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 Chapter 1 
 
    The cool air of the morning sent a chill through my body, and I could feel Laika shiver next to me. Her gray ears were pressed against her head, and her tail was curled around her left thigh. We hadn’t spoken since the traitor Aleksey passed out after his interrogation about half an hour ago. Laika had followed me as I left the airship, and now we walked together in a comfortable silence through Hatra while we contemplated what Aleksey had told us.  
 
    Now, we looked around the city as we walked. The echidnas didn’t do too much damage, and I thanked the gods for that. Some spots near the wall the echidnas crawled over were stained green with the insects’ blood, and their dismembered bodies littered the dirt, but for the most part, nothing was too badly damaged. Hopefully, we would be able to stay on schedule for the reconstruction.  
 
    The fields took the most damage, but we had already begun the process of growing new seeds. The dryad sisters used their plant magic to “persuade” the plants to mature at a faster rate, and we would hopefully have new plants ready to harvest in just a few weeks. In the meantime, we would survive off the rations Afra and Julia had stored away on the airship. 
 
    “We need to inform the others,” I murmured and finally broke the silence. 
 
    Laika glanced at me, and I could tell she was surprised to hear my voice after such a long stretch of quiet. 
 
    “About Aleksey,” I clarified. “If the Green Glass Sect finds out he is alive, who knows what lengths they will go to ensure their secrets are kept quiet.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Laika nodded. “They need to know as soon as possible. I wanted to let Alyona sleep for as long as she needed, but this is too important. We need to discuss this now. I can go back to the airship to wake her.”  
 
    I smirked to myself as I was reminded of Alyona and Laika’s surprise for me last night. Sadly, we had more important things to do, or I would definitely be up for round two … and three and so on.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll send a message for everyone to meet at the temporary palace. It will be the closest and most secure area for everyone.” 
 
    Laika nodded and stopped in her tracks before she turned back to the airship. 
 
    “We’ll meet you at the palace in a few minutes,” she told me as she walked away. 
 
    I licked my lips hungrily, and my eyes traced the curves of her athletic body as she strode off to fetch Alyona. The Demi-Human’s hips swayed as she walked, and the leather armor she wore was tight against her frame. My eyes were glued to her figure until she disappeared around a corner, and then I sighed in disappointment.  
 
    What I wouldn’t give to lock myself in a room with Laika and Alyona for days. Sadly, as lord of a vast city, I had more important things to attend to at the moment.  
 
    So, I shook my head to clear my thoughts before I created a small silver dragon in my hand and relayed my message. The magical creature crawled in my hand for just a second before it took off and split into three different dragons. One of them headed toward the small cabin like structure the guests from Leyte used as their room and board, and the other dragons disappeared in the direction of the palace.  
 
    I knew Nike would be awake, since he was always an early riser like myself, but I had my doubts with Ruslan, my adoptive father. That man liked to sleep whenever he got the chance. 
 
    Once my messenger dragons vanished, I made my way toward the temporary palace, but I walked slowly so I could continue to inspect the damage the echidnas caused and would know where to send clean up crews once everyone had rested up.  
 
    Ten minutes later, the temporary palace came into view. It wasn’t really a palace, just an old courthouse, but since the real Lunar Palace was destroyed during the demon attack a thousand years ago, and since we hadn’t had the time to rebuild it, the courthouse was used instead.  
 
    Alyona, the Elders, and myself had rooms inside, and there were also a few other rooms we could use for personal reasons. Almost no one came here unless it was an emergency, so it was the perfect place to discuss secret plans or have private conversations without eavesdroppers.  
 
    I could smell meat cooking in the kitchens as I approached the temporary palace. It smelled amazing, and I was tempted to sneak in and see what it was, but I knew I didn’t have time, so I sighed and continued on toward the palace. Once inside, I quickly found my parents’ room and knocked on the door. A moment later, I heard a loud thump and then familiar footsteps as the door swung open. 
 
    “Evan!” Ruslan greeted with a grin. He was dressed in his pajamas, and his crimson hair was a mess around his head. 
 
    “Hey, Pops,” I replied. “I just wanted to know if you got my message?”  
 
    “Of course we did! We were on our way to meet you now!”  
 
    “By that he means I’ve been trying to wake him up for the last half hour, and he only woke up when you knocked,” Julia’s voice rang out. 
 
    She appeared from behind Ruslan with a smile on her face, and her light brown hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. She looked rested and serene as ever, and I smiled at my adoptive mother.  
 
    “Sounds about right,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Betrayed by my love and my son.” Ruslan placed a hand over his heart, and Julia rolled her pale blue eyes.  
 
    “Just give him a few minutes, and we’ll be ready,” she said to me and pulled Ruslan back inside to change. “We can meet in the courtroom. It’s down a level and to your left. You shouldn’t have any problems finding it. I already sent my brother down so the others would know they were in the right spot. Now, I’ll make sure this husband of mine doesn’t fall back asleep.” 
 
    Ruslan grumbled somewhere from behind the door, but then Julia narrowed her eyes and clicked her tongue, and the grumbling ceased.  
 
    “Thanks, I’ll see you two down there,” I snickered before I turned away from their room.  
 
    The courtroom was easy enough to find, since the stairs were just down the hall about fifteen feet. I descended quickly, and I could hear the voices of the others as I approached an open door. A narrow walkway cut through the middle of the room, and several rows of long pews sat on each side of the path. There, toward the front of the room, was a judicial bench atop a large platform.  
 
    Laika and Alyona sat in chairs near the bench while Nike stood next to them, and they were all lost in a conversation. Moskal, Julia’s brother and the third Elder of Hatra, stood beside them as well, with his nose buried in a book of healing herbs.  
 
    I walked toward the group, and Alyona waved when she noticed me. Then I wrapped an arm around her narrow waist, and she yawned tiredly and leaned her head against my shoulder. 
 
    “I see you took your time,” Laika remarked with a smirk as she stopped their conversation.  
 
    “Hey, give me a break,” I chuckled. “I wanted to see where the most damage was to the city and where most of the clean up needed to be later on today. Then I had to check on my parents.”  
 
    “Sure, Lord Evan,” the wolf laughed. 
 
    “So, what happened?” Nike asked, and his silver eyes glinted with interest. 
 
    “I’ll explain soon,” I told him. “I want everyone here. Ruslan and Julia should be down in a moment. Ruslan was still asleep when I got there.”  
 
    “Why is everyone so mean to poor little me today?” I heard a familiar voice say with mock hurt, and I turned to face the door. 
 
    My father looked much more put together now, and his hair had been combed. The sleep had also been washed from his green eyes, and they glinted mischievously.  
 
    “Have I said something that wasn’t true?” I smirked.  
 
    Ruslan huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “I am nearly a thousand years old, Evan. I need my beauty rest.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I snickered, but then my mother cleared her throat.  
 
    “So, what is it that you need to discuss, Evan?” Julia asked as she and Ruslan came to a stop beside our group. 
 
    The others fell silent as the jovial air evaporated around us, and Moskal put away his book. 
 
    Then Laika and I met eyes, and I took a deep breath. 
 
    “We talked to Aleksey this morning and found out some things about the Green Glass Sect,” I began.  
 
    I heard several gasps, and Nike’s eyes narrowed at the name of the traitor. 
 
    “While he answered some of our basic questions, the sect tried to kill him through a tattoo on his back,” I continued. “It was supposed to work like a communication device so the sect and Aleksey could be in contact, but I guess it’s also a beacon so they can find each other. It was also apparently cursed to kill anyone who began to talk about the sect, and if I hadn’t been there with Miraya, it would have succeeded.” 
 
    “What did Aleksey tell you?” Nike asked quickly. 
 
    “Nothing too serious. It was just about how and why he joined the sect. He has a sister--” 
 
    “Ella,” Nike interrupted me in a solemn voice. “His sister, her name is Ella. She was really sick for a while, but then mysteriously got better after a mage travelled through the city. That’s why he joined, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, did you know her?” I asked the Lord of Light. 
 
    “Everyone knew Ella. She was a sweet girl, friendly and kind to everyone. Leyte’s people loved her, and we were all crushed when we learned of her disease. My family had always wondered how she was healed so easily out of the blue. We just figured it was a blessing from the medicine god.” Nike shook his head. “I can’t believe I never put it together. It seems so obvious now.”  
 
    “You can’t blame yourself,” I reassured him as I placed a hand on his shoulder. “They offered him a cure for Ella, in exchange for him joining the sect. He made his choice. No one else should feel any blame except him.”  
 
    “That must have been hard, though,” Alyona said softly from my side. “They gave him the choice of betraying his country or betraying his family.”  
 
    I sighed and pulled her closer. I loved this part of Alyona, the kind and pure side that always wanted to see the good in people, but it was also the reason we could never let her be involved with our interrogations. She would never be able to handle someone being injured by her hand.  
 
    “I’m sure it was, Milady,” Laika responded stoically, “but in the end, he chose to betray his country, and for that, he must pay.”  
 
    “Do you think they chose Aleksey for a reason or because he was an easy target?” Ruslan asked, and I turned to him. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied with a frown. “I’d guess it’s the latter. He doesn’t seem to really have any qualities a secret sect would actively be on the lookout for. Does it really matter?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ruslan mused as his ears twitched atop his head. “The Green Glass Sect knew his sister was sick, and they also knew he would do anything to save her. That just seems very convenient, especially since I’m sure there were other sick children in Leyte they could have used as bargaining chips. Instead, they chose a noble family, which could potentially be a risky move for them. What if Aleksey said no and reported them to King Rodion?”  
 
    “That’s true, so maybe they didn’t want him for a skill set,” Julia said as she looked at me and fanned herself. “Maybe they wanted him for something else.”  
 
    “Like what?” I asked. 
 
    “We know they plan to assassinate the king, so what if Aleksey was their key to get close to him?” Laika suggested. 
 
    I was quiet. I hadn’t thought of it like that.  
 
    “Do you think they are responsible for his sister’s disease as well?” Julia questioned. “It would be awfully convenient for a girl to get sick and for her older brother to be a key player in their game.”  
 
    I could feel my scales grow up my arms at the thought of some poor girl nearly killed to further the Green Glass Sect’s mission.  
 
    “I think it’s likely,” Ruslan nodded, “which would also explain how they knew how to cure her of a deadly disease so quickly.”  
 
    Moskal set down his book and stood next to Julia. When they were beside each other, their similar features made it obvious they were siblings. His eyes were the same shade of pale blue, and his brow furrowed in the exact same way as his sister’s. The healer also shared his light brown hair with my mother, and he ran a hand through it now before he spoke.  
 
    “What if they had poisoned her?” he suggested. “If they could consistently get her to ingest a poison, say in her water or in her food, it would give the appearance of a strange and rare disease. To ‘cure her’ would simply only require them to stop slipping the poison into whatever she used to ingest it. There are many plants that could be used for something like this.”  
 
    “That’s terrible,” Alyona whispered, and her purple eyes were wide with horror. “That poor child.” 
 
    “I will rip them apart one by one when I find them,” I swore as I clenched my teeth.  
 
    “Son, are you alright?” Ruslan asked with a worried frown. He reached out a hand toward my shoulder, but I pulled away quickly since I felt my anger building. 
 
    “I just … need some air,” I grunted. 
 
    Then I took off down the hall and was out of the building before Ruslan could say another word. The thought of innocent children being used like that set me off, so I walked to the walls around Hatra and approached the closest gate. Then I shifted into my dragon form and launched from the ground.  
 
    I let the wind whip across my scales as I flew absently, and I didn’t realize I had flown toward the Crimson Canyons until I hovered above the entrance to Valerra’s cave. I debated turning around and flying until my anger abated, but I decided against this as I landed quietly and made my way inside the cave.  
 
    I needed a distraction, and the crimson dragon was just the person for the job. 
 
    I found her in her lair, with her piles of treasure around her. Her sister’s egg was placed back in the red silks, and Valerra herself was in her human form, naked and spread out across a pile of gold. Yellow coins and bricks lay underneath her creamy skin, and I licked my lips in anticipation as my eyes trailed over her naked body.  
 
    “I thought I told you to leave me alone today,” Valerra spoke from atop her pile. Then she sat up, which caused coins to trickle down the heap and roll along the floor.  
 
    “I needed some air,” I told her, and she slid down the treasure. My eyes never left her body, and she swayed her hips seductively as she came closer to me.  
 
    “So, you thought you could just barge into my home?” she sneered as she stopped in front of me and crossed her arms over her bare breasts.  
 
    “I came to take what is mine,” I snarled, and I pulled her toward me.  
 
    I heard her hiss as my claws pinched into her skin, but she didn’t complain. So, I kissed her hard on the mouth, and she responded immediately. Then I pulled out of the kiss, dragged my lips down her neck, and bit down hard on her bare shoulder.  
 
    “Evan!” Valerra growled as she pulled away from me, and she reached a hand up to her shoulder. 
 
    I looked down and saw my teeth had slightly broken the skin, and small dots of red blood appeared. The anger that had been boiling in my veins was quickly combining with my lust for the crimson dragon, and I wanted nothing more than to throw her down and fuck her right now.  
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” I growled in her ear as my fingers trailed down her spine.  
 
    Valerra was silent for a moment before she shook her head no and moved her hand from her shoulder. I smirked as I pulled her into another kiss, and our teeth clashed together while we fought for dominance.  
 
    I pushed her down onto the floor, and she grabbed ahold of me so we both collapsed in a heap on the ground. I ended up pinned beneath her and ground her hip along my groin. Then I groaned as she wrapped her hands around my wrists. 
 
    “Someone is eager today,” she commented with a smirk. 
 
    “If you’re just going to talk, I’ll go find someone else,” I whispered, and my voice was husky and low.  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” she snarled, and her golden eyes burned into me with a heated glare. 
 
    “Try me,” I challenged. 
 
    She sent me another glare before she loosened her grip, and I took advantage and flipped us over so I was on top of her. Then I gripped her wrists in one of my hands and pinned them above her head. Her red hair spread out beneath her like a scarlet blanket, and her golden eyes watched me.  
 
    “Well?” she sassed. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now, I fill you with my seed,” I said, and I kissed down her bare skin. 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” she gasped as she quivered under each touch of my lips, and something in my chest preened with delight. 
 
    This was my mate. And I was going to make her scream my name.  
 
    I used my free hand to trace designs down her sides, and she inhaled sharply when I cupped a hand around one of her breasts. Then I teased her body for a few minutes before I let my hand drop between her thighs. I could feel how wet she was, and it turned on some animalistic instinct in me. My fingers traced along her entrance, but I never slipped inside, I just rubbed along her clit.  
 
    “What are you doing to me?” she groaned as my fingers played with her.  
 
    “It’s called foreplay,” I snickered. “I didn’t give you any last time before I fucked you. Just relax and enjoy it.” 
 
    “I would prefer that you shove your--ohhh!” she cried out as her body began to spasm. Then her eyes closed as her climax took control of her body, and her hips bucked against my fingers for half a minute as she enjoyed herself.  
 
    “See?” I purred as I made one last movement across her dripping wet pussy lips, and then I smirked as I pulled my hands back and took off my shirt.  
 
    “Yes, that was … very good, Evan,” she panted while she watched me undo the strings on my trousers and pull out my hard cock. 
 
    “But I know this is what you really want,” I growled as I grabbed her legs, placed them over my shoulders, and lifted her hips off the ground.  
 
    Then I angled the tip of my cock at her dripping entrance and pushed inside her in one smooth motion. We both moaned loudly as my girth spread her walls open, and she squeezed tighter around me as she let out a long sigh of relief. 
 
    Then I started to fuck her just like I knew she wanted it: hard.  
 
    “Gods, Evan,” Valerra gasped as I pounded deep into her. “That is so good. You … ohh … don’t stop!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted. “You are so tight. Feels so good.”  
 
    Her gasps of ecstasy were like music to my ears, and I shifted slightly so I could plunge deeper into her tunnel.  
 
    “Yessss. Ohhhh. Soooo … deeeeeepppp. Evan!” Valerra’s hands grabbed onto my arms tightly, and her claws broke through the skin as she nearly screamed in pleasure.  
 
    Her tunnel tensed around my shaft and squeezed me like a vice, and I could feel the fluids from her second orgasm fill her tunnel between my thrusts, gush out of the seal her pussy lips had around my thick cock, and then trickle along my thighs.  
 
    “I’m coming,” I growled as the sensation of her wet climax pushed me over the edge.  
 
    “Yesss,” she hissed. “Fill me, Evan. My womb needs your seed. Please. Give it to me.”  
 
    Her legs trembled on my shoulders, and I let out a long snarl as I pushed deep inside of the beautiful redheaded dragon-woman.  
 
    My first volley of cum sprayed out like a fire hose, and Valerra gasped when she felt me begin to fill her tunnel. The sensation accentuated her climax, and her pussy began to clench and milk my cock vigorously as her hips bucked up against me.  
 
    “So much!” Her gasp turned into a whine. “Yesss, Evan! That is what I want! Give me all of it!”  
 
    I didn’t answer her, since I was too busy lost in my own climax. The gold covered room spun around me as I kept pumping endless amounts of my seed into her accepting body. Our orgasms seemed to last forever, but then I was finally empty, and we both gasped for breath as our eyes met.  
 
    I could still feel the aftershock of her orgasm as her walls continued to tighten around me for a few more seconds. Then I slipped her legs off my shoulders and pulled out. I could see my seed spill out of her and drip along her thighs and onto the ground, and I was pleased with the sight. She was my woman, and the proof was my milky cum spilling from her freshly fucked pussy. 
 
    The sight just made me want to claim her body as mine again and fill her up once more.  
 
    But I needed a minute breather first, so I rolled over onto my back. Then, a moment later, I felt Valerra stand.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” I asked her as I sat up. 
 
    “To get cleaned up,” she answered and wrinkled her nose at me. 
 
    “Who said I was finished?”  
 
    “Oh?” She met my heated gaze, and I raised a brow at her.  
 
    “Get back on my cock,” I ordered as I gestured to my still hard dick.  
 
     “Don’t tell me what to do.” She smirked and walked toward me. 
 
    “You love it when I tell you what to do,” I scoffed.  
 
    “Maybe.” Valerra straddled me as she kissed my lips hungrily, and I laid back against the gold coins as I wrapped my fingers around the bones of her hourglass hips.  
 
    “Good girl,” I whispered as I felt her hand guide my cock to her pussy again, and I moaned when I felt her wet warmth around me once more.  
 
    “Ohhh, Evan.” She threw her head back in ecstasy as she bounced on my cock at a quick pace, but it wasn’t enough for me.  
 
    I tightened my grip on her hips and thrust into her quickly. Within minutes, I could feel my second orgasm build in my stomach, but I decided I wanted to take her from behind, so I lifted her off me. 
 
    “What?” she gasped as soon as I slid out of her. 
 
    “Get on your hands and knees,” I hissed.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed a bit, and she opened her mouth to argue. Before she could get a word out, though, I shifted on my knees behind her, grabbed her hip with my left hand, and then guided myself back inside of her from behind with my right hand. 
 
    “Ohhhhhaarrggghhh,” she groaned as soon as I entered her again, and her back flexed downward as I dragged the tip of my cock against the opposite side of her pussy from where her clit was. 
 
    “You like that?” I grabbed a handful of her red hair with my right hand and pulled back a bit so her face looked up. 
 
    “Yesssssssssss!” she hissed. 
 
    “Good,” I purred as I started to pound into her again, and I yanked on her hair and her hip just enough so her magnificent body bent like a bow while I possessed her.  
 
    I slammed as deep as I could into Valerra, and her groans turned into gasps and then into hisses she made through her teeth. Her hands frantically scattered the golden coins on the ground beneath us as she began to quake, and her pussy seemed to get wetter and hotter with each aggressive thrust I slammed into her.  
 
    Just when I thought she was close, I bent forward and bit down on her shoulder again, and she cried out as she orgasmed for the third time. Her ecstasy pushed me over the edge once more, and I growled with satisfaction as I let go of her hair, grabbed her other hip, pulled her back into me so I was as deep as I could possibly be, and emptied myself into her womb again. Even though I had come less than half an hour before, I was a dragon now, and my powerful body had regenerated plenty more seed to gift my mate with. 
 
    “Ohhh, by the gods, that was good,” Valerra gasped for breath, but then she let out a cute and very un-dragon-like squeak when I pulled my cock out of her and a river of my frothy cum gushed out.  
 
    “Yes, it was a very good distraction,” I said, and I heard Valerra laugh. 
 
    “I would hope so.”  
 
    Once we caught our breath, we sat along her piles of treasure. Valerra leaned against the silk robes beneath the egg, and I laid on the floor among the gold coins and gems that had scattered along the ground due to our recent activity.  
 
    After a few minutes, Valerra stretched her arms out and gave a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “I have to leave Hatra,” I said to break the silence. “Not right away, but soon.” 
 
    Valerra stilled, and her arms froze in their stretched out position before she dropped them quickly and clenched her hands into fists. Then she glared ahead but refused to look me in the eye. 
 
    “Why?” she asked evenly. 
 
    “King Rodion wants Alyona and I to travel across the country to sway as many nobles as we can to my side,” I explained. “Once we have enough support, the king plans to announce our engagement to the world.”  
 
    “So, you are just another pawn for Rahma?” Valerra snorted. “Why can’t you announce your engagement anyway? You’re a dragon. If they are against you, you can just burn them alive.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be that easy,” I sighed. “King Rodion wants the nobles to accept me, since I will rule next to Alyona one day. He wants to assure the people they will continue to be taken care of even when he is gone.” 
 
    “Well, do as you please, just leave me out of it,” Valerra scoffed.  
 
    Her tone was dismissive, but I still had more to say.  
 
    “Actually, I had a favor to ask.”  
 
    She turned her golden eyes to me, and they burned with fire.  
 
    “I will not accompany you this time, Evan,” she growled. “None of your tricks will work.”  
 
    “No, I know that,” I said. “I couldn’t ask you to do that. I wanted to ask you to stay here, actually. Alyona and I obviously have to go, but Laika follows Alyona anywhere she goes. That means three of Hatra’s defenders will be gone, so I wanted to ask you to help keep Hatra safe. My parents and the rest of the Blue Tree Guild would still be there, but I don’t trust them like I trust you.” 
 
    “You mean they can’t kill an entire army in a few minutes flat,” she remarked with a smirk, but then it turned into a frown. “Why would I do this?”  
 
    “Because I asked you to,” I replied simply.  
 
    “I could just as easily burn your city down while you are away.”  
 
    “But you wouldn’t.”  
 
    “Why, because we had sex for a few hours?” Valerra scoffed and rolled her eyes. “You’re not that incredible.”  
 
    “We both know that’s a lie,” I countered with a smirk, but before she could quip back, I went on. “Also, I know you won’t hurt Hatra because you’re my mate, I’ve filled you with my seed, you will bear my children, and you know the city is important to me.”  
 
    I leveled her with a stern look, but she huffed and looked away. 
 
    “Listen,” I began, “if it’s too much for you to handle, I can just ask Ravi. I know she’s been homesick lately, so maybe this could help give her a purpose. She’d probably beg for the opportunity to help me.”  
 
    “That child?” Valerra’s lip curled up in a sneer. “You would trust the safety of your human city with a girl who has barely been outside the desert?”  
 
    “I trust Ravi, and she’s stronger than you give her credit for,” I argued. “Besides, I know the city could be more than you’re used to.”  
 
    “I could guard your stupid city with my eyes closed,” Valerra growled. 
 
    “So, it shouldn’t be that big of a deal for you then,” I said. 
 
    Valerra opened her mouth but then clamped it shut. I smirked at her, and she clicked her tongue and looked over her treasure hoard. 
 
    “I … ” she muttered, “I will think about it. That is all I can offer for now.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded. “We shouldn’t have to leave for a few months, so you have some time.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. I might decide your city is a better lair than my cave and take it over while you’re gone.”  
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled and adjusted myself along the massive pile of gold I leaned against. 
 
    Some coins spilled onto the floor, and I watched as one spun around in a circle for a few seconds and fell flat against the stone. Then it vibrated, slightly, and I frowned in confusion. It vibrated again, and I turned my attention to the other coins spread around me.  
 
    They all seemed to move in time with each other.  
 
    “Hey, Valerra,” I called out to her. “Come here real quick.” 
 
    Something in my voice must have alerted the female dragon to trouble, since she immediately came over without any snarky remarks and looked down at the coins. 
 
    “What?” she asked and feigned boredom, but I could hear the tension behind it. 
 
    “Watch the coins.” I pointed toward the floor just as the gold trinkets jostled along the stone again. 
 
    “Why should I …” She froze, and her words trailed off as she took a deep breath through her nose. 
 
    Then her eyes widened, and without a word, she spun around and sprinted toward the entrance of her lair. 
 
    “Valerra, wait!” I yelled as I grabbed my pants off the floor, tugged them on quickly, and ran after her. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    The crimson dragon stopped at the edge of her cave and frantically looked around. Then she glanced down into the canyon before us, and her eyes narrowed in anger.  
 
    “No,” she growled venomously before she whipped around to face me, and her golden eyes were full of rage.  
 
    I followed her lead and took a deep breath through my nose to catch the scent of whatever she’d sensed. The creature, or whatever it was, smelled musty and sort of like vinegar. There was also the slight smell of decay underneath the pungent odor, but it was old, like it had been there a while and was nearly washed off or something. 
 
    “Get back to the lair and protect my sister’s egg!” Valerra snarled at me. 
 
    Before I could answer, a hand, a very human hand, reached up from the cliff side of the cave and wrapped around Valerra’s ankle. Then, in one swift motion, my mate was pulled off the cliff and flung into the canyon below. 
 
    “Valerra!” I shouted and lunged forward. 
 
    I glanced down into the canyon in time to see Valerra shift into her dragon form, and she opened her wings to help slow her descent before she crashed to the ground. Still, I heard her roar in pain, so I sent a wave of glittering magic down to help heal her injuries. 
 
    Then I finally looked down at the creature that had tried to kill Valerra and swore my heart stopped. 
 
    A giant man was climbing up the side of the cliff. Or, at least, the top half was of a giant man. The upper half of its body was a human male, with two arms and ten fingers. It had short white hair and a grayish blue skin color. The head of the creature looked human, too, except it had six extra eyes across its forehead, and all eight of its eyes burned a bright red color. 
 
    The bottom part of the creature’s body, however, was where things got really weird.  
 
    The bottom half was of a massive black spider, with eight hairy legs and a set of fangs that extended out from the waist where the human half met with the spider half. This beast was like a centaur, except it was part spider, but the thing was easily the size of a draft horse, maybe even bigger.  
 
    Then I watched as it smiled at me and continued to crawl its way up toward the cave. The beast was less than ten yards from the top of the cliff, and I knew it would be moments before he reached me.  
 
    “Evan!” Valerra roared from the bottom of the canyon. “Don’t let it reach my sister’s egg!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I yelled back.  
 
    She could talk, which was good, but she also hit the ground pretty hard. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. Protect the egg!”  
 
    “What the fuck is this thing!?” I shouted as the creature finally reached the top of the cliffside. 
 
    “I am not a thing!” the creature hissed at me in an offended tone. “I am a drider, a being created by the gods themselves.” 
 
    As the beast pulled itself up onto the ledge of the cave, I could see flakes of dried, yellowed skin all across its massive body, like it had molted recently.  
 
    I frowned in disgust.  
 
    “That’s creepy, and you’re really gross. Also,” I shifted into my dragon form and stood in front of the cave to prevent the drider from entering, “you’re not the only creature that was created by the gods.”  
 
    In my dragon form, I was now twice the size of the drider. I was heavier and larger in this body, which I could use to my advantage, but I would also be slower.  
 
    Still, I was a fucking dragon, and I was going to squash this bastard like the bug he was.  
 
    No one threatened my mate.  
 
    “Your fangs won’t deter me, dragon,” the drider spat.  
 
    Then all eight of the creature’s red eyes glared in my direction as it slashed its giant fangs at me, but I dodged quickly to avoid them. 
 
    The drider’s fangs scraped against the stone floor of the cave, and venom splattered across the dirt in giant drops as I grimaced. My Aunt Emma was deathly afraid of spiders growing up, so I was the designated spider killer in the house. I was never the biggest fan of them myself, but as the man of the house, I always felt it was my duty to protect my aunt from the things she feared.  
 
    I wondered if this attack was supposed to be payback for all the spiders I’d killed back on Earth. 
 
    I was distracted from my thoughts when fangs struck out again, and I could feel a bit of hot pain as one scratched my leg. My thick scales prevented the worst of the damage, and I quickly sent my magic to heal the wound before the venom could affect me.  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked the drider as he paced in front of me to find a weakness. 
 
    “We are hungry. It has been weeks since our last meal. We wanted the dragon that lives in the cave, but I suppose we can settle for you and the egg.” He grinned wickedly and slashed out with his fangs again. “I’m sure all dragons taste the same anyways, no matter the age.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m not in the mood to be eaten today, and that egg is kind of important, so you’ll have to find a meal elsewhere,” I snarked before what he’d said fully clicked in my head. “Wait a minute, did you just say ‘we?’”  
 
    Then a few pebbles fell from the ceiling above my head, and I glanced up quickly to see another drider as it climbed down from the cave entrance above me. 
 
    This one had long white hair, and it had a more feminine figure but otherwise looked the same as the male. She was slightly bigger, though, and her bottom half bore a bright red hourglass on the top and bottom sides.  
 
    This second monster scurried down into the cave entrance and sat above me on the ceiling. 
 
    “We,” the new drider confirmed in a shrill voice, and she smirked.  
 
    Of course they came in pairs.  
 
    Well, this should be fun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The female drider was a lot faster than her male counterpart. Her legs were like giant black blurs as she crawled her way across the ceiling of the cave, and she was ten feet away before I jumped after her.  
 
    I growled, caught her around the neck with the talons of my right foreleg, and threw her back with the male. She crashed into him, and they both hissed in annoyance as they scrambled to right themselves. 
 
    “I grow weary of this,” the female hissed as she turned around.  
 
    I was confused for a second and thought she had decided to leave, but then a thick rope of webbing shot out from her back half and wrapped around my legs.  
 
    The male took off inside the cave quickly, and the female slowly stepped around me as I fought against the webs at my feet. 
 
    “We haven’t eaten in weeks,” the female spoke with a fanged grin, “but we will eat well today.”  
 
    “No, you won’t,” I spat at her and summoned my flames to burn away the webs.  
 
    Then I shot a small fireball at the female drider, but she dodged with a hiss on those incredibly fast legs of hers, and she darted off inside the cave before I could blink.  
 
    I was about to lunge after her, but then Valerra landed behind me with a thud and shifted back into her human self. 
 
    “Evan,” her worried eyes locked with mine, “we won’t be able to fight them in our dragon forms inside the cave. Even you are too big to maneuver effectively.”  
 
    I realized she was right and shifted into my human self. Then I pulled the Sword of Hatra out from my spatial storage and looked to Valerra. 
 
    “Okay, what weapons do you have in there to use?” I asked her as we sprinted after the driders. 
 
    Valerra was suspiciously silent, and I shot her a look from the corner of my eyes while we ran. 
 
    “Wait, you don’t have any weapons in your lair?” I gasped. “Are you serious?”  
 
    “I never needed them,” Valerra huffed. 
 
    “You have all that treasure you stole from travelers, and you didn’t keep a single weapon from anyone?”  
 
    “I spent most of my time in my dragon form back then,” she spat as she leapt over a small boulder. “Not to mention, no one was foolish enough to try and attack me in my den.” 
 
    “So, your plan right now is to attack them with no weapon,” I said with disbelief.  
 
    “I still have my claws.” She held up one of her hands and flexed her fingers, and her ruby nails glinted in the dim light of the cave.  
 
