her face was contorted into a frown. “The city is underground?” 


     “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Isn’t that weird?” 


     “Very.” The queen nodded her head. “Just be careful. I get the feeling that place is special to those people if it’s so secret in nature.” 


     “I agree,” Nike said and narrowed his silver eyes. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve already set up camp. They have a couple days on us.” 


     “That would certainly save us some trouble,” I laughed. “If we could head off whatever they’re working on and get rid of a whole base, that would be great.” 


     “It would certainly be a blow to the organization,” River conceded. 


     “Maybe we’ll find this Xavier guy there, too,” I mused. “He sounds like a major player, and we need to get rid of him.” 


     “Do you think that’s who used the mark of Gamma on the beasts?” Mona asked as she leaned forward. 


     “Hmm, I bet you’re right.” I nodded as the wheels turned in my head. 


     I should’ve found that link before. He obviously wasn’t the mage we killed in the woods during the centaur rescue, but he could have been involved somehow before he cursed Jacob’s binding rope. From what Jacob said, Xavier was a skilled mage that many Sect members were afraid of. If he was that scary to his own friends, we definitely had to watch our backs. 


     As I pondered the connections we’d made within the Green Glass Sect, I forked the last bite of casserole into my mouth and looked around the group. The women had finished eating, and now they were chatting about the next leg of our journey. 


     “Stick a fork in me, I’m done,” I sighed as I leaned back into my chair. 


     “Why would someone want to stick you with a fork?” Mona asked with wide emerald eyes. 


     “No, I--” I cut myself off and laughed. “It’s just a phrase where I’m from.” 


     “Oh, good,” Mona replied with a smile. “I wouldn’t want anyone to stab you just when I’m starting to enjoy your company.” 


     “Ah, I wouldn’t dream of anyone taking me away from you,” I chuckled. 


     “About that, you’re leaving tomorrow?” the queen asked, and her smile slipped into a frown. 


     “Sounds like it,” I confirmed. “We need to get to Colaruma fast. Since the king hasn’t heard from his guards in a while, there’s no telling what kind of shit the Green Glass Sect is up to now.” 


     “I see.” Mona looked down at her plate, pushed her chair back, and stood up from the table. “You do what you must.” 


     Something was off about her tone suddenly, and I frowned as I studied the queen. 


     “Where are you going?” I asked, and I pushed my own chair back to stand up and follow her. 


     “I’m just getting some fresh air,” the centauress replied as she walked quickly to the palace doors and pushed them open. 


     I stared at her back suspiciously as I followed her outside. 


     The moon was full and sat low in the sky. Night had fallen, and the stars were bright here, much brighter than on Earth, since there was no smog or skyscrapers to block out the view of the heavens. 


     Mona looked out over her city, and I could see her body tense up even from a few feet away. Then she shook her head as she heard me approach. 


     “What’s wrong?” I pressed as I came to a stop a few feet behind her. 


     “Nothing.” Mona stood with her arms crossed and her back to me. 


     “You’re not a good liar,” I informed her. “Can I get a real answer?” 


     “I just worry it didn’t work,” she muttered but still refused to face me. 


     “What didn’t work?” I asked with a frown. “The spell?” 


     “Yes!” the queen cried and threw up her hands. “What if I’m not pregnant? Or what if it’s not a girl? Then I’ve already sworn my loyalty, and I didn’t even get what Lumin needs. I have to give birth to a daughter soon, so I can teach her the ways of the city when she’s at the right age, instead of too early or too late.” 


     “The Oracle said--” I tried to comfort her. 


     “I know what she said,” Mona cut me off. “But it doesn’t make me feel any less anxious.” 


     “I can understand that,” I said as I wrapped an arm gently around her shoulders. “I also understand that Alyona is an amazing priestess. If she said the spell would work, it works. Don’t worry too much. It isn’t good for a pregnant body to be stressed.” 


     “How would you know?” the queen laughed sarcastically. “You said you don’t have children.” 


     “No, I don’t,” I confirmed. “But before I became, ah, the Lord of Hatra, I was a healer with medicine. So, I’ve been around many women who were giving birth or pregnant, and I’ve studied anything I didn’t know. And I know that stress is not good for a pregnant lady, and you don’t need to be stressing our daughter.” 


     “If there is a daughter,” she mumbled as she turned her back to me. 


     “Mona.” I spun her around and lifted her chin up to face me. “Alyona knows what she’s doing. I have complete confidence the spell worked, and you should, too. And honestly, if something went wrong somehow, I’ll come back and keep my word.” 


     “You would do that?” Mona whispered, and her jade eyes were wide with astonishment. “You would come all the way back here to mate with me again?” 


     “Well, first off, I’d mate with you any chance I got.” I smirked. “But secondly, yes. The deal was loyalty for a daughter. If I didn’t keep up my end of the bargain, why would anyone want to be loyal to such a shitty king?” 


     “That was my fear,” the queen admitted as she pursed her lips. “I’d boast of loyalty to you and Alyona, and then I wouldn’t have a daughter to take over the city. And then I’d have to decide between keeping my end of the deal or going back on what I said.” 


     “Then stop worrying,” I coaxed her. “I’m a dragon of my word. Besides, I’ll have to come see my daughter and give you more children, of course. Even though I’m leaving tomorrow, you are mine now, and I take good care of my women.” 


     “Yes, I’m yours. I’m sorry for being anxious, my lord dragon.” Mona chuckled and laid her head on my chest. Her body relaxed some as I held her, and I ran my hand through her chestnut hair. 


     After a few minutes, she lifted her head and put a hand on my cheek. 


     “You’re a good man, Lord Evan,” she murmured. Then she stood up on her toes and kissed me on the other cheek before she sashayed back into the palace doors without another look. 


     I stared at her curvy form as she walked away and then returned my gaze to the starry sky. I wondered what it would be like to have a child who was half-dragon, half-centaur. She will be an interesting being, that was for sure. 


     I knew better than to ask Mona to join us for the campaign. Her pregnancy would be rough on the road, and she had the city to rule, but I couldn’t help but be proud of knowing my future daughter would be here as a symbol to the people that I’d taken the queen as my mate.  


     Plus, my daughter will obviously be a badass, just like her dad. 


     I smiled at the thought before I shook my head and focused on the task at hand. We had a few days of travel ahead of us, and I needed to get some rest. We weren’t walking into Colaruma completely blind, but we were definitely limited. It would be difficult to get into an underground city unnoticed. There had to be a certain number of entrances, and the Green Glass Sect likely guarded each of them. I wondered if Alyona knew a spell that could disguise our entrance. 


     The princess seemed to know I was thinking about her as she glided out the palace doors and stood next to me in the courtyard. 


     “Is the queen alright?” Alyona asked with concern in her violet eyes. 


     “Yeah, she is now,” I confirmed. “She was a little worried about the spell and if it worked.” 


     “That’s understandable,” the princess said. “She seemed very surprised during our conversation about it. I’m sure she’ll be less concerned in a few weeks when she can tell she’s with your child.” 


     “Yeah.” I nodded in agreement and wrapped my arm around my bride-to-be. “You’re the best fiancée ever in history, you know that, right?” 


     “I’m sure that isn’t true,” Alyona giggled as a blush colored her porcelain cheeks. “Now, let’s get to bed since we have to leave in the morning.” 


     “Yeah, let me check in with Nike and see if he needs my help getting anything ready to go,” I said. “I’ll be in our room shortly.” 


     Alyona smiled, and I followed her back into the castle, but she turned toward the hallway while I made my way back to the dining hall. 


     Nike sat at the table with River and Laika as they discussed the city we were headed to. 


     “It’s completely underground?” River asked with a raised eyebrow. “How is that possible?” 


     “King Rodion set it up to keep eyes on the portals,” Nike mused as he rubbed his chin. “It sounds like he basically recreated the city there.” 


     “That would make sense,” Laika agreed, and her gray eyes narrowed in thought. “I doubt anyone would have wanted to go underground if it wasn’t a fully functioning city.” 


     “If that’s the case, it’s probably full of magic, too,” River said. “Places built with magic usually hold some of it.” 


     “Yeah, that could be another reason why the Green Glass Sect wanted it,” I chimed in as I sat with them. “If it has residual magic, they can turn it into whatever they want, right?” 


     “Unfortunately.” Nike nodded. “Magic doesn’t choose sides. It just depends on who is wielding it.” 


     “Lucky for us, we have quite a bit of magic, too.” I smirked. “Do we need to get anything else ready to go before tomorrow?” 


     “No, it’s all ready,” Nike said. “The women will have to pack their trunks in the morning, but once we load those up, we’ll be ready to go.” 


     “Awesome.” I grinned. “Then I’m going to hit the hay.” 


     “The hay?” Laika echoed, and her furry ears twitched at another of my Earthly phrases. 


     “Never mind,” I chuckled. “I’m going to bed. I’ll see you guys in the morning.” 


     I stood up from the table and strode out of the room toward the hallway, but as I walked away, I heard River’s gravelly voice. 


     “Does he always say those odd things?” he murmured. 


     “Yes,” Laika snickered. 


     I laughed to myself as I continued back to my room and opened the door, and I found Alyona laid on the bed with her white and black hair fanned out around her head. The moonlight streamed in through the window and seemed to illuminate her ivory skin. Her eyes were closed, and she let out a soft snore as I closed the door behind me, so I stripped off my clothes and laid down next to her. She rolled over and curled into my side without waking, and then I dozed off.  


     I dreamed in bits and pieces of magical battles in an underground world that looked like a Mario video game. After I’d beaten several levels of lower level mages, I finally reached Olivier, but his face morphed from the young scholar to an old, frail man, to the ancient necromancer. I couldn’t keep track of him, and he disappeared into one of the green cylinder portals before I could get my hands on him. 


     I woke up in a sweat, and I searched the bed frantically for Alyona. 


     “Are you alright?” the princess asked from across the room. She was standing at the dresser and packing up her trunk. 


     “Uh, yeah.” I exhaled and ran a hand through my hair. “Just a weird dream.” 


     “Don’t discount your dreams,” Alyona advised. “With the magic you have, you could learn a lot from them.” 


     I nodded, and even though I doubted Colaruma would look like Mario’s gaming world, I considered what the dream could mean. 


     Before I could think too hard, though, there was a sharp knock at the door. 


     “Oh, that must be Lord Nikolas,” the princess said as she walked over to open it. “He said he’d be by to get my trunk.” 


     She opened the door, and Nike stood in the doorway. Alyona walked back to her trunk and clicked it shut as the noble grabbed the luggage and carried it out the door. 


     As soon as he’d left, I swung my legs out of the bed and pulled on my tunic and trousers. Then I leaned down to pick up my boots, and Alyona came over to stand in front of me. 


     “So, what was the dream?” she asked. 


     “We were fighting in Colaruma,” I said, and I described the dream as I yanked on my boots. “It was weird, though. It looked like this video game I used to play when I was a kid.” 


     “Video game?” Alyona furrowed her brow. 


     “Oh, uh, like a movie, but you have a device that moves the characters around,” I explained with a shrug. “It’s one of those things you probably have to see to really understand.” 


     “Movie?” she said. “And did we win the video movie game battle?” 


     “Well, sort of,” I snickered. “It was like we beat everyone except Olivier, the sage. He got away at the end.” 


     “How did he do it?” she pushed. 


     “He jumped into one of the portal tubes from the game,” I chuckled. “I doubt the portals your father mentioned look like those.” 


     “But it was a portal,” the princess mused as she began to pace. “Maybe that’s the part you’re supposed to pay attention to.” 


     “That’s how he got away from me at the Dandelion Gates,” I told her. “But how do we stop him from creating his own portal?” 


     “Leave that to me,” Alyona said as she turned back to face me. “Like you said, I’m more than a tool. I can figure it out.” 


     I smiled at how her face was set in determination and stood up to wrap my arms around her. 


     “I’m sure you will,” I told her as I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. 


     We walked out into the hallway and down to the sitting area by the front doors where the rest of our party waited with Mona and River. 


     “We had some food prepared for you,” the centauress said as she gestured to three baskets filled with food and wrapped in cloth. “I figured you’d want to leave early.” 


     “Thank you,” I murmured as I walked closer to the queen. “You’ve been a gracious host. Well, eventually.” 


     “We don’t get many guests,” she chuckled. “And certainly, we don’t often open our city to dragons, but you’ve left a new impression on our citizens. For that, I thank you, and I offer the loyalty of Lumin to you and to the crown of Rahma.” 


     “We humbly accept your loyalty,” Alyona replied with a curtsy. “King Rodion will be so pleased.” 


     “Please tell your father he is welcome to visit Lumin anytime,” Mona said, and she bowed graciously to Alyona and me. 


     “We’ll be back to visit also,” I said with a wink. 


     “We look forward to it, Lord Evan,” River responded, and he flashed me a half-smile. 


     I grinned back at him. It looked like I’d finally won the centaur commander over for good. 


     Nike pushed open the palace doors, and we walked out to the courtyard where our wagons waited. It felt a little odd to have our horses pull them now that we’d spent so much time with the centaurs, but I could tell they’d been well taken care of as their coats gleamed in the sunlight. 


     Ravi and the dryads waved to the centaurs who had gathered outside the castle to see us off before they climbed up into their wagon. Then Nike and Aaliyah clambered up into their wagon as I lifted Alyona into our cart in the front. Finally, Laika climbed up next to her, and I turned to Mona and River. 


     “We’ll see you soon,” I said with a bow. 


     “I look forward to it,” Mona said, and I smiled when she subconsciously touched her belly.  


     Then I climbed up into the wagon between two of my lovers. Alyona laid her head on my shoulder, and Laika took the reins and snapped them. The horses set off on the road that led out of Lumin, and as we rode through the city, other centaurs stepped out of their homes to wave at us. The princess waved back with a perfect royalty wave until we were finally out of the gate and on the road again. 


     We rode for hours before I told Laika to stop near a small clearing in the grass surrounded by a handful of trees. The leaves were small and yellowing, and a few drifted into a tiny pond underneath. 


     “Is everything alright?” Laika asked as she pulled back the reins. 


     The leader of the Blue Tree Guild scanned the area around us to search for any threats. She was a wolf Demi-Human, and her furry gray ears twitched on her head while she listened for any signs of a disturbance. She wore her brown and blue leathers with a blue-lined gorget at her throat to communicate with her guild warriors, and her gray tail twitched back and forth as her gaze returned to me. 


     “It’s all good, Laika.” I smiled. “Just need to stop and make camp here.” 


     I hopped off the wagon and approached Nike’s wagon. 


     “You want to go on a good old-fashioned hunt?” I inquired with a grin. 


     “Absolutely,” the noble agreed and flashed a smile back. 


     “What’s going on?” Aaliyah asked as she jumped down from her wagon. 


     The lion Demi-Human walked with the lithe movements of a hunter, which was exactly what she was. She’d joined us after we saved her city of Tikal from a handful of issues and reunited their factions. She stood with her hip cocked to the side and her dark blonde hair in a thick braid down her side, and her orange eyes searched mine for a response. 


     “Just a little hunting with my brother,” I replied. “If you ladies don’t mind, you can start setting up camp for the night, and Nike and I will go catch us some dinner.” 


     “Hunting without me?” the lioness pouted and crossed her arms over her bronze chest. 


     “I’ll make it up to you,” I said with a wink. 


     “Well, then, I suppose I can skip this hunt,” the beautiful lion-woman purred. “As long as you make it up to me… vigorously.” 


     “What’s getting made up?” Polina skipped over to join us with her sisters in tow. 


     The dryads were members of the Blue Tree Guild, the group of warriors that I’d met within minutes of my arrival in Inati. And all three of the sisters were beautiful, jade-skinned nature creatures who had also joined my harem.  


     “Yeah, we like to get made up to,” Trina chimed in and batted her green lashes at me. 


     “Like the time you made up to us for two days,” Marina giggled. 


     My cock twitched in my trousers as I remembered my first time with all three sisters, but I shook my head to clear it of the glorious memory and gave the dryads a cocky grin. 


     “Then I’ll be making it up to you three as well,” I agreed. “But for now, Nike and I have to get us some food, or we’ll never get to Colaruma in time.” 


     “Fine, fine.” Polina stuck out her lip and linked arms with her sisters.  


     “Let’s get the tents ready,” Aaliyah suggested as she gave me one more pleading look.  


     I knew she loved to hunt, but I’d barely hung out with Nike lately, so it would be cool to have some guy time. 


     “We’ll be back soon,” I said before I turned to Nike. “I can sense some kind of watering hole just north of us. I’d bet there are some animals near that.” 


     “Yes, there should be antelope in this area,” the noble agreed. “We are just inside the Golden Plains now.” 


     “Perfect.” I grinned, and we headed north. 


     “So, what’s it like in Leyte?” I asked as we made our way to the water. I’d known Nike for a while now, but I knew little of the place he hailed from and called home.  


     “Well, since you’ve met Azra and Raisa, you can guess we have some very beautiful buildings,” he chuckled as he referred to the architects who had helped rebuild Hatra, and his silver eyes still scanned the area ahead. 


     “Yeah, sure.” I laughed. “But what’s the city like? Is everyone human like you guys? Are there a lot of people?” 


     “Leyte has a wide variety of people,” Nike replied and then frowned. “It’s an extremely large city, so I can’t give you a very good answer.” 


     “It’s just conversation, Nike,” I chuckled. “I don’t need the nobleman response. I’m just trying to learn more about you. You’re my friend and brother.” 


     “Ah,” he exhaled. “My apologies.” 


     “What about your fiancée?” I asked as I switched subjects. “You said your family sets that up, so how does that work?” 


     “Noble family lines are determined by the Bloodline Council,” Nike replied firmly. “They decide which families should intertwine to create the best results for Leyte in both rulers and descendants.” 


     “So, you have no say in it?” I knew my face showed my distaste. 


     “Not if I want to remain in my position.” Nike shrugged. “It’s been that way for generations.” 


     “But what if you can’t stand her?” I pointed out.  


     “Well, uh … ” The noble trailed off as he rubbed his chin. “I’m really not sure. Oh, look!” 


     Our conversation was interrupted as Nike pointed about a hundred yards ahead to the watering hole I’d sensed. A handful of antelope drank the water and stood around as we peered through the tall grass that surrounded the oasis.  


     I conjured a bow and arrow using my fire magic, thanks to Ravi’s father who had taught me how to use it. Then I scanned the pack for the one that would provide the most meat. 


     Suddenly, though, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I turned to Nike, and his brow was furrowed as he gave me a nod. 


     It seemed like we weren’t the only ones doing some hunting. 


    

      


    


  




 Chapter 2 
 
    The yellowed grass near the watering hole stood about four feet high, and I couldn’t see anything watching us yet. Then a section of grass to our left shifted, and I turned to aim my arrow at the movement. I still saw nothing, and I growled in frustration.  
 
    I wasn’t about to let some random animal turn us into their prey. 
 
    Nike lifted the Sword of Light from his spatial storage and held it ready. I pointed to the moving grass, and the noble nodded as we crept closer. It was awesome to have another badass warrior by my side. He was always ready to take on whatever came our way. 
 
    Suddenly, a large cat-like beast leapt out of the grass toward us, but it stopped a few feet away from where we stood and glared. Its fur was gold like a lion, but it had four dark brown, almost black tentacles that jutted out from its shoulders and torso. The deadly tentacles had flat ends shaped like leaves with bony spikes that stuck out from their flat surfaces. 
 
    I definitely wouldn’t want to get slapped with one of those things. 
 
    The tentacles waved around the creature’s body and gave the illusion that it was underwater, and the beast dug its long, black claws into the dirt as it released a low growl. It looked like a jungle cat ready to pounce, and the creature’s deep brown eyes slid back and forth between us, like it was trying to decide who to attack first. 
 
    I took advantage of its hesitation and shot my arrow at its face, only to watch the projectile glide by as though the giant cat had just moved, but it had held completely still except for its waving tentacles.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I furrowed my brow as I tried to figure out what had happened. 
 
    “Wow,” Nike exhaled. “It’s a displacer.” 
 
    “What the fuck is a displacer?” I muttered back as I reloaded. 
 
    The beast began to pace in front of us like it was waiting for something, and we watched it carefully. 
 
    “A displacer can warp the reality around it to appear slightly removed from where it really is,” Nike explained. “So, you think you’re going to hit the beast, yet your weapon is vaguely off-course.” 
 
    That explained the odd trajectory of my fire arrow. 
 
    “Well, how do we kill this thing, then?” I grumbled. I didn’t like this magical creature thinking it had gotten the best of us. 
 
    “It will die if we can hit the target,” Nike replied without looking away from the pacing beast. “We just have to see the right target.” 
 
    “So, what if it’s not moving?” I asked as an idea started to form in my head. 
 
    “That would definitely help,” Nike murmured, and his silver eyes darted around us. “But they also usually travel in packs. They’re natural hunters.” 
 
    “Eh, it’s just one.” I shrugged. 
 
    But the moment the words left my mouth, three more displacers inched through the grass to join the first. 
 
    Nike slid his silver eyes over to me and chuckled. 
 
    “Okay, well, I’m pretty sure I can petrify them,” I muttered. “I think I can only do one at a time, though.” 
 
    The cats began to circle around us, and they gnashed their teeth and growled as their tentacles trembled and swayed with their movements. 
 
    “One at a time it is,” Nike answered, and he lifted his sword and moved into an offensive stance. 
 
    I conjured a second fiery arrow and shot both arrows at one of the displacers. Both of my arrows missed the target, but the beast’s magic faltered as he leapt from the circle to attack me. Then I drew on the power I’d gained from the basilisk and stared the creature in the eyes. I could almost feel the muscles in its body contract as it tried to lunge before it landed at my feet in a stiff heap. 
 
    Nike stepped toward its frozen body and dragged his sword along its throat. The beast’s black blood poured from the wound in its neck and pooled on the ground around its body. 
 
    One down. 
 
    “Hey, maybe we can still bring back some dinner,” I laughed. 
 
    As I looked up from the first displacer’s carcass, a second one made its move and sprang toward me. Before I could react, the beast was on me. I jerked up my arm to ward off the blow, and its fangs sunk into my wrist. Its canines tore past my black scales and into the meat of my arm, and pain shot up to my shoulder. 
 
    I growled and shook the beast loose as Nike approached me with his sword raised above his head.  
 
    Then a message appeared in my vision. 
 
    Predation: Activated. 
 
    Skill: Poison blood. 
 
    Oh, hell, yes. 
 
    I waved at Nike to hold off on his attack, and as my blood filled the creature’s mouth, it fell to the ground and released a high-pitched whine. Then its mouth began to release a black foam that dumped onto the ground in blobs. 
 
    “Amazing,” Nike breathed with wide, silver eyes. 
 
    Holy shit, I was poisonous now. Fucking badass. 
 
    The displacer’s body twitched and seized before it finally fell still. 
 
    Probably shouldn’t take that one back for dinner. 
 
    As I sent my healing magic down my arm and knitted the bite closed, Nike and I looked back to the two remaining beasts, who had stopped circling and now stood across from us in confusion. 
 
    “Looks like they aren’t used to getting their asses kicked,” I muttered. “Let’s finish this shit.” 
 
    We took a step toward the remaining displacers, and one of them turned, bolted through the tall grass, and disappeared within seconds. I briefly wondered if there were more members of their pack, but then I refocused on the task at hand. 
 
    The last beast trembled, and its power wavered. Now, we could clearly see where the displacer stood. 
 
    I saw my opportunity, conjured another arrow, and shot the displacer between its beady eyes. The creature keeled over on its side with a howl, and then it fell still. 
 
    Predation: Assimilation activated. 
 
    Skill: Displacement. 
 
    Status: Assimilation complete. 
 
    Oooh, that one should be interesting. 
 
    Nike reached into his spatial storage and pulled out a huge piece of cloth and a four-foot bamboo stick. 
 
    “What’s that?” I raised a brow. “And why do you have such a big piece of bamboo in there?” 
 
    “You said you wanted to take the meat back, right?” the noble chuckled as he laid the cloth out flat. 
 
    “Will they even taste good?” I asked and glanced back at the dead cat-beasts.  
 
    “We won’t know unless we try,” Nike said with a grin and a shrug.  
 
    I laughed to myself as we set each carcass on the cloth, except for the poisoned one. Nike wrapped the cloth around the bodies and tied each end to the bamboo stick. 
 
    Then we each grabbed an end of the stick and lifted it up to our shoulders. 
 
    “We’ll leave the one I poisoned here in case the rest of the pack got any ideas about coming back for us,” I said as I looked down at the poisoned displacer’s corpse. The black foam had nearly dried by now, but it still looked like the beast had gotten rabies and kicked the bucket. 
 
    “Good idea,” my friend remarked and wrinkled his nose.  
 
    I nodded to Nike, and then we headed back to camp with our cargo. 
 
    After a while of walking, we reached the camp. Our caravan was parked next to a handful of trees a few feet away from where my lovers waited. The women had already put together the tents and started a fire. They sat around the burning wood, and I could hear them laughing and talking as we approached. We took the carcasses to a flat area a few yards from the fire so Nike could prepare them to cook, and then the dryads noticed our arrival. 
 
    “That’s quite a load you have, Lord Evan,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “Oh, yes, we’ve been waiting for you to bring your meat,” Trina added with a grin. 
 
    “Do you need any help unloading your meat?” Marina asked as she batted her emerald eyelashes. 
 
    Nike chuckled as he untied the cloth from the bamboo and opened it to reveal the two displacers. 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona gasped. “I thought you would find some kudu or antelope out here.” 
 
    “We’re just lucky, I guess,” I replied with a laugh as I watched Nike pull a dagger from his waistband and set to work on the meat. 
 
    “Are those displacers?” Aaliyah gasped with her orange eyes wide open. “They’re some of the best hunters in Inati.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re better.” I smirked. 
 
    “Indeed,” Laika agreed, and her gray tail swished as she eyed me. Then she bit her lip, met my eyes, and blushed a bit. 
 
    I chuckled as I led the women back over to the fire and sat down. 
 
    “I’m a little sad Mona couldn’t come with us,” Ravi pouted. 
 
    “Yeah, I was starting to like her,” Trina said as she crossed her arms over her ample breasts. 
 
    “I know,” I soothed them. “I wish she could’ve come, too, but she has the whole city to run. At least I got to leave my mark.” 
 
    My blood rushed south at the memory of taking the centauress over and over in her gold-filled chambers. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ravi asked as she blinked at me innocently. 
 
    “You mated with her!” Polina squealed and clapped her hands. “I knew it!” 
 
    “How was it?” Trina asked and leaned forward. 
 
    “Was she in human form?” Marina pressed. 
 
    “Ooh, what would it have been like in her centaur form?” Polina wondered. 
 
    “She did have a beautiful body in both forms,” Trina mused. 
 
    “Ladies, ladies,” I interjected with a laugh. “All you need to know is in nine months … or, uh, however long a centaur-dragon hybrid baby takes, Mona will be giving birth to my daughter.” 
 
    “And giving us a loyal heir to Lumin’s throne.” Alyona smiled. 
 
    “Not to mention, a queen who is loyal to our cause now, thanks to the deal the lovely princess here struck,” I shot back with a grin. 
 
    “Brilliant,” Laika murmured to Alyona as a smile slowly crept across her face. 
 
    “Oh, milady is brilliant, indeed!” Marina cheered. 
 
    “When do we get to make a baby with you?” Trina cut in, and her jade eyes shone with excitement. 
 
    “After the princess, of course,” Polina answered before I could. “She will be his wife.” 
 
    “Oh, Gods, can you imagine how perfectly gorgeous their babies will be?” Marina squeaked. 
 
    “Yes!” Trina agreed. “Those beautiful violet eyes, and maybe they’ll have your lovely hair, milady.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.” Alyona blushed and looked down. 
 
    “I hope our daughters look exactly like you,” I murmured as I lifted her chin and pressed my lips to hers. My erection pressed against my trousers while my lovers continued. 
 
    “I bet we can make pretty babies, too!” Marina gasped. 
 
    “Could you just imagine our green skin and those purple eyes?” Trina clasped her hands together and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Or when it’s Aaliyah’s turn, what if the babies have her orange eyes and black dragon scales?” Polina suggested. “Or Laika’s gray eyes for her babies!” 
 
    The wolf woman was already blushing, but her olive cheeks darkened, and she covered her face shyly.  
 
    I chuckled and then put a hand on her leg and squeezed. 
 
    “Maybe Ravi’s babies will be able to burn, too!” Marina added. 
 
    “That would be so perfect,” Ravi replied with a sigh. 
 
    “Will they all be able to turn into dragons?” Trina wondered. 
 
    “I think they’d have to,” Aaliyah cut in. “You can’t be half-dragon and not be able to shift into a dragon form.” 
 
    “True,” Polina agreed. 
 
    I was relieved to see Nike bringing the meat over to the fire to start cooking. I didn’t think my cock could take any more conversation about mating without jumping all of my lovers at once. 
 
    “I think all of our babies will be absolutely beautiful,” Alyona finally said as Nike began to turn the spit over the flames. 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” I agreed and turned to the rest of my women. “But just to clarify, the princess and I will marry first. We need to preserve her status, so as soon as we’re married, I’ll give her all the babies she wants.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” the princess said, and a blush filled her porcelain cheeks. 
 
    “Of course, my love.” I smiled at her before I looked up. “Then I’ll give the rest of you all the babies you want, too.” 
 
    The women laughed and cheered playfully, while Nike pulled the meat off the fire. 
 
    “Let’s eat!” the noble announced. 
 
    The delicious aroma of the displacer meat filled the camp, and for some reason, it reminded me of a Christmas ham back on Earth. It made me wonder how my Aunt Emma was doing since I’d disappeared from her shop, but I shook my head to clear it.  
 
    I had to focus on my new kingdom here. 
 
    The meat smelled a little sweet and a little savory at the same time. It was thick and juicy as Nike cut off a few chunks for me, and it was all I could do not to eat it straight off the spit like a skewer. 
 
    “Do you want a tentacle?” Nike asked as he offered the long piece of meat to me. 
 
    “Ah, no, thanks,” I replied with a grimace. I wasn’t a fan of seafood, and I had a feeling the tentacles would have the same texture as octopus. 
 
    My inner dragon salivated at the idea of devouring my prey, though, and we both grinned as I sat down with a plate piled high with the meat. 
 
    “Don’t forget the fruit,” Alyona said under her breath and nodded to the dryads. 
 
    I looked up to see Polina holding a small bowl of cubed fruit in front of me. 
 
    “Oh, of course!” I laughed. “I would’ve been looking for that.” 
 
    The princess giggled at my one-track mind and daintily ate a chunk from her own fruit bowl. 
 
    I looked down into the bowl and saw the fruits we’d eaten in Lumin. The dryads must have brought some with us. The blue and orange cubes were drizzled with a red juice, and I quickly tossed a bite into my mouth. I felt the juice dribble down my chin as I chewed and looked up to see the dryads grin with pride. 
 
    “I almost forgot!” Polina cried suddenly and yanked her sisters up from the ground. 
 
    They jogged over to one of the wagons and pulled out a jug along with several mugs. 
 
    “We brought this from Lumin, too!” Trina giggled as she began to pour drinks for everyone, and I smelled the sweet, red wine from the centaur city as they passed out cups. 
 
    We all cleared our plates and drank the wine as the sun finally set. 
 
    The moon was high in the sky when I realized the dryads were quite drunk, and they fell all over the place laughing. 
 
    “Maybe we should get some sleep,” Polina slurred. 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” Marina agreed with a yawn. 
 
    “But the special horsie juice tastes so good.” Trina pouted. 
 
    “Come on, ladies,” Laika cut in. “I’ll help you get settled.” 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human chuckled as she pulled the sisters up and escorted them back to their tent. 
 
    I looked around and saw that Ravi and Alyona had fallen asleep on each other, and I gently shook them awake to guide them to our tent. Within seconds, I heard the two women snoring and laughed to myself. 
 
    “I’ll be going to bed as well, Lord Evan,” Nike said, and he stood and brushed off his clothes. “I’ll see you all in the morning.” 
 
    “G’night,” I called out. “And good hunting today!” 
 
    Nike flashed me a smile before he disappeared into his own tent, and I stared at the crackling fire and felt a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I believe you have some making up to do,” Aaliyah purred in a husky voice next to my ear. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I do,” I agreed at once. 
 
    I was about to get lucky twice in one day. 
 
    I stood up, and Aaliyah grabbed my hand and pulled me toward her tent. 
 
    The fire reflected in her orange eyes and gave them an almost neon glow, and her long, dark blonde hair hung in loose curls around her face down to her hips. She wore a long, red nightgown that nearly covered her feet, but its narrow straps and low neckline revealed the tops of her round breasts. Her nipples were hard and pressed against the silky fabric, and I wanted to suck on them until they were cherry red. 
 
    Aaliyah’s furry, golden ears twitched as I reached down to cup her face and then pulled her toward me. I kissed her hard and wrapped my other hand around her back to squeeze her perfectly curved ass. Her tail swayed back and forth in response to my touch, and I ran my hand down its length. 
 
    The lioness purred against my chest and wrapped her arms around my neck before she pulled her head back. 
 
    “Should we go in my tent?” she murmured and jerked her head toward the opening. 
 
    Before I could answer, Laika popped out of the tent next to us where the dryads now slept. 
 
    “Oh!” The wolf-warrior jumped back and looked down. “Sorry, I’m just going to our tent.” 
 
    “What are you sorry for?” I growled. “Get over here.” 
 
    “Yeah, you had to miss out on the hunt, too,” Aaliyah said. “Come join us.” 
 
    “But,” Laika sighed, “I do not wish to intrude.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I snorted. “I saw you eye-fucking me earlier when I got back from the hunt. I want to have my way with you, woman, and I know you want it, too.” 
 
    “Yes… my lord.” Laika’s gray eyes dragged down my body to my arousal that pressed against the seam of my pants. She inhaled sharply, and I noticed her nipples harden through her blue tunic. Her leather armor was off, and even in her loose clothes, I could see the curves of her hips as she brought her gray eyes back up to mine. 
 
    I grabbed her hand and pulled her to us. Then I wrapped an arm around her waist and pressed my lips to hers. 
 
    Aaliyah’s clawed hand grazed the skin on my neck and scratched down my back, and I lifted my head from my wolf and stared at the two horny women in front of me. 
 
    Yeah, I had to get these two sexy beast-women naked right now. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I demanded as I pulled them both into the vacant tent. 
 
    The tent was just tall enough for me to stand in, but Aaliyah had laid out an animal fur on the ground, so I laid down on it and patted the spaces on both sides of my body. Each of my lovers laid next to me, and I pulled them closer. 
 
    I turned to Aaliyah and kissed her again while I ran my hand down Laika’s back to cup her muscular ass. I pushed my tongue into the lioness’ mouth and felt the rough texture of her feline tongue. As I teased her, I felt Laika’s hand graze over my chest and then her hot breath on my neck as she licked my throat. Goosebumps prickled along my skin, and I released Aaliyah to turn toward the wolf. Then I pressed my lips to hers and nipped at her bottom lip. 
 
    Laika growled playfully, took my own lip into her mouth, and sucked gently. Then Aaliyah slid her hand across my waist to my arousal and rubbed the shaft up and down through my trousers.  
 
    “Yesssss,” I moaned and lifted my hips toward her hand. 
 
    As I lifted my body, Aaliyah sat up, slid my trousers down, and tossed them over her shoulder. My cock stood ready for action, and the lioness crawled over between my legs. One of her nightgown straps had slid down her arm, and my erection twitched as I noticed one of her gorgeous tits was ready to fall out. Then she leaned down and took my cock in her mouth. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned as her bumpy tongue grazed my length. 
 
    I reached down to the bottom of Laika’s tunic and pulled it up over her head to reveal her round, olive-skinned breasts. Her light brown nipples stuck out like perfect little pebbles, and I sat up to my elbows to flick them with my tongue. 
 
    Aaliyah’s wet mouth slid up and down my shaft as I suckled Laika’s breast. 
 
    “Mmmm, Lord Evan,” Laika moaned, and I saw her hand drift between her thighs to rub her pussy through the leather of her trousers.  
 
    I released her breast and looked up at her hooded gray eyes. 
 
    “Take those fucking pants off,” I ordered. 
 
    Laika grinned as she pulled her leather pants down and threw them across the tent. Now, the wolf warrior was finally naked, and she threw her leg over my waist to straddle me. She leaned down and kissed me, and I ran my hands up her muscular thighs to her tiny waist and finally grabbed both breasts. Then I kneaded them as I thumbed her nipples. 
 
    “Turn around and scoot back,” I told her. 
 
    As the wolf Demi-Human began to move, I glanced down to see Aaliyah take my entire cock in her mouth and look up at me with desire in her orange eyes. She moaned as she continued to suck my dick, and I watched as she pulled her nightgown down so her breasts were exposed. They bounced up and down in rhythm with her mouth, and I salivated at the sight. 
 
    “Where do you want me, my lord?” Laika asked as she threw her leg back over me. She turned to look at me over her shoulder, and I grabbed her thighs and pulled her over my face. 
 
    Laika gasped as she realized my plan, and the gray thatch of hair at the apex of her thighs already had some of her juices in it. I dragged my tongue up her inner thigh to her mound and then over her bare pussy. She shivered as I teased her and licked all around her slit. Then she leaned forward, and I took her clit in my mouth and sucked on it. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Laika cried out as she dug her nails into my abs. 
 
    Aaliyah’s eyes lifted to see Laika’s bare body shaking as I brought her closer and closer to her climax. Then the lioness took my balls in her hand and massaged them as she dropped her head to take in my full length. 
 
    I unloaded my dragon seed into her mouth with a groan, and she pumped her hand up and down my shaft as she sucked. I’d barely finished when Aaliyah stood and dropped her nightgown to the floor, and she kicked it off to the side and then stepped forward, so her feet were on either side of my hips. 
 
    Suddenly, she dropped to her knees and shoved my still-hard cock inside her hot pussy. 
 
    “Yes!” the lioness gasped as my dick filled her wet canal, and she pumped up and down on my erection while I continued to tongue-fuck Laika. 
 
    I dragged a hand from the wolf’s thigh to slide a finger inside her. I flicked her clit with my tongue and thrust one, and then two fingers in and out of her juicy tunnel. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Laika moaned as she climaxed, and her juices flowed down my fingers and chin as wave after wave of her orgasm hit her. The wolf warrior’s body trembled above me until she had finished, and then she climbed off me and stared at Aaliyah’s lithe body as the lioness rode my cock. 
 
    Aaliyah’s bronze body was tight and now slick with sweat, and her round breasts bounced up and down as she took my arousal inside her. Then her pussy walls tightened around my cock, and she let out a soft roar as she climaxed on top of me. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I groaned, and then I released my dragon seed into her again, though this time it was into her dripping wet tunnel. 
 
    The lioness sighed as our shudders subsided, and she released my cock and crawled over to my side. 
 
    I sat up and rolled to my knees. 
 
    “Come here,” I directed Laika as I pointed to the area in front of me. 
 
    The wolf wriggled over, and I grabbed her hips and guided her ass toward me. As her tail brushed against my face, I thrusted my cock into her soaking wet pussy. 
 
    “Yes!” Laika cried as I pumped in and out of her. 
 
    I kept my hands on her hips and yanked her against me so my dick would go deeper and deeper inside her tunnel. 
 
    Aaliyah crawled behind me and rose to her knees. She wrapped her arms around my chest and kissed my neck as I thrusted in and out of Laika, and the lioness nipped and licked at my skin with her rough tongue. 
 
    Then I grasped the wolf’s tail and slid my hand from the base to the tip. Laika shuddered underneath me, and her pussy tightened around my erection as she climaxed again. Her body shook as the orgasm rippled through her, and Aaliyah ran her clawed finger down my chest to my abs. 
 
    My orgasm hit, and I filled the wolf-girl’s delicious tunnel with my dragon seed. I pumped my dick in and out of her as I climaxed, and when I finally pulled away from her, I watched my load drip down her thighs. 
 
    I loved marking my women. Any Demi-Human could smell my seed on them, and most seemed to know better than to fuck with a dragon’s property. 
 
    Laika leaned forward and flopped onto her belly, and the motion made her ass jiggle as she landed. 
 
    I chuckled and smacked her cheeks playfully before I laid down beside her, while Aaliyah scooted over to lay on my other side. 
 
    “You know I wasn’t upset with you about the hunt, right?” Laika murmured as she rolled to her side and faced me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “I still wanted to fuck both of you.” 
 
    “Wanted?” the wolf teased as her gray eyes twinkled. 
 
    “Want,” I corrected myself with a growl, and I reached for her again. “I’m not nearly done with the both of you.” 
 
    This was definitely my lucky day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I woke up the next morning with my two Demi-Human lovers draped across my bare chest. I looked down at their smooth bodies, and my morning wood rose to the occasion. 
 
    Laika’s soft gray ears twitched as she snored, and Aaliyah purred in her sleep. Their naked bodies were curled up against mine, and my arms were wrapped around their slender waists. Both Laika and Aaliyah were my warrior women, and I spent a few minutes letting my eyes drift down their long muscles and their perfectly smooth skin before I decided to touch them.  
 
    As I moved one hand up Aaliyah’s bare back, her tail coiled and uncoiled while she sighed and licked her lips. Then her orange eyes slowly flicked open, and it took her a few moments to get her bearings. 
 
    “Good morning,” the lioness murmured and rolled over to stretch out, and she let out a small roar as she flexed her muscles. 
 
    “Is it morning already?” Laika moaned, and she lifted her head from my chest. “I feel like we just went to sleep.” 
 
    “We were a little busy,” I chuckled and pushed her silvery hair behind her ears. 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human looked up at me and pursed her lips, but I saw the humor in her gray eyes. Then she pulled herself up onto an elbow and looked around the tent. 
 
    “I have no idea where my clothes have gone to,” Laika muttered. 
 
    “Over here,” Aaliyah laughed as she tossed the wolf her leather pants. “It sounds like some of the others are awake, too.” 
 
    I stared at the two gloriously naked women as they sorted through the pile of their clothes. Aaliyah’s bronze muscles rippled with her every move, and Laika’s smooth, firm body moved with the grace of a dancer. My blood rushed south as I watched the women get ready, and I thought about throwing their clothes back on the ground so I could mark my mates one more time. 
 
    Then I heard the dryads tittering outside our tent, as well as Nike loading up the dishes into our caravan. Always the early bird. 
 
    “Ah, I better go help,” I grunted as I pulled my clothes on. “We can probably get to Colaruma today if we get on the road early.” 
 
    The girls nodded before I stepped out of the tent into the weak sunshine. The sun had just crested over the horizon, and the pinks and blues of the early morning sky reflected off the tall grasses around the campsite. The fire had already been extinguished, and most of the other tents had already been taken down. 
 
    “Morning, Lord Evan!” Nike called out as he walked back from the wagons. “Sleep well?” 
 
    “Ah,” I chuckled as I ran a hand through my hair. “I slept eventually.” 
 
    Nike laughed and clapped his hand on my shoulder. “I’ve gotten almost everything packed up. There are just two tents left. Yours and the princess’.” 
 
    “Alyona isn’t awake yet?” I raised a brow. My fiancée was normally an early riser, too. 
 
    “I believe she’s awake,” the noble replied, “but it sounds like she and Ravi are talking.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” I nodded. “I’ll go get them so we can finish loading up.” 
 
    I turned and walked toward the tent that currently housed the princess and the phoenix. Then I lifted the flap and poked my head inside. 
 
    Alyona and Ravi were leaned over an old, thick book, and they pointed to various spots on the pages as they talked. It seemed Alyona had gotten Ravi interested in all her reading as well. 
 
    “The portals have to be closed with a special seal,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    “And right here, it says only a very powerful mage can break that seal,” Ravi added. 
 
    “So, the Sect has a powerful mage?” I interjected. 
 
    Both women jumped and looked up at my head peeking through the tent flap. 
 
    “Yes,” the princess confirmed with a sigh. “In order to have broken a seal set by my father, their mage would have to be powerful. It might even take two of them to break it.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. “I thought you didn’t have anything about Colaruma in your books?” 
 
    “It’s not about the city exactly,” Alyona explained as she gestured toward the text. “It’s more about portals in general. I wanted to know more about them.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. “Well, we’re about to get going. Can I get your tent?” 
 
    “Oh!” Ravi squeaked. “I’m sorry, my lord. We got caught up in our reading.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Ravi,” I laughed. “Just go get in the wagon, and I’ll get this.” 
 
    The women nodded, picked up their research, and scurried out of the tent. Then I took the animal furs down, plucked the sticks from the ground, and rolled it all up to put into the wagon. 
 
    “Here’s some breakfast,” Polina said as she popped up next to me and handed me a knapsack. 
 
    I could smell the roasted displacer meat we’d eaten for dinner, and it was accompanied by a sweet juicy smell like the topping on the fruit last night. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and tossed a piece of meat into my mouth. 
 
    Polina hopped into the wagon with a wink and sat next to her sisters. 
 
    “Did you have a good night, Lord Evan?” Trina teased with a grin. 
 
    “It sounded like a roaring good time,” Marina chipped in, and all three dryads giggled at the lion joke. 
 
    “I certainly enjoyed it.” I winked and walked up to the front of our caravan while the dryads continued to snicker together. 
 
    Nike was standing next to the lead wagon where Laika, Alyona, and Ravi sat, and he rolled up his map as I approached. 
 
    “We’ve been making good time,” he informed me. “We should actually make it to Colaruma late this afternoon if we keep it up.” 
 
    “Awesome, I thought we might be ahead of schedule,” I replied. “We don’t need to give the Sect any extra time there without us.” 
 
    “I agree.” The noble dipped his head. “Then let’s get going.” 
 
    Nike jogged back to his own wagon as I climbed up with the three women. Ravi and Alyona were already nose-deep in their book, though the princess reached over and took my hand when I sat next to her. 
 
    Then Laika gripped the reins and set us on course for Colaruma. 
 
    The hours passed slowly, and the Golden Plains had proved easy to navigate but less than thrilling to travel. The bisque-colored grass spread out for miles on the flat terrain, and small ponds and watering holes broke up the monotony with their taller, darker grasses and occasional animal herds. 
 
    Every once in a while, Ravi or Alyona would toss out their guesses about who the original inhabitants of Colaruma were. 
 
    “What species wouldn’t mind moving underground?” Ravi pondered. 
 
    “Either they liked being there, or their loyalty to the king was unsurpassed,” Alyona mused. “Perhaps no one knows because they never came back out.” 
 
    “Or because they weren’t any different than the citizens of Kana,” the phoenix suggested. “No one took notice because there were the same people close by, too.” 
 
    The women were fascinated by the possibilities, and I listened with some interest, but I was mostly focused on finding Olivier and now Xavier. We couldn’t let them open those doors to the underworld. If the miasma cloud was any indication of that world’s effect on ours, opening the portals would lead to mass devastation throughout Rahma, and maybe even all of Inati. 
 
    Finally, Laika pulled up on the reins, and the caravan slowed to a halt. 
 
    “This is where Lord Nickolas pointed on the map,” the wolf said as she scanned the area. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    I looked out in front of us, and I was disappointed to agree with her. The area looked as flat and plain as the land we’d been traveling in for the last few hours. There were no signs of a torn down city or an entrance into another one. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I raised a brow at the wolf. 
 
    “Yes,” Nike confirmed as he jogged around to the side of our wagon and gestured to the land ahead of us. “This is the location according to my map. Colaruma is right there.” 
 
    The dryads and Aaliyah joined us at the front of the caravan and looked around in confusion. 
 
    Even Alyona seemed doubtful as we all gazed out over the flat ground. 
 
    “I have an idea,” I announced and slid off the wagon. “Let me try something.” 
 
    I planted my feet firmly on the ground and closed my eyes as I focused on my terra magic. I hoped it would work the same way here as it had in the forest near Lumin when I’d found the Solas fairies’ village. 
 
    Good thinking, Miraya murmured in my head. 
 
    The spirit of the Sword of Hatra paced in my mind’s eye as I reached for the magic from within my spiritual sea. Miraya’s white dress dragged behind her as she walked along the beach next to the dark water, and her white-blonde hair draped over her shoulders and grazed the sand at her feet. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a grin as I felt the terra magic bubble to the surface of my mind. Then I pushed it out into the land ahead of me and searched for the city. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt the change in the ground’s texture. 
 
    “We’re almost on top of it,” I muttered and continued to push further. “It’s pretty deep, but it’s there. And wow.” 
 
    “What?” Alyona asked, and her amethyst eyes shone with excitement. 
 
    “It’s pretty large,” I replied as I furrowed my brow to dig deeper. “And there are only two entrances, one on each end of the city. It probably makes it easier for the Sentinels to guard it.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Laika murmured. 
 
    “One of them is over there.” I pointed to our right. “And the other is several miles from it on the opposite end.” 
 
    “Okay, then, let’s go!” The princess started to slide off the wagon. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said as I held up a finger. “I think it would be better for a few of us to scout ahead. We don’t know what we’re dealing with here, and if just two or three of us go, we have a better chance of staying undetected for now.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re probably right,” Alyona pouted. 
 
    “I’ll get you in there as soon as possible, princess,” I consoled her. “Now, Laika and Nike, I think you two should come with me. The rest of you be on guard. I’m sure the Sect beat us here, but I doubt they can sneak up on you out here.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and Laika and Nike followed me as I headed toward the first entrance. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I figured I’d know it when I saw it. 
 
    About half a mile away from the rest of our group, we came up to a pond with a small copse of trees around it. 
 
    “This is it,” I said. “Now, to find the door.” 
 
    The three of us split up to look for the entrance. These trees were slightly different than the ones we’d camped out next to last night, and I circled them to figure out what was tugging at my senses. Then I noticed a gap between two trees whose trunks had twisted and grown together about five feet from the ground, so I conjured up a fireball in my hand and held it close enough to see. 
 
    There it was. 
 
    “Over here,” I called out to my companions. 
 
    Nike and Laika rushed over to look, and we all peered into the nearly black hole to see a set of stairs descending deeper underground. 
 
    “Looks like fun,” Laika chuckled, and she flashed me a fanged grin. “Ready?” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I agreed as I stepped through the opening with my fireball in hand to light the way. 
 
    We walked down the dirt stairs with the sounds of water trickling and bugs scurrying under our feet. The steps descended steeply, and it didn’t take long for us to reach the bottom where we saw a circular landing and five tunnels leading away from the stairs. The landing was lit by a single torch, and the dirt floor was covered with boot prints. 
 
    “Someone was here very recently,” Nike observed as he squatted to examine the prints. “I’d say as recently as this morning.” 
 
    “I bet this is where the Sentinels normally are,” I mused. “The question is, where’d they go?” 
 
    “We need to check each of these tunnels,” Laika replied as her gray wolf ears swiveled atop her head. “These prints aren’t directional. We can’t use them to determine the Sentinels’ route.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s try door number one,” I joked. 
 
    “Ah, yes, the first one,” the wolf Demi-Human answered with a shake of her head. 
 
    We walked into the first tunnel, and it had the same dirt floor as the stairs and landing, but the dirt was dry and loose, which meant the Sentinels probably hadn’t come this way and never did. Within a few minutes, we stopped as the tunnel hit a dead end and looked at each other. 
 
    Without a word, we turned and walked back to the landing. 
 
    “Would this be door number two?” Laika asked stoically as she gestured to the second tunnel. 
 
    “Yes,” I snickered. “Let’s try it.” 
 
    The second and third tunnels were just like the first. The ground was clearly undisturbed before us, and they ended in dark dirt walls. 
 
    As soon as I stepped into the fourth tunnel, my inner dragon perked up his head. I felt a familiar pull like a magnet drawing me in, and I picked up the pace. 
 
    “Do you see something, Lord Evan?” I heard Laika mutter as she put her hand on the hilt of her sword. 
 
    “No,” I replied without slowing down. 
 
    We hit the dead end, but I reached out with my dragon senses toward the dirt wall ahead of us. Then I sensed it. 
 
    Gold. 
 
    I used my stone magic to move the rocks and pebbles in the soil around. The stones shifted in response, and the dirt wall began to tremble as I pulled the stones toward me. 
 
    Then a small, grayish box slid out of the wall and crashed to the floor. The decaying boards split as it landed, and then gold coins spilled out. Before I could think, my dragon instincts took over, and I dove on top of the pile to protect it from the others. 
 
    “Um, we’ll just wait over here,” Nike said as an amused smile spread across his face. 
 
    I ignored him and began dumping the coins into my spatial storage. I’d built up a decent stash already on our travels, and this surprise find was fucking awesome. 
 
    Once the demolished box was empty, I stood up and brushed the dirt off my clothes. Then I turned to see Nike and Laika standing a few feet away to wait for me. 
 
    “One tunnel left,” I said as I breezed by them to head back to the landing. 
 
    When we entered the last tunnel, I noticed it was different after only a few steps in. The walls and ground transitioned from the shaky soil to hard, gray stone. Moss grew up the rocky sides, and I could hear water running further down. The air felt damp and smelled less like the dry plains and more like a smorgasbord of people and food. Eventually, the tunnel turned to the left then back to the right before it descended a few more feet. 
 
    Then there was a break in the darkness, and I held up a hand to stop the others from walking past the edge of the tunnel. From here, we could see a few people as they meandered around what looked like a marketplace. No one ran around freaked out, and it seemed like a normal bustling city. 
 
    “There’s nothing happening,” Laika said slowly, and her bushy gray tail twitched in confusion. 
 
    “We couldn’t have beaten the Sect here,” I murmured. “They had almost a full day ahead of us.” 
 
    “Well, the Sentinels’ post looked like it hadn’t been long since they’d been there,” Nike pointed out. 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “And we made good time, so we might be able to stop them before they get too far into their plans.” 
 
    “I hope so,” the wolf Demi-Human replied. “We don’t need any of those portals to be open.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I pointed back toward the tunnel. “Let’s go back up and check the other entrance.” 
 
    We weaved our way up to the surface, and the sun left me momentarily blinded. It was so dark in the tunnels, I wondered how often the people of Colaruma went topside. 
 
    The several mile trek to the other entrance didn’t take long, but we had to find our way in again. There was no pond or trees this time, so we spread out and looked for another disguised doorway. 
 
    “My lords?” Laika called out after a few minutes. 
 
    Nike and I jogged over to where she stood in front of an oddly placed pile of large rocks. The stack was about five feet wide and three feet high, which just barely kept it hidden among the waving grass. 
 
    I circled around the pile, but nothing jumped out at me. Then I kicked the stack in annoyance, and the top half slid to the side in one solid piece. 
 
    We all looked down at the opening and saw a short drop into the ground. So, I shrugged, swung my legs over the side of the rock pile, and hopped down. I landed about six feet below ground level and stepped to the side so Laika and Nike could join me. 
 
    They jumped down next to me, and we stood in the shaft of light from the opening above us. Everywhere else was pitch black, so I lit another fireball in my hand to light the way for the rest of my party, and I saw we were surrounded by three dirt walls and one opening. 
 
    “Looks like this one might be a little easier,” I joked as I walked toward the tunnel. 
 
    After a short descent, we stopped at another landing like we’d seen at the other entrance, but only four tunnels led away from the area. This landing was also lit by a torch that hung from the dark brown wall. Under the light sat a small table and two chairs, both unoccupied, and the table held two mugs and a plate of fruit. 
 
    I leaned down to investigate the fruit and noticed it was fairly fresh. It had no bugs crawling on it or any kind of decaying odor. 
 
    “I don’t think the Sentinels have been gone long,” I said as we looked around the post. “This fruit looks like it’s still edible.” 
 
    “There are more boot prints.” Nike pointed to the indentions in the soil. “I can’t tell where they lead, though.” 
 
    “Guess we’re going to have to explore some more,” I replied. “Let’s start over here.” 
 
    They followed me to the first tunnel, and we walked until we ran into another dead end. The second tunnel also led to a dead end. 
 
    “Third time’s the charm,” I muttered as we started down the third tunnel. 
 
    The tunnel transitioned from dirt to stone, and I knew we were on the right track.  
 
    Then I smelled the miasma.  
 
    The stench of death filled my nose until I coughed and shook my head to clear it. Whatever blood magic the Sect had used here was strong and overpowering. 
 
    I turned to see Laika as she scrunched up her nose at the smell, and Nike had started to breathe through his mouth to avoid the stench. 
 
    “That’s not a good sign,” the noble observed. “The Sect is already using their dark magic here.” 
 
    “Yeah, it stinks like ass,” I agreed. “But I’m still confused about why the people of the city don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Maybe the spell is on something outside the city,” Laika suggested. 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. “The Sentinels are already gone.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I just don’t know how none of them could smell it if it’s in the city.” 
 
    The further we walked, the lighter the tunnel became, and I could hear a large number of people talking and laughing as we continued. 
 
    “Okay.” I stopped and looked at my two companions. “We know this is the right tunnel, and no one is running out screaming. We need to go topside and figure out our next move with the whole group.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nike agreed. “Something is definitely not right here.” 
 
    The three of us turned around and headed back up to join the others. As we approached the caravan, I saw Aaliyah and the dryads leaning over Alyona and Ravi as they pointed in their textbook. 
 
    “How’s it going up here?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re just trying to figure out the Sect’s purpose for opening the portals,” Alyona explained as she slammed the book closed. A plume of dust rose from the pages before she opened her spatial storage and put the book back inside. 
 
    “They’re nuts,” I replied with a shrug. “But they did beat us here. At least, we think they did.” 
 
    “The Sentinels are all gone from their posts,” Laika added. “According to King Rodion, there should always be at least one there, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona confirmed with a worried frown. “If they’re not at their posts, something is wrong. We must get inside and warn the people of the city.” 
 
    The princess hopped down from the wagon and started to charge toward the rocky entrance. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” I said as I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her back. “We can’t just go storming in like a battering ram. The weirdest part is not that the Sentinels are missing.” 
 
    “What’s weirder than that?” Aaliyah asked. “It’s their whole job.” 
 
    “The city is still running like normal,” Nike answered. “They were all just shopping and talking.” 
 
    “Not to mention, the Sentinels haven’t been gone from their posts for long, and the tunnel to the city stinks of miasma,” I added. “So, whatever is going down, it just started.” 
 
    “Then we have to get down there, my lord,” Alyona pleaded. “We can’t let them open the portals.” 
 
    “I agree, princess,” I soothed her. “I want to protect Rahma just as much as you do, but we have to be smart about it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked as a frown spread across her features. 
 
    “I mean we haven’t had the upper hand with the Sect once,” I said. “So, maybe we need a new approach to getting to know the people of the city. I’m not sure we need to stick out just yet.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to blend in?” Polina piped up. 
 
    “You’re the Divine Maiden and one of the few dragons left in Inati,” Trina added. 
 
    “I’m not sure how anyone could miss the sexy badass dragon,” Marina said with a bat of her green eyelashes. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed. “We need to go in undercover.” 
 
    “Undercover?” Ravi’s brow furrowed as she considered the word. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Ah, it’s basically where you pretend to be someone else so people will trust you and tell you things they wouldn’t tell the real you,” I explained carefully. “I can’t go in and announce I’m the Lord of Hatra, or people will talk about me being there. If people are talking about it, the Sect could catch wind of it. We need the element of surprise here.” 
 
    “Great idea, my love,” Alyona murmured with a nod. “Undercover, it is.” 
 
    “Now, you all know this world better than I do,” I said. “So, what kind of person could show up to a new city and be allowed in without too many questions?” 
 
    “A mason?” Ravi suggested. “Every city needs a mason.” 
 
    “I think it would be a little hard for me to pretend to be a mason since I’d have no idea what I’m doing,” I chuckled. “But we’re on the right track. It needs to be something the city needs or is used to seeing.” 
 
    “Oooh, what about a warrior?” Trina said. 
 
    “Yes, you definitely have the body of a warrior,” Polina sighed as her gaze drifted from my face down my body. 
 
    “Everyone loves a good warrior,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “Still not quite it,” I replied with a laugh. “I don’t want anyone to be afraid to talk to me. It has to be someone average.” 
 
    “What about a trader?” Laika offered. “Traders go in and out of cities all over the place.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s perfect!” Alyona exclaimed and clapped her hands. “Plus, no one expects a trader to be a nobleman, so you can blend in with the average people.” 
 
    “That’s more like it.” I grinned at the wolf warrior, whose cheeks colored at the compliment. “Now, who all would a trader have in his convoy?” 
 
    “I could be your guard,” Nike proposed. “Most traders do not have any kind of warrior training, so a guard would be expected to keep his wares protected.” 
 
    “Awesome!” I replied. “What else?” 
 
    “Well, we could still be your harem.” Aaliyah shrugged. “It isn’t often that a man who isn’t a noble has one, but a wealthy trader could afford to maintain many women.” 
 
    “Good, I didn’t want to lose my women.” I winked, and the dryads giggled while Ravi and Laika blushed. “So, what do I trade?” 
 
    “Oh, I have an idea.” Nike rushed off to one of the wagons and returned with several large bags. “We can use some of the gifts we brought for the campaign. We have plenty of spices, herbs, meat, and clothes.” 
 
    “Nice!” I raised my hand for a high-five. 
 
    Nike stared at my hand for a solid three seconds and then reached up to gently lay his palm against mine. 
 
    Not quite a high-five, but I’d have to teach him that later. 
 
    “Now, the other part of being undercover is looking like a different person,” I said. “So, Alyona, can you change your hair like you had it when we first met?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I can do that,” the princess replied. She released her hair from the braid as she murmured a few words and touched the tips of her hair. The raven strands took over the stark white as the magic left her fingers and traveled up to the top of her head. Then she shook her head, and her now midnight-colored hair cascaded down her shoulders. 
 
    “Still so beautiful.” I smiled at her and turned to Laika. “You should hide your Blue Tree Guild gorget. I don’t think the average trader would be able to get a guild warrior to join his harem.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re right,” Laika sighed, and then she removed the gorget from her neck and placed it into her spatial storage. 
 
    “Now, Ravi.” I faced the phoenix. “Everyone thinks your kind is extinct, so you would probably stick out all on your own. You obviously shouldn’t shift forms here unless we need you to, but I think maybe hiding your hair somehow would help.” 
 
    The phoenix frowned and tugged at her fiery orange hair with the smoking tips that smelled of a campfire and hesitated. 
 
    “We can help you!” Marina said with a grin. 
 
    The dryads surrounded Ravi, and she emerged a few moments later with a tight bun that hid the ends of her hair. 
 
    “That should work,” I agreed and directed my attention to the dryads and Aaliyah. “I don’t think there’s much we should change about you four. You’re not nearing extinction or anything.” 
 
    “And it’s kind of hard to hide green skin,” Trina teased. 
 
    “Or a tail,” Aaliyah added with a chuckle as her lion’s tail swayed behind her. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed. “Okay, so are we ready to make our appearance?” 
 
    Everyone nodded their agreement, but we had one last thing to take care of. Between Alyona and myself, we were able to stow the wagons and supplies in our storage space, and the princess put a spell on the few horses we had so they wouldn’t go far and would just graze in the surrounding areas until we returned for them.  
 
    Then we headed back to the rock pile entrance.  
 
    “After you.” I gestured to Nike to go down first. The ladies followed him down, and I went in last. 
 
    Nike and I threw the bags of gifts over our shoulders and led the women down the tunnel. I kept another fireball in my hand, and Ravi lit one of her own. 
 
    As we got closer to the city, I smelled the miasma again and frowned. It seemed to be even stronger than we originally realized. I hoped I wasn’t about to lead my lovers into a city full of Corrupted Corpses. The zombie-like creatures we’d encountered a couple months ago had been quite a pain in the ass. 
 
    I saw a faint glow at the end of the tunnel and knew we neared the entrance to the city. The sounds of people moving and talking became louder, and my brief fears were relieved. They were having actual conversations, so no zombies here. 
 
    We neared the end of the long tunnel when I noticed movement above our heads, and I hesitated. I wasn’t sure if the darkness played a trick on my eyes, but then Laika grabbed my arm and pointed to the ceiling. She’d noticed it, too. 
 
    I lifted my fireball a little higher to reveal a roost of bats. The small, brown creatures hung from the top of the tunnel and huddled close together, so their movements looked like waves rippling through brown water. There were maybe thirty or forty bats, and I wondered for a moment if they were hibernating. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much,” Ravi chirped. “They’re harmless.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I whispered. “They all have creepy eyes and sharp teeth.” 
 
    “See how small they are?” The phoenix gestured above us. “Only the big ones are carnivorous. And they’re probably more scared of you than you are of them.” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” I scoffed. “I just don’t like them.” 
 
    Then a pair of beady eyes opened, and I could see my fireball reflect off its amber-colored irises. 
 
    I inhaled sharply and motioned for the group to stay quiet. Harmless or not, I didn’t trust the little creatures. 
 
    Suddenly, several pairs of eyes opened, and we found ourselves under the glare of dozens of bats. 
 
    Then the whole ceiling seemed to move as the bats started to click and chirp to each other. Their twitters reminded me of birds, so maybe they weren’t so bad after all. Then their cute little chirps intensified until the cacophony of noise was so chaotic it was nearly deafening. 
 
    The first bat’s wings flung open, and then the bats began to dive from the ceiling toward us. 
 
    “So much for harmless,” I muttered as I conjured a fiery sword. 
 
    Just as the first one swooped toward me to lead the attack, I groaned. 
 
    A familiar symbol glowed on the tiny beast’s chest. 
 
    The mark of Gamma. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The bats dove from the ceiling, and they chirped and squealed with fury as they aimed right for us.  
 
    “Why are they attacking us?” I yelled as I ducked and dodged several bats. 
 
    “I have no idea!” Ravi shouted back. “They’re not normally violent toward humans.” 
 
    The bats’ tiny brown bodies hurtled down like small torpedoes, and I had no choice but to ward them off. So, I swung the fiery sword through the first wave of diving bats. The sword sliced through the creatures, and their small bodies fell to the floor in burning pieces. 
 
    Then words flashed across my vision.  
 
    Predation: Assimilation activated 
 
    Skill: Echolocation 
 
    Status: Assimilation complete 
 
    Ah, how the hell was that supposed to help me? Whatever, I had to get these crazy things off our backs. 
 
    I looked over to see Laika and Nike using their own swords to ward off the dive-bombing creatures. Aaliyah roared and swiped at the winged beasts with her clawed hands, and a half-dozen more bats crashed to the floor. 
 
    Then the next wave of bats beelined for Alyona. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” I muttered as I altered my fire sword into a giant shield. 
 
    I stood in front of Alyona and the other women as the first couple bats hit the shield and burst into flames. The tiny beasts squealed as they fell to the ground and burned. Their deaths slowed the attack of the dozen behind them, and the remaining beasts screeched while they darted around and looked for another way around my shield of flames. 
 
    “They have the mark of Gamma,” I yelled over the commotion. “I saw it right before they started attacking us.” 
 
    The mark of Gamma signified that a mage had taken control of these creatures with miasma and dark magic. We’d already had to defeat several other beasts with the mark, thanks to the Green Glass Sect and their mages.  
 
    “If they’re marked, we can’t just kill them all,” Alyona said as a frown creased her face. “They normally work well for the Sentinels to alert them of intruders, and they aren’t doing this attack on their own.” 
 
    “So, what the hell do we do then?” I asked. “I can’t let any of them bite me if we don’t want them to die. I’m all poisonous and shit now.” 
 
    “What?” Ravi squeaked. 
 
    “You failed to mention that one,” Laika said, and her gray wolf ears twitched with curiosity. 
 
    “When did that happen?” the princess asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda forgot to tell you.” I shrugged. “I assimilated poison blood from the basilisk. Didn’t really know what that meant until a displacer bit me yesterday.” 
 
    “It bit you?” Alyona covered her mouth with shock. 
 
    “I’m obviously fine, princess,” I chuckled. “I just forgot about it. The displacer bit me, foamed at the mouth, and kicked the bucket. Anyway, that means I have to be more careful battling something we don’t want dead.” 
 
    “You got the basilisk’s ability to petrify as well, then?” Laika asked. 
 
    I started to reply when another handful of bats pelted into the fire shield and screeched as their wings caught fire. We had to hurry. 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t know how long it lasts,” I replied. “I used it on another displacer, but we killed him right after.” 
 
    “It’s basically a temporary paralysis,” Alyona explained. “It allows the predator to take the prey back to its home without killing it. That could work on the bats.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s temporary?” I raised a brow. 
 
    “Of course,” my fiancée answered as she cocked her head to the side. “I do read a lot of books. Even if I’m wrong, you could always heal them later.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged. “Now, I just have to figure out how to petrify more than one of them at a time.” 
 
    I flipped through my mental files of the magic I’d learned so far. My stone and water powers were out, as were earthquakes and lightning. Fire would obviously not be super helpful in this situation, and my healing magic was great, but I wasn’t sure how to use that here.  
 
    Don’t think so hard about it, Miraya whispered in my mind. You’re overthinking. Just do what comes naturally. 
 
    “Petrifying does not come naturally,” I muttered and then hesitated. “But healing did.” 
 
    There you go. The spirit of the Sword of Healing smiled in my mind’s eye. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t so much what other powers I had but how I used them. I usually released my fire and healing magic with my maw in my dragon form, and I’d already discovered I could still use them in my human form.  
 
    “I have an idea, but I’m not sure how well it will work,” I admitted. “Ravi, I need you to take over the shield. I’ll have to be on the other side of it.” 
 
    “Okay,” the phoenix agreed. Then she conjured her own fire shield and stretched it across the tunnel from wall to wall.  
 
    I released my own shield and walked close to the wall where the bats were going, well, batshit crazy.  
 
    Then I focused on my petrification magic and opened my mouth, and instead of the glittering dust that poured out while I was healing, I released a yellow cloud that floated up toward the bats.  
 
    Holy shit, it worked. 
 
    As soon as one of the bats flew through the cloud, it dropped to the ground. Its brown body was completely stiff, and its wings were still extended for flight. Then, one by one, the bats began to fall to the dirt floor like a hailstorm.  
 
    When only a few bats continued to fly around, I sent out another cloud of petrification dust to knock them all out. Within moments, the tunnel was silent.  
 
    Ravi released the shield, and the rest of the group walked forward to investigate the petrified creatures laying around in small heaps. 
 
    The princess leaned down and picked one up. 
 
    “We need to put them somewhere safe,” Alyona murmured as she held the bat in her hands. “Safe for them, and safe for everyone they could attack if they wake up before we’ve cured the mark.” 
 
    “Especially you,” I pointed out with a growl. “At least a dozen of them went for you, just like in Tikal.” 
 
    Some of the jaguar Demi-Humans of Tikal had been poisoned with cursed river water, and one of them remembered a voice in his head that ordered him to attack my fiancée. He’d been apologetic once we healed him of the poisoning, but it had taken a lot of self-control not to kill him for trying to hurt her first. 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement, and I knew none of us took kindly to anyone who tried to hurt the princess. 
 
    “Where should we keep them?” Aaliyah asked as she held one of the bats up by its stiff wing and squinted. “And how long will they stay like this?” 
 
    “I think I can solve the first problem,” I replied. “Give me one sec.” 
 
    “What is a sec?” Aaliyah peered up at me from behind her bat.  
 
    “Uh, never mind,” I said and grinned. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “I don’t have any secs to give, I suppose,” the lioness mumbled. 
 
    I chuckled while I turned to the smooth stone wall of the tunnel and reached out with my stone magic. Then I shifted the stone to carve a good-sized cavity into the wall, just big enough for the whole roost to fit inside and have some breathing room. 
 
    “Stick them in there.” I pointed to the hole. “I’ll put some stone back over the front to keep them inside until we come back for them.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Nike praised as he gazed into the opening. 
 
    Everyone began to pick up the petrified bats and set them into the gash I’d made in the wall. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it would keep the bats away from everyone until we could stop the spell that bound them.  
 
    Once all the bats were inside, I conjured a wall that slid up from the stone floor of the tunnel and covered most of the opening. I left a small hole for air but made sure it wasn’t big enough for one of the bats to fly out through. 
 
    “There,” I said. “I guess you could call this the Bat Cave.” 
 
    I laughed at my own joke and was met with a line of confused faces. 
 
    “I guess we could call it that,” Alyona agreed as she tilted her head to the side. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “Yes, milady,” Nike replied. “Lord Evan put the shield up before the bats could get too close.” 
 
    “Because he’s a badass dragon warrior,” Polina cheered and clasped her hands together. 
 
    “And he would never let anything happen to you, milady,” Trina added with a solemn face. 
 
    “Never,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “Well, this mage is even more powerful than we realized,” Alyona began. “I have never seen a mage who can control this many creatures with just a mark.” 
 
    “I’d bet my last dollar Xavier is the one doing this,” I growled. “I’d like to tear that guy to fucking shreds for what he’s done already.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll get your chance, my love,” the princess soothed. “His time will come.” 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” I grunted as I tried to calm the anger burning through my veins. “The sooner we catch up with him, the better.” 
 
    I led the party down the tunnel, and within a few minutes, we reached Colaruma. Several of the women gasped as the city came into our view, and I couldn’t blame them. 
 
    The cavern that housed Colaruma was massive. The ceiling had to be at least a hundred and fifty feet high, and the city covered about several square miles. The stone floor of the tunnel continued into the cavern as a road that led straight into the city and forked off into various side streets. Perfectly constructed buildings towered over the main road, and some stood as tall as four stories high. Even the castles and palaces we’d seen so far were only one or two stories tall, so these buildings were enormous. 
 
    Four giant balls glowed along the ceiling like miniature suns to light the city. Smaller versions of the orbs were suspended at equal intervals down each of the roads, and they reminded me of street lights back on Earth. None of the glowing spheres were attached to anything, so I assumed they were powered by magic as they hovered over the city, and I wondered if any of the citizens were mages as well. 
 
    As we continued into the throngs of people walking along the main road, I noticed the large variety of citizens. All of the cities we’d been to were inhabited by the same or at least similar species, but that was not the case here. There were humans who completely ignored our arrival and continued with their business, and I noticed several Demi-Humans as well. One man appeared to be an antelope or deer Demi-Human, and a pair of antlers stuck out from his head and branched out to nearly a foot tall. Another man was a lizard Demi-Human whose forest green scales on his forearms and neck were a clear representation of his reptile side, and I was surprised to even see several dwarves who meandered through the crowd.  
 
    Their short statures made for an odd combination of standing out and being able to hide, but they weren’t quite like the dwarves in Earth fairy tales. While they were easily half the size of the people around them, some of the dwarves were young and good-looking, and some were old and haggard. No long gray beards and pickaxes here, though, and no one even sang hi-ho or whistled as they walked. 
 
    One of the dwarves noticed our group as we walked into the crowd, and he cut off a conversation with one of the shop owners and waddled over toward us.  
 
    This dwarf had long, dark brown hair in a ponytail at the base of his neck, and he wore a silky, red button-down shirt and dark pants that dragged on the ground as he made his way over. He carried a small piece of parchment that he rolled up and stuck in his shirt pocket, and by the time he stopped a few feet in front of my group, he was panting. Once he caught his breath, he spoke in quick bursts. 
 
    “Um, hello, yes, who are you?” the dwarf asked, and his brown eyes darted between each of us. 
 
    “Hello,” I greeted him. “My name is Evan. I’m a trader from, ah, Tikal.” 
 
    “A trader?” The dwarf’s eyes narrowed. “What have you come to trade?” 
 
    “Well, I have herbs, clothing, and many other items,” I explained as I patted the bag on my shoulder, “but I’m really here to find something new I can get. I need something interesting, different from everywhere else.” 
 
    “I see,” the dwarf murmured as he eyed our group. 
 
    “And this is Nickolas, my guard and trusted advisor,” I said as I gestured toward Nike.  
 
    “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Mister … ?” Nike trailed off to wait for a response. 
 
    “Oh, uh, sorry,” the dwarf said quickly. “My name is Mateo, and I work for the Council of Magistrates. I am pleased to meet you as well.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” Nike deferred with a dip of his head. 
 
    “And who are these lovely ladies?” Mateo asked as his gaze dragged over the women. 
 
    “They’re mine,” I growled. 
 
    “I, uh, sorry--” Mateo stuttered as his eyes went wide. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said as I quickly composed myself to get back into character. I had to be Evan the trader, not Evan the dragon who would tear out this little man’s eyeballs if he looked at my lovers like that again. 
 
    “Ah, okay, anyway,” Mateo said as he waved his hands around. “What can I help you find? We don’t get many visitors, or traders, for that matter, since the king sends us our monthly shipment of supplies.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I murmured. “Like I said, I’m looking for a new product. If I find something I like, maybe we can make trading a regular deal. Maybe one of your citizens makes something I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the dwarf hedged as he shifted uncomfortably. “How about I give you a tour? See if you find what you’re looking for?” 
 
    “That would be much appreciated,” I agreed.  
 
    Mateo dipped his head and turned around to lead us down the main road through the city.  
 
    We walked past a series of houses, and most were small cottages with rotting doors and crumbling stones. The buildings were squatted together with only a few feet separating each one. Some children played in front of the homes, and their faces and clothes were covered in filth. The adults in the little neighborhood stared as our procession passed by, and they wore even shabbier clothing than the children. It was an odd contrast to the well-dressed dwarf who led us on the tour. 
 
    “What is this area?” I asked Mateo. 
 
    “This is one of the neighborhoods,” he replied without looking at me. 
 
    Evasive, but I would ignore it for now. 
 
    Once we passed the houses, the buildings shifted from residential to commercial, and the businesses were organized and much cleaner than the homes we’d just seen. I noticed a market with several household items and some fruits and vegetables, and next to the market was a greenhouse, which was probably the source of food for the market. Across the street was a tavern, and I could hear shouting and cheering through its open windows. Behind the tavern, I noticed another neighborhood, though it seemed at odds with the first one. 
 
    The houses there were more like manors with their sprawling porches and solid stonework. They stood on huge plots of land and reminded me of old plantations. Something about them made my inner dragon grumble, but I tried to ignore the feeling. 
 
    As we continued down the road, we walked by a small courtyard where an extremely athletic looking elephant Demi-Human led some kind of class. I turned to get a better look and realized they were doing something that looked like yoga.  
 
    Well, that was a new one for Inati.  
 
    We passed a masonry and a bakery, and the aroma of freshly baked bread emanated from the open door. Two women in front of the building caught my attention. One woman, a deer Demi-Human, clearly worked at the bakery. She wore an apron and had flour on her tan-colored face and hands, and she stood with her arms crossed and a mixture of emotions on her face. The second woman, a human, clasped her hands together as she pleaded with the baker. 
 
    “Please, Margie,” the human woman begged. “It’s not for me, it’s for my son.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Laurel,” the baker replied. “You know how they are. Everyone has their portion.” 
 
    “My last two portions were short,” the other woman cried. “It’s just your leftovers. Please.” 
 
    “Come back at closing,” the baker sighed after a moment. “I’ll give you whatever I can.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The human woman released the breath she’d been holding and dipped her head as she scurried away. 
 
    Mateo ducked his head as we passed the women, like he didn’t want to hear what they were talking about, and I frowned. 
 
    What the fuck was going on in this city? 
 
    We passed a few more storefronts before we reached a tall, white tower. The stones of the building had been painstakingly painted a stark ivory, and more white stones were staggered on the ground to form stairs that led to a pair of wooden doors in the center. The doors were easily ten feet tall, with large circular handles to pull them open. 
 
    Mateo stopped near the bottom of the stairs and turned back around to face us. “Did you find anything you’re interested in?” 
 
    “What’s this place?” I asked as I ignored the dwarf’s question. 
 
    “Ah, this is Council Tower,” Mateo replied. “I work here, uh, as a representative for the Council of Magistrates.” 
 
    “Why do the magistrates need a representative?” Laika asked with a frown. “Isn’t their role to represent their people?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mateo hedged, “but I represent them to the people. Most of the citizens like me and talk to me more than the magistrates.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I mused. “Well, let’s go meet them.” 
 
    “They might be in a meeting,” Mateo murmured as he continued to evade the topic of the council. 
 
    “We can wait until they’re done,” I countered. “We’re in no hurry.” 
 
    “Ah, okay, but I will warn you, they aren’t used to visitors,” the dwarf said as he glanced over his shoulder at the building. 
 
    “Will it be a problem?” I asked and quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “No, no.” Mateo waved his hands back and forth. “It will be fine. It’s the end of the day, so they shouldn’t be too busy.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a grin. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The dwarf clearly didn’t want us to go in, but he also didn’t want to raise any suspicions by telling us no.  
 
    I wondered if the Sect had done something to him or to the council already. 
 
    We followed Mateo into the building, and I was momentarily taken aback at how clean and nice the tower was, especially when compared to the first neighborhood we’d seen. The floors were made of stone, but someone had sanded them into a smooth surface that looked like a gray tile. The walls were painted white like the exterior, and seven colored banners hung around the room. One was black, another was yellow, and the others were red, green, orange, blue, and purple.  
 
    I rubbed my chin as I thought about what the colors meant in this sea of white. 
 
    A gigantic chandelier hung from the center of the high ceiling and lit the entryway we stood in with at least two dozen silver candles in its frame. Five columns made from the sanded down stone stretched from the floor to the high ceiling, and small unlit torches hung from each one. The building had looked huge from the outside, but I could only see a set of doors to our right and another one straight ahead. I craned my neck to scan the rest of the room, but I couldn’t see any other exits.  
 
    We walked through the tall wooden doors ahead into another large room where a group of five well-dressed men and two similarly dressed women sat at a long, dark-colored table. They were having a heated discussion that ended abruptly when we entered the room. Their chambers looked similar to the entryway, with a slightly smaller chandelier and candlelit sconces that hung on the walls around the room. It was also painted white, and I wondered what their obsession was with the color. 
 
    “Mateo!” The man at the head of the table stood up. “What is the meaning of this?”  
 
    “I apologize for the disruption, my lord,” Mateo said with a bow. “We have visitors in the city, and I thought you would want to meet with them.” 
 
    The magistrates began to murmur to each other at Mateo’s statement. 
 
    I looked over each of the council members and realized they wore clothing in the same colors as the banners in the lobby. Well, that explained their one area of color in the building. 
 
    “Hush, hush,” the man demanded, and the murmurs quickly ceased. 
 
    The man who had spoken was a lizard Demi-Human, and his yellow reptilian eyes scoured over each member of my party. He wore a deep red tunic, and the green scales on his neck peeked over the collar. Several gold and silver rings adorned his fingers, and the candlelight glinted off the center gems. He cleared his throat, but he didn’t say anything else while he continued to glare at us. 
 
    “My name is Evan.” My voice echoed around the room as I broke the awkward silence. “I’m a trader from Tikal. As I told Mateo, I’m simply looking for a new product to trade with for my customers.” 
 
    “And you just happened upon an underground city?” the lizard asked as he pursed his lips. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “I’ve heard about Colaruma a few times in my travels, and I like a good challenge, so I decided to come find it and see what the fuss is all about.” 
 
    “I see,” he replied with disdain. “Well, Evan, my name is Whitaker. I am the Head Magistrate of the Council.” 
 
    Whitaker spoke in a nasal voice with a touch of sarcasm dripping from every word. This guy seemed like a total prick. 
 
    “I am pleased to meet you,” I mimicked his overly formal tone.  
 
    “Likewise,” Whitaker practically hissed the last “s” before he dismissed my presence and directed his attention back on the dwarf. “Mateo, did you find out anything about the portion issue?” 
 
    “Ah, no,” Mateo said as he averted his gaze. “No one has come forward just yet. I’m still working on it.” 
 
    Wow, Mateo was a shitty liar.  
 
    “Not a single person has witnessed the issue?” A human woman asked as she arched a doubtful brow and stared at the dwarf. 
 
    The woman leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her large breasts. Her dark red hair draped over her shoulders and spilled over the back of her chair. She wore several gold bangles and an emerald-colored dress with a swirling white pattern along the collar and sleeves. Her chunky gold necklace reminded me of Mona’s, though she was nowhere near the centauress in beauty. It was the first time I’d seen someone in Rahma wearing makeup as well. The gaudy colors painted her eyes, lips, and cheeks, but they did nothing to help her looks. The woman’s green eyes matched her dress, and they flashed as Mateo cleared his throat. 
 
    “No, milady,” the dwarf replied. “None of the citizens knew what I was referring to.” 
 
    “Well, we know,” the woman scoffed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “The problem needs to be handled soon, my lord,” one of the other men at the table spoke up. He appeared to be a monkey Demi-Human, and he scratched at his head incessantly as he spoke. In fact, it looked like he could barely sit still, but I couldn’t tell if he was nervous or had fleas. 
 
    “I agree,” the other woman said, and her mouse-like Demi-Human features distorted into a frown. “The portions are set for a reason.” 
 
    So, this was why the woman outside the bakery was begging for food earlier. I wondered what these portions could be if their people were still hungry. The idea that anyone would just let their people starve was enough to make me clench my fists as I stared at the group of pretentious council members. It seemed only Mateo cared enough to go talk to people and try to figure it out. 
 
    If I were in my dragon form, I’d go scare the shit out of them like I did in Tikal and Lumin. Or maybe blow a column of fire over them. Whatever. 
 
    “Don’t,” Alyona whispered as she took my hand and squeezed it. “We have to blend in, remember?” 
 
    I clenched my jaw and nodded.  
 
    The princess was right. I couldn’t blow up on these guys and ruin our undercover operation in less than an hour. We just had to investigate what was really going on without sticking out, though now my focus was evenly spread between the Green Glass Sect and these sketchy magistrates. 
 
    “We’ll discuss this tomorrow morning,” Whitaker interrupted my thoughts. “We don’t want to bore our guests with our problems. Unless you’re leaving already?” 
 
    “Nah,” I chuckled without humor. “I haven’t quite found what I’m looking for yet.” 
 
    “Then this meeting is adjourned,” the lizard Demi-Human announced. He pushed his chair back and strode around the table toward the door, and he breezed by us with his nose in the air.  
 
    It took all my effort to resist tripping his snobby ass when he strutted past us. 
 
    Alyona gripped my hand a little tighter, and sometimes I wondered if she could read my mind. 
 
    The rest of the council followed Whitaker out the doors and down the front steps. Then I turned to Mateo, who wrung his hands together until they were all gone. 
 
    “They sure tried to get rid of us, didn’t they?” I said to the dwarf. 
 
    “Uh, I guess, maybe,” Mateo replied and averted his gaze again. “I didn’t really notice.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, you’re not a good liar, Mateo,” I scoffed. “What is the purpose of the council, anyway? They don’t seem to care much about the people.” 
 
    “They represent different groups of people from all over the city, the humans and the Demi-Humans,” Mateo explained. “The human woman is Ingrid, and she owns a few of the buildings and houses we passed. She rents them to the shop owners and other people. The mouse Demi-Human woman is Tilly. She runs the bakery. She makes the greatest honey bread. You have to try it.” 
 
    I figured Tilly wasn’t aware of her employee sharing leftovers from her store, or she would have brought it up in the meeting. 
 
    “So, who was the nervous guy?” I asked. 
 
    “The monkey Demi-Human is Ellison,” Mateo chuckled. “He was basically elected because his father was on the council before him. He doesn’t contribute a lot of ideas, but he does know how to worry about everything.” 
 
    “I can see that.” I gestured to the table where the other three had sat silently. “What about the other ones?” 
 
    “The other human man is Davis,” the dwarf answered. “He’s mostly in charge of technical things like the lighting. Briggs is the male mouse Demi-Human, but he barely talks to anyone, and Roland was the mole one. He takes care of schematics for the city, where to build structures we need and such. They were only elected in the last year, so the others don’t really listen to them on things outside their specialties.” 
 
    “What happened to the three they replaced?” I prodded. 
 
    “They all quit.” Mateo shrugged. “They said they, uh, couldn’t handle the pressure of the Breach.” 
 
    “What pressure?” Alyona asked with a furrowed brow. “The king is handling it.” 
 
    “Oh, ah, nothing really,” the dwarf said quickly. “Anyway, I’ll show you to the inn since you are wanting to stay.” 
 
    Well, that was a quick change of subject. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Alyona replied and nodded to him. 
 
    “It isn’t, uh, wonderful, really,” Mateo answered. “It isn’t used much, since, you know, we don’t really get visitors.” 
 
    “So, there should be rooms for us, then?” I offered with a laugh. 
 
    “Yes, sir, absolutely.” He nodded his head vehemently as he headed toward the doors. “But it’s just above the tavern, so it might be a bit loud.” 
 
    “Do we get to drink there?” Polina asked. 
 
    “We do like a good drink,” Marina giggled. 
 
    “Or several good drinks,” Trina added. 
 
    “I can agree with that,” Aaliyah chimed in as she flashed her fangs in a toothy grin. 
 
    “Me, too!” Ravi squeaked. 
 
    All five women laughed as they linked arms and followed the dwarf toward the inn. 
 
    Mateo led us back along the same road, and the women discussed the possible drinks in their future with Ravi and Alyona joining in on the conversation. 
 
    As we walked, I couldn’t help but wonder why Mateo changed the subject so quickly from the Breach.  
 
    I slowed so Nike and I could walk behind the others. 
 
    “You suspect something as well, brother?” Nike asked under his breath. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Do you think the council knows about the portals?” 
 
    “I think they would be the ones who should know,” the noble answered. “But that would mean it’s supposed to be a secret from the citizens as well as the outside world.” 
 
    “True.” I nodded. “If the people don’t know, they have no idea if something goes wrong. And what about the missing Sentinels? The council didn’t even mention that, which seems like a much bigger problem than portion control.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Nike conceded. “Something is certainly amiss here.” 
 
    We halted our conversation as Mateo led us to the door of the tavern, and he was right about the noise. I could already hear people yelling and throwing things around from outside. 
 
    When we walked in, a handful of people stopped playing their drinking games and stared as we made our way through the bar area to a reception desk toward the back wall. As Mateo checked us in, I turned back to see the confused faces avoid my gaze and return to their conversations. 
 
    There was definitely more going on in Colaruma than meets the eye. 
 
    And I was sure as hell going to figure it all out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The next morning, I woke up to my princess, Aaliyah, and Ravi tangled up between me and the blankets. Their slender bodies were pressed together with their black, orange, and blonde hair intertwined, and they looked like a delicious breakfast. The only thing that could make it better was if the dryads had fallen asleep in here, too, but they were in the room next door with Laika, since they had stayed at the tavern a while longer than we did last night. 
 
    As soon as I thought of food, my stomach growled fiercely. We’d skipped out on dinner last night in favor of the tavern, and I regretted it. 
 
    I grumbled as I slid off the bed and grabbed my trousers and tunic. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Aaliyah murmured as she opened her amber eyes and watched me get dressed. 
 
    “To see if this place has a continental breakfast,” I muttered. 
 
    “A what?” The lioness looked perplexed. 
 
    “Never mind,” I chuckled. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Alyona said with a yawn as she sat up in bed. 
 
    I was still getting used to her all-black hair again, and it contrasted perfectly with her amethyst eyes and porcelain skin. My blood rushed south as she stood up and I saw she was naked. Then I heard her stomach growl, too, and she reached over to the dresser and slipped into a long, white robe with black diamonds stitched around her waist. 
 
    It seemed my other breakfast would have to wait. 
 
    As Aaliyah picked up her gold robe, Ravi stretched out across the bed and looked over at us. 
 
    “Time to eat?” the phoenix asked and rubbed at her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona replied and handed Ravi her orange robe. “Let’s go find some food.” 
 
    “I’ll see if there’s anything downstairs,” I told the women. “You three go wake up everyone else. Once we eat, we need to find the portals.” 
 
    My lovers nodded, and I took one last peek at them getting dressed before I growled and slipped out the door. If I looked much longer, we wouldn’t have breakfast until tomorrow. 
 
    I walked down the cold stone steps to the reception desk in the tavern. A pig Demi-Human woman sat at the desk and grumbled to herself as she scribbled on a piece of parchment. She wore a black dress that hung on her large frame at odd angles, and her small pig ears twitched with frustration as her stubby pink hands gripped the quill so hard I thought it might splinter.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said as I walked around to the front of the desk. “Are you the owner?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, what do you want?” The woman frowned and looked up at me before she cleared her throat. “Oh, I’m sorry. Are you the guest upstairs?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I confirmed. “I was wondering if you had any kind of breakfast for the guests?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she said as panic filled her voice. “I forgot that Joseph said we had guests. I can go prepare something right now.” 
 
    The Demi-Human started to rise from her chair. 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” I soothed her. “We can go to the bakery. Do they accept goods for payment?” 
 
    “Yes, we mostly use barter for currency,” she replied, and she sat back down with a relieved sigh. “I can have breakfast prepared for tomorrow morning if you’ll still be here.” 
 
    “I appreciate your hospitality.” I grinned. “Yes, I believe we will still be here, but I’ll let you know if anything changes.” 
 
    “Of course,” the woman said and glanced back down at her papers. 
 
    “I’ll let you get back to work,” I told her as I turned back toward the stairs. 
 
    Before I could go up, though, the rest of my group came down into the reception area. 
 
    “Looks like we need to go find our own breakfasts today,” I announced. “How about that bakery?” 
 
    “Mateo did say we should try the honey bread,” Nike agreed. 
 
    “Honey bread, it is.” I grinned. 
 
    We walked out the front door of the tavern onto the main road, and we passed the courtyard and breezed into the bakery. The smell of the breads and pastries wafted in the air before we even got through the door, and my stomach wasn’t the only one that growled this time. 
 
    I recognized Margie, the baker we’d seen yesterday, behind the counter with a tray of rolls. The deer Demi-Human was not as covered in flour today, but it was only morning. She looked up with big, brown eyes as our group filed into the lobby, and her mouth formed a small O. 
 
    “Hello,” she said quietly. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “We’ve heard you have the best honey bread in town,” I chuckled. “Could we buy some?” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” she murmured. “Just wait here.” 
 
    Margie turned and scampered through a back door into what I assumed was the kitchen, and when she returned, Tilly, one of the women from the council, followed closely behind her. 
 
    “Evan of Tikal,” the mouse Demi-Human greeted me in a squeaky voice. “Margie tells me you came to buy some bread.” 
 
     “Yeah, the inn wasn’t exactly prepared to serve us breakfast today,” I replied with a smirk. “But we have goods we can trade for some of your honey bread. Would you be interested in spices, herbs, anything like that?” 
 
    “This one will be my gift to you,” she answered and pulled a large basket from the cabinets on the wall. “Welcome to Colaruma.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied as I took the basket. “You’ve been the kindest one here so far.” 
 
    “Please, don’t think too poorly of us,” Tilly said with a frown. “Most of the citizens here have never seen an outsider. It’s very rare for someone to come visit the city, as I’m sure you can imagine.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged. “So, what was the deal with the meeting yesterday? That Whitaker guy seemed pretty worked up over something.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, just some budget issues,” Tilly answered as she averted her gaze. 
 
    She was just as bad at lying as Mateo. 
 
    “Seems odd to have problems with a budget if you receive shipments from the king and only deal in barter.” I smirked. 
 
    “It does seem odd,” Alyona agreed. 
 
    “Well, that’s what it was,” the mouse insisted. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to finish up here and get to the tower.” 
 
    Tilly scurried back into the kitchen without another word and left Margie standing like a deer in the headlights. 
 
    “Say hello to Laurel for me.” I winked at the deer Demi-Human who stiffened at the name. 
 
    We walked back outside with the basket of bread and headed to the courtyard. There weren’t any yoga classes right now, so we sat on the wooden benches and divvied up the bread. 
 
    “So, the council is pretty secretive,” I said as I took a bite of bread and groaned. 
 