    “When this is over, I’m going to teach you how to use a sword,” I muttered and dodged around a stalagmite. 
 
    “I’m not stupid, I know how to use a sword,” she snarled. “I don’t need your help--” 
 
    “Shh!” I interrupted her as we approached the lair. 
 
    We both quietly entered the room, and we were careful to not step on anything in Valerra’s hoard that would create too much noise. 
 
    The driders had closed in on the egg, but they were currently mesmerized by the red silks the egg rested on. 
 
    “My love, have you ever seen such fine silk?” the female asked as she rubbed the fabric over her cheek. 
 
    “No, it must have been made by our kind,” the male replied. “Only we could create something so perfect.”  
 
    “Let’s take this too, I need it for our eggs,” the female drider spoke again. 
 
    “Eat first, take spoils later,” the male hissed and dropped the silk. 
 
    He crawled toward the egg, and I could feel Valerra’s anxiety spike as he reared his fangs back.  
 
    “Hold this!” I thrust my sword into Valerra’s hands and quickly summoned my flames.  
 
    Then, with the phoenix magic I’d learned from Chief Fiyero, I created a bow and arrow out of fire and aimed at the fangs of the male. I loosed the arrow, and it soared perfectly until it slammed into the torso of my target. 
 
    The male drider screamed loudly as he collapsed onto his back, and his legs scrambled to help him turn over.  
 
    The female whipped her head around in fury and hissed. Then she clamored over the gems and coins in the room to make her way toward us.  
 
    I turned to Valerra and frowned. The Sword of Hatra was mine to wield, but I couldn’t leave her, my mate, defenseless.  
 
    “Go,” I ordered as I bared my fangs. “Take my sword and protect the egg. I can handle these guys.”  
 
    Valerra looked back at the male drider as he finally flipped himself over and pulled the arrow from between his fangs. Pale blue blood dripped from the puncture wounds, and his eyes burned in fury. 
 
    “I can’t believe I am doing this,” I heard the crimson dragon grumble as her grip tightened around the sword. Then she took off toward the male as the female continued toward me.  
 
    I commanded my fire to change form and created a sword. The weapon burned brightly in my hand as the red and yellow flames stretched out into a three foot long blade, and I had just enough time to block the fangs of the female as she attacked. 
 
    “You hurt my love!” she shrieked as she lashed out with one of her legs. “For that you will pay!”  
 
    “Shut up, bitch.” I gritted my teeth as I batted away her leg with my sword of flame, and her shrill scream split the air as she reared back from my fire. I sent my healing magic to deafen the sound for myself and Valerra, and then I refocused on the female drider while she circled me.  
 
    Her fangs dripped with venom, but if they were like the spiders back on Earth, the female’s would be more toxic than the male’s, so I definitely didn’t want to take the risk of her venom becoming part of my bloodstream. My healing powers shouldn’t have any problems, but I didn’t want to take any chances.  
 
    Suddenly, the female drider flipped around and shot a wad of webbing toward me. I tried to dodge, but the webbing connected with my arms and pinned them to my sides with a sticky but strong force.  
 
    “Fuck!” I snarled as I struggled. This silk was no joke.  
 
    The drider grinned and pulled me toward her, and her human arms grabbed me once I was close enough to her. 
 
    “I’ve never had a dragon before,” her voice whispered in my ear, “I will be proud to be the cause of your extinction.”  
 
    I could feel her fangs rear back, but then I summoned my lightning power from the depths of my spiritual sea. The energy crackled out from my body in arcs of bluish-white electricity, and the female screamed as she was shocked due to her close proximity. The drider stumbled away, and flames exploded out of my body and burned away the webs that trapped my arms. Then I converted those same flames, struck out with my fire sword, and cut one of the giant fangs clean off. Pale blue blood sprayed across my lower body, and the female drider screamed in pain.  
 
    I readied my flame sword for another attack, but the female continued to wail in agony, so I took a chance to glance at Valerra. 
 
    The crimson dragon wasn’t wrong before, she did know how to wield a sword. The male drider attacked quickly and erratically, but Valerra was able to block most of his attacks with precise and powerful parries.  
 
    I was impressed and slightly turned on.  
 
    “You little pest,” the female drider snarled and drew my attention back to her. She was standing awkwardly, and one of her eight legs brushed across the small stump left behind from her fang. “You will pay dearly for that.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” I sneered as I readied my fire sword. 
 
    The drider bared her teeth in fury and jumped at me. The one fang she had left slashed quickly through the air, but I rolled back out of the way in the nick of time. She continued forward, and I rolled again Dark Souls style to keep my distance from her. Then her fang slashed out once more, and I jumped out of the way. Her movements were so fast, they looked like less than a blur, and it was all I could do to say one step ahead of her. We continued this dance for a few moments before she smirked at me.  
 
    Then I took another step back, but my foot connected to the wall.  
 
    “Now, you are mine, dragon.” She smiled deviously, and her lone fang reared back for one final attack. 
 
    I took a deep breath and zeroed in on her one good fang. I only had one shot at this.  
 
    When she struck out, I ducked down, rolled forward underneath her body, and stood up behind her.  
 
    “How are you so fast?” she roared in anger as she spun around. 
 
    “I work out,” I sassed back with a smirk. 
 
    Her human face twisted in rage, and she screamed so loudly my ears rang. Then she charged toward me again before a second scream made us both turn our attention to Valerra and the male.  
 
    The male drider had Valerra pushed against the wall, and his fangs still bled from where I’d shot him with an arrow.  
 
    I growled in my throat and summoned my fire across my arms. Then I dodged another attack from the female drider and created a whip from my flames. I cracked the whip out, and it tightened around the neck of the male drider as I pulled him back.  
 
    Valerra took advantage of his distraction to push away from the wall, and then she threw herself at the male. With a roar, the crimson dragon slashed at the beast with the Sword of Hatra and sliced off his two front legs.  
 
    The male fell forward with a shriek of agony, and I could see Valerra smirk. 
 
    Then I was brought back to my own fight when I heard the female hiss and felt her webs spray over my body.  
 
    “I’m getting fucking tired of this,” I snarled as I burned away this batch of webbing.  
 
    When the last of it had crumbled into ash, I blinked through the smoke just in time to spot the female drider creeping forward with her last good fang extended. She was several feet away when we locked eyes, and I had just enough time to create a shield of flames before she drove that one fang toward my torso. The fang struck my shield with an explosion of sparks, and she screamed as she scrambled back. Her eyes narrowed on me in rage, but then her gaze drifted over my shoulder.  
 
    “No!” the female drider shrieked.  
 
    I whipped around and saw the male drider could no longer lift his huge body up with his two front legs missing. He scrambled across the cave floor, and a pool of blue blood smeared across the stone in his wake. 
 
    Valerra leapt over his prone body, circled around toward his head, and pinned him down with her foot on his massive neck. Then she bared her fangs as she stabbed him through his skull. Pale blue blood spilled out from the back of his head, and Valerra pulled the sword out in a quick motion before she glared at the female drider. 
 
    “You never should have come to my canyons,” Valerra snarled. “This is the cost of trespassing in my territory.”  
 
    The female flinched back from the crimson dragon and abandoned our fight. She skittered across the floor quickly and hissed as she crawled past Valerra, but she made no move to attack the dragon as she crept toward the male. Her hands fluttered over his corpse, and she stared down at it expressionless.  
 
    I expected her to scream in agony over her dead lover, but instead, her face suddenly twisted into a crazed smile, and she laughed gleefully. 
 
    “It looks like only I will eat tonight, my love!” she cackled, and her hands grabbed the male by the shoulders.  
 
    Then she bowed her head down to the neck of her mate and began to devour his flesh.  
 
    Valerra and I both watched in disgust as the drider consumed the body of her male counterpart with gusto. 
 
    After a moment of revulsion, I formed a bow with my flames again and aimed an arrow at the female drider’s head. In one flash of light, the arrow hit its mark, and the female collapsed next to her dead mate with her mouth covered in pale blue blood. 
 
    I made to join Valerra, but then a series of words appeared before my eyes.  
 
    Predation: Assimilation activated.  
 
    Skill: Silk, webbing.  
 
    Status: Assimilation complete.  
 
    The words faded away just as quickly as they appeared, and I blinked in surprise.  
 
    “Huh,” I murmured to myself. It had been a while since my predation ability was activated. I’d first gotten a taste of it when I saved Laika and the Blue Tree Guild from the stone giants on the day we met. That was how I’d won my affinity over stone. After that, I’d gained my lightning power from Asher, which was a slightly different process, and then the echidnas’ special ability was being immune to fire, but that was a little redundant for a dragon. So, this was my first new power in months.  
 
    Cool. I wondered what I could do with this new web ability. I couldn’t wait to test it out.  
 
    For now, though, I made my way over to Valerra and stared down at the two drider bodies. Valerra silently handed me my sword, and I stored it away as I extinguished my flames.  
 
    “We should take them outside,” I said after a few seconds of silence.  
 
    Valerra nodded. “I don’t want their smell to linger here much longer.”  
 
    It took some maneuvering since we were in our human forms, but by working together, and thanks to our superior dragon strength, Valerra and I were able to haul each of the bodies out of her lair. Nearly half an hour passed, but we finally dragged the corpses of the driders to the entrance of the cave. 
 
    “Well, that was disgusting,” I told her as we piled the pair together. “Why did she give up the fight as soon as the male was killed? I mean you and I were still right there, but she ignored us for her own species. I don’t understand why she was okay with a dead body instead of us.” 
 
    Valerra snorted. “Driders are a nasty species. It is said they were created by the goddess of weaving after she was captured and raped by mortals. She wanted strong warriors to protect her, so she created these beasts. They built beautiful webs around her to ensure she would never be taken against her will again. They are supposed to be noble and true, but once the demons killed most of the prey around the area, they went mad. The two we met were obviously starving, and starvation can make creatures go insane. When the male died, her hunger caused her to ignore us for an easier meal. All she cared about was feeding, it didn’t matter what the food source was, she needed to eat. So, when the male died, he became a viable food source that was easy to get.” 
 
    “That’s so messed up.” I shuddered as I recalled the crazed look on the female’s face when she ate the male. “Okay, so what do we do with them now? Push them over the edge?”  
 
    “No,” Valerra replied. “As you saw, they can become cannibalistic if they go too long without a food source. If we push them off the edge, it could potentially bring more, and I don’t want to take that chance. So, we will burn them and let the wind scatter the ashes.”  
 
    “Okay, let’s do it.” I nodded. 
 
    Valerra transformed into her dragon form as I summoned my flames to my arms. Then we used our flames in unison to ignite the drider corpses. The human portion of their bodies burned easily, and within seconds, black smoke billowed up into the sky, and the smell of burnt flesh filled the air. Their spider halves eventually burned, but seemed to be slightly fire resistant as it took much longer to incinerate them. Their human halves were nothing but ash by the time the spider halves finally burned as well. When we were finished, Valerra turned to me with a huff. 
 
    “I guess I owe you another thank you.” 
 
    “No you don’t,” I grinned, “you killed the first one.”  
 
    “Only because you let me borrow a sword. It seems like you might be right. I’ll need a stash of human … ” she cringed at the word, “weapons.”  
 
    “I’m sure I could get Natalya to forge something for you,” I offered with a smirk. “You can stop by and talk about what you’d like.”  
 
    “If I want a sword that badly, I’ll forge one myself,” Valerra scoffed. 
 
    “You really know how to make a sword?” I asked her dryly. 
 
    “I’m the Crimson Dragon, I can do anything,” she spat.  
 
    I laughed and sat along the edge of the cave entrance. 
 
    “Did you also assimilate their web ability with your predation skill?” I asked after a moment of silence. “You killed the male, after all.”  
 
    “Of course I did,” Valerra scoffed. “I am a dragon, am I not?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m curious to test it out. The drider’s webbing was strong. If I wasn’t an awesome dragon, I would have been fucked.” 
 
    “Why would you need to incapacitate your victims when you can just incinerate them?” Valerra sneered down at me as she bared her fangs. 
 
    “Not everything can be solved with burning people alive,” I chuckled. “I think the webbing will prove useful.” 
 
    “You just keep on thinking that,” Valerra scoffed as she turned her head away from the ashes of the driders.  
 
    A moment of silence passed between us, and I studied the crimson dragon’s profile out of the corner of my eye. Valerra’s shoulders were high and tense, and she had her arms crossed tightly over her chest.  
 
    “Is your sister’s egg okay?” I asked as I stared out over the canyons. 
 
    Valerra sighed and sat next to me. “It’s fine.”  
 
    “That’s good. I know how much it means to you.”  
 
    “Of course it’s important,” Valerra grumbled. “It’s the last dragon egg in existence. It is the future of our kind.” 
 
    “Until … ” I trailed off.  
 
    “Until?” Valerra raised her eyebrow.  
 
    “I just filled you with at least a gallon of my seed,” I stated as I met her gaze evenly. “I know you want my child.” 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted. “You are … sometimes annoying, but you are powerful and … you please me.” 
 
    “I knew you loved me,” I snickered.  
 
    “Love?” she sneered. “Dragons need no such thing.” 
 
    “Fine then,” I chuckled. “You just love me cumming inside of you. Pretty much the same thing for you.” 
 
    “Why are you so--” 
 
    “Handsome and amazing?” I interrupted. “You picked a powerful mate with me, and I’m very happy with you so far. So, how long until you give me an egg?” 
 
    “--frustrating! That is what I wanted to say!” She rolled her eyes. “Besides, I would like to have an egg of my own, but not until I know my children would be safe in this world. I don’t want to raise a hatchling to be afraid to live. I have a hard enough time keeping my sister’s child safe, I couldn’t imagine the stress of two eggs. Or one egg and a young hatchling.”  
 
    Her voice was gentle when she spoke, and I stared at her carefully. This was the first time I’d ever heard Valerra sound so caring about anything, and I understood her fears. She’d already witnessed the death of her family and survived the near extinction of her race. I couldn’t blame her for wanting to wait until the world was safe for us to raise a family. She was afraid, not that she would ever admit it, but she was afraid of losing her family again. 
 
    “You act as if you have a choice in the matter,” I sighed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she scoffed. “I always have a choice.” 
 
    “Uhhh, you get to choose when you have a baby?” 
 
    “Yes,” she snorted. 
 
    “Were you paying attention to like … the whole hour before those ugly spider fuckers showed up?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she repeated as she rolled her eyes. “You always speak in circles, Evan.” 
 
    “I just fucked your brains out.” 
 
    “So?” She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I filled you with like … a lot of my seed. Twice.” 
 
    “Yes … ”  
 
    “And you wanted it,” I continued. 
 
    “And your point?” she growled. 
 
    “You didn’t get pregnant the last time we fucked, but that could have just been luck. So, unless you have some sort of magical way to keep yourself infertile while I pump a gallon or two of my sperm in you, I’m going to guess you will be giving me a child soon.” 
 
    “I … I … ” Her eyes narrowed at me dangerously. “I don’t wish to talk about this anymore.” 
 
    “Sooooo, that’s a ‘no’ then,” I snickered. 
 
    “No?” she growled. 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed now. “‘No,’ you can’t keep from getting pregnant with some sort of dragon magic. So, your little ‘woe is me, the world is too dangerous for me to lay another egg’ talk is just you projecting, since you begged for me to fill your womb. I did, twice, and you obviously want my child.” 
 
    “I told you I was done talking about this!” she hissed. 
 
    “You are so fucking hot when you are angry,” I said as I blew her a kiss. 
 
    “And you are the most frustrating male I’ve ever met!” she growled and crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes! I enjoyed it when you filled me. Yes! I want your offspring. Yes! Yes! Yes! Is that what you want to hear?” 
 
    “Yep!” I grinned. “And don’t worry, I’ll make sure you are safe. If anyone wants to harm your sister’s egg or our future eggs, they will have hell to pay.” 
 
    “I am more than capable of handling any enemies on my own, Evan,” she snipped out, but her words carried no heat. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know, you’re the Crimson Dragon. You can handle anything.” I tried to hide a smile. “Except when you get infected by a death curse.”  
 
    “Go away, you nuisance,” Valerra frowned, “I think it’s time you returned home anyways. The sun is about to set.”  
 
    I looked toward the desert to the west and saw she was right. The sun was indeed set low in the sky. I’d been here a lot longer than I had thought.  
 
    “You’re right. I should head home.” I paused before I looked back at the dark spot along the ground where the ashes of the driders sat. “Do you really think more of them will come?” 
 
    Valerra followed my gaze and shook her head. 
 
    “No, driders have become increasingly rare. This was my first encounter with them this close to my cave in a few centuries. They were most likely wandering around, caught our scent, and figured we could be an easy meal. As long as we don’t leave any opened food around, we shouldn’t have any more surprises. Most are smart enough to leave a dragon’s den alone.” 
 
    She stood from where we sat and turned back to her lair. 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” I called after her. 
 
    “I’m always right,” were her last words before she disappeared into the darkness.  
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning for our patrol!” I yelled over my shoulder.  
 
    “No, you won’t,” she shouted back from the darkness. “I was supposed to have peace today, and you bothered me anyways. We won’t have another patrol again until I say so.”  
 
    “Fine, you know where to find me when you start to miss me,” I snickered. 
 
    She huffed in aggravation, and I smiled into the cave.  
 
    Then I leapt off the ledge and flew back to Hatra. 
 
    Before I knew it, I was outside the walls of the city, so I shifted back into my human form and walked through the front gate. The citizens of Hatra bustled around me as I watched them clean up the debris from the echidna attack, and I felt a pang of guilt when I realized I’d left everyone alone to clean up all day. With my strength, I could have finished this a lot faster than they could.  
 
    Then again, it wasn’t like I was asking to be attacked by giant spider people. 
 
    I quickly scanned the area for any friendly faces and found Laika and Alyona as they loaded up the carcasses of echidnas into a wagon.  
 
    “Hey,” I greeted as I walked toward them.  
 
    Their heads both turned quickly, and Alyona ran over to hug me. 
 
    “Evan, thank goodness!” The princess tightened her arms around me and buried her head in my chest. “We were worried something had happened to you when you didn’t come home after a few hours.”  
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that, I went to cool off at Valerra’s and lost track of time,” I replied as I wrapped my arms around Alyona and returned the hug. “I didn’t think a princess would have to be on the clean up crew, though.” 
 
    “I wanted to help,” Alyona sighed as she tensed in my arms. “How could I lie around all day while my people cleaned up after a battle? I should be here, not locked away in my room.” 
 
    I smiled before I pressed a kiss to her head. 
 
    “You’re doing a great job. I was just surprised to see you out here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The beautiful woman grinned as she pulled away, “I want the people of Hatra to know they can count on me for anything.” 
 
    “You smell strange, are you alright?” Laika asked as she joined us and sniffed the air. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grinned, “Valerra and I got attacked by a couple of driders, but no worries. We took care of them easily enough.” 
 
    “Driders?” Laika asked, and her gray wolf ears twitched in surprise. “I never heard of them being this far away from a major city. They typically live off the vermin. They are a sort of clean up crew, and they rarely attack other beings.” 
 
    “They claimed they hadn’t eaten in weeks,” I explained with a grimace. “One of them even ate the first one that died.”  
 
    The image of the female devouring her mate was not something I’d be able to unsee for a while. 
 
    “I’ve heard of that happening with them,” Laika mused with a furrowed brow. “Without a normal food supply, they can go mad from hunger and eat anything they can find. It’s quite sad, actually.”  
 
    “I wonder if they were on their way to Hatra, since they like cities,” Alyona suggested. “We are slowly growing, maybe they were drawn here.”  
 
    “I suppose that is a possibility,” Laika hummed, “but they’re gone now. I guess we’ll just have to be on guard for any others.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and the conversation of driders was dropped after that as I helped the ladies clean up. 
 
    “So,” Alyona began after a few minutes of silence, “what was the phoenix tribe like?”  
 
    I blinked in surprise, but then I realized with the echidna attack and everything, I hadn’t really gotten the chance to talk to my lovers about my little trip into the desert.  
 
    “They were pretty cool, actually,” I replied with a grin. “Their way of living was different, and I don’t think I’d like to do it long term, but for a week or so it wasn’t bad. Chief Fiyero is a great leader, and I admire his determination to keep his people safe. Ravi is a lot like her father in that way. She actually ran away from her tribe to come here and get my help.”  
 
    Alyona smirked knowingly at my mention of the phoenix princess. 
 
    “So, you and Ravi have grown close then?” she asked. 
 
    Laika smiled next to her, and my two lovers shared a mischievous look.  
 
    “What?” I glanced between them and narrowed my eyes in suspicion.  
 
    “Well, I for one approve of her,” the princess said, and she failed to hide a smile as she toyed with one of her dark forelocks.  
 
    “I like her as well,” Laika chimed in. “She fought bravely against the echidnas even though she’d just traveled far and was still tired from her own battle in the desert. She was a sight to see as she attacked with her dagger. It was admirable.”  
 
    “Ravi is pretty incredible,” I agreed. “People seem to underestimate her a lot, and she knows it, but she’s a lot stronger than people give her credit for. Speaking of Ravi, have either of you seen her today? I wanted to find her earlier, but obviously I lost track of time.”  
 
    “I haven’t, I’m sorry.” Alyona shook her head. 
 
    “I saw her on the airship when I went to wake up Milady for our meeting this morning, but I haven’t seen her since,” Laika said. 
 
    “You should go find her,” Alyona offered and smiled gently. “We can handle this.” 
 
    Laika nodded and tossed a leg of an echidna into the wagon.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked them both. 
 
    Alyona gave me a light glare. “Go.” She pushed me slightly, but her glare turned into a smile. 
 
    I kissed her cheek and waved to Laika. “Okay, I’ll see you both later then.”  
 
    They both waved before they turned back to the echidna body parts strewn about the area. 
 
    I began to walk around the city, but most of the clean up had been taken care of, and it seemed like Alyona and Laika were in one of the few areas that still needed to be cleaned. Green blood was splattered across the ground and on some of the buildings, but everyone was too afraid to touch it in case it burned them. We could figure out what to do about that tomorrow, though.  
 
    Most of the buildings in the city were fine, there was minimal damage to them, but some sections of the walls were cracked and chipped along the top. We could fix them easily, thankfully, so most of the clean up was getting rid of the bodies of the creatures. I frowned when I passed the kitchens and noticed a few of the echidnas sat outside the doors. Then I had a sudden memory of Valerra telling me people ate echidnas and considered them a delicacy, and my stomach twisted at the thought. 
 
    After battling the bastards for days, I didn’t think I could stand eating them, but I wouldn’t begrudge others for it. To each their own.  
 
    I strolled casually through the streets and stopped to ask the people of Hatra if any of them knew where Ravi was. No one had seen her, though, so I continued to walk and waved to any citizens who greeted me. I nodded to a group of young girls, and then I smirked as they began to giggle and gossip about me as soon as I passed them. 
 
    Over half an hour passed as I searched my city for Ravi. I was about to give up hope and just let the phoenix princess find me, but then I caught a glimpse of dark orange that made me whip my head around to find the source. Thankfully, I found her quickly. The phoenix sat on top of the roof of an abandoned, rundown house, and I shook my head in relief as I turned and headed toward the small building. 
 
    It only took me a few minutes to reach the stone home, and I quickly looked around to find a way inside. There were a few windows that led onto the rooftop, but they had to be accessed from the second level. So, I circled the house and found a giant hole that gaped where a front door should have been, and I slowly walked inside and was mindful of the precarious structure of the building. 
 
    The house was dusty and crumbled around me, and the stone walls were riddled with cracks and cobwebs. The windows were overgrown with ivy that crept in from the outside, and I coughed as I breathed in the dusty, stale air. Finally, I climbed up the stairs and onto the second level. There were only two doors on the upper floor, so I picked the first one and slipped inside. It seemed to be a bedroom, with a small child sized bed in the corner. A window was across from the bed, and I pulled it open. The roof was below me, so I slowly stepped out the window, but I was careful to watch my step and not fall through the weakened shingles. Then I climbed along the roof as I walked toward Ravi.  
 
    The phoenix sat still as stone, and her beautiful face was turned toward the setting sun with her blue eyes closed.  
 
    “Hey,” I called out to her, and she slowly opened her eyes to look at me. “You can be really hard to find, you know that.”  
 
    “Hello, Lord Evan,” she replied and then smiled. “Sorry, I wasn’t aware anyone was looking for me.” 
 
    “Why are you out here alone?” I asked as I carefully sat down next to her.  
 
    “I’m not alone, you’re here now,” she said and closed her eyes again. 
 
    “You know what I mean, Ravi,” I chuckled. “Are you okay? Yesterday was kind of intense for you and Alyona.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she assured me with a soft smile. “It was nothing a good night’s rest couldn’t fix.”  
 
    “I still don’t think you should be out here alone,” I said gently. “We actually have a rule in Hatra where we want everyone to travel in groups of two or more. It’s safer for everyone that way.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she blinked up at me and frowned, “I wasn’t aware. I’ll make sure I am with others from now on.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled.  
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” she replied, and then we both turned our heads back to the sun. 
 
    “So, why are you out here anyways?” I asked after a few minutes. 
 
    The phoenix shrugged. “It helps to be close to the sun. My people’s power comes from the Sun God, and whenever I feel lonely, it helps to sit in his light. It was something my father taught me.” 
 
    She sighed and seemed to deflate at the mention of her father. 
 
    “I’m sure he misses you, too,” I consoled her.  
 
    “I wanted to come with you,” Ravi smiled softly and leaned her head on my shoulder, “but now I feel foolish. I’ve only been gone a few days, but I miss him so much.”  
 
    “It’s not foolish,” I reassured her as I placed my cheek on top of her head. “You left your people for the second time in as many weeks, and you don’t know when you’ll see them again. You’re allowed to miss them, but it’ll get easier with time.”  
 
    I spoke from experience. Although I loved this new world I now called home, my first few days were nothing more than confusion and discomfort. Sometimes, I would still think of my Aunt Emma and be struck with a sharp sadness that I’d more than likely never see her again. I sighed deeply as I wondered what had become of me back on Earth. Was I still a missing person or had they finally given up and declared me dead? I wondered if Aunt Emma planned a funeral or if she’d stayed firm in her belief that I was still alive.  
 
    “Lord Evan, are you alright?” Ravi asked as she lifted her head from my shoulder, and her blue eyes were dark with worry. 
 
    I shook my head to clear my thoughts. “Yeah, sorry. I’m fine, don’t worry. I was just thinking about Earth.” 
 
    “Oh, I am so sorry!” she gasped, and her eyes went wide in surprise. “Here I am worried I won’t see my father or my people for a long time, but you might never see your home world again. You are just so comfortable here, it’s easy to forget you were raised in an entirely different world.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said with a smile. “I’m kind of over Earth at this point. There are things I miss, sure, like my Aunt Emma and some of the food, but Inati is my world now. Hatra is my home, and I’m sure with some time you’ll feel the same way.”  
 
    I reached out and grabbed Ravi’s hand with my own. Then I squeezed slightly, and she looked at me with a smile.  
 
    “Yes, I’m sure I will feel at home here soon,” she murmured softly.  
 
    I stared into Ravi’s blue eyes as our heads drifted closer together, and then our lips met in a brief kiss. Her mouth was soft and warm, like fire, and she tasted slightly like smoke. The phoenix slowly deepened our kiss, and as she moved into me, her hands drifted to the top of my neck and pulled me in closer. My hands tangled through her thick hair as I held her mouth against mine, and she let out a soft moan. Then her lips curled into a small smile when I pulled away. 
 
    “As much as I’d love for this to continue,” I sighed as I stood and stretched my arms out, “we are still on an unstable roof, and I don’t really want to crash through this house. Why don’t we head down to the temporary palace? I have a room where we can continue our … conversation.”  
 
    “That sounds like it could be fun,” Ravi laughed and bit her lip. Then the phoenix princess stood, and her red robes clung to her curves. I let myself admire her figure before she turned her head and smirked. 
 
    “See something you like?” she asked coyly. 
 
    “A few things.” I smirked. 
 
    She laughed quietly, and her eyes sparkled with interest as I offered her my hand. 
 
    “How did you even get up here?” she asked as she grabbed my hand and stumbled a little on her feet. “Sorry, I’m still a bit tired. My magic was nearly exhausted last night, and I barely had the strength to transform to get up here. I don’t think I have the energy to shift right now, and I don’t think your dragon form could land here.”  
 
    “Oh, I actually climbed out a window.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. “I see, you know, maybe I can find the strength to transform after all.”  
 
    She tugged on my hand to return back to the opposite edge of the roof.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll help you,” I chuckled. “I don’t want you exhausting yourself. It wasn’t hard at all. Just be careful once you’re inside. I don’t know how stable this old house is.”  
 
    “I will be extra cautious,” she said as we tentatively approached the window. 
 
    I held her hand and helped her step inside. Once I was sure she was safe, I quickly followed in behind her. Then I led her down the stairs and back out of the giant hole that gaped from the doorway.  
 
    “So,” I asked as we walked back to the temporary palace, “if your magic is really so low, why don’t you just burn? Wouldn’t that help and be faster?”  
 
    “It could help me yes, but my father always taught me a burn is a last resort,” the phoenix explained. “That’s why my first burn took me nearly a hundred years. I was always so sheltered in my village, I’d never had a reason to. You only burn if your magic has somehow been repressed or if you are about to die. If you live your entire life burning yourself after every little thing, you will never learn. We can live forever, so it’s important to remember we are not gods. We can still be killed and suffer. To allow ourselves to heal after something like this helps remind us of our limits. It may seem silly, but it’s important to my people. Only burn when you have to. The elders burned the other day because they were run down after the party, but their bodies had grown old. My father was still furious with them, though. He said they were reckless and endangered their lives for selfish reasons. It was actually kind of funny to see these phoenixes who I’ve admired my entire life get scolded by my father like they were chicks.”  
 
    She laughed quietly, and the sound was like a tinkling wind chime. 
 
    “I guess I understand that,” I mused. “You don’t want to think you’re indestructible.”  
 
    Ravi nodded. “I’m sure it has something to do with too many burns as well, since my father is always anxious when someone burns. That was another reason I waited so long for my own. He never said it, but I’m sure it’s because of my mom. He was afraid someone was waiting for me to burn so they could kill me, too.”  
 
    “He just wanted to keep you safe, and after all that happened with your mother and brothers, I can’t blame him,” I told her as we walked hand in hand toward the palace. 
 
    “I know that now, but as a chick, it was hard. I just wanted to be like everyone else.” Ravi finished her story as we reached the temporary palace, and then she cocked her head to the side. “You know, this doesn’t look like a palace.”  
 
    “No, I know,” I laughed. “The real one hasn’t been rebuilt. We are only using this so the Elders, Alyona, and I all have a decent place to stay.”  
 
    “I see. Well, then it’s very nice.” Ravi smirked at me, and I pulled her inside. 
 
    “Come with me. I can show you much nicer things.”  
 
    I led her around the building as we quickly made our way to my room. As soon as we reached it, I pulled her inside and slammed the door shut. Then I pressed Ravi against the door and kissed her.  
 
    “Evan!” she gasped against my mouth before she melted into the kiss and moaned quietly.  
 
    My hands trailed down her arms and toward her stomach to undo the ties around her robe. I kissed down her neck and finished with the knot at her robe, but as I pulled it back to reveal more of her skin, there was a sharp knock on the door. 
 
    “No,” I growled under my breath, and Ravi laughed softly. Then I stepped away from her, and she retied her robes as I opened the door. 
 
    My father stood on the other side. 
 
    “Hey, son!” Ruslan greeted, but then his eyes widened in surprise when Ravi appeared next to me, and he bowed his head to her. “And hello to you as well, Ravi.”  
 
    “Hello, Lord Ruslan.” She waved as a bright flush came to her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m sorry for interrupting,” Ruslan turned back to me, “but Alyona wants to speak with all of us, she’s waiting in her room.”  
 
    “Yeah, of course,” I said. “We’ll be right there. Just give us one minute.”  
 
    “Well, I could wait--” Ruslan started, but I shut the door before my father could say another word. 
 
    Then I exhaled a deep breath before I looked to Ravi, who bit back a smile. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I told her with a small laugh. “Duty calls, I guess.” I pulled her in by the loosely tied strings of her robe and kissed her deeply. “We can continue this later, yeah?” 
 
    “I hope we do,” Ravi nodded and bit her lip, “but we should probably go. I think Ruslan is still out there.” 
 
    Ravi gestured behind me where Ruslan’s shadow could be seen under the crack of the door.  
 
    I shook my head fondly at the shadow. Then I opened the door and let Ravi leave first before I followed her out.  
 
    Ruslan smirked at me from behind Ravi’s back and gave me a thumbs up.  
 
    I rolled my eyes, and he laughed as he walked ahead to lead the way to Alyona’s room. 
 
    I loved my father, but sometimes I was surprised Julia had been able to put up with Ruslan’s antics for multiple centuries. The woman was a saint. 
 
    “Come along,” Ruslan called over his shoulder. “We don’t want to keep a letter from the king waiting.” 
 
    I blinked in shock. A letter from King Rodion? 
 
    What could it say? 
 
    I grabbed Ravi’s hand and quickened my pace to catch up with my father.  
 
    Only one way to find out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Ravi and I quickly followed Ruslan down to Alyona’s room, where Laika and Julia waited for us as well. The wolf Demi-Human and my mother were talking quietly in a corner while Alyona sat at her desk with opened books all around her. The princess flipped through the pages lazily and with a bored, uninterested expression on her face. Her pale hair was pulled back into a braid, and her black forelocks were entwined into it as well. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted as I strode into the room.  
 
    Alyona whipped her head up, and a grin replaced her bored expression. “Evan! Thank goodness you’re here.”  
 
    “Ruslan said you wanted to speak with us and that we’d received a letter from the king, is everything okay?” I asked, and Alyona nodded quickly. 
 
    “Yes, of course! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to cause alarm. I just received a letter from my father an hour ago, and he wants us to discuss our engagement campaign. Tension is growing in Rahma, and my father fears we could be on the brink of a civil war.”  
 
    “You’re engaged?” Ravi’s voice spoke up from my side. 
 
    We all turned to the phoenix in unison. Her blue eyes were wide, and I could see a slight glimmer of hurt in them. Then I realized I hadn’t talked to Ravi about the other women in my life. I knew Inati was generally okay with the concept of polygamy, but I didn’t know where the phoenix stood on the subject. We’d grown close, and I didn’t want to lose her. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not known to the public yet,” I explained quickly. “King Rodion wants us to wait until we can campaign around the country and sway nobles to our side. Once we have enough support, then we can announce our engagement. Sorry, I didn’t mean to keep it from you. It just didn’t seem important compared to the other things we were dealing with.”  
 
    “It’s alright.” Ravi blinked a few times before she smiled and reached out for my hand. “I knew you were already with each other, I noticed it when I first came to the city, I just didn’t realize how serious it was.”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to change anything between us,” I told her quietly and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “I know. I wouldn’t want it to. I was just surprised is all. As long as I can have you too, it doesn’t bother me. It’s not unusual for a powerful man to take multiple wives, and I’m sure a dragon would not settle for anything less.” Ravi turned back to Alyona and bowed in respect. “Sorry, Princess. I didn’t mean to interrupt you. Please, continue.” 
 
    Alyona smiled warmly. “It’s alright, Ravi. We should have told you before, but like Evan said, it slipped my mind while we worried about more important things like the echidna attacks. But, as I was saying, my father is concerned about a civil war breaking out soon due to the tension from the demon attacks. They’re getting worse. A week ago, an entire city was slaughtered by what we assume was a small group of demons, most likely summoned by a powerful magic user. The people are scared, and they blame my father for that fear.”  
 
    “Was it close?” I asked Alyona, but she frowned in confusion, so I clarified. “The city that was attacked, was it close to Hatra?” 
 
    Another attack was the last thing my city needed right now.  
 
    “No, it was near the southern coast line,” she assured me.“My father will warn us if any attacks seem to be heading toward Hatra.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded, and my shoulders relaxed a fraction.  
 
    “I think a wedding will give the people something to look forward to,” Alyona continued. “Royal weddings are always a massive event, so hopefully our announcement can help boost morale and help settle the tension a bit. We’ll have to wait until after our campaign, like we planned, but I really think we should start making plans to leave as soon as possible. My father thinks his advisors and his loyal friends from noble families can hold the fragile peace for a few months, maybe half a year, but he wants us to leave as soon as we can.” 
 
    “If Rahma is at risk of civil war, then we are in worse shape than I thought,” Julia mused as she fanned herself quickly. “This could be a very dangerous tour for the two of you.”  
 
    My mother looked to me as she spoke, and I could see the worry in her blue eyes. Then Ruslan wrapped an arm around her waist in a show of comfort.  
 
    “Our son is strong,” the fox assured Julia. “He’ll be okay.” 
 
    “And I’ll go with them to help keep them safe,” Laika spoke up with fiery determination in her gray eyes. “I’ve traveled around the entire country many times, and I know the people of the cities. I might not be able to sway the nobles, but I can help sway the citizens.”  
 
    “Thank you, Laika, you are a loyal friend,” Alyona said, and my two lovers smiled at each other. 
 
    “Once Hatra as been rebuilt, we can make our plans for the campaign,” I suggested. “I know it’s important to all of Rahma for us to leave, but I can’t abandon the people here without ways to defend themselves. Leaving before the city is finished is just asking for someone to attack. Not to mention we’re holding a group of comatose members of the Green Glass Sect. If they find out I’m not here, they could attack, and who knows what they’d be willing to do to retrieve their members.” 
 
    Ruslan nodded in agreement. “The Lunar Palace is the last thing we plan to rebuild. According to Raisa and Azra, it will take around two months for it to be complete, which is the longest time out of everything. As long as we stick to the schedule, we should begin the construction on it within the next few weeks. I’m going to estimate that it will take us closer to three months, just to leave us with room for error, or in case someone tries to kill us again.”  
 
    Ruslan smiled at his own half-hearted joke, but we all rolled our eyes, so he just sighed and continued.  
 
    “But I would say after the Lunar Palace is finished, you should all be fine to leave. Give or take four months from now.”  
 
    “That will be near the end of the year,” Julia commented.  
 
    “Then that’s what we tell King Rodion,” I replied before I turned to Alyona. “Write him back and tell him to keep the peace as long as he can, and we will start our campaign at the beginning of the new year.”  
 
    Alyona nodded and began to write quickly on a piece of parchment. 
 
    “I will let you know when we get a response,” she promised. Then, with a flick of her wrist and a spell whispered under her breath, the letter vanished into thin air.  
 
    “Is there anything else we need to talk about?” I asked everyone. 
 
    “Once the king responds, we can talk more about plans, but until then I don’t think we do,” Alyona replied.  
 
    Everyone else shook their heads no, so they slowly made their way out of Alyona’s room, but I hung back for a moment.  
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” I asked the princess as the others left the room. “Your dad kind of dropped a lot on you all at once.” 
 
    Alyona sighed and gave me a tired smile. “I’ll be fine, but thank you. I’m just tired, but after a good night's rest, I’ll be perfectly fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I promise,” she assured me as she grabbed my hands, “I’ll make sure to talk to you if I get too overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I kissed her forehead, “I just don’t want you to stress yourself out too much.”  
 
    “I know, and thank you for that, but I really am tired,” she replied with a laugh. “I’ll see you in the morning, okay?” 
 
    I kissed her on the mouth quickly. “Goodnight, Princess.” 
 
    “Good night, Lord Evan,” she giggled and pressed another kiss to my lips. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I whispered against her lips as I stole one last kiss, and then I slipped out of her door.  
 
    Laika and Ravi waited for me just outside in the hall. My parents were gone, so I assumed they must have gone to bed already. 
 
    “Do you want me to walk you two back to the airship?” I asked, and they both smiled at me. 
 
    “I think we’ll be okay, Lord Evan, but thank you,” Ravi murmured with a slight blush. 
 
    Laika nodded. “I’ll make sure Ravi reaches her room safely, and then I’ll retire to my room as well.”  
 
    “Alright. I’ll at least walk you to the front door of the palace, and then I guess I’ll see you both in the morning, okay?”  
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Laika replied with a bow while Ravi nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    We continued down the halls of the temporary palace, and Ravi and Laika walked on either side of me as we made our way toward the exit. When we finally reached the front doors, Ravi grabbed my hand and pulled me to a stop.  
 
    I glanced down at the phoenix while Laika gave us an understanding look and continued out the doors. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked Ravi when we were alone. 
 
    Instead of replying, she stepped onto her tiptoes and kissed me fiercely.  
 
    I staggered back in surprise before I steadied myself and wrapped my hands around her waist. Then I pulled her close and deepened the kiss. 
 
    “I would very much like to continue our conversation from earlier,” Ravi whispered against my lips. 
 
    “You can always come back to my room after we walk Laika back to the airship,” I offered, and she giggled.  
 
    “I want to so bad, but I want it to be perfect, and I don’t think I have the energy to satisfy you right now. I didn’t realize how tired my body still was after everything. And after nearly getting caught by your father, I don’t want to tempt fate again.” 
 
    “Tomorrow then?” I asked. 
 
    The phoenix kissed me again and pulled away with a beatific smile. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Ravi confirmed.  
 
    “It’s a date.” I grinned.  
 
    Ravi blushed, and then she took off down the stairs toward Laika, who stood at the bottom. The phoenix waved, and Laika bowed her head at me before they set off into the dark to return to the airship.  
 
    I watched them go, and I was thankful my dragon enhanced eyes allowed me to follow them until they turned a corner and disappeared from sight. Then I sighed in disappointment before I turned and made my way through the halls of the palace back to my quarters. 
 
    When I walked into my room, I used my fire magic to light the lanterns and candles that lined the walls. The space was quickly illuminated with soft yellow light, and then I noticed a slight glitter on the ground in front of the door.  
 
    It only took me a second to recognize the item. It was Ravi’s necklace, the one that had belonged to her mother before she died. The phoenix must have dropped it during our heated make out session earlier, so I gently scooped up the necklace and slipped it into my storage space. I would return it to her in the morning. Then I quickly undressed and climbed into my bed. I could feel the edges of sleep begin to take over my consciousness, and before long, I drifted off into darkness.  
 
    The next thing I knew, I was standing in the middle of Hatra. I could hear my people scream in the distance, and I turned to try and find the direction of the noise. Smoke and fire burned all around me and obscured my vision, but my blood ran cold when I heard demons screech.  
 
    Then I noticed the state of my city.  
 
    All the reconstruction we had completed was destroyed, and demons by the hundreds seemed to be all around me. Demonized harpies flew in the air with children in their claws, behemoths towered over the city as they smashed buildings under their massive feet, and echidnas clambered over the destroyed homes of my people and clicked their maws in a cacophonous high-pitched noise.  
 
    What was going on? Was this a dream? Or had I been teleported through time again?  
 
    Was this our future? 
 
    Rage pulsed through my veins like a wave of lava, and I urged my body to shift into my dragon form, but nothing happened.  
 
    I froze in confusion and stared down at my human hands.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I murmured, and then Ruslan suddenly appeared next to me.  
 
    My father panted heavily as flames burned over his arms and reflected in his narrowed eyes, and blood ran down his face from a gash on his brow. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there, son!” he yelled. “Help us!”  
 
    Then he snarled and lashed out with his flames at an approaching demon. It roared loudly and used one of its massive clawed feet to swipe at Ruslan, which sent him flying against a cobblestoned building. Ruslan hit the stone with a sickening thud and fell limp along the ground. 
 
    “Pops!” I shouted as I tried to summon my healing magic to him. 
 
    I couldn’t feel anything, though, just like before when I tried to transform into my dragon form. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on!” I screamed as I tried to shift once more.  
 
    But again, nothing happened. 
 
    The demon that attacked my father roared and came closer to me as I struggled with my magic. I couldn’t shift or use my healing power, apparently, so I reached to summon my flames. I could feel my magic react, like a tempest rolled in my spiritual sea, but it didn’t respond to my commands.  
 
    “Shit!” I cursed as I dodged away from the demon. 
 
    But the beast ignored me to continue forward into the chaos that had befallen my city, so I turned back to Ruslan and ran toward him. 
 
    “Pops!” I yelled as I reached his motionless body. 
 
    I grabbed him under his arms and dragged him through the debris on the ground. I hauled him toward an empty alley that was nearly hidden by all the destruction around us, and then I gently sat him down and looked for any signs of life. 
 
    I tried to summon my status check ability, but no words appeared before my eyes.  
 
    I really was powerless.  
 
    “Pops,” I muttered as I tapped him gently on the cheek.  
 
    My father’s eyes twitched underneath his closed eyelids, and I let out the breath I held as I shook him gently and tried in vain to reach my healing magic. 
 
    “Evan,” Ruslan groaned as his eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “Hey, Pops,” I panted, and my heart was pounding a million miles an hour as I looked over his body for wounds. “You okay?”  
 
    “You need to find Alyona,” he rasped. “They are here for her.”  
 
    “Who’s here for her?” I asked as I leaned over him. “Is this the Green Glass Sect?”  
 
    Ruslan’s eyes fluttered closed once more.  
 
    “Pops, hey!” I shook him gently. “You can’t sleep here, we’re not safe.” 
 
    “Evan!” a voice called out from behind me. 
 
    I turned to see Julia and Moskal at the mouth of the alley. Julia was covered in black ash and dirt, she had a few cuts along her cheeks, arms, and legs, and her clothes were ripped. A broken fan was also clenched tightly in her hand.  
 
    Moskal didn’t look much better. He limped slightly and cradled his left arm with his right hand. He had a deep gash along his forehead, and his chest was covered in blood.  
 
    Sweat dripped from both of their heads and mixed with tears as they knelt next to Ruslan.  
 
    “Julia, Pops has been hurt,” I explained quickly. 
 
    “We will take care of him, you must find Alyona,” she ordered me. 
 
    I blinked in surprise for a moment before I nodded. “Where is she?”  
 
    “The airship,” Julia said as she looked over Ruslan’s body. “That is the only safe place left in Hatra. Laika and the other guild members have created a nearly impenetrable line of defense against the demons.”  
 
    “I’ll go there now, but I don’t have my magic,” I replied with a frown. 
 
    “Magic?” Julia glanced back at me with a furrowed brow. “What magic?”  
 
    “My healing magic, or my fire magic,” I explained quickly. “I also can’t shift into my dragon form.” Then I noticed a long gash on her head. “Did you hit your head? You could be having trouble remembering things right now, Julia. We should get you somewhere safe until my magic returns.”  
 
    I wrapped a hand around her arm and tried to pull her up. 
 
    “Moskal, can you carry Ruslan?” I asked the third Elder, but before he could answer, Julia pulled out of my grasp. 
 
    “Evan, what are you talking about? You’ve never had magic. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Y-Yeah, I’m fine,” I answered as I stared at my mother in shock.  
 
    Something was wrong.  
 
    Julia narrowed her eyes at me, but then Ruslan coughed from the ground, and her gaze went back to him,  
 
    “I’m going to go find Alyona,” I added slowly, “but first, let’s find someplace safe for all of you.” 
 
    Julia opened her mouth, but a loud explosion interrupted her response. The three of us ducked to the ground and covered our heads as dust rained from the sky, and my ears rang from the shockwave.  
 
    “That came from the airship!” Julia yelled frantically, and her blue eyes were wide with terror. 
 
    My blood ran cold as I turned toward the airship. 
 
    “Evan, go!” Julia yelled and shoved me toward the mouth of the alley. “We will be safe for now, this area is hidden well enough. You need to find the princess, she’s the only one who can save us now.” 
 
    I nodded and, with no time to argue, I took off at a sprint toward the airship. 
 
    Smoke billowed from the area of the explosion, and I coughed as I drew closer. My eyes began to burn from the ash in the air, and my coughing became constant as I walked into the thick black smoke. Finally, the air cleared just enough for me to make out the massive ship, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    The airship had been blown apart. The entire top half was gone, and it was blown into splinters that littered the earth. The bottom half was engulfed in flames, and there was no longer a defensive line that guarded the airship, since their bodies were strewn along the ground like dolls.  
 
    One thing was very clear: there were no survivors here.  
 
    Fury burned through me like a wildfire, and I clenched my shaking hands into fists. Then a flash of green caught my eye, and I spun to the left.  
 
    I clenched my jaw when I saw Olivier standing over a dead Hatra citizen. His eyes burned into mine, and he slowly smiled.  
 
    “This is your future, dragon,” he intoned in a cold voice.  
 
    Suddenly, the smoke from the airship vanished, and I could see the ruins of the city around us. I was the only one left alive. The demons vanished with the smoke, and the air stilled. Then silence filled the space between us as I took in all the destruction around me. 
 
    “I won’t let you get away with this,” I snarled at the mage. “I will rip you apart.”  
 
    Olivier laughed. “Until we meet again, dragon.”  
 
    Then he snapped his fingers and vanished into nothing.  
 
    My eyes snapped open as I bolted upright in bed, and I whipped my head from side to side to take in my surroundings. I was still in my room, in a nearly restored Hatra. Sweat covered my body, and I quickly summoned my flames to my arms. They responded immediately, and I let out a breath of relief. Then I climbed out of bed and evened out my erratic breathing. The rage that had built up in my dream still swirled around inside me, but I closed my eyes and counted to ten, and the fury began to abate.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I muttered to myself with my eyes still closed. The nightmare had felt incredibly vivid. Had Olivier really been there? Was it a dream or a vision? Did he plant the scene in my head? And if he did, how did he manage to do that?  
 
    I opened my eyes again, strode to my window, pulled back the curtain, and looked outside. The sky was still dark, but there was no way I could return to sleep after that dream, so I sighed in annoyance and quickly grabbed a change of clothes. There was a bathroom just down the hall with a shower. Alyona had found a spell a few months ago that could control the flow of water and wanted to try it out. When I explained the concept of showers to her, she immediately wanted to use the spell to create the Inati version of indoor plumbing. The only downside was that we couldn’t control the temperature of the water, so to bathe without having fire magic meant ice cold showers.  
 
    Thankfully, I was a dragon, so I got scalding hot showers whenever I wanted.  
 
    I stepped into the door of the bathroom and turned the knob that controlled the plumbing. Water sprayed from the showerhead I’d created out of stone, and I focused on my fire magic to warm the water. Steam instantly filled the room, and I stepped into the spray. Then I let out a deep breath as the water hit my skin and helped release the tension. I used the single bar of soap to clean my body and scrubbed some of the suds into my hair. It wasn’t as nice as shampoo back on Earth, but it was better than nothing. When I was finally clean, I just hunched under the pour of the water and let the hot streams roll down my back. 
 
    I stood in the shower for about twenty minutes before I got out and dried myself off with a towel that hung on the opposite wall. Then I dressed quickly and made my way outside. The sky was still dark, and I took advantage of the empty streets to inspect the newly constructed buildings and ease my mind a little. The heart of the city was nearly completed. We only had a few things left to do, and then we could focus on the outskirts of Hatra. Hopefully, there wouldn’t be any more surprises like the Itsumade.  
 
    The houses and buildings we’d already finished were outstanding, though. Most of the buildings were made out of stone with long pillars along the front to help with the foundation. They were designed to look like the houses were carved from a single slab of stone, and the result was incredible. I could barely see the separate bricks as they piled together to create the home.  
 
    Some buildings were bigger than others, though, so families with a lot of children or families who lived with their elderly parents would have plenty of room for everyone. Azra and Raisa had ensured the structures were built to withstand attacks, weather, time, and whatever else they thought of. These buildings were not going to fall anytime soon.  
 
    I smiled at the thought, but the dream I had still crept along the edges of my thoughts, so I walked through the rows of new houses and nodded in approval to calm the disquiet in my chest.  
 
    Then I heard whispers.  
 
    I stiffened immediately, grabbed the Sword of Hatra from my spatial storage in my right hand, and summoned dim flames in my left. I listened for the voices again and followed them toward the far end of the houses. The voices were low and quiet, like they didn’t want to be overheard, and I silently stalked toward them.  
 
    A small fire burned around the side of one of the homes, but no one sat around it. Then I used my fire magic to extinguish the flame. 
 
    A voice yelled out in surprise at the sudden darkness, and I heard the familiar sound of a sword being drawn. 
 
    “Raisa, get back!” one of the voices yelled, and I sighed in annoyance as I recognized it. 
 
    I used my magic to reignite the flame, and Azra and Raisa now stood around the fire. Azra clumsily held a sword in his hand, and Raisa was behind him with a stack of parchment clutched to her chest  
 
    “What the hell are you two doing out here?” I asked as I stowed my sword away and extinguished my flames.  
 
    “Lord Evan, you scared us half to death!” Raisa gasped with wide brown eyes. Then the crimson-haired woman stepped out from behind Azra and placed a hand over her heart.  
 
    “Sorry, Lord Evan,” Azra said as he slid his sword into the sheath along his hip, and his amber eyes were apologetic. “We didn’t think anyone would be awake.”  
 
    “Yeah, I figured.” I answered. “That doesn’t answer my question though, why are you two up so early?”  
 
    “Up?” Raisa asked. “We haven’t gone to sleep yet! We thought of the most amazing design for the Lunar Palace and just had to start the blueprints!” 
 
    “Go to sleep,” I ordered as I rolled my eyes at the two of them. “You can continue your work when you wake up, which will probably be around dinner time now.”  
 
    They both looked sheepish, and Azra ran a hand through his blue hair with a sigh. 
 
    “Sorry, we have a tendency to get caught up in our work,” Raisa admitted after a second. 
 
    I laughed at her guilty expression. “No kidding. Come on. Let’s get you two home.”  
 
    I walked with the two architects through the city and back toward their cabin-like temporary home. The moon was full in the sky and lit the path enough that there was no need for my flames to guide us. The architects whispered as they trailed behind me, and I chuckled to myself as I caught parts of their conversation.  
 
    “Do you two ever stop working?” I asked over my shoulder.  
 
    They were quiet for a moment before they sighed in synchronization. 
 
    “I don’t think we do,” Azra admitted with a laugh. 
 
    “We’re sorry, Lord Evan,” Raisa said as she skipped forward to walk next to me. “It’s just so exciting for us! We’ve never had such a large job as this one. When we were chosen to come help redesign Hatra, we were both so happy, we nearly burst!”  
 
    “Hatra was your first job?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “Not our first, no.” Raisa answered, “but by far the largest and most important. Most of the jobs we were hired for in Leyte were small projects like libraries or schools. Here,” she gestured her hands at Hatra around us, “here, we get to build an entire city. It’s an incredible opportunity for us, so we might seem a bit excited, but we’re also nervous.”  
 
    “Why are you nervous?” I questioned with a furrowed brow.  
 
    “This kind of job could either make us the greatest architects of all time, or it could destroy our careers,” Azra explained as he pursed his lips. “No one else wanted to risk their careers on building up an abandoned city, but we knew if we could do it, we would become famous. People from all around the world would want to hire us.”  
 
    “But if it fails, we will become nothing more than a joke in our field,” Raisa added quietly before she grinned at me. “It was a risk, but it was a risk we were willing to take!”  
 
    “Well, I’m glad Hatra has the two of you,” I chuckled. “You two truly care about the city and her people. Not to mention, you have nearly finished an entire section of the city in the short time you’ve been here. I think anyone would be lucky to have the two of you working for them.”  
 
    Raisa blushed, and Azra smiled proudly, but I meant every word I said. They were an important part of Hatra now. This city was their creation, and I was proud to call them my friends and allies.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan, that means a lot to us,” Raisa said softly from my side, and her brown eyes were bright with unshed tears.  
 
    We approached their cabin, and they walked ahead of me to unlock the door with a key Azra had hanging around his neck.  
 
    “Sorry again for taking up your time, Lord Evan,” Azra whispered as he pushed the door open.  
 
    “No worries, just try to not stay up so late, okay? I didn’t expect to see anyone around so early.” 
 
    They both nodded and slipped inside. 
 
    “We’ll see you when we wake up,” Raisa said and waved as she closed the door. 
 
    “Night, you two,” I whispered after her. 
 
    Then I walked back into the city, and by now the dark sky had begun to shift into an orange light as the sun started to rise over the horizon. 
 
    I walked toward the airship to meet Ravi and return her mother’s necklace. As I walked, the sun rose higher, and the citizens slowly began to wake. I waved hello to those who I met along the path to the airship, and they greeted me with smiles and returned the waves. 
 
    After nearly half an hour, I got to the airship and quickly climbed the stairs to reach the top. Thankfully, I no longer needed to worry about getting lost inside the ship, since Laika had given me a tour recently. I passed the guard who was on patrol for Ravi’s rooms, and he bowed respectfully. Then I opened the door quietly to peer inside, and Ravi looked up from her bed.  
 
    “Good morning, Lord Evan.” The phoenix smiled brightly as she greeted me. 
 
    “Morning,” I replied and stifled a yawn. “I think you lost something last night, during our … conversation in my room.”  
 
    Her cheeks tinted pink at my words, and she looked at me in confusion. 
 
    “What did I lose?” 
 
     I pulled the necklace from my spatial storage, and she gasped. Her right hand flew to her neck, and she covered her mouth with her left hand.  
 
    “Oh gods, I didn’t even notice!” she cried as she stood from her bed, and her thin night dress left little to the imagination as it clung tightly to her curves. “Thank you for returning it to me!” 
 
    My eyes hungrily took in her appearance, and I cleared my throat before responding. 
 
    “Of course. I know how important this necklace is to you.”  
 
    The phoenix walked toward me slowly, and her eyes glinted with mischief. When she reached me, she turned and held her hair up away from her neck.  
 
    “Do you mind?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” I murmured. 
 
    I held each end of the necklace and slipped one end around her neck. Then I pulled the ends together and clasped the necklace shut. I could smell the slightly smoky scent from her hair, and her skin felt like silk beneath my fingers as they ran down her neck, but then I pulled away. 
 
    “All done,” I rasped, since my mouth was suddenly dry. 
 
    Ravi dropped her hair and turned to me, and then she licked her lips as she met my eyes. Her blue eyes sparkled in the light, and she swallowed and took a shallow breath before she answered. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She held the necklace’s pendant in her hands and smiled. Then she leaned forward to kiss my lips.  
 
    The instant our mouths touched, I pulled her close and deepened the kiss, and I heard her moan softly. Then her hands wrapped around my neck and toyed with the hair at the base of my head.  
 
    “I think it’s time we finished our conversation from last night,” I mumbled against her lips, and she nodded quickly.  
 
    I picked Ravi up and quickly placed her down on the bed, and she laid back against her pillows. Then I broke off our kiss and climbed on top of her before I captured her lips in another searing kiss. My hands travelled up her legs, and I could feel her breath hitch when I caressed her inner thigh. 
 
    I found the bottom half of her underclothes, so I quickly pulled them away and tossed them to the floor behind us. My fingers delved back between her thighs, and I could feel how slick she already was. I stroked across her hot and wet pussy lips, and Ravi shuddered and sighed against me.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” she whined against my mouth, and then I pulled away from the kiss and stared down at her.  
 
    “I love hearing you say my name,” I growled.  
 
    Ravi smirked and trailed her hand down my chest.  
 
    “Lord Evannnn,” she purred again in a husky voice, and I snarled as I dove down and latched onto her collarbone.  
 
    As I worked on sucking a mark into her pale skin, my fingers slipped between her legs again, and I immediately started painting circles around her clit.  
 
    “Evan! That feels … so good!” the phoenix gasped and bucked against me, and her nails latched onto my shoulders.  
 
    Once I’d worked her into a frenzy, I dragged my tongue up her neck and nipped at her earlobe, and at the same time, I drove two of my fingers into her tight tunnel.  
 
    “Oh!” Ravi cried out, and her blue eyes rolled into the back of her head as her sopping pussy clenched around my digits.  
 
    I growled deep in my throat as I thrust my fingers into her and settled my thumb over her clit. My draconic instincts were going crazy as Ravi kept whimpering my name, and my eyes roved over the marks I’d left on her neck.  
 
    This phoenix princess was mine.  
 
    “Evan, I … ” Ravi trailed off as her voice transformed into a whine, and I slipped a third finger into her.  
 
    A moment later, a wordless cry erupted from Ravi’s throat, and her back bowed as her hips jolted frantically in my grasp.  
 
    I felt a rush of liquid splash across my hand as the phoenix rode her climax out. I smirked in satisfaction when I withdrew my fingers, and she whimpered pitifully.  
 
    Yeah, no other man, or phoenix, could make her feel like this. Only I could.  
 
    It took Ravi a minute to regain her composure, but then her hazy gaze locked onto my face. Her blue eyes were blown wide with lust, her lips were red and swollen from our kisses, and she looked desperate as I trailed my hand against her wet inner thighs again.  
 
    I reached down to kiss her, but then a glimpse of silver caught my eye, and I pulled away with a growl.  
 
    “Are you serious?” I groaned as Ravi looked at me questioningly. 
 
    A small silver fox danced around us, and I held out a hand with a sigh. It landed in my palm and opened its mouth, and when it spoke, it had Ruslan’s voice. 
 
    “Alyona has already received a response from the King. Meet us at the library as soon as you can.”  
 
    The fox clamped its mouth shut and vanished in a puff of silver smoke. 
 
    I sighed and looked down at Ravi, who held back a laugh. 
 
    “I promise, one day my father won’t interrupt us,” I chuckled as her laughter broke through.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Ravi replied through her giggles. “This was like … the appetizer.” Her blue eyes trailed down to my cock, which was rock hard and at attention in my trousers. “Now, I’m eagerly anticipating the main course. I want to make you feel as good as you just made me feel. Over and over again, my lord.” 
 
    A growl of delight vibrated in my chest, and I smirked at the phoenix.  
 
    “Oh, I want that too, and believe me, the main course will be more like a five course feast, plus dessert.” I kissed her passionately one last time before I stood from the bed. “Do you want to come with me?”  
 
    “More than anything,” the phoenix princess breathed with her eyes still locked on my dick. 
 
    “Not what I meant,” I chuckled, “but I’ll make a note of it for later. For now, do you want to accompany me to the library?” 
 
    Ravi sat up from the bed and stretched before she stood. “Sure! I’ll just need to change first.”  
 
    The phoenix walked to the dresser in the corner and pulled out her neatly folded red robes. She began to slide the night dress off her shoulders before she caught my eye and gave me a pointed look. 
 
    “Alright, sorry,” I snickered as I turned away to give her some privacy.  
 
    I’d see her naked body beneath me soon enough. Plus, this anticipation was just making me want her more and more, and I knew that when we finally landed in bed together, it was going to be fucking amazing, and I’d fill her womb with all the seed I’d been saving up.  
 
    A moment later, I heard fabric fall to the floor and the slight rustle of Ravi’s robes as she dressed herself.  
 
    “All done!” she said.  
 
    I turned to look at her, and she spun in a circle, which caused her robes to billow out around her.  
 
    “Nice,” I commented with a smile. “You look beautiful, as usual.” 
 
    The phoenix blushed, but then her eyes went wide.  
 
    “Wait!” Ravi nearly yelled as she stopped and turned toward her dresser. A small hairbrush sat on the top, and as she quickly ran it through her hair, a few stray orange feathers spilled onto the floor at her feet.  
 