    Mateo was right, this shit was delicious. The sweet taste of honey seeped into my mouth, and the moist bread practically melted on my tongue. 
 
    “I’d like to think they’re protecting the people by not telling them about the portals, but they don’t seem to care much about the people.” Laika frowned, and her furry gray ears flattened against her head. 
 
    “I wish you could have gone all badass dragon on them,” Marina pouted. 
 
    “Yeah, just transform right there in the chambers!” Trina cheered. 
 
    “That would have been so sexy,” Polina added and batted her jade eyelashes at me. 
 
    “Oh, I definitely wanted to roast them,” I agreed. “But it doesn’t seem like all of them are assholes. I’d like to know more about this Whitaker dude, though.” 
 
    “Dude?” Nike raised a brow. 
 
    “Man, guy, person,” I clarified with a wave of my hand. “Whatever he is, he’s a prick. I don’t trust him or believe he’s looking out for the people. So, we’re going to have to do it for him. We came here for the portals, but I think something else is going on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Aaliyah chimed in. “And the council members don’t trust each other at all. They remind me of the leaders of Tikal before you came in and helped us.” 
 
    “Good point,” Ravi said. “They clearly do not have the same opinions about everything. Poor Tilly was terrified when she saw you.” 
 
    “Mice are always scared,” Aaliyah chuckled and licked one of her long claws. “You want me to go scare her some more?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I laughed. “But not yet. We’re going to keep laying low for now. In fact, we probably should split up to go look for the portals. All of us together will stand out, but a couple of us should be easier to blend in. What do you think, Nike?” 
 
    “I agree.” The noble nodded, and his silver eyes scanned the walls of the courtyard around us. “We should be close to the center of the city here. We could spread out to each corner in groups of two and three.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I conceded. “You and Laika take the southwest corner, and the dryads can take the southeast corner. Alyona, you and Aaliyah can go northeast, and Ravi and I will go northwest. Once you’ve made it to the edge of the city, we’ll meet back up here. Don’t engage with anyone if you find them. Our groups are too small to take on a mage by themselves. Just come back here and wait for the rest of us. Any questions?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aaliyah said as she raised her hand. “What are we looking for, exactly?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Alyona replied as she sat up a little straighter and took on her studious, teacherly tone. “The portals emanate magic, so you should be able to feel that, but these ones likely will also smell like the miasma. I know you aren’t as familiar with it, but it’s a hard scent to miss.” 
 
    “The smell of the bats?” Aaliyah asked and scrunched up her nose. “I’ll remember that forever.” 
 
    “How will we know if the portal has been opened, though?” Trina questioned. 
 
    “Assuming it’s not an actual open door, right?” Polina added. 
 
    “That seems like it would be pretty obvious,” Marina giggled. 
 
    “It could be in one of many forms,” Alyona murmured. “It could be a door, water, a wall, a window. It’s hard to say what it will look like if it’s open, but you’ll know. It will feel like death.” 
 
    “Of course, it will,” I muttered before I spoke up to the group. “Everyone clear?” 
 
    After a few nods and the last few bites of bread, we split up and started our search. Ravi and I walked through a handful of other businesses, including a metal shop and a place that looked like a flea market. I was surprised to see an art store, as well. The walls were covered in various paintings and drawings, and the shelves held a meager supply of paints and other tools of the trade. It seemed the people of Colaruma had more options than the other cities we’d visited. 
 
    We walked further toward the outer edge of the city, and I noticed the transition back into residential housing, but these houses were in even worse condition than the ones we’d passed yesterday. The buildings were literally falling apart. One roof had slid down to expose the ceiling beams, and another house had completely crumbled and looked deserted. The people who walked around in this area also wore clothes that were practically rags, with holes and tears all over them. 
 
    Then I saw Laurel, the human woman who had begged for bread yesterday. She carried a small boy, no older than a year old, and a huge smile stretched across his filthy face as Laurel tossed him up into the air and caught him. 
 
    “Is that the woman we saw?” Ravi whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “I wish we’d saved some of our bread.” 
 
    “Me, too.” The phoenix frowned. 
 
    I nodded politely to Laurel, and we continued past the houses where we found a few dilapidated buildings that made even the worst neighborhood look decent. One building was just a pile of stones, but another drew my attention. 
 
    The old well house was built from thick, dark gray stones and covered in a layer of green moss that spread from the ground and up onto the shingles of the roof. A small steeple rose from the top, and several designs were carved into the face of the stones. 
 
    It wasn’t the architecture that drew my attention, however. It was the foreboding sense of dark magic that radiated from within the building. 
 
    “You feel that?” I asked Ravi. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered with a shiver. 
 
    “Get ready,” I murmured.  
 
    I’d told the rest of my party not to engage if they found something, but I was a dragon lord and was pretty confident in my abilities to handle just about anything. 
 
    So, I pushed open the unlocked door and dragged my gaze around the room before signaling for Ravi to follow me inside. I closed the door behind us, and the sense of magic was so strong, my head began to throb. 
 
    In the center of the room was the well, and it looked like a regular well with stone walls and a bucket on the floor next to it. Above the well, a giant spool was attached to the walls on either side, and a rope was wrapped around the middle with another bucket on the end to reel water up. 
 
    Along the wall next to the well sat two wooden chairs and a small table, and it looked like the Sentinels were missing from here as well. 
 
    “Where is it coming from?” Ravi murmured as we both searched the small building. 
 
    “Here,” I called out. 
 
    We looked down into the well and saw the surface of the water was marred by red and black swirls, but the liquid didn’t ripple from the movement. It looked like smoke under the shallow depths, and the swirls moved much like the miasma that had attacked Hatra. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like death,” I said. “I guess this one is still closed.” 
 
    “But the Sect took the Sentinels,” Ravi replied. “Why didn’t they open it?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re moving slowly,” I suggested. “They might not have realized we’d catch up with them so quickly.” 
 
    “That’s true,” the phoenix said with a frown. 
 
    “What’s bothering you?” I prodded. 
 
    “Well, the Green Glass Sect has never moved slowly before,” she replied. “They make a plan and carry it out.” 
 
    “Then maybe it was less of a slow plan and more of what they had to do,” I mused. “Maybe the Sentinels put up a good fight.” 
 
    “That makes more sense,” Ravi agreed. 
 
    “Alright, let’s head back and meet up with the others,” I said and pulled the door open. 
 
    We walked outside, and I shut the door behind us. Then I turned back and faced the building. We had to make sure no one else went in without the Sentinels here to guard it, so I summoned my stone magic and pulled some of the rock from the wall next to the door. I molded it into a hook and wrapped it around the handle then back to the wall. It was a weird looking lock, but it should do the trick. 
 
    Ravi and I made our way back to the courtyard where the dryads waited on one of the benches, and we sat down across from the sisters, who looked frustrated. 
 
    “Nothing?” I asked them. 
 
    “No portals in our section,” Trina pouted. 
 
    “No action for us,” Marina agreed with a frown. 
 
    “Unless you give us some later,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “Always happy to serve my ladies,” I chuckled. “Well, we found a portal, but it’s still closed, and the Sentinels were gone.” 
 
    “We found one!” I heard Alyona call out as she and Aaliyah jogged into the courtyard. 
 
    Then Laika and Nike trotted into the entrance behind them. 
 
    “Is it open?” I asked. 
 
    “You found a portal?” Laika’s gray eyes widened. 
 
    “Yes, and yes,” Aaliyah confirmed as her feline features creased with disgust. “And it does truly smell like death.” 
 
    “We have to close it,” Alyona said, and her amethyst eyes were clouded with worry. 
 
    “We will, princess,” I consoled her. “I want to go talk to Mateo first. We need to see if the council knows. If they don’t, we should have something to show them. If they do, we need to be careful about who to trust.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Alyona agreed. “If they don’t know about the portals, they aren’t going to just believe us without some kind of evidence, especially evidence that they’re in danger.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Laika and Nike, you two guard the open portal until we get back. The rest of us will go find Mateo. We’ll be there soon, so Alyona can seal it back up. You found a spell for that, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” the princess answered. “I can do it.” 
 
    “I know.” I smiled. I liked her newfound confidence. 
 
    “Where is the open portal located?” Nike asked Alyona. 
 
    “Over there, past the greenhouse, there’s an old blacksmith shop,” the princess explained. “It’s in there, but the door is spelled with the same mirage magic that the Sect used in the forest for their traps. You have to walk through it to get to the door.” 
 
    “How will we know where it is, milady?” Laika questioned. 
 
    “The mirage looks like ivy growing on the wall,” Alyona replied. “Once you walk through it, the door is right there.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be there until you arrive,” Nike confirmed and turned back to me. “See you soon, brother.” 
 
    I nodded, and the two warriors headed toward the shop. 
 
    Then I motioned for the other women to follow me as I made my way to the Council Tower. As we walked down the road, I noticed the townspeople trying not to stare at our group. Tilly hadn’t been kidding about no visitors. The people looked at us like we each had three heads. 
 
    As we reached the bottom of the tower’s stone steps, Mateo burst out of the wooden doors. 
 
    “What, uh, what are you doing here?” Mateo stammered breathlessly. 
 
    “We need to talk,” I said. “Is this a good time?” 
 
    “Ah, no, probably not,” he replied and glanced over his shoulder. “Does it have to be right now?” 
 
    “Yeah, kind of a life or death deal.” I furrowed my brow and stared at him. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” the dwarf said as he put his hands up in a surrender. “Let’s walk over here.” 
 
    He led us to a small grassy area just in front of the tower, and I got right down to business. 
 
    “What do you know about the portals?” I demanded. 
 
    “The portals!” Mateo exclaimed and threw his hands up into the air. “How do you know about them?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I have a direct line to His Eminence.” I smirked. “What do you know about them?” 
 
    “I know the Sentinels guard them,” the dwarf hedged. 
 
    “And did you know they’re gone?” I prodded. 
 
    “What?” Mateo gasped, and he seemed genuinely surprised. “They were just there last week. They told me they were sending a messenger to King Rodion because there was a problem with one of the portals.” 
 
    “I’d say it’s a problem,” Polina snorted. 
 
    “A pretty big one,” Marina said with a roll of her emerald eyes. 
 
    “Probably the biggest one you could have,” Trina agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s open,” I added. 
 
    Mateo’s blue eyes widened in shock, and his mouth fell open as he just stared at us. 
 
    “We have to close it,” Alyona told him. 
 
    “None of our mages are strong enough for that,” the dwarf murmured as he began to wring his hands. “I can’t believe it. Are you sure it’s open?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona replied with a nod. “I saw it for myself.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Mateo moaned and covered his face with his hands. “I thought it was all okay because the Sentinels never told me if the king responded to their messenger. They would have told me.” 
 
    “I’d bet the Green Glass Sect got rid of the messenger,” I mused. 
 
    “Yes, they wouldn’t want His Eminence to know about it so early in their plans,” Alyona agreed. “He would have killed them all in an instant.” 
 
    “Wait, who is the Green Glass Sect?” Mateo interjected. 
 
    “They’re the ones trying to release the demons,” I replied. “We’ve been trying to catch up with them for a while now.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’re not a trader,” the dwarf sighed. “I knew you were lying, but at least you’re not the ones trying to open the portals.” 
 
    “Does the rest of the council know I’m not a trader?” I eyed him suspiciously. 
 
    “No, no, not at all!” he answered. “They’re too caught up in their own lives to worry about an outsider. Though apparently, they should be paying more attention.” 
 
    “Yeah, they basically suck,” I agreed. 
 
    “Well, what are we going to do?” Mateo asked. “I could call all the mages, but I have a feeling it would just be a waste. None of them are trained in anything like this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “Lucky for you, we have a solution.” 
 
    “What is it?” Mateo frowned. “Maybe I should tell the council about the portal being open at least.” 
 
    “No,” I growled and bared my teeth. “You tell them, and I’ll tear you apart.” 
 
    “O-O-Okay,” the dwarf stuttered and gulped as he backed away a step. “It’s our secret. I swear.” 
 
    “Good.” I patted him on the head. “I’ll let you know when it’s done.” 
 
    I turned on my heels and marched back toward the blacksmith shop. The women followed me and discussed the plan of action. 
 
    “Do you think you can use the Sonic Seal?” Ravi asked Alyona. 
 
    “I don’t think that will hold long,” Alyona answered and rubbed her chin. “I was thinking the Tristal Seal. What do you think?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, that makes perfect sense for the triad of portals,” the phoenix agreed. 
 
    “Exactly what I thought.” Alyona smiled at her. 
 
    I had no idea what they were talking about, but I trusted the princess and the phoenix to know their stuff. 
 
    About twenty minutes later, we arrived at the shop. It felt like a whole day had passed since we’d woken up, but it was hard to tell the time of day without a sun or moon. The dark magic flowed out from the building in waves, and it was ten times worse than the wellhouse. I looked around for the ivy, and Alyona pointed to a section that crawled up the stone wall. 
 
    “You three stay out here,” I told the dryads. “Make sure no one else comes in.” 
 
    The sisters nodded and assumed the positions of security guards with their arms folded across their chests. 
 
    We walked over to the ivy mirage, and I followed the princess’ directions to walk through it. It was like walking through a curtain, and my view instantly changed from ivy to a wooden door about a foot from the mirage. Then I pulled the door open to see Laika and Nike standing over the forge as the stench of death filled the air. 
 
    Nike held the Sword of Light and batted away at clouds of miasma that seeped from the forge, while the wolf-warrior sliced at the smoky poison with her daggers. Then the noble turned to see us walk in and refocused on his task. 
 
    “We can’t get rid of it,” Nike explained as he took another strike, “but it really doesn’t seem to like the light of my sword.” 
 
    “Sounds like an evil thing to me,” I said before I turned to the princess. “We need to work quickly.” 
 
    Alyona nodded, walked closer to the forge, and began to utter the sealing spell. 
 
    As soon as she started, the stones that held up the forge began to light up a neon green color that matched the Green Glass Sect’s infamous tattoo. 
 
    So far, every member of the Sect we’d captured had the green leaf symbol of the Sect tattooed on them somewhere. The problem was not the tattoo, but rather the link it provided to the Sect’s Sage. The tattoos were cursed, and the curse allowed the Sage to see if the member was giving us information, and then to kill them. 
 
    The glowing stones trembled and then began to melt into a neon green lava that suddenly flowed directly toward the princess. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    I conjured a fire shield and stretched it out in front of her, and the lime-colored lava flood crashed into the shield and pushed against the barrier. 
 
    “Ravi, take over my shield!” I called out to the phoenix. “I have to cool the lava down.” 
 
    Ravi nodded and grabbed the end of my shield to hold it in front of Alyona.  
 
    When that was taken care of, I summoned my water magic and focused on finding a source of water near us. Only a few feet below the ground, I tapped into an aquifer, and I pulled the water up through the soil and dumped it onto the lava as it collided with the fire shield. 
 
    The lava began to sizzle as it cooled, and then it started to harden into forest green rocks. 
 
    “Keep going,” I told Alyona. “Don’t stop, we’ll protect you.” 
 
    The princess nodded and resumed her spell while I continued to pour water on the torrent of green lava. A moment later, the first seal appeared above the forge. It was a silvery ring that shined brightly in the dim room and then slammed into the top of the forge. 
 
    As soon as the seal landed, a horde of insects burst from the rafters. The creatures were black and green with wings the size of my palm. The flying bugs were about eight inches long, and their stingers were aimed at Alyona. 
 
    “Look out!” Laika yelled as she swung her broadsword at several of the insects. 
 
    Aaliyah roared and jumped in front of the princess. She swiped her clawed hands at the diving bugs, and their giant bodies fell to the floor in pieces as she tore them apart. Then she roared again like she was daring more of the little creatures to attack. 
 
    Suddenly, a second magical ring appeared in the air, this one black as night, and it crashed onto the forge. The miasma no longer seeped out into the air, and we could see its smoky form as it ran into an invisible barrier. 
 
    “And the doorway must be closed!” Alyona finished the spell with a final shout as the third ring appeared above the forge. The ring was stark white, the color of Alyona’s pure magic, and it slammed into the forge hard enough to rattle the stone walls around us. 
 
    The moment the ring landed, it was like someone had turned on a light. The feeling of dark magic and the scent of death were gone. I could still sense the presence of magic, but it was neutral now. 
 
    The lava finally stopped flowing, and I poured the water over the last of it. The dark green rocks formed a pile a few steps away from the princess’ feet, and I growled at the thought of whoever made these traps. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” I called out. 
 
    “Yes, we’re fine,” Nike answered from the other side of the forge. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked as I faced Alyona. 
 
    Her face dripped with sweat, and her violet eyes looked almost cloudy, so I reached out to check on her status. 
 
    Classification: Divinity 
 
    Condition: Fatigued due to overuse of power 
 
    Priority: Sufficient rest will aid recovery 
 
    Danger: Low 
 
    Status: Fatigued 
 
    “I’m okay,” the princess replied after a moment. 
 
    “Let’s get you back to the inn,” I decided as I looped an arm around her waist. “You need to rest. I’ll show you the other portal later. It isn’t open yet, so it can wait.” 
 
    Alyona nodded silently and leaned against me. 
 
    We walked outside the forge, and I created another stony lock before we passed through the mirage. I decided to leave the mirage magic in place for now since it helped keep the portal hidden. 
 
    “Milady!” Polina cried out when she saw Alyona, and the sisters rushed over to check on her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the princess said with a tired smile. “I just need some rest.” 
 
    “And some of that tea from Lumin,” Trina suggested. 
 
    “Yes, we have the herbs for it,” Marina added as she frowned with worry. 
 
    “That’s a great idea, ladies,” I said. “Let’s get her back to the inn and make her that tea.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of her,” Trina assured me. 
 
    “I’ll escort them to milady’s room,” Laika added with a solemn nod.  
 
    “Great, but we should all walk back together just to be safe,” I said before I turned to Nike. “Except you, brother. You should go tell Mateo one of the portals is sealed. And make sure he’s kept his mouth shut.” 
 
    “What if he’s told the Council?” Nike asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Bring him back with you,” I decided. “We’ll handle that together.” 
 
    “Then I’ll meet you back at the inn,” the noble agreed and headed in the other direction toward the Council Tower. 
 
    “What about us?” Ravi chirped. 
 
    “You two.” I looked at Ravi and Aaliyah. “You both protected the princess in there.” 
 
    “Of course,” Aaliyah replied with a small smile. “She is our family.” 
 
    “As you are all mine,” Alyona said as she blushed.  
 
    “Well, I intend to reward you both for your efforts.” I winked and wrapped an arm around the phoenix and lioness’ shoulders. “Let’s get back to the inn.” 
 
    “Ooooh, Ravi and Aaliyah get some sexy badass time,” Polina giggled.  
 
    “Maybe we can listen in,” Trina snickered.  
 
    “And participate in an encore.” Marina grinned.  
 
    “First, we must take care of milady,” Laika spoke up as she cocked an eyebrow at the dryads.  
 
    “Of course!” the dryad sisters cried out in unison, and they linked arms with Alyona and began the walk back to the tavern ahead of us. 
 
    Laika shook her head and shot me a smirk before she trailed after them, and I turned to look at Aaliyah and Ravi under my arms.  
 
    “Ready, ladies?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Aaliyah purred, and her orange eyes were dark with lust.  
 
    “More than ready,” Ravi giggled as she pressed her firm, petite body against me.  
 
    I chuckled huskily as we followed Laika, Alyona, and the dryads back to the inn, and then we split off to go to our separate rooms.  
 
    As soon as the door was closed behind me, I turned around and yanked the belts off the women’s robes. 
 
    “Oh!” they cried out in unison as their robes opened to reveal their lithe bodies. 
 
    Ravi’s creamy skin was already flushed with excitement, and Aaliyah’s pert brown nipples peeked out from behind the fabric. 
 
    My cock pressed against my trousers as they slid their clothes to the floor and pressed their bodies against me. Then I wrapped my arms around their slender waists and leaned over to kiss Ravi. 
 
    The phoenix always smelled like a campfire, and I inhaled so deeply I could almost taste it. Then I shoved my tongue inside her mouth and tasted a hint of honey. 
 
    I ran my hand along Aaliyah’s back and cupped her plump ass. The lioness growled playfully and slid one hand down my chest to my cock. She rubbed up and down my shaft through my pants, and I groaned into Ravi’s mouth. 
 
    Then I guided the women to the bed and laid Aaliyah down in front of me. Ravi stood next to me and then dropped down to her knees. She pulled my pants down, while Aaliyah leaned up and yanked my shirt up over my head. 
 
    The phoenix put her hands on my hips and ran her tongue from the bottom of my shaft to the tip. 
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned as she twisted my hips, and Aaliyah pulled me fully onto the bed. 
 
    Then Ravi closed her mouth over the top of my arousal and slid down, and she sucked and licked vigorously as she moaned against my crotch. Aaliyah purred as she crouched over me and watched the phoenix taste me. The lioness’ perfect tits grazed my face, and I reached up to pull her closer so I could lick her nipple. 
 
    “Oh, Gods!” she cried as I flicked and suckled on her breasts, and I could feel the heat radiating from her body. 
 
    “Come here,” I growled and pulled her forward so her pussy was above my face. 
 
    I grabbed her hips and thrust my tongue inside her, and the lioness’ back arched as I ran my tongue from her dripping canal up to her clit. Her sweet juices trickled down my chin, and I sucked on her throbbing mound as she moaned and clawed at the bed. 
 
    Then Ravi wrapped her hand around my balls and began to massage them as she continued sucking. The combination sent me over the edge, and I filled her mouth with my seed. 
 
    “Mmm,” Ravi moaned against my cock as I emptied my load. 
 
    She stood up, climbed onto the bed, and straddled my hips. Then she took my still-hard cock and slid down on top of it. Her pussy was soaking wet, and the heat from her desire nearly sent me into another climax. The phoenix moved her hips back and forth, and she took my cock deep inside her over and over again. 
 
    I released Aaliyah’s clit and flicked it with my tongue as I slid my hand down her thigh and slid two fingers inside her. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Lord Evan!” Aaliyah cried out as she came all over my face and hand, and her body convulsed as her orgasm rippled through her. 
 
    While Aaliyah’s climax continued, I lifted my hips to meet Ravi’s, and the phoenix cried out with her own orgasm. Her pussy walls tightened around my cock as the waves racked her body, and I groaned in ecstasy. 
 
    A moment later, I came with her, and I filled her velvety tunnel with a pint of my dragon seed as I moaned from the pleasure. 
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Ravi groaned as she lifted herself off my slick cock and flopped onto her back, and I grinned when I saw my cum gushing out of her pussy and dripping down her inner thighs.  
 
    Then Aaliyah crawled backward off my face, and I turned back to her. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” I growled at the lioness and grabbed her hips. Then I got up onto my knees and shoved my cock inside her from behind. 
 
    “Gods!” she moaned as my erection filled her soaking wet pussy. 
 
    Her tail waved around in front of me, and I grabbed it at the base and stroked it to the tip as I pumped in and out of her. 
 
    Aaliyah shuddered and then climaxed again, and I orgasmed with her as I pulled her hips against me to bury my seed deep inside her. 
 
    Then I released her hips, and she slid forward to land on her belly as I stood up and stretched. 
 
    “That was quite the thank you,” Aaliyah panted. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve never been thanked quite like that before,” Ravi agreed with a giggle. 
 
    “I’m very appreciative,” I chuckled. “I actually think I need to thank you both again.” 
 
    My lovers giggled as I growled and jumped back onto the bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    My body was drenched in sweat when I flopped onto my back with a groan, and Aaliyah and Ravi sighed as they laid down on either side of me. I’d lost count of what round we were on, but we’d definitely missed lunch. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a light tap on the door. It was so quiet I wasn’t even sure I’d heard it, so I looked over at the doorway and waited for a moment. 
 
    “Are you going to answer it?” Aaliyah chuckled. 
 
    “I was deciding on that,” I grumbled and then slid off the bed just as the visitor tapped on the door again. “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming.” 
 
    I pulled on my trousers and tunic and cracked the door open to see a young human boy holding a rolled-up piece of parchment. He wore a red button-down shirt with two cursive E’s stitched into the chest like a logo, and his white trousers were a little too big for him and draped over the tops of his shoes. 
 
    The boy tipped his red newsboy-style hat, unrolled the parchment, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Evan of Tikal,” the boy announced in a puberty-ridden voice. “You have been duly invited to a social event at the Emerald Estate. The event will begin tonight at seven. Food and drinks will be provided by your host.” 
 
    “Ah, okay,” I said slowly and frowned in confusion. “Where is the Emerald Estate?” 
 
    “Uh,” the boy stuttered. “Sorry, um, it’s the large stone house on top of the hill behind the tavern. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Pretty fancy digs,” I muttered. 
 
    “I’m sorry, digs?” He furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Seems like a nice place,” I clarified. “Whose is it?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s Mr. Whitaker’s,” the boy replied. 
 
    “Of course, it is,” I laughed. “Let Whitaker know we’ll be there. Thanks.” 
 
    I pushed the door shut and faced my Demi-Human lovers on the bed. Their naked bodies glistened with sweat from our earlier activities, and I took a deep breath to focus on the situation with Whitaker. 
 
    “Okay, the lizard guy obviously hates my guts, yet he invites me to a party,” I mused. “What’s the deal?” 
 
    “He does seem to dislike you,” Ravi agreed with a glint of humor in her blue eyes. 
 
    “You know, in Tikal we have a saying,” Aaliyah said as she rolled over onto her stomach, and her lion’s tail flicked lazily behind her. “Watching your prey is easiest when they’re in your own yard.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, keep your friends close, and your enemies closer,” I conceded. “I feel the same way. He just wants to keep an eye on us and make sure we aren’t poking around his city anymore.” 
 
    “Then we have to wonder what he’s trying to hide,” the phoenix pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, we certainly do,” I agreed. “So, we’re going to a party to find out.” 
 
    “Yay!” Ravi laughed. 
 
    “Fine by me,” Aaliyah purred with a feline grin.  
 
    “I’m going to check in on Alyona,” I said. “You two should get dressed for the party and go let Nike know the plan for tonight.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aaliyah replied as she stretched out her long, perfectly-muscled body. 
 
    Then my warrior-women lovers rose from the bed to get dressed, and I almost changed the plan again. Then they slipped their robes on, and I shook my head as I thought about the princess next door.  
 
    I had to make sure she’d rested up. 
 
    I waited until Aaliyah and Ravi were covered up before I opened the door again and stepped out into the hallway. I rapped on the princess’ door a moment later, pushed it open, and walked in to see Alyona sitting up in the bed with her head against the wall. Laika lounged next to her, and the dryads sat on the floor and practiced their magic on a potted plant. 
 
    “Am I interrupting?” I chuckled as I strode into the room. 
 
    “Oh, of course not!” Polina giggled. 
 
    “We were just waiting so we didn’t interrupt you,” Trina said with a wink. 
 
    “You sounded rather busy,” Marina added, and a sly smile spread across her green face. 
 
    “I had some gratitude to show.” I smirked and then walked over to stand next to the bed. “How are you feeling, princess?” 
 
    My magic responded before she did, and the familiar words popped up into my vision. 
 
    Classification: Divinity 
 
    Condition: Good 
 
    Priority: None 
 
    Danger: None 
 
    Status: Good 
 
    I looked her over and was satisfied to see the color had returned to her cheeks. Her amethyst eyes were brighter, too, and they lit up more when a smile spread across her porcelain features. 
 
    “I am much better, my love,” Alyona assured me. “That tea from Lumin is a miracle of the gods.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” I murmured. “If you’re feeling up to it, we’ve been invited to a party.” 
 
    “A party?” Marina perked up. 
 
    “Where?” Polina gasped as her face lit up with excitement. 
 
    “For what?” Trina questioned. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s a ‘social event,’” I laughed. “So, I don’t think it has a purpose other than for Whitaker to show himself off and keep an eye on us.” 
 
    “Whitaker invited us?” Laika raised a gray eyebrow. 
 
    “I didn’t like him very much,” Polina pouted. 
 
    “Me, either!” Marina jutted out her chin. 
 
    “He didn’t seem to like you either,” Trina giggled. 
 
    “Well, he’s really not going to like me after I poke around at the party,” I snickered. “He thinks he can watch me there, but it gives me full access to people in a social setting. I can ask tons of questions without interrogating people at home. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Trina exhaled. 
 
    “So smart,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “A sexy and smart badass dragon!” Polina cheered. 
 
    “You got it.” I winked. “So, everyone should get their party clothes on. We’re going in.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, all of my lovers wore their nice dresses and had styled each others’ hair. When they left the room, Alyona’s raven hair was braided in a pleat that fell halfway down her back, and her violet dress clung to her hips before flaring out to her knees. Laika had opted out of her warrior leathers and chosen a blue tunic with tight black trousers tucked into her boots, and her bushy gray tail swayed behind her as she walked out into the hallway. The dryads had each donned white dresses, and the fabric clung tightly around each of their bodies to reveal every curve. 
 
    Ravi and Aaliyah came down the hallway from Nike’s room, and they were just as stunning. Ravi’s orange dress draped her lithe frame and fell to the floor, and the thin straps over her shoulders revealed her creamy white shoulders and neck perfectly. Aaliyah had chosen the gold wraparound dress I’d seen her wear in Tikal, shortly before I took it off her, that is, and it hugged the curves of her muscular frame and ended at her mid-thighs. 
 
    Then Nike strode out of his room, and even he’d dressed up for the occasion. The noble wore a white tunic with a black jacket and white pants. His black hair had been combed, but a chunk of hair fell forward to dangle above his silver eyes, and he ran his fingers through his ebony strands as he approached the group. 
 
    “Do we need a plan here?” Nike asked when he was close enough. 
 
    “Nah.” I shrugged. “Just ask a ton of questions about the city and see what you find out.” 
 
    Nike nodded in agreement, but as we turned to walk down the hallway, Alyona grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Wait,” she said as she pulled me back. “We forgot to update my father. He needs to know what’s going on here so far.” 
 
    “Good call,” I agreed and turned to the rest of our group. “Go on downstairs. We’ll catch up with you.” 
 
    “We’ll wait for you in the tavern,” Nike said as he directed the other women down the hall. 
 
    “Do you have your mirror?” I asked the princess. 
 
    “Of course.” Alyona smiled and pulled the white hand mirror out from her spatial storage. 
 
    I chuckled at the sight. Who needed pockets around here? 
 
    Alyona held up the mirror and opened the visual portal to King Rodion. 
 
    A moment later, His Eminence’s face appeared on the shimmering surface, and it didn’t look like much had changed on his end. The clouds continued to swirl menacingly behind him as he held back the Breach with his radiant power, and his face was drawn and worried. 
 
    “My daughter, did you make it to Colaruma?” the king asked, and his tired eyes focused on Alyona’s face. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” the princess confirmed. “We made it, but the situation here is quite odd.” 
 
    “In what way?” King Rodion asked as he arched a white eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, first, we were attacked by the bats who help guard the tunnels,” Alyona explained. 
 
    “Attacked?” he gasped. “The bats aren’t trained for such behaviors.” 
 
    “I know,” the princess said. “They had been spelled by the mark of Gamma.” 
 
    “All of them?” the king demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said as I stepped into his line of vision. “There were at least three dozen bats that were marked and performed a coordinated attack.” 
 
    “This sacrilegious action cannot be condoned,” King Rodion declared with a sharp frown. “Do you know who is responsible?” 
 
    “We have an idea, but before we get to that, there is more,” Alyona replied. 
 
    “More?” The king twisted his beard around his finger with agitation. 
 
    “The Sentinels are missing from their posts,” the princess continued. “We’ve only found two portals so far, and there were no Sentinels at either of them or at the entrances to the city.” 
 
    “Are you certain, my daughter?” His Eminence nearly whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. 
 
    “We found boot prints and evidence of their recent presence, but the Sentinels were gone,” I added. 
 
    “This is terrible news,” King Rodion groaned. “What of the portals? You found two?” 
 
    “We did.” I nodded. “One is still sealed, though the miasma activity is present, but the other was open already.” 
 
    “No!” the king gasped. “I knew my seal would weaken over time, but the power required to break it would be tremendous.” 
 
    “The princess was able to seal it again,” I assured him, “but the mage who opened it also was able to set some booby traps that we had to take care of.” 
 
    “This has never before happened,” King Rodion muttered and rubbed his face tiredly. “I didn’t imagine the situation there would be so dire without my knowledge.” 
 
    “A dwarf who works with the council said the Sentinels were supposed to send you a messenger about a problem with the portal,” Alyona said. 
 
    “I haven’t heard from the Sentinels in nearly a year,” he replied as he ran his fingers through his stark white hair. “I assumed all was well.” 
 
    “I suspect the Green Glass Sect intercepted the messenger,” I informed him. “And I suspect one of their mages is responsible for the havoc here so far.” 
 
    “You think the Sect has a mage this powerful?” The king raised his brows in surprise. 
 
    “They’ve been learning nexus spells,” Alyona replied. “It makes sense that one of them has cultivated a great amount of power.” 
 
    “The nexus spells are very dark magic.” King Rodion frowned. “Where could they be learning this?” 
 
    “They follow a man they call the Sage,” I answered. “He seems to not only practice dark magic, but also necromancy.” 
 
    “By the Gods!” the king cursed. “He is foolish. These things will require him to pay dearly for their power.” 
 
    “He’s paid in other people’s blood,” I muttered as I remembered the cave near Hatra. It had been filled with the bones of dozens of people, including children, and the memory made my stomach turn and renewed my hatred for Olivier. 
 
    “He must be stopped,” His Eminence said as his expression hardened. “There is no leniency for these crimes.” 
 
    “Oh, his death will be my pleasure,” I growled. 
 
    Olivier wasn’t just responsible for the Sect’s actions. We suspected he was also responsible for the deaths of hundreds of dragons throughout Inati. Valerra, my dragon mate back in Hatra, had demanded revenge for the death of her family, and her sister’s death had left her with an egg that she guarded fiercely. Along with the egg we’d created together, she guarded the only eggs of our kind that we knew of. No one wanted to tear apart the Sage more than the Crimson Dragon. 
 
    “And what of the mage?” King Rodion demanded. “Who is he?” 
 
    “We believe his name is Xavier,” Alyona replied. “A Sect member they left behind to die was convinced to give us his name when he directed us to Colaruma.” 
 
    I stifled a snort. Convinced was a nice word for how we got Jacob to talk. 
 
    “He must suffer the same consequences,” the king said. “And the third portal?” 
 
    “We’ll find it tomorrow,” I answered. “We suspect some other misdeeds are occurring here as well, and we have a plan to investigate those tonight.” 
 
    “More?” King Rodion sighed. “Should I worry about them?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I’ll handle it when we figure it out.” 
 
    “Good, I trust you to take care of our people,” he said with a tired smile. “In the meantime, we must find the Sentinels. They’re essential to keeping the portals closed.” 
 
    “We will find them, Father,” Alyona promised. “Do not let this situation add to your burden. Lord Evan and I can handle it.” 
 
    “I know, my daughter,” the king replied in a softer voice. “You will let me know what happens?” 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed. 
 
    “Thank you.” King Rodion nodded to us and then disconnected. 
 
    “I think we can kill two birds with one stone tomorrow,” I said. “I have a feeling one of the portals will lead us to the Sentinels.” 
 
    “Yes, they couldn’t have simply disappeared,” Alyona agreed with a troubled expression. “And I doubt the Sect took them out of the city. There’s nowhere up there to hide them.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re here somewhere.” I nodded. “Let’s catch up with the others and solve one problem at a time.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Alyona smiled, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and led her downstairs where the rest of our party waited at the bar. 
 
    “Everyone ready to party?” I asked as I waggled my eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes!” Polina cheered as her sisters giggled. 
 
    “Remember, any chance you get, ask questions,” I ordered. “We need to know as much as we can about the way the city works and how the people feel about the council. I want to know why they aren’t trusted.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and we headed out the door. Then I led them around the building and peered at the neighborhood behind it. 
 
    The messenger kid was right. We really couldn’t miss the gigantic stone house on top of the hill to our right, since it was situated on a big plot of land away from the other homes. 
 
    We trudged up the hill, and as we got closer, I noticed how much nicer the Emerald Estate was than the housing closer to the shops. The stone building had been painted red with white trim, and a small fountain decorated the front yard. The statue in the middle of the fountain featured a huge lizard with its forked tongue sticking out, and several smaller stone lizards decorated the edges of the base. 
 
    Whitaker seemed like a subtle guy, for sure. 
 
    As we approached the wide front porch, we could hear music and laughter from inside the house. Suddenly, the large front door swung open, and a dwarf dressed in a ragged version of butler’s clothes held it open as he looked us over. 
 
    “Evan of Tikal, I presume?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. 
 
    “You may go inside,” the dwarf said as he bowed and gestured into the doorway. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured. 
 
    My women curtsied to him as we walked into an expansive foyer, and the stone walls were decorated in red banners that draped from the twelve-foot ceilings to the floor. The stones on the ground had been sanded smooth, just like the tower, black and white flowers hung from the walls and columns in small bouquets, while more of the magical orbs lit the room from just below the ceiling. A handful of candles burned in each corner of the room, and they smelled slightly like lavender. 
 
    We followed the sounds of the party into a great room. A three-person band was set up in the corner by the door and played slow music next to what appeared to be a dance floor, but no one was dancing. About thirty people milled about having idle conversations as they held champagne flutes and mugs. A few of them turned to watch our entrance, but most of them weren’t interested at all. 
 
    The partygoers were dressed to the nines. Most of the men wore frilly tunics with trousers and had their hair tied back in long ponytails, and the women wore form-fitting dresses covered in jewels that sparkled in the light of more magical globes. They all wore a copious amount of gold jewelry, and my inner dragon preened at the idea of taking all of it, including the women who looked attractive to breed with, but I pushed down the dragon instincts and focused on the crowd. 
 
    Several of the attendees were gathered in small groups, and one in particular caught my eye. Each member of the council was there, and they all stood in a tight circle away from the door and spoke quietly. I wondered what they were discussing as I scanned the room for Mateo. Hopefully, the dwarf hadn’t told the council that we knew about the portals. 
 
    Tilly noticed our appearance, and she pointed us out to the rest of the magistrates. The mouse Demi-Human’s yellow dress hung limply from her bony frame, and she repeatedly tucked her stringy brown hair behind her ears as she mumbled something to the others.  
 
    Then Whitaker turned to face us and strode across the room as he bumped other guests out of his way. His bright red tunic looked ridiculous with its frilly collar and sleeves that swayed back and forth as he walked. Gold rings decorated every one of his fingers, and he made sure we could see them while he splayed his hands to smooth down his puffy shirt. 
 
    “Evan of Tikal,” he drawled. “You showed up.” 
 
    “How could I pass up such a lovely invitation?” I smirked. “Nice place you have here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the lizard murmured and flicked his tongue. “My role as Head Magistrate is taxing, and the city is happy to reward me for my efforts.” 
 
    “So, whoever is Head Magistrate gets this house?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, though no one has so much as asked when I plan to retire, so it’s really a moot question,” Whitaker scoffed. 
 
    “I see,” I said with a nod. “How about a tour?” 
 
    “Of my home?” His yellow eyes widened. 
 
    “Well, it’s really the city’s home, right?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Ah, yes, well, I’m, uh, currently otherwise indisposed,” he recovered and gestured around the room. 
 
    “I understand,” I replied and grinned. “Some other time, perhaps.” 
 
    “Of course,” Whitaker hissed. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be getting back to my other guests.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll see you again soon,” I said and winked. 
 
    The lizard grunted as he turned to walk back to the other members of the council. 
 
    “Man, I hate that guy,” I muttered before I faced my comrades. “Feel free to mingle, interact, but don’t interrogate. Stay casual. We need to maintain our cover for now.” 
 
    “We can mingle!” Polina declared. 
 
    “Yes, we know how to mingle,” Trina agreed with a grin. 
 
    “And be casual, don’t forget that,” Marina pointed out. 
 
    As everyone dispersed into the crowd, Alyona stayed next to me. 
 
    “Can we mingle together?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied and wrapped my hand around hers. “Come on, I smell food.” 
 
    Alyona giggled as I led her to the back of the room where a huge wooden table was. It had to be at least twenty feet long and was covered from end to end with a variety of foods. There were multiple trays of roasted chicken with some kind of peppery glaze covering the skin, as well as a meat I didn’t recognize with a sweet smell that reminded me of kettle corn. Next to the meat were bowls of fruit in a rainbow of colors. Some fruits were familiar, like the strawberries and grapes, but I also noticed green and yellow berries and long orange fruits shaped like cucumbers. Next to each bowl of fruit was a serving cup of a sweet-smelling liquid to drizzle over them, and on the other side of the chicken were vegetables. I recognized mashed potatoes, though they appeared to be cooked with some green vegetables as well. 
 
    On the ends of the table sat plated desserts, and my mouth watered at the sight of chocolate cake and buttery cookies. I hadn’t had much in the way of sweets since my arrival here, and I didn’t realize how much I missed them until now. 
 
    As I gazed over all my options, I heard a small voice from the other side of the table. 
 
    “What would you like on your plate, sir?” a fox Demi-Human girl who looked no older than twelve asked. “I’ll prepare it for you.” 
 
    The girl wore what used to be a nice, pink dress, but it was now stained and ragged. The collar was stretched and hung awkwardly below her neck, and the hems of her sleeves were barely stitched on. Her pale blue eyes were surrounded by dark purple bags, and her cream-colored face was mottled with specks of dirt and bug bites. Her orange ears twitched as I looked her over, and she dropped her gaze to the floor. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked gently. 
 
    “Fiona,” the girl murmured. 
 
    “Do you work for Whitaker?” I tilted my head toward her as she spoke. 
 
    “Yes, for his parties,” she answered in a voice so low I could barely hear her. 
 
    “I bet you meet some interesting people,” I whispered back. “Do you have fun?” 
 
    “I don’t really get to meet them.” She finally looked up at me. “I just serve them food. Most people don’t even talk to me.” 
 
    “Why not?” Alyona asked, and I could sense her empathy for the child. 
 
    “Look around you,” Fiona said with a frown. “Do I look like them?” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “You look much kinder.” 
 
    The little fox’s face spread into a wide grin at my words. 
 
    “And your beauty is not limited to your looks,” Alyona added. “You have a beautiful soul. I can feel it.” 
 
    “So do you, milady,” the Demi-Human replied as her pale cheeks flushed a delicate pink. “I can feel the white light in you.” 
 
    “You can?” the princess asked and blinked in surprise. “Do you know how to cultivate?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Fiona replied, and she quickly shook her head. “We aren’t allowed to learn such things. I would have to be in a banner family for that.” 
 
    “A banner family?” I prodded. 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “A family that has a clear bloodline and has earned a banner in the tower.” 
 
    Now, we were getting somewhere. 
 
    “And who determines the bloodline requirements?” I asked. 
 
    “The council, of course,” Fiona replied and looked toward the magistrates, who had turned to see us talking. “I need to make you a plate, sir. Can I get you some chicken? Or perhaps some kudu?” 
 
    Well, that answered the other meat question. 
 
    “I’ll have a little of everything,” I said. “The biggest plate you’ve got.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the fox answered as she began to fill it up. 
 
    “So, what else do banner families get?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I-I shouldn’t have brought it up,” Fiona stammered as she handed me my plate and turned to the princess. “Anything for you, milady?” 
 
    “A bowl of fruit, please,” Alyona answered before she lowered her voice. “If there’s something else you want to tell us, we’re staying at the inn. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    “Here you go, milady,” the Demi-Human said as she gave Alyona her bowl, and she seemed to ignore what the princess had said. “Enjoy your evening.” 
 
    With that, Fiona walked down to the other end of the table and offered to serve another guest. 
 
    “A banner family, huh?” I mused. “That explains the banners we saw in the tower, but what makes them so special?” 
 
    “A bloodline discrimination in this day and age is sickening,” Alyona muttered, and her violet eyes flashed with anger. “These people are just as bad as the ones who still enslave Demi-Humans.” 
 
    “We’ll fix it, princess,” I soothed her. “We always do.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed. “I’m only sad that little girl has already experienced such a life.” 
 
    “I’ll make the person responsible pay for it,” I vowed. 
 
    We took our plates to a table where two human women drank from champagne flutes and sat with their heads close together as they spoke. 
 
    “Are these seats taken?” I asked as I gestured to the rest of the table. 
 
    One of the women looked up at me and shook her head before she turned back to her conversation. So, we sat in the vacant seats and began to eat. 
 
    “How do they determine bloodline, anyway?” I wondered again as I forked a mouthful of kudu meat into my mouth. 
 
    It even tasted a bit like kettle corn, and the texture was so silken, the meat practically melted on my tongue. 
 
    “Theoretically, every family documents their ancestry,” Alyona explained as she nibbled on her fruit. “But poor families or people who have children before marriage can’t always do that. Bastard children aren’t supposed to be added to the lineage, but if you’re the child of a bastard child, then you have even less claim to a clean bloodline. As for poor people, they may not have the supplies or means to keep track of ancestry information.” 
 
    “So, what’s the point?” I frowned. “Of a clean bloodline, I mean.” 
 
    “It’s a symbol of purity.” The princess rolled her eyes. “As though purity can only come from one’s ancestors. It can manifest in anyone, though, just like Fiona. She is from a mixed bloodline, but her purity nearly radiates from her body.” 
 
    “Seems odd that bloodlines would be more important than actual purity or the ability to cultivate,” I said. 
 
    “It’s barbaric,” Alyona grumbled. “No one can control who their ancestors were.” 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. “We won’t leave until it’s been set right. I know it’s important to you, and I want our people to be happy.” 
 
    “Thank you, my love,” she murmured as she bit into another piece of fruit. 
 
    We finished our meal, but before we could rise from the table, another servant appeared next to us. He was the same boy who had delivered the message earlier, though his nice shirt had taken a turn for the worse as something had clearly been spilled all down the front. 
 
    “May I take care of your dishes?” the boy asked with a bow. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “You always work for Whitaker? You brought me my invitation today, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the boy replied. “I do many things for the Head Magistrate. I hope to be on the council one day.” 
 
    “Are you in a banner family?” I wondered. 
 
    “Ah, no,” he murmured and looked down. “But I hope that rule is lifted by the time I’m old enough.” 
 
    “I hope so, too,” I said as I handed him our dishes. “Thank you.” 
 
    The boy bowed, took the plate and bowl, and scurried away. 
 
    “So, not only do the banner families get all this nice stuff, but they’re the only ones allowed to be on the council?” I grumbled. “Smells like bullshit.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what bullshit smells like, but if it is suspicious, I agree,” Alyona said with a firm nod. 
 
    I chuckled as I rose from the table and took her hand to pull her up.  
 
    It was time to mingle. 
 
    As we walked around, we ran into the dryads, who were arguing with a female dwarf about gardening. 
 
    “It’s just as much about loving nature as it is watering them,” Trina said as we got close enough to hear. 
 
    “Not at all,” the dwarf countered. “Plants need things, you give it to them, they grow. End of story.” 
 
    “They need love just as much as water!” Polina cried out. 
 
    “You run a greenhouse and don’t know this?” Marina hissed and narrowed her emerald eyes. 
 
    “Ladies, care to join us?” I asked pointedly. 
 
    “Yes, we are finished with this conversation,” Polina replied as she tightened her jaw. 
 
    “As am I,” the female dwarf huffed. 
 
    We nearly dragged the dryads away from the dwarf. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked. “We’re supposed to be staying casual.” 
 
    “We casually asked about what she grows,” Trina explained. 
 
    “And she truly said she grows whatever will grow, so she can sell it!” Marina cried out. 
 
    “She said it doesn’t matter if you love the plants, they either grow or die,” Polina spat and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Well, she’s an idiot,” I agreed. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    As we started to walk a lap around the room, a snake Demi-Human woman stumbled into our path. The strap of her dark red dress had fallen off her shoulder, and she was carrying a pair of high-heeled shoes. Her makeup was smeared under her eyes, and she looked like the perfect example of the walk of shame. 
 
    “Oh!” she cried out as she caught herself. “I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I muttered and started to walk around her. 
 
    “You’re the trader?” the woman asked as she stood up and straightened her dress. 
 
    I could smell the wine on her breath from here and nearly choked on it. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied as I tried to keep my expression neutral. 
 
    “Well, it’s nice to see some new meat around here.” Her dark brown eyes were nearly black as she dragged her gaze over me. “And you look so strong, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, now if you’ll excuse me--” I tried to walk around her again. 
 
    “I’d rather continue our conversation upstairs,” she slurred with hooded eyes. “I know where we can find some privacy.” 
 
    “Thank you for the invitation,” I replied. “But I’d rather stay down here.” 
 
    I had no intention of fucking some drunk lady at this party. 
 
    “Well, why not?” Her voice grew louder as she staggered and pointed at Alyona and the dryads. “I’m just as pretty as them.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Trina cackled. 
 
    “You don’t even come close to us, let alone his fiancée,” Marina added with a smirk. 
 
    “He’s not interested in reducing his expectations,” Polina snickered. 
 
    “You better watch how you talk to me!” the woman countered as she wagged a finger at the dryads. Then she took a step toward them and tripped. 
 
    Without hesitating, I grabbed her before she hit the floor. 
 
    “What in the name of the gods is going on here?” a familiar voice bellowed. 
 
    I lifted the woman to her feet and turned to see Whitaker barreling over to us. 
 
    “She nearly fell, so I caught her,” I told him. “She is drunk and probably needs to get home.” 
 
    “She is home,” Whitaker hissed and narrowed his eyes. “This is my wife, Helena.” 
 
    Oh, gods, of course it was. 
 
    “Oh, Whitaker, darling!” Helena wailed. “This man tried to get me to leave you and join his harem.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Polina cried out as her face flushed with rage. 
 
    “You were the one trying to get into his pants,” Marina snapped.  
 
    “And he turned you down,” Trina argued. 
 
    “He wanted me to travel with him and his women, Whitaker,” the snake whimpered and continued with her story. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms as I waited for his response. A crowd began to gather around the spectacle, including Ravi, Aaliyah, Laika, and Nike, who all stared in disbelief. 
 
    “You have dishonored my wife in our own home!” Whitaker declared. “Therefore, I challenge you to a duel to restore her honor!” 
 
    “You what?” I laughed at the idiocy of the man. “A duel?” 
 
    “Yes!” the lizard Demi-Human confirmed with a scowl. “Tomorrow at noon in the courtyard!” 
 
    “Your weapon of choice?” Alyona cut in before I could say a word. 
 
    “A sword, of course,” Whitaker scoffed. “Don’t be late.” 
 
    “Don’t chicken out.” I shrugged. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” 
 
    Whitaker gave me one last long look before he wrapped his arm around his drunk wife’s shoulders and guided her away. 
 
    “So much for casual,” Aaliyah chuckled as they rejoined us. 
 
    “Yeahhhh, I suppose this means I need some sword practice,” I laughed. “Nike, Laika, would you two mind some lessons for me in the morning? I’ve never been in a sword duel before.” 
 
    “Of course,” Laika agreed with a sharp grin, and Nike dipped his head. 
 
    Oh, boy, my first duel. 
 
    I couldn’t wait.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The next morning, I yawned and stretched as the sunlight streamed in through the window onto the bed, and the rays illuminated Alyona’s porcelain face as she snored softly next to me. 
 
    The princess stirred as I ran one finger down her cheekbone. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said with her eyes still closed. 
 
    “Morning,” I murmured. “Did you get fully rested?” 
 
    “Yes, my love,” Alyona replied. “I feel back to normal.” 
 
    “Good,” I grunted. “We may have a long day ahead of us between the duel and looking for the last portal.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she agreed and blinked her violet eyes a few times before she giggled. “Your duel for Helena’s honor.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I growled and leaned down to kiss her. “I’m ready to kick that guy’s ass.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” she assured me. “Now, let’s go get some breakfast, so you’ll be ready for battle.” 
 
    “Yeah, hopefully we don’t have to go find our own food again,” I chuckled. 
 
    We rose from the bed and got dressed before we headed downstairs to the reception area. 
 
    The pig-faced Demi-Human from yesterday wasn’t at the desk, and I looked around the tavern for anyone who worked here. Just as I was about to give up, the Demi-Human burst through a swinging door behind the bar. 
 
    “Good morning, my guests!” the pig sang as she carried a large tray and pitcher and set them on the bar. “I’ve made breakfast.” 
 
    “Thank you, milady,” Alyona said with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, you can call me Aggie,” the Demi-Human replied. “And I’m pleased to be of service.” 
 
    We heard giggles from the stairway, and then the dryads, Ravi, and Aaliyah skipped into the room, followed by Laika and Nike. 
 
    “Oooh, breakfast!” Polina cheered. 
 
    “Thank you!” Trina grinned at Aggie. 
 
    “It smells delicious,” Marina groaned. 
 
    “If I can get you anything else, please let me know,” Aggie said with a smile and returned to her desk. 
 
    I took the lid off the tray to reveal stacks of fluffy pancakes surrounded by a dozen fried eggs and slices of kudu meat. I recognized the kettle corn smell this time, and the entire breakfast smelled like heaven. The juice in the pitcher was yellow, and the scent reminded me of oranges. 
 
    We filled our plates and mugs before we sat at a table to eat. I took a swig of the juice, and it tasted both sweet and sour as it trickled down my throat. 
 
    “Lord Evan, are you ready for your duel training?” Laika asked with a sly smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed as I ran a hand through my hair. “I guess so. I usually use my magic, but we have to stay undercover. I mean, I’d love to kick the guy’s ass in dragon form. Just picture the tiny lizard’s face if I shifted right in front of him.” 
 
    “I’m sure it would leave a lasting impression,” Aaliyah snorted. 
 
    “Ahh, but I must be responsible, diplomatic, and all that other shit for now,” I grunted. “So, I’ll learn to really use my sword like a good little dragon.” 
 
    “You’ll be a natural!” Trina smiled. 
 
    “Yes, you learned water magic in less than a day,” Marina pointed out. 
 
    “And you’re very good with your hands,” Polina added with a bat of her jade eyelashes. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” I laughed. “Well, before that little episode, we found out a few things about the social class standings here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nike asked as he regarded me with his silver eyes. 
 
    “Well, apparently, if you want any kind of nice stuff or even respect, you have to be a banner family,” I snorted. 
 
    “What is a banner family?” Aaliyah wondered. 
 
    “A family with a clean bloodline,” Alyona scoffed. “They get one of those colored banners we saw in the Council Tower.” 
 
    “That’s awful.” Ravi frowned. 
 
    “It’s terrible,” I agreed. “That’s why they have all the poor people working for them. They become a banner family, and everyone does what they want.” 
 
    “Well, the magistrates aren’t exactly popular,” Aaliyah pointed out. “I talked to a few other guests, and the consensus was that the council is tolerated because of their status.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I muttered. “The council basically tells them they don’t get as much fancy stuff because their blood isn’t good enough.” 
 
    “It seems the lower classes absolutely despise them,” Laika added as her gray wolf ears twitched in irritation. “A few of the staff told me that they have to work for them, but they wouldn’t say why.” 
 
    “Yeah, the two working kids we talked to clammed up pretty quick,” I said. “We got the banner family info from the girl at the food table, but as soon as she saw the magistrates, she stopped talking.” 
 
    “We need to figure out what is going on here,” Nike declared. 
 
    “I agree,” I grunted. “I already told Alyona, we won’t leave until we make it right.” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement, and silence fell over the table as we finished our meals. 
 
    “Let’s get this training thing going,” I said as I rose from the table and clapped my hands together. “I need to beat that lizard.” 
 
    We waved to Aggie as we walked outside to the stone-paved road and made our way to the courtyard. Alyona, Ravi, Aaliyah, and the dryads sat on the wooden benches to watch, while Laika, Nike, and I pulled out our swords to prepare for my duel. 
 
    “Okay, go ahead and get in your stance,” Nike said. 
 
    I gripped the sword with both hands and bent at the knees, sort of like my grappling stance when I used to practice martial arts on Earth. 
 
    “Oh,” Nike murmured and frowned. “Let’s start from the very beginning. You’re holding the sword much too tightly.” 
 
    He walked over and stuck his hand out like we were going to shake hands. I stared at him for a moment before switching the sword to my left hand and reaching out toward him. Then he gripped my palm firmly without squeezing and gestured to our linked hands. 
 
    “You don’t want to hold the handle so tightly that you have no movement,” he explained. “You should hold it like I have my hand right now. It allows for your wrist to move freely for blocks and strikes.” 
 
    “Ah, good to know,” I said as I released his hand and changed my grip on the sword. “Then what?” 
 
    “With this grip, you can also loosen your hand easily to be able to grab the end of the handle with your other hand for a block,” Laika informed me, and she held up her broadsword above her head with her right hand almost open and her left hand gripping the end. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I mimicked her movements. 
 
    “From there, you can also return to the grip he showed you in order to block and immediately strike back,” the wolf warrior continued as she moved the sword from the block around her head back to an offensive position. 
 
    I repeated the motion and stood in my stance again, this time with the sword in the right grip. 
 
    “Good,” she commended me. “Now, you two should spar.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed with a nod and turned to face Nike. 
 
    “Are you having any flashbacks from our first duel, brother?” Nike asked with a sly smile. 
 
    “You mean when I kicked your ass?” I laughed. 
 
    The noble grinned and swung his sword in a circle around his head before he pointed it at me. 
 
    Showoff. 
 
    I swung first, and he blocked it easily. I felt the difference in my ability to move and react quickly with the grip he’d taught me, and my confidence grew as we continued to clash swords. 
 
    Then Nike blocked one of my strikes and spun his sword around mine. Suddenly, my weapon flew out of my hand, and the noble poked me in the chest with his blade and grinned. 
 
    “Looks like I have some more learning to do,” I chuckled. “It’s different when I don’t have my magic to lean on.” 
 
    I realized I was drenched in sweat from our sparring, so I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it on the ground by the benches. 
 
    “Oooh, take it off!” Polina cheered from the sidelines. 
 
    “Sexy badass dragon time!” Trina giggled. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s all you need to take off?” Marina cackled. 
 
    I grinned as I turned back to face Nike, and I was emboldened by the sweat dripping from his brow as well.  
 
    I was wearing him down. 
 
    Then I charged him and took a swipe that he dodged, but instead of swinging again, I stepped to the side and flicked my sword against his to knock it to the ground. 
 
    “Impressive,” the noble chuckled as he retrieved his blade. 
 
    “He may be impressive, but he’s no match for me,” a familiar voice declared. 
 
    We turned to see Whitaker enter the courtyard through the stone gates with an entourage of people behind him, including Mateo and Whitaker’s wife, Helena. The snake Demi-Human looked a little worse for wear with dark bags under her eyes, and her painted-on makeup was smudged in various places. It looked like she’d slept in it and forgotten to clean it off. Her robes were also crooked on her frame, and she wore some sort of scarf around her head, probably to block the lights since I could only imagine the headache she had to have. 
 
    I chuckled to myself as she glared at me and sat on the benches opposite my lovers, while Mateo gave me a small wave as he stood next to her. 
 
    “Is this guy serious?” I muttered to Nike as he shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    Whitaker stood in front of the messenger boy, and the lizard-man wore a long red cape that was tied at his neck over a white button-down shirt and a pair of red trousers. His sword sat in a scabbard on his belt, and the gold handle glinted in the early morning light with inlaid gems. 
 
    The messenger boy stood on his toes and reached around the lizard to untie his cape and remove it from his shoulders. Then he handed Whitaker a leather strap, and the Demi-Human tied his hair back at the nape of his neck. The boy reached around and pulled the sword from Whitaker’s scabbard. Then he walked in front of the lizard to hold it out to him with the blade on one upturned hand and the handle on the other, and he bowed his head as he offered the sword. 
 
    Whitaker huffed as he clumsily grabbed the sword from the boy and nearly dropped it. 
 
    Ravi and the dryads giggled, and even Alyona scoffed at the near miss. 
 
    The lizard Demi-Human recovered his arrogant demeanor and awkwardly swung the sword around his head as he strode over toward me. 
 
    Well, if he chopped his own ear off, I guess that would count as a win for me. 
 
    “It seems your training may not have been necessary,” Laika snickered under her breath. 
 
    “You don’t say,” I laughed as Whitaker strolled over and stood in front of me. 
 
    “Are you prepared to restore my wife’s honor?” he asked dramatically as he lowered his body into a fighting stance. 
 
    “I’m prepared to win,” I growled. 
 
    “Begin the duel!” Whitaker shouted as he charged at me with his sword raised above his head. 
 
    I blocked it without hesitation and stepped to the side to let his momentum carry him past me.  
 
    The lizard stumbled and almost dropped his sword, but then he turned back around in a rage and swung blindly. 
 
    I eluded his wild arcs and lightly swung back, since I had to give our little crowd some entertainment. 
 
    He blocked my first swing and jutted his chin out in satisfaction, but before he could react, I swung again and knocked his sword to the ground. 
 
    Helena gasped, and I smirked at her before I took a step back and gestured to his blade. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said. “We aren’t finished.” 
 
    Whitaker hissed as he picked up his sword, and he swung it up toward me as he rose from the ground. 
 
    I blocked the low blow and used Laika’s technique to return a strike in one smooth motion. The Sword of Hatra swiped through his leather belt, and his trousers dropped to the grass at his feet. 
 
    “Oh!” Helena cried out. 
 
    My fan club laughed and cheered as Whitaker’s yellow eyes widened in shock before he regained his composure. 
 
    As the lizard Demi-Human’s face contorted with fury, he nearly dropped his sword again as he bent over to grab his pants and yank them up. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this!” Whitaker shouted as he held his trousers. “You cannot unclothe someone in a duel!” 
 
    “Looks like I can.” I shrugged as I backed up a few feet to stand beside Nike. 
 
    “How can a trader even fight like this?” the lizard Demi-Human demanded, and his yellow eyes flashed with frustration. “I’ve been formally trained for years.” 
 
    “He thought you’d back out,” Nike muttered and shook his head. “Because you’re a trader, not an aristocrat with money for training.” 
 
    “I had about an hour of training before you got here,” I scoffed. “But I’m pretty sure I could’ve won without the sword.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Whitaker yelled and stormed over to me. “You have no idea what I can do!” 
 
    “Obviously not duel,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You do need some work,” Marina pointed out with a giggle. 
 
    “You just need to practice using your… weapon,” Trina snickered. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why your wife went looking for someone else who knew how to thrust with his sword,” Polina said, and all three dryads fell over each other and cackled. 
 
    Helena’s face turned a bright crimson at the sisters’ taunts. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry you don’t have my skills.” I smirked. 
 
    “No one has anything in Colaruma unless I say so!” Whitaker bellowed before he turned on his heels and stomped back toward the gate. 
 
    His entourage quickly lined up to follow him out, and I saw Mateo try to fight off a smile as he got in line with the others. Then the lizard tossed his sword at the messenger boy as he passed him. The boy fumbled with the sword for a moment as he tried not to cut himself on the giant blade, and then he adjusted it and carried the weapon that was over half his size. 
 
    “You rotten bastard,” I growled as I regripped my sword and took a step toward the Demi-Human’s retreating back. 
 
    “My love!” Alyona called out as she rushed over to me and put a hand on my arm. “Don’t follow him.” 
 
    “Did you see what he just did to the boy?” I pointed to the messenger’s small frame as he scurried along behind the rest of the group. “He could have been seriously hurt.” 
 
    “I know,” she murmured. “But we have to find the root to kill the rotten tree, not just chop off its fruits. Okay?” 
 
    “You are right,” I sighed as I stowed the Sword of Hatra back in my storage space. “I know you’re right. I just really would enjoy beating the shit out of that guy.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Ravi interjected as she and the others walked over to join us. “I can’t believe he threw his sword at that boy.” 
 
    “He’s a disgrace to Demi-Humans,” Laika muttered as her gray ears flattened against her head. 
 
    “I agree,” Aaliyah said, and a low growl rumbled in her chest. 
 
    “And did you hear what he said?” I asked. 
 
    “About how no one has things unless he says so?” Nike scowled. “Yes, I certainly heard that.” 
 
    “We need to keep an eye on him,” I advised. “I have a feeling he knows exactly why there are such huge divisions between the classes. They should all be equal because the king sends them rations. There’s no reason for them to be divided at all.” 
 
    “For now, we should focus on the portals,” Alyona said. “We still need to find the third one, as well as the Sentinels. We can figure out Whitaker’s plan once the city is safe from the underworld.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled. “The lizard is second priority, even though he pisses me off. His Eminence said finding the Sentinels is essential.” 
 
    “Plus, the Green Glass Sect is probably still lurking around somewhere,” Ravi pointed out. 
 
    “And they’re probably not happy that we closed the portal they opened,” Aaliyah added. 
 
    “That is also true,” I agreed. “So, we’re going to search in grids again, but I think we should switch around areas. One of us missed the third portal, so maybe fresh eyes will help us find it. Whoever went north, go south, and vice versa.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Nike said with a dip of his head. 
 
    “Let’s go find this damn portal and meet back here,” I directed. 
 
    Then we split into the same groups as earlier, and Ravi and I headed southwest. We passed through the shops, and the smell of the bakery wafted to my nose. I inhaled deeply, but we had other things to focus on. Then a pair of mouse Demi-Humans walked slowly down the side of the road hand-in-hand, and the man craned his head to watch us pass.  
 
    “Would you like an autograph?” I smirked. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” The mouse man stopped and stared at me. 
 
    “You seem interested,” I chuckled. “Is there something you need from me?” 
 
    “I was just trying to figure out if you were the man Whitaker faced in the duel today,” he squeaked. “He said it wasn’t a fair fight, but you don’t look very scary.” 
 
    “I’m scarier than you’d think,” I growled. “Whitaker is a fool for challenging me.” 
 
    “I, uh, okay,” the Demi-Human stammered as his female companion ducked behind him. “As long as you beat him, we’re all happy.” 
 
    “Oh, I did,” I laughed without humor. “He didn’t even know what hit him.” 
 
    The mice nodded and turned quickly to walk away. 
 
    “The lizard is telling the people you cheated to win?” Ravi snorted. 
 
    “Guess he doesn’t like losing,” I chuckled as we continued toward the search area. 
 
    A human boy skipped along the stone road and bumped into Ravi as he went by. 
 
    “Sorry!” he cried as he glanced over his shoulder and then stopped completely. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ravi said with a smile. 
 
    “You’re pretty,” the boy mumbled and looked down at his feet. 
 
    “Thank you.” Ravi reached down and lifted the boy’s face. “And you are very handsome.” 
 
    I smiled as I watched a grin spread across the boy’s young features. He giggled and scampered off, and I was glad to see not everyone in Colaruma was terrified of us. 
 
    We walked past the Emerald Estate, as well as the other fancy-pants housing for what I guessed were other banner families. Even looking at the mansions again had me angrily thinking about Whitaker, and a scowl twisted my face. 
 
    The lizard was slimy, and it was obvious he did whatever he wanted because no one dared to challenge him. He thought he could intimidate me as well, but he’d never been up against a dragon before. 
 
    When we were beyond the large homes, we came to what looked like the city’s utility supply. One building stretched several stories, and each level had wires extended from its sides to run magic-electricity to the structures around it. The next building was labeled “Water,” and pipes shot out in every direction. 
 
    We came to another building with no signage, windows, or exterior clues about what could be inside, but as we got closer to it, my head started to pound with the scent of miasma. 
 
    Ravi and I looked at each other with a grin. 
 
    We found it. 
 
    I tried to pull the door open, but it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “It could be locked with a spell,” Ravi suggested. 
 
    “That means the Sect has already found this one,” I replied with a groan. “We have to get in there in case they’ve opened this one, too.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and summoned my earthquake power. Then I placed my hand on the wooden door and released a crash of violent energy that shook the building. The magically locked door rattled for a few seconds before it fell off the hinges completely. 
 
    “We’ll probably need to replace this door,” I laughed as we walked past the rubble. 
 
    The room inside the building was plain. I saw no pictures or paintings, not even a customized mug for being the best dad. There was a single chair on the floor just inside the door, a pile of blankets, and another door opposite from us. Other than that, I saw nothing but cold, gray stones. 
 
    “This must have been where the Sentinels stayed,” Ravi said as she ran her fingers over the back of the chair. “He seems to have been sleeping here, too.” 
 
    “King Rodion did say the Sentinels were vital in guarding the portals,” I confirmed. “They obviously took the job very seriously.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” the phoenix replied as she scrunched up her freckled nose. “Not many people would be willing to live here.” 
 
    “Well, there’s obviously nothing in this room,” I said and motioned to the door across from us. “We should go into the next one.” 
 
    Ravi nodded, and we headed toward the interior door, but when I pulled it open, Ravi gasped with shock. 
 
    There was no other room behind the door. Instead, the third portal swirled in the doorjamb with red and black clouds ahead of us, and streams of miasma pushed against the glass as though they were trying to escape. The surface of the portal shimmered with every movement of the world behind it, and I felt like I could see the demons as they tried to escape the underworld. I was mesmerized by its power, and I could see why the king had worked so hard to protect it. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered as we stared at the shimmering portal before us. “This one is a literal doorway to the underworld.” 
 
    “Yes, it would appear so,” Ravi agreed as she tugged nervously on her orange strands of hair. “That explains why the Sentinel stayed right inside the door. Easiest place to ambush, and it allows the Sentinels to attack anyone who walks in uninvited.” 
 
    “Well, it’s closed, for now,” I said. “We better get back to the others and let them know what we found.” 
 
    “Of course.” Ravi nodded and turned to face the front door. 
 
    “But we still need to fix the door,” I told her. “I don’t want to leave it open for anyone to stumble upon it.” 
 
    “Especially not any of the children.” Ravi dipped her head and then followed me to the door. 
 
    We walked outside and looked back at the decrepit building. Its bare face was smattered with chunks of dying moss and crumbling stone. The destroyed door was cracked down the middle and near the hinges, and I stared at it with a grimace. 
 
    “I don’t have a hammer or anything, so don’t judge me,” I teased Ravi. 
 
    “I would never!” the phoenix squeaked. 
 
    I looked at the door that now leaned against the frame haphazardly, and I started to dig through my spatial storage for a mallet or something when I heard Ravi gasp. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked and pointed to a raven-colored patch of dirt in the wall behind the portal’s building. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I murmured as I set the wooden door back as close to normal as I could get it. 
 
    Ravi and I walked toward the black hole in the wall, and as we approached, I realized it wasn’t just dark soil. It was the mouth of a tunnel that stretched deep into the heart of the cavern that housed the city, and it appeared to be spelled so it looked even blacker than what it was. 
 
    “It’s pretty dark in here,” I muttered as I conjured a fireball in one hand. 
 
    The ball of fire burned in my hand and lit up the passageway, and mice scurried along our feet as we followed the tunnel further into the ground, while spiders scaled the walls beside us or hung from their webs on the ceiling. The place almost seemed deserted, but why all the secrecy in hiding the entrance? 
 
    Ravi conjured her fiery whip, which crackled in her hand as soon as it formed, and I carried the Sword of Healing and made sure to use the right grip. 
 
    Within a few minutes, we reached the end of the tunnel and found a wooden door with a small barred window on its upper half. I leaned forward to peer through the opening, and I saw figures moving and heard heavy breathing. Then I exhaled as I turned back to Ravi. 
 
    “There’s something in there, and someone doesn’t want it to get out,” I explained in a hushed voice. 
 
    “Should we leave it alone?” the phoenix asked, and a hint of worry flashed in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Hello?” a voice called out from behind the door. “Is someone there?” 
 
    “Uh,” I fumbled for words at the surprise. “Yes.” 
 
    “Who are you, then?” the voice commanded. 
 
    “I need to know who you are before I say anything,” I said. “Are you going to tell me why you’re in here?” 
 
    “That depends on if you’re going to leave us in here,” the captive answered. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m the guy on the other end of the lock.” I smirked. 
 
    “That is a valid point indeed,” the prisoner repeated. “But we must be released at once.” 
 
    “And why is that?” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Because we’re the Sentinels of Colaruma.” 
 
    I blinked in shock.  
 
    Oh, shit.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Did I hear that right? The Sentinels were trapped in this magical prison? 
 
    “You’re the Sentinels?” I repeated. “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” 
 
    “We were assigned by His Eminence to guard the portals to the underworld,” the voice declared. “If you’re looking for us, he’s surely told you that himself.” 
 
    “True,” I murmured. “Okay, this lock is spelled, but I’ll get someone over here.” 
 
    I signaled Ravi to step back from the door, and I conjured a messenger dragon in my palm.  
 
    “Go find Alyona,” I commanded, and the shiny creature preened in my hand as I spoke. “Show her how to get here, and tell her not to draw any attention to herself, but to get here quickly.” 
 
    The tiny dragon nodded and zoomed down the tunnel toward the city. 
 
    “While we wait for help, I need to know what happened,” I said as I walked closer to the door and tried to peer into the dark cell. 
 
    “We were all attacked at about the same time,” the voice answered. “It was very coordinated, and by someone with magic.” 
 
    “Yes, our warning system did not detect their presence,” a smoother second voice added. 
 
    “You mean the bats?” I asked. “Yeah, the mage gave them the mark of Gamma, so they were under his control.” 
 
    “That is an outrage!” the first voice cried. “Those creatures are tools from the king himself!” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s pretty pissed about the whole situation,” I muttered. 
 
    “You have spoken to His Eminence?” the second voice asked. 
 
    “All the time,” I replied with a shrug. “He thinks of me like a son.” 
 
    “Marvelous,” a female voice squeaked. “The king got our message, then.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” I answered. “Whatever messenger you sent was intercepted. The king didn’t know there was a problem here until I told him. If you knew there was an issue with one of the portals, why weren’t you on high alert to an attack?” 
 
    “We were,” the first man replied. “But it happened so quickly, and none of us were prepared for a magical attack. They used some sort of invisible bindings to hold us and cover our faces before we were knocked unconscious. Then we all woke up here. We never saw a face.” 
 
    “How long have you been in here?” I asked. 
 
    “We were all thrown in this cage two days ago just before dawn,” the second voice answered. 
 
    “That explains why they were already missing when we arrived,” Ravi murmured. 
 
    I nodded silently. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” I heard Alyona’s voice from down the tunnel as she and Aaliyah jogged toward us. 
 
    “We’re down here,” I called out. 
 
    “Who is that?” the second voice asked sharply. 
 
    “Friends,” I replied. 
 
    The two women panted as they stopped next to us and looked at the door, and worried frowns creased both of their beautiful faces as they assessed the situation. 
 
    “What’s in there?” Aaliyah pointed at the prison entrance. 
 
    “More like who,” I said with a raised brow. “It’s the Sentinels.” 
 
    “They’re in there?” Alyona gasped. “We must release them.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “That’s why we needed you. The lock is spelled.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” the princess replied as she stepped closer to the door. “It looks like a Pessulus spell. I should be able to use the Clavis.” 
 
    “Whatever you need to do,” I chuckled. 
 
    Alyona put her hands around the giant lock and murmured under her breath, and a few moments later, the lock opened up with a loud pop. I guided the princess behind me, and I removed the lock from the door. Then I pulled the handle, and the door creaked open. 
 
    My eyes widened as we watched twelve dwarves walk out of the prison. 
 
    The Sentinels wore battle gear, from leather pants and chest pieces to large helmets with a spray of golden spikes like a spine down the middle. 
 
    “Were you expecting someone else?” I recognized the first man’s voice as he looked up at me with a smirk. 
 
    “Ah, no,” I replied as I recovered from the initial shock. 
 
    Nine male dwarves and three female dwarves stood in front of us and brushed the dirt off their leathers. They were built like warriors, rather than like a typical Snow White dwarf. Several of the men had rippling muscles that flexed as they readjusted their clothes, while all three women were built like lithe hunters. The only difference was that none of them were over four feet tall. 
 
    The first man stepped closer to me and held out his hand. His blonde hair was shaved into a military fade, and his blue eyes peered up at me with curiosity.  
 
    “I am Antonio,” he said as we grasped forearms, and his olive-toned face wrinkled into a grimace as he introduced himself. “I am the leader of the Sentinels, and I wish to express our gratitude for finding us.” 
 
    “Evan,” I replied as I decided to keep my lord status under wraps for a while longer. “It was our pleasure.” 
 
    “Priestess,” Antonio said as he addressed Alyona. “Thank you for your spell. We are grateful for your efforts.” 
 
    “You are welcome,” the princess answered with a curtsy. 
 
    “May I ask a question?” Ravi squeaked, and she practically bounced on her feet as she looked over the group of Sentinels. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Antonio said as he turned to face the phoenix. 
 
    “Were you the original inhabitants of Colaruma?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, we initially lived above ground,” the Sentinel leader confirmed. “The king discovered what laid underneath our city, and he asked us to move down here to keep the portals safe from those who wished to harm Rahma.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Ravi breathed as she tilted her head to the side in a bird-like gesture. “What about the other people who live here?” 
 
    “The king allowed some people from nearby cities to move underground with us to keep the city running,” Antonio explained. “We were trained as warriors, not bakers or masons. We needed others to take care of the city so we could focus on our duties, but there aren’t enough dwarves left in Rahma to build a fully functioning city.” 
 
    “So, the Council of Magistrates knows about you and what you do, but they didn’t come looking when you were missing?” I asked with a hint of annoyance. 
 
    “I suppose not.” Antonio frowned. “But Whitaker steers clear of us most of the time. He doesn’t even like when we come to see him at the tower. He started having our rations delivered to us, rather than us going to pick them up ourselves.” 
 
    “Speaking of that asshole, he has some explaining to do,” I growled. “And he’s going to have to get over the idea of you being at the tower. We’re going there now.” 
 
    Antonio nodded and signaled to the other dwarves to follow us. 
 
    I conjured another messenger as I turned my back to the Sentinels. They didn’t need to know what all I was capable of just yet, and they may not talk to Whitaker, but I didn’t know who else they kept in touch with. 
 
    “Go get the others and have them meet us at the tower now,” I whispered to the messenger, and the prismatic dragon hummed down the tunnel ahead of us as we made our way back into the city. 
 
    As we walked toward the tower, Antonio and another dwarf jogged to catch up with me. 
 
    “Evan, this is Lorenzo,” he said as he gestured to the dwarf next to him. “He is my second in command, and the first one who noticed the disturbance with the portal.” 
 
    Antonio’s lieutenant was one of the more muscular Sentinels I’d noticed earlier. He looked like a bodybuilder, except for being half my height. His brown eyes were so dark, they almost looked black, and his face seemed to be stuck in a permanent frown. His head was completely shaven, though he had a long, dark brown beard that nearly touched his chest, and he twisted it around with his finger as we walked. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Lorenzo,” I said and nodded. 
 
    “Likewise,” Lorenzo replied, and I recognized his silky voice from the jail. 
 
    We continued to the Council Tower, where Nike and Laika stood at the bottom of the steps with their arms crossed over their chests. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Nike asked, and his face was creased with concern as he eyed the dwarves. “Who are they?” 
 
    “They’re the Sentinels,” I explained. “We found them in a tunnel behind the estates. Someone used a magical lock to trap them in a cell.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s Xavier?” Laika asked as she glanced at the Sentinels. “He seems to have many spells up his sleeves.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” I agreed. 
 
    “Who is Xavier?” Antonio narrowed his topaz eyes. 
 
    “He’s a very powerful mage,” I explained carefully. “We’ve come across his work a few times.” 
 
    “In battle?” the Sentinel asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” I answered with a smirk. “Or he’d be dead.” 
 
    Antonio opened his mouth to ask more, but we were interrupted as the dryads trotted over from their search area to join us. 
 
    “You sent for us because you found more dwarves?” Polina questioned as she looked down at the tiny group. 
 
    “We found the Sentinels,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Oh!” Trina gasped and put a jade hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Wow!” Marina exclaimed. 
 
    “Yeah, and now we have to go find out why the council knew they were missing and didn’t try to find them,” I grunted. 
 
    “Are you surprised?” Aaliyah asked with sarcasm. “That lizard guy doesn’t seem to like the truth much.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied. “But he’s about to be surprised for sure. Let’s go stir some shit up.” 
 
    I led the group through the front entrance past a shocked Mateo and then tossed open the doors to the chambers. The doors slammed into the walls as we burst through. 
 
    “What in the gods’ names!” Whitaker shouted as he threw his chair back and stood up. “You have a lot of nerve--” 
 
    “We found the Sentinels for you,” I cut him off as I noticed Mateo scurrying in behind us. “Care to tell us why no one else was looking?” 
 
    “I, uh, well,” the lizard stammered as he lost some of his steam. “How did you--” 
 
    “Never mind how we knew.” I smirked. “Why did you leave the portals unguarded?” 
 
    “We only noticed them missing this morning!” Ellison cried out, and he began to scratch himself with a fervor. Apparently, the monkey Demi-Human’s nerves were completely shot. 
 
    “Only because I told you to check on them,” Mateo muttered as he stared at his feet. 
 
    So, he’d kept his promise to keep his mouth shut about the open portal, but it seemed the dwarf was too worried about his friends to keep that secret. I could understand that. 
 
    “You knew?” Ingrid’s green eyes narrowed as she stared at Whitaker. “We could have put everyone in danger!” 
 
    “We could all be doomed!” Tilly moaned and covered her mousy face in her hands. 
 
    Then the rest of the magistrates started to panic as tension rose in the room. 
 
    “Calm down!” Whitaker ordered the other magistrates. 
 
    The table fell silent, and the magistrates looked down without another word, but I couldn’t figure out why they were all afraid of him. 
 
    “We already checked the portals,” I cut in. “They’re fine for now, but that’s how we knew the Sentinels were missing.” 
 
    I was tempted to tell them that one had already been opened to show Whitaker he’d fucked up, but it seemed his misstep in failing to notify the rest of the council was enough of a problem right now. We didn’t need to spread the panic any further. 
 
    “Well,” the lizard boomed as he directed his attention to Antonio. “Who took you?” 
 
    Before Antonio could respond, the other magistrates added more questions. 
 
    “Why would they do this?” 
 
    “What criminals are sneaking around in our city?” 
 
    “What do they want from us?” 
 
    “Oh, gods, what if they rob us?” 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled over the rising voices. “Maybe your people would help you find out what’s going on and where the criminals are if they didn’t already hate you.” 
 
    “Hate us?” Tilly squeaked and covered her mouth with her furry brown hand. 
 
    “That is preposterous,” Whitaker sneered. “We are chosen--” 
 
    “By yourselves,” I laughed. “Your whole system is a joke. The idea that you have to be a banner family to help decide what happens to everyone here is insane.” 
 
    “Those banners are earned,” the lizard insisted. “It is an honor.” 
 
    “The banners cannot be earned,” Alyona seethed as she stepped up next to me and faced the council. “That would require a fair attempt for everyone. Your system is not fair, it is cruel and unjust. It is tantamount to the racism toward Demi-Humans that was outlawed years ago. The very idea of it makes me sick.” 
 
    The magistrates stared at the princess silently as their mouths fell open. They’d really pissed her off with this banner family business, and I loved watching her let them have it. 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” I declared. “We’ll figure out who did this and why. You just stay the hell out of our way.” 
 
    I turned to leave the council’s chambers when the human magistrate Ingrid spoke up. 
 
    “I know you do not want our help,” she murmured so quietly I almost missed it. “But do you want the help of the Sentinels? Their knowledge could be of use to you in this task.” 
 
    “And continue to leave the portals unguarded?” Antonio finally got his chance to speak. “That is incredibly dangerous.” 
 
    “No, she’s partially right,” I replied. “You all know the city and what to look for, what seems out of place. We should put some of you back at the posts, and the rest can go with us.” 
 
    “Fine, I can spare five of my people for that,” Antonio agreed, but his face was still creased with a worried frown. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I said with a nod and turned back to the council. “We’ll let you know when it’s done. Do not come looking for us, and do not tell anyone else what’s going on until we have a resolution. If you do, then you will deal with me.” 
 
    With that, I turned on my heel and walked out of their chambers with the others close behind me. Then I heard the magistrates begin another tense conversation as we walked out of the tower. 
 
    “What does he mean about dealing with him?” Ellison asked in a worried tone. “Isn’t he just a trader?” 
 
    I could just picture him scratching his head incessantly, and I shook my own head at the thought. He made me feel like I had fleas. 
 
    As we stepped outside, we gathered around the bottom of the steps. I wasn’t sure how to begin a new search yet, but we had to figure it out with the Sentinels. Before I could start on a plan, though, the Sentinel leader released an annoyed sigh. 
 
    “It’s been a couple years since we talked to Whitaker,” Antonio muttered as he scowled over his shoulder at the tower. “It seems he hasn’t changed much.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen him in years?” I repeated and raised an eyebrow. “How does that work with you being guards for the city they lead? Don’t you have to tell him when you’re out of supplies or something?” 
 
    “When we need something, we talk to Mateo,” the Sentinel leader answered with a shrug. “He is one of us.” 
 
    “A dwarf?” Aaliyah said with surprise. “That seems a bit, ah, rude.” 
 
    “No,” Antonio chuckled. “He’s an original, like us. He wasn’t trained as a warrior, though. He was trained as a noble, but he gave up that path to come down here with us.” 
 
    “Why isn’t he on the council, then?” I wondered. “It seems a noble would be a perfect fit to be in a leadership position, not to mention a lifetime of knowledge about the city.” 
 
    “Mateo is not the type of dwarf to ask for such things,” Lorenzo piped up. “He will accept what he is handed and shoulder its responsibilities. He has yet to be nominated for the council, so he accepts his role as their representative. Plus, the townsfolk prefer to talk to Mateo. He actually listens to them and tries his best to fix things.” 
 
    “He seems like a good dude,” I said. 
 
    Several dwarf eyebrows raised at the word, but they didn’t question me. 
 
    “So, do you guys have magic?” Ravi asked, and I could tell she was trying to finally satisfy her building curiosity about the Sentinels. 
 
    “No.” Antonio shook his head. “We just harness the residual magic when necessary. It is left over from His Eminence’s magic when he recreated the city down here.” 
 
    “What do you need to use it for?” Alyona cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “I can answer that.” One of the female dwarves lifted a finger as she walked closer to us. “We typically need to tap into the magic when we check the strength of the seals. Any magic can diminish over time, so we keep our eyes on them, which is how we noticed one had been weakened. That’s when we sent the messenger to King Rodion.” 
 
    The female dwarf was much more attractive than I’d imagined a lady dwarf would be. Her long, light blonde hair was shaved on the sides with the rest braided down the center of her head. The braid ended just below her ass, and her blue eyes were bright with excitement. She was clearly in great shape, with a trim waist and muscular arms that waved everywhere as she talked. 
 
    “Thank you, Gabriela,” Antonio said with a nod. “Now, we know the messenger did not reach the king, but we are glad you have come in his stead and can let him know what has happened.” 
 
    “We will do that,” I agreed. “Have you noticed any other weird stuff going on around here?” 
 
    “It may seem odd, but the last few years we’ve noticed some changes with the people,” Lorenzo drawled. 
 
    “How so?” Alyona prodded. 
 
    “Be specific,” I added. I had to know if my hunch was right. 
 
    “Well, there are groups of people,” Antonio explained slowly. “There are people who seem richer and some who seem poorer, which is odd because everyone should be receiving the same portions of what the king sends. He knows the exact population for Colaruma.” 
 
    “Yes, and we report births and deaths directly to the king with our messenger,” Lorenzo added. “The discrepancy between the groups is more than simply earning more rations through barter, as Whitaker told Mateo.” 
 
    “That’s the bullshit excuse he gave you?” I asked the council representative. 
 
    “Yes,” Mateo answered with a nod, and he crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “He said it was bound to happen when one person can create a product that others desire. When I told him it was basically the banner families and their friends who ended up richer even if they didn’t have regular jobs, he scoffed and told me to worry about what he wants me to worry about.” 
 
    “I knew something was wrong there,” I muttered. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Only the weak seal,” Antonio replied. “It was only one that was weaker, so it wasn’t due to the lapse of time, or all three of them would have weakened together. The rest are progressing on the normal timeline.” 
 
    “How would that happen?” I asked. 
 
    “It would have to be a powerful mage to even come close to the king’s power.” Lorenzo frowned. “And he or she would need a very deep knowledge and understanding of magic.” 
 
    “Then he would also be strong enough to open it, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, in theory,” Antonio replied and waved his hand dismissively. “But that would be incredibly difficult.” 
 
    “Then he’s more powerful than we imagined,” I muttered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lorenzo asked as he narrowed his brown eyes at us. 
 
    “The mage already opened one of the portals,” Alyona explained. 
 
    “No!” Antonio gasped and covered his mouth. 
 
    “We already redid the seal, don’t worry,” I assured him. “The king will come later on and strengthen it.” 
 
    “Who is this mage that could possibly affect His Eminence’s magic?” Lorenzo wondered. 
 
    “We have a suspect in mind, a member of the Green Glass Sect,” I said. 
 
    “The Green Glass Sect?” Antonio repeated as his eyes widened. “They were dismantled decades ago. At least, that is what we all believed.” 
 
    “It seems to be what they wanted everyone to believe,” I scoffed. “No one knew they were still together, or that they would be trying to gain access to the underworld.” 
 
    “Why would they do such a horrid thing?” Lorenzo shuddered. “Who would want demons in our world?” 
 
    “I have yet to figure that one out,” I admitted. “But I’m going to stop them. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    “How?” Antonio asked as he eyed me curiously. “They seem quite powerful for you to undertake with only one priestess.” 
 
    “There’s more to me than meets the eye.” I smirked before I turned the conversation back to the task at hand. “So, where would someone hide around here?” 
 
    “Anywhere in the tunnels.” Gabriela shrugged. “There are several around the city, including a couple back there.” 
 
    We all turned to where the dwarf pointed behind the Council Tower. 
 
    “Then let’s start there,” I decided. 
 
    “Great,” Antonio agreed. “Gabriela, Lorenzo, Diego, and Thiago, you come with us. The rest of you, return to our posts and be on even higher alert. We underestimated the threat before, and we cannot make the same mistake again.” 
 
    The other dwarves nodded and dispersed to return to the portals and entrances. The rest followed my group around the tower and back to the cavern wall, and we trudged along the stone pathway for a few blocks behind the tower before it trickled out into all dirt. 
 
    “Over there,” Gabriela said as she gestured toward the wall. 
 
    We followed her directions and found two tunnels only a few feet apart. I felt like Colaruma was more like an anthill than a simple underground city. 
 
    I led the whole group down the first tunnel. I lit a fireball in my hand and heard Antonio’s sharp gasp, but he didn’t ask any questions, and I smirked to myself as I lit our path down the dark tunnel. It seemed to go on forever, and every footstep of our large party echoed all around us. I listened, but I couldn’t hear anything ahead of us. 
 
    The tunnel was long and straight, and countless bugs scurried across our boots as we walked. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” Gabriela asked, but even her quiet voice echoed like she’d yelled. 
 
    Antonio gave her a sour look, and she covered her mouth and nodded. 
 
    “Anything out of place,” I whispered. 
 
    The tunnel narrowed until we could only walk in a single file, and I heard a screech and held up a hand to halt the procession. Then a rat scampered over my boot and down the line of people. 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona gasped and kicked her foot out at the creature. 
 
    “Just a rat,” I whispered. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    We continued down the narrow tunnel until it tapered off too small for anyone to go on. 
 
    “Turn around,” I called out. “Can’t go anymore.” 
 
    And just like that, our first search was fruitless. 
 
    “There has to be something around here,” Nike said with a frustrated frown. 
 
    “Let’s try the other one,” I suggested, and we turned back around toward the city. 
 
    We exited the empty tunnel and entered the second one. It was just as dark as the first, but it didn’t take long for us to feel a different energy in the darkness. Within a few steps, I could hear two voices that echoed down the tunnel, and I put my finger to my lips to keep everyone quiet as we crept closer to the voices. 
 
    After a few minutes of power walking, I saw a light flickering from a cave off the tunnel. I signaled the rest of the group to wait for a moment, and I inched closer to peek into the opening. 
 
    Two Sect mages sat on the floor with a large book between them. They were both muttering softly, and I realized they were casting a spell. Dark green tendrils rose from the book in front of them and twirled around in the air, and the air in the small cave was downright oppressive. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    I shook my head and waved at the rest of my group. We had to get in there so we didn’t risk the portals opening again. 
 
    “Now!” I called out to the group. 
 
    The mages looked up as everyone ran into the cave. I threw the fireball I was holding at one of them, but he caught it in his palm. The fireball spun and grew brighter as he held it, and before I could react, he launched it back at my chest. 
 
    Then my body seemed to absorb the fireball, and it disappeared into my skin as though it was returning home. I wondered for a moment if that was a dragon thing or a fire thing that came with the phoenix magic I’d learned. 
 
    Either way, badass. 
 
    I smirked at the mage’s shocked expression, and then I noticed the other mage wave his hand over the book as it disappeared. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I saw Ravi out of the corner of my eye as she conjured a fiery whip and lashed it around the first mage. His eyes widened even further before she yanked the whip and slammed him against the top of the cave wall. Then he slid down until his feet landed and leaned against the wall in a daze. 
 
    Laika ripped her daggers from the sheaths under her arms and launched them at the dazed mage. They sliced through his robes and embedded into the wall behind him, and the blades held him in place long enough for me to shoot webs at the lower part of his body. . 
 
    “No!” the trapped mage yelled and struggled against his bindings. “Get them!” 
 
    I turned back to the other mage just in time to see him finish a spell. Dark plum-colored clouds erupted from the ground under his feet, and they billowed toward us. I didn’t know what it was, but it didn’t look good. 
 
    “Nue clouds!” Alyona shouted. “He’s using nexus spells. Don’t let them touch you!” 
 
    I nodded and summoned a fiery shield to block the clouds from my comrades. The poisonous gusts slammed into the shield and continued to travel up the shield’s surface, but I pushed the shield up higher until it reached the ceiling and the walls on either side of us. 
 
    Then I looked through the fiery barrier to see the mage who had cast the nexus spell as he laughed. His laugh was that of a lunatic, and his eyes nearly glowed with his power. 
 
    While we tried to figure out how to get past the nue clouds, the second mage ripped the daggers and webbing out from the wall to free his companion. Then the two mages glared at us through the fire shield and pushed their hands out to give the clouds more power. 
 
    “We need a solution here,” I muttered as the nue clouds barreled down onto my shield. It would hold for a while, but it could use up my magical energy to do it, so we needed to stop the clouds and get to the mages. 
 
    “I have an idea,” the princess declared. “I’m not sure if--” 
 
    “Just do it!” I demanded. 
 
    Then Alyona murmured her own spell, and a torrent of water crashed down from the cave ceiling and landed on the clouds. The water dissolved the poison like cotton candy, and I released the fire shield just as the mages linked hands and started another spell. 
 
    Before they could get more than a few words out, Nike leapt forward and plunged the Sword of Light into the first mage’s gut. The Sect member doubled over and pushed his hands against his stomach as his blood dumped onto the ground. I followed right behind Nike with the Sword of Hatra and sliced the Sect member’s throat. Then he crumpled and landed in the pool of his own blood. 
 
    Next to me, I saw the dryads rush the other mage. Polina and Trina each grabbed an arm, and Marina wrapped her forearm around his throat. As the mage struggled to breathe, Marina growled and squeezed him tighter. I rarely got to enjoy the warrior side of the dryads, but I enjoyed it now. 
 
    Then I watched Aaliyah as she strode over to the heaving mage and dug her clawed hands into his chest, and he let out a bloodcurdling scream as her long claws bored deep into his torso. Then she ripped her hands down, and the mage’s chest was left in shreds as his blood pooled at his feet.  
 