    “You good?” I laughed.  
 
    “Yes, now I’m ready,” she said as she skipped back to my side, and then we left her room hand in hand.  
 
    It took us about fifteen minutes to reach the library from the airship, and by the time we arrived, the others were already seated at a table waiting for us.  
 
    “Morning,” I greeted as Ravi and I sat down next to Alyona.  
 
    A chorus of ‘good morning’ was repeated from everyone before Alyona stood next to me. 
 
    “My father replied to me early this morning,” she began. “His letter says he will do what he can to keep the peace, but we must hurry with the reconstruction. No more delays. We have to finish the city by the end of the year so we can begin to travel.”  
 
    “Okay, so we have a little over four months to finish everything,” Ruslan said from the opposite end of the table. “That should be perfect. That gives us a little room to work with.”  
 
    “I’ll talk to Raisa and Azra later today about the new deadline,” I spoke up, “and I’ll talk to Valerra again and let her know as well.”  
 
    “Why would Valerra need to know?” Ruslan questioned with a frown. “I thought she hated everyone in the city, besides you of course.”  
 
    He cast me a wink at that and smirked. 
 
    “I asked her to watch over the city while I’m gone,” I explained. “I don’t want anyone to take advantage of Hatra while I’m away.”  
 
    “That’s smart,” Laika responded from the other side of Alyona, and her gray eyes were bright with alertness. “Valerra already has a terrifying reputation. I mean, she’s so fearsome, travelers don’t even risk crossing through her canyons. If word spreads that she’s a guardian of Hatra, no one will want to interfere.”  
 
    “That’s why I wanted her, but she’s still undecided,” I said with a nod. “I’m sure I can convince her, though.”  
 
    “If anyone can persuade her, it’s you Evan,” Julia chimed in from Ruslan’s side. “Valerra is very powerful, but she’s also very stubborn and prideful. She won’t help unless its her own decision. We can’t force her.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” I sighed. “She nearly let me die in the desert before she helped us.”  
 
    Ravi nodded in agreement. “But it was incredible when she joined the fight! Hatra wouldn’t have to worry about a thing with Valerra as a guardian.”  
 
    “I’ll talk to her soon,” I assured the table. “I told her I’d give her time to think about it, and I want to honor that.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “What else do you want to figure out before we leave, Evan?” Alyona asked.  
 
    I thought about this for a second and drummed my fingers against the tabletop. 
 
    “We need more people,” I decided eventually. “If we can get more people, especially builders or anyone who can help with reconstruction, we could cut down our time immensely.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to get more citizens?” Ruslan asked with a frown. “Most of the world is still unaware Hatra is under reconstruction.” 
 
    I smirked. “I’ve been thinking about that, and I have a few ideas.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “So, what kind of ideas are you thinking about?” Ruslan asked as he leaned back in his chair.  
 
    “We need to spread the word about Hatra,” I replied. “Most of Rahma doesn’t even know Hatra is under reconstruction, so I was thinking we could send small groups out to different nearby cities to help spread the word. We’ll need more workers once the city is complete, so maybe we can entice new citizens by offering work at good pay.” 
 
    The others nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “We could offer housing as well,” Alyona suggested. “It could help take care of the growing homeless population caused by demon attacks.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed with a nod. “We have more than enough houses. We can offer them free housing if they move here and have a skill set that can be used to help the economy of the city.” 
 
    “How will we pay these new workers?” Laika asked with a furrowed brow. “The workers we have now work for free to restore the city, but once we’re finished and we have travelers pass through, we’ll need money.” 
 
    “What if we revive the old trade routes?” Ravi offered from beside me. “I mean, you helped my people because you wanted the maps of the desert from us, so you might as well use them. If I can get in contact with my tribe, I can ask if they would be willing to help restore the trade routes along the desert. Maybe even set up hubs at popular oases to allow people to travel the desert regularly again.”  
 
    “That would be great, Ravi, thanks.” I smiled. “We can also start to sell some of our left over weapons Natalya made to any traders. Her weapons are incredible, so I’m sure we could sell some for a decent price.” 
 
    “We’ll need to talk to her about that,” Ruslan said, and he frowned as his fox ears twitched. “It wouldn’t be right to sell her weapons and not give her any of the profit.”  
 
    “Of course she’ll get a percentage of what we can sell,” I nodded, “but I’m sure she understands we need help right now. Besides, once the economy here is better, and we have a steady stream of income, she’ll be able to take all the profits for her own.”  
 
    “What about taxes?” Laika asked. 
 
    “We can hold off on those until we have more money coming in,” I said after a moment. “We’re doing a good job right now, and no one is working for money yet. Once we become more known, and we have travelers and traders coming through regularly, we can start doing taxes on buildings and homes, but for now, it wouldn’t be fair since everyone is basically working for free and they couldn’t afford taxes if we implemented them now.” 
 
    “What if people think it’s all a trick?” Ruslan questioned and leaned forward in his chair. “When an offer sounds too good to be true, it usually is. What if people are afraid this is an elaborate set up?” 
 
    “Speaking to the citizens of Hatra should assuage any fears,” Laika replied. “They can give first hand testimony on how true our offers are.” 
 
    “If people are still hesitant,” Julia added from Ruslan’s side, “we can perhaps tell them of our dragonsblood trees. If the demon attacks are getting worse, it could be a comfort to know our city has a plan in place to deter the miasma. As for the actual demon attacks, I think it would be safe to say Hatra is protected from harm by two dragons, so that should be enough to sway the minds of those who are unsure.” 
 
    “That might work,” I mused as I rubbed my chin. “We can even use the fear people have right now to our advantage. We can use the small groups to promote Hatra in a way that makes people feel safe and secure, and then we can lure them in with the houses and jobs. It should work.” 
 
    “What if we get more people than we anticipate?” Alyona asked, and she toyed with one of her black forelocks. “We have a finite number of available houses, and some of them are already assigned to the members of the Blue Tree Guild. We should clear more area to build more homes.” 
 
    Silence stretched between us for a moment before I came up with an idea. 
 
    “Okay, so we start clearing the outskirts,” I suggested. “I can help with the clearing of the areas, and once that is done, we can fix up the old smithy in the section where I found the Itsumade. Once the smithy is up and running again, we can start building more homes without having to travel back and forth between the outskirts and the inner city. Then we can build dozens of houses there. That should be plenty for now, and we can continue to spread out into the outer lying portion of Hatra as we grow. We’ll have to remember to redirect the aqueducts, though, so we can have fresh water for the sewage system.”  
 
    “If we are to begin the repairs to the outer city, we need to ensure it’s safe before we send any other civilians there,” Julia replied with a furrowed brow. “We don’t need another death to occur before we have new comers. That could scare them off.”  
 
    “That’s a good point,” I agreed as I looked to my mother. “Adyin’s death was a preventable accident. I’ll go with Nike and a small team of guild members, and we should be able to handle anything that’s hiding in the ruins.”  
 
    “Be careful out there, Evan,” Julia warned and cast me a worried look. “There could be worse things than the Itsumade lurking around.”  
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Ruslan answered for me with a grin. “Evan is strong, he gets that from his father.”  
 
    “Hush, you.” Julia fondly slapped her fan on Ruslan’s chest before she turned back to me. “I’m just worried about what could be hiding in the shadows, I don’t want you to get hurt.”  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I assured her with a smirk. “There isn’t much out there that can harm a dragon.”  
 
    “See, he’ll be fine!” Ruslan winked at me, but I could see the slight worry behind his green eyes.  
 
    “I’ll make sure I’m careful, okay?” I promised my parents with slight amusement, and they both nodded and shared a small smile. 
 
    It was strange but also kind of nice to have parents that care about me so much. I was a grown adult, but they still worried about me like I was a child.  
 
    “We also need to focus on the mines,” I said as we turned back to the matter at hand. “Natalya is running out of materials, since we used the last of the scrap metal to create the weapons and armor for the echidna attack. We need to reopen the mines so we can start searching for the orichalcum again.”  
 
    “I can go and ensure the Asuran village and mine are safe to reopen,” Laika piped up from next to Alyona. 
 
    “I can go too,” Ravi offered with a bright smile. “I’ve heard you burned the harpies when they attacked the first time, so I could be of help if they attack again.”  
 
    “Okay, sure,” I agreed, “but take a few more guild members with you, just to be safe. And if you can, try and leave today. If nothing happens, we can do a trial run for a week or two. If we’re still in the clear after the trial period, we can open them permanently.”  
 
    “Understood,” Laika said with a nod.  
 
    “Do you think Anton would be okay being stationed at the Asuran village?” I asked the wolf Demi-Human. “He has fire magic, which would be useful like Ravi said, and I want to leave a group of people there again to start mining.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he comes with us,” Laika replied with a smirk. “I’ll let him know he has a new job to do.”  
 
    The wolf pressed a hand to her gorget and was quiet for a few seconds while she communicated with Anton. Then she pulled her hand away and nodded. 
 
    “He is ready whenever we need him,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Tell him thanks,” I replied and turned to the others. “I think that’s all we needed to discuss then, right?” I looked around the table, and no one replied. “Okay then. Maybe we can have a meeting later with everyone so we can get more ideas, but until then, I think we’re done. Ravi, once you get ahold of your tribe, find Laika, and the two of you can go to the mine. I’m going to talk to Afra and check on the farms.” 
 
    I stood up from the table, and the others followed suit. 
 
    “I’ll come with you, Evan,” Alyona said as she stood next to me. “I wanted to ask Afra if there is anything I can do to help. I haven’t found any useful spells, but I’m hoping I can help out with something. I’ve been feeling useless since the fight with the echidnas.”  
 
    “Of course,” I nodded, “and I’m sure Afra would love some more help.”  
 
    We left as a group before Laika and Ravi broke off from us to return to the airship. Then Alyona, my parents, and I walked together until my parents turned toward the temporary palace.  
 
    “We’ll see you later, Evan,” Julia called as they left. 
 
    Alyona and I waved to them as we continued onward, and the city was quiet as we walked. The sun had risen a bit more, and the warmth from its rays was a welcome difference from the chilly morning air.  
 
    I reached out to grab Alyona’s hand as we walked. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked to break the silence. “It’s only been a few days since the attack, and I don’t want you to over exert yourself.”  
 
    “I’m fine, I promise.” The princess waved off my concern with her free hand. “My magic is already back at full strength. I’ll be fine in case they need me for anything right away.”  
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure,” I replied but looked at her suspiciously. “Just let me know if you begin to feel differently.”  
 
    “I will,” she promised with a beautiful smile. 
 
    “Good,” I said, and we continued along the wall of the city as we walked toward the farms. 
 
    “I’m sorry for telling Ravi about our engagement,” Alyona murmured a moment later. “I should have let you explain everything to her.”  
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for, Alyona,” I assured the princess as I looked at her in surprise. “I should have told her when we met, but I wasn’t thinking about it. Then it just never came up, but don’t feel bad. She understands, and she’s fine with it.”  
 
    Alyona squeezed my hand. “I’m glad. I like her, and I can see she cares about you.”  
 
    “I care about her, too.” I smiled and looked down at my future wife. “I care about all of you.”  
 
    “I know.” She stood up on her toes and kissed me. “That’s why we all love you, follow you, and would do anything you asked.” 
 
    I smirked as the princess pulled away from me. I definitely liked the sound of all that.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we finally reached the farms, and we scanned the area for Afra.  
 
    “I see her!” Alyona exclaimed and pointed to a small field.  
 
    Afra’s blue hair jumped out against the brown and green backdrop around her. She stood next to two giant horses that towered over her small frame, and each horse wore a giant yolk around its neck. A long till was in front of her, and she held a pair of leather straps that she attached to the machine. Then she attached the straps to the yolks on the horses. 
 
    Alyona and I jogged toward the teenager before she could finish and begin her current job. 
 
    “Afra!” I called out, and she jumped slightly.  
 
    The fox Demi-Human spun and looked around, and her eyes were wide with surprise and confusion until she saw us. Then she smiled and waved, but was sure to keep a firm grip on the leather straps in her hands. 
 
    “Hello, Princess and Lord Evan,” Afra greeted with a bow. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “I was wondering how everything is going?” I asked as Alyona and I stopped in front of her. 
 
    “Its great!” The fox grinned. “The dryad sisters are incredible! We already have sprouts a few feet tall! At this rate, we should be able to harvest the food in a few more weeks.”  
 
    “That’s good. We’re hoping to get some new citizens here within the next few months.”  
 
    Afra hummed and chewed the inside of her cheek.  
 
    “We will need to continue with the expansion of the farms immediately if we get too many people,” she said quietly, almost to herself.  
 
    “I’ll make sure we get more help here,” I promised. “I know we plan to expand the farms further, but with everything else going on, we seemed to push it toward the bottom of the list. Sorry about that.”  
 
    “There is no need to apologize, Lord Evan, I just want to ensure I am doing a good job,” Afra replied gratefully. 
 
    “Of course you are,” I reassured the young fox. 
 
    “If there is anything you can think of for me to do, don’t hesitate to ask,” Alyona piped up with a smile. “I’ve been looking for a new way to help out around the city.”  
 
    “I will take all the help I can get, Milady,” Afra admitted and let out a deep breath. “I was fine with myself and the dryad sisters, but after the fields were destroyed, it’s been hard. I usually alternate between the fields I tend to day to day, but with the little sprouts, I have to check nearly all of the fields everyday. For the more fragile plants, like carrots, I check them twice each day to ensure the soil is still loose and there are no weeds or anything to disrupt their growth.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I wish there was more we could do to help,” I said with a sympathetic wince. 
 
    “That’s alright,” the fox replied in a tired voice, but she still cast me a smile, “I’ll manage just fine. Once the plants have begun to form, I’ll be fine. Baby plants are very fragile, though, and I don’t want them to die before they have the chance to mature. I just wish there were more hours in the day.”  
 
    “What is it you’d like for me to do?” Alyona asked and took a step forward. “I can help in any way you need me to.”  
 
    “If you could help get water, that would be a big help,” Afra said sheepishly, and her ears twitched as she ducked her head. 
 
    Alyona nodded. “How do you normally water the fields?”  
 
    “The aqueducts come out here, but they don’t reach the fields,” Afra explained with a grimace. “So, we had Natalya design us a different kind of water trough that has holes in the bottom. We use our cattle or horses to pull the trough across the fields. Are you good with animals? You’ll need to guide them across the fields to ensure everything gets water.”  
 
    “Uhh,” Alyona looked at the giant horses next to Afra, “I think so? I’ve never really been around animals.”  
 
    “I have a better idea,” I spoke up, and Afra turned to me. “I can create small trenches that lead off the aqueducts to water the fields. It would save you a lot of time and allow you to focus more on the expansion. I did a smaller version of this before, remember? It was before the architects arrived, when we were using the water tank for the tiny herb garden we had in the old ruined houses.”  
 
    Afra’s eyes went wide. “That’s right! With how much we’ve changed, moved, and remodeled the farms in the last few months, I completely forgot. That would be incredible, though, Lord Evan. Thank you!”  
 
    “Okay, it shouldn’t take me too long.” I nodded. 
 
    “You’re going to make them now?” she asked, and her mouth gaped open in surprise. 
 
    “Better sooner than later, right?” I smirked. 
 
    “I guess you have a point there,” Afra giggled and shook her head.  
 
    “How about you show me where the best place for the channels would be, and we can get started.”  
 
    “Just let me tie these two up real quick so they don’t run off,” she said and gestured to the horses next to her.  
 
    “Alright,” I replied with a nod. 
 
    The young fox led the horses over to a wooden bar and tied the leather straps to the post. Then she pulled on the straps aggressively to ensure they were tight before she returned to us. 
 
    “Okay, let’s start over here,” Afra said with a broad smile. She led us to the farthest field and marked a shallow hole in the soil with the toe of her foot. “We can start here and have it run through the middle of the farm.” 
 
    I nodded and focused on my magic. Then I pictured the loose soil breaking underneath my power and along the small path Afra had marked. It took a few minutes, but finally my magic responded, and the earth cracked beneath us. A shallow trench spread across the field, and I turned to Afra and Alyona with a grin. 
 
    “One down,” I said, and they both laughed.  
 
    “Come on, the next field is over here.” Afra motioned for us to follow her. 
 
    It took me a few hours to create all of the narrow trenches we needed for all of the crops and connect them to the aqueduct system, but eventually we finished. The last path connected all of the others to feed water into them and was also attached to the aqueducts. Thankfully, this part of the aqueduct system had a lever in which someone could start and stop the flow of water so we wouldn’t flood the fields and be in worse shape.  
 
    Afra turned this lever, and water poured from the side of the aqueduct and down into the small trenches. We all watched as the makeshift irrigation system worked perfectly to funnel water into the separate channels, and Afra turned the lever back to stop the water. 
 
    “This is going to make my life so much easier,” Afra breathed with her eyes wide in amazement. “Thank you, Lord Evan.”  
 
    “Your welcome.” I smiled at the young fox. “We’re going to have a town meeting in a few hours, so if you think of anything else that could be helpful to you or the farms, keep them in mind, and we can discuss things later.” 
 
    “Of course!” Afra gushed and quickly bowed her head. “Thank you again.”  
 
    I nodded and turned to Alyona. “I think I’m going to head off, do you want to come with me?”  
 
    She shook her head. “I still want to help Afra if I can. I also want to speak to the dryad sisters, I haven’t seen them in a few days.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you at the meeting in about an hour, then,” I responded. “Do you want me to walk with you?”  
 
    “No, I’ll be alright.” Alyona blushed. “I can go with Afra and the sisters. I’ll meet you there.”  
 
    I pressed a kiss to Alyona’s cheek before I left the farms, and then I walked back to the heart of the city. I strolled at a leisurely pace, since I had no real plans for today and wanted to continue the inspection I’d begun early this morning. I studied the finished homes as I went and hummed in approval. There were dozens of completed houses, each with its own small plot of land, and it was nice to see the city coming together so well.  
 
    Between my tryst with Ravi this morning, finalizing the plans for my campaign, and improving the farms, today was turning out to be a great day.  
 
    I walked through the small area of houses quietly. They were scattered sporadically on either side of the road, and most of the houses were small and comfortable, which suited everyone just fine. Each one of these houses were already accounted for, though, since they either belonged to guild members or the citizens of Hatra, but they were still a bit sparse and simple on the inside. Each building was going to be furnished once we found more carpenters to work on the furniture, but these final touches were still a ways off.  
 
    As I finished up my walk through of the housing area, I noticed I was close to a bell tower and decided to take a quick detour. I climbed up the steep stairs and greeted Gavin, the eagle Demi-Human I’d met a few days ago when the echidnas attacked. His arms were bare today and were covered in white feathers that extended from his wrists to his shoulders. His feet were exposed as well, and I could see the sharp talons along his three toed, scaly feet. 
 
    “How is everything this morning, Gavin?” I asked him, and he turned his yellow eyes toward the sound of my voice.  
 
    “Lord Evan,” he replied and bowed deeply, “everything has been peaceful this morning. I’m due to shift positions within the next hour.”  
 
    “Good, let’s hope it stays that way,” I chuckled. “Hatra could use a break.”  
 
    “That’s very true,” Gavin laughed and turned back to his post. “I’ve never seen a city have so many attacks in such a short time. It’s a testament to the bravery of the people who live here. Instead of running away in fear, we fight back with ferocity and courage. You inspire us, and we are better for it.”  
 
    “Thank you, Gavin. That means a lot.” I clapped him on the shoulder as a sign of my appreciation. “I do have a favor, though. I want to talk with everyone, so can I use the bell here to signal a town meeting?”  
 
    Gavin’s keen eyes turned away from the window to look at me for a brief moment before he nodded quickly. Then he stepped back and grabbed the rope from the bell that hung above us.  
 
    “Cover your ears,” he warned before he tugged on the rope, and a loud ringing sound filled the surrounding area. 
 
    My magic reacted before I could raise my hands, and it muted out the clanging so it was a muffled gong. The bell tolled three times, which was the agreed amount of tolls we assigned to mean ‘town meeting,’ and we usually gave the citizens a half hour to clean themselves up or put away their projects.  
 
    When Gavin was finished, I thanked him and left the tower so I could make my way down to the secret archives, where the town meetings were held. I broke into a brisk jog as I made my way over to the archives quickly, so I could ensure it was still set up with enough seats for everyone.  
 
    It only took me a few minutes to reach the archives, and when I did, my parents were already at the entrance waiting for me. We entered together, and thankfully, the archives were exactly the same from when I was here for the last meeting. Long benches filled the room so the citizens could sit and ask questions, while there were a handful of seats at the front where I sat with my parents, Alyona, and Moskal.  
 
    Laika and Nike were the next to enter, followed by Alyona, Afra, and the dryad sisters. Then we waited for another twenty minutes as the room began to fill with the citizens. I noticed Leon among the crowd as he scanned the room, and then he met Afra’s gaze and quickly stole the seat next to her. Some of the guild members came in as well, and I could see Daya and Tion against the back wall as they kept an eye on everyone.  
 
    Once everyone was inside, I stood from my seat and cleared my throat.  
 
    “Hey, everyone. Thanks for coming. I have some news and a few questions for you all, and then we can get to the questions you have for me, alright?” 
 
    There were a few murmurs, but no objections, so I continued.  
 
    “Okay then. First things first, we now have a deadline for the reconstruction to be done: the end of the year.” 
 
    Mutters of surprise spread throughout the crowd. 
 
    “So, we need to stick to our schedule as best as we can,” I went on. “Secondly, Princess Alyona and I will be leaving shortly after the reconstruction is complete. We have a special assignment from King Rodion we need to complete, and we will most likely be gone for a few months while we finish up the king’s request.” 
 
    There were more whispers of surprise, and I saw a few frowns in the crowd. 
 
    “I know this seems sudden, and it might be stressful now that we have a time to finish,” I placated, “but that’s why I wanted to have this meeting. My question for all of you is where you would like to focus on next. We still have a lot to do in these next few months, and I want you to decide where we should start. Does anyone have a suggestion?”  
 
    There was a breath of silence before someone cleared their throat. 
 
    “The farms,” a voice said, and I wasn’t surprised in the slightest when I saw it was Afra who spoke up. She seemed a little hesitant, though, when the eyes of the city turned to her, and her ears twitched nervously atop her head. 
 
    “Go on,” I encouraged the young fox with a nod. 
 
    “W-With the magic of the dryad sisters, the crops have been doing incredibly well,” Afra continued timidly. “Plants that would normally take months to mature will now only take a few short weeks. Now that Lord Evan has given us a proper irrigation system for the fields, it will take no time at all until we will be able to harvest the new crops, and I’ll need more hands to help with that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, so the farms, that’s a nice start. Does anyone else have any ideas?”  
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, a seal seemed to break, and the room was suddenly full of voices as everyone started to talk at once. Then the volume quickly escalated as each opinion was voiced louder than the last so we could hear it. 
 
    “We need more hands if we are to finish the city in four months.” A burly man stood as he spoke. “The palace alone will take up at least half that time, but the rest of the city can be done with the proper workers.” 
 
    “We need more places for children to play, away from the construction going on,” a plump woman with a small infant in her arms added. “My boys have started to get restless since they only have small areas to play in, and it’s driving me crazy.”  
 
    “We need to grow our own medical herbs for when you’re gone,” a small woman with mousy brown hair spoke up. 
 
    She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d seen her. 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but the woman barreled onward. 
 
    “We haven’t really needed any medicine since you arrived, Lord Evan, but if you’re going to leave, we’ll need to ensure the infirmary is well stocked with bandages, herbs, and medicine,” she continued. “Right now, the shelves in the infirmary are so bare, we couldn’t heal a splinter.”  
 
    I suddenly realized I’d seen this woman around Moskal, and I thought she worked in the infirmary before I came here.  
 
    “We also need to look into tearing down the walls,” Leon’s voice abruptly boomed over the others. 
 
    The room fell quiet as everyone turned to the golden haired man in surprise. 
 
    “The people are scared, and they need reassurance,” Leon went on firmly, and he raised his chin in determination. “We need to confirm there are no other surprises that lie in wait within our own walls. This is something we should do while you’re here, just in case there are others, since we’ll need your help taking care of them. The Itsumade attack still has us on edge, and everyone in the city is terrified that some kind of demon is going to burst from the library at any time. If we can ensure everyone’s safety, I’m sure the city would be able to work more efficiently. We might even be able to work faster to ensure we finish on time.” 
 
    “Leon is right,” I told the crowd. “The other concerns, while valid, can wait a few more weeks, but if there are more monsters hiding within the city, we need to flush them out now. We can create two teams and send them both out tomorrow. I’ll go with Nike and a small group of guild members and start on the tunnels inside the library. Laika and Alyona can take a larger group of guild members and start securing the outer limits of the city.”  
 
    I turned my head to look at Nike, Laika, and Alyona, and they each nodded in confirmation from their seats behind me. 
 
    “As for the other concerns, we will get to those once we finish with security,” I added as I addressed the crowd again. “I think the infirmary should be first on the list, since the health of the people of Hatra is paramount. Moskal and I can discuss which herbs would be most useful and needed while I’m away. Afra, do you think you have space to grow an herb garden?”  
 
    I turned to the blue haired fox, and she nodded eagerly.  
 
    “Herbs don’t take up too much room, so I can easily figure out a place for them, especially once we begin the expansion process,” she chirped with a broad smile. 
 
    I gave her a sharp nod and looked over the crowd once more. 
 
    “I have one other announcement that will hopefully help solve the concerns about our population size,” I went on with an encouraging grin. “We are going to convince people to move to Hatra. We will be sending groups of our own citizens, volunteers, of course, to nearby cities to persuade the people there to relocate. We will offer them housing and work, as long as they are able. We’ll also be creating new trade routes throughout the desert with the help of the phoenix tribes. If anyone would like to volunteer for either of these adventures, let me know as soon as you can. Make sure you tell your friends and family who didn’t attend this meeting. We want to send the groups out as soon as we can, so we can have more workers to help speed up the process and finish on time.” 
 
    There was a murmur of approval throughout the crowd.  
 
    “I volunteer,” the burly man from before spoke up as he stood again. “I’ve never been outside the city, so it might be nice to see other parts of the world.” 
 
    Other people began to stand and volunteer as well, and once we had about fifteen of them, I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told the volunteers. “We can send you out in a few days time.” I pulled out a parchment and pencil from my storage space. “Can you all write down your names so we can figure out groups?” 
 
    Everyone nodded in understanding as I passed the items to the man who stood closest.  
 
    The meeting continued on smoothly after this. There were other small concerns, like leaky roofs and roads that were blocked by materials, but there were also more private matters, like two neighbors who were angry at each other for petty reasons.  
 
    Ruslan took over the meeting after I finished my updates and news, and he offered quick solutions to help ease tensions. There were times where I nearly forgot Ruslan was one of the Lords of Hatra, but then I saw him in action. He truly cared about the people in our city, and it was impressive to see him handle all the issues with ease. 
 
    The meeting lasted for another hour as we discussed the final points of the meeting and the building plans for the Lunar Palace.  
 
    “Alright then, I do believe that’s everything we wanted to talk about today.” Ruslan clapped his hands and looked out over the crowd. “Are there any last minute questions or concerns?”  
 
    Silence answered his question.  
 
    “Then our meeting is over,” my father added with a nod. “You can all return to your homes.”  
 
    The people began to disperse and leave the archives, and I stood from my seat to stretch my legs as I waited for all the citizens to file out. 
 
    “What time shall we meet to begin to excavate the tunnels?” Nike asked from my side. 
 
    He had stood from his seat as well and stretched his arms over his head. His long black hair was loose from a ponytail today, and it draped over his shoulders. 
 
    “I can send a message to you and Laika in the morning,” I replied with a smile. “We’ll start as soon as everyone is ready.”  
 
    His silver eyes glinted in excitement, and I rolled my eyes in exaggerated annoyance.  
 
    “We shouldn’t be excited to find monsters down there, you are aware of that, yes?” I teased. 
 
    “Of course,” Nike laughed. “I shall hope for nothing but a boring day full of dark tunnels.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I chuckled with him. “I don’t think the people here would react positively to another attack.” 
 
    “At least we will be together, I’d like to see something sneak past us down there,” Nike said with confidence as he clapped my shoulder in his hand.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get out of here.” I jerked my head toward the exit. “We can talk more about our adventure tomorrow.”  
 
    Nike and I left with Alyona and Laika, and we all talked about our plans for tomorrow. My parents had walked with the citizens as they dispersed back into the city, so it was just our small group.  
 
    “You will both be careful tomorrow, won’t you?” Alyona asked worriedly from my side, and she glanced between Nike and me. 
 
    “Of course we will be, you don’t need to worry about us,” I reassured her with a smile, and she stepped closer to me. “You are the one who needs to be careful, Alyona. The Itsumade was found in the area you and Laika will secure tomorrow. I didn’t sense any more monsters once I killed the Itsumade, but that doesn’t mean someone didn’t take advantage of the walls and sneak in. You both need to stay on guard.”  
 
    “I’ll protect the princess, Lord Evan, don’t worry,” Laika answered dutifully.  
 
    The sun was beginning to set around us as we walked back to our homes. Nike was the first to leave the group as we passed his cabin, and he waved his goodbye and slipped inside. Laika was next when we were close enough to see the airship, and with a deep bow to each of us, she joined a group of guild members who were on their way to the ship. 
 
    Alyona and I walked back to our temporary palace hand in hand. 
 
    “Are you excited to see the Lunar Palace restored?” I asked her as we passed the ruins of the domed structure. 
 
    Alyona turned her head to look at the crumbled stone and nodded. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be extraordinary when it’s finished,” she replied. “I’ve never seen the Lunar Palace in its glory. It will be breathtaking, I’m sure.” 
 
    We continued on to our temporary home that was just beyond the ruins of the Lunar Palace, and then Alyona and I walked up the stairs quietly. When we were inside, Alyona dropped my hand and turned to me.  
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning, Evan.” She kissed my cheek softly.  
 
    Before she could pull away, I wrapped a hand around her thin waist, pulled her to me, and kissed her deeply.  
 
    She sighed and wrapped her hands around my neck, and I pulled away with a grin. 
 
    “Goodnight, Princess,” I murmured huskily, and her cheeks tinted pink. 
 
    “Good night, my Lord,” she replied and turned toward the staircase that led to her room. Then she quickly ran up the stairs and vanished into the corridor.  
 
    I waited until I heard the door of her room close before I made my way to my own quarters. Then I collapsed in my bed. My body was exhausted from all of the magic I had used to help Afra, so I quickly fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
    But tomorrow, the real work would begin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The next morning, I stood with Nike and two members of the guild before the first tunnel in the library. The tunnel was still sealed, so we waited for the dryad sisters to come remove their barrier of thorns and brambles. Laika and Alyona had already begun their job, which meant the sisters were clearing the paths in the outskirts before they came here.  
 
    “How much longer will they take?” one of the guild members grumbled from his spot on the wall. “This is getting ridiculous.”  
 
    I glanced over at the muttering teenager. His name was Cal, and he was a snake Demi-Human, a viper to be specific, since he’d told me when I asked. He had long golden hair and bright yellow eyes that blinked from the sides instead of up and down. His sharp tongue was split at the end, and dark green scales crawled up his arms. A set of small, sharp fangs were folded back into his mouth where his canine teeth would be, and I was tempted to ask if he was venomous, but I figured he wouldn’t take too kindly to that kind of question.  
 
    Our other guild member was Daya, a fox Demi-Human who was also Laika’s advisor and Mistress of War. She stood stoically against the wall with her dark purple hair pulled back into a tight braid, and she clicked her tongue at Cal.  
 
    “Have patience, child,” Daya chided. “The dryads have other things to do as well.”  
 