    The dryads released the dying traitor’s body, and it fell to the ground in a heap.  
 
    Aaliyah licked her claws clean as she stared in disgust at the mage’s body. 
 
    “You didn’t need much help from us,” Antonio chuckled. “It seems you do have a few secrets of your own, Evan.” 
 
    I looked back to see the Sentinels staring at us in disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve had a little practice.” I smirked. “Unfortunately, we didn’t get to keep one alive this time, so we’ll have to undergo another search to find the rest.” 
 
    “We had no choice, my love,” Alyona soothed me. “They knew at least one nexus spell. Who knows how many more they could have used?” 
 
    “A nexus spell?” Antonio murmured. “That is very dark magic, my friends. Who are these people?” 
 
    “They’re members of the Green Glass Sect,” I answered as I squatted down next to the body of the mage I’d killed. I untied his robe and lifted his tunic to reveal the green leaf tattoo on his chest. 
 
    “By the gods!” Lorenzo groaned. “The Sect is really alive. What could they possibly hope to do with demons in our world?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered. “But we’ll find the rest of these bastards.” 
 
    And none of them would be kept alive for long, either. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I awoke the next morning with aching muscles in my shoulders and back, probably from the duel, but I yawned and sent a wave of healing magic through my body. Immediately, my muscles relaxed as I stretched out and looked over at Alyona sleeping next to me. She rolled over to her side and cuddled up next to me without waking up, so I wrapped an arm around her and felt her cool skin melt into my warm body. Then I ran my hand down her shoulder to her waist and watched her skin dimple with goosebumps. 
 
    “Good morning,” she murmured, and her eyes stayed closed as she pushed closer to me. 
 
    “Morning,” I answered as I leaned down to press my lips to hers. 
 
    “Oh!” The princess’ eyes popped open as we kissed, and I pulled back. “I have to mirror with my father.” 
 
    “Ah,” I exhaled. “Yeah, we didn’t really get the chance to last night.” 
 
    “I need to be a little more presentable,” she giggled. “I’ll get dressed.” 
 
    “If you must,” I growled and nibbled her neck. 
 
    Alyona laughed and slid out from underneath me. Her feet hit the floor with a soft thud, and she walked over to the dresser to find a robe for the day. She pulled out a deep purple robe with intricate black designs down its back, and she slipped it over her shoulders and looked at me as I laid on the bed and watched. 
 
    “You know, you should probably be dressed when we talk to him as well,” the princess teased. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I grumbled and rose from the bed. 
 
    I yanked on my black long-sleeved tunic to cover my scaly forearms, and I pulled my trousers up and tied the strings. Then I ran my fingers through my hair to smooth it out and turned to the princess with my arms out. 
 
    “Better?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed and returned my smile. 
 
    Alyona reached into her spacial storage and pulled out the white jade hand mirror. She waved her hand over the mirror, and the glass surface began to shimmer and wave with the magic. 
 
    Then King Rodion’s face appeared in the mirror. His white hair looked slightly tamer today tied at the base of his neck, and his ivory robes still billowed in the wind as the black clouds rushed and swirled behind him. 
 
    “Father, how is the Breach?” Alyona asked, and she turned the mirror to the side as though she could see past him. 
 
    “It struggles against me,” the king admitted, and I noticed his amethyst eyes were even more tired than usual. “How are the portals?” 
 
    “We found all three of them, sir,” I replied. 
 
    “And they were still sealed?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I answered, and the king took in a sharp breath. “But the one that was open is now sealed again, thanks to the princess.” 
 
    “Which seal did you use?” The king directed his question to Alyona. 
 
    “I used the Tristal Seal,” she answered softly and tucked her hair behind her ears with shaking hands. 
 
    “Perfect,” King Rodion sighed. 
 
    Alyona looked up at him in surprise, and it was as though she expected him to be disappointed in her work. 
 
    “So, that’s good, right?” I glanced at Alyona from the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Yes, it’s exactly the seal to use on a triad when only one priest or priestess is there,” His Eminence confirmed. “As soon as I can, I’ll come build onto it.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan.” I nodded. “Now, we also found the Sentinels.” 
 
    “Are they alright?” the king asked in a worried tone. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Alyona replied. “All twelve Sentinels are healthy and uninjured. We found them trapped in a cell in one of the tunnels.” 
 
    “Did they tell you who put them there?” King Rodion wondered. 
 
    “They didn’t know,” I said. “It was a blitz attack on all the posts at the same time.” 
 
    “Gods!” the king cursed. “The Sect knew every post? How?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I muttered. “They’ve probably had the city under surveillance prior to the attack.” 
 
    “They seem to always be a step or two ahead of us,” King Rodion groaned. “We have to end their game of cat and mouse.” 
 
    “Yeah, we will,” I promised. “We just need to get their mages first. They’re the ones who cursed the bats with the mark of Gamma, so the Sentinels had no warning of the incoming danger.” 
 
    “They have a mage strong enough to curse the entire roost of bats?” The king’s eyes widened in surprise. “They have certainly increased their threat level.” 
 
    “Yes, and someone is teaching their other mages other nexus spells,” Alyona added. “They used nue clouds on us last night.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” King Rodion murmured. “I need to find a way to come there.” 
 
    “No, sir,” I insisted. “We have it handled. And your presence is necessary at the Breach. No one else could do that.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” His Eminence mused. “You are certain you can handle these traitors?” 
 
    “Yes,” I declared. “I will rip them limb from limb for the pain and suffering they have caused Rahma.” 
 
    “Good.” The king nodded and looked over his shoulder. “I need to go, but one more thing. Have you resolved the issue within the city yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I grumbled. “But I know who’s behind it, and it will be fixed.” 
 
    “Then I’ll leave you to your campaign,” King Rodion said. “Be safe, my daughter. I’ll speak to you again soon.” 
 
    The king’s image in the mirror shimmered away until only the reflection of Alyona’s and my faces remained. 
 
    “Well, looks like we have some more work to do,” I said as I turned to the princess. “Ready?” 
 
    Alyona nodded as she stepped into her slippers and followed me out the door. We breezed into the tavern and saw Aggie as she cleaned up dirty plates from the bar next to another tray of food. It looked like the rest of our group had already eaten. 
 
    “Do you have some cloths, so we can take food with us?” I asked her. 
 
    “Of course!” the pig Demi-Human replied with a smile. 
 
    She pulled out velvety cloths from under the bar and wrapped up some of the breakfast. My stomach growled as I smelled the scrambled eggs in the sacks, but I grabbed them and headed toward the door. 
 
    We’d agreed last night to meet the Sentinels in the courtyard to continue our search for more Sect members hiding out in the tunnels. 
 
    As we approached the grassy area, the dryads sat together on a bench and talked quietly to Ravi and Aaliyah, while Antonio and Lorenzo looked deep in conversation with Nike and Laika. The dwarves gesture wildly while Laika and Nike stood with their hands on their hips, and the other three Sentinels looked on with amusement. 
 
    “You’ve fought cursed harpies, undead animals, a basilisk, and a skyraptor?” Lorenzo asked in a tone of disbelief as we reached the group. “And you survived them all?” 
 
    “Well, we’re standing here now, yes?” Laika smirked. 
 
    “That’s only a few of them anyway,” Trina called out from the bench. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve slayed quite a few beasts with Lo--ver, Evan,” Marina added, and she winced at her near slip of my title. 
 
    “And Lover Evan has picked up a few more women to add to our harem,” Polina said with a wink, while Ravi and Aaliyah giggled. 
 
    “I have never heard of such warriors, except for in the guilds, of course,” Antonio said as he narrowed his blue eyes. “Are you--” 
 
    “Hey, guys!” I interrupted Antonio before he asked any more questions. “We just talked to the king, and he wants us to continue focusing on finding the other Sect members. He’s not thrilled with how much effort they’re putting into getting the portals open.” 
 
    “You just spoke with His Eminence?” Antonio raised his brow. “You were serious about your connection to him?” 
 
    “Very,” I confirmed. “So, where are we going to search today?” 
 
    “We know of these tunnels,” Lorenzo said as he rolled out a map on the wooden bench between us. “There are five that are what we would consider high-risk, due to their proximity to the portals and areas around them that could lead to additional caverns.” 
 
    The dwarf lieutenant pointed to five spots he’d marked on the map of Colaruma. The tunnels were near both entrances to the city, behind the wellhouse portal, next to the abandoned forge portal, and near the poor neighborhood. It looked like we had plenty of options for where we could find more of the traitorous bastards. 
 
    “That looks great,” I commended them. “I’m glad you decided to spare some of your people for this. You all know the best places to look.” 
 
    “It is our duty to protect this city,” Antonio said as he crossed his arm over his chest. “We have done so for decades, but this new threat requires a new approach. We will do what we must to fulfill our duties.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” I replied with a nod. “Now, let’s split up. We’ll need five groups, one for each tunnel, and that gives us one Sentinel per group as well.” 
 
    “I volunteer to be with the guard,” Gabriela said and gestured toward Nike. “You showed great skills in the battle with the mages last night.” 
 
    “Ah, thank you,” Nike murmured and turned back to the map. 
 
    “Truly, your skill was astounding,” the lady dwarf gushed. “The way you plunged your weapon deep into the traitor’s belly, it was masterful.” 
 
    “I, uh, I have trained for many years,” the noble responded, and I watched a blush creep up his cheeks. 
 
    I chuckled to myself as Gabriela continued to stare at him with adoring eyes. 
 
    “Focus, Gabriela,” Lorenzo warned her. “We are here to assist Evan’s comrades with this mission and then return to our posts. You know the rules.” 
 
    As Lorenzo continued his tongue-lashing, I leaned over to Nike. 
 
    “What’s the deal, brother?” I whispered. “Gabriela is a nice-looking girl, and she’s a warrior like you.” 
 
    “Yes, she is,” Nike agreed under his breath. 
 
    “So, you’ve never had a woman flirt with you, or what?” I chuckled quietly. 
 
    “Well, no,” Nike admitted and pursed his lips. “But I’m betrothed, remember?” 
 
    “So am I,” I said with a shrug. “Alyona loves when I add to our family.” 
 
    “This is not the way of Leyte,” the noble sighed. “One must first carry out the betrothal.” 
 
    “So, you have to marry her before you can have your own harem?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nike confirmed. “It prevents either of the betrothed from choosing someone else prior to the marriage.” 
 
    “They don’t want you to fall in love with someone else?” I raised an eyebrow. “Seems harsh.” 
 
    “It is the duty of nobles in Leyte,” Nike said. “As is the containment of our seed. Even if I have a harem later, I am not to impregnate any of those women, only my wife.” 
 
    “Why not?” I wondered. 
 
    “To keep the bloodlines clean.” Nike shrugged. “The last thing the noble families want is a half-blood noble bastard trying to claim rights to anything.” 
 
    “More about these damn bloodlines,” I muttered. “Why are they so important anyway?” 
 
    “It’s just always been the way,” he replied. “No one has ever changed it, though I get the feeling you and your fiancée might be working on that campaign next.” 
 
    “We just might add it to our to-do list,” I chuckled. 
 
    “That would probably be for the best,” he said with a smile. “Until then, I will remain chaste.” 
 
    “Chaste?” I raised a brow. “Sounds terrible.” 
 
    “It is,” Nike agreed, and his brow furrowed over his silver eyes. 
 
    “Gentlemen?” Antonio waved a hand at us. “Do you want to divide the groups?” 
 
    “Ah, yeah.” I nodded. “Let’s get this party started.” 
 
    “Yes, let us start the party,” the Sentinel leader agreed. 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled. “Ravi and Aaliyah, you’re with Lorenzo at the north entrance. Polina and Trina, you go with Diego to the south entrance. Marina and Laika with Thiago at the forge. Nike and Gabriela, head to the tunnel behind the lower-class neighborhood. Alyona, Antonio, and I will take the tunnel near the wellhouse. Any questions?” 
 
    “No,” Antonio answered for the Sentinels. “We all know the mission.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Once you’ve searched your tunnel, we’ll meet back here. If you run into any trouble, send for another group. Do you all have internal communication?” 
 
    “We can tap into the magic for that as well,” Lorenzo replied. “It allows us to send a messenger to anyone else in the group.” 
 
    “That works,” I said. “Then let’s go.” 
 
    We split into our groups and headed in varying directions, and Alyona, Antonio, and I walked past the shops and down a side street next to the ramshackle housing. I looked for either of the two kids I’d spoken with at Whitaker’s party, but I didn’t see any familiar faces. 
 
    A Demi-Human family played catch in their yard, and the children caught my attention. Then I took in a quick breath when I realized they were a mixture of their parents’ animal sides. The father was a monkey Demi-Human, and the mother was a cow Demi-Human. The result was three kids with brown, spotted fur on their hands and arms, long monkey tails, and dark brown spots on their faces. I’d never seen mixed Demi-Human people before, and it fascinated me. 
 
    “Demi-Humans don’t often mix with other species,” Alyona breathed beside me. “Those children are beautiful.” 
 
    “They are,” I agreed as I watched the smallest girl quickly climb the side of the house to retrieve their ball and giggle as her mother wagged a finger at her antics. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see what our children will be like,” the princess sighed as she watched the family play. 
 
    “They will be as beautiful and smart as their mother,” I assured her. 
 
    “So, you two are betrothed then?” Antonio piped up, and I’d almost forgotten the dwarf was with us. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. 
 
    “And the other women?” he prodded. 
 
    “Also mine,” I growled. 
 
    “I just assumed a pure creature like the priestess would want a true bloodline betrothal,” Antonio insisted as he put up his hands. “Nothing more. We are not allowed any kind of unchaste behavior.” 
 
    “What do you mean, not allowed?” I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “It is the rules of the Sentinel,” he explained. “We are only to focus on our duties as guardians of Colaruma. A love interest or sexual conquest detracts from our focus.” 
 
    “I suppose I can see that logic,” I mused. “But the bloodline thing is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Yes,” Alyona said with a fierce look in her violet eyes. “I’m not worried about bloodlines. They are nothing without a family who loves you.” 
 
    “I can see I have touched a nerve, milady.” Antonio frowned. “I apologize. I meant no harm.” 
 
    “I accept your apology,” the princess replied and then turned on her heels and marched past the last few houses. 
 
    “Way to go, man,” I mumbled before I caught up to her. “I thought Nike was crazy when he told me the betrothal rules they have.” 
 
    “No, those are normal around Inati,” Alyona sighed. “I just don’t like them.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I chuckled. “Let’s take some of your frustration out on some of these Sect bastards, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” The princess smiled up at me. 
 
    Antonio finally caught up with us, and I heard him try to catch his breath as he walked next to me. 
 
    “Antonio!” I heard a familiar voice call out, and we all stopped and turned to see Mateo rushing toward us. 
 
    “Mateo,” the Sentinel leader greeted him with a smile. 
 
    “Brother, it’s good to see you,” Mateo said with relief as the dwarves clasped forearms. “I was worried when Evan said you were all missing, but I couldn’t help much. I’m sorry about the council meeting yesterday. I don’t have much say with the magistrates.” 
 
    “I know, brother,” Antonio consoled him. “You always do what you can.” 
 
    “Where are you going now?” Mateo looked around in confusion as though he’d just realized we stood on the edge of the neighborhood. 
 
    “To look for the traitors,” I grunted. “We’ve already found a few, but we know there are more hiding out somewhere.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Mateo agreed with a frown. “The council is so busy worrying about themselves, they don’t even notice the real problem here.” 
 
    “Why are they worried about themselves?” I asked. 
 
    “I suspect you’ve already figured out a few things that they wouldn’t want anyone else to know,” Mateo drawled. “But I won’t be part of all of that. You seem like the type of person to make sure the problems with the council are resolved.” 
 
    “You would be right on that,” I chuckled. “And yeah, I have a pretty good idea what’s going on. Just need to be sure before I act.” 
 
    “I commend you,” Mateo said and templed his fingers. “Not many have had the courage to question Whitaker and his followers. Yesterday was the first time I have seen one of them even scold him.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alyona wondered. 
 
    “When Ingrid yelled at him for keeping the missing Sentinels a secret,” Mateo explained. “I hope that situation wakes the other magistrates up to Whitaker’s selfishness.” 
 
    “We all do, brother,” Antonio agreed. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to your search,” Mateo said as he dipped his head. “I’ll be at the tower if you need anything.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Alyona smiled as the dwarf waddled back toward the main road. 
 
    “Why doesn’t Mateo want to be a magistrate, exactly?” I asked Antonio. 
 
    “I’m not sure that he doesn’t want to be,” the Sentinel leader replied. “It seems more like he doesn’t want to ask and assume he is capable of it.” 
 
    “He seems pretty capable to me.” I shrugged. “I’ve met many leaders in our travels. I think he’d be good at it.” 
 
    “I agree with you, but asking for such a title is not in his nature,” Antonio explained. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied. “Let’s get moving. At this rate, we’ll be the last ones to search our tunnel.” 
 
    I led Alyona and Antonio toward the wellhouse and pointed to show her. 
 
    “Is that the other portal?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one where we could smell miasma,” I answered. “Do you want to check it out?” 
 
    “We probably should,” the princess agreed. 
 
    “Let me enter first,” Antonio suggested. “I don’t want my Sentinel to attack since everyone is back on duty.” 
 
    “Good point.” I smirked. 
 
    Antonio rapped twice on the door and pushed it open. I checked the stones where I’d created the lock when we’d left, and it looked like one of them had smashed through it. The Sentinels were stronger than they looked. 
 
    “It is Antonio,” the dwarf called out as he walked through the entry, and we followed him inside to see the Sentinel inside standing at attention. 
 
    “Sir, nothing to report as of yet,” the Sentinel advised. 
 
    “Thank you,” Antonio murmured before he glanced at the well. “I see what you mean. This portal is a bit stronger as well. The mage must have tried a spell on this seal already.” 
 
    “Then I need to do the Tristal Seal here as well,” Alyona replied as she walked closer to the well and peered down inside it. “We need to keep these closed, but especially while the Sect is here.” 
 
    “Pull from me this time,” I directed her. “We can’t be without your strength this time.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the princess asked with a worried voice. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I replied and smiled. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Alyona stood next to me and placed her tiny porcelain hand on my shoulder while she began the spell as she had in the forge. I could feel some of my magic surge out of my spiritual sea and into the princess as she whispered the words of the seal, and in my mind’s eye, Miraya swayed back and forth on the beach as she held her arms out and pushed our magic toward Alyona. A serene smile was plastered on the spirit sword’s beautiful face as she provided more power for the seal, and her skirts swished around her long, porcelain legs. 
 
    This time, the portal had no magical booby traps. The first silvery seal appeared above the well near the spool and crashed down into the stones that surrounded the water. The wellhouse shook with the force of the impact, and the Sentinels’ shock was obvious. Alyona looked at me, and I nodded at her to continue. The second black seal hovered for only a second before it slammed on top of the first one. Then the pure white seal appeared and landed on top of the well with a final thud. 
 
    “It is done,” Alyona sighed. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I answered as I looked over my body. “Are you?” 
 
    “Much better than last time,” she agreed. 
 
    “We should still get you one of those restoring teas when we get back,” I offered. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say no,” the princess giggled. “The tea is quite refreshing.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose that is completed, then?” Antonio asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s all good now,” I replied. 
 
    “Then we should go,” he suggested. “Let me know if anything changes, Angel.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Sentinel named Angel replied as he gave a quick salute and returned to his chair. 
 
    The three of us walked out of the wellhouse and continued past the edge of the city to the wall surrounding it. I pictured the map we’d looked at earlier and pointed to our right. 
 
    “The tunnel should be just a little way over there,” I said, and we walked about fifteen more steps and found the entrance. 
 
    Why were all of these tunnels pitch black? 
 
    I sighed and lit a fireball as we entered the darkness. I could hear rats scurrying away from our footsteps, and it sounded like many more than in previous tunnels. 
 
    “Do you think there’s a rat nest in here?” Alyona whispered as she grasped my elbow and shuddered. “I don’t care for those filthy creatures. They make me anxious.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied. “But I’ll burn the nest if I find one.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a nod. 
 
    We continued down the tunnel, and soon I could feel a sense of wetness to the air. It became oddly humid compared to the other tunnels, and then I heard running water. It trickled across the path ahead of us, and soon my fireball illuminated a tiny stream. It ran from left to right, and the water was dark and murky. 
 
    “That’s strange,” Antonio muttered. “Why is the water so dirty? We typically have such clean water.” 
 
    “Maybe because it’s underground?” Alyona suggested. 
 
    “Or because it’s an indicator of how close we are,” I whispered. “There has to be something here.” 
 
    The other two nodded, and we crept past the stream and further down the tunnel. Then we saw a wall. 
 
    “No way,” I muttered. “There has to be something in this tunnel.” 
 
    “There is,” Alyona breathed. “I can feel the magic, just listen.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and realized she was right. The magic of a continuous spell hummed through the air ahead of us. 
 
    Alyona walked ahead and put her hands against the wall. Except they didn’t land on the wall, and she almost fell through the mirage. 
 
    “Oh!” the princess cried out as she stumbled forward. 
 
    I rushed over to catch her and passed through the mirage to see more tunnel and a flickering light ahead. 
 
    “Come on,” I whispered to Antonio. 
 
    The Sentinel leader walked slowly through the mirage, and he looked utterly confused. 
 
    “What kind of spell is that?” he asked as he turned back to poke a finger through the mirage again. 
 
    “The kind the Sect likes to use,” I replied. “Look, there’s something up ahead.” 
 
    Antonio glanced past me, pulled a dagger from his belt, and nodded. We inched down the tunnel to the light that escaped a small cave, and I leaned around the edge of its opening to peer inside. 
 
    I could see blankets on the floor next to a lantern with a flame burning inside. There were bowls laying next to the blankets, and a stack of books was piled up against the wall. I couldn’t see the corner of the room closest to me, and I leaned back toward Antonio. 
 
    “It looks empty, but I can’t get a good view of one section,” I murmured. “I’m going in, just wait for my signal.” 
 
    Antonio nodded and gripped his dagger as Alyona stepped behind him. 
 
    I grabbed my own sword from my spatial storage and relished the feeling of the weapon in my hand again. Then I leapt into the doorway and turned quickly to my left. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The cave was clearly a hideout, but its occupants were nowhere to be found. So, I leaned back out the entrance and waved at Antonio and Alyona to come in, and they walked into the cave and examined everything with me. 
 
    “Looks like two people have been staying here,” I said as I glanced at the blankets and dishes on the floor. “Two of everything.” 
 
    “I agree,” Antonio replied and picked up one of the blankets. “They are part of the Green Glass Sect?” 
 
    “That’s my assumption,” I answered. 
 
    “Look at these!” Alyona cried out, and I turned to see her caressing the spines of the books I’d seen. 
 
    “What are they?” Antonio asked. 
 
    “Mostly spell books, but there are a few history books as well,” she gushed. “Can we take them?” 
 
    “Of course, babe.” I grinned. “Load them up.” 
 
    “Load them where?” Antonio looked around in confusion. 
 
    “Here,” she giggled as she opened her spatial storage and began to pile the books inside. 
 
    “Ah, of course,” the Sentinel chuckled. “A priestess must need spatial storage for all her things.” 
 
    Once Alyona finished her collection, I led them both back to the tunnel. 
 
    “I’m going to make sure they can’t use this one again,” I muttered. “The fewer hiding spots they have, the easier it will be to find them.” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Antonio wondered. “Maybe I could help.” 
 
    “Oh, I got this.” I winked at the Sentinel before I turned back to the cave and opened my mouth wide. 
 
    A column of fire billowed from my maw, and the cave’s contents went up in flames. The fire quickly burned everything in the room, and soon smoke poured into the tunnel with us. So, I reached out to the stream back down the tunnel and pulled the water toward me. Then I dumped it onto the flames to dampen them and looked over the room. There was no way they could recover from these damages. They would have to find another place to hide. 
 
    “Wow,” Antonio breathed. “You--you, ah, you’re a dragon? I’ve never seen someone wield fire so precisely, even cultivators. ” 
 
    “Try to keep it to yourself,” I advised. “It’s better that way.” 
 
    “I’d heard there was a new dragon in Rahma, but I never thought it was true,” he said with a hint of excitement. “You’re really him?” 
 
    “That’s me,” I laughed. “But seriously, don’t say anything. We’re laying low for now. I want to figure out what’s going on with the council, and no one will talk to me if they know I’m a dragon working for the king.” 
 
    Antonio nodded and crossed his arm over his chest as he bowed. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we should get back to the others,” Alyona said as she glanced over her shoulder toward the city. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We hustled back through the mirage and out of the tunnel into the city. Then we made our way to the courtyard, where everyone else milled about and discussed their findings. 
 
    “There you are!” Gabriela cried out as she ran over to embrace Antonio. “We were starting to worry.” 
 
    “We are fine, Gabriela,” Antonio soothed her before he stepped back to address the group. “We did find a hideout of sorts, but we destroyed it so they cannot return. What about the other tunnels?” 
 
    “We didn’t find anything,” Lorenzo answered with a frown. “It seems only you and one other group found something.” 
 
    “Yes, we found a hideout as well,” Ravi chirped. “It had a few necessities in it like blankets and such, but no people.” 
 
    “A disappointment, really,” Aaliyah purred. “I was looking forward to digging my claws into someone again.” 
 
    “You wanted to kill someone?” Gabriela asked, and the lady dwarf’s eyes widened at the lioness. 
 
    “I enjoy a good hunt, and I always kill my prey,” Aaliyah laughed and flashed her fangs. 
 
    “Plus, these guys deserve everything we give them,” I pointed out. “They’ve done nothing but kill people and try to free demons since they made their appearance. Not only that, but if we’ve found two of their hideouts and they aren’t using them, they’re planning something big.” 
 
    “It must be big if they’re risking gathering together instead of in their smaller groups,” Nike agreed as he brushed his black hair back from his brow. 
 
    “Yes, we need to find the big meeting place soon,” Laika added, and her gray wolf ears flattened against her head. 
 
    “We just need a way to find out more about the city and where to look,” I said. “I’m just not sure how yet.” 
 
    My stomach grumbled in the silence that followed. 
 
    “Maybe we should go back to the tavern, get lunch, and come up with some ideas?” Aaliyah suggested with a quirked brow. 
 
    “Yeah, I think my stomach would agree with you,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Would you mind if we joined you?” Antonio asked. “We can help with the ideas for the city.” 
 
    “The more, the merrier,” I replied. “Let’s see if Aggie can whip us up something for lunch.” 
 
    Alyona and I led the ragtag group back to the tavern and through the front doors. A few early drinkers sat at the bar, and Aggie burst through the kitchen door with a large barrel in her arms that was nearly as big as she was. 
 
    “I’ll be with you in a minute!” she called out over the barrel. 
 
    I gestured to the largest table in the room, and we all sat down. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t realize it was you, Evan!” Aggie smiled as she hurried over to us after she set down the barrel. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I laughed. “Do you have anything you could throw together for lunch? Enough for our friends here as well, if you could.” 
 
    “Of course!” Aggie replied. “I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as the Demi-Human rushed back into the kitchen. 
 
    I opened my mouth to start brainstorming when the messenger boy from Whitaker’s house carefully pushed open the door to the tavern. He looked around and saw our table, and then he scurried over to our table and unrolled another scroll from his pocket. 
 
    “Ahem.” He cleared his throat and held the scroll up as he read. “You have been invited to a social event at the Emerald Estates. Whitaker requests your party’s presence at his home tonight for dinner and drinks. Should you accept, he requests that you wear your most formal attire.” 
 
    The boy rolled the scroll back up and tucked it into his breast pocket. 
 
    “We would be honored,” I snickered. “Seriously, though, are you okay? I saw the way he threw the sword to you after the duel.” 
 
    “I’m used to it.” The boy shrugged. “So, you will be there?” 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “Let the lizard know we’re coming.” 
 
    The boy nodded and traipsed out the door. 
 
    “What is Whitaker’s angle with this?” Aaliyah wondered. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it has something to do with him telling everyone that our duel wasn’t a fair fight.” I smirked. “I only bested him by cheating, of course.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Laika grumbled, and her gray ears twitched with agitation. “He was a terrible swordsman.” 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t want anyone to know he was terrible?” Trina suggested. 
 
    “Or maybe his wife didn’t like our jokes,” Marina pointed out. 
 
    “Well, maybe her husband shouldn’t be a joke,” Polina cackled, and the other dryads laughed with her.  
 
    Even a couple of the Sentinels tried to hide their smiles. 
 
    “Either way, it looks like our luck is turning around,” I said with a grin. “We found out good information last time. Let’s try for two.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Alyona and I stood in our chambers as she looked over her clothes and tossed them on the bed.  
 
    “I have so many outfits,” Alyona moaned. “What is considered my most formal attire?” 
 
    “What about a dress?” I suggested. “They’re formal, right?” 
 
    “Of course, but which one?” The princess gestured to the pile of clothes on the bed and tugged on her braid. “I could wear white or black or purple.” 
 
    “You look great in all of them.” I shrugged. “Whichever one you like best.” 
 
    Alyona raised one raven-colored eyebrow as she put her hands on her hips. 
 
    Apparently, women in Inati weren’t too different from the ones on Earth. 
 
    “Ah, I like the black one,” I said as I pointed to the pile. 
 
    “Okay.” Alyona dug through the dresses and pulled out three black dresses. “Which one did you like?” 
 
    “Uh, that one,” I offered and gestured to the one in the middle. 
 
    “It is nice, but it might be too short to be formal,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I agreed as I tried to resolve the issue and pointed to the dress on the right. “Definitely that one, then.” 
 
    “That one is perfect!” the princess gushed. “Thank you, my love.” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled.  
 
    Crisis averted. 
 
    I slipped my own black trousers on as Alyona pulled on her dress. 
 
    “Can you help me with the buttons?” she asked as she turned her back to me. 
 
    I stared at her perfect ivory skin as it peeked through the gap in her sleek black dress. The opening was wide at her shoulder blades and then tapered down to reveal the curve of her lower back. 
 
    My cock pressed against my pants’ seam while I walked forward to touch her. I grazed her skin with my fingertips, and my cock throbbed when she shivered at my touch.  
 
    “We shouldn’t be late,” Alyona murmured as I slipped my hands inside the opening of her dress around her tiny waist. 
 
    “I don’t know if I care,” I moaned and ran my hands around to her tight stomach and up to her round breasts. Her nipples were hard already, and she let out a gasp as my fingers began to tease them.  
 
    “You have to care,” she whispered as she turned around to face me and put her hands on my cheeks. “We have so many people to help here.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I sighed and let my hands fall to my sides. “But I will be picking this up later.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” she giggled. “Now, can you button it?” 
 
    “I guess,” I growled when she turned back around. Then I reached forward and buttoned her dress before she turned around again to show me.  
 
    “What do you think?” the princess asked. 
 
    The long black dress was tight across her ample bosom and waist before it draped down her hips and legs and stopped just above her tiny feet. The dress was sleeveless and revealed her lithe arms and narrow shoulders, and it was also shimmery, almost like it was covered in sequins or glitter.  
 
    “You look amazing,” I breathed.  
 
    Her cheeks flushed at the compliment, and she stood on her toes to kiss my cheek. Then she sat on the bed and pulled on her black slippers as I tugged my tunic on over my head. Finally, I yanked on my boots, and we headed out of the bedroom and into the hallway. 
 
    Ravi and Aaliyah waited in the hall for us. Ravi wore a long orange dress that draped over her lithe frame. The neckline dipped into a deep V to reveal her cleavage, and a belt tied at the waist accentuated her hourglass body. Aaliyah’s long, golden tail poked out of the back of her crimson and gold dress, and the outfit wrapped around her body tightly and ended at her lower thigh.  
 
    Then the dryads walked out of their room, and I took a sharp breath as I looked over their dark jade dresses. Polina’s dress had a slit below the collar down to her belly button that opened just enough to get a glimpse of her emerald tits, while Trina’s dress snugly enfolded her slim figure and tapered off just below her round ass. Marina’s outfit was in two pieces. Her top was loose and barely covered her large breasts, while her skirt started at her hips and left her six-pack abs exposed. 
 
    As I stared at the dryads, Laika peeked out from the room behind them.  
 
    “Are you sure this is formal?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Polina said firmly. “Come on.” 
 
    Laika sighed and stepped out into the hallway with a sheer blue strapless dress that pooled at her feet. The outfit hugged her curves and revealed her muscular arms, and as she walked toward us, I could see her gray furry tail swishing behind her. 
 
    I growled as I pictured ripping all these damn dresses off my women and marking them with my seed. I could only imagine how those dumb aristocrats were going to react, and I imagined words tumbling out of their mouths as they fumbled for answers to our questions. 
 
    Just then, Nike walked out of his room and glanced over the group. He’d traded his typical white tunic for a black one with silver lining along the hems, and his black hair fell over his silver eyes before he pushed it back and gave me a grimace. 
 
    “Ready to go?” I asked. 
 
    The noble nodded, and the girls cheered. Then we headed downstairs and out onto the stone path that led to the Emerald Estate. 
 
    As we approached the house, we could hear the band as they played an upbeat song, and I could smell the warm scent of chicken and kudu meat as it was roasted for dinner. We walked in the front door, and a few couples were dancing to the beat of the music, while other couples and groups stood around or sat at tables and chatted. 
 
    I noticed Whitaker and Helena sitting together at a table near the dance floor as they sipped champagne and watched the dancers. The lizard Demi-Human looked up to see us enter, and I chuckled to myself as I watched his yellow eyes widen in surprise while Helena’s face shifted into a scowl. 
 
    Apparently, she was the only one who was allowed to check out anyone else. 
 
    Whitaker shook his head and stood up to greet us. We walked over to the table, and I stuck out my hand. 
 
    “Evan,” he murmured as he snuck another glance over my shoulder.  
 
    “Whitaker,” I returned the greeting as we clasped forearms, and he winced. “Everything alright?” 
 
    “Just a bit sore from our duel,” the lizard muttered. “It seems you had more practice than I expected.” 
 
    “I noticed,” I chuckled. “Thank you for the invitation. My ladies were very excited to come.” 
 
    “Ah, good,” he replied. “Well, I’d like to introduce you to everyone, if that’s alright.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I said. “And please let them know I’m here to help. You shouldn’t tell them about the portals, but let them know to answer our questions.” 
 
    “What questions?” Whitaker looked baffled. 
 
    “The ones we’re going to ask.” I smirked. “Unless you want me to tell them what really happened at the duel?” 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry,” he replied and waved his hand. “I’ll let them know you are a friend.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned. 
 
    Whitaker turned to the rest of the room and tapped his glass. 
 
    I thought people only did that in movies. 
 
    “If I could have your attention, please!” the lizard called out, and guests turned to look at him while the band slowly stopped their music. “Thank you. I’d like you all to meet Evan of Tikal. He has helped the council with a few things since his arrival, and he will be doing more of his work over the next couple of days. He is a friend to us, and he should be treated as such.” 
 
    Many of the guests lifted their glasses and murmured cheers. 
 
    “Thank you, Whitaker,” I said before I turned to the crowd. “My party and I will be talking to several of you in order to help the city. We appreciate your honesty and kindness in these matters.” 
 
    I watched as flickers of concern crossed many of the guests’ faces, and then Whitaker took over again. 
 
    “Thank you all for your attention,” he declared. “Now, keep enjoying the party!” 
 
    The band started back up, and so did the various conversations, but I wondered for a moment how many of the guests were worried about what we would find out. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the Demi-Human. 
 
    “My pleasure,” he hissed. “Dinner will be served in an hour.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know if I need anything else,” I told him and walked back over to my group. “Well, that was interesting.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” Nike agreed with a frown. “There were quite a few guests who looked uncomfortable about you being a friend.” 
 
    “I saw that,” I muttered. “So, let’s start with friendly questions, maybe how long their families have been here, what they do for a living, shit like that. Then we need to focus on anything odd going on around town.” 
 
    “Is there anything in particular we’re hoping to hear?” Aaliyah asked as her lion’s tail swayed behind her. 
 
    “Anything about weird people they’ve never seen before, or anything related to the rations,” I answered. “Those are the two problems I want to get solved.” 
 
    “I hate greedy people,” Laika muttered, and her gray wolf ears flattened against her head.  
 
    “Yeah, me, too,” I agreed. “But we’ll have to keep those feelings to ourselves if we want them to talk to us.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I believe you are right,” Alyona sighed. “If they think we’re out to decrease their fortune, I doubt they will want to give us any help.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “Let’s go talk to some people as their friends and see what we can find out.” 
 
    The dryads linked arms and headed to the bar, while Ravi and Aaliyah walked to the snack table. Nike and Laika spread out, and Alyona took my hand as we made our way to the dance floor.  
 
    I spun her around, wrapped my left arm around her waist, and took her left hand. We started to dance, and it was like everything else went away for a minute. The princess gazed at me with her sparkling amethyst eyes, and I knew we were doing all of this for the right reasons. There was no way Rahma was meant to have anyone but Alyona as their queen. She and I were destined for this. 
 
    Then I noticed a mouse Demi-Human as he danced with a parrot Demi-Human woman and stared at us with concern. So, I adjusted our dance path to take us closer to him. 
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked as we danced next to the mouse. 
 
    “How is what going?” he responded with a perplexed look on his face. 
 
    “Never mind,” I replied. “So, do you have something on your mind?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re hoping to find out,” the mouse muttered as he slowed his dance speed to match ours, and his female companion looked away. 
 
    “Anything weird you’ve noticed,” I explained. “People going where they shouldn’t, lights on late at night, anything like that.” 
 
    “Okay, that is what I noticed, I guess,” the Demi-Human replied as he ran a hand through the brown hair between his furry brown ears. “There’s this old furniture factory over behind the art store. It’s been abandoned for a few years. Not many people could afford the furniture, so it just kind of fell apart.” 
 
    “Okayyyy … ” I prodded him for the actual information. 
 
    “Well, you know, it’s rare for us to see someone who isn’t from here,” he said and gestured toward us. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the odd looks you get. It isn’t unheard of to see someone you don’t know personally, since there are a few thousand people here, but we usually have at least seen everyone once before.” 
 
    “So, what exactly have you seen?” I asked with my last ounce of patience. 
 
    “I keep seeing a few people that I’ve never seen at all before a few weeks ago going in and out of the factory,” the mouse explained. “They never talk to anyone, and they don’t come into the market or shops for anything. I just catch glimpses of them.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen where they go when they leave?” I pressed. 
 
    “I’m not going to follow them!” The Demi-Human looked appalled at the idea, and his dance partner covered her mouth with a feathery hand. “I’m just an accountant.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s fine,” Alyona assured him. “He was only wondering. Anything else?” 
 
    “Did you notice how many there are?” I added. 
 
    “There are at least three different men that I saw,” he said slowly. “And one of them carried a bunch of books into the building the first time I saw them. That’s all I noticed.” 
 
    “You have been very helpful,” the princess replied with a kind smile. “We’ll check everything out, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “Anything to keep our city safe,” the Demi-Human responded before he resumed his dance and pulled his partner away. 
 
    “That certainly sounds like something we need to check out for ourselves,” I murmured as I spun the princess around and led her back onto the floor. 
 
    “I agree.” Alyona nodded. “The behavior is very strange.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I exhaled. “We may have just found out where the rest of the Sect is hiding out.” 
 
    “Then we must ensure no one else is hurt while we’re here,” the princess declared. 
 
    “Oh, but you must stay!” a human woman exclaimed as she and her partner neared us.  
 
    She was a beautiful woman with long blonde hair that fell in waves down her shoulders to the middle of her back, and she wore a cream-colored dress that flared out at her hips and modestly covered her chest and arms. Her dance partner was a cat Demi-Human, and he looked like a pet as he stopped next to her and waited patiently for her to continue. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alyona asked and cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “You could stay in Colaruma,” the woman explained and gestured toward the rest of the room. “You would love it here. You look like someone who could earn a banner.” 
 
    “I--” the princess started as her face filled with color. 
 
    “She is beautiful,” I agreed and put a gentle hand on Alyona’s arm. “How would she earn a banner?” 
 
    “Oh, the council would just do a little family tree testing to ensure your bloodline is clean,” the woman replied with a wave of her hand. “You’d love it. We get the most beautiful gowns, the nicest homes, the best food!” 
 
    “That sounds like a great deal,” I said with a smile. “How do you get those things with the banner? It sounds like it would just be a title.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” She shook her head. “Being a banner family is a great honor, and the council rewards that honor with extra rations to use for barter!” 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “Wow, that is kind,” I replied as I rubbed Alyona’s shaking back. “I don’t think it’s quite what we’re interested in, though.” 
 
    “Whitaker said you were a friend,” the woman said with a confused expression. “I assumed you were interested in our lifestyle.” 
 
    “Not particularly,” Alyona said through gritted teeth. “Thank you, anyway.”  
 
    I nodded politely to the woman and her companion before I grabbed Alyona’s hand and escorted her off the dance floor. 
 
    “You okay?” I whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed, but her beautiful face was marred with a scowl. “Their system just sickens me.” 
 
    “I completely agree,” I growled. “We’re going to tear it down. I want to hear from the people on the other end of the spectrum. If the banner families get extra, that means someone else is getting less.” 
 
    We walked over to the snack table, where the fox Demi-Human girl cleared empty trays and stacked them to take to the kitchen.  
 
    “Hello, Fiona,” I greeted her with a smile. 
 
    “Evan,” she replied and nodded. “That was a great introduction from Mr. Whitaker.” 
 
    “A man will say just about anything to keep from being embarrassed.” I smirked. “He didn’t like the results of our duel yesterday.” 
 
    “You didn’t cheat?” Fiona asked in surprise. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “I beat him fair and square.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” the fox mumbled. “He certainly tells a different story.” 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” I replied with a laugh. “Nonetheless, I’m here to talk about you.” 
 
    “What about me?” Fiona looked surprised. 
 
    “You said you don’t get the nice things that they get.” I gestured to the party guests. “Why is that?” 
 
    “They have more to barter with,” she replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Why do they have more?” Alyona pressed gently. “You’re working, and they’re not.” 
 
    “I use my earnings to barter for more food for my family,” Fiona nearly whispered. “They use their rations to barter for fancy things.” 
 
    “Why do you need more food?” I whispered back. “Everyone is supposed to get equal shares from the king.” 
 
    “The rations are delivered to the council, not the families.” The fox shivered and took a deep breath. “We have no say in how much we get, even if they decide to keep more for themselves and give us less than what we need.” 
 
    “They’re shorting your rations to give extras to the banner families?” I growled. 
 
    “Please, don’t say anything,” Fiona begged, and her fox ears twitched as her eyes darted around nervously. “My mother can’t work, and she doesn’t have any skills to make things we could sell. I’m the only one who can earn extra rations to feed my little sister.” 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone where I heard it,” I promised. “But I can tell you this. It will not continue. And I’m so sorry you’ve had to endure their greed.” 
 
    “We will not stand for it,” the princess agreed with tears in her eyes. 
 
    Fiona nodded, and her blue eyes glittered with her own tears. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to make a scene, so they don’t know you told me anything, okay?” I whispered. 
 
    The fox nodded again and offered a small smile. 
 
    “Don’t ignore my question!” I roared dramatically. “You will answer to me!” 
 
    Most of the party guests turned to see the commotion and craned their necks to hear better. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” Fiona replied in a meek voice. “I don’t know anything.” 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t,” I spat.  
 
    “I can get you a snack if you’d like,” she offered. 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead and do your job.” I smirked.  
 
    “Oh, come now,” Helena said as she stumbled over next to us. “You don’t have to worry about the help. They’re clueless anyway.” 
 
    The snake Demi-Human linked her arm through my elbow and pulled me away from the table, and Alyona followed close behind as Helena led me to a deserted corner of the room. 
 
    “I really figured your servants would be of help,” I muttered. 
 
    “They know nothing of the things the council wants your help with,” Helena said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “But I have been trying to find you.” 
 
    “For what?” I raised a suspicious brow. 
 
    “I wanted to commend you on your sword skillssssss,” the snake slurred.  
 
    The smell of wine wafted through the air between us as I realized Whitaker’s wife was drunk again, and Alyona rolled her eyes and chuckled quietly. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied and turned to go back to the party. 
 
    “Wait, I was only unimpressed with one thing,” Helena giggled as she held up a finger. 
 
    “And what was that?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I could take your pants off much quicker than you did his,” the snake cackled and batted her eyelashes. 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona gasped and then laughed at my appalled expression. 
 
    “I wasn’t interested in your last offer,” I replied once I recovered. “I’m not interested in this one. You didn’t learn anything from your last attempt? Or do I need to embarrass your husband for your honor again?” 
 
    Helena’s mouth dropped open, and I smirked before I grabbed Alyona and pulled her back to the party. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with her?” I muttered as Alyona continued to giggle. 
 
    “She knows an attractive and powerful man when she sees one, I suppose I don’t blame her,” the princess snickered and looped her arm through mine. 
 
    “Let’s just get out of here,” I grumbled.  
 
    I looked around the room and saw Laika and the dryads had watched the conversation from across the room and were headed toward us already. Ravi and Aaliyah looked deep in conversation with another lizard Demi-Human, and Nike was standing near the drink table with the human lady we’d spoken to on the dance floor. I waved them over to us, and they each ended their conversations and met us at the table closest to the foyer. 
 
    “Did the missus try to join us again?” Aaliyah asked with a wink. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” I muttered. “I’ll explain everything once we get back.” 
 
    Alyona and I led everyone out of the fancy house and back onto the stone road to the tavern. I’d noticed it was hard to tell the time of day, but it seemed whoever kept the magical orbs lit had also dimmed them for evening time. As we walked, I glanced up at the dirt ceiling to the city’s cavern and thought about how shitty it was for these people to take from those they considered impure and give more to themselves. I wanted nothing more than to beat the brakes off that lizard and feed him to the bats, and my inner dragon roared at the idea. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at the tavern, and I stopped just before the door. 
 
    “Sorry I wanted to leave before dinner,” I apologized to my group. “I didn’t need to start any more duels.” 
 
    “You must have really left an impression on her,” Marina teased. 
 
    “She wanted an encore performance,” Trina giggled. 
 
    “Or maybe a private showing?” Polina suggested.  
 
    Aaliyah and Ravi stifled laughs as I gave them all a playful glare before I turned to open the door.  
 
    “Maybe Aggie could cook something for dinner,” Alyona said as we walked into the tavern. 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “Nike, would you go ask her?” 
 
    “I will.” The noble nodded and headed toward the kitchen. 
 
    The rest of us sat down at the table furthest from the bar where a few patrons had begun their evening festivities. 
 
    My women cracked a few more jokes while we waited for Nike to return, and I thought about Fiona, the sweet little fox who just wanted to provide for her family. By the time Nike returned and joined us at the table, I had gotten angry all over again.  
 
    “Aggie will have something ready for us shortly,” he announced as he sat down across from me. 
 
    “You think I have enough time to go back and beat an admission out of that piece of shit lizard?” I growled and clenched my fists on the table. 
 
    “No, my love,” Alyona replied with a gentle hand on mine. “The city will never trust us if we react that way. We have to take things one step at a time and serve justice in a way they understand and can agree with.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I grumbled. “Well, at least we figured out how Whitaker and his merry men are creating the social classes. They’re shorting the lower-class people’s rations and adding to the banner family’s portions.” 
 
    “What!” Trina cried out. 
 
    “Those jerks!” Marina squeaked. 
 
    “Now I see why you wanted to beat him up,” Polina grumbled. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “He’s a selfish bastard, and it’s the people of the city who are paying for it.” 
 
    “He’s not the only selfish one,” Nike pointed out. “The woman who approached me at the bar seemed very interested in recruiting me to become a banner family and have all the nice things.” 
 
    “She said I should have my family tree tested as well,” Alyona added. “We told her I wasn’t interested, and she seemed surprised Whitaker would introduce us as friends if I didn’t want to be part of a banner family.” 
 
    “Dinner is served!” Aggie called out over the noisy bar as she set a huge tray of sliced kudu and cubed fruit on the table. “If you need anything else, just grab me from the kitchen.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, and we all began to pick food from the tray. 
 
    “So, maybe it isn’t just someone with a banner who gets the extra rations,” Laika mused once Aggie had walked away. “Perhaps it’s their friends as well.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” I agreed. “There were only seven banners in the tower, and there are way more rich families at those parties.” 
 
    “And still more servant and working-class families outside of that,” the princess indicated. “If they want to get enough rations to actually feed their families, they have to earn it through working for the rich families or bartering their goods.” 
 
    “That explains what the lizard Demi-Human we spoke to was saying,” Trina said. 
 
    “Yeah, he said he wished he was a better friend to the council,” Marina explained. 
 
    “Which means he knew he could get more rations that way,” Polina finished with a frown. 
 
    “Sounds like we need to become better friends, too,” I muttered. 
 
    “Maybe you can work on your friendship at the meeting tomorrow,” Aaliyah offered. 
 
    “Yes, we heard several people discussing it,” Ravi chirped. “It seems the city is invited to attend meetings sometimes, and the next public one is tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll be,” I growled. 
 
    “Oooh, sexy badass dragon time,” Polina squeaked and clapped her hands. 
 
    “Are you going to burn them all up?” Trina asked with a flash of excitement in her jade eyes. 
 
    “Or maybe stone them!” Marina suggested. 
 
    “I haven’t decided on the right punishment yet,” I chuckled. “But we also have to make sure who all is in on this deceit. Not to mention, we need to go investigate the other tip we got.” 
 
    “What was that?” Ravi chirped. 
 
    “One of the men said he’s seen some unfamiliar faces at an old furniture factory,” I explained. “It sounds like it could be a Sect hideout.” 
 
    “Ah, that would be a good place to hide,” Nike replied. “If it’s shut down, there is probably very little traffic.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “So, we need to find out what’s going on there first thing tomorrow. I don’t want to wait too long in case they’re working on any more seal-breaking spells.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Alyona reassured me. 
 
    “Yes, you are a great investigator,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “I know something else you could investigate,” Polina said and winked. 
 
    “Oh, yes, three very important things for you to perform a deep investigation inside of,” Trina cooed. 
 
    “They say good things do come in threes.” I smirked. “Should we go upstairs to begin the investigation?” 
 
    “Oh, most certainly!” Polina giggled as she pushed her chair back and reached over to grab my hand. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll lead the way,” Marina said and stood up with Trina right behind her. 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” Alyona chuckled as I rose from the table. 
 
    I leaned down and pecked her on the cheek before I let Polina tug me to the stairwell. Then I followed the dryads upstairs and into their chambers.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “You might as well lose the fancy dresses.” I grinned as I closed the door behind me.  
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Trina replied with hooded eyes and pressed a kiss to my lips. Then she bent over in front of me to unlace her sandals, and her dress rose to reveal the bottom half of her bare ass.  
 
    My cock throbbed in my trousers when I realized she wasn’t wearing any panties. Then I looked over to see Marina as she lifted her top, and her perfectly round tits fell out. Her tiny green nipples were hard as she rolled her fingers over them and stared at me. 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
    Polina slid the straps of her dress over her shoulders, and I watched as the green outfit fell to the floor and pooled at her feet. Then she took a step closer, ran her tongue up the side of my neck, and nibbled on my ear.  
 
    I closed my eyes as a shiver passed from my throat to my cock. 
 
    Suddenly, I opened my eyes to see they were all naked in front of me, and my arousal stood at attention. I growled and guided them to the bed, where they all laid on their backs and waited for me. I bent down to pull off my boots and looked up to see a clear view of Marina’s perfectly wet pussy on the edge of the bed.  
 
    “I think I’ll start my investigation here,” I murmured as I grabbed her legs and threw them over my shoulders. 
 
    Then I dragged my tongue along her inner thigh as she moaned and clenched the sheets. I felt Trina and Polina shiver with excitement, and they began to grope and fondle their own breasts while they waited. My cock pressed against the seam of my trousers, and I thrust my tongue into the dryad’s dripping canal. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Marina cried out as I dipped and flicked my tongue along her pussy lips.  
 
    I slid my hands along the bed until I felt Polina and Trina’s legs, and then I pushed each of my hands between them. The dryads opened wide for me, and I slid a finger into each of their juicy mounds. 
 
    “Yesssss,” Polina moaned as I finger-fucked them. 
 
    Then I took Marina’s throbbing clit into my mouth and sucked on it, and she arched her back against the bed and sighed with pleasure. 
 
    “Come for him, Marina,” Trina begged. “I want to fuck him!” 
 
    I grinned against the dryad’s pussy and pulled back to blow a cool breath on her dripping juices. Marina shivered again, and I thrust my tongue inside her one more time before she cried out and came all over my face. Then I pumped my fingers in and out of her sisters as she climaxed and moaned. 
 
    “My turn!” Trina squealed as she jumped up from the bed and yanked my trousers to my ankles. 
 
    “Anxious, huh?” I chuckled. 
 
    “I know what I want.” The dryad shrugged with a twinkle in her eyes as she pulled my shirt over my head and pointed to the bed. 
 
    “Aye-aye, captain,” I replied and winked before I laid on the bed next to Marina. 
 
    Trina eyed my arousal for a moment and then crawled onto the bed and straddled my hips. She slowly slid her pussy down over my cock, and I felt every inch of her tight walls until her ass landed on my thighs. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I groaned. 
 
    Then she began to move up and down, and I watched as her jade tits bounced and jiggled with every movement.  
 
    “Don’t be stingy!” Polina teased as she rolled over and clambered up the bed to straddle my face. 
 
    Her pussy nearly dripped on my chin before I even started, and I smirked as I grabbed her hips and pulled her against my mouth. I licked her slit from back to front while her sister pumped up and down on my shaft.  
 
    Then I felt Marina turn toward me, and I moved one hand from Polina’s hips to find Marina’s wet canal. I slid one finger inside her while I continued to flick Polina’s clit with my tongue. 
 
    “Oh, Lord Evan!” Marina cried out. 
 
    Trina suddenly shifted and grinded her hips against mine, and I lifted my hips from the bed just enough to slide even deeper inside her. 
 
    “Gods!” Trina squealed as she climaxed, and her pussy walls tightened around my cock in waves. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned as I came with her and poured my dragon seed into her hot pussy. 
 
    Polina gasped as she watched my hips twitch against Trina’s, and her orgasm hit with a rush of her hot liquid pouring out into my mouth. 
 
    “Oh, godsssss,” she moaned as her body was racked with waves of ecstasy. 
 
    Trina lifted her dripping pussy from my arousal and flopped onto the bed next to me. 
 
    “Your turn,” I murmured to Polina as she gasped for air.  
 
    I slid out from under her as she waited on all fours. I wagged a finger to signal her to turn around, and her soaking mound faced me. Then I grabbed her hips again and thrusted my hard cock inside her. 
 
    “Fuck, Lord Evan!” she cried out as my arousal filled her tunnel. “Yesssss, give me your seed.” 
 
    I resumed finger-fucking Marina while I shoved my cock deep inside her sister and pumped in and out of Polina’s throbbing pussy. Marina moaned and grabbed her tits as she climaxed onto my hand and poured her juices down my fingers. 
 
    Then Polina moaned again and dropped her shoulders to the bed, and I shoved my cock in even deeper as her ass bounced against my hips. Her fists gripped the sheets, her walls tightened as she orgasmed hard, and her body thrashed as I kept pumping my cock into her while she came. 
 
    Suddenly, Trina reached between my legs and grabbed my throbbing sack, and I groaned as it put me over the edge. 
 
    I filled Polina’s tunnel with my dragon seed while my climax hit me over and over.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I groaned when I’d finally finished. 
 
    I pulled my cock out of her to see my seed dripping down her thighs before she collapsed onto the bed. 
 
    “Wow,” Trina sighed. 
 
    “How’s that for a sexy, badass dragon investigator?” I smirked. 
 
    “Pretty good,” Polina sighed with a sly smile. 
 
    “Pretty good?” I repeated and quirked a brow. 
 
    “Maybe we should keep practicing,” Marina suggested as she seductively began to crawl over me again. 
 
    I absolutely fucking agreed. 
 
    The next morning, I awoke to three beautifully naked emerald bodies draped across mine. I blinked a few times to clear my eyes and then gazed across the collection of hard green nipples and pussies that still dripped with my thick creamy seed. 
 
    The dryads and I had a good, long night of love making, and my blood rushed south as flashes of the evening ran through my head. 
 
    “Is it morning?” Trina mumbled against my chest. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” I confirmed as I pushed her matted hair from her face. “I need a bath.” 
 
    “We could help you,” Polina chimed in with a yawn. 
 
    “I’m not sure how clean I’d get with you three in there,” I chuckled as my cock rose to attention. “But I’m willing to test it out.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Marina agreed as she opened her eyes and stretched.  
 
    “Sounds like a good plan to me,” I murmured as my gaze traveled down her curvy, jade body to the apex of her thighs that glistened with her desire. 
 
    Just as the four of us started to rise from the bed, though, there was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” I heard Nike’s voice boom from the hallway. “Are you still in there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I called out and stretched again. “Just a second.” 
 
    I stood up, pulled my pants on, and trudged to the door to crack it open. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, but Antonio is downstairs looking for you,” the noble explained. “I think he wants an update on the party.” 
 
    “Okay, tell him I’ll be down in a little while,” I replied. “I need a bath, man.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that.” Nike smirked. “I’ll go tell him.” 
 
    I chuckled as I shut the door behind him and turned around to grab the rest of my clothes. 
 
    “Sooo, no help from us, then?” Polina pouted. 
 
    “Sorry, ladies,” I groaned as the three of them sat naked on the end of the bed with their puppy dog eyes. “Next time, I’m all yours.” 
 
    “The badass dragon must go do badass things,” Trina sighed dramatically. 
 
    “I must,” I agreed and winked. “But I’m sure I’ll need help with a bath soon.” 
 
    The dryads giggled and got up to get dressed as I walked out of their chambers and down the hall to the bath. 
 
    It was early in the morning, and I was the only one in the stone room. The Colarumans had built stalls that worked like showers using a trough system to pour water down in a steady stream. So, I lathered up, considered staying under the warm water for hours, and finally rinsed off. 
 
    A few minutes later, I was smelling more like some frilly soap and less like sex, so I made my way downstairs to talk with Antonio. 
 
    “Good morning,” the Sentinel leader greeted me from a table as he sipped a mug of tea. “Long night?” 
 
    “I try to stay busy every night.” I smirked. “So, what’s with the bright and early visit?” 
 
    “I wanted to check in with you after the event last night,” Antonio explained. “I assume you found out more information about the traitors hidden among us.” 
 
    “Yeah, we have a potential hideout for the Sect,” I confirmed. “It’s not a definite hideout, but one of the party guests mentioned seeing unfamiliar faces in and out of an abandoned building.” 
 
    “Then we must go at once.” The dwarf slammed his mug down on the table and started to get up. 
 
    “Now, hold on,” I said as I held up a hand. “First things first, I don’t go waltzing into places like this without my group. We all work together.” 
 
    “Okay,” Antonio drawled, and he scooted back into his chair. “What else?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s smart to come barreling in there with even more people,” I explained. “We don’t know what we’re walking into, and my team has worked together long enough that I don’t have to explain anything. I mean no offense, but I don’t know your people well enough to take all of them in there.” 
 
    “We were helpful with the tunnels,” he insisted with a frown. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed. “We were in smaller groups, and your people helped us find the places to go and navigate them. I’m thankful for that, but I don’t need a larger group for one building. Besides, if we find someone, you may not like how I get their information.” 
 
    “But you’ll tell us what you find?” Antonio raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a smile. “I have no intention of hiding things from you. I’ve had many successful missions with my team by my side already. I just know how I want to run things.” 
 
    “Okay,” he conceded. “I don’t like it, but you’ve already done more than I expected. Did you learn anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, I learned there’s a public council meeting tonight.” I scowled. “You should be at that. It should be very educational for the people.” 
 
    “Why?” Antonio narrowed his blue eyes. “Whitaker despises when we show up to his events.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll want to be at this one,” I chuckled. 
 
    “If you say so.” The Sentinel leader shrugged. “Well, I suppose I will see you tonight, then.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied as I stood up to clasp his forearm. 
 
    The dwarf hopped down from his chair and waddled out the tavern door. I briefly wondered why he’d given up the argument so easily, but I realized he’d already seen my dragon side. Surely, he didn’t want to piss me off. 
 
    “Do you want breakfast, Evan?” Aggie called out from the doorway to the kitchen. She held a giant mixing bowl in the crook of her arm with a wooden spoon in her other hand and stirred as she awaited my response. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I groaned. “I’m starving.” 
 
    A foursome with the dryads always gave me a healthy appetite. 
 
    Aggie chuckled and breezed back into the kitchen as Nike and Alyona walked out of the stairwell into the tavern. 
 
    “Good morning, my love,” Alyona murmured as she wrapped her arms around my waist and stood on her tiptoes to press a kiss to my cheek. “Did you sleep?” 
 
    “A little,” I chuckled. “Between the sisters and Antonio, I might need a nap today.” 
 
    “What did Antonio need so early?” she asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “He wanted to know about the party,” I explained. “I told him about the hideout tip, and he wasn’t too happy that I said we would be going in without the Sentinels.” 
 
    “That is probably for the best,” Nike agreed with a quick nod. “It’s rather difficult to be stealthy with an extra five people.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “He was miffed, but he’s following my lead. Plus, I don’t know if they’d be helpful during the interrogation. I told him to be at the meeting tonight, though.” 
 
    “Breakfast!” Aggie called out as she burst through the kitchen door with an even bigger bowl than the one she’d held before. It looked like someone had cut a boulder in half and carved out the middle. She set the bowl on the table with a thud and ran back behind the counter to return with individual sized bowls. “I threw together a little something. I hope you like it!” 
 
    The aroma of kudu meat, eggs, and veggies filled the air at our table, and my stomach growled with hunger. The bowl was filled to the brim with scrambled eggs tossed with the meat and red and yellow vegetables. Aggie had covered the mixture with green and orange herbs, and my mouth watered as I eyed the bowl. 
 
    “It smells amazing, Aggie,” the princess replied with a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, milady!” Aggie returned her smile before she rushed back into the kitchen. 
 
    I waited until Alyona had put a small serving in her bowl before I dumped a huge helping into my own. Just as I forked a bite into my mouth, the dryads, Ravi, Aaliyah, and Laika trotted down the stairs to join us, and the women sat around the table and filled their bowls without a word. 
 
    For a few minutes, the only sound was everyone shoveling Aggie’s delicious casserole into our mouths and chewing. Finally, I finished my third bowl of food and rubbed my belly with pleasure. Then I looked around the table and saw I was the last one done. 
 
    “So, what are we waiting for?” I joked as I pushed back my chair. 
 
    “You,” Nike deadpanned. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “Let’s go see what’s in this factory.” 
 
    We all stood up and filed out the tavern door, and the magical orbs that lit the roads were dim as though they imitated the morning light. The streets were empty, and even the market had no customers yet. I glanced around and pointed in the direction of the art store. Then I led the group through the commercial buildings as we weaved around to the back side of the stores. A few minutes later, I motioned to the furniture factory, and we made our way closer to the large building. 
 
    The stone structure was two stories tall, and the ground outside the building was littered with half-completed projects like desks with two legs and chairs with no backs. The window openings were all boarded up, but between the slats, I could see lights and shadows as they drifted back and forth. 
 
    “There’s someone inside,” I whispered. “Alyona, Aaliyah, and Laika, we’ll take the front door. Nike, Ravi, and the dryads, you take the back entrance. We’ll give you time to get into place, then we’ll all go in. The windows are all blocked off, so we should be able to keep everyone inside. Let’s move quickly and quietly.” 
 
    Nike and Aaliyah nodded, and they jogged with the dryads toward the back of the factory. I waited less than a minute before I led my group to the front door and eased it open. 
 
    Laika darted in the doorway and nearly bumped into a guard, but she quickly wrapped her arms around his face and her legs around his waist, yanked the dagger from her hip, and stuck it into his throat before he got a chance to call out for help. Then she jumped from his crumpling body as it hit the ground and looked back at us. 
 
    It seemed like we were in the right place. 
 
    The front room looked to be some sort of lobby, and it featured old wooden benches with slats of wood broken or rotting off and a long desk with blank parchment laying on top. It looked like whoever ran the factory used to sell furniture from here, so the bigger rooms were probably in the back. 
 
    I gestured to the door behind the desk, and we all walked around the counter to continue the search. Then I pushed the door open a few inches and waited. 
 
    Inside the next room, I could hear low voices talking quickly, and the lights we’d seen from outside were bouncing around the walls and looked like little lightning strikes as they traveled around the room. 
 
    “That’s another nexus spell,” Alyona whispered in my ear. “Someone is practicing them.” 
 
    I nodded and waved for the women to follow my lead. Then I crept into the dark room and paused to let our eyes adjust. I could make out three figures crouched in the center of the room, and whatever they were doing created flashes of light that illuminated piles of wood scraps and tools scattered around the room. I hid behind a deserted worktable, and my women squatted down with me. 
 
    “It looks like there are three of them,” I said under my breath. “They’re about twenty yards ahead of us. We should--” 
 
    I was cut off by a loud crash on the other end of the room, and it came from the direction Nike and the others had entered the building. 
 
    The three Sect members stood up straight, looked away from us, and sprinted to the back of the factory. I took the opportunity to bolt from my hiding spot and shot webs at their feet, and the traitors tripped and nearly fell into each other as I ran to catch up. 
 
    One of the men turned and cultivated wind magic that gusted out like a hurricane and tossed the four of us into the wood piles. I looked up in time to see the second member rip off his hood and reveal his lion Demi-Human form, and he roared and used his long claws to shred the webs at their feet. Then he threw his head back and roared again. 
 
    Before I could untangle myself, Aaliyah roared back and snatched up a long piece of timber. She launched it at the lion-man like a spear, and it crashed into his cheek, leaving a gash that spurted blood out onto the floor. He whimpered and grabbed his face as he turned away from us. 
 
    “Lionesses are the real hunters,” Aaliyah spat. 
 
    The wind cultivator glanced at me before he kicked something under a stack of chairs and grinned. I grunted and pushed myself up from the tangle of wood beams, and then I kicked the slats of wood out of my way, so I could face these bastards head on. 
 
    The third person straightened up, and I saw it was a woman. She had fiery red hair that billowed out behind her as she dropped her hood, and her pale, freckled face was contorted with rage as she clasped her hands together and then pulled them apart to reveal a magical orb. The sphere looked like a crystal ball filled with green and black smoke that swirled around inside, but then the mage hurled the orb at Alyona. 
 
    I growled and conjured my fire shield to cover the princess, and the ball slammed into the shield and nearly knocked me backward as it hissed and burned against the shield’s surface. 
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” I shouted. 
 
    “Acidium,” Alyona replied and pushed up her sleeves. “Your shield will dissolve it, but I’m going after her.” 
 
    The princess murmured a few words, and then white tendrils of magic left her splayed fingers. She stepped past the shield as the acidium liquefied and melted to the floor, and the smoky magic shot out toward the lady mage. The tendrils reminded me of the truth spell I’d learned from the Solas as they reached out and wrapped around the mage’s throat, but Alyona’s magic was white like her pure soul. 
 
    “No--” the mage choked out. 
 
    Alyona tightened her hands into fists, and the magical smoke imitated her movements as it squeezed the mage’s neck until she finally lost consciousness. The princess released her grip, and the woman fell to the floor. 
 
    “I guess those offensive spells are working,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes, they are,” she agreed with a smile. 
 
    “Milady!” Laika cried out as she grabbed Alyona’s shoulders and pulled her back just as the wind cultivator blew a siege of wood beams at her. 
 
    I roared as I turned my attention to the mage and opened my maw to blow out a plume of fire. He blocked it with another gust of wind, and the flames crawled up to the ceiling instead. 
 
    I growled and shot more webs at him as I stormed closer, but he pushed them to the side and laughed. 
 
    Suddenly, the wind mage held his hands out and started chanting, and I looked up to see lightning as it flashed overhead and cracked into a pile of wood. Flames emerged from the timber, and smoke poured into the air. 
 
    “Laika!” I hollered. “Find some water!”  
 
    “On it!” the wolf warrior replied and ran back to the front of the building. 
 
    Then I realized I had to use something he couldn’t block. 
 
    I stared at the Sect bastard and clenched my own fists as I called on my earthquake magic, and I focused the energy on the cultivator, who continued to chant and build up his spell. Then I threw my hands out, and the earthquake magic followed. As the ground began to shake, a giant crack formed in the floor beneath him, and he stumbled for a few moments as he tried to regain his balance. 
 
    “Can’t blow away an earthquake.” I smirked as I sent one last ripple of magic at him, and he screamed as he fell into the crevice. 
 
    Laika rushed in behind me with a bucket of water and dumped it on the growing flames from the lightning strike. Then I used water magic to douse the flames over and over until the last flame flickered out. 
 
    The lion Demi-Human watched his companions go down and shook his head vehemently before he made a mad dash for the back door. 
 
    Before he could make his great escape, though, Nike kicked the door open with the Sword of Light held high. The door smashed the lion in the face, and he stumbled backward as he held his bloody nose. 
 
    Ravi walked in behind Nike with her fire whip in hand, and she lashed out at the lion and wrapped the magical rope around his torso. 
 
    The lion roared and then whimpered as the fire began to burn through his robes. The ropes squeezed tighter across his body, and his bloody face contorted as he tried to fight to get free. 
 
    Then Nike pulled back his sword and plunged it into the lion’s gut.  
 
    The Demi-Human screeched with pain before his head dropped to his chest. A moment later, the noble pulled back his sword, and the lion’s body crashed to the ground. 
 
    “Nice,” I said as I grinned at my fellow noble and then looked past him. “Where are my dryads?” 
 
    “Right here!” Polina called out from beyond the doorway. 
 
    The sisters walked in behind Nike and Ravi, and they dragged another Sect member behind them. Polina had one arm, Marina had the other, and Trina held a vine-rope that was wrapped around his waist. 
 
    “We killed two in the storage room, but we kept this one for interrogation,” Nike explained as he gestured with his thumb to the captive. 
 
    “Great minds think alike,” I chuckled as I motioned to the female mage on the floor. “We kept one alive, too.” 
 
    “Look what I found!” Alyona called out from a pile of chairs. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I saw one of them kick something under there earlier,” I said. “What was it?” 
 
    “Another book,” she mumbled as she turned the pages. “It’s all dark magic. Nexus spells, seal-breaking spells, everything.” 
 
    “They’re going to be missing that,” I murmured and looked over her shoulder at the spells. “Is this the only one?” 
 
    “The only dark magic book?” Alyona raised her brows. “I doubt it. This is simply a collection of spells they were using, see?” 
 
    She closed the book and lifted it, so we could all see the dark green leaf embossed on its cover. 
 
    “Does it have the spell to open the portals?” I asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” the princess replied. “I’ll keep reading through it.” 
 
    “Okay, while you get your answers, we need to get some from them,” I grunted and motioned toward the captives. “Let’s tie them up.” 
 
    Ravi and Laika each grabbed a chair from the piles around the room and set them in the middle of the floor. The dryads dragged their prisoner to one of the chairs and used the rope to tie him to it, and Aaliyah grabbed the female mage by the leg and pulled her to the other chair. 
 
    “Let me bind her,” Alyona suggested. Then she mumbled a short spell, and stark white bindings appeared and wrapped around the mage’s slim figure. 
 
    “Perfect.” I nodded. “Oh, one more thing.” 
 
    I reached into my spatial storage and retrieved the Sword of Hatra. I weighed it in my hand and felt the power of the healing spirit as I gripped the handle. Then I lifted the blade and pushed the man’s robes down his shoulders. On his left bicep was the mark of the Green Glass Sect, a glowing green tattoo of a leaf. I pressed the blade to the ink, and the spirit of the sword helped me pull the curse from his skin. 
 
    “What the hell!” the man cried out as the curse bled from his skin and dissipated into my sword. 
 
    Then I turned my attention to the female mage. Alyona had already pulled back the mage’s robe and revealed the green leaf tattoo on her collarbone. 
 
    I pushed the Sword of Healing against the ink and felt the handle warm in my hand as Miraya and I pulled out the curse. 
 
    Just as the glow left her skin, I heard boots pounding on the floor, and everyone pulled out their weapons again. I turned to see the Sentinels march into the room, and we stared at each other in silence for a moment. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demanded. 
 
    “We came to help,” Antonio replied, and he gestured to the captives. “I suppose you do not require our assistance.” 
 
    “No, I suppose we don’t.” I smirked. “I told you not to come.” 
 
    “It is our duty,” the Sentinel leader said with a shrug. “What are you going to do with them?” 
 
    “Watch and learn,” I chuckled. 
 
    Then I turned to face the man strapped to the chair. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked as his eyes darted back and forth to watch us. “The Sect can find me. They’ll know it was you!” 
 
    “They can’t find you without your ink,” I sneered. “And I don’t care if they know it was me. Let them come after me. Maybe I should leave you behind as a message.” 
 
    “No!” he screeched. “If you leave me alive, they’ll think I talked.” 
 
    “Oh, they don’t have to think it,” I said. “You’ll be talking soon enough.” 
 
    “I won’t say anything,” he replied, and his chin jutted out in defiance. 
 
    I gave him a wicked grin and reached out with my terra magic. The familiar green smoke left my fingers and drifted toward his open mouth, and the man’s eyes widened as the magic slid down his throat. 
 
    “Why does the Sect want the portals open?” I asked. 
 
    The man stared at me with anger flaring in his eyes, and then he screamed as he fought the terra magic. He squirmed and yelled until blood dribbled out of his mouth and down his chin. 
 
    The lady mage jolted awake at the sound of her companion’s screaming and yanked at her bindings. 
 
    “What the hell?” she murmured. 
 
    “I’m just a guard!” the man finally yelled and jerked his head in the mage’s direction. “I’m only here to keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “Coward,” she muttered and gave him a deadly stare. Then she started to mumble under her breath. 
 
    Alyona spouted off a quick spell to cut her off, and suddenly, the mage’s voice was gone. She mouthed a few choice words and then leaned back into her chair to pout. 
 
    “Good thinking,” I chuckled before I turned my attention back to the guard. “Now, you were saying?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he mumbled. “I was saying nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I replied, and as I pushed out another wave of terra magic, the green smoke forced its way past his tight lips. “Why does she need a guard?” 
 
    “I can’t!” the guard shrieked. 
 
    “It hurts less if you stop fighting it,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “She’s learning!” he gasped as the smoky coils pulled out the truth. “She’s trying to use the nexus spells to open the portals.” 
 
    The mage turned and spat on the guard. If looks could kill, the man would be dead already. Instead of dying, though, he turned away from her and looked to the floor with shame. 
 
    “Guess you told me more than she wanted you to, huh?” I said before I stepped in front of the mage. “I wonder if the truth can still come out if Alyona’s spell took away your voice. What do you think?” 
 
    The mage glared at me with pure hatred in her green eyes. 
 
    “You’re right.” I shrugged. “We won’t know unless we try. Tell me why the Sect wants the portals open.” 
 
    I launched another wave of terra magic at the mage, and the tendrils rushed toward her with a vengeance. They pushed past her gritted teeth and reached down inside her, and she threw her head back in a silent scream as beads of sweat popped up on her forehead. 
 
    “I don’t think it works without her voice,” Nike said as he crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I guess not,” I said and looked at the woman. “But now you see how it feels when the truth doesn’t come out. Understand?” 
 
    The mage nodded, so I signaled to Alyona to reverse the spell on the mage’s voice. 
 
    The princess murmured a few words, and the mage gasped as her voice returned. 
 
    “Let’s try this again,” I chuckled. “Why do you--” 
 
    “Don’t even bother,” the mage interjected. “I’ll rip my own tongue out before you get anything from me.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” I muttered darkly. 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, she whispered a spell, and her face fell into a slump. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Alyona murmured. 
 
    “The fuck is going on?” I demanded as I stared at the mage’s blank expression. 
 
    “The memory spell,” the princess responded. “She used it on herself.” 
 
    “The same one they used on Jacob?” I scowled, and without waiting for an answer, I laid my hand on her and sent a wave of healing magic through her. 
 
    It is no use, Miraya muttered in my head. She didn’t just clear a portion like Jacob’s memory. She cleared her head completely. 
 
    “She remembers nothing?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    Nothing, the spirit confirmed. She is like a newborn child right now. 
 
    I stared at the mage who looked around the room in wonder. 
 
    “What a crazy bitch,” I muttered. “She cleared her entire memory with that spell.” 
 
    “Then she is of no use to us,” Lorenzo declared, and he leapt onto her lap with his dagger exposed. He drew it across her throat in one swift motion, and blood poured from her neck onto the dwarf. 
 
    “For Colaruma!” Angel shouted as he raised his own blade above his head and plunged it into the guard. 
 
    Ravi and the dryads gasped and covered their mouths. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I bellowed. “He might have known more about their plans.” 
 
    “He was a guard,” Antonio argued. “He knew nothing else. It is our duty to--” 
 
    “Your duty to walk all over my plan?” I cut him off. “I told you not to come, and you come anyway and do this?” 
 
    “We are responsible for keeping this city safe!” the Sentinel leader insisted. 
 
    “Then get back to your posts and try not to let any more enemies walk into it.” I scowled. 
 
    “What about the bats?” Lorenzo pointed out. “If the mage is dead, shouldn’t they have returned to normal?” 
 
    “Well, they could have more mages hiding out somewhere, but you killed the only way we would have found that out,” I shot back. “You can see if they’re still petrified, but the mark could still be active.” 
 
    “What if the mark is still there?” Gabriela asked quietly. 
 
    “Not my problem right now,” I said. “If they’re still marked, you leave them in the cave. I’ll have to solve that later. Right now, I have to deal with these two dead bodies and the meeting tonight.” 
 
    “Should we still go?” Antonio lifted a brow. 
 
    “One of you,” I replied. “That’s it. I can’t keep track of all of you.” 
 
    “I will go,” Antonio decided. “The rest of you, return to your posts. No one can come in or go out.” 
 
    “What about deliveries?” Lorenzo asked. 
 
    “They will wait at the entrance until Evan allows them to enter,” the Sentinel leader replied with a sideways glance at me. 
 
    “That would be perfect.” I nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Antonio said to the other Sentinels. 
 
    The dwarves traipsed out of the factory, and I let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “There have to be others,” Aaliyah said to break the silence. 
 
    “I agree.” Alyona dipped her head. “She wasn’t a strong enough mage to have already opened the portal. She was still practicing.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said with a frown. “Were any of the ones in the other room mages?” 
 
    “No,” Nike replied. “They were just more guards. She must have been pretty important.” 
 
    “She was powerful,” Alyona agreed. “But if they had that much protection for her, they must have double that for the other mage.” 
 
    “I’d bet my stash of gold it’s Xavier,” I muttered. “He’s the only one who could do all of this.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Ravi asked. 
 
    “Now, we get rid of these bodies,” I said and gestured to the corpses still bound to the chairs. “Bring the other ones in here, and I’ll roast them all. If the other Sect members come looking, I want them to know we’re here. I want to catch them, but I also want them to stop trying to open the portals. If they’re worried about us, maybe it’ll slow them down.” 
 
    “It could also speed them up,” Nike pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, they might try to hurry up and open the portals before we can kill any more of their people,” Aaliyah agreed. 
 
    “Plus, we’ve been undercover,” Polina added. 
 
    “So, this will definitely tell them we’re here,” Trina continued. 
 
    “And it might make them come after us,” Marina finished. 
 
    “Good.” I smirked. “I’m tired of them going after innocent people like the Sentinels. Let them come at me.” 
 
    “Okay.” Nike shrugged. “We can take whatever comes our way.” 
 
    We started to drag the bodies from around the factory back into the assembly room. Then we piled them in the middle of the room, and I opened my maw to release a column of flames onto the corpses. 
 
    As the bodies turned to ashes, I watched the flames dance across the walls before I reached out with my stone power to pull some dirt from the floor on top of the fire. 
 
    “What now, my lord?” Alyona murmured as the room returned to darkness. 
 
    “Now, we go solve our other problem,” I muttered. 
 
    It was time to go see the lizard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “What do you think it means to use nexus spells to open the portals?” I asked Alyona as we walked out of the factory. 
 
    “I was wondering about that as well,” she murmured and twisted her fingers in her long, black hair. “I think it could mean a distinct black magic link to the underworld.” 
 
    “Meaning?” I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Meaning anyone who wanted to access the demons would have to be using black magic as well,” she replied with a frown. “We wouldn’t be able to use pure magic to stop whatever comes out or to close it back up.” 
 
    “So, they probably started working on these after we sealed the first one,” I mused. “The Sect didn’t like that we held up their plans.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the princess said. “Plus, the demons they set free with nexus spells would likely desire the same things as those spells.” 
 
    “The destruction part, I assume?” I scowled. 
 
    “Yes, they would probably be hellbent on destroying cities to please those who released them,” she agreed. “It would give the dark mages a kind of hold over the demons.” 
 
    “Like a dog on a leash,” I grumbled. “We can’t let them finish any of these spells.” 
 
    “Hopefully, having the Sentinels back will stop them,” Laika pointed out. “They’ve been guarding the city for decades, and this is the first real threat, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, true,” I said with a nod. “The king seemed surprised that anyone even knew about the portals’ existence.” 
 
    “Surely there isn’t a traitor within His Eminence’s inner circle,” Alyona gasped. 
 
    “I hope not,” I replied. “But it’s something to keep in mind, especially with how much the Sect has been able to get ahead of us. It seems like they always know where we’re going next, and they’re trying to beat us there to cause their destruction.” 
 
    “We should tell my father,” the princess said and frowned. 
 
    “Eventually, yes,” I agreed, “but let’s wait until we know more. He has enough on his plate right now with the Breach.” 
 
    Alyona nodded and tightened her lips together in frustration. The idea that someone her father trusted had betrayed him was maddening, but we’d already seen two traitors in upper ranks when we dealt with Lord Aleksey and Cesar. Aleksey had been sent by the king to help us rebuild Hatra, but it turned out he was spying for the Sect, while Cesar had been the centaur queen’s right-hand man before he kidnapped one of her sons. Betrayals were difficult for someone like Alyona to understand, since she had a pure soul and good intentions, but I knew darkness existed in a lot of people. 
 
    Our group stormed through the commercial district and down the stone road that led to the Council Tower. Citizens milled around outside the tower and waited for the council to come out for the public part of the meeting, but the crowd parted to allow us through as we marched up the stone steps. 
 
    I pushed the wooden doors open and strode through the lobby. 
 
    “Evan! They’re not done yet--” Mateo called out as I breezed past him. 
 
    “Oh, I agree,” I cut him off and shoved open the doors to the council’s chambers. 
 
    “If we add a well over here--” Briggs had a finger on a map when the rest of the magistrates jerked their heads in my direction. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Ingrid cried out as the doors slammed into the walls with my entrance, and the handful of citizens who stood before the table whipped their heads around to stare at me. 
 
    I wouldn’t be surprised if I put holes in the stone walls at this rate. 
 
    “I’m sorry, lords and ladies,” Mateo said as he stumbled into the room behind us. “They pushed right past me.” 
 
    “I need some information,” I demanded. 
 
    “We are in the middle of the meeting,” Whitaker hissed and gestured to the people in between us. “There are citizens in here helping us to prepare for public announcements. We can have your discussion later on.” 
 
    I saw movement out of the corner of my eye as Antonio slipped in the door and stood next to Mateo. 
 
    “No,” I replied as I refocused on the magistrates. “We can have it now. I want to see the portion information.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tilly squeaked, and her mousy face formed a worried frown. 
 
    “The portions you give to everyone,” I prodded. “I want to see how they’re divided.” 
 
    “They are equal, as the king commanded,” Whitaker said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Now, we will continue our plans for supplying water to our city, if you’ll excuse--” 
 
    “I will not,” I said through clenched teeth. “And you’re not getting rid of me that easily.” 
 
    “Evan, please,” Mateo begged. “Can it wait until the people have gone back home?” 
 
    “I agree.” Antonio nodded. “Are the dramatics a necessity?” 
 
    “You want to continue leaving the people in the dark?” I muttered to them. “You know as well as I do what these bastards have been doing behind their backs.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Mateo murmured. “But do you have evidence?” 
 
    “That’s what you’re going to get for me,” I replied and turned back to the council. “Mateo will be retrieving the distribution records for me.” 
 
    “Those are not public information!” Whitaker argued. “You cannot simply enter a city as a visitor and demand to see our records!” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” I agreed, and I lifted my sleeves to reveal the shiny, black scales on my forearms, tilted my head back, and bellowed a column of flames that reached the ceiling. 
 
    Ingrid and Tilly screamed as the rest of the magistrates jumped up from their seats and gasped. Two of the citizens who stood in the room ran outside the tower, and their screams echoed through the halls and then the streets. The few who remained backed away from me against the wall, and even Mateo put a hand over his mouth in shock, while Antonio crossed his arms and smirked. 
 
    “A dragon?” Whitaker gulped as he cowered behind the table. “W-What, what do you want from us? Why are you here?” 
 
    “He will steal all of our women!” Ellison cried out. 
 
    “He’s come to take our gold!” Ingrid screeched and clutched the necklace around her throat. 
 
    “No.” I smirked. “Though I’d love to pillage your treasures, I’m here on behalf of the king. My name is Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash, and this is the Divine Maiden, Princess Alyona of the White Jade Sect.” 
 
    Alyona glided forward to stand next to me and shook her hair to release the spell that disguised her. Her long white hair cascaded down her back, and her raven forelocks waved in stark contrast to the rest of her hair. Then she looked up at the council and curtsied. 
 
    “This is Lord Nikolaus, the Prince of Light, and a noble of Leyte,” I introduced Nike. 
 
    The noble stepped to my other side, brandished the Sword of Light, and took a bow. 
 
    While the council sat with their mouths hanging open, I continued. 
 
    “Laika, the leader of the Blue Tree Guild,” I said and gestured to the wolf warrior and then to the dryads. “Polina, Trina, and Marina, warriors of the guild.” 
 
    The four women joined us as we started to form a line across from the council’s table. 
 
    “Lady Aaliyah, daughter of Lord Kinba, leader of House Oel in Tikal,” I introduced the lioness. 
 
    Aaliyah stood next to the dryads and extended her claws with a flourish. 
 
    “Finally, Princess Ravi, heir to the phoenix tribe,” I finished as Ravi released her bun and shifted into her phoenix form. 
 
    The council gasped and pointed as Ravi flew a lap around the room and came to land on Alyona’s shoulder. 
 
    “H-How--” Whitaker stammered. “W-Why have you come, Lord Evan?” 
 
    “Obviously not to trade,” I answered with a devilish grin. “His Eminence asked the princess and I to travel Rahma and ensure everyone’s loyalty to the crown during this time of unrest due to the Breach.” 
 
    “The Breach!” Tilly squeaked. “Why does that concern us?” 
 
    “It concerns everyone,” Alyona replied, and her violet eyes flashed with anger. “The Breach is dangerous to life everywhere, and the portals could give the underworld an advantage.” 
 
    “What portals?” one of the citizens nearly whispered. He was a human and looked to be about forty. His salt-and-pepper hair was tied back into a bun at the back of his head, and his dark brown eyes darted around the room nervously. 
 
    “The portals to the underworld that are hidden around Colaruma,” I answered. “The Sentinels are here to guard them from outsiders, right, Antonio?” 
 
    “That is our duty, yes,” the dwarf replied with a nod. 
 
    “So, not every city has a Sentinel guard?” the man said and cleared his throat. “The council said every city has such guards in place.” 
 
    “Many cities do have guards or warriors,” I assured him. “The Breach has put everyone on edge, but cities are allowed to have people in and out.” 
 
    “And other citizens regularly travel?” The man peered at me with narrowing eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied and gave him a quizzical look. “Were you told otherwise?” 
 
    “Yes, we were,” the man confirmed. “Many of us have never set foot outside the city. The council said travel was forbidden. Hence our surprise at seeing visitors who had no intention to stay here.” 
 
    “And why might the council spread such misinformation?” I asked the magistrates with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “Ah, we were… ” Ingrid trailed off as color spread to her cheeks. 
 
    “We only intended to keep our people safe,” Whitaker filled in. 
 
    “And when you say keep the people safe, you really mean keep your secrets safe, right?” I smirked. 
 
    “I don’t know why you seem to think there is a conspiracy at work here, Lord Evan,” Whitaker hissed. 
 
    “If you want to prove your innocence, it’s simple.” I shrugged. “I’ll look over your records.” 
 
    “I would need direct confirmation from His Eminence to give you such access,” the lizard snarled. “Until I receive word from him, you will simply have to wait.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I said with a mocking hand to my chest before I turned to Alyona. “Milady, would you be so kind as to open your mirror to the king?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Alyona giggled as she reached into her spatial storage and pulled out the white jade mirror. 
 
    I looked over the table to see the lizard’s face blanch as though he were deciding whether or not to call a bluff. He wanted to look innocent, but he and I both knew he was far from it. 
 
    “I’m sure the king will be curious about why I need this permission,” I mused. “But of course, you can explain to him your desire to protect the citizens.” 
 
    “Yessss,” Whitaker hissed and crossed his arms defiantly. 
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Alyona twirled her fingers over the mirror’s surface as it began to shimmer and shift to reveal King Rodion. His white hair flowed behind him, and his amethyst eyes searched the mirror’s surface as the connection completed. 
 
    “My daughter,” the king greeted her warmly. “Where are you?” 
 
    “We’re here with the Council of Magistrates,” the princess said with a broad smile as she turned so they could see his face. “Mr. Whitaker was extremely concerned with giving Lord Evan access to his records without your permission.” 
 
    “Lord Evan is my daughter’s betrothed, and your future king!” King Rodion’s voice boomed through the mirror. “If he wants to see anything, you will allow it.” 
 
    “Y-Yes, of course, Your Eminence,” Whitaker fumbled for words as he bowed deeply. “I only wanted to protect the citizens from outsiders, as we’ve discussed.” 
 
    “Lord Evan and his companions are not outsiders,” the king scolded. “He will be treated as a member of the royal family, as will those he deems worthy.” 
 
    “I-I apologize, Your Highness,” Ingrid chimed in. “We had no way of knowing he told the truth. He lied about being a trader when he first arrived.” 
 
    “Lady Ingrid, did you truly believe he was a trader when he resolved the issue of the portals?” King Rodion raised a brow. “Or perhaps, you believed him when he returned the Sentinels from their prison?” 
 
    I smirked as the magistrate’s head dropped to her chest with embarrassment. 
 
    “Why were we not made aware of their presence?” Whitaker demanded and then lowered his voice. “Uh, if it pleases His Eminence.” 
 
    “Lord Evan did not wish to make it known,” the king snarled. “I trust his judgment. As will you.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” the Head Magistrate murmured as he plopped back down into his chair. 
 
    “Now, I have much more important things to do here,” King Rodion bellowed. “Alyona?” 
 
    “Yes, Father?” The princess turned the mirror to face us again. 
 
    “Has everything else been resolved?” the king asked. 
 
    “We’ve cleared out a few traitors, but we have a bit more work to do,” I replied. “It will be done soon, sir.” 
 
    “Excellent,” King Rodion murmured. “Please give me more details when you are alone.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” I said with a broad grin. “We’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    The king nodded, and his image shimmered away as the mirror returned to normal. 
 
    The council was silent for a few moments, and I let them soak it all in as we stood across from them. 
 
    “Any further questions, council?” My voice boomed and echoed around the silent room. 
 
    “Ah, no,” Whitaker murmured. “Mateo will take you to the records room.” 
 
    “Great.” I grinned. “Lady Aaliyah and the dryads will stay here with you.” 
 
    The four women walked closer to the table with sly smiles. 
 
    “Why--” the lizard started as he rose from his seat with a finger in the air. 
 
    “It’s just a precaution.” I smirked. “In case any questions do come up. Not that I think you’d run away from such an inquisition of which you are obviously innocent, right?” 
 
    “Right,” he mumbled as he returned to his chair and slouched down. 
 
    “Mateo, lead the way,” I directed. 
 
    Mateo dipped his head and led the rest of us back through the chamber doors into the lobby. He took a quick turn, and we followed him through the other interior door into a long room full of shelves labeled with dates. 
 
    “The rations information is separate,” Mateo explained as he passed the first few sets of shelves. “It’s in the back with all the banner family documentation.” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” I snickered. 
 
    “I’m sorry if it seemed like I was taking the council’s side earlier,” the dwarf murmured. “I don’t want the people to be upset, but what you are looking into… it’s about time someone else paid attention to it.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked and gave him a sideways glance. 
 
    “Because the people of this city have been treated unfairly for far too long,” he replied as he stopped at the end of the shelves and gestured to a cabinet tucked away in the corner. “Here are the records. You’ll find the items have been meticulously cataloged to ensure everyone is given what the council calls their earned share.” 
 
    “Earned?” Alyona raised a brow. 
 
    “Yes, milady,” Mateo said with a frown. “Earned by banner status or whatever status the council deems worthy or unworthy.” 
 
    “I see,” she muttered as she reached for a box. 
 
    I pulled the box down and handed it over to her, then I passed more boxes to Nike, Ravi, and Laika. I grabbed another one, and we spread out to sort through the papers. 
 
    Mateo was right about the meticulousness that had been used to document the portions. I poured through page after page of manifests from the king that listed the rations in detail, and each manifest was followed by lists of family names with a head count for each family as well as their status. 
 
    Landon (4) – Banner by proxy 
 
    Leo (5) – Non-status 
 
    Lettil (3) – Non-status 
 
    Levin (6) – Worker 
 
    Lipton (5) – Banner 
 
    “What exactly is ‘banner by proxy?’” I asked Mateo as I pointed to the status. 
 
    “Ah, someone who is not of a clean bloodline but is a close friend of someone who is,” he explained and rubbed his hands together. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” I murmured. “Even those who do not pass the bloodline test can have banner family status as long as their friends are banners as well?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” he mumbled. “It is basically the friends of the magistrates who did not pass the test. They make a big announcement that so-and-so’s family has passed the bloodline test so they can give them more rations, and no one questions it. None of the citizens are allowed to see the bloodline results.” 
 
    “I can see why,” Laika called out. 
 
    “What did you find?” I asked and walked over to her box. 
 
    “The bloodline tests,” she said as she held up a stack of papers. “They’re useless. Half of these family trees have blanks, and some are clearly not accurate. There is no way a full-blooded snake Demi-Human was born of grandparents from Chilcaro. The city is almost completely mammalian.” 
 
    I looked over her shoulder to see Helena’s name at the bottom of the falsified family tree. 
 
    “Looks like Whitaker’s appointment to the council helped her out,” I grunted. “What else have you found?” 
 
    “This one for Tilly actually looks legitimate, and so does this one for another family, but it’s filed under worker,” Laika said as she held the document up. 
 
    I took the parchment and scrutinized the names. At the bottom were two children, Fiona and Aisling. This was a clean bloodline family tree for the fox Demi-Human girl who worked Whitaker’s parties, yet they were knocked to the bottom class and forced to work to have enough food to eat. 
 
    A growl burned in my chest as I wondered how many other families had been lied to about their bloodline status. Not only was it a cruel way to classify people, but now we’d discovered the council was covering up who qualified for their stupid banner family status. 
 
    “Keep digging,” I grunted and handed Laika back the papers. “I want to know everything about the magistrates.” 
 
    The wolf-woman nodded and began to rifle through the pages. 
 