    “I’m not a child, Daya,” Cal argued, but his forked tongue flicked from his mouth in a childish gesture, and he crossed his scaled arms over his chest. “We’ve been down here for ages, and--” 
 
    “It’s been half an hour,” the fox interrupted.  
 
    Cal huffed and settled into a sulking silence.  
 
    Nike and I hid our laughter at the boy’s antics. Cal was still young, he looked to be about seventeen, but he was also the first volunteer when Laika asked for her guild to join us in the tunnels.  
 
    Daya rolled her red eyes fondly at the boy, and we all stood at attention when three pairs of footsteps echoed down the stairs.  
 
    “So sorry!” Marina’s voice was the first to ring out as the sisters ran down the spiral staircase. 
 
    “We didn’t mean to be late!” Polina added. 
 
    “We did our job a little too well up there, and it was troublesome to get everything untangled,” Trina chimed in.  
 
    The dryads were still hidden from sight by the halls and shelves of the library, but they quickly made their way around the room as they talked between themselves, and their voices echoed through the cavernous space around us. 
 
    “It’s alright, you’re here now, that’s all that matters,” I said as they finally came into view.  
 
    The dryads’ green skin resembled the fairest emeralds, and their darker forest green hair tumbled wild around their shoulders. All three sisters blushed at my words and giggled with each other, but Trina was the first to regain her composure. 
 
    “Is this the tunnel we are opening?” she asked as she pointed to the barrier ahead of her.  
 
    “Yes,” Daya replied with a nod. “It makes sense since it is the first tunnel. Once this one is secured, we will continue down the path and open each tunnel alone to inspect them. Once we finish, we can return to the city.” 
 
    “Will we finish today?” Cal asked as he pushed himself off the wall. 
 
    “I doubt it,” I told the young snake, “especially if we do find anything, but we can do our best to finish as many tunnels as possible.”  
 
    “Then let’s get started!” Cal’s yellow eyes shone with excitement. “The more tunnels we finish today, the more likely we are to find a monster.”  
 
    “Nike, I think you found a partner for this,” I laughed and nudged his arm. “It looks like Cal’s eager to find monsters, too.”  
 
    My fellow Noble of the Sword grinned, and his silver eyes twinkled with anticipation.  
 
    “Can we get started, Lord Evan?” Polina piped up, and I turned to the waiting sisters with a smile.  
 
    “Yes, and thank you for all your hard work, girls.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s no problem, my lord!” Marina assured me with a broad grin.  
 
    “We’re happy to do anything you ask,” Trina added.  
 
    “Anything,” Polina emphasized as she fluttered her green lashes at me and bit her full lower lip.  
 
    “Good to know,” I chuckled, but my cock still throbbed in my pants. “I might take you up on that later, but for now … ” 
 
    I gestured to the sealed tunnel in front of us.  
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan, our apologies!” the sisters chimed in unison, and I wondered, not for the first time, if they shared a telepathic link.  
 
    But that was a question for another time.  
 
    The dryad sisters quickly went to work as they raised their hands in front of them and closed their eyes. Slowly, the giant mass of plants that blocked off the entrance of the tunnel began to unravel. While we watched, the vines, brambles, and thorns started to slide back down into the dark earth, and the dryads’ hands seemed to glow a faint green as they focused on the plants in front of them. The process took some time, the sisters weren’t kidding when they said the vines were tangled so tightly, and I was surprised they hadn’t snapped from the tension.  
 
    After fifteen minutes, half of the archway was opened, and the sisters stopped to take a short break. Sweat dripped down their beautiful faces, and they panted heavily.  
 
    “Sorry, again,” Trina gasped between breaths. “We didn’t think it would be this hard to undo our work.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I said and offered my water canteen to them. “Just be careful. I don’t want you to over do it. We only need to thin it out enough to get inside. You don’t have to tear the whole thing down.”  
 
    Trina grabbed the canteen and drank quickly before she passed it along to her sisters.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan,” Polina replied as she handed the water back to me. 
 
    Then they continued to work, and after another twenty minutes, we finally had a wide enough opening that Nike and I could fit through. Daya and Cal followed closely behind us, and I summoned my flames to my hands to help illuminate the tunnel. Then I looked back to the sisters, who were collapsed together on the ground as they took a break. 
 
    “You three stay here,” I ordered. “Yell if you need anything, alright?”  
 
    They nodded wordlessly, still out of breath, and I turned back to my group.  
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” I said as I walked into the darkness. 
 
    The tunnel was long, a lot longer than any of us had anticipated. Bookshelves lined the walls for a bit before they abruptly cut off and left nothing but a rocky wall that led into darkness. As we walked down the path, I periodically pulled my flames into a ball and sent them forward to find the end of the tunnel, but even after a solid hour of walking, there was no end in sight, just continuous darkness.  
 
    “How far does this damn thing go?” Cal complained as we continued forward. “We’ve probably walked a few miles by now.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered him over my shoulder. “We have to be getting close to the end by now, though. At least we haven’t run into any trouble.” 
 
    “Yet,” Cal mumbled under his breath, but then he yelped as Daya smacked him over the head with her hand. “Ow!”  
 
    “Stop complaining and walk,” she chastised him. 
 
    We continued on for another half hour before I released another fireball, and it crashed into a wall about eighty feet in front of us.  
 
    “Thank the gods,” Cal sighed. “I thought this would be a little more exciting, but I guess not. Do we turn back now, or … ”  
 
    “Not so fast,” I told him and pointed forward. 
 
    I commanded my fire to dance across the floor in front of us and toward the end of the tunnel. My flames branched off to the left and right once they hit the wall, and then the glowing orbs disappeared from sight.  
 
    “It doesn’t end, the path forks off into two different directions,” I explained before I turned to the two Demi-Humans of the group. “We’ll have to split up. Can either of you see in the dark?”  
 
    “I can!” Cal exclaimed as he raised his hand in the air. “Well, kind of. I’m able to see heat when it’s dark, so if anything comes at us that generates heat, I’ll be able to see it. Not to mention I can use my tongue to sense the air. If anything changes in the composition of the earth or air, I’ll know about it first.”  
 
    “I can see as well, and my night vision is better than my normal vision,” Daya responded with a sharp look at Cal.  
 
    “Great, so it’s just me who won’t be able to see,” Nike muttered with a tinge of annoyance. 
 
    “That’s what happens when you’re the only human in the group,” I teased.  
 
    Nike laughed. “Well, since I’m the only one who will be blind down here, how do you want us to split up? I don’t want to be a burden on anyone.”  
 
    I weighed the options in my head before I sighed. Cal, as the youngest and least experienced, should be our weakest link. However, with Nike’s current handicap, that made him a greater risk. 
 
    “Nike, you’re with me,” I said as I made up my mind. “I can continue to use my flames to allow you to see. Cal and Daya, you two will take the path to the left. Come back here and wait for us if the path ends. We don’t need anyone getting lost.”  
 
    The snake Demi-Human’s yellow eyes lit up as he stepped forward proudly. “Finally, maybe something fun will happen now.”  
 
    Daya and I rolled our eyes while Nike chuckled.  
 
    “Nike and I will go to the right, since that’s the direction of the other tunnels,” I added. “They might all be connected, and if we are ambushed, I’m the best bet of getting us out of it.” 
 
    Daya and Cal nodded before they turned to the left. Then Cal sprinted ahead, and Daya sighed under her breath as she followed him. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked Nike. 
 
    He nodded once, and we turned toward the path on the right.  
 
    I summoned flames back to my hands so Nike could see the path ahead of us while we walked, and I ran my hand along the edge of the walls as we made our way down the path. The rock walls here were cool to the touch and slightly damp from the moisture in the air.  
 
    “How far do you think these things go?” Nike asked after a few minutes of silence. “Surely, we’re beyond the heart of the city here.” 
 
    “The Itsumade said these tunnels were where he hibernated for a thousand years, so my guess would be that they expand throughout the entire city,” I replied, and our voices echoed down the long, damp tunnel. 
 
    “Why do you think these paths were built?” Nike asked as he fell into step next to me, and a shiver racked his body. 
 
    The tunnels began to grow cold, and I could tell he wanted the warmth of the fire I held in my palm. 
 
    “I would assume they were built to expand the library,” I mused, “but I don’t know why they would need all this room. You could fit every book ever written down here at least three times and still have plenty of space.”  
 
    “I feel like there is another reason,” Nike replied with a furrowed brow. “Books are important, of course, but it doesn’t make sense to build a labyrinth of tunnels underneath a city just to store books. The Moon Goddess created everything in Hatra for a reason. This just doesn’t make sense.”  
 
    “Maybe the Moon Goddess didn’t make them,” I suggested. “Maybe it was the people who populated Hatra after it was built. Maybe they had plans to use them for something.” 
 
    Before Nike could answer, a blood chilling scream echoed from the path behind us. The two of us spun around in surprise before we glanced at each other. 
 
    “That was Cal,” Nike said sharply as he looked back down the empty hall.  
 
    “They need help,” I growled.  
 
    Without another word, we both sprinted back toward the area where we split up. We’d been walking for about twenty minutes before we heard Cal scream, but it only took us about five to reach the fork once more. Then we continued forward, down the path Daya and Cal had vanished into. We ran through the dim tunnel, and it took us another ten minutes before we finally found Daya.  
 
    But she was alone. 
 
    The fox Demi-Human panted heavily, and she leaned against the wall for support. She put all her weight on her left leg and seemed to be careful to keep pressure off her right side. Her right leg had a deep gash along her thigh that slowly leaked blood, but she’d removed her belt and tightened it above her wound as a makeshift tourniquet. Her hands were covered in her own blood, and she had a shallow cut along her forehead that had begun to dry around the edges. Her purple hair was also wild around her head, and her pupils were dilated into giant black disks.  
 
    “It took us by surprise,” she gasped. “I didn’t sense it coming. Cal was trying to warn me that something wasn’t right, but I ignored him. Whatever it is, it’s strong. It tossed me like I was nothing.” 
 
    Daya blinked slowly, and I put my hands on her shoulders. My magic immediately began to heal her leg and the wound on her head, but I willed her stats to appear in front of my eyes so I could better assess the damage.  
 
    Classification: Fox Demi-Human 
 
    Condition: Severe concussion and deep lacerations to leg and head  
 
    Priority: Healing required immediately  
 
    Danger: At risk of brain damage 
 
    Status: Critical  
 
    I took a deep breath, focused on the internal injuries, and poured more of my power into the fox.  
 
    “How does that feel?” I asked after a moment. “You had a concussion, but my magic should have healed it.”  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Daya replied with a slow nod, and glitter from my healing power fluttered off her hair and glinted on her skin. “We need to find Cal. The creature took him down the hall.”  
 
    “Okay then, let’s get him back,” I growled as I pulled my hand away from her shoulder. I’d healed her the best I could. Once we were back in Hatra, I would give her a more thorough examination, but for now, we needed her help. 
 
    “What took him?” Nike asked Daya. 
 
    Her red eyes narrowed in thought. “I can’t remember exactly what it looks like, but I do remember that I couldn’t find its eyes. This is a creature that thrives in darkness, and we just pissed it off.”  
 
    “Well, Cal did want an adventure,” Nike murmured. 
 
    “Yeah,” I clenched my fists, “let’s just hope he survives to tell everyone about it.” 
 
    Once Daya was able to stand on her own feet and walk, we continued down the tunnel to find Cal. We moved slowly and silently, just in case the creature decided to come back, and we stuck close to the walls. I was in front, Daya was in the middle, and Nike brought up the rear. 
 
    As we crept forward, a strange pungent odor began to become more and more potent. 
 
    “Do you smell that?” I whispered to the two people behind me. 
 
    “Yeah, it smells like rodent,” Nike covered his nose with the back of his hand, “but I don’t know why it smells so bad, unless there is a massive rat’s nest nearby. Or the rat itself is massive.” 
 
    I smirked. “Rodents of unusual size? They don’t exist.” 
 
    Daya’s eyes grew wide, and she reached out and stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “That’s it!” she exclaimed in a whisper-shout while Nike and I stared at her in confusion. 
 
    “What is?” I asked after she neglected to explain. 
 
    “It was a giant rodent that attacked us,” she said quickly. “I remember its giant yellow teeth.”  
 
    “Great, so now I’m the Dread Pirate Roberts,” I sighed. 
 
    My teammates stared at me with blank looks, and I shook my head.  
 
    “Never mind,” I mumbled, “let’s just figure out what to do.” 
 
    The smell grew to be nearly unbearable as we continued to walk forward, so we all breathed through our mouths to stop our gag reflex. The stench grew even worse, though, before we finally found a dug out hole in one of the walls. The odor very obviously originated from this spot.  
 
    “I think we found its burrow,” I said quickly to avoid breathing in the stench. 
 
    The other two nodded with grimaces as they looked inside the hole.  
 
    “Let’s get this over with.” Nike pulled his sword, Aine, from his storage space and readied her in his right hand.  
 
    Daya unsheathed her own swords and blinked heavily. I was worried about her head, but she didn’t give me much choice as she took a step inside the dark burrow. 
 
    “Daya, wait!” I hissed after her, and she stopped a few feet in front of me. “I’m going to extinguish my flames, just in case this creature isn’t blind. I don’t want to make it easy for him to find us. Can you let Nike stay close to you? He won’t be able to see, and I need to make sure I am able to fight. The two of you can stay behind me while I lead us forward.” 
 
    Daya nodded. “Fine.” 
 
    I extinguished my flames, and we were left in darkness. I could still see just fine, even without the light, but my other senses seemed to be amplified in the dark as well. I could hear the bugs as they crawled around us, and I could smell the moist soil beneath our feet. 
 
    Nike grabbed onto Daya’s shoulders, and they carefully walked around to get used to each other.  
 
    “How are you doing, Nike?” I asked him as we began to delve deeper into the burrow. 
 
    “As well as I can, I suppose. I don’t like feeling helpless.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Daya responded. “Once we find the beast, Evan can use his flames again so you won’t miss the action.”  
 
    The stench continued to grow as we passed another dug out alcove, but this one was much smaller and full of moss and dead grass.  
 
    “I think this is the area where it sleeps, since it looks like it uses the moss as a heat source,” Daya mused. “We could wait here, it will most likely return here to sleep sometime soon.”  
 
    “We need to find Cal,” I argued. “We can’t sit around and wait for him to die. We need to get him out of here.”  
 
    “Evan is right,” Nike agreed. “Finding Cal is our main goal.”  
 
    Daya nodded silently, and then we continued past the living area and came to another shallow chamber where the stench was strongest. 
 
    “The latrine,” Daya guessed. “That would explain this terrible odor. Hopefully, it will fade once we pass this area.”  
 
    We quickly walked on, and I kept my ears open for any sounds that could help us figure out where Cal was taken. I could have used my nose to sniff him out too, but the stench overpowered everything. 
 
    The next chamber we found was deeper than the other two, and we climbed inside. Giant worms the size of small children were piled inside the chamber, and they seemed to be dead at first, but then I could see a few of them wiggle slightly. I also noticed there were holes in their heads, about the same size as Daya’s leg wound. Whatever this creature we were tracking was, it knew how to immobilize its prey so it couldn’t escape but was still alive. It was cruel.  
 
    I looked around and saw the remains of its previous victims. There were small bones from animals, and other bones that looked very human were scattered along the floor as well.  
 
    We walked around the rest of the chamber, and I froze when I caught a glimpse of blond hair hidden underneath a pile of worms.  
 
    “Over here!” I hissed to the other two. 
 
    “Did you find him?” Nike asked urgently.  
 
    I pulled the giant worms away from Cal’s body and frowned at the slimy substance that stuck to my skin. I shifted a few more worms before Cal was uncovered enough to pull out. Then I wrapped my hands around his arms and tugged him free of the bugs. 
 
    When we finally had him out, I placed him along the ground so I could see if there were any serious injuries. Next, I willed my powers to manifest the words across my vision, and they quickly appeared.  
 
    Classification: Snake Demi-Human 
 
    Condition: Paralzed due to foreign toxin  
 
    Priority: Healing required immediately  
 
    Danger: At risk of death if toxin not neutralized  
 
    Status: Critical  
 
    Once I knew what was wrong, I sent out my magic in a wave of glitter to help with his injuries. I could feel the toxin in his blood, but my power quickly healed him and destroyed the poison.  
 
    When I was finished, Daya pulled out a canteen of water and threw some in Cal’s face.  
 
    The snake Demi-Human sat up quickly and sputtered the water from his mouth. Then he looked around frantically before he finally realized who we were.  
 
    “Thanks, guys,” he panted as he fell back against the hard ground. “Stay away from its teeth. That thing is like poisonous or something. It bit me, and then I couldn’t move.”  
 
    “Yeah, we kinda got that,” I said dryly. “You feeling okay now, though?” 
 
    “I think so, I--” He suddenly seemed to notice the worms around him for the first time and gagged in disgust. “Can we just get out of here now?”  
 
    “Not yet,” I answered. “We need to kill this thing first.” 
 
    “I was almost eaten by that monster,” Cal groaned, “I don’t really want to face it again if I’m being honest.”  
 
    “I thought you wanted an adventure?” I asked with a smirk, but I was relieved we had found the boy alive and well. 
 
    Just then, there was a shuffling sound that came from outside the chamber and down the hall we hadn’t explored yet. 
 
    We all looked at each other, and Nike and Daya nodded in unison. 
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” I said as I turned back to Cal. “Daya, make sure Nike stays with you. If we’re fast, we can get back to the entrance of this chamber and at least return to the main tunnel system so we don’t have as many passages it can attack from.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and I offered a hand to pull Cal up from the ground. Then we all silently slipped from the chamber and made our way out of the smaller tunnel system back toward the way we came.  
 
    With my enhanced hearing, I could tell the snuffling sounds grew louder as we hurried away, and I knew there was no way we would be able to make it all the way back to the main tunnels. So, I stopped just in front of the latrine chamber, and the others looked at me with questions in their eyes. 
 
    “The creature is gaining on us,” I explained quickly. “We won’t be able to outrun it, so we might as well fight back.”  
 
    “Let’s move back until we reach the sleeping chamber,” Daya suggested. “You can set the bedding inside on fire so Nike can join the fight. He’s a strong fighter, we could use him.”  
 
    I looked at her, and I was impressed by the idea. 
 
    “What?” she sniffed at my look. “I’m the Mistress of War, battle strategy is my forte.”  
 
    “Let’s go then,” I said before I glanced at Nike and Cal. “Fall back to the next chamber.”  
 
    We ran quickly down the hall and stopped in front of the bedchamber. The moss and grass were too wet to set aflame, though, so I used my fire to start drying them out.  
 
    The entire time, I could hear the creature as it continued to crawl closer and closer behind us, and then it finally appeared.  
 
    The thing gave a shriek as it came around a bend and noticed we were here, and then it charged forward. It was about the size of a small car, and it looked like a giant mole with its large, yellow front teeth, black furry body, and eyes that were so small they were nearly invisible. The beast’s snout was long, the tip was covered in pink, fleshy appendages that moved around its nose as it sniffed, and each of its four feet had massive claws that were the size of my forearm. 
 
    We all easily dodged the creature’s charge, and it spun on its feet clumsily. It obviously wasn’t used to moving quickly, so I summoned my flames to my arms and commanded them to form a whip. I could feel my magic respond immediately, and I lashed out toward the beast with the fiery weapon.  
 
    The mole-creature screamed in fear as the fire-whip snapped through the air, and it batted the whip with its massive paw. 
 
    I smirked. I didn’t have enough room to transform into my dragon body, but I could work with this. The creature seemed to be afraid of fire, which was perfect.  
 
    I lashed out with the whip again, and the mole thing roared angrily as it charged forward once more. Then I turned back toward the bedding inside the chamber and directed my flames at the moss and dried grass. Soon enough, a small spark caught fire, and the entire area was engulfed in giant flames. The fire from the flaming grass burned brightly, and it illuminated the entire tunnel around us.  
 
    The creature screeched, and I could feel its anger as it slashed out with its paws. One of its razor sharp claws caught Nike in the calf, and he fell to his knees with a cry of surprise. Apparently, the toxin the creature created was also secreted from its claws, and it worked instantly, because Nike was suddenly paralyzed, and he tipped forward to the ground.  
 
    I formed a shield of fire in front of him as the monster tried to attack him once he was down, and the mole thing reared back away from the flames and sniffed around the area. Then it seemed to understand I was the biggest threat at the moment, so it began to trudge toward me, and the appendages on its snout twitched and wiggled as the beast drew closer.  
 
    Once the creature turned away from Nike, I sent healing magic to him to quickly mend his leg and neutralize the poison while the creature swiped one of its massive paws at me. I dodged out of the way, and then I pulled Miraya from my storage space and slashed at the mole’s soft underbelly when it reared up. 
 
    The mole thing stumbled back with a scream and fell onto the dirt. Blood dripped from the wound, but my attack didn’t do the damage I had expected. The creature must have a layer of fat to protect all of its internal organs in case something, like me for example, tried to slice it open.  
 
    The beast rolled its body over to return back to its feet and slashed at me with its left paw. I barely had time to jump out of the way before it swiped out with its right paw and nearly ripped me open. One of its claws snagged on my shirt, though, and tore a hole in the fabric. 
 
    “This was my favorite shirt,” I said as my eyes narrowed. 
 
    The creature just snapped its teeth at me in response and swiped another paw. Smoke from the fire began to fill the tunnels now, and the creature’s head twitched as it sneezed. Then it used one of its paws to rub at the sensitive tendrils on its snout, but it snorted in irritation when that didn’t help. 
 
    “Your nose is a bit sensitive I take it?” I taunted as the creature turned its head toward the sound of my voice. 
 
    It gave another shriek and charged toward me, but I stepped out of the way before it could reach me. The creature was nearly blind, and now it couldn’t smell.  
 
    I grinned in victory.  
 
    Then I realized my mistake when the creature screamed once more before it used its massive paws to tear at the dirt below us. Within seconds, it had burrowed underneath the ground.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” I asked the group. 
 
    The fire still burned from the sleeping chamber, and I could see Daya and Cal as they stood next to Nike, whose leg was healed, but dried blood stained the leg of his trousers.  
 
    Nike stood slowly as he regained control of his body, and Cal was covered in dirt and had a few scrapes along his cheeks and arms but otherwise seemed fine.  
 
    Daya looked toward me with a frown. “We’re fine. Where did that thing go?”  
 
    “Give me a second,” Cal answered. 
 
    He knelt and placed a hand on the ground. Then he was quiet for a few seconds before he jerked his head up. 
 
    “It burrowed deep into the dirt, but it’s coming back,” he reported. “The smoke prevented it from tracking us, so it’s using its other skills: digging and creating holes to trap its prey.”  
 
    Another few seconds passed before Cal jumped up. 
 
    “Over there!” he yelled and pointed toward me. “Right behind you!”  
 
    I spun on my heel just as the mole creature burst from the ground. Its yellowed teeth skimmed across my shoulder before I could react, and I instantly summoned my lightning to shake it off. My electricity sparked across its face, and the beast released me quickly with a squeal of pain before it returned to the dirt.  
 
    My healing magic responded instantly, and I could feel the wound on my shoulder close, and the toxin the beast tried to inject me with was immediately neutralized. 
 
    “It seems to be territorial,” Daya remarked as her red eyes scanned the ground rapidly. “It won’t give up the fight until there is a winner. We need to end this before someone gets seriously injured.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement and cast my gaze around for my opponent.  
 
    Cal pressed his hand to the floor again and went silent. The green scales on his arms glinted in the light of the fire, and his forked tongue flicked out erratically.  
 
    “It’s coming from the left,” he said as he looked up. “Near you again, Evan.”  
 
    I smirked and readied my sword.  
 
    This time, when the creature burst from the earth, I was prepared. I surrounded my sword with lightning and slashed at the mole’s snout with my electricity imbued blade, and it screamed in pain. Blood poured from the deep black wound I created, and the mole retreated back into the earth. 
 
    “Daya and Nike, it’s coming this way, get ready,” Cal warned them. Then he jumped out of their way as the two warriors settled into battle stances, and the snake Demi-Human stood next to me while he continued to sense the vibrations from below us.  
 
    The monster emerged once more with a roar, and Daya and Nike both attacked vigorously with their blades. The creature howled again in pain and retreated.  
 
    “Our swords can injure it, but I don’t think they’re doing much in the long run,” Nike informed me. “It’s like the wounds are an annoyance to him instead of deadly blows. His skin is just too thick.”  
 
    “You’re right. We need a new plan.” I looked at the fire that burned from the sleeping chamber. “We can burn him. If he comes out near the two of you, push him back into the flames.” 
 
    “What if he comes out near you?” Daya asked. “Setting him on fire with your magic would cause him to panic and run off like a giant fireball.”  
 
    She was right. There wasn’t enough space here to safely use my fire magic on him without risking everyone else.  
 
    Thankfully, I had other powers as well.  
 
    “I can use my stone magic to divert him toward the fire,” I suggested. “Once we get him out of the ground, we can push him back until he has no choice but to burn.” 
 
    “I hope this works,” Daya grumbled with disgust. “I’m ready to get out of this damned tunnel system.”  
 
    “He’s coming back,” Cal warned from his spot on the ground. “Evan, it looks like he’s coming for you.” 
 
    “Good,” I told him, and I summoned my flames.  
 
    At the same time, I reached out with my stone magic and could feel the beast as it dug its way back to the tunnels. Then I hardened the earth around him to stone to force him toward the burning chamber. I could feel the monster change course as it followed the soft earth instead of the hard stone I created, and I led the path upwards toward Nike and Daya and in front of the flames. I focused on the fire to ensure it burned as hot as possible, too, so it wouldn’t die out once the monster began to burn. 
 
    Suddenly, Cal stood from his spot along the floor. Then he pulled a thin sword from a sheath at his side, and his brow creased with concentration.  
 
    “Is this exciting enough for you?” I asked him with a smirk. 
 
    Cal looked at me with wide eyes before he sighed.  
 
    “I can’t believe I got captured by a giant mole, that’s so lame,” he groaned. “No one is going to let me forget it.”  
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be that bad,” I tried to console him, but I couldn’t suppress a small snicker. 
 
    “It will be, Daya will make sure of that.” He glared at the fox Demi Human. 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone, don’t worry,” Daya quipped back with a fanged grin. “That would mean I have to admit I let my guard down and let you get captured.”  
 
    “So, I can use this against you?” the snake Demi-Human cackled. 
 
    “Only if you want to be murdered in your sleep,” Daya replied sharply. 
 
    I had no idea if she was being serious or not.  
 
    Then I felt the ground below us shake, and the others must have felt it too because they looked to me. 
 
    “He’s here,” I growled. “Get ready.” 
 
    Just as the words left my mouth, the massive creature emerge from the ground in an explosion of dirt.  
 
    Daya and Nike slashed at its clawed feet and forced it back, and I turned the soft soil below it to hard stone to prevent an escape route.  
 
    The creature seemed to realize it was trapped, so it began to growl and attack with its claws in desperation.  
 
    I almost felt bad for the creature until I remembered the human sized bones in its food chamber. This thing would have eaten Cal if we hadn’t reached him in time. 
 
    “Keep it up,” I yelled to the others as we pushed forward, and the mole like creature took one step closer to the fire.  
 
    Then I used my fire magic to summon it toward me. It reacted instantly and engulfed the creature in orange and red flames.  
 
    The mole screamed one last time as it was pulled into the flames and burned alive. The smell of charred hair filled the area, and black smoke billowed from the fire. Thankfully, the screams of the monster only lasted a few seconds before it went silent.  
 
    “Is it dead?” Cal asked after a long moment. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed as I watched the giant mass burn inside the bed chamber.  
 
    “Good riddance,” Daya muttered, and her nose wrinkled with distaste. 
 
    The fire crackled and popped along the dead mole’s flesh, and then I turned away.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to the others. “We have a job to finish.”  
 
    I summoned a flame to my hand, and we began to walk back the way we came, but after a few minutes Cal stopped in the middle of the tunnel. 
 
    “Wait, Lord Evan,” he called out after me.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, and my eyes immediately started to dart around. “Is there another mole?” 
 
    “No, it’s … ” The snake Demi-Human frowned, and his forked tongue flickered out of his mouth. “The air tastes … faintly different for some reason.”  
 
    “Yeah, roasted mole-rat will do that,” I snorted.  
 
    “No,” Cal shook his head, “not that.” 
 
    “Then what?” Daya asked. 
 
    Cal turned his head this way and that, and his tongue flicked out from between his lips at rapid speed. Then he took a step toward the left wall and reached his hand out. The moment his green-scaled fingers pressed against the dark, damp stone, I felt a pulse of magic hit me in the chest, and the hairs on my arms stood on end.  
 
    “Woah,” I breathed and walked over to stand beside Cal. “Did you feel that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he muttered, and the others mumbled their confirmations.  
 
    “What do you think it is?” I questioned.  
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Nike said and drew the Sword of Light from his spatial storage.  
 
    “You guys alright with checking it out?” I asked as I looked over the group. “I know we’ve had a pretty eventful day so far.” 
 
    “Eventful or not,” Cal smirked, “we can’t just ignore a mysterious magical wall. Where’s your sense of adventure?” 
 
    “I thought you were all adventured out,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I think I can make an exception,” the teen said with a grin.  
 
    “Okay, then,” I laughed and drew my own sword again, “let’s check it out.” 
 
    With that, the four of us stepped closer to the wall and began to inspect it.  
 
    “I don’t see a door anywhere,” Daya remarked as she ran her fingers across the stone.  
 
    “Nor do I,” Nike agreed.  
 
    “There has to be something,” Cal grunted as he shoved at the wall. “People wouldn’t just enchant random rock.” 
 
    “Here, let me try,” I offered, and the snake Demi-Human stepped back.  
 
    I took his spot before the wall, placed my hand on it, and tried to call up my power over stone.  
 
    But I never got the chance.  
 
    The second I touched the rock wall, another powerful wave of magic rose up all around us, and then there was a great grinding sound.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Cal shouted in shock over the noise.  
 
    “I don’t know--” I started, but then I was cut off as the wall before me began to rise, and I stumbled forward.  
 
    “Lord Evan!” Daya cried out over my shoulder, but there was no need.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I coughed as dust and stale air billowed around me. I’d staggered into a black room, but I’d managed to stay on my feet. “Just took me by surprise.” 
 
    As I ressumoned the flame I lost, my teammates quickly filed in behind me, and Nike placed his hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “You gave us a scare there, brother,” he said with a smirk.  
 
    “Yeah, I wasn’t expecting an Indiana Jones moment either,” I laughed.  
 
    “Who is Indiana Jones?” Daya asked with a frown. “Is he an acquaintance of yours?” 
 
    “Nevermin--” I began, but then two things happened at once.  
 
    The first thing was a peculiar but familiar sensation rose up inside me, and then Cal spoke aloud.  
 
    “Uh guys?” the snake Demi-Human called. “I think you’ll want to see this.” 
 
    “What is it?” Nike asked, but a broad grin spread across my face.  
 
    I already knew what it was.  
 
    “Oh, hell yeah,” I laughed as I summoned my flames to my arms, and then I poured my power into them so they were magnified.  
 
    The bright orange light expanded out around us and illuminated the large space we were standing in. The room itself was nothing special, the walls were just bare rock like the rest of the tunnels, but mountains of gold, jewels, and other treasures glinted in the dim light like millions of stars. From my position in the doorway, I could see bars of gold, beautiful sets of jewelry that I wanted to shower on my women, and there were even some sculptures that looked to be made of marble and silver. Dust covered everything in a thick layer of gray, but the treasures were no less magnificent.  
 
    “Dear gods,” Daya breathed beside me, and her red eyes went wide.  
 