    I returned to my box and continued to read. It appeared the rations came in boxes grouped by type: fruits, vegetables, meats, cloth, etc. So, the families in the non-status received just enough for three small meals per person each day of the week and one new set of clothes for one person in the family. The families in the worker class received enough for three average-sized meals and clothes for two people, while the banner by proxies received four meals and clothes for all family members.  
 
    The banner families took everything else. 
 
    The richest families had enough meals in their rations for several weeks, not to mention the nicest materials to make new clothes every week. The council even kept the seeds for growing new plants and distributed them as they deemed necessary to the greenhouse owner, and they kept the rest in storage here at the tower. 
 
    As I read page after page of the unequal divisions and greed, my stomach churned with anger. Finally, I looked to the top of the page and realized I had started two years back. 
 
    “How long have each of the members been on the council?” I asked Mateo. “Besides the three new ones.” 
 
    “Uh, Tilly was nominated about a year and a half ago,” the dwarf replied as he ran his hand through his hair. “Ingrid has been on the council for about eight years, Ellison was only a few months before her, and Whitaker has been there for ten years.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured as I shuffled further back in the records. 
 
    “What are you trying to find?” Alyona asked as she peeked over my arm. 
 
    “I’ll know it when I see it,” I said under my breath as I returned that box and started on another. 
 
    A few minutes later, I found what I was looking for. 
 
    Nine years ago, the rations had simply been checked in, divided up, and checked out. The family names had no status next to them, only the number of people in the family. Occasionally, the families made a special request related to their jobs, like a new mallet or extra flour, and those were listed in detail with the reason for the request. I flipped back a few more years and found the same thing. 
 
    Whitaker spent one year on the council before he got greedy. Then the lizard turned the tables and screwed over anyone he or the council decided wasn’t worthy of their fancy lifestyle. 
 
    I had a strong urge to flip over all the shelves and burn down the entire council tower. Preferably while Whitaker was still inside. My inner dragon roared with excitement, and I had to agree. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nike frowned as he looked over at me. 
 
    “I’ll give him a chance to explain himself,” I muttered and held out the parchment to him. “But the lizard better have a damn good reason for this.” 
 
    Nike’s frown deepened as he took the parchment, scanned it, and whistled quietly. Laika, Ravi, and Alyona set their papers down and read over his shoulders. 
 
    “The Sentinels said the classes only appeared in the last few years,” Ravi murmured. “That would make sense, if this is how rations were divided prior to that.” 
 
    “Yes, these are very equally divided,” Alyona agreed. “The ones I looked at from the last year are nothing like this.” 
 
    “What does it have to do with Whitaker, though?” Mateo asked as he tried to get a glimpse of the papers. 
 
    “You said he’s been on the council for ten years, right?” I clarified, and the dwarf nodded. “The status and portion changes started nine years ago.” 
 
    “The council kept track of family trees long before that,” Mateo insisted. “I don’t mean to side with Whitaker, but you’ll see the family tree documents go back to the beginning of the city.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” I conceded. “But the use of bloodlines to determine rations is the part that pisses me off.” 
 
    The dwarf looked taken aback at my response. 
 
    “Simply put, the council is allowed to test and record bloodlines, but they are not allowed to treat anyone differently because of the results,” Alyona mediated. “Especially if they are falsifying or even fabricating the results.” 
 
    “It sounds like we need to go explain how the council is supposed to be run,” I grunted as I returned the box to the cabinet. “We’ll see what they have to say for themselves.” 
 
    “You’ll want to see this, my lord,” Laika murmured as everyone started to place their boxes back in the cabinet. 
 
    I took the parchment from her, glanced over it, and scowled as I rolled it up to put in my shirt pocket. Then I nodded to her, and she returned the rest of the boxes before Mateo shut the door and scurried ahead of us to lead the way back to the chambers. 
 
    As we walked past all the shelves and into the lobby, I considered what was the best way to handle the situation at hand. Diplomacy and all that shit. 
 
    Then we re-entered the council’s chambers, and my rage bubbled up again. 
 
    Whitaker was leaning over the table and whispered harshly to the rest of the council. Tilly’s mousy face looked to be on the edge of tears, while Ellison scratched his arms so hard, he had angry red streaks on his skin. Ingrid’s green eyes flashed with anger, and the three newbies wrung their hands as they listened intently. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Tilly squeaked as we walked back in. 
 
    The lizard turned to see me and sat back in his seat with a smirk. 
 
    “I hope the rest of your meeting went well,” I sneered. “Anything we need to know about?” 
 
    “No, Lord Evan, all is well,” Whitaker hissed as he crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “That is strange,” Aaliyah pointed out. “Because it sounded like you were telling your colleagues it would only be fine as long as they didn’t talk to the dragon. Or was my lion hearing incorrect?” 
 
    “I’m sure you misunderstood,” the lizard huffed. 
 
    “Sure, that must be it.” Aaliyah grinned and winked at me. 
 
    “I’m sure the little lizard has nothing to worry about,” Polina cooed. 
 
    “Nothing at all,” Trina agreed with a devilish grin. 
 
    “After all, we would never punish someone who didn’t deserve it,” Marina hissed. 
 
    “Then we will be absolutely fine,” Whitaker said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Yeah,” I growled. “Absolutely fine.” 
 
    “Mateo, go ahead and clear the room,” the lizard Demi-Human ordered as he gestured toward the three citizens who still stood together in the chambers. 
 
    “Why would we do that?” I raised a brow. “Is there something you don’t want your people to know?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Whitaker argued. “I simply thought this should be a private discussion as the records you have reviewed are not public.” 
 
    “And I can see exactly why you’ve kept them hidden away,” I shot back before I turned to the trio. “You know who I am, and I want the people of Colaruma here for public announcements in twenty minutes. Tell them to gather below the tower.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the human man said, and he ushered the other two out of the chambers. 
 
    “What kind of game are you playing, Evan?” Whitaker snarled. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Alyona corrected, and her violet eyes illuminated with fury. “And I do not appreciate the tone you are taking with my future husband and your future king.” 
 
    “I apologize, princess,” the Demi-Human deadpanned. “I simply thought--” 
 
    “Whatever you thought, it was wrong,” the princess cut him off. “This city was meant to be protected, and you have failed. The people should be revered, and yet, you have disgraced them. I am appalled at the actions of you and this council.” 
 
    Most of the magistrates dropped their heads in shame, but Whitaker continued to stare at us with utter contempt. 
 
    At least he had a bit of common sense left, and he merely shook his head at her statement and slouched in his chair again. 
 
    “Did you find what we expected?” Aaliyah whispered as we watched the magistrates try to recover themselves. 
 
    “Yeah,” I growled. “And plenty more.” 
 
    “Like what?” Polina stepped closer to whisper as well. 
 
    “Like fake bloodline results,” I replied. 
 
    Trina and Marina gasped and covered their mouths as I turned to face the council again. 
 
    “Do your companions know about the fake test results?” I asked the Head Magistrate. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said and clenched his fists on the table. 
 
    “Your bloodline tests,” I explained with a sly smile. “You know, the ones that determine who gets all the good stuff?” 
 
    “Everyone has equal portions of the rations as per the king’s decree,” Whitaker declared with an arrogant smile. “The only reason some of us have more things is that we have been able to build savings by working. Tilly here owns the bakery in town, Roland helps people build their structures, things like that.” 
 
    “And what about you?” I asked. “What did you do to get yourself to this esteemed position?” 
 
    “I, ah, I’ve been a consultant,” the lizard Demi-Human faltered. 
 
    “And what do your clients consult you for?” Nike quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Uh, various things, such as how to barter for land, how to get the proper documentation for bloodline tests, things of that nature,” Whitaker replied and shrugged. 
 
    “Soooo, basically, the things you’re supposed to help people with as a magistrate?” I chuckled. “How charitable of you to charge for your services.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon!” The Head Magistrate stood quickly and put his hands down on the table as he leaned forward. “I deserve payment for my work just as much as anyone else. It’s only fair.” 
 
    “Do you really want to talk about fair with me?” I snarled as my hands balled into fists. I felt my rage begin to bubble over, and my flames lapped at my fingers as they begged to be released. 
 
    “I meant no disrespect,” Whitaker mumbled as he sat back down. 
 
    “Oh, I think you did,” I bellowed. “Don’t get comfortable. It sounds like your people are waiting outside.” 
 
    I could hear the faint whispers on the lawn as people began to gather in front of the tower. 
 
    “Please, we haven’t finished our discussion,” Ingrid insisted. “We can talk here before we go outside.” 
 
    “I think your people deserve to fully understand the situation as we have,” I snarled. “Get up.” 
 
    Tilly and Roland stood immediately and made their way around the table to follow us outside. Davis, Briggs, Ellison, and Ingrid looked at each other, and then at Whitaker, who ignored them as he continued to stare at me. They finally rose and lined up behind Tilly and Roland. Then Whitaker sighed and stood up, and he rolled his eyes as he strode to the front of the line and led the magistrates outside. 
 
    I nodded to the dryads, and they trotted ahead to stay even with Whitaker. I wasn’t sure if he was stupid enough to run away, but I didn’t want to take any chances. The rest of us followed the council out to the patio and looked out over the citizens who had gathered already. 
 
    “Five more minutes,” I whispered into Whitaker’s ear as I passed him and stood on the front of the stone ledge. 
 
    Five more minutes, and then the dragon lord was coming out to play. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “He’s a dragon!” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the Divine Maiden!” 
 
    “They went to the records room.” 
 
    I listened to the whispers and murmurs among the crowd that had gathered at the bottom of the stone steps to the council tower. Some were frightened, and some were just curious. The handful of citizens had gathered at least half the city to stand before us in awe. From dwarves to Demi-Humans to humans, the citizens had come from all over the city to see what was going on, and probably to get a glimpse of the dragon. 
 
    The magistrates stood awkwardly behind me, and Nike and Laika worked to spread them out so the people could see each of them. 
 
    “Good evening, citizens of Colaruma,” I announced with a smile, and the crowd’s voices died down as everyone waited. “By now, you may have heard, but I will go ahead and introduce myself. My name is Lord Evan of Hatra el Shamash, and yes, I am a dragon.” 
 
    The murmurs and gasps rippled through the crowd again with my confirmation of the rumor that had obviously spread since the citizens left the tower. I heard a few of them sound more like doubts than surprise, and I looked at Alyona with a broad grin.  
 
    She smiled back and nodded. 
 
    That was all I needed. 
 
    I jumped off the edge of the patio, shifted into my dragon form in one fluid motion, and took flight just above the crowd. As their expressions transformed from apprehension to complete surprise, I flew low enough that some of them could have reached up and touched my underbelly, and then I took off higher and blew a plume of flames against the dirt ceiling of the city’s cavern. I took a quick lap around the tower and landed on the roof with a roar, so all the people could see me before I slid off the edge and shifted back into my human form mid-air. I sent out a wave of my healing magic to cushion my fall as I landed on the stone steps and walked back up to the patio. Then I brushed off my shoulders dramatically and turned to face the audience. 
 
    The crowd had returned to a shocked silence as I resumed my position in the center of the ledge, and several more people walked out of other buildings to see what was going on. 
 
    “Now that we’ve cleared that up, my beautiful fiancée here is the Divine Maiden, Princess Alyona, heir to the throne of Rahma,” I said with a bow to Alyona. 
 
    “Hello, everyone.” The princess stepped forward to stand next to me and gave a perfect royalty wave to the crowd. 
 
    More of the citizens gasped as they took in her white and black hair, as well as her violet eyes that were clearly a trait she’d gained from her father. 
 
    “We have been living among you for several days now,” I began. “And I have learned a few things.” 
 
    “Such as?” Whitaker hissed from behind me. 
 
    “Such as, there are a bunch of greedy ass bastards in this city.” I smirked before I turned to look the lizard in the eyes. “Like you.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you mean.” The Demi-Human’s yellow eyes narrowed to slits as he glared at me. 
 
    “I think you know, Whitaker,” I said as I clasped my hands behind my back and strolled back and forth in front of the magistrates. “You see, I think you know exactly what you’ve been doing wrong for the past nine years, and you seem to think the citizens of Colaruma are too stupid to figure it out. Right?” 
 
    “Of course not!” he shouted. “How dare you accuse me of such a betrayal! The people of Colaruma know I’ve always looked out for this city!” 
 
    “Have you?” I raised an eyebrow and looked out to the crowd. “Do all of you feel as though Whitaker has your best interests at heart? Go ahead, raise your hand if you feel that way.” 
 
    Less than twenty hands went into the air. 
 
    “Wow, that’s a pretty low percentage, Whit,” I chuckled as I looked back at him. “Hope it’s not an election year.” 
 
    Whitaker scowled and averted his gaze. 
 
    “Let’s do another little poll, then,” I continued. “How many of you have been tested for banner status?” 
 
    Hundreds of hands rose in the crowd. 
 
    “My goodness, that’s a lot,” I said, and my voice dripped with sarcasm. “And how many of you were confirmed to have a clean bloodline?” 
 
    All but about fifty hands went back down. 
 
    “Now, how many of you have figured out those people with their hands up right now were given extra rations by your Council of Magistrates?” I asked. 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “How could this happen?” 
 
    As tempers flared in the crowd, I waved a hand in the air to call back their attention. I didn’t need them to get pissed at each other. I had to clarify who was the real enemy here. 
 
    “It isn’t your fellow citizens who made that decision,” I advised carefully. “I have no intention of starting a civil war. But I would like for the council to tell all of us where the extra rations came from.” 
 
    The magistrates looked at each other like deer caught in the headlights for a few moments, and then Roland took a step forward. He wrung his hands together, and his long, mole fingers wrapped around each other as he contemplated his approach. 
 
    “Listen, it was already like that when I got here,” he muttered, and his rodent eyes darted around the crowd. “I just help get things built, that’s all.” 
 
    “Okay, fair enough,” I said. “Go ahead and step back. Anyone else on the council care to explain the extra rations to the people? My understanding is the king provides exactly the same portions for every citizen, right?” 
 
    The mole Demi-Human returned to his place in line and crossed his arms over his chest while Whitaker stared daggers at him. 
 
    “I, ah, I can answer the question,” Tilly’s voice was so quiet, I was glad I had dragon hearing. 
 
    “Tilly, thank you,” I said as I pulled her forward to face the crowd. “Go ahead.” 
 
    The mouse stood at the ledge and froze. Her tiny pink tail quivered behind her as she looked out over the people standing in front of her with angry faces, and it appeared the little mouse had stage fright. 
 
    “Lord Evan will just keep asking,” Alyona prodded the Demi-Human. 
 
    “The extras, um, they came from the worker class,” Tilly finally whispered. 
 
    “What did she say?” a few people muttered and looked to each other. 
 
    “Louder, if you would,” I said with a gesture toward the crowd. 
 
    “I said… ” Tilly cleared her throat and tried again. “I said, the extras came from the worker class.” 
 
    “How does anyone have extras if it’s all the same?” 
 
    “Did she say worker?” 
 
    “The worker class?” 
 
    “Now, what is it that defines a worker class?” I asked her. 
 
    “I, uh, I’m not sure,” she admitted as she shook her head, and a tear fell down her cheek. “I’m so sorry! I just can’t.” 
 
    The mouse’s shoulders shook with her sobs, and Alyona pulled her back away from the edge of the patio to console her. Tilly was part of the council, but she wasn’t the one I suspected of masterminding the whole thing. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” Aggie called out from the crowd, and I saw her big meaty hand in the air as she pushed her way through to the front. “I have a question.” 
 
    “Of course, Aggie.” I grinned at the tavern owner. “What is it?” 
 
    “Did the council put us in classes based on the bloodline tests?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s a great question!” I replied as I pulled the parchment from my pocket and unrolled it. “See, I’d like to say they did, but I’m a little unclear on the details. Perhaps Whitaker could come explain this to me.” 
 
    Whitaker stood still as he caught a glimpse of the paper I held, but I waved it around and motioned for him to join me at the ledge. Then Nike walked up behind him and pushed him forward to stand next to me. 
 
    The lizard inhaled sharply as he confirmed what I had. 
 
    “Read it,” I growled. 
 
    “It is my family tree,” Whitaker mumbled. 
 
    “Louder.” I gripped his upper arm as I spoke. “All of it.” 
 
    “It is my family tree,” he repeated in a loud voice. “It shows that I was born in Kana, my mother and father were born in Kana, and my grandfather was born in Novali.” 
 
    More gasps rippled through the crowd. 
 
    “So, for those of us who don’t know, go ahead and tell us what that means,” I boomed. 
 
    “It means… ” he trailed off and took a deep breath. “It means I’m a quarter elf.” 
 
    “Y-You, you lied to us!” Ingrid shouted from behind us. “You got us all in this stupid mess! And you don’t even have a clean bloodline!” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Ingrid!” Whitaker shouted back. 
 
    “I was foolish, I’ll admit that,” the lady magistrate said with a dark scowl. “But this was all your idea. We were idiots to follow your lead.” 
 
    “I told you!” he insisted. “This was the way it’s always been!”  
 
    “No,” I bellowed. “The class division and ration pirating began after you were on the council.” 
 
    “Well, there were six other members then, too!” he argued. “How do you know it wasn’t their idea?” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” a new voice escaped the crowd as an older snake Demi-Human stepped forward, and I felt like I’d seen him before, but I couldn’t place him. 
 
    “Please, sir, come closer,” I said as I waved him toward our makeshift stage. 
 
    The snake clambered up the steps and faced Whitaker with shaking hands. 
 
    “My name is Harold,” he introduced himself to me. “I used to serve on the council years ago with Whitaker. He presented the idea of using bloodline tests to divide the people and ensure they would want to work.” 
 
    “Everyone can’t be equal, Harold,” Whitaker hissed. “I told you this. It makes people lazy.” 
 
    “That was your nonsense argument then, and it got voted out,” Harold shot back. “A few months later, he tells us that he’d already begun changing the rations, and none of the citizens had noticed. So, a few of the other magistrates thought they could get away with it. They got greedy, and the vote was presented again and passed.” 
 
    “How did the council decide who went into which class?” I demanded. 
 
    “Whitaker had suggested the bloodline tests, but I knew my daughter wouldn’t pass,” the snake admitted. “So, he offered to marry her and give her banner by proxy status. He said it was the least he could do to ease my mind.” 
 
    “So, you’re Helena’s father?” I clarified. It looked like Laika was right about that family tree. 
 
    “Yes,” Harold confirmed. “Had I known Whitaker was covering up his own family tree, I’m not sure what I would’ve done. I just didn’t want my daughter to be a worker.” 
 
    “You weren’t complaining when you got your portions,” Whitaker snarled and lunged toward the snake. 
 
    I grabbed his arm and yanked him back against me, and then I conjured a fiery rope to wrap around his wrists behind his back. The Demi-Human yelped as the flames licked at his skin, and I pushed him to his knees. 
 
    “Whitaker of Colaruma, your crimes against this city are inconceivable,” I shouted. “Your insatiable greed has led you to commit treason against Colaruma and against His Eminence, King Rodion.” 
 
    “Please, let me explain,” Whitaker begged. “I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    “I’ll give you your chance,” I growled. “Look out on this crowd and explain to your people what good reason you had to steal from some to make yourself and your friends rich. You forced those you deemed unworthy to work, so they could eat!” 
 
    The citizens began to shout at the lizard. 
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    “Thief!” 
 
    “You labeled people as clean or unclean based on a flimsy test and still falsified the results!” I continued as the crowd continued to curse at him. 
 
    “I knew the people with skills would be able to get their rations back with the barter system!” Whitaker screeched. “They’ve survived just fine!” 
 
    “My children can barely read, while banner children are taking sword fighting lessons!” a monkey Demi-Human from the poor neighborhood yelled. Her tattered dress was covered in stains, and her ratty hair was pulled back into a tight bun. 
 
    “And my son has been working for you day in and day out to earn extra cloth, so his siblings can have more than one pair of clothes!” yelled the salt-and-pepper man from the first part of the meeting. 
 
    “I’d guess that would be your messenger boy?” I raised an eyebrow at Whitaker. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded and dropped his head to his chest. “We took the family trees and said we were testing them, but we actually watched the members of the family to see who could work and who couldn’t. Those who could were deemed worker class, so they could work for more rations. Those who could not were declared non-status.” 
 
    “And non-status basically means useless?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Whitaker agreed in defeat. 
 
    “And you gave them enough food and supplies to barely survive without working?” I pushed. 
 
    “Yes,” he said without meeting my eyes. 
 
    “I accept your confession,” I declared. 
 
    “So, I’m free to go?” Whitaker looked up at me with his yellow reptile eyes. 
 
    “Absolutely fucking not.” I met his gaze as I pulled the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage and then turned to the crowd. “Whitaker has admitted his treason and deceit. His crimes have spanned the last nine years, and they will not be tolerated by the Crown of Rahma.” 
 
    “Don’t I get a trial or something?” the lizard whined. 
 
    “You just did,” I growled. “I am the judge, the jury, and the executioner.” 
 
    Before he could react, I whipped my blade around and cut off his head.  
 
    It rolled off the ledge and down the slope toward the astonished crowd. The head stopped just before it ran into a woman’s foot, and a puddle of blood formed below it as his body crumpled at my feet. The woman screeched, and most of the crowd started to yell and scream. 
 
    The rest of the magistrates immediately freaked out, and my group held them back when they tried to run off the stage. 
 
    “It looks like Colaruma needs a new Head Magistrate,” I announced, and the noise subsided. “I am appointing Mateo. He will lead the new Council of Magistrates. The current magistrates are hereby relieved of their duties unless Mateo sees fit to continue their roles. Over the next two days, those of you who were declared banner families will go through your belongings and clear out the things you don’t use or need. Those things will be given out to anyone else who does not have them. If you avoid participation, and I will find out, I will burn down all of your belongings instead, and you can wait until the next delivery of rations. Are there any questions?” 
 
    Most of the citizens cheered in response. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Lord Evan,” Mateo said as he scurried over to me. “First, of course, thank you for honoring me with your appointment. Secondly, what do I do as the Head Magistrate?” 
 
    “You were trained as a noble,” I reminded him. “Use those leadership skills to return Colaruma to its former glory. I have faith in you, as do the Sentinels.” 
 
    Mateo followed my gaze to see Antonio with a broad smile stretched across his face. 
 
    “When should I choose the new magistrates?” The dwarf looked over at the former magistrates as they shivered with fear. 
 
    “Do you have anyone in mind yet?” I looked across the pumped-up crowd. 
 
    “I’d like to keep Tilly on the council, but everyone else can go,” he replied. “Other than that, I would like to meet with a few groups and see who would best represent them.” 
 
    “Then I think it’s reasonable to give yourself a week or two, so you can speak with enough people to get some good ideas,” I suggested. 
 
    “And if I need something?” Mateo asked with a worried tone. “Or have more questions?”  
 
    “Find a cultivator to send me a messenger,” I assured him. “I’ll help you every chance I get.” 
 
    “King Rodion will be available to you as well,” Alyona added. “If ever His Eminence needs to come help with the portals or anything, he will do so as soon as he can.” 
 
    “Did you ever find the people responsible for opening the portal?” The dwarf frowned. 
 
    “We’ve found some,” I replied. “And we’ll find the rest before we leave. We would never leave you in danger.” 
 
    “Okay,” he sighed with relief. “Are you serious about burning down the banner families’ belongings?” 
 
    “Let’s hope they don’t make us find out.” I shrugged. “Though that does remind me of one other thing.” 
 
    I stalked into the lobby and returned to the patio with the large banners I’d ripped down from the walls. Then I tossed them in a heap on the slope in front of me. 
 
    “This is for all the people who have been wronged by this disgusting and cruel system,” I announced. “And a reminder for those who would consider returning to those unjust ways.” 
 
    Then I roared and opened my maw to bellow flames onto the banners. They caught fire within a second, and the flames reached at least ten feet high while they burned through the thick cloth. 
 
    The crowd’s murmurs of surprise shifted into cheers and dancing. 
 
    “No more banners! No more banners!” they chanted. 
 
    “No more,” I agreed as they settled back down. “The old ways of Colaruma are as dead as the former Head Magistrate, who ironically now has no head.” 
 
    A few people snickered, and I grinned at the crowd. 
 
    “Lord Evan and I will remain in the city with our party for a few more days,” Alyona declared. “Please, if you need anything while we are here, reach out to us at the tavern.” 
 
    “Thank you!” I called out as I stepped away from the ledge and motioned for the former magistrates to be released. 
 
    All of them except for Tilly rushed off the stage and down the stone steps with their heads down, but the mouse Demi-Human hung her head as she approached us. 
 
    “I’m sorry again for not putting my foot down,” she murmured. “I knew it was wrong. I didn’t know the bloodline tests weren’t true, though. I’ll swear to that.” 
 
    “You didn’t?” I raised an eyebrow. “So, you had no idea that you actually would have passed?” 
 
    “I was pretty sure I would.” She shrugged. “But it didn’t matter to me. I just wanted to vote against the rule about giving away our extra food and such. I knew one day I’d get caught, but I couldn’t help it.” 
 
    “You knew your staff gave away the leftovers from the bakery?” I asked as I remembered the first day we’d arrived. 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed. “I told them nothing was to go to waste. They could take it home, leave it out back where people could access it, or give it away if they felt comfortable breaking the rule.” 
 
    “Then it sounds like Mateo was right in keeping you on the council,” I said with a smile. 
 
    A blush crept up the mouse’s cheeks as she nodded shyly. 
 
    “Would you like to go with me to talk with people about who else should be on the council?” Mateo asked her. 
 
    “Of course,” Tilly agreed. 
 
    “Then we will start tomorrow.” The dwarf’s grin spread across his face, and he held out an elbow to her. “I’ll walk you home.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said as she awkwardly leaned down and linked her arm through his. “And thank you, Lord Evan and Princess Alyona. We are forever in your debt.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I insisted. “We cut out the weed, now you have to grow the flowers.” 
 
    The two chuckled as they walked down the steps to return to their homes. 
 
    “I think going home sounds like a splendid idea,” Polina said with a yawn. 
 
    “I agree,” Trina sighed as she stretched her arms above her head. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Marina suggested. 
 
    The dryads waved to us as they began the walk back to the tavern. 
 
    “That does seem like a good idea,” I murmured as I watched the sisters’ hips sway back and forth as they glided down the stone steps. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Alyona exhaled. “We’ll have another big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “More hunting,” Aaliyah agreed with a playful growl. 
 
    “Indeed,” I chuckled. 
 
    “We’d better get some rest, then,” Nike suggested as he gestured to the stairs. “Shall we?” 
 
    I nodded and led the group down the steps to the main road. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” a small voice called out as the crowd dispersed around us. 
 
    I turned to see a young mole Demi-Human boy as he tugged on my sleeve and looked up at me with his tiny dark eyes. He wore a slightly distressed brown tunic over red trousers, and his shaggy brown hair draped over his ear on one side and was shaved on the other. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” I asked as I looked down at the boy. 
 
    “I, um, I heard you were looking for w-weird things around town,” he stammered. “Is that still true?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod. “Have you seen something out of place?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s what you need, but I’ve seen people in the water district after dark,” he explained. “It’s normally dead over there by dinner time, but in the last week or so, there are people there at all hours of the night, and no one seems to know who they are.” 
 
    “I see,” I replied. “And where is the water district exactly?” 
 
    “It’s over there,” the boy said and pointed to the edge of town near the wellhouse portal. 
 
    “Perfect,” I murmured. “Thank you. We will check it out.” 
 
    “And thank you,” he replied, and a shy smile spread across his face. “Now, maybe I can go back to school since I won’t have to work.” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea,” I agreed. “Don’t you worry about anything besides your schoolwork. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    The boy nodded vigorously and then scampered off into the crowd. 
 
    “Looks like we just found out our first stop for tomorrow,” I muttered. “I’m ready to tear these bastards apart like I did Whitaker.” 
 
    “You’re very feisty today, Lord Evan,” Aaliyah purred into my ear as we resumed our walk back to the tavern. 
 
    “I am,” I agreed. “I can show you just how much in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” she whispered into my ear, and a shiver of anticipation raced down my spine. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” Alyona said and shooed me with her hand. “I just want to talk to a few of the citizens. 
 
    “We’ll stay with her,” Laika volunteered as she pointed at Ravi and Nike. 
 
    “Okay, be careful,” I advised. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Aaliyah grabbed my hand, and we headed down the main road to the tavern. I pushed open the door, and she yanked me through it. I followed her through the tavern, where at least a dozen people walked around with drinks in hand. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” they cheered as we trotted through. 
 
    I grinned and gave them a thumbs up before Aaliyah tugged me upstairs into her chambers and pushed the door shut behind us. 
 
    “I don’t get to be feisty with you very often,” I chuckled. “You’re usually the one attacking me.” 
 
    “Do I need to attack you today?” Aaliyah cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head. “I get to be feisty in here every once in a while.” 
 
    Aaliyah growled playfully and then looked at me with hooded, amber-colored eyes. 
 
    I closed the distance between us with a couple steps and then grabbed her face in both hands as I leaned down to press a kiss to her lips. She inhaled sharply against my mouth, and then she relaxed as I kissed her again and wrapped my arms around her narrow waist. 
 
    Then I dragged one hand down her back and felt her shiver until my hand slid down her back until I cupped her ass and squeezed. Her tail wrapped around my arm as our bodies pressed together, and my cock rose to attention between her thighs. 
 
    The lioness purred, and she dropped her hand between us to squeeze my growing erection. 
 
    “Fuckkk,” I groaned as she rubbed through my pants. “Okay, you can be a little feisty.” 
 
    “Mmm, like this?” she asked and untied my trousers. They fell to the floor, and she went down to her knees with them.  
 
    I yanked my shirt over my head and looked down to see a perfect view of her bronze breasts as she loosened her belt, and her crimson robes slid down her shoulders. She took my cock between her breasts and rubbed up and down, and her hard, brown nipples grazed my hips as she fucked me with her tits. 
 
    Then she dropped down further and took my cock in her mouth. Her rough, cat-like tongue sent a ripple of pleasure down my spine, and I grabbed her hair to push further into her mouth. The lioness purred again, and the vibrations made me moan again. She sucked and licked up and down my shaft as I guided her head back and forth against me. 
 
    I rocked my hips with her head until it felt like I was fucking her face, and then she grabbed my ass and shoved my dick to the back of her throat. My climax poured into her like a faucet, and as I finished, she stood up and grinned. A low rumble escaped my throat, and I picked her up by the waist to toss her onto the bed. 
 
    “Now, it’s my turn to take you,” I growled as I pulled her robes off completely and tossed them across the room. 
 
    I dragged my gaze over her perfect, lithe body and decided to start at the bottom. I crawled onto the bed at her feet and kissed the side of her foot. Then I ran my tongue up over her calves to her inner thigh, and her body twitched as I tasted every delicious inch. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” she moaned as I ran my tongue over her pussy lips, and they were already dripping with desire. 
 
    Then I flicked her clit with my tongue and watched her back arch over the bed. I slid one finger inside her as I took her clit into my mouth and sucked until I felt it throb against my tongue. I curled my finger inside her and finger-fucked her as she writhed with pleasure. Then I slid a second finger inside her and pumped in and out as I played with the top of her mound. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” she cried out as she came onto my hand and mouth, and I lapped up her juices as her body was racked with the waves of her climax. 
 
    Before she could move, I continued my journey up her body and licked her hips, which sent her body into more shockwaves. Then I crawled further up the bed to straddle her and flicked her nipple with my tongue. She purred and dug her claws into the bed, then moaned as I took her breast into my mouth and sucked until her back arched again. A few moments later, I let go of her gorgeous tit and nibbled up her throat until I reached her mouth. 
 
    Aaliyah leaned up from the bed to kiss me, and she shoved her tongue into my mouth. 
 
    I growled against her lips and lifted my hips to plunge my hard cock inside her. 
 
    “Yes!” the lioness screamed as I pumped my arousal in and out of her warm, wet tunnel. 
 
    She wrapped her legs around my hips and lifted herself off the bed. The new angle gave me even deeper access inside her hot canal, and I groaned as I felt her toes curl against my back. 
 
    “Please, give me your seed, Lord Evan!” the lioness gasped. 
 
    I thrust deep inside her pussy, and suddenly, I felt her walls tighten around my dick as her second climax crashed over the edge. My dick was soaked with her juices, and I couldn’t hold my own orgasm in as I filled her with my dragon seed. 
 
    “Gods,” I groaned as I slid in and out of her sopping, tight tunnel. 
 
    “You were feeling feisty today,” Aaliyah sighed as I pulled out of her, and juice poured onto her thighs. 
 
    “I still am.” I grinned and flipped her over onto her stomach. 
 
    She squealed as I grabbed her hips and pulled her to her hands and knees before I shoved my cock inside her from behind. Her pussy dripped with our previous orgasms, and the sight turned me on even more. 
 
    I had to mark her as mine again. 
 
    I pumped my hips back and forth, and I watched as her back filled with goosebumps of pleasure. Aaliyah moaned as I changed speed and pulled back until only the tip of my cock was inside her slick tunnel. Then I shoved it back in as her ass slapped against my hips. 
 
    Her tail coiled and uncoiled in front of me, and I wrapped my hand around it and slid up to the tip. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Aaliyah shrieked as her body shivered, and then she climaxed again. Her pussy tightened around my cock as I thrusted deep inside her, and then I orgasmed with her for the second time. 
 
    I filled her again, and I groaned as I watched her tail flick around with the waves of her orgasm. My own climax rippled through my body, and soon, her pussy was flooded with my dragon seed. 
 
    “Ohhh… Evan…” The lioness fell forward as I finished and slid my cock out of her. 
 
    “Still like my feisty side?” I teased. 
 
    “I think so,” she said as she rolled over and grinned. “But let’s try again, just to be sure.” 
 
    I loved being a fucking dragon lord. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I woke up before the light orbs outside had brightened for the day. Aaliyah was snoring softly next to me, and I could just make out the outline of her naked body in the dim light. Her muscular form shifted to reveal her curvy hips, and she scooted her round ass closer to me. I rolled over and wrapped my arm around her, and she curled up against me, but I couldn’t go back to sleep. My body was exhausted, yet my mind was racing after the events of the meeting yesterday. 
 
    I hadn’t exactly planned to behead Whitaker in front of everyone, but his snide attitude at causing so much harm had royally pissed me off. He didn’t give a single fuck about anyone else as long as he got to keep his money and fancy clothes without getting in more trouble. His friends on the council weren’t much better, but the idea had clearly been his. And, to be honest, I figured the dramatic execution would put everyone in their places, no matter who else Mateo chose for the council. 
 
    Now, everyone knew not to piss off the dragon, or heads would roll. 
 
    I laughed as I slid out from under the covers and off the bed. I could hear faint movements from downstairs, so I slipped on my clothes and traipsed down to figure out who it was. 
 
    Aggie was cleaning off the bar and looked up as I walked into the tavern. She gripped a washcloth that resembled a tissue in her big, meaty hands, and she scrubbed various chunks of food and who knows what else from the wooden surface. 
 
    “A bit early for you, my lord?” the pig Demi-Human teased with a raised eyebrow as she tossed the rag in a bucket. “I haven’t even made breakfast yet.” 
 
    “How do you feel about having some company while you do?” I asked with an easy smile. 
 
    “That would be nice.” Aggie grinned and waved me over to follow her into the kitchen. “It’s usually just me in the mornings. I let Roger go home after the tavern closes.” 
 
    We walked into the back, and she gestured to an empty spot on the long wooden counter. I hopped onto it, and suddenly, it was like I was back in my Aunt Emma’s kitchen as a kid. She was never a great cook, but damn, that lady could bake. I’d sit and watch her make her batter and frosting from scratch and beg to lick all the spoons. A brief moment of sadness washed over me as I realized she was probably worried about me, but I knew I was in Inati for a reason, so hopefully, she wasn’t too stressed out over it. 
 
    I’d already helped a ton of people here, but I had a lot more work to do. I had to eliminate the Green Glass Sect and keep Rahma out of danger from the Breach. Not to mention, now I had a family here. My lovers, my egg, and Mona and my future daughter were all important to me. I wished for a chance to bring Aunt Emma here or maybe send her a message through the mirrors and tell her about how awesome it was here, but that was something to think about at another time. 
 
    “Well, I never would have thought I’d have a dragon in my tavern,” Aggie interrupted my thoughts as she pulled meat from a salting barrel. “And thanks for handling that idiot from the council.” 
 
    She tossed the meat onto the counter, and the giant chunk of kudu meat landed with a solid plop. Then the Demi-Human reached for a butcher knife and began to chop it up. 
 
    “Oh, it was my pleasure,” I replied with a grin. “I’m glad to be of service to my people.” 
 
    “Your people?” she asked with her head cocked to the side. “I thought you said you were the Lord of Hatra.” 
 
    “I am,” I confirmed. “But I’m also betrothed to the princess, which means one day I’ll be ruling Rahma. And I take that responsibility very seriously. So, yeah, the people of Rahma are my people, and I have a duty to care for them and make sure they are happy and healthy.” 
 
    “Well, it seems you have a good sense of the people already, too,” Aggie replied. “Mateo is a perfect choice for the new Head Magistrate.” 
 
    “I thought so, too,” I said. “He seems well-liked.” 
 
    “He is,” she agreed. “Everyone has always preferred to discuss issues with him over Whitaker or the other magistrates. He actually listens, and he’s always tried his best to push the council for necessary changes.” 
 
    “Looks like it will be easier for him to make those changes himself now,” I said with a smile. “I hope that means good things for everyone here.” 
 
    “It will!” Aggie exclaimed and turned to face me. “It will already be better to get rid of the bloodline rule. I thought I’d lose my tavern over it when I didn’t pass.” 
 
    “Why would you lose the tavern?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    “Well, it belonged to my father, and he left it to me,” she explained as she returned her focus to the meat. “He passed the test, and that allowed him to own property. When I didn’t pass, I thought the council would take it away, but the records never changed after my father died, so I guess they didn’t catch it, and I wasn’t about to go down to the tower and correct it.” 
 
    “I’m surprised Whitaker didn’t use that to take it,” I replied with a frown. “He faked plenty of those stupid tests. It wouldn’t surprise me if he faked yours as well.” 
 
    “What a nut job,” she muttered, and her piggish face scrunched up with disgust. “He didn’t have to do all that. He could have just gotten a job like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Oh, he said he had a job,” I chuckled. 
 
    “He did?” Aggie frowned in confusion. 
 
    “Yeah, as a consultant,” I deadpanned. 
 
    A beat of silence passed, and then we both burst into laughter as I heard other voices in the tavern. I glanced out the window and noticed the orbs had started to brighten up as the signal to start the day. 
 
    I poked my head out the kitchen door to see the rest of my group as they filed down into the tavern. 
 
    “You go on out there,” Aggie said as she waved me away. “I’m almost done with this. I’ll bring it out in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “Thanks for the chat, Aggie.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure, Lord Evan.” The Demi-Human grinned as she threw the meat slices on the fire, and a loud sizzle filled the air. 
 
    The aroma of the kudu meat drifted into my nose, and I inhaled and sighed as I walked out to join my comrades. 
 
    Aaliyah was wrapped in a loose-fitting crimson robe with gold swirls decorating the sleeves and collar. She had braided her long, golden hair back into a pleat that fell over her shoulder to her hip, which she had cocked to the side as she watched me exit the kitchen. 
 
    “Lord Evan, I was wondering where you ran off to,” Aaliyah purred with a smile. “Early riser today?” 
 
    “Yeah, I couldn’t sleep,” I replied as I ran a hand through my hair. “Yesterday was a little crazy.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Laika agreed, and her furry gray ears twitched with amusement. “I don’t think anyone foresaw that, ah, style of execution.” 
 
    The wolf-warrior had put on her standard brown leathers with blue trim, but she still seemed a bit naked without her Blue Tree Guild gorget, and her gray eyes twinkled as she teased me. 
 
    “I like to keep people on their toes,” I replied with a devilish grin. 
 
    “You almost put Whitaker’s head on that lady’s toes,” Polina giggled. 
 
    “I was hoping she would kick it,” Trina snickered and kicked out her foot. 
 
    “Then the nasty lizard-man could have ended up back on the porch with us!” Marina squealed and scrunched up her face. 
 
    “That would be less than ideal,” Nike agreed with a grimace. 
 
    Everyone laughed at his serious expression as Aggie approached the table with a tray piled high with slices of grilled kudu and cubed orange fruit. She set the tray down, and my mouth watered at the scent of her cooking. She hurried back into the kitchen and returned with a basket of sliced buttered bread and a pitcher of wine. Then she placed them on the table and stepped back to survey the table. 
 
    I motioned to Alyona to make her plate and the rest of the ladies to follow. Nike and I waited until they were done before we loaded our plates with heaping piles of the bread, meat, and fruit, and then I closed my eyes and savored each bite of the delicious breakfast. 
 
    “How is it?” Aggie asked as we shoveled bites into our mouths. 
 
    “Grmrmm,” I mumbled, and my eyes practically rolled into the back of my head as the buttery bread and succulent meat melted on my tongue. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a good thing,” the pig chuckled as she leaned over, picked up a piece of fruit, and popped it into her mouth. “I love these little gremlings the king sends us. Can’t grow anything worth a hoot, but if I could, I’d want to grow these.” 
 
    “They are delicious,” Alyona agreed, and her amethyst eyes twinkled as she smiled. “And your bread is amazing, Aggie.” 
 
    “Thank you, princess!” the Demi-Human replied as a grin stretched across her pink face. “It’s an old family recipe. I was just telling Lord Evan that my father owned the tavern and passed it down to me. We’ve always been more of the food type than the flower type.” 
 
    “I bet we could teach you how to grow things!” Polina offered, and her emerald eyes went wide with delight. 
 
    “Oh, yes, we know what each plant needs,” Marina agreed as she clapped her hands together. 
 
    “And we can show you what to look for when they need something,” Trina pointed out. 
 
    “You’d do that for me?” Aggie pressed a hand to her chest with surprise. 
 
    “Of course!” Marina chirped. 
 
    “We’re always happy to help,” Polina said with a smile. 
 
    “And the more nature there is, the happier we are,” Trina added as she threw her arms out wide. 
 
    “Wow, thank you!” Aggie snorted and then blushed. “Sorry, it’s a pig thing when I get excited.” 
 
    “I think it’s sweet,” Alyona replied with a beatific smile. “You are one of a kind.” 
 
    The pig’s blush deepened as she clasped her hands over her chest. 
 
    “So, what do you know about the water district?” I asked her after I gulped down another bite. These girls would get way too mushy if I let them. 
 
    “It houses the main water supply to the city,” Aggie answered after a moment. “I think a few people work over there regularly and make sure the aqueducts are working and whatnot, plus most of the water-based Demi-Humans live over there. I don’t see too much of them since the district is on the edge of town.” 
 
    “I see,” I mumbled, and the cogs in my head were already turning. 
 
    Was the Sect trying to poison Colaruma’s water supply like they’d done in Tikal? 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Aggie questioned, and her face creased with a sharp frown. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I waved a hand dismissively. “Just something one of the kids wanted us to check out while we’re here.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, but she was clearly unconvinced. “Well, if you need anything, you know where to find me. And I look forward to my nature lesson!” 
 
    Aggie breezed into the kitchen as the dryads grinned, and I could hear dishes clanging around as she cleaned up. 
 
    “Well, I’d say we better get going, then,” Aaliyah suggested as the door clanged shut behind the pig woman. 
 
    “Ah, where are we going?” Trina asked with a finger in the air. 
 
    “And what kid asked us to go?” Polina wondered as she tilted her head. 
 
    “And why?” Marina added and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Oh, shit, sorry,” I laughed. “A little mole boy told us he’s seen some strange faces over in the water district, which just happens to be near the wellhouse portal.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ravi murmured, and the phoenix dragged her fingers through her unbound, smoking hair. “The main water source seems to be one of the Sect’s favorite targets.” 
 
    “I realized the same thing,” I agreed. “So, we need to go check it out as soon as we’re all finished.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and began to eat with vigor. Once our plates were sparkling clean, we thanked Aggie, stood from the table, walked outside, and headed toward the water district. 
 
    As we weaved our way through the stores and low-class neighborhoods, I noticed more people out on the street talking to each other and smiling. The marketplace was buzzing with more people buying and selling their wares, and I noticed a handful of banner families distributing their extras, like I’d instructed at the council meeting. Several people browsed the items in search of a way to earn their living, and a few even waved at us as we passed by.  
 
    So, we’d shifted from the strangers they avoided to the saviors they loved. 
 
    Another point for the dragon lord. 
 
    We arrived at a squatty stone building with its door wide open and several similar buildings off to the right. I shrugged and walked into the first one to find a turtle Demi-Human seated at a table writing on a piece of parchment. 
 
    The turtle’s skin glowed with a light green tint, and her short black hair was buzzed on the sides almost into a mohawk. I could see a dark jade shell peeking over her shoulders, and her brown eyes narrowed when she looked up to see us walking into what seemed to be her office. 
 
    “Lord… Evan… I… presume?” the Demi-Human asked slowly, and she seemed to take a breath after every word. 
 
    My women started to giggle, and even Alyona tried to stifle a smile. 
 
    This would be a long conversation. 
 
    “Uh, yes,” I hesitated. 
 
    “I’m teasing!” she exclaimed with a grin, and her brown eyes twinkled with amusement. “Get it? I’m a turtle?” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” I chuckled as the women laughed out loud. “Do you run this place?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the turtle replied and nodded. “My name is Dala. I manage the water distribution facility for Colaruma.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Dala,” I said with a dip of my head. “We were told there have been a few extra people in the area lately. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    “Not really.” Dala shrugged. “But I stay in here most of the time until I go home. I handle paperwork and any issues the citizens bring to my attention.” 
 
    She pointed to a box by the front door with a sign that read “Complaints” and rolled her eyes. The box was full to the point of overflowing. 
 
    “You get a lot of them?” Ravi giggled. 
 
    “Usually the banner families complaining about a ‘weird taste,’” Dala replied with finger quotes before she perked up. “But now that should stop, right? No more banner families and their stupid needs!” 
 
    “I’d say so.” I grinned. “So, do you mind if we poke around a bit, then? We’d rather be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, no, go ahead!” she replied and gestured toward the matching buildings. “I have three people working on the main pump today, so anyone besides them would be out of place.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll check it all out.” I smiled and turned to the door. “Thanks, Dala.” 
 
    “You’re so welcome!” she called out as we walked outside and turned left. 
 
    As we approached the next building, I could hear two people arguing and the banging of tools on metal. We walked inside, and then we could see the source of the arguing voices. 
 
    Two fairies stood next to a pump that was submerged in a wide, shallow pool of water, and the pair fluttered around and waved their arms wildly as they discussed their task. The male fairy’s pointed ears were red with frustration, and his black hair fell around his shoulders in waves. He wore a bright yellow jumpsuit-style outfit with holes in the back for his black, transparent wings, and he brandished about a foot-long stick. 
 
    No way, did he use a wand? 
 
    His counterpart, a female fairy, was a quirky little character with her black horn-rimmed glasses and long, stark white hair that was twisted back into a ponytail to her waist. She wore a similar yellow jumpsuit, though hers fit tight enough to see the curves of her narrow body, and her wings were white and nearly opaque. 
 
    “I’m telling you, that won’t work!” the male fairy said as he floated to the ground and stomped his foot. 
 
    “You never know until you try, Frankie,” the female fairy chirped and twirled in the air. “Let’s just give it a shot!” 
 
    “And risk blowing the whole pump?” Frankie grumbled. “You need to see the reality here, Nadia.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” I interjected. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Working,” Frankie snapped as he whirled to glare at me. “Why are you here? Who are you?” 
 
    “Frankie!” Nadia gasped and fluttered to the ground with a curtsy. “It’s the dragon.” 
 
    “Oh,” he exhaled as his eyes nearly bugged out of his face, and he dropped his head. “My humblest apologies, Lord Evan. We don’t get many visitors over here.” 
 
    “I accept your apology,” I replied. “Now, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Nadia noticed a dark aura in the water.” Frankie smirked and rolled his eyes. “And now she wants to blow up the main pump to fix the aura.” 
 
    “I’m a Seelie!” Nadia squeaked and pushed her glasses up her nose. “We notice any darkness that tints reality. And I don’t want to blow it up.” 
 
    “What darkness?” I peered over the edge of the water and noticed the reservoir was actually deeper than I’d thought at first glance. The pool extended a few more feet under the surface of the land, and I caught a flicker of movement before Frankie spoke again. 
 
    “Who knows!” he said and threw an arm out to his side. “Last week, she felt a dark form had entered our city. Obviously, that was wrong since it’s just Lord Evan!” 
 
    “No, it was before Lord Evan arrived,” Nadia insisted with a frown. “The darkness in the water isn’t all the way there yet. Do you understand what I mean?” 
 
    The fairy peered at Alyona with eyes the color of opals, and she gazed earnestly at the princess as though begging for her to agree. Her irises were almost as white as her hair, but they reflected multiple colors around the room and gave them the illusion of a rainbow kaleidoscope moving on the surface.  
 
    “I think I do,” Alyona replied with a degree of uncertainty. “May I touch it?” 
 
    “Of course, milady!” Frankie said. “We’ve run several tests, and all have come back negative for anything out of the ordinary, magical or non-magical. I think Nadia is overreacting.” 
 
    “Well, Leilani hasn’t finished her test yet,” Nadia chided and pointed her small nose up into the air. “We shouldn’t allow the Divine Maiden to possibly be tarnished.” 
 
    “I’ll try it out,” Ravi volunteered as she stepped forward. “I can sense darkness as well. It doesn’t sit well with my purity.” 
 
    “Oh, a phoenix!” the Seelie fairy cheered, and a broad grin stretched across her face. “Your purity is rare, indeed. Though, I thought your tribe was killed when the Breach first opened.” 
 
    “Everyone did.” Ravi shrugged, and her long orange hair shifted over her shoulders. “We have only recently returned to civilization to help fight against the Breach demons.” 
 
    “Marvelous!” Nadia replied, and her pale eyes were wide with fascination. 
 
    “Yeah, marvelous.” Frankie scowled. 
 
    “And what kind of fairy are you?” I asked him. 
 
    “An Unseelie,” he replied with a scoff. “Of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. He was clearly Nadia’s complete opposite, so that made sense. 
 
    “Can I go ahead and try it out?” Ravi asked me. 
 
    “If you’re sure it won’t hurt you,” I grumbled, though I knew good and damn well she wouldn’t tell me if it did hurt her. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” the phoenix said with a grin. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.” 
 
    Ravi strode over to the water’s edge and looked down. Then she poked the surface with a finger. Suddenly, ripples of a dark liquid dribbled across the water and spread out until they disappeared into the pool. 
 
    I raised a brow as we awaited Ravi’s response. 
 
    “There is definitely dark magic forming in the water.” She scowled as she stepped back from the pool. “It just hasn’t been fully activated yet. It seems someone may be working on a spell as we speak.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Nadia squeaked. “My protection spell is probably slowing them down.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Frankie scoffed and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “You heard the phoenix,” the Seelie fairy argued. “She said it’s there, too. It wasn’t just me.” 
 
    “Well, then, why isn’t--” 
 
    Suddenly, the argument was interrupted as a figure burst forth from beneath the surface of the water. 
 
    Droplets exploded into the air, and we jumped away from the edge and drew our weapons as the creature’s hands gripped the side of the pool. Then I could see a long mane of dark turquoise hair and milk chocolate-colored skin framing bright green eyes. The creature’s beautiful face was stretched into a purely joyful smile, and somehow, I could tell there wasn’t an ounce of evil in her. 
 
    “Wait!” I ordered and put my arm out. 
 
    “It’s Leilani!” Nadia cried out as she hurried over to the edge of the pool. “What did you find?” 
 
    We lowered our weapons as Leilani pulled herself up onto the ledge, and I blinked a few times to make sure I was seeing straight. 
 
    Leilani sat on the ledge with her bare torso exposed. Her round chocolate breasts were gleaming with water from the pool, and her nipples were hard and perky as the cool air hit them. Her long, cocoa-colored arms were lean and muscular, and a glittery smattering of scales rose up from her tail and ended at her toned abs. The blue-green scales led down to a long fish tail that flopped up and down in the water with small splashes, and my jaw fell slack. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” Alyona breathed next to me. “How rare to see a mermaid in Rahma, so far from the ocean.” 
 
    As I was coming to grips with the reality of a mermaid sitting before me, she pulled a towel from the cabinet next to the pool and started to dry herself off. As she worked her way down her scaly lower half, her form shifted until human legs remained. It seemed her transformation was affected by the water on her skin. She toweled off her hair and then wrapped the towel around her body as she dropped her feet to the cold, dirt floor. 
 
    “What did you find?” Nadia asked as she fluttered into the air on her pale wings. 
 
    “The bottom of the tank is fine,” Leilani replied in a husky voice and pulled a set of clothes from the towel cabinet before she gestured toward us. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Lord Evan of Hatra,” I introduced myself. 
 
    “Okay?” Leilani looked confused as she slipped into one of the yellow jumpsuits like she wasn’t just standing in front of us completely naked a few moments ago. “And what are you doing in here? You don’t work here.” 
 
    “You don’t know who I am?” I frowned at both her confusion and her covering up her beautiful cocoa body. “I’m here to fix another problem.” 
 
    “Another?” the mermaid asked and pulled her turquoise hair back into a bun behind her head. “I must be missing something here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I already handled your lizard problem.” I smirked as I fondly remembered Whitaker’s head tumbling down the slope toward the crowd. 
 
    “He slayed Whitaker,” Frankie filled in, and his expression showed a modicum of amusement. 
 
    Ah, the Unseelie fairy had a bit of a sense of humor. 
 
    “Beheaded!” Nadia added with a twinkle in her eyes. “At the council tower!”  
 
    “Nice job.” Leilani’s low voice sounded impressed. “I never liked that guy. Always had something to whine about.” 
 
    “That seemed to be a pretty common opinion,” I chuckled. “So, I handled it. Now, I need to handle this one. Have you noticed anything odd?” 
 
    “Well, the switch building has had some lights on inside the past few days,” the mermaid replied. “It was strange because we really only use that building when we need to do a reroute, but we never know what the council is up to. I figured they sent someone in there for one of their dumb reasons like making sure one of their fancy friends gets more hot water than someone else.” 
 
    “You won’t have that problem anymore,” I said. “Mateo is the Head Magistrate now, but we need to figure out who’s in there. You haven’t had to do any reroutes lately?” 
 
    “No, we hardly ever have to,” Leilani answered as she shook her head. “It’s only if we need to do a repair and reroute an aqueduct. Sometimes we don’t go in there for months.” 
 
    “Sounds like the perfect place to hide,” I murmured. “That’s where we need to go.” 
 
    “Wait, should we come with you?” Nadia asked in a timid voice. 
 
    “No way!” Frankie shook his head vehemently. “I’m not going!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Alyona assured the fairies. “We only need to know which building it is. You all can stay here.” 
 
    “Good,” Leilani replied with a stoic nod. “With all due respect, we are mechanics, not warriors.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “Just point us in the right direction.” 
 
    “The second building east of here,” the mermaid indicated. “You can follow the aqueducts. Inside the building, there’s a bunch of large switches on the wall and access to the water supply. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Got it.” I nodded to the others. “Let’s go.” 
 
    As we walked out and followed along the buildings, I could see the half-pipes connecting them like Leilani said. So, if the Sect mages poisoned the water in one building, it would easily affect all of the others and lead straight into the city’s whole supply. We found the switch building, and I could make out the movements of flames burning inside like someone had lit a torch. We circled the building, but the only way in was the front door. The windowless structure was made of the same gray stone as most of the buildings in Colaruma, though it had been painted blue in an attempt to cover its rundown visage. The stones were barely hanging on, and the gaps gave us a small glimpse into an open room. The building stood two stories high, and the tall wooden door was the only thing that marred its bare face. 
 
    I tested the handle, and it twisted easily. Then I motioned to the others to follow me inside. I pushed the door open and saw the wall of switches to my left. There were at least four dozen handles to control the routes of the pipes that directed the water flow into the city. They spanned from floor to ceiling, and a small ladder leaned against the wall next to them, probably to access the higher switches. Then I slid my gaze to the right, and there stood a mage at the wellhead. 
 
    The mage’s hood was draped low over his face, and he murmured under his breath as tendrils of deep black magic left his fingers and creeped toward the water. It couldn’t break the surface, though, and the coils floated around as they searched for a way in. The magical smoke looked like a sea of wispy snakes as they poked at the surface to find a weakness, but it seemed the Seelie fairy’s protection magic was at least making it harder for the mage’s spell to get into the water. 
 
    As I took another step into the room, the mage looked up and hissed in surprise, but I conjured a fiery bow and arrow and shot at the traitor. 
 
    The arrow flew across the room in a perfect arc and then crashed into some kind of invisible barrier around the mage. 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    Laika growled and launched a dagger at him, but it clattered to the ground a few feet away from him as well. 
 
    “He has his own protection spell,” Alyona muttered as she crowded close behind my shoulder. “Each kind has its own weakness, but it will take some time to figure out what it is.” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” I growled as I tried to figure out what to try next. Stones? Another earthquake? I doubted I could petrify him through the protection spell, so we had to think quickly. 
 
    Before we could try another tactic, though, the mage cast the spell to create nue clouds. The dark clouds funneled toward us with a fury, and he followed them with letums, the acid-filled bubbles we’d seen in Tikal. The green orbs floated toward us, and I growled when I realized the only stones I could pop them with were currently holding up the walls of the building. 
 
    As Alyona conjured the rain that would dissolve the clouds, Ravi held up her fire shield to protect the princess. Then I opened my maw and released a column of flames to destroy the letums, and they popped and sizzled as my fire demolished them. In the next moment, the princess’ magical water dumped onto the clouds, and they melted down and disappeared like cotton candy in a pool. 
 
    The mage seemed to realize we weren’t going to let him go without a fight, and he made a run for the window next to the wellhead. Then the dryads plunged their hands into the dirt floor, and suddenly, a wall of vines sprouted from the ground in front of the window and blocked his exit. He whipped around with his back to the vines, and then he held his hands out as green flames erupted from his palms. 
 
    That was new. 
 
    The magic looked like two small flamethrowers, and the fire tore along the floor straight for us. The flames melted through the soil as it rushed our way, and the temperature in the room soared. 
 
    “A flint spell!” Alyona cried out. 
 
    “More nexus shit?” I grumbled. 
 
    “Yes,” she confirmed as she eyed the flames rolling toward us. “I’m not sure how to stop them. I haven’t learned that spell yet.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” I replied before I spewed a line of fire ahead of the attack, and the green flames diverted along the line I’d made. 
 
    Then I changed my tactic and released more flames to create a circle around the green fire. Once the toxic flames were trapped inside my little ring of fire, I looked up in time to hear Nike shout. 
 
    “He’s getting away!” the noble yelled as we all tried to get around the flames that now took up half the room. 
 
    The mage scowled as he dove into the trough connected to the well and was swept away by the downhill flow that led out of the building. 
 
    “Get back outside!” I ordered, and we all turned to sprint back out of the building and around to the side where the pipe exited the structure. 
 
    As we tore around the corner of the building, I looked up to check the pipe that had provided the mage with his escape. The stone trough poked out of the side of the building and descended about two feet before it entered the side of the next building over, and the water rushed above us as we searched for the traitor. 
 
    “Where did he go?” Ravi called out as she whipped her head back and forth. 
 
    “He had to come out up there,” I said as I pointed to the trough above us that was joined to the switch building. 
 
    “I don’t see him anywhere,” Polina pouted. 
 
    “Me, either,” Trina muttered as she squinted and looked around the building. 
 
    “I wanted a shot at him,” Marina added with a frown. 
 
    “He could have kept going into the next building,” Ravi pointed out. 
 
    “I think I know just the people to help us track him down,” I reassured them with a grin and turned to my lioness and the noble. “Who wants to go on a hunt?” 
 
    “You know me so well,” Aaliyah purred as she bared her canines. 
 
    “I’m in,” Nike agreed with a nod. 
 
    Well, let the hunt begin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Aaliyah clambered up the side of the building to the half-pipe’s exit and inhaled deeply. Then the lioness closed her eyes, and a low growl rumbled in her chest. 
 
    “The water won’t hold his scent well,” she said as she hopped back down next to us. “But if I know his scent, I at least can figure out where he got off the pipe.” 
 
    “Okay, you and Nike lead the way,” I instructed. 
 
    Nike and Aaliyah walked ahead of us and inspected the ground every few steps to look for footprints of the mage on the lamb. They stooped and examined deviations in the soil and markings on the stone, and they murmured to each other as they discussed the mage’s next moves. 
 
    As we got closer to the main building, Aaliyah’s golden ears perked up, and she jerked her head to the left to face the handful of houses on the other side of the road. Most of them looked to be in decent shape, not ragged like the low-class neighborhood or fancy like the banner family homes. I looked around for anyone who lived there, but the street was bare, and only a few windows faced this side of the road. It seemed we were on the rear end of the neighborhood. Then I remembered what Aggie had said about the water-based Demi-Humans, and I assumed this neighborhood was theirs, since they must like being closer to the main source of water. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” the lioness asked as she cocked her head to the side and listened again. 
 
    I listened intently, but all I could hear was the water rushing next to us. Just when I started to shake my head no, though, I heard the sound of a splash of water and a muffled voice. 
 
    “Wait here,” I said to Aaliyah. “Keep watching for the mage.” 
 
    The lioness nodded, and then I strode toward the house where the noise had come from with Nike and Alyona hot on my heels. I peeked in through the open window, and my mouth nearly fell to the ground. 
 
    The house was filled with water almost to the ledge of the window.  
 
    There was no furniture except for a table just taller than the water with a steaming mug sitting on top, and anyone sitting at the table would have a perfect view of the buildings across the road. Inside, something swam around the shallow water and then timidly approached the opening to the outside world. 
 
    A small, brown head emerged from the surface, and I nearly choked when a platypus Demi-Human popped up in front of me. Unlike the other Demi-Humans I’d encountered, this one had more animal features than human ones. His bill stuck out a few inches from the rest of his face, which was covered in dark brown fur. He wore a silky, gray tunic, and he twisted the material before he raised his gaze to meet mine. As he stood up, I saw he was furry as far down as I could see, and his webbed hands were clasped together when he looked up at me with a sense of anxiety. 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona gasped beside me and covered her mouth. 
 
    “Ah, are you, um, Lord Evan?” the Demi-Human nearly whispered as he wrung his hands. “I was just eating breakfast.” 
 
    “Yes, and you are?” I raised a brow. 
 
    “My name is Morris,” he replied, and his eyes darted from side to side. 
 
    “Okay, Morris, are you alright?” I asked and reached out a hand to his shoulder. 
 
    “Ahh!” Morris wailed as he wrenched his body away from me. “Uh, sorry, my lord. I, ah, don’t talk to many people. Just Mateo when he brings my rations. He told me you were here and fixing things up, but I’ve, uh, never seen a real dragon before.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured him and raised my hands to show I meant him no harm. “I tend to make people nervous everywhere I go. They either listen to me, or I light them on fire. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, maybe it was nothing,” Morris replied as he started to slink back into the water. 
 
    “I’m not going to light you on fire, Morris,” I sighed. “I just need to know how to catch the guy we’re chasing.” 
 
    “I saw a man running,” the platypus said as he pointed across the road. “I heard him in the water first. That sound travels for us aquatic people, you know. That’s why I could hear it from so far away.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, move on,” I ordered the platypus, who dropped even further into the water. “I’m not angry with you, I just need answers.” 
 
    “Well… ” Morris trailed off and looked at me for a moment. “You’re really not angry with me?” 
 
    “I’m not yet,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Okay, so I heard the water first,” the platypus explained, “and I came to see what was going on, but then he jumped out there.” 
 
    “Did you see which way he went?” Nike asked. 
 
    “He went to the back of that building,” Morris replied and gestured to the main office, but then he gasped, and his beady eyes went wide. “Oh, Dala, I hope she’s alright. Is that man a criminal? I’ve never seen him before.” 
 
    “We’ll go check on her,” I promised. “He’s a traitor to the crown, and you won’t see him again. I’ll make sure of that.” 
 
    “Oh, my!” Morris covered his bill with his webbed hands, and if it wasn’t for our current situation, the image would have been comical. 
 
    For now, we had to focus on finding that mage and anyone else who was hiding out in Colaruma. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alyona said with an easy smile. “We’ll take care of it. You just stay inside, okay?” 
 
    “I can’t go anywhere anyway, milady,” the Demi-Human replied and lifted a club foot up into the air. “I can use it to swim, but it isn’t great for walking. That’s why Mateo helps me so much.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, and a thought struck me. “I can try to heal it for you. I’ve never tried it on an old injury or a birth defect, but I’ll try if you want.” 
 
    “You can heal?” Morris’ brown eyes widened. “I would very much like you to try, Lord Evan.” 
 
    “Okay, let me go handle this guy,” I told him. “Then I’ll come back and see what I can do. Sound good?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Morris replied with a small smile. “I won’t be going anywhere.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” I promised before I turned back to Nike and Alyona. “Now, let’s go catch that Green Glass bastard.” 
 
    The princess nodded, and I pointed to the main office building as we approached Aaliyah and the others, who had waited on the road. The lioness paced back and forth, and her tail swished behind her impatiently. 
 
    “That guy said the mage hopped out of the pipe here and ran behind the office,” I explained. “Ravi and Laika, you go check on Dala. The rest of us will check behind the building and see if he’s still back there.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and the phoenix and wolf-warrior headed into the building while we walked behind it. 
 
    “He was definitely here,” Aaliyah growled as she sniffed the air. “Maybe five or ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nike agreed and inspected a stone on the side of the building. “He is either tired or injured. He laid his hand here for a moment before he moved on. He left a handprint on the stone, and there are water droplets in the mud. He probably didn’t think about how the water would leave a trail for us.” 
 
    “Good, let’s hope he continues to be a dumbass,” I muttered. “Which way did he go?” 
 
    “The footprints appear to go east,” Nike replied with a frown as he squatted next to the tracks. “But why would he go back the way he came from? Surely, he knew he’d run back into us.” 
 
    “A spell,” Polina suggested as she bounced up and down on her toes. 
 
    “Yes, I bet it’s a diversion spell,” Trina pointed out. 
 
    “Oooh, yes, we’ve seen it a few times on missions,” Marina explained with a vigorous nod. 
 
    “So, we can’t completely trust the footprints,” Aaliyah determined. “Plus, the scent is carrying from the east. We should go that way. It makes more sense.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said with a nod. “Polina, Trina, and Marina, go up front and tell Laika and Ravi to walk on the other side of the buildings headed east. We’ll keep tracking from the back side. We don’t want to risk him getting away again.” 
 
    Although this time, I’d be more prepared to use my water magic if he tried again. A few pokes with the magic, and the mage would end up regretting his escape plan. 
 
    The dryads nodded and jogged around the building to catch up with the others, and Aaliyah and Nike continued to follow the scattered trail the mage had left behind. Alyona and I followed them to the end of the building and waited for the others to appear on the front side. A minute later, Laika came around the corner and peeked over at us. She gave a thumbs up, and we all continued to walk and look for clues to the mage’s hiding spot. 
 
    We stopped at the next building, and I creaked open the back door. The interior of the room was pitch black, and I could hear nothing moving except the water in the pipeline. So, I had to think of a better plan to quickly search the building. 
 
    Then it came to me, and a grin stretched across my face as I reached down into my spiritual sea.  
 
    Predation: Activated 
 
    Skill: Echolocation 
 
    Oh, hell yeah. 
 
    I opened my maw and released a high-pitched sound wave. The sound seemed to travel around the room, and the waves created vague pictures in my mind’s eye. I could nearly see the shapes around the room of a stack of boxes, the pipeline running overhead, and a pile of tools on the floor.  
 
    “He’s not here,” I muttered back to Alyona, Nike, and Aaliyah. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Nike asked as he tried to search the dark room. 
 
    “Newest skill.” I smirked. 
 
    Then I pulled the door shut and signaled to move on to the next building. 
 
    As we walked, I wondered if I could use the echolocation with one of my other powers to cover more ground. Being able to throw a fireball around a corner would be badass. I’d have to meditate and figure out the best way to use my new power. 
 
    After a few minutes and two more buildings, we’d reached the end of the water district. Only a pump house remained ahead of us before we would run into the cavern wall. 
 
    Laika, Ravi, and the dryads trotted over to us as we figured out what to do next. 
 
    “His scent is stronger here,” Aaliyah muttered as her amber eyes narrowed. 
 
    “The physical trail has been diverted again,” Nike pointed out. “He doesn’t want us to look in that last building.” 
 
    “Then that’s exactly where we should go,” I concluded. “Come on.” 
 
    We walked around the pumphouse at the end of the pipeline where the half-pipe split into dozens of smaller pipes that spread out into the city. The building was long and narrow, and as we got closer, I could hear water rushing inside, as well as several hushed voices. 
 
    “They know we’re here,” one voice said. 
 
    “So what?” another snapped. “They can’t stop us.” 
 
    I had a feeling the arrogant voice belonged to the mage I’d wanted to find for a couple weeks now. I was ready to face Xavier and tear him to shreds. 
 
    “This is it,” I muttered. “There are people inside, and they’re talking about us.” 
 
    “I can hear them, too,” Laika agreed, and her furry gray ears twitched atop her head while her bushy tail swayed with agitation. “Let’s get them.” 
 
    “No more sneaky entrances,” I decided. “We’re going in, guns blazing.” 
 
    “Guns blazing?” Ravi echoed and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I’d already struggled with explaining movies to my Inati companions, so I wasn’t even going to try to explain a western. 
 
    “Full force,” I explained. “We’re going to bust in and kick ass.” 
 
    “Yesssss,” Aaliyah hissed and bared her long fangs. “Finally.” 
 
    I looked across my group as we all drew our weapons, and I paused to wait for the nods that everyone was ready. Aaliyah stretched her fingers, so her claws extended to their full length, while Laika pulled her daggers from her belt and gripped them in each hand. Nike pulled the Sword of Light from his spatial storage, and Ravi conjured her own fiery sword in her hand. The dryads and Alyona could rely on their magic, and I had a whole arsenal in me. 
 
    When we were all ready, I grinned and kicked open the door, and we all rushed in. The mage from the wellhead stood in the middle of the room waving frantically at two other men. Another three guards were posted up just inside the door, and all six heads whipped around at our entry. 
 
    “Hey!” one of the guards shouted as he and another guard rushed toward us. “Xavier, get out!” 
 
    I scowled at the mage’s name and watched as the one in the middle of the group looked directly at me. 
 
    There was the bastard I’d been searching for. 
 
    Xavier was unnaturally tall, and his long, lanky body was covered with a silky black robe embossed with a green leaf on the chest. His bronze skin nearly glowed in the light of the torches around the room, and his green eyes blazed with fury. He apparently didn’t like being the prey instead of the predator, but that was too goddamn bad. 
 
    The third guard froze and backed toward the mage and his comrades, but my focus remained on Xavier, and I bellowed a column of flames at the traitor. 
 
    Xavier grabbed the terrified guard and held him in front of the fire to shield himself. 
 
    The guard’s screams echoed through the room as the flames torched his clothes down to the skin. He fell to the floor and attempted to put out the fire, but the damage was done, and he passed out as the last flame licked along his sleeve. He curled up into the fetal position, and Xavier kicked the limp body out of his way as he snarled at me. 
 
    Nike and Aaliyah stepped forward to meet the other two guards, and the fight was on. Nike wielded the Sword of Light like a pro, and the guard fumbled with his blade to defend himself from the noble’s striking blows. Next to Nike, Aaliyah gave a whole new meaning to hand-to-hand combat as she slashed and clawed at the other guard. He tried to block her strikes, but she continued to slice through his arms as she fought to take him down. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Xavier and the other two men just as the runaway mage started to mumble a spell. 
 
    “No!” Polina snarled, and she and the other dryads stretched their hands out toward the large reservoir underneath the small pipes. 
 
    The mage gasped and fumbled to complete his spell as a funnel of water rose from the pool to surround him. The dryads’ water magic formed a giant, thick ribbon of water that wrapped around the mage’s body and squeezed his hands to his side. He gurgled as the water rose higher and covered his face until all we could see was a mass of rushing water dangling in the air above the reservoir. 
 
    “Will he drown in there?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Trina replied without moving her head. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Polina snickered. 
 
    “But he’ll feel like it,” Marina sneered. 
 
    Hell yeah. 
 
    As the sisters held the mage in place, I formed a fiery dagger and launched it at Xavier. Then I conjured three more and hurled the weapons at my target. 
 
    He swiped them away with a wave of his hand and put his other hand on the shoulder of the man next to him. He mumbled something I couldn’t hear over the din of the battle, and then the second man threw off his hood and glared at us. 
 
    The second mage looked no older than twenty, and his youthful face was marred by the expression of pure hatred. He must have been one of the ones who had grown up in the Green Glass Sect, just like Mara, the assassin we had captured during an attack in Hatra. He was probably brainwashed to believe they were family and that they were doing the right thing by opening the Breach. 
 
    Xavier shoved the boy toward us, and his angry expression faltered as he fought to regain his balance. 
 
    “Come on!” Xavier bellowed. “Get them!” 
 
    “I’ll show you!” the boy shouted, and he raised his hands above his head as he continued toward us and started to murmur a spell. 
 
    He was obviously new at the nexus magic, and little spurts of green magic seemed to sputter from his outstretched hands. His attack was obviously not going as planned, and he lowered his arms and stared at his palms with frustration. 
 
    “Do it!” Xavier screamed. 
 
    “I’ll slay the dragon for you, Xavier!” the mage yelled back as he lifted his arms to try again. 
 
    Laika looked over at me with an eye roll at the young man’s dramatics before she took off at a sprint toward him. 
 
    The mage’s eyes widened at the wolf warrior’s approach, but before he could finish his attack spell, Laika jumped a few feet in front of him and landed a superman punch to his jaw. The man’s jaw cracked from the impact, and his eyes rolled back in his head. 
 
    My wolf warrior was certainly a badass. 
 
    The mage tumbled to the floor, and I could see him struggling to stay conscious before he lost the battle and passed out. 
 
    I smirked and looked back up to see Xavier forming an acidium orb, and his dark face stretched into a malicious grin as he launched the nexus magic at me. I threw up my fire shield and ran toward the orb. I felt it hiss and bubble as the fire magic dissolved it, and I watched a flicker of fear pass over the mage’s face. 
 
    “Yeah, old trick, dude,” I chuckled. “Try again.” 
 
    Xavier turned and sprinted toward the reservoir where his friend’s body hovered in the watery bindings the dryads had created. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” I muttered. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let him free his buddy. One mage in the fight was more than enough. 
 
    I sprinted after my prey, and Xavier shot little bursts of green flames at my feet as I ran to catch up with him before he could reach the other mage. 
 
    “Look out!” I called back to Alyona and the others as I leapt over the flames to reach Xavier. 
 
    I hurtled over the last flame, but suddenly, a column of water erupted from the reservoir and encircled my body. 
 
    Shit, I’d sprinted right into a trap. 
 
    I gulped in a breath of air as the water lifted me from the ground and sucked me underneath the surface. I kicked and tried to push my arms away from my sides, but it was no use. The water held me like a vise, and it didn’t respond to my magical calls to release me. 
 
    Xavier’s magic was as powerful as we had imagined, and I started to get pissed off. Black spots dotted my vision as my lungs burned and screamed for oxygen, but suddenly, my mind’s eye took over my view. 
 
    Don’t forget all the magic you can wield, Miraya whispered. Her voice sounded like it was echoing through a long tunnel, though she stood on the sandy beach of my spiritual sea. 
 
    Though the weather there was normally calm, harsh winds now blew around her and lifted her long white hair from the sand. Her white dress billowed from the wind gusts, and her beautiful face was twisted with turmoil. 
 
    You have a natural ability, the spirit of the sword pleaded. You didn’t assimilate or learn it. Remember it now. 
 
    What the fuck kind of Magic 8-Ball shit was she talking about? Just help me. 
 
    I can’t do it for you, Miraya said, and the sadness in her voice caught my attention. I can only guide you. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. Okay, what did I know when I got here? I had to learn how to fly and make fire, the normal dragon things. All I could do on day one was spit out some glitter. 
 
    Wait… the healing magic. 
 
    I snapped back into the present and sent waves of healing magic down to my lungs. The relief was immediate, and my insides no longer burned with the need to breathe. Then I relaxed my body and let the water drift around me as though I was either unconscious or dead. 
 
    The rushing water slowed as I allowed my body to float to the surface. I could faintly hear screaming above me, and it sounded like the princess calling out my name, but I had to stay calm. Otherwise, Xavier would simply restart the spell. 
 
    As my body crested the surface of the water, I could barely make out the mage’s bronze features as he stared down at me through the shimmery liquid. He leaned down to check my neck for a pulse, and I grabbed his arm and pulled him under. Then I called on my own water magic to wrap around him as I’d seen the dryads do with the other mage. 
 
    I loved being a magic dragon. 
 
    The ribbon of water circled Xavier’s seven-foot frame up to his nose and squeezed while he glared at me with pure hatred. 
 
    “Not so fun being on that side of the water, is it?” I sneered as I wiped the water from my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, Evan!” Alyona cried as she ran up behind me and wrapped her arms around me with Laika at her hip. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured into her ear. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    I looked up to see Aaliyah and Ravi gripping the arms of one of the guards, and Nike held the other with his sword at the guard’s throat. The dryads grinned as they continued to torment the other mage, while Laika stood over the last unconscious mage. 
 
    Then I knew exactly how to end it for these traitors, and I waved everyone over to the reservoir. 
 
    Laika grabbed the mage’s leg and the burned guard’s leg and dragged them over to the ledge with the others close behind. 
 
    “Toss them in,” I directed my group. 
 
    Aaliyah raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything as they each shoved their captives into the water. 
 
    Before the conscious ones could fight back, I conjured bolts of lightning that crashed into the reservoir. The flashes of light filled the room as the electricity traveled through the magical ribbons of water and electrocuted Xavier and the other mage. Then the dryads and I released the water’s hold on their bodies as I sent bolt after bolt of the power through the reservoir until Alyona put a gentle hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I think they’re gone,” she murmured. 
 
    I knew she was right, but I wanted to punish these bastards. They used innocent creatures like the bats to do their evil bidding, opened the portal and put everyone in danger, and repeatedly tried to harm my fiancée. All of the Green Glass Sect would pay for their crimes, and this death would serve as a warning to the other members that I was coming for them. 
 
    I released one more lightning bolt into the water, and it crackled and fizzed out before the stench of burned flesh filled the air. 
 
    “Ewww,” Marina said as she scrunched up her nose. 
 
    “That smells almost as bad as the miasma,” Trina added and stifled a gag. 
 
    “Almost,” Polina agreed and pinched her nose shut. 
 
    Then I heard footsteps at the door behind us, and we whirled around with our weapons in the air. 
 
    “Oh!” Mateo cried out as he creeped around the door and held his hands up in the air. “Lord Evan!” 
 
    “Ah,” I sighed, and when my body relaxed, I realized how drained I was from using so much magic. “It’s just you.” 
 
    “Well, it’s also Antonio,” the dwarf replied and gestured behind him as the Sentinel leader walked in. “We heard there was a big commotion down here. I guess the situation has been, ah, handled?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed and jerked my head toward the reservoir. “These were the last Sect members in the city.” 
 
    “No interrogation this time?” Antonio smirked and crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “You seemed to find your questions quite important before.” 
 
    “No need.” I shrugged. “We already know where to go next.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” Mateo asked. 
 
    “Kana,” Nike answered. “It’s the next stop on our campaign and one step closer to the Breach.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the closer we get to the Breach, the closer we come to finding the rest of those assholes,” I said. “At least we figured out why they want to open it now.” 
 
    “You did?” Mateo seemed surprised. “It seems like pure madness.” 
 
    “Well, they’ve been studying nexus spells,” Alyona explained. “They’re typically used to destroy cities, back in the days when dark priests wanted to conquer everyone else, but the Sect is using them to connect with the underworld. If they succeed, they will be able to command the demons they release.” 
 
    “Gods!” the dwarf exclaimed. “They could take over Rahma!” 
 
    “They could take over everything,” I corrected him. “And we would have no way to fight back.” 
 
    “You must stop them,” Antonio declared. “It is the only way to protect our world.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” I vowed. “There’s not a soul in Inati that could keep me from saving my people.” 
 
    “I believe you will save everyone,” Mateo said with a smile. “You’ve already saved us from our oppressors.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of my thing.” I returned his smile. “Plus, with all this going on, we need everyone to be strong and working together. The last thing we need is a civil war on top of the war against the Breach.” 
 
    “So, what does Kana have to do with the Breach?” Antonio asked. 
 
    “Right now, I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But we need to make sure there’s no issues with loyalty in every big city. With Rahma united under the crown, we have a good chance to close the Breach.” 
 
    “And you think the Sect will be there?” Mateo asked with concern. 
 
    “Oh, I know they will be,” I growled. 
 
    “How?” the Sentinel leader wondered. 
 
    “Because Princess Alyona will be there,” I said darkly. “They want her dead, and I will slaughter any of them that try.” 
 
    “Oh!” Mateo covered his mouth with his hand. “Why would anyone want to kill a pure being like the Divine Maiden?” 
 
    I hesitated to tell the dwarves everything we’d learned about Alyona’s power to take down the Sect’s master plan. It could be too much, even for people who were picked by the king to come down here, but before I could decide, the dryads answered for me. 
 
    “Apparently, they have a death wish,” Trina replied. 
 
    “Yeah, they picked the wrong princess,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “The one with a badass dragon for a fiancé,” Polina declared with a smirk. 
 
    “That does seem to be a poor decision,” Mateo conceded. “I hope you’ll allow us to make you a celebratory dinner before you leave.” 
 
    “Yes, we will leave first thing in the morning,” I said. “Tonight, we eat and rest. It isn’t far to Kana, and I have no idea what’s waiting there. Plus, I believe the dryads have a nature lesson to give before we go.” 
 
    “Ooooh!” Marina squealed. “I almost forgot!” 
 
    “Yes, we will teach Miss Aggie so much!” Polina chirped. 
 
    “She’s going to have the best gremlings in town.” Trina grinned. 
 
    “Then let’s get to it,” I said and started to walk away before I remembered the burnt bodies floating in the reservoir. “Go on ahead. Nike and I will get rid of these guys.” 
 
    My women smiled and followed the dwarves out of the wellhead. Nike and I walked over to the ledge and began to drag the corpses from the water and drop them on the ground, and their soggy bodies plopped onto the dirt until we had a six-man pileup. 
 
    “Burn, bitches,” I muttered and then released a plume of flames onto the bodies. 
 
    The scent of singed hair and burnt skin wafted into the air again as I cremated the remains of the mages and guards. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nike pinch his nose shut as the stench permeated the air. 
 
    When the pile of corpses had finally turned to ashes, I stopped and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Everything alright, my lord?” Nike asked and put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “Just needed to blow off some steam. I’m tired of these bastards going after my future wife.” 
 
    “I understand,” Nike said and offered a small smile. “At least these are gone. Maybe when the other members see their comrades dying off, they’ll get out of the Sect. Then we’ll have fewer enemies to dispatch.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I murmured. 
 
    Or maybe I’d just kill them all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Nike and I walked out of the wellhead and joined the others outside. 
 
    “Where are the dryads?” I asked. 
 
    “They went back to the tavern to work with Aggie on her plants,” Alyona replied with a smile. “They were excited.” 
 
    “Ahh,” I exhaled as my adrenaline slowly returned to normal. “I believe I have a promise to keep as well.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Antonio raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Come see for yourself,” I chuckled and began the walk back over to Morris’ house. 
 
    When we arrived at the platypus Demi-Human’s house, I leaned in the open window and whistled. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Morris’ voice gargled before he popped up into view. “You came back!” 
 
    “I said I would,” I replied and cocked my head to the side. “I meant what I said. I’ll try to help you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you understand my apprehension after having dealt with the council for most of my life,” he said with a frown. “I’m sorry I doubted you.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I murmured. “Now, let’s see what we can do.” 
 
    “Okay,” Morris nearly whispered as he lifted his leg. 
 
    As I turned my head to face the platypus’ fucked up foot, I wondered for a moment if it would work. 
 
    Just have faith, Miraya advised from my spiritual sea. 
 
    The sword spirit paced back and forth on the sandy beach of my mind’s eye. She felt antsy, and I could sense her anxiety as she moved around. She’d traded her long white dress for a set of white robes. The silky outfit draped loosely around her hourglass frame, and its bottom barely covered hers. 
 
    As the cheeks of her ass peeked out of the robe, I thought about marking her as another of my mates right there on the beach of my spiritual sea. My blood rushed south at the mental image of lifting that white robe and plunging inside her while the waves crashed into the sand next to our naked bodies. I shook my head to clear it of the idea, and the sword spirit giggled as I tried to refocus. 
 
    You know I could see that, right? Miraya asked with a smile. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “No, I did not,” I grumbled. 
 
    “It didn’t work?” Morris’ face crumpled with sadness. 
 
    “I haven’t tried it yet,” I said. “I just had to have a little conversation.” 
 
    “Ah, okay?” the Demi-Human replied as his brows furrowed over his brown eyes. 
 
    Great, now I had to heal him and prove I wasn’t crazy. Perfect. 
 
    I opened my mouth and released a wave of the glittery healing magic. It settled over the water’s surface before it sunk down into the pool and danced around the platypus’ lower half. The water sparkled and rippled as my power found its way to the Demi-Human’s injury, and I watched as the glitter soaked into his fur and disappeared from view. 
 
    Then Morris inhaled sharply and lifted his leg, and we all sat in shocked silence as his foot began to repair itself before our eyes. The bone lengthened, and muscles and sinew expanded around it before it was covered up with layers of skin and fur. As we watched, the healing magic stitched together all the pieces of a normal-sized foot, webbed toes sprouted on the end of his foot one by one, and then his foot was whole. 
 
    “It worked,” Morris breathed after a long moment with tears in his eyes. “Thank you, Lord Evan. How can I repay you? Money? Gifts? I’m a great baker, truly. I can make whatever you want.” 
 
    “Consider it returning the favor of your assistance in finding the traitors,” I replied with a nod. “You owe me nothing. I only ask that your loyalty stays with the crown of Rahma.” 
 
    “Until the day I die, my lord,” the Demi-Human swore as a timid smile stretched across his furry face. 
 
    “Perfect.” I smiled. “Now, go for a run, and stay away from the pipeline for now.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Morris said with a grin and paddled away from the window. 
 
    “That was incredibly kind of you,” Alyona murmured as we stepped away from the house. “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Eh, I do nice things sometimes.” I smirked. 
 
    “I’m sure you made his whole life better,” she said and elbowed me in the ribs. “No need to be modest now.” 
 
    “You healed Morris’ foot?” Mateo asked, and his eyes were wide with shock. “He can walk?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied and ran my hand through my hair. “I told you, there’s more to me than meets the eye.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” the dwarf exhaled. “Morris was born that way. I’ve been helping him for years.” 
 
    “The way everyone tells it, you’ve been everyone’s help for years.” I shrugged. “Now, it’s just official as the Head Magistrate.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Antonio chuckled and clapped Mateo on the shoulder. “It’s about time, brother. You’ve earned this role.” 
 
    “Thank you both,” Mateo said with a dip of his head. “I’ll take great care of Colaruma.” 
 
    “I know you will,” I agreed. 
 
    “But for now, we celebrate!” the new Head Magistrate exclaimed. “Tilly will be happy to start baking for us.” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Aaliyah grumbled. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “As usual,” Laika teased. 
 
    “You should ask Aggie if she’d like to cook,” I suggested. “She seems to enjoy it, and everything she’s made for us has been delicious.” 
 
    “Yes, she has made the most amazing food,” Ravi agreed with a broad smile. 
 
    “Oh, gods, do you remember her father’s meals?” Antonio groaned. “He used to cook a grand meal for everyone when we had public announcements.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if Aggie still used his same recipes,” I replied. “She told me this morning she uses her family’s recipe for this bread she makes.” 
 
    “The bread!” Mateo squeaked and then cleared his throat. “I mean, yes, her father used to make the same bread. I think I will go talk to her about that.” 
 
    “Great,” I chuckled. “You plan that out while I get cleaned up. I smell like burnt people.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Nike agreed with a laugh. 
 
    We all laughed as we winded back through the neighborhood to the tavern, and Antonio waved at us as he continued on to check on the other Sentinels before the celebration. Mateo stopped at the bar to talk with Aggie and the dryads, and the rest of us went upstairs to our chambers. 
 
    Alyona followed me into our room and plopped onto the bed as I reached for clean clothes to wear. 
 
    “Care to join me in the bath for a different kind of celebration?” I asked my princess with a wink. 
 
    “Oh!” Alyona squealed as I wrapped my arms around her and lifted her to me. “I’d love to.” 
 
    “They probably need some time to cook and all that,” I murmured before I pressed my lips to hers. 
 
    “We wouldn’t want to rush them,” she agreed and wrapped her legs around my hips. 
 
    I could feel the warmth of her core against my stomach, and I growled as I carried her into the bathroom and locked the door behind us. 
 
    A while later, we emerged from the steamy room with fresh clothes and my scent marked all over my fiancée. We walked downstairs, and everyone sat at the bar while Roger served them drinks. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Roger greeted me with a dip of his head. “Princess Alyona.” 
 
    The makeshift bartender was a human, and he looked to be in his late forties with balding hair and a wrinkled brow. He smiled easily and slid a drink down the wooden bar to Aaliyah, who took a casual sip as she gave me a wink. 
 
    There was no secret sex with Demi-Humans and their unnatural sense of smell. 
 
    “Aggie is in the kitchen,” Mateo informed me as I pulled out a chair for Alyona and sat between them. “You were right. She was very excited to be in charge of the meal, and she even found several people to help her. I think I should restart that old city meal tradition.” 
 
    “I bet she’d love that,” Alyona said with a smile. 
 
    “I think so, too,” the dwarf agreed. “Everything is almost ready. I’ll have some of the townsfolk help Aggie and Roger bring the food to the courtyard, if you’d like to go ahead.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I replied with a grin. “I’m ready to eat.” 
 
    “Me, too!” Polina chirped. 
 
    “Yes, we used up a lot of energy today,” Marina agreed. 
 
    “But it was worth it,” Trina added with a grin. 
 
    “So, the nature lesson went well?” I quirked a brow. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Marina replied, and her smile stretched from ear to ear. 
 
    “Well, where are the gremlings?” I asked as I looked around the tavern. 
 
    “You’ll see.” Polina waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “Alright, then,” I chuckled. “Let’s head over there.” 
 
    Aaliyah chugged the last of her drink, and everyone stood up and followed me out of the tavern. We made the short walk over to the courtyard, and we all stopped and stared at the changes. 
 
    Gold and silver ribbons lined the stone walls surrounding the grassy area, and hundreds of flowers hung from the ribbons in streams. The courtyard was lit by smaller versions of the city’s light orbs that floated around as though they were suspended in water. Wooden tables were lined up in long rows that stretched the length of the courtyard, and it looked like enough room for several hundred people. One area had been left clear of tables, and the band we’d seen at Whitaker’s house had already begun to unpack their instruments and set up. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” I heard a young, male voice behind me. 
 
    I turned to see Whitaker’s former messenger boy with a grin stretched across his face. He wore a blue tunic over loose, white pants, and his bare feet were covered in dirt. 
 
    “Good to see you again,” I greeted the boy. “You know, I’ve never caught your name.” 
 
    “How would you catch it?” the boy asked as he cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “Ah, good question,” I chuckled. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “It’s Draco,” he answered, and his grin stretched even further. “It means dragon. Isn’t that great?” 
 
    “It’s definitely great,” I agreed. “Dragons are super cool.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Draco breathed as he stared at me with wide eyes full of awe. “Super cool.” 
 
    Then the boy scampered away, and I laughed to myself. 
 
    Leave it to me to stick up for the kid named after dragons. 
 
    “Clear the way!” Roger shouted through the crowd that had begun to form by the courtyard, and the bartender led a group of about two dozen people carrying monstrous trays into the courtyard. 
 
    We stood to the sides to let them through, and as they passed, I could smell the chicken, kudu, and beef dishes. Then another group of people followed with trays of skewered fruit and vegetables and huge bowls of a sauce that smelled like honey and cinnamon. Both groups returned to the tavern, and my stomach growled as I eyed the covered trays they had placed on the table nearest the entrance. The helpers returned with more trays, and I inhaled the aromas of fresh mashed potatoes and gravy, sweet rice, and Aggie’s heavenly bread. 
 
    My stomach growled even louder, and Alyona stifled a giggle as she looked at me. 
 
    “You used up all my energy,” I teased, and a blush crept up her cheeks. 
 
    “Lord Evan, we have a table ready for you,” Mateo announced as he appeared at my elbow. “Right this way.” 
 
    I signaled to the rest of my group, and we followed the dwarf to a table that sat higher than the others with chairs facing out toward the courtyard. 
 
    “Oooh, we get a fancy table?” Trina asked as she lifted her round rear into the chair. 
 
    “Of course,” Polina said with an eye roll. “Lord Evan and the princess should be sitting where the people can see them.” 
 
    “And us,” Marina giggled. 
 
    “It seems the new Head Magistrate wants to put us on display,” Nike murmured as we sat down in the tall chairs. 
 
    “I don’t mind.” I shrugged. “I like being able to see everyone else.” 
 
    I looked out over the crowd, and I’d already noticed the effects of the changes we’d made. People of all kinds chatted together as they found their seats, and there was no longer a clear separation of classes. A few former banner families stayed together as they navigated the crowd, but nearly everyone seemed happier and less worried about work or food. 
 
    Then I heard a loud rumble from the road, and I looked over to see Aggie as she wheeled in a giant barrel. She set it on the ground at the end of the food table and wiped her hands clean. 
 
    “I wonder what that is,” I said as I watched her screw a small spigot into the side of the barrel. 
 
    “Weeeeell,” Trina drawled. 
 
    “We may have gone a bit overboard with our nature lesson,” Polina said as she averted her gaze. 
 
    “But we figured out a way to use all the fruit,” Marina continued with a sheepish shrug. 
 
    “Aggie figured it out, you mean,” Polina pointed out. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “An adult beverage,” Trina replied and then giggled. 
 
    “Let’s get this party started, then!” I laughed. 
 
    As if on cue, the band began to play a slow, classical number, and I rolled my eyes at the ruined moment. 
 
    “Guys!” I called out to the band. “Something faster, not something you play at grandma’s funeral.” 
 
    The lead musician cleared his throat, and then he mumbled a few words to the others before the tempo increased. 
 
    “Attention!” Mateo announced, and the courtyard quieted to a hush. “Lord Evan has made changes to our city, and we will improve and grow thanks to him and his people.” 
 
    As Mateo paused, the crowd began to clap and cheer. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan!” a woman cried out. 
 
    “Thank you!” I heard another response, followed by several others as the information rippled through the crowd. 
 
    I looked over my people, and a grin formed on my face as I saw hundreds of smiling faces looking back at me. They deserved this celebration more than I did, and they needed something to look forward to. Moments like this made me realize exactly how important our campaign was. 
 
    Tonight, we would eat, celebrate, and enjoy the city’s new sense of freedom. 
 
    Tomorrow, we would take the next step to destroy anyone else who threatened our people. 
 
    And very soon, I’d become the dragon king Rahma deserved. 
 
    Then I’d begin the next step, and take the rest of this world as mine. 
 
      
 
    End of book 9 
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