    “It’s a treasure hoard,” I said as my dragon instincts reared in my chest. I practically started salivating, and my fingers itched to delve into the mounds of gold.  
 
    “Actually, I think it’s your treasure hoard,” Nike remarked while his silver gaze continued to skip around the room.  
 
    “What?” I asked and finally tore my eyes away from the beautiful sight in front of me. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Think about where we are,” the noble explained. “We’re standing deep beneath the city, beneath even the secret archives and library. It’s obvious that no one has been down here for centuries, so it stands to reason this was left behind by the previous rulers and nobility of Hatra. Then there’s the enchantment that was on the entrance.” 
 
    “What about it?” Cal piped up from beside me, and his yellow eyes were bright with excitement.  
 
    It looked like the kid got his adventure after all.  
 
    “Well, this room was very well hidden,” Nike said. “The only reason we stopped was--” 
 
    “Because the air tasted different to me,” Cal finished. “Now that we’re here, I recognize the taste as magic.” 
 
    “Right,” Nike nodded, “but even after we found the entrance, it didn’t open until Lord Evan touched it. It was like it was attuned to him.” 
 
    “Or my blood,” I realized. “This enchantment is just like the one in the catacombs for the Lords of Hatra. Only individuals with the ruling bloodline may enter.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nike agreed. “So, given all the evidence, I believe this treasure is yours by birthright.” 
 
    “So … these are like the crown jewels?” I questioned as I looked back over the hoard.  
 
    “At least some of them.” Nike nodded. “Hatra was once a very prosperous city, so there could potentially be more rooms just like this here in the tunnels, or perhaps under the Lunar Palace.” 
 
    “This is so awesome,” I chuckled. “I searched the desert for hours to start my hoard, and yet this was below my feet the entire time. I wonder why I didn’t sense it before.” 
 
    “It probably has something to do with the enchantment,” Daya theorized. “To hide it from people who shouldn’t be down here.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here now,” I grinned, “and since this is technically all mine … ” 
 
    I reached into my spatial storage and pulled out my Mary Poppins bag.  
 
    “Are we taking all this back to the surface?” Cal gasped in delight, and then he stepped forward and reached out toward a sculpture of gold and moonstones in the shape of a crescent moon. 
 
    A snarl slipped unbidden from my lips and echoed around the cavernous room. 
 
    Cal froze mid step, and he looked back at me with wary yellow eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized as I subdued the draconic urge to protect my hoard. “Dragon, remember?” 
 
    “Right.” The snake Demi-Human’s head drooped, and he shuffled back to stand beside Daya.  
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at the forlorn look on his face, and there was so much treasure in this room, I could bare to part with one piece. So, I strode forward, picked up an ornate silver dagger inlaid with gems of topaz that matched the kid’s eyes, and tossed it at him.  
 
    Cal clumsily caught the sheathed blade and looked up at me in surprise.  
 
    “For your troubles,” I told him with a smirk, “since you almost got eaten by a blind mole-rat.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan.” The snake teen blushed faintly as he inclined his head, but he still attached the blade to his hip.  
 
    “Now,” I said as I turned back to the rest of my new hoard, “give me a few minutes to pack all this up, and then we can return to the library.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” Daya intoned with a bow, and Nike nodded his head in agreement.  
 
    I smirked and reached out for the gold moon sculpture.  
 
    We might have been crawling around dark, dank tunnels all day, and we did get attacked by a rat of most unusual size, but this treasure made it all worth it.  
 
    And I couldn’t wait to find more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    After I emptied out the treasure room, we continued to search the tunnel but thankfully ran into no other monsters.  This time, Nike and I stayed with Daya and Cal as we finished off the left branch of the fork, which led to a dead end. So, I summoned my stone magic again and collapsed and sealed up the side tunnels the mole creature had dug out. I didn’t want the tunnels to be taken over by another one of those monsters.  
 
    The smell of singed hair was still thick in the air, even as we left the left side of the fork and continued toward the right path, and I carried a small flame in my hand so Nike could see clearly.   
 
    When we finally reached the end of the right path, everyone was exhausted. We had been walking for hours, we’d fought off a giant mole, and we hadn’t seen the sun for too long.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as we looked at the wall in front of us, “both paths from the main tunnel led to dead ends. I think we can say this tunnel is safe, so we can head back to the library and continue to the next tunnel.” 
 
    It took us around two hours to return to the entrance of the tunnel, and when we finally emerged, the dryad sisters immediately surrounded us. 
 
    “What happened?” Polina asked us as we sat down onto the ground to take a break. “We could smell smoke.”  
 
    The four of us sighed but didn’t respond right away. We were all still covered in dirt, blood, and ash. Our canteens were empty, and we were exhausted from our fight.  
 
    “I wanted to get help, but Trina and Polina said we should wait.” Marina sat next to me and clung onto my arm as she spoke. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” Trina questioned with a concerned frown. “We were starting to worry.”  
 
    I looked at the three sisters and gave them a small smile. 
 
    “We’re okay, a little banged up, but otherwise fine,” I replied. “We found something down there, but we took care of it. That’s what the smoke was from.”  
 
    Their green eyes grew wide.  
 
    “What was it?” Marina asked, and curiosity was evident in her voice. 
 
    “Some kind of giant mole thing,” I shrugged, “but like I said, it’s gone now. Hopefully, there won’t be any more in the rest of the tunnels. Also, we found a little loot down there, so that made up for the gross giant rodent.” 
 
    “Ooh, treasure?” Trina asked, and her green eyes sparkled. “How much?” 
 
    “A lot,” I chuckled. “I’ll tell you three all about it later.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you fought a monster, and we missed it,” Polina pouted. “I’ve never seen you fight as a human before. You’re always a dragon.”  
 
    “Oh yes, I’m sure it’s very attractive to see you fight in your human body,” Marina added with a smirk. “I’m sure our Lady would have appreciated it, too.”  
 
    Trina laughed with her sisters and dragged her eyes over me.  
 
    “Alright, you three,” I interrupted before they could say much more in front of the others. I knew first hand how the sisters could be when they got riled up, but now was not the time. “We need to open up the next tunnel, I’m going to call it ‘Tunnel B.’ How about you three get started?”  
 
    With a sigh, and a few more giggles, the sisters stood and made their way to the barrier over Tunnel B. Then they closed their eyes, and their hands glowed faintly with a bright green light. Slowly, the plants began to withdraw back into the soil. The sisters worked faster than they did a few hours ago, and within minutes, they stepped back. Sweat dripped down their faces, and they nodded toward us.  
 
    “Done, and it should get easier and faster as we continue forward since we’re getting familiar with the best way to undo our work,” Trina explained as her sisters leaned against her side.  
 
    “No worries, you got it done, and that’s what counts,” I replied before I looked back to my group. “You guys ready?” 
 
    Cal groaned as he stood.  
 
    “I nearly died, I should get an hour break at least,” he complained as he stretched his limbs. 
 
    “Do you ever stop complaining?” Daya asked with a sharp look. “Shut up, or I’ll tell Laika you were deemed unfit for further missions.”  
 
    Cal narrowed his yellow eyes but stayed silent. Then his tongue flickered in annoyance as Daya turned her back to him to meet me at Tunnel B. Nike and Cal followed after her, and we all stepped into the opening together.  
 
    “No splitting up this time,” I said as we began the trek through the tunnel. “It might take us longer this way, but it will be safer. I’m glad you’re okay, Cal. Sorry your adventure turned more harrowing than exciting.”  
 
    Cal shrugged. “It’s fine. It’s not the first time I’ve been nearly eaten, won’t be the last.”  
 
    “Um, what?” I looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “I was born into the guild,” he replied nonchalantly. “Things like that just happen.”  
 
    Daya snorted next to him. “Things like that happen to you because you don’t know how to exhibit restraint. You just do whatever you want and ignore the consequences. If you would actually practice patience and focus, you could be a great warrior. You’re young, but you are no longer a child. It’s time you began to take more responsibility. 
 
    “I am! I volunteered for this mission!”  
 
    Nike and I looked at each other and held back our laughter as the two bickered back and forth.  
 
    I quickly tuned out their argument, though, and looked around the tunnel. The dark walls were made of brick here instead of the rock and dirt like Tunnel A was.  
 
    “Nike,” I said, and the noble turned his head toward me. “Look at the walls here. These weren’t quickly dug out like the other one. Whoever built this tunnel took their time to ensure it was built to last.” 
 
    Nike looked around and furrowed his brow. “You’re right. I wonder why.”  
 
    “Hopefully, we can find that out today,” I replied as we continued into the dark.  
 
    We walked for around an hour before this tunnel, like the one before, broke off into two directions.  
 
    “We can start with the left,” I told the group and led us all forward.  
 
    After another fifteen minutes, Cal stopped suddenly. 
 
    “We’re going down,” he told us, and I quickly realized he was right. The path below us had steadily sloped downward as we walked, but it was so subtle, I hadn’t even noticed it.  
 
    “Where do you think it goes?” Nike asked. “Are there more secrets within Hatra?” 
 
    “Let’s go find out,” I replied with a grin.  
 
    After the first treasure room, I couldn’t wait to see what we found this time.  
 
    We followed the path down, but made sure to keep an eye out for anything suspicious. The walls remained the same brick material as we walked further and further under the city, and, thankfully, no rank odors drifted out from the darkness before us.  
 
    It took us another hour to finally reach the bottom, and then the tunnel opened up into a large circular room. Shelves were placed around the walls, and barrels were stacked and grouped together across the floor.  
 
    “This looks like some kind of food storage facility,” Daya mused as she glanced around. “Which would make sense. Most major cities have food stored away in case of emergencies. We could clean this out and start to use it. It’s cool enough down here, and the humidity isn’t too bad, so the food shouldn’t mold.”  
 
    “Huh, well it’s no treasure vault,” I muttered, “but still kinda cool. I had no idea all these rooms existed down here.” 
 
    Daya walked into the room and kicked a barrel over. The lip of the barrel cracked open, and a dark liquid poured onto the floor. Then a sour smell filled the room.  
 
    “We can store fresh food here once we clean it up a bit,” she suggested. “I don’t think anyone would be interested in spoiled ale.”   
 
    “Daya is right,” I replied as I glanced at the others. “We can use this space once we clear the tunnels. It could prove to be useful. For now, let’s head back and clear out the other path.”  
 
    Everyone nodded before we left the room, and then we retraced our steps and made it back to the fork. We continued down the right path and stayed silent as we listened for any sign of life down here with us.  
 
    The second tunnel was shorter than the others, but it also branched off into three more paths. We started on the left again and quickly examined the area. The path was short and led toward a cave-in, so I used my stone magic to ensure the passage was sealed off before we turned around and made our way down the middle tunnel.  
 
    I walked in front of the others with my flames still in my hand, but then I stepped on something soft. I stopped, glanced down, and found a blanket. Confused, I picked it up and turned back to the others. 
 
    “Guys, I think someone is down here with us.”  
 
    All three of them tensed, and Daya stepped forward. Then she took the blanket, sniffed it, and sniffed the air.  
 
    “Whoever was here, they are long gone,” she said and handed the blanket back to me. “Their scent is old. It was probably just some curious kids.”  
 
    I frowned. Something didn’t feel right, but I pushed the thought aside for the moment and nodded.  
 
    There were other signs of humans down this tunnel, though. We found more blankets, clothes, rotten food, and forgotten lanterns along the floor. A few bags were tossed haphazardly across the ground as well. I picked up one of the bags, and it was filled with parchment and pencils. On one piece of paper were drawings of lines and small ‘x’s along random points. I tossed everything back in the first bag and looked inside the others. Knives and water were inside the second pack while the last one had nothing but clothes.  
 
    “This doesn’t seem like something kids would do … ” I slowly mused as I pulled the straps of the three bags over my shoulder. I wanted to take a closer look at them later. “It seems like someone has been living down here.”  
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” Daya argued with a furrowed brow. “How would they get down here without anyone noticing?”  
 
    “Yes, if it were people living down here, why would they leave everything behind?” Nike agreed with Daya. 
 
    “Why would kids leave all of this behind?” I countered. 
 
    “They probably didn’t want to get in trouble when we told them we would be closing the tunnels,” Daya answered with a shrug. “They most likely didn’t want to risk coming back and getting trapped behind the walls.”  
 
    I huffed but let the argument drop. Something was telling me it was more than just a few kids down here, but I didn’t have proof.  
 
    “Let’s turn around,” I suggested. “This tunnel ends just ahead, so we can finish up the third channel and call it a day. By the time we get back, it’ll be close to dinner time. We missed lunch, and I’m sure you’re all hungry.” 
 
    The others nodded, and we quickly finished the third pathway and returned to the library with the bags we found still thrown over my shoulder.  
 
    Marina was the only sister who still waited for us as we exited the tunnel.  
 
    “Welcome back!” she said with a smile.  
 
    I waved a hand and dropped the bags. 
 
    “What are those?” Marina asked, and her green eyes were eager. “More treasure?” 
 
    “No, we found these in the tunnel. I want to find out who they belong to.” I looked around. “Where are Trina and Polina?”  
 
    “They returned to the city,” Marina answered as she bounced on her toes. “Ruslan sent a message for us, but I agreed to stay behind for you.” 
 
    “You should have just gone with them.” I frowned. “What if something had happened, and you were attacked? This is why we have the new rule: don’t go anywhere alone.”  
 
    “But I didn’t go anywhere?” Marina said and tilted her head in confusion.  
 
    “I know,” I sighed, “but it was still a risk leaving you alone. Just stick together, okay. For me?”  
 
    Marina blushed and nodded. “Of course, Lord Evan. I’d do anything for you.”  
 
    “Thank you. You can come with us, now. We’re done for today.”  
 
    I grabbed the bags as we all left the library and returned to the city on the surface. The sun was low in the sky, and it was hard to believe we’d spent the entire day underground. When we approached the palace, I caught sight of Ruslan and Julia as they talked with the other two dryad sisters.  
 
    “Evan!” Ruslan called to me.  
 
    I waved at him in acknowledgement before I turned to my tired teammates.  
 
    “Thanks for all your hard work today, guys,” I said.  
 
    “It certainly was an eventful day.” Nike smirked.  
 
    “Too eventful,” Daya grumbled.  
 
    “I never thought I’d say this, but I kinda agree with Daya,” Cal sighed as he rubbed some dirt off his nose. “I think I’m going to sleep for ten years now.” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled, “but I’ll see you tomorrow bright and early for round two.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to say that.” The teen’s head drooped, and his forked tongue flickered sadly out of his mouth.  
 
    “I’ll be sure he reports for duty,” Daya assured me with a sharp smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” I snickered. “Be sure to get some rest and food though, alright? And are all your injuries squared away?” 
 
    My three teammates shared a glance before they all nodded.  
 
    “My leg feels good as new,” Nike replied and jumped in place to demonstrate. 
 
     “Good.” I turned to Daya. “And your head?” 
 
    “Still on my shoulders.” The fox Demi-Human smirked.  
 
    “But no nausea, headaches, dizziness?” I listed off as I narrowed my eyes at her.  
 
    “No, Lord Evan,” she laughed dryly, “I am fine, we all are. As you well know, your healing ability is quite powerful.” 
 
    “No harm in double checking.” I grinned. “Now, go on. Go get some food.” 
 
    The three of them smiled tiredly, and Nike clapped me on the shoulder before they trudged off toward the kitchens.  
 
    “Can I stay with you, Lord Evan?” Marina asked sweetly from beside me.  
 
    “Of course.” I smiled down at the beautiful dryad and held out my arm.  
 
    She giggled and latched onto me, and then we made our way over to my parents and her sisters.   
 
    “Hey, Pops, what’s going on?” I asked when I reached them. 
 
    “Not much, just haven’t heard anything about the tunnels yet,” he replied with an easy smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Polina and Trina were telling me you ran into a creature down there? Is everyone alright?”  
 
    “We’re fine, we handled it,” I said with a nod. “Cal was nearly food, but he’s alright now. Plus, I found a room full of treasures and artifacts that I think belonged to Hatra’s nobility a thousand years ago.” 
 
    “Really?” Julia asked as she fanned herself, and her blue eyes were wide with interest.  
 
    “Yeah,” I grinned, “I can show it to the two of you and Moskal later. You might recognize something.” 
 
    Ruslan wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “That’s my son. Always able to handle anything that gets thrown his way. You make your old man proud.”  
 
    “Thanks, Pops,” I laughed and pulled out of his grip.  
 
    “How was the second tunnel?” Trina asked as she bounced over and latched onto my arm. “Did you find any other monsters? Or more gold?”  
 
    “No, but we did find these.” I pulled the bags off my shoulder and held them out to my parents. “Do you recognize them? We found them inside the tunnels, along with food and blankets. I think someone had been living down there. Daya and Nike think it might have been dumb kids, but that doesn’t feel right to me. I think there’s something I’m missing, I just can’t figure out what it is.” 
 
    Ruslan grabbed two of the bags while Julia reached for the third. Then they inspected the packs for a minute as they pulled out some of the parchment and clothes from inside.  
 
    “I can’t say they look familiar to me, but granted I’m not one to stare at someone’s luggage,” Ruslan answered.  
 
    “I don’t recognize them either, sorry, Evan,” Julia said as she handed the bag back to me.  
 
    “Don’t be, I knew it was a long shot, I just figured I’d ask,” I reassured them and shouldered the bags again. “Has the outskirts group come back yet?”  
 
    “Not yet, I would assume they’ll be back soon, though,” Julia responded before she wrinkled her nose. “You might want to clean up a bit before you see them. You smell like ash and look terrible. Are you sure you’re alright?”  
 
    “I’m fine, Mother,” I teased with a grin. 
 
    Her hand pulled at the hole in my shirt, and she sighed. “I’ll mend this for you later.”  
 
    “Thanks, and I think I’ll take your advice and go shower. I feel gross after being underground all day.”  
 
    “That’s understandable,” Ruslan chimed in. “You’re a dragon, you wouldn’t like being trapped under the earth for too long. You need open skies, not confined spaces.”  
 
    “Sure, Pops. And it totally didn’t have anything to do with the giant killer mole.” 
 
    Ruslan chuckled, and I talked with my parents and the dryads for a few minutes before I stepped away.  
 
    “I’m going to get cleaned up,” I excused myself. “And I want to check on the prisoners before Laika and Alyona return. Something isn’t sitting right with me about this stuff we found in the tunnels.”  
 
    “Awww, you’re leaving so soon?” Polina whined while her sisters pouted next to her.  
 
    “We barely got to see you, Evan!” Marina agreed. “Promise you’ll find us later so we can talk!” 
 
    “I promise, ladies,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Goodbye, Lord Evan!” Trina’s voice chimed as she grabbed me around the waist and clung to me.  
 
    Her two sisters joined in seconds later, and I laughed as I weaseled my way out of their embrace. 
 
    “I’ll come find you three when I have some spare time, okay?” I told them. 
 
    All three of them frowned but nodded quickly before they grouped together to comfort each other.  
 
    I waved goodbye and walked the short distance back to the temporary palace. Then I tossed the bags into my room, grabbed a change of clothes, and took a long hot shower. Once I was finished, I left the palace and headed back toward the airship.  
 
    There were a few guards on duty as I passed through the entrance, and they nodded respectfully to me. I continued inside to look for Pyotr, who was the only one beside Laika that would have a key to the cells. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” I heard someone shout. 
 
    I turned toward the noise and saw Leon through an open doorway sitting with Cal and Daya. I waved and made my way over to them. 
 
    “Hey, Leon, you need something?” I asked.  
 
    “Cal and Daya were just telling me about the monster you fought in the tunnels,” he replied with a smile. “I thought you might want to chime in and take some of the glory.” 
 
    “How ever they want to tell the story is fine with me,” I laughed. “I’m sure it’s the truth. But I’m actually here for Pyotr. Do any of you know where I could find him?” 
 
    “He was training some of the Hatra citizens last I saw him,” Daya answered, and it seemed like she had showered as well, since she was free of the dirt and stench of the tunnels. 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll see you all later.” I offered a wave before I turned and walked around the ship to the training deck.  
 
    Pyotr was still training the citizens when I arrived, and most of them were young adults. The older wolf Demi-Human barked orders at the citizen trainees while they sparred against trained guild members, but his gray ears turned toward the sound of my footsteps as I walked into the room. 
 
    “Lord Evan,” he greeted, but his eyes stayed on the trainees as they fought. “How may I help you?”  
 
    I watched the citizens as well, and I was slightly impressed by how much they had improved since I last saw them training with Laika. 
 
    “I need the keys to Aleksey’s cell,” I replied after a moment. 
 
    “Why?” Pyotr finally turned his head to look at me. “The man’s been comatose since we burned his tattoo off.”  
 
    “I found evidence of people living in the tunnels. I just want to make sure everything is still okay.”  
 
    Pyotr’s eyes narrowed before he turned around toward the group and barked out an order. “Take a break! I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”  
 
    The training stopped immediately as the guild members halted their movements and lowered their weapons.  
 
    “Yes, sir!” they replied in unison before they broke formation and walked to the side of the room to rest on the benches. The citizens awkwardly followed after them and chatted together.  
 
    “Come on then,” Pyotr led us from the training deck, “let’s get some answers.” 
 
    Pyotr and I left the others behind as we walked silently. When we reached the door to Aleksey’s cell, Pyotr pulled out a set of keys that he kept on his person at all times. Then he unlocked the door and swung it open, and I followed him inside.  
 
    Aleksey was on the floor, as he had been for the past few days, unconscious.  
 
    I felt out with my healing magic and called upon Miraya to give me a boost. I could sense my power as it travelled through his body and back to me, and the words that gave me a clear update on his health appeared quickly.  
 
    Classification: Human 
 
    Condition: Comatose (reason unknown)  
 
    Priority: None  
 
    Danger: None  
 
    Status: Comatose  
 
    I groaned in irritation at the lack of information. Aleksey was fine, but I couldn’t heal him, no matter how hard I tried. 
 
    I don’t sense anything wrong with him, Miraya whispered in my head.  
 
    “There has to be something.” I frowned at her words. “Do you think it’s another geas, like the one on the rest of the Green Glass Sect prisoners we have?” 
 
    Pyotr gave me a strange look as I apparently talked to myself, but he made no comment. 
 
    There is nothing, it must have something to do with his mind, the spirit sword replied. The others have a curse on them, and I can feel it, but with this one, there is nothing. It’s like he’s sleeping and refuses to wake.  
 
    “Do you have any ideas on what to do?” I asked the spirit. “We need to talk to him.”  
 
    Talk to the princess, there might be a way for her to help. I’m sorry, Evan. There is nothing I can do here.  
 
    “Damn it,” I growled, and I could feel scales crawl up my arms. “This doesn’t make any sense! The Green Glass Sect had to do something to him. It’s not a coincidence that this happened as soon as we freed him of the tattoo.”  
 
    “The tattoo could have messed with his mind,” Pyotr offered. “This could be his mind’s way of protecting him. Maybe he doesn’t want to wake up.”  
 
    “Well, we need to figure out how to fix this. We need him. He could have information that could help us find and crush the Green Glass Sect.”  
 
    “We can find another way,” Pyotr rationalized as he placed a hand on my shoulder. “He couldn’t have been too high up in their hierarchy or else they would have made sure he was killed once we captured him. I’m sure he doesn’t know anything important enough to topple the sect in one blow.”  
 
    His words helped cool my anger, and I took a deep breath.  
 
    “You’re right,” I replied, “I know you are. I just found some evidence in the tunnels that I think could be connected to the sect. If I’m right, that means we could have sect members hiding within the city.”   
 
    “Then we’ll handle it. Between you, the guild, and the princess, only a fool would dare try to attack from inside the city. They would be overpowered in a second.” 
 
    I sighed and nodded. “I’m going to see if Laika and Alyona are back. Thanks for opening the door for me.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll be on the training deck again if you need me later.”  
 
    We left the room, and Pyotr locked the door behind us. Then we walked back to the training hall, and the older wolf went back to work. As soon as he entered the room, the guild members jumped up and returned to the mats, and the citizens trailed behind and began to spar once more. 
 
    I, on the other hand, continued through the airship as I made my way toward the exit. 
 
    The sun had finally begun to set as I walked down the ramp and back to the heart of the city. I headed toward the temporary palace and made my way to Alyona’s room. I knocked on her door, but there was no reply, so I frowned and returned to my room. Then I collapsed on my bed and closed my eyes. 
 
    After what felt like seconds, there was a frantic knock at my door.  
 
    “Evan? Are you in there?” Ravi’s voice was muffled behind the door, but it was tinged with worry. “We need your help!”  
 
    I jumped from my bed and threw the door open.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked quickly.  
 
    “Laika’s group hasn’t returned, and everyone is getting worried,” she panted as she stared up at me with wide blue eyes. Her orange hair burned slightly at the tips, and tiny embers fell onto the floor below.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I ordered, and my stomach twisted uncomfortably.  
 
    We ran from the room and out of the palace, and my parents were with Daya and Tion just outside. The sky was dark, and the moonlight shone down in a silver glow. 
 
    “What happened?” I demanded as soon as I joined the group.  
 
    “Laika and Alyona’s group is missing,” Daya replied evenly.  
 
    “They aren’t missing, they just haven’t returned,” Ruslan corrected her, but he wrung his hands, and his crimson ears twitched nervously atop his head. 
 
    “I’ll find them,” I growled as my heart hammered in my chest. “They can’t be too far from here.”  
 
    Then I took off toward the wall without waiting for a response.  
 
    The gates opened, and I tore out from the city proper and shifted immediately. I launched into the sky and set out toward the outskirts of Hatra, but then I saw a flash of blue and turned my head to see Ravi in her phoenix form fly up next to me.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked her in disbelief.  
 
    “The buddy system,” she replied as she flapped beside my head. “You can’t go alone, so I’m coming with you.” 
 
    I sighed and shook my massive head. “Fine, but stay close. Who knows what happened out here.”  
 
    I tried my best to ignore the worst scenarios as they ran through my mind. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine,” Ravi comforted me as she alighted atop my head. “Laika wouldn’t let anything happen to Alyona, and Alyona is powerful. They probably just got lost or something.” 
 
    I didn’t reply as we flew, but my worry clouded all my other senses. 
 
    It only took us a few minutes to reach the outskirts, and we slowed down our pace to inspect the area.  
 
    “There!” Ravi yelled after another few minutes. “I see them!” 
 
    She dove down off my head, and I released my breath when I saw both Alyona and Laika waving at us from below.  
 
    We landed nearby and shifted back into our human forms. Then I raced over to my lovers. 
 
    I hugged Alyona tightly when I reached her, and I couldn’t stop myself from seizing her lips in a possessive, worried kiss. Then I turned to Laika, pulled her to me as well, and slanted my mouth over hers. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” I asked when I pulled away and frowned at the warrior in my arms. “Where is everyone else”  
 
    “Sinkhole,” Laika explained quickly. “I’m guessing the tunnels dug out by the Itsumade made the earth weak in some points. We were unlucky enough to find one. Alyona and I were behind the group, so we were able to get back in time before we were swallowed up as well.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed.  
 
    “That’s terrible!” Ravi exclaimed. “You two are lucky you didn’t fall in as well. It would have taken us ages to find you then.” 
 
    Laika nodded. “I know, we are very lucky.” 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” I asked.  
 
    “For the most part,” Alyona answered. “I think there are a few broken bones, but everyone is alive.”  
 
    “Where are they? I can heal them before we get them out.”  
 
    “Over here, follow us,” Laika replied.  
 
    Ravi and I followed Laika and Alyona through the ruined streets toward a section of the outskirts where we had found Adyin’s body. They led us through the houses and stopped in front of the sinkhole that swallowed the group. It was about fifteen feet wide and thirty feet deep.  
 
    I peered over the edge and saw the rest of the group down in the hole, and they were covered in dirt and dust. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” I yelled down. 
 
    “Lord Evan?” a confused voice answered, but I didn’t recognize it. “We’re fine. Can you get us out of here?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me,” I called back. “Listen, we’re going to get you out, but first I’m going to heal any injuries.”  
 
    As I spoke, I sent my healing magic down in a wave of glitter and felt it brush over the group. Bones and wounds mended, and I heard several sighs of relief. When I was finished, I looked around the area.  
 
    “Have you tried anything to get them out?” I asked Laika. 
 
    “Not yet.” She shook her head. “We were looking for something to pull them out with when you found us.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you just come back to the city?”  
 
    She pursed her lips and sighed. “Alyona refused to leave them alone.”  
 
    I nodded. The princess was too kind for her own good.  
 
    “My dragon form is too big to carry them out, since I won’t be able to land down there. So, we need to find rope or something similar to pull them up with.”  
 
    “We haven’t found any rope.” Laika frowned. “We’ve been looking for hours.”  
 
    “Hang on, I might have some, actually.” I pulled a bag from my storage space. “Julia packed me a bag when I left for the phoenix tribe, and I’m pretty sure rope was inside.”  
 
    The bag was enchanted with its own storage space inside, so I liked to refer to it as my Mary Poppins bag. Right now, it was stuffed full of the treasures I’d found in the tunnels, but since it was a magic satchel, I simply had to reach in, focus on what I wanted, and pull out the rope. Then I stored the bag away with a grin and peered back into the sinkhole. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to toss some rope down, climb up the best you can. If you can’t do it, let the others climb ahead of you. We can pull you up once we have everyone else.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Evan!” someone replied from the depths of the sinkhole. 
 
    I tossed the rope into the hole, secured our end to an exposed post from a run down house, and gripped the rope tightly for good measure. 
 
    “Okay, we’re ready up here!” I called down. 
 
    A moment later, I felt tension in the rope and then heard the sound of feet as they scraped across the side of the sinkhole. 
 
    It was a slow process, and to get all eight members of the guild took nearly an hour, but we finally pulled the last member out, and we all let out a collective sigh.  
 
    “I’m sure you’re all tired and hungry,” I said as I looked around, “but we need to head back to the center of the city. You can take the day to rest tomorrow and continue to secure the area later.”  
 
    The guild members stood from where most had collapsed onto the ground after they climbed out of the hole. 
 
    “I’ll fly ahead and let the city know everyone is fine,” Ravi informed me. 
 
    “Thanks, I’m sure everyone is about ready to panic,” I said with a small laugh.  
 
    Ravi gave a short giggle before she vanished in a column of blue fire and shifted into her phoenix form. Then she took off back toward the center of the city in a blue blur.  
 
    “Sorry we caused you so much trouble, Lord Evan,” one of the guild members said to me. Her hair was a pale brown and cut short, and her soft brown eyes were bloodshot due to exhaustion. She was also covered in dirt and dust from the sinkhole, and her clothes were torn in several places. 
 
    “Don’t apologize, this wasn’t anyone’s fault,” I reassured her. “I’m just glad everyone is okay.”  
 
    She smiled softly and turned back to her comrades. Then we began the trek back toward the city. The trip took longer than usual with so many people, and the darkness that obscured most of the guild members’ vision didn’t help much. The human guild members tripped and stumbled over loose stones and branches from trees, but eventually, I summoned my flames to my hands just to prevent us from stopping any longer. 
 
    Nearly an hour later, we finally reached the walls around the main portion of Hatra. The gates opened, and we all slipped inside to find Ruslan, Ravi, and Daya waiting to greet us.  
 
    “I’m glad everyone is alright,” Ruslan said with a relieved smile. “We started to grow worried when we saw Ravi come back alone.”  
 
    “Is everyone still fit for duty?” Daya asked Laika.  
 
    “Yes, but they will rest tomorrow,” the wolf Demi-Human responded with a nod.  
 
    Daya bowed her head respectfully. “Of course, Guild Leader.” 
 
    Alyona looked ready to pass out on her feet, and I smiled as she blinked rapidly to keep her eyes open.  
 
    “I’ll take the princess to bed,” I said. “I’ll see the rest of you tomorrow.”  
 
    Then I wrapped an arm around Alyona’s waist, and she leaned against my side.  
 
    “Thanks for coming to rescue us,” my lover murmured sleepily.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked her as we walked toward our rooms at the temporary palace.  
 
    “I’m fine, just tired,” Alyona replied, but her voice trembled. “I was so worried when the sinkhole appeared. I thought for sure they had been killed.”  
 
    “Hey, everything was fine in the end,” I said soothingly as I squeezed her. “You should have come to get me as soon as the sinkhole happened, we could have gotten everyone out a lot sooner.” 
 
    “I couldn’t just abandon them,” Alyona argued with a frown. “They needed help, what if something had come for them while Laika and I were gone? I would have never forgiven myself!” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sure they appreciated you for staying at their sides,” I said, “I was just worried about the two of you. When Ravi told me your group hadn’t come back from the outskirts, I thought the two of you were dead.”  
 
    “Oh, Evan,” Alyona looked up at me with wide amethyst eyes, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about how that might seem to you. I feel terrible!”  
 
    “Alyona, it’s okay.” I leaned down and pressed a kiss to her smooth forehead. “Once I saw the two of you, I was fine. It wasn’t anyone’s fault, it was just a freak thing, and you were unfortunate enough to witness it.”  
 
    We reached the palace and slipped inside. Then I followed Alyona up to her room. We passed through her door, and I tucked her black forelocks behind her ears before I pressed a kiss to her lips.  
 
    I could feel her smile through the kiss, and I chuckled before I pulled away.  
 
    “I love you, Evan,” she murmured as she blinked up at me. “I’m sorry I worried you. I won’t let that happen again. I can at least send a message next time.” 
 
    I kissed her again. “I love you, too. A message would be fine. Just let me know you’re okay. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to either of you.”  
 
    “Nor I you,” the princess replied as she grabbed my hand and pressed it to her cheek. 
 
    I ran my thumb over the curve of her cheekbone. “But it’s late, and I’m sure you’re exhausted. Get some sleep, and I’ll see you in the morning.”  
 
    “Okay,” she replied in a tired voice, but then a small smile came to her face. “You can tell me all about your adventures in the tunnels tomorrow!” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “Daya is probably talking to Laika about it now, so it’s only fair I tell you.”  
 
    Alyona giggled and pulled away from me. Then she slipped behind her privacy curtain to change into a night dress and stepped out a few minutes later.  
 
    The dress she was wearing was a sheer lavender color, and I could see her milky skin through it. I swallowed thickly as my eyes trailed across her body, and I could feel my arousal tent my trousers.  
 
    “Goodnight, Evan.” Alyona gave me a coy smile. 
 
    I shook my head and cleared my throat. “Goodnight, Alyona. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    We both stood in silence for a few seconds before I took a deep breath and stepped back.  
 
    “Wait,” Alyona called out and grabbed my hand. “You can stay here tonight, if you’d like.” 
 
    I smirked. “Princess, are you trying to get me into bed?”  
 
    “What if I am?” she replied with a sly grin. “Would you say no?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I stepped closer and grabbed Alyona by her waist, “I was just making sure.”  
 
    I pressed a kiss to her lips, and her arms wound around my neck as she pulled me closer. Then we collapsed onto her bed, and Alyona giggled as I pulled the blankets over the top of us and kissed her deeply.  
 
    It had been a long day … but I was never too tired to please my future wife.  
 
    “You seem a bit excited today,” Alyona whispered as I trailed kisses down her neck.  
 
    I suddenly remembered the previous interruptions with Ravi, and I let out a huff.  
 
    “Don’t ask,” I said as I captured her lips in another kiss. “If anyone knocks on the door, we are going to ignore it.”  
 
    Alyona laughed again. “Deal.”  
 
    I kissed along her neck and down her chest, and I growled when the fabric of her dress interrupted me. I pulled Alyona up into a sitting position and ripped her dress over her head. I tossed it somewhere off to the side of the room, and then I continued to kiss along her skin and smirked when I could feel her sharp intake of breath. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as she let out another moan. 
 
    “I’m perfect,” she gasped out when I kissed a particularly sensitive spot.   
 
    I grinned against her pale skin, and one of my hands trailed along her thin frame and massaged her right breast. Then I moved my head down and kissed along her sensitive skin, and her head fell back as she bit her lip in pleasure.  
 
    “Evan,” she panted when I rolled my tongue over her pert nipples.  
 
    My left hand moved between us and slid between her thighs, and her body jerked in surprise as I slipped a finger inside her. I pulled away from her breast and pressed my face into Alyona’s neck as I held back a moan of my own.  
 
    “Gods,” Alyona moaned as I pulled my finger out and pushed back inside her. 
 
    She moved her hips forward in an attempt to gain more friction, but I tugged my finger out quickly and used my weight to push her down against the bed. 
 
    I kissed her deeply, and my hand rubbed against her wet lips. Then two of my fingers slipped inside while my thumb flicked against her swollen clit.  
 
    My kiss captured her loud moan, and I grinned wickedly. Then I pulled my finger away and pulled out of our kiss. Our eyes met, and I kissed my way down her body until I was between her thighs. Her breathing became erratic as I lowered my head to her velvet lips and moved my tongue between them, and my hands wrapped around her thighs as she bucked her hips beneath me. Then I pulled her legs apart and continued my ministrations against her.  
 
    “E-Evan,” she moaned, and her legs tightened around my head. 
 
    Her hands ran through my hair as her pleasure built up inside her, and I slipped my finger back into her pussy to help her tip over the edge. 
 
    Soon enough, she let out a scream of ecstasy that I was sure would wake up anyone nearby, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. Her thighs trembled as her orgasm ran through her, and her hands fisted into my hair and nearly pulled fistfuls of it out.  
 
    I pulled away from her with a grin, and she panted heavily under me. My cock was pressed painful against my trousers, and Alyona’s eyes wandered down to the bulge hungrily. She swallowed thickly before she sat up. Her naked body glistened with sweat, and her eyes were nearly black with how wide her pupils were blown with lust.  
 
    “Do you need any help, Lord Evan?” she purred. 
 
    My cock grew impossibly harder as she spoke.  
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind,” I responded with a smirk. 
 
    Alyona’s hands reached for the strings of the trousers, and she slowly untied the sloppy bow. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” she said, and her voice was as smooth as silk.  
 
    She pulled down my pants slowly and erotically, and her amethyst eyes remained locked with my own. My cock was finally freed from its confinement, and she pulled into a deep kiss. My mouth still tasted like her, and I groaned into the kiss while I pressed her back down onto the mattress. I quickly pinned her body beneath mine with my arms on either side of her before I slid my aching cock inside her.  
 
    I nearly groaned in relief as her velvet walls surrounded me. 
 
    “Fuck, Alyona,” I whispered in a strange voice into her ear. 
 
    Alyona let out a whine as I began to thrust slowly into her. One of my hands brushed her dark forelocks from her face, and I grinned down at her. Her amethyst eyes were closed in pleasure, and her mouth hung open slightly as she panted below me. Then I dipped down to kiss her deeply, and her hands wrapped around the back of my neck.  
 
    I could feel my climax as it began to build, and my thrusts became erratic and fast. Then Alyona’s grip around my neck tightened, and I could feel her walls begin to spasm. 
 
    “Evan!” she gasped out as she finally reached her orgasm, and she shuddered around me.  
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned as her orgasm tipped me over the edge. 
 
    I spilt my seed deep inside her womb and let my body collapse on top of her. She giggled slightly, and I rolled over and pulled out from her. The room reeked of sex, and I smiled in satisfaction.  
 
    “Well,” Alyona rolled over on top of me, “we should be resting after our eventful day, but that was a welcome distraction.”  
 
    I rolled my hips, and my cock rose in interest as her naked body writhed on my chest. 
 
    “Want to be distracted again?” I winked. 
 
    “I don’t know if--” Alyona began, but she cut herself off as I kissed along her stomach. “Okay, maybe one more distraction wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    I smiled against her skin and pressed her back down into the mattress again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I overslept the next morning, thanks to all the excitement of the previous night, and when I awoke, I was alone in Alyona’s room. She must have already started her day, so I vaulted from the bed, got dressed, and all but ran to the library. I was supposed to meet with my group to continue the exploration of the tunnels, and I was the last to arrive. The dryad sisters were already working to untangle the third passage from its thorny barrier, and Cal and Daya sat along the floor while Nike leaned against the wall beside them.  
 
    “Morning,” I greeted everyone. “Sorry I’m late. How’s it going?” 
 
    “No worries, I heard about the sinkhole last night, I’m glad everyone is okay,” Nike answered from his spot against the wall, and then he turned his attention to the dryads. “They were already down here by the time I arrived. They seemed to be really focused, so I didn’t want to disturb them, but I would assume they’ll be done shortly.” 
 
    I looked over to the sisters and nodded in agreement. “You’re right. The gap is almost big enough for us to crawl through.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll find any more monsters down there today?” Cal asked as he stood from his spot next to Daya. He stretched his limbs, and I heard a few of his joints give loud pops.  
 
    “It’s very possible, so we need to be sure we’re all on guard, I don’t want anyone getting hurt today,” I replied. “We had enough surprises yesterday. I should be able to protect us in case of a cave in, but we need to be cautious. Just because I can save us doesn’t mean we should intentionally put ourselves in harm’s way.” 
 
    Nike nodded, and Cal gave a thumbs up.  
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” Daya responded as she inclined her head. “We don’t need any other delays. With Laika’s group taking the day to rest, we already risk falling behind our schedule.”  
 
    I clicked my tongue. “We’ll be fine. We gave ourselves plenty of time to finish. I can always complete the outskirts alone, too. It would be faster and less risky for the others.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Daya intoned with a nod.  
 
    “Oh come on, lighten up, Daya.” Cal grinned. “We might find more monsters, but on the other hand, we might find more treasure!” 
 
    He showcased the silver dagger on his hip, the one I’d given him yesterday, to emphasize his point. 
 
    “I’m kind of with the kid on this one,” I chuckled as I rubbed my hands together, and visions of growing my hoard cycled through my head. “I’m excited to see what we’ll find.” 
 
    Just then, there was a collective sigh from the dryads as they finished up their work. 
 
    “Okay,” Trina turned to us, “all done.” 
 
    Her sisters stepped back and leaned against the sides of the tunnel opening. Then they slowly slid down the walls and sat on the floor. 
 
    “We will wait here for you to finish.” Polina waved a tired hand at us as we passed by, and she leaned her head against Marina, who had her eyes closed.  
 
    “Thanks for your help. We’ll see you in a couple of hours.” I returned the wave as I passed the two sisters while Trina collapsed on the other side of Marina and placed her head on her shoulder.  
 
    As we stepped into the darkness of Tunnel C, I noticed small torches jutted out along the sides of this tunnel, so I summoned my flames and lit the torches on either side. They caught quickly and burned bright enough to illuminate the path for about twenty feet before more torches were set up. 
 
    “Look Nike, you’ll be able to see easily down this one,”  I laughed, and he rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Make fun all you want, but these torches will come in handy,” he said. “They can show us which way we came from if we come to another split in the path. If we run into too many splits in the trail, we could get lost. These torches could save our lives.”  
 
    I glanced at Daya and Cal, who both gave Nike unimpressed looks before they turned back to me. Then Cal rolled his eyes dramatically, and I smirked. 
 
    “I don’t think a torch will save our lives, Lord Nikolaus, if anything, they will draw the attention of things that lurk here,” Daya cautiously warned us as she narrowed her eyes toward the flames.  
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I assured her. “We’re here to find any dangers to the city. If there is anything down this tunnel, it’s only a matter of time until it finds us or we find it. If fire draws it out, that makes our job easier.”  
 
    Daya held her tongue, but still looked irritated when Cal nudged her with an elbow. 
 
    “Come on, Daya. Evan’s right. I mean, I lured that mole creature out yesterday, and everything worked out fine!”  
 
    Daya turned her head to look at Cal with a raised brow. “You were nearly a snack for that monster.” 
 
    “I was fine,” the snake argued, “Evan was a badass and saved me.” 
 
    “Lord Evan,” Daya corrected, “and we all saved you.”  
 
    “You two were there, no offense,” Cal said to Nike, who shrugged, “but Lord Evan was the one who found me, and he killed the monster.”  
 
    Their argument continued as we walked, and Nike and I eventually drew ahead and tried our best to tune them out.  
 
    “I wonder if they are always like this,” Nike mused as we walked. 
 
    I looked back to see Cal laugh at Daya’s annoyed expression.  
 
    “I would guess so, since Cal really knows how to get under her skin,” I replied.  
 
    “He’s young. I think all teenagers know how to get under the skin of those who hold authority over them.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” I laughed. “I don’t know how my aunt raised me alone. I was a nightmare of a teenager.”  
 
    “As was I.” Nike grinned, and the flickering of the torches along the wall cast his face into stark relief. “There were times I was sure my father was ready to kill me or, at the very least, renounce me as his heir. Unfortunately for him, I was chosen by the Sword of Light when I was two, and Aine’s authority surpassed my father’s, so there was no threat he could actually go through with.”  
 
    “Wait,” I replied with wide eyes. “Your father didn’t give you the Sword of Light? I thought it was supposed to be handed down the family line.” 
 
    “It is.” Nike nodded. “I was two when my grandfather died, and then my father took up the sword but was rejected. I am my father’s only heir, so when it rejected him, they handed Aine to me. Obviously, I was chosen, and they immediately began to groom and train me to be a living weapon. Not the best childhood, I might say, but effective. I am unparalleled in my swordsmanship.”  
 
    He pulled out Aine with a dramatic flourish and smirked as he spun the sword around in his hand.  
 
    “Was your father angry with you?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Nike was quiet for a brief moment. The halls around us began to grow dark, so I took advantage of his silence to use my fire magic on the next few lines of torches. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” the noble finally responded, “I’m sure he was disappointed, but he never changed his attitude toward me. He wasn’t outwardly angry, but he was never openly proud either. He wanted to be chosen, and I stole that chance from him. I am still his son, though, so he is happy that I was chosen instead of someone else, which I am sure was a concern since I was so young.” 
 
    “Can that happen? The sword can choose someone that isn’t nobility?” 
 
    “It’s not common, but yes.” Nike nodded. “I think it has only happened once throughout all history, but it is always possible.”  
 
    “That would … ” I trailed off as I glanced down at the dirt.  
 
    There were several sets of footprints along the ground, and they were headed in the same direction as us.  
 
    Nike stopped on my right, and I heard Daya and Cal step up on my left, but their petty argument was forgotten. 
 
    “Who else has been down here?” Nike asked with a frown. 
 
    “No one, at least no one should have been,” I responded as I looked back to check the ground behind us. “How far back do these footprints go?” 
 
    Everyone else turned around as well. The tracks were entwined with our own, but we quickly retraced our steps. We only walked back for a few minutes before the different tracks vanished, though.  
 
    “They could be old footprints,” Daya rationalized. “We are deep enough into the tunnels that the air might not reach this area to blow the tracks away. We don’t know for certain these are the marks of an enemy. There have been reports of caves with muddy tracks that were created thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “This ground isn’t muddy, though, and we are never that lucky, so we need to follow them and find out where this person was headed,” I told everyone as I turned back around. “Be on guard. They could still be down here.” 
 
    We cautiously stepped forward, and I continued to light the torches as we walked. We were all silent for an hour before we came across a split in the tunnel.  
 
    “The tracks go right,” I said and turned in that direction.  
 
    The others followed closely behind me as we crept along the path in the dark, since the torches didn’t extend to this section of the tunnels.  
 
    I summoned a small flame to my palm for Nike, and while we slowly walked forward, we silently listened for signs of danger. I could hear Daya sniff loudly as she tried to catch any kind of strange smell, while Cal’s forked tongue would flick out as he tasted the air.  
 
    “Wait,” Daya called out after a long while, “I smell something,”  
 
    I sniffed the air while Cal flicked his tongue, and then we both furrowed our brows in confusion.  
 
    “What is it?” Nike asked us.  
 
    I looked at the two Demi Humans before I answered. “It’s air. Fresh air, like we are about to step outside into the forest.” 
 
    “Do you think it could be magic again, like the enchantment on the treasure vault?” Nike asked as he blinked a few times in surprise. “Maybe someone who can control plants or air?”  
 
    “It doesn’t smell like magic, nor can I sense magic around,” Daya responded. 
 
    “The air composition has changed, too,” Cal added. “We are getting closer to fresh air. Before, the air inside the tunnel was stale and old. Now, it’s fresh and clean. It’s nice.”  
 
    “How is that even possible?” Nike wondered out loud. 
 
    We walked further ahead until we reached the end of the tunnel. Then a strong breeze blew through the passageway and whipped my hair around my head. I ran my free hand through my hair to straighten it out, and Nike chuckled beside me before I sent him a glare and extinguished the flame in my hand. Light still dimly illuminated the area, though, and I jerked my head upward to find the source.  
 
    There, about ten feet above us, was a square of dim light that broke through the dirt.  
 
    “What the hell?” I said quietly as I gazed upwards.  
 
    A ladder was folded up along the ceiling, and a long rope attached to a metal hoop and fell down onto the dirt a few feet in front of us. 
 
    “It’s a door,” Daya said bluntly from beside me.  
 
    “Yeah,” I answered, “but where does it lead?” 
 
    To more treasure, perhaps? My pulse kicked up a notch at the notion, and a low, quiet growl resounded in my chest.   
 
    I walked forward, and when I reached the rope, I gave it a sharp tug. The door above us rattled, but stayed in place. I tugged again, and this time dirt fell, and small stones rattled to the floor.  
 
    I frowned and tugged a third time, and I could feel the door give way a fraction of amount as more dirt shifted above us. Then I wrapped the rope around my hand and pulled down hard, and with a groan, the door was pulled open, and the ladder unfolded and fell quickly to the ground. Dust and dirt billowed around the tunnel as sunlight illuminated the area. We all coughed as the air cleared, and then we all looked up. 
 
    “Okay, well I got it opened,” I coughed out. 
 
    I walked forward, grabbed the first rung of the ladder, and tested its strength. Then I hoisted myself up and began to climb.  
 
    “I’m coming with you.” Nike climbed up after me. 
 
    “You two wait here,” I called down to the Demi-Humans. “We’ll let you know if it’s safe.” 
 
    Daya nodded while Cal huffed and crossed his arms.  
 
    “Fine,” I heard him snort.  
 
    I climbed up the ladder quickly and looked outside. The trap door opened up next to a giant tree with shrubbery around it. I jumped out quickly, and Nike gracefully pulled himself out next to me. 
 
    “Where are we?” Nike asked as we both looked around.  
 
    The area was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. I knew this was the forest by Hatra, it was the only thing that made sense, but the forest was giant, and I had no idea how far we had walked.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I said to Nike as I pulled aside some of the bushes to step into the forest. 
 
    I surveyed the area around us before I found a small clearing in the trees, and then I quickly ran over it. Once I was there, I shifted into my dragon form and tore off into the sky. I could survey the area a lot more clearly from the air.  
 
    Once I rose above the forest, I quickly located Hatra in the distance. The city wasn’t too far away, maybe an hour or two east by foot. I looked around the area more before I suddenly recognized some of the landmarks. To double check, I quickly flew back toward Nike and to the west. It didn’t take long for me to find what I was looking for, so I flew back to Nike and found Daya and Cal with him as well.  
 
    I landed in the clearing and shifted into my human form. Then I jogged back over to the others.  
 
    “So, good news,” I said as I approached. “We’re basically at the front door of the Asuran village. It’s maybe a five minute walk south.”  
 
    “That is good news.” Nike smiled.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of awesome,” I agreed with a grin. “We could use this route for a number of things. It’s a great find. It’s not a room full of treasure, but I’m still more than happy with it.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s the good news, what’s the bad news?” Daya asked with a cocked eyebrow.  
 
    “There could be more tunnels like this,” I answered, and I pursed my lips as my grin faded. “Which means we could very well be attacked and not know until it’s too late.”   
 
    “We need to find all of the paths,” Nike replied, “before someone else tries to get inside the city.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said before I walked around the tree and hummed. “This is nice, though, you can’t even tell a door is there. The tree hides it from behind, and the shrubbery keeps it hidden from all sides. Unless you know it’s there, you wouldn’t be able to find it.”  
 
    “What about those footprints?” Nike asked. 
 
    I thought about it for a minute before I sighed. 
 
    “Maybe Daya was right, and they are old prints,” I said. “That door had obviously not been opened for a long time. I doubt anyone has used this entrance for decades, if not centuries. Why would someone walk all the way down there to ignore the exit? It doesn’t make any sense.”  
 
    I had a bad feeling as I said the words, though. Something was going on, and I needed to figure out what it was before it was too late.  
 
    “So, now what do we do?” Cal asked from behind me. 
 
    “Come, we should head back and finish up,” I decided and winked at him. “Maybe we can find more tunnels down there. And more treasure.”  
 
    I pushed aside the shrubs, followed everyone down into the hole, and shoved the ladder back up. It folded in on itself as the trapdoor closed, and we were left in darkness. It took my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the lack of light, but once I could easily see, I turned to retrace our steps.  
 
    “Okay, so we know there is at least more than one way to enter the tunnels,” I said. “We can finish up here quickly, but afterwards we should head back to the city to alert the Elders and Alyona. They need to know about it, and we should probably leave guards with the dryad sisters if they want to wait for us in the library.”  
 
    I began to walk as the others followed close behind, and we were all silent, since we were still waiting for something or someone to attack. When we finally reached the area where lit torches still burned, I shook my palm, and the flame I held vanished into a puff of smoke.  
 
    Nike was the first to turn down the next path, and we followed after him. Torches lined this tunnel, so I quickly summoned fire to them, and they once again began to light our way. This passage gradually began to incline, and the dirt at our feet became rocky and hard. Then a water and damp smell began to make its way toward us.  
 
    “I think this path has another exit,” Nike said plainly.  
 
    We all gave silent nods of agreement as we cautiously continued forward. The walls slowly began to grow more narrow as we walked, and within a half hour, the tunnel was only wide enough for one of us to walk single-file. I led the group forward, and the walls became so narrow both of my shoulders brushed the walls beside me, but we continued on. My anxiety began to creep in, though, but I ignored it the best I could.  
 
    Finally, after what felt like an hour of the claustrophobic walk, the path began to widen again. I could hear the sounds of running water nearby, and a bright light appeared. Then the tunnel opened up into a massive cavern inside the mountains. Judging by our climb, we had to be near the top. A large waterfall poured from the left side of the cave and fed into a narrow river that wound around the area and then fell off a ledge into a smaller waterfall. There was a large opening toward the very top of the mountain, about fifty feet above us, that let in sunlight to illuminate the cave.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered. “First the trap door, and now this?” 
 
    Nike seemed to understand where we were, though, if the look in his eye was any indication, and he let out an impressed sigh as he took in the cavernous area.  
 
    “This is an escape route for royalty,” he explained. “The first tunnel that led to the forest is either a decoy or the passage civilians would use in case of an attack on the city. It would get everyone out quickly, though the ladder could prove to be troublesome. Only one person could leave at a time, so there is probably another path for civilians. This route narrows too much for a large group to quickly escape from, but for just a few souls, it would be perfect. Armies couldn’t follow through, and if they tried, their armor would slow them down. The lords and ladies could use this to escape while the army would follow after the much easier targets: the civilians. Once here, the nobles could have horses ready to lead them away. They would have used the water in the caves to mask their scent, and the waterfall would hide the noise.” 
 
    “Where are we now, though?” I asked as I looked around. “In relation to Hatra.” 
 
    “We’re in the mountains near the city,” Nike answered. 
 
    I glanced around in surprise. This was near where I first appeared in this world. In fact, if this was the mountain side closest to the city, we probably weren’t too far away.  
 
    “That makes sense,” I murmured. “The path through the mountains would be hard for enemies to cross unless they were familiar with the area. Do you think there are more of these kinds of passages then?”  
 
    “I’m sure there are.” Nike nodded. “Like I said, the first path we found was probably a decoy. Those footprints might even be enchanted to last for an eternity to distract enemies into following down the wrong path.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying the footprints were a trick,” I replied, “and we fell for it.”  
 
    Nike shrugged. “It’s a good thing we did. That means they worked.”  
 
    I guess the noble had a point, but something about all of this still didn’t seem right. I pushed away the unease, though, and looked around. I needed to see if there was a way out of here.  
 
    I shifted into my dragon form, since there was more than enough room to get across the river, and then I climbed up some rocky formations and headed toward the opening at the top of the cavern. The opening was large enough that my dragon body could easily fit through the exit, so I walked outside and gazed at the view. Hatra wasn’t visible from this point, but I knew it was just beyond the green forest that laid in front of me. The opening dropped off into a steep cliffside, and I was careful to not get too close to the edge. The mountain range surrounded us, and the white snow-tipped peaks were just visible beneath the clouds. The mountain we were currently inside of was small, though, and the others easily towered over it.  
 
    I poked my head back inside the cave and looked back at my friends, who were all on the other side of the river.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I called over to them, and then I jumped off the ledge and let myself free fall for a few seconds before I beat my wings and took off into the sky.  
 
    As I glided through the air, I surveyed the area below me. I could see a few more caves along the mountainside, but I quickly realized none of them would work for an exit. It must be further down the mountain range or along the opposite side, but either way, I didn’t have time to find it today. 
 
    Instead, I flew to the very top of the highest peak before I landed on the cold snow. Thin white clouds created condensation on my scales, and I shook by body and sent tiny droplets scattering off in all directions. I could see the tops of the clouds, and in some areas where the clouds were thin, I could see the forest beneath me. Then I looked to the other side of the mountains, to a part of Rahma I had never seen before.  
 
    The entire area was green, and grass and trees filled the land as far as my eyes could see. A river wound its way through the green landscape like a jagged blue tear, and it emptied into a lake within the center of the landscape.  
 
    It was incredible, and one day, it would all be mine. I would rule this world, and I would ensure that no one and nothing would ever stand in my way. I would destroy the Green Glass Sect soon, and together Alyona and I could figure out how to seal The Breach. It was only a matter of time.  
 
    I let myself enjoy the view for a few minutes before I sighed and returned to the cave. Then I landed easily, crossed the river, and shifted back into my human body.  
 
    “I couldn’t find an exit for this cave besides that hole in the ceiling,” I told the others, “which isn’t really useful unless you have wings, but maybe we can send a team down here to investigate.”  
 
    Daya nodded. “The guild has a few members who were born and raised in the mountains just like this before they joined us. I can speak to Laika when we return. We can send them to find all the secrets of these mountains.”  
 
    “Thanks, but that’s not a top priority, I’m more curious than anything,” I told her. “But maybe once I return from my campaign, that is something we can look into. For now, we should probably head back and report all of this.”  
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” she answered and whistled loudly. “Cal, come on.”  
 
    Cal turned toward us from where he had been inspecting different stalagmites along the floor.  
 
    “This place is cool, we could use this as a secret base or something,” the snake said as he joined us.  
 
    “I don’t think it will work as a base, but it could be a shelter in case of an attack,” I mused. “We can send the elderly, women, and children here. They’ll be out of harm’s way, and once we find the other exits, I can seal them off so it will be a secure area. We can create something to block off this exit too, so once our people are through, no one else can get inside. There’s water here so we would just need to worry about food.”  
 
    Nike nodded thoughtfully. “We have a similar setup in Leyte. We have an underground bunker for those who cannot fight. It has enchanted doors that can only be opened from the inside once it’s sealed to make sure no one can get in once it has been shut. Maybe we could implement something like that here.” 
 
    “That would be awesome, do you know what the enchantment is or have a way of getting a hold of it?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    “I can send a message to my father once we are back in Hatra. I’m sure he can find the spell.” 
 
    “Perfect, thank you, Nike,” I said, but then I sighed as we approached the tunnels. I did not look forward to the tight space again.  
 
    Thankfully, we made our way back through the claustrophobic area much faster than before. Torch light finally came back into view, and we all took deep breaths of the dusty tunnel air as the ground below our feet returned to dirt. 
 
    “I really hope we never have to do that again.” Cal shuddered. 
 
    “As long as you are able to fight, you won’t need to,” Daya answered.  
 
    “I know, it’s just … those kind of tight spaces freak me out.” Cal looked back through the tunnel with disdain, and Daya followed his eyes.  
 
    “Then I suggest you ensure this city never needs to use them,” she replied sharply.  
 
    Cal stood up a bit straighter as he nodded. “Of course. It is my duty to the guild to ensure the safety of Hatra.”  
 
    Daya gave him a weary look, like she expected him to make a joke, but he didn’t, so she eventually turned away from him and continued down the illuminated path. 
 
    As we went, I pulled the flames from the torches so darkness followed behind us. The walk was quiet for an hour or so as we all enjoyed the silence, but then it was broken by Nike, who strolled a bit ahead of me.  
 
    “What will you do with these tunnels for now?” he asked. “I know you plan to use the cave one day as a safe house or sorts, but what about the exit near the Asuran village? Do you want to board it up?”  
 
    I didn’t reply for a few minutes as I thought. 
 
    “No,” I finally answered. “I want to keep it open. The mines are in the process of reopening, maybe we can use these tunnels to move materials below ground so nothing can attack them.”  
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Nike said and thoughtfully rubbed his chin. “They can be useful for the workers who will live there as well. They can use the tunnels to save some time traveling back and forth, and it would be safer for everyone. We’d need to add some equipment to the entrance so they could load up materials, though. Maybe a type of pulley system.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “We can bring some carts down here, too.”  
 
    “Hatra will be restored to its former glory before you know it,” Nike said with a grin. “Once you can mine the orichalcum again, traders will come from all over the world to get ahold of it. You’ll be on the map once more.”  
 
    “That’s the plan,” I chuckled. “We need to be on the map again so we can start an economy here.”  
 
    “Don’t worry too much about it,” Nike assured as he fell into step beside me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “This city is already on its way to greatness. In no time, you will have everything you ever wanted. Hatra will once again be known as one of the greatest cities in Rahma, so you should be very proud of your work here.”  
 
    “Thanks, Nike.” I smiled. “That means a lot coming from a fellow lord.” 
 
    He pulled his hand back and grinned. “Of course, brother.” 
 
    The four of us chatted away for the next hour or so before we finally reached the entrance to the library. The dryad sisters were still there, and they sat in a triangle as they played some kind of game with small wooden marbles.  
 
    “Welcome back, Evan!” Marina yelled from her spot and waved frantically.  
 
    “Thanks, Marina, what are you three playing?” I asked her. 
 
    “It’s a game we created as children, but we never named it,” she replied, and then her green eyes sparkled brightly. “Anything fun happen today? Did you fight another beast? Find any more pretty jewels.” 
 
    “It went well, actually,” I chuckled. “We didn’t find any beasts, or treasure, but we did find some secrets passageways.” 
 
    All three sisters turned to me with wide green eyes.  
 
    “Secret passages!” Polina shouted as she jumped up, ran over, and clung to my arm. “How exciting! Tell us all about them!”  
 
    The rest of the sisters circled around me, and their game was left forgotten. 
 
    “We only found two,” I said with an indulging smile, “but we think there will be more as we continue to search. One led into the mountains, and the other led into the forest, near the Asuran village.”  
 
    “I can’t believe it!” Trina squealed as she squeezed my bicep. “You must show us!”  
 
    “Yes, you must Evan!” Marina begged. “Please!”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll show it to you, I promise,” I laughed and pulled my arms free from the excited dryads, “but first, I need to talk to Alyona and Laika about this. It could be dangerous, as cool and exciting as it is. This could be a way for enemies to infiltrate the city without our knowledge. So, we need to be vigilant and make sure we figure out a way to use these new passages without it being a risk for the city.”  
 
    The three sisters quelled their excitement and nodded.  
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” Trina replied stoically. “We would never want to do anything that could be a risk for the city.” 
 
    “Maybe we can see the passages after we talk to Alyona an Laika?” Marina asked hopefully.  
 
    Trina elbowed her hard in the ribs.  
 
    “Ow! Trina!” Marina glared before she returned her attention to me. “But of course, I don’t mind if we need to wait. You know better than anyone how to keep us all safe.”  
 
    I laughed at all three of them. “Tell you what, I’m sure Alyona and Laika will want to see the passages, too. You can come with us when we show them, alright?”  
 
    I took the high pitched squeals as a yes and hugged each of them as they threw their arms around my neck. 
 
    “Thank you!! I’m so excited!” one of them, I thought it was Marina, yelled in my ear.  
 
    “I’m so excited!” Polina cried. “We get to see a real secret passage!”  
 
    “It’s just like in those books Trina used to read!” Marina added.  
 
    Trina blushed and frowned at her sisters before she whispered frantically at them. The other two rolled their eyes, but let the matter drop. 
 
    I chuckled fondly at their antics, and the seven of us left the library in search of Alyona and Laika. I also sent a message to Ruslan to alert him that we were finished for the day and that we had something important to talk about. 
 
    My stomach was still uneasy about the passages, but I brushed it off as nerves. Anyone would be nervous about strange secret passageways. It didn’t mean anything.  
 
    Or so I told myself. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    It was late afternoon when Daya, Cal, Nike, and I made our way toward the airship to find Laika and Alyona. I knew Laika would want to stay close to her comrades who had fallen into the sinkhole, which meant she would most likely be around here somewhere. Alyona and Laika were also never too far apart, so if Laika was here, Alyona probably was, too.  
 
    Surprisingly, Ruslan, Julia, and Moskal met us at the entrance of the ship and walked with us inside.  
 
    “Wow, you guys got here quick,” I told them with a tired smile.  
 
    “Everything alright, son?” Ruslan asked with a worried look. “Your message sounded urgent.” 
 
    “Fine, Pops. We just found something in the third tunnel. Something that could be helpful or could potentially be a big threat.” 
 
    Julia and Moskal shared a surprised look, and Ruslan’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “How bad of a threat?” my father asked hesitantly. 
 
    “I’ll explain everything in a minute,” I assured him, “I want to tell everyone at once.” 
 
    Laika and Alyona were inside the airship on the training deck, and Alyona stood on the side with her nose in a book while Laika oversaw the training.  
 
    I recognized some of the trainees from yesterday. Today, they seemed to be working on their stance and mobility, and Laika barked orders and corrected their positions as she weaved her way through the group. Each member held a long stick in their hands, and a training dummy was stationed in front of them.  
 
    When Alyona realized we had returned, she closed her book with a snap, and a bright grin spread across her face.  
 
    “Evan! You’re back!” She ran over to us, and her dress billowed out behind her. Then she wrapped her hands around my neck and pulled me into a brief kiss.  
 
    “Hi, there,” I greeted with a smile when I pulled away. 
 
    “How were the tunnels today?” Alyona asked as she tucked herself into my side, and I wrapped an arm around her waist.  
 
    “They were good,” I chuckled. “I have a lot to tell you.” 
 
    Laika looked toward us and grinned at me. Then she turned back to the trainees and whistled loudly.  
 
    The trainees winced slightly, but they all stood at attention.  
 
    “Alright, that’s enough for now,” the wolf Demi-Human shouted. “Take a lunch break. Pyotr will continue your training after lunch.”  
 
    The group groaned slightly, and Laika smirked and gave a short laugh. 
 
    “Don’t let him hear you complain like that, he’ll give you twice the amount of work to do,” she warned.  
 
    The groups immediately fell silent, and Laika laughed quietly again.  
 
    “Dismissed,” she called over her shoulder as she walked over to a bag along the floor. Then she quickly packed up her gear.  
 
    The training group behind her immediately scattered around the room and toward the benches to collect their belongings and grab some food before their next session.  
 
    Suddenly, I caught a flash of orange from the group. 
 
    “Ravi?” I called out. 
 
    She spun on her heel and smiled with a wave. Then she ran over toward me. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I told Alyona as I kissed the top of her head.  
 
    “I’ll be here,” the princess replied while I moved away from her. 
 
    I met Ravi halfway, and she yanked me into a hug.  
 
    Her dark orange hair was pulled up into a ponytail, and instead of her robes, she wore leather armor, which I was sure the guild had loaned her. I took a moment to appreciate how the armor fit perfectly to her slim frame, and I licked my lips as I continued to look her over.  
 
    “Hi,” she said. Sweat gleamed on her forehead, and she panted slightly, but she was still breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing here?” I asked her. “And what are you wearing?” 
 
    “I want to learn how to be a better fighter,” she replied with a determined look. “I never got to train back home like this. If I want to live here, I should at least learn how to defend the city. I don’t want to depend solely on my magic to defend me, though, I want to learn how to fight.” Then she glanced down at the armor and smirked at me. “The guild let me borrow this. Do you like it?”  
 
    “I think it suits you.” I grinned hungrily but changed the subject so I wouldn’t ravish the phoenix right here and now. “How is the training going?” 
 
    “Well, today is my first day, so I’m not very good,” she admitted with a blush, “but I’ll keep training until I’m better.”  
 
    “Maybe I can give you a private lesson sometimes,” I offered with a suggestive smile. 
 
    “I don’t think we would do much training if you gave me a private lesson,” Ravi laughed.  
 
    “Probably not,” I confessed as I pulled her tight against me, “but would that be a bad thing?” 
 
    Ravi’s blue eyes glinted with mischief. “No, I don’t suppose it would.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Laika had finished with her gear and was walking toward the group.  
 
    “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” I said to Ravi with a smile. “I need to talk to Laika.”  
 
    “Is everything alright?” Ravi asked, and her brow knitted with concern. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s fine. I can tell you about it later. You should go enjoy your break.” 
 
    She slowly nodded. “Okay, fine. Promise you’ll tell me later?” 
 
    “Promise,” I assured her with a quick kiss.  
 
    “Okay. I’ll see you later. Bye.”  
 
    She kissed me once more before she took off out the door to join the other trainees for lunch. 
 
    I returned to the group and pulled Alyona into my side again, and Laika bowed respectfully at the Elders, Nike, and me.  
 
    “My lords and lady,” the wolf Demi-Human greeted, and then her head cocked to the side slightly. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    She glanced between all of us with a raised brow, and her tail twitched anxiously behind her as her ears swiveled atop her head.  
 
    “Evan and his group found something potentially dangerous in the tunnels,” Julia answered as she flicked her fan open and fanned her face. 
 
    “What happened?” my lover asked in a hushed voice as she gave a side eye to the trainees still lingering around the edges of the room. 
 
    I waited until the last of the trainees left before I answered. 
 
    “In the tunnels, there are secret passages to hidden entrances,” I explained. “One of them leads to a cave in the mountains, while the other we found led into the forest, near the Asuran village. We’re sure there are probably more, but we haven’t checked the rest of the tunnels.”  
 
    “Secret passages?” Ruslan clarified in confusion. 
 
    “Do you remember learning about anything like that from Tristan?” I asked.  
 
    “Not that I recall.” The fox shook his head, and he furrowed his brow as he seemed to rack his brain for any of his childhood memories. “My father didn’t tell me much of Hatra during her prime, he was more concerned with keeping the people safe and alive. He never spoke of the past.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Pops.” I placed a hand on his shoulder, and he sighed heavily. 
 
    “It seems my father liked to keep his secrets, even from me. I just wish he would have told me more about the city, so we could be better prepared for these things.”  
 
    I gave him a sympathetic smile but didn’t respond.  
 
    “So, what will we do about this?” Laika asked. “The tunnels could be a major threat to the city. We should seal them up.”  
 
    “I disagree,” Alyona responded from my side, and her cute face was scrunched in thought. “They could also be very beneficial to the city. I think we should use them.”  
 
    “What else should we know about them?” Laika sighed with a small shake of her head. “Are they safe?”  
 
    “Potentially,” Nike replied. “The passage to the cave should be secure, it slowly narrows into a path barely wide enough for one person, and from what we could find, there wasn’t another obvious way inside. The route that leads out into the forest could be a risk, though, not to mention any others that could exist that we haven’t found yet.”  
 
    “We should focus on searching the tunnels and see if any other passages lead out,” Ruslan said as he rubbed his chin, and his ears twitched slightly, but they were the only sign that gave away his stress. “We need to mark each entrance into the city so we can monitor and seal off any exits that would be deemed too dangerous.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, “we need to ensure the safety of the city, that is our first priority. We can send out several teams to finish off the tunnels and scout the area for any exits. We’ll just need a map so we can mark each passage.” 
 
    “I’ll grab some from the library when we go down,” Julia volunteered. 
 
    I nodded to her in acknowledgement. “Thanks. Moskal, do you mind helping Julia?”  
 
    “I’m happy to help wherever you need me,” the third Elder assured me.  
 
    “Good,” I replied. “While you two map the passages, I want you to keep track of which paths should be destroyed or sealed to prevent our enemies from taking advantage of the cracks in our defenses.”  
 
    “Of course.” Moskal nodded.  
 
    “How will we keep an eye on the passages we leave open?”  Daya asked with a frown. “Surely, that will still be a risk to the city?”  
 
    I looked down to Alyona, who was still tucked into my side. She felt the movement and turned her head up to me.  
 
    “Do you think you could create a permanent barrier around the passages to prevent anyone not welcome from getting inside?” I asked her. 
 
    “I shall try,” she hummed and crossed her arms. “The barrier I used for Ravi was only meant to be used once, but I can see if there is a way to amplify the spell and let it remain in place for a long period of time. I’ll look into it. If not, I will search the spell books for anything that could be useful.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I pressed a kiss to her cheek before I turned back to the others. “Laika, would you mind leading a group down into the tunnels?” 
 
    “Of course, Daya and Pyotr can each lead groups as well,” she immediately responded. “The outskirts can wait until the tunnels are complete.  
 
    “Pops, you want a group, too?” I asked him with a chuckle. “Don’t want you to feel left out.” 
 
    “I supposed I could manage that,” Ruslan laughed loudly and grinned.  
 
    “Good, I’ll take another group, and Nike, you can lead one, too,” I ordered. “We can finish as many tunnels as possible tomorrow, since I think it might be too late to start today. We don’t know how deep some of the tunnels will go, and we don’t need anyone out there after nightfall. We can start first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “What shall I do?” Alyona asked from her place at my side. “If I’m going to be needed to make the barriers, I’ll need to be able to reach any of you and your groups quickly.” 
 
    “You should stay here for now and continue researching,” I told her. “Once we know the tunnels are safe, we’ll bring you down to do your spell.” 
 
    “Alright,” Alyona agreed, and Nike, Laika, and Daya nodded as well.  
 
    “Okay, then,” I concluded, “I guess we can meet at the library at sunrise. Anyone have any questions?” I glanced around the group, but everyone remained silent. “Alright then, I’ll see you all in the morning.”  
 
    Nike, Ruslan, Julia, Alyona, and I left the airship to return to our rooms. As we walked, Nike caught a glimpse of some of the other Leyte citizens who had come on King Rodion’s orders. They waved to us all, and Nike broke away from the group. 
 
    “I'll see you in the morning,” he called back to us as he walked toward his friends. “I’ll head to bed and get some shut eye. We’re going to have a busy day tomorrow.”  
 
    “Have a good night,” Julia called after him. 
 
    He met up with the group and offered a small wave before they all headed to their cabin. 
 
    “We should offer them some of the houses,” Ruslan commented as we continued toward the temporary palace. 
 
    I nodded. “You’re right. They’ve done more than enough for us, it’s the least we could do.”  
 
    “Maybe they would like some of the new houses in a private section of the city, that way they can stay together and have privacy from the Hatra citizens,” Julia suggested with a smile. “Also, when they return home, they won’t leave their neighbors alone and isolated.”  
 
    “I’ll talk to Nike about it in the morning,” I chuckled. “I’m sure they’d appreciate having their own space again. They’ve all been stuck in that cabin for months, they have to be sick of each other at this point.”  
 
    “I’m sure it’s not ideal for any of them,” Ruslan laughed with me. “Especially when Raisa and Azra go on their tangents. They have a tendency to get a bit … passionate about their work.”  
 
    “Passionate is one word for it, I guess,” I snickered, “but they are brilliant, so we can’t say much about them.”  
 
    “That they are,” Julia agreed with a nod. “Their plans for the city are incredible. I’ve never seen anyone able to design such detailed work in a short time. It’s admirable.”  
 
    “That’s for sure,” I murmured and suppressed a yawn.  
 
    A comfortable silence spread between all of us as we walked. The sky had begun to grow dark as the sun set, and when the sun dipped just below the horizon, Julia spoke again. 
 
    “Hopefully, we can manage to stay on schedule even with this new additional work to the tunnels,” she mused.  
 
    “We have to,” I replied confidently. “We don’t have any other choice. We just have to hope there’s nothing inside the tunnels that can delay us further.”  
 
    Julia hummed and nodded. 
 
    “I’ll look for other spells that could help while I search for a way to extend the length of my barrier enchantment,” Alyona offered.  
 
    “You don’t have to push yourself,” I said softly. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” She rolled her purple eyes with a small smile. “I want to help in the best way I can, which is through my magic.”  
 
    I sighed since I knew there was no arguing with her, and we arrived at the temporary palace a few minutes later.  
 
    Ruslan and Julia turned toward their room once we walked inside.  
 
    “Goodnight, Evan, we’ll see you in the morning,” Julia said as she wrapped me in a hug.  
 
    “Night, Julia.” I returned the hug and turned to Ruslan. “See you in the morning, Pops.”  
 
    “Night, son,” Ruslan told me with a smile before he glanced at Alyona. “Night, Princess.”  
 
    “Goodnight, Lord Ruslan, Lady Julia,” Alyona replied sweetly as my parents entered their room and closed the door behind them.  
 
    I escorted Alyona to her own room and hesitated as I reached for the handle of her door.  
 
    “You’re not going to sleep, are you?” I asked and narrowed my eyes suspiciously at her. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” She looked down and shrugged. 
 
    I laughed at her guilty expression.  
 
    “I can stay up with you, if you’d like,” I offered. “I doubt I’ll be able to sleep anytime soon. I’m too wired about the passages. We can search for your spells together.”  
 
    Alyona smiled brightly and wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug. I could feel her press against me, and I swallowed thickly.  
 
    “Thank you, Evan, you are very thoughtful,” she replied, and her voice was coy.  
 
    She pulled away and bit her bottom lip as she smiled, and I could feel my arousal begin to tent my pants. I took a step forward and pressed her against the door. Then I pushed my lips against her, and she moaned into the kiss.  
 
    “Keep making sounds like that, and we won’t be doing much research,” I mumbled against her lips.  
 
    I’d just had the princess the night before, but my appetite was insatiable when it came to her.  
 
    “As much as I’d like to procrastinate,” she giggled, “I should probably do some research tonight.” 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed with mock sadness, “if you insist.” 
 
    Alyona laughed, and then we sat at her desk as we pored over her books. I read quickly, but I didn’t quite understand much of what I read. 
 
    “What about shield spells?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” Alyona answered without looking up from her book, “they aren’t permanent. We need something that can either last forever or can be recharged regularly. Most shield spells only last for a short time.” 
 
    I scanned through more pages.  
 
    “What about a guardian spell?” I suggested next. “It says it creates a barrier that if crossed, sends said person flying back twenty feet.” 
 
    “It could work, but those spells attack anyone who tries to break through. That would mean we’d have to take it down and replace it whenever anyone inside the city wanted to leave or return.”  
 
    “This is a lot harder than I thought it would be,” I sighed.  
 
    “I know how you feel,” Alyona laughed. “I’ve been poring over these books for months now, and I’ve only found a few spells that would be useful for us.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said as I reached across the desk and grabbed her hand. 
 
    “I just hate feeling so helpless.”  
 
    “You’re not helpless,” I argued. “You saved us from the echidnas. Without you, we’d probably still be fighting those nasty bugs.”  
 
    “Ravi helped too,” she reminded me with a smile. 
 
    “Okay, well you also saved Valerra and her egg when they were attacked.” 
 
    “My father saved her. I just kept her alive.” 
 
    I frowned. “Alyona, you’re incredible. Don’t let yourself ignore all your previous accomplishments because you are stuck right now.”  
 
    “You’re right,” she murmured and averted her eyes. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “I’m fine, it’s just stressful,” she sighed.  
 
    “You should get some rest.” I closed my book. “You can continue to research in the morning.” 
 
    She looked ready to argue, but she sighed and nodded. “You’re right. Maybe some sleep would do me some good.” 
 
    I stood from the desk and kissed her forehead. Then she stood up as well and walked toward her bed. She’d already changed into her nightgown, and she pressed a sweet kiss to my lips before she collapsed onto her mattress.  
 
    “Goodnight, Evan,” she called as I walked toward her bedroom door.  
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    “I love you,” she added with a yawn. 
 
    “I love you too, Alyona,” I said as I extinguished the flames from the candles and lanterns in her room. “I’ll see you in the morning,”  
 
    I shut the door behind me quietly and turned toward the empty hall. Then I saw a flash from the corner of my eye and turned my head quickly.  
 
    Nothing was there.  
 
    “I must be more exhausted than I thought,” I muttered to myself and shook my head.   
 
    But an unpleasant feeling settled in my stomach. 
 
    I made my way back down the stairs and toward my room quickly. I checked behind my back sporadically as I walked, though, since I had a strange feeling of being watched. I listened for any sounds, but I couldn’t hear anything, so I opened the door to my room and slipped inside quietly.  
 
    I walked to my bed, with plans to collapse and fall asleep, when my toes nudged something along the floor. It was one of the bags I had found inside the tunnels. I’d forgotten all about them.  
 
    With a sigh, I grabbed all three and opened them up. Their contents spilled over my bed, and I inspected each thing to look for any evidence of who they belonged to. The parchments were all blank, besides the ones that contained the line drawings, so I rummaged through the clothes a bit, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.  
 
    Then a glint caught my eye, and I turned my head.  
 
    Within the clothes, something metal reflected off the candlelight. I pulled the item out, it was a black cloak, nothing too strange, but when I found the object that glittered from it, I dropped it onto my bed like it had burned me.  
 
    It was a small silver cloak clasp … and it was designed into the shape of a green leaf.  
 
    The Green Glass Sect had been in the tunnels. 
 
    They were no longer there, though, which meant they had either escaped from the tunnels through one of the secret passages or they were now in the city.  
 
    The Green Glass Sect knew about the secret passages. That was the only way they could have slipped past our guards and into the city.  
 
    My blood ran cold. I knew they wouldn’t have left, they were here inside Hatra. I didn’t know where or why they were hiding, but I knew without a doubt they were here. The tunnels were no longer safe, and I wouldn’t send anyone else down there until we figured out where the sect members had been hiding all this time. 
 
    I quickly summoned my messenger dragon to my hand.  
 
    “Find Laika, Nike, Daya, Raisa, and Azra,” I ordered. “Tell them to come to the temporary palace immediately. I need to talk to them. It’s an emergency.”  
 
    The little dragon spun around in my palm before it flapped its miniature wings and took off through the wall to reach the recipients.  
 
    I continued to think about how close we must have been to the Green Glass Sect. We must have nearly caught them when we began to seal the tunnels weeks ago. They would have never left something like this cloak behind on purpose. They knew our plan.  
 
    They’d been here for weeks, which meant they were here while I was off with Ravi’s tribe and during the echidna attack. They’d been here lurking in the shadows.  
 
    Rage boiled in my blood. I didn’t even know who I was more angry with, the Green Glass Sect for existing in the first place, or at myself for not realizing all of this sooner. I knew something was off in the tunnels since we found the garbage that first day, but I allowed myself to be persuaded it was nothing. There had been no concrete proof, but I felt it in my gut.  
 
    Suddenly, the sound of quiet footsteps echoed outside in the hall, and I turned my head in surprise. I listened closely, but I didn’t recognize the step pattern. I looked toward my door, and waited for the steps to pass, but they stopped right in front of my room.  
 
    Nothing happened, so I stood from my bed and walked toward my door. The stranger was still out there, I could hear their heart as it pounded in their chest, and adrenaline rushed through my body as I reached for the door handle. Then I took a deep breath and flung the door open.  
 
    Green eyes stared back at me in shock from behind a black mask, and I quickly grabbed the stranger by the fabric of their black clothes, shoved them back into the hallway, and pinned them against the wall. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” I snarled as I lifted them off the floor.  
 
    They huffed as they caught their breath, and their eyes glared down at me, but they didn’t answer.  
 
    “I asked you a question,” I growled and pressed them harder against the wall until I heard their bones creak.  
 
    The stranger gasped for breath and reached up to claw at my hands. I knew they didn’t have the strength to push me off, but then they spat a word in a language I didn’t know, and I felt the air charge with magic a moment before a static shock ripped through my body.  
 
    I grunted in pain as my grip loosened, and my opponent used this opportunity to slip easily down the wall and out of my reach. 
 
    “The Green Glass Sect sends their greetings,” a deep voice replied, but it was slightly muffled and distorted by the mask over their mouth. “Tonight, dragon, you will die.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    My blood boiled at the mention of the sect, and I felt scales crawl up my arms. My body instinctively wanted me to shift, but I knew I wouldn’t have the room here. I’d have to fight in my human skin. So, I quickly reached into my storage space and pulled out Miraya, and her long steel blade glinted in the candlelit hall.  
 
    The assassin looked down at my sword before he pulled out a short dagger from a strap along his leg. Then we stared at each other as we waited for the other to make the first move.  
 
    Finally, the assassin lashed out with his dagger, and I barely had time to parry his attack with Miraya before he struck out again. His weapon may have been smaller than my sword, but he knew how to use it, and he had speed and agility on his side as he continued to send a flurry of silver flashes toward me.  
 
    I relied solely on my instincts as I blocked the different attacks until I miscalculated his movements, and a blow finally landed on my hand. His blade sliced down to the bone, and I let out a hiss of pain but refused to drop my sword.  
 
    Thankfully, my magic reacted instantly and quickly healed the wounds. 
 
    The assassin’s eyes widened in outrage as I raised my fully healed hand, and he reached behind his back to pull out a small, marble sized ball. Then the intruder’s eyes curled in what I assumed was a grin before he tossed the ball at my feet.  
 
    I quickly jumped back out of the way, but the small ball exploded mid-air and sent a fine, silver dust floating around the hall.  
 
    Dust flew into the air and into my eyes, and I held my breath to prevent any debris from getting to my lungs. For all I knew, it could be poison. Then I blinked rapidly to clear the dirt from my vision but nearly yelled in pain. Each time I tried to blink, the dust scratched painfully across my eyes, and I heard a slight chuckle from the assassin ahead of me. 
 
    “Dust made from glass can make a very useful weapon. Once it is in your opponent’s eyes, they are practically blind.” 
 
    I bared my teeth in fury, but my magic reacted quickly and healed my eyes in a matter of moments. I could hear the assassin’s footsteps as he approached me, so I snapped open my eyes, jumped forward, and caught him by surprise. I used his shock to my advantage and summoned fire to my hands. Then I sent my flames out to the assassin, and the man was instantly consumed by the red-hot fire.  
 
    I smirked as the flames burned around his body, but my expression quickly fell when I realized the assassin was still standing. In fact, he didn’t seem to be affected at all. The flames just danced across his skin, and I realized with a growl that this bastard had fire magic. 
 
    “You’re not the only one with a trick up your sleeve,” the assassin sneered as the flames lifted from his skin and retreated to his palm. “The Green Glass Sect knows all your moves. That’s why they sent me. I am immune to flames.”  
 
    The fire in the assassin’s palm died out quickly, and he twirled his dagger with his fingers. It just figured my fire wouldn’t work against the assassin sent to kill me. Nothing could be that easy. 
 
    I could still feel the fine glass dust in my eyes whenever I blinked, but I never took my gaze off the stranger. 
 
    I was sick of dancing around this bastard. It was time to end this.  
 
    I growled once more, and then I charged forward with Miraya in hand. The assassin was quick on his feet and tried to jump back, but I anticipated his movements, feinted to the right, and then came at him with a powerful swing from the left.  
 
    The assassin stumbled as he tried to change his trajectory, but he was too late, and my sword caught him in the gut and sliced horizontally. He staggered back with a painful yell and then fell to a knee, and I could see the dark clothes along his lower abdomen turn slick with blood. The assassin placed a hand gingerly on the wound, and his palm came back red.  
 
    “That hurt,” he snarled, and his green eyes burned as they glared at me. “I had planned to make your death quick, but for this I will make sure you suffer greatly.” 
 
    He jerked his bloodied hand down, and from inside the sleeve, a small silver knife slid into his palm. Then, with a flick of his wrist, the knife sailed through the air, and it would have connected with my left thigh, but I sidestepped quickly and let the blade ping off the stone wall behind me. 
 
    Then the assassin screamed in rage and ran at me with another dagger ready to strike. Fury fueled his movements, and when I lifted Miraya to parry his attacks, my arm vibrated from the force of his blows. We danced around each other for a long moment, neither of us able to land a hit, but then the assassin made a small yet critical error. As he jabbed again at my ribs with his dagger, he stepped too close, and I was able to grab his wrist and yank him toward me. The bones in his forearm creaked in the grip of my hand, and he grunted in pain before I slammed my forehead against his. My healing magic protected me from the headbutt, but the assassin groaned as he lost his grip on the dagger, and it clattered and slid across the stone floor beneath us.  
 
    I grinned in victory before the assassin let out a grunt of frustration and kneed me in the stomach. The blow didn’t really hurt, but the wind was knocked out of me, and the assassin used my momentary distraction to drop to the floor and kick out at my legs. I jumped back just in time, but the assassin vaulted upwards faster than my eye could track, and he executed a roundhouse kick that knocked Miraya from my hand. The sword dropped to the ground and joined his dagger, and I cursed under my breath while the man grinned.  
 
    Fine, we could settle this without our blades.  
 
    I threw a punch with my left hand toward the assassin’s face, and when he dodged, I threw a second punch with my right at his stomach. My blow connected with a meaty thud, and the assassin grunted before he elbowed me in the jaw.  
 
    My magic healed me quickly and also gave me a bit of a boost as the assassin and I continued to fight. We parried blows back and forth, but then my enemy kicked me in the stomach, which made me stumble back into my bedroom.  
 
    The assassin followed me inside, lunged forward, and grabbed me by my shirt. He held another small silver knife in his hand, and he raised it above my chest.  
 
    As he brought the dagger down, I deflected his momentum with my left hand and threw a punch toward his face with my right. My knuckles smashed into his nose, and I felt cartilage crunch into dust beneath the force of my blow. 
 
    “Agh!” The assassin dropped me as blood poured from his nose, and he stumbled back with a hand to his face. Crimson liquid poured from between his fingers, and he shook his head to reorient himself, but by the way he staggered, I could tell I’d rung his bell good.  
 
    This was my chance.  
 
    I needed a way to subdue him, and I had just the trick up my sleeve that I’d been wanting to try out.  
 
    Before the assassin could regain his bearings, I reached deep into my spiritual sea and tugged at the new ability I’d won from the driders.  
 
    Predation: Activated  
 
    Skill: Silk, webbing.  
 
    The assassin flung out his arm, and another dagger dropped into his palm, but before he could use it, I lifted my hand and summoned my new web ability. A tingling sensation raced down my arm, and a moment later, a wad of silk webbing shot from my fingertips and pinned his hand to his leg. 
 
    “What the--?” He looked down at his arm in surprise.  
 
    I took advantage of his distraction, grabbed the man by his arm, quickly flipped him over my shoulder, and threw him to the ground with a thud. The air left the assassin’s lungs with a grunt, and I used his arm to drag him to the wall closest to us. Then, before he could think to burn the webbing away, I used my stone ability to secure him against the wall with rocky shackles. 
 
    “Spider-Man style, motherfucker!” I snorted as I threw a few more webs out to make sure he was secured. “Now, be a good little assassin and wait right here.” 
 
    The assassin bared his teeth and struggled, but he wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
    So, I left the room to retrieve Miraya from the floor. I quickly picked her up and examined her for damage before I stored her away in my storage space. Then I returned to my room and stood in front of the assassin. 
 
    The man glared and spat blood at my face, but he wasn’t pulling at the stone bands around his wrists anymore.  
 
    “Talk,” I demanded as I nonchalantly wiped the blood from my cheek. “Tell me something I like, and I might make your death a lot less painful.” 
 
    “I don’t answer to you,” he replied simply. 
 
    “No, but you will answer my questions,” I warned. “What is the sect planning? They sent assassins after me, obviously they have a plan that they don’t want me to interfere with.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be our enemy, dragon of Hatra,” the man changed the subject easily as he started to struggle against his bonds again. “You could join us, and power, incredible power, could be yours. Anything you desire would be given to you: gold, jewels, silks, women. All of this and more.” 
 
    “I’m not in the business of slaughtering children, but thanks,” I replied with a sinister glare. “I will never join the sect. You’re nothing but murderers.”  
 
    “There are sacrifices to be made in the name of peace,” the assassin scoffed. “Rahma is in chaos, and only the Green Glass Sect can offer peace. The false king only brings destruction and weakness. Our leader will restore Rahma to what it once was: a country of order and peace. He will rule Rahma with an iron fist, and no longer will the country be bound by a man who thinks himself equal to the gods. Yes, many innocent lives have been lost, but casualties are a part of war, dragon. Do not tell me you are so naive to think you could win the war without losing any lives.”  
 
    “King Rodion is a good man and a great king,” I argued with a scowl. “He wants to seal the rift and stop the demons from destroying this world. How is that a bad thing?” 
 
    The assassin rolled his eyes. “The false king is afraid of power. He is weak and childish. He only cares to protect his sweet daughter. Love has blinded him to his country, and for that he must die.” 
 
    “He won’t be the one who dies tonight,” I reminded him. “That would be you.” 
 
    “Perhaps not on this night, but his death draws near.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed at the threat, but I elected to change the subject. I already knew the sect planned to assassinate the king, and I needed new information.  
 
    “They wouldn’t just send one assassin to kill multiple targets inside the city,” I pointed out. “How many were sent here?” 
 
    “As many as we needed,” he replied. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms. “I need a number.” 
 
    “I cannot give you one,” the assassin sneered. 
 
    I glared at him and realized he wouldn’t be of any use to me. He had a strong spirit, and I didn’t have the time to play games.  
 
    “Fine. I guess I’ll have to find out myself. Rot in hell, traitor of Rahma.”  
 
    Before the man could say another word, I pulled Miraya from my storage space and stabbed the man through the ribcage. Blood gushed along the silver steel blade, and the assassin’s green eyes bulged out of his head. Then he gurgled as he choked on his blood, the light left his eyes, and I could no longer sense life from him. 
 
    Good fucking riddance.  
 
    “Evan?” a voice suddenly called. 
 
    I turned my head toward my door, which was still open, and I could hear Julia and Ruslan as they ran down the hall. A moment later, they bolted inside my room, and they were both dressed in their night clothes.  
 
    Julia immediately looked to me, and her eyes darted to where my shirt was torn and bloodied in the spots where the assassin’s daggers had managed to pierce me. 
 
    “Oh my gods!” My mother jumped back as she saw the dead assassin trapped against the wall.  
 
    “What happened?” Ruslan demanded with an intense expression. “I woke up from all the noise, but this was not what I had expected.” 
 
    “It was the Green Glass Sect,” I explained, and a growl rumbled deep in my chest. “They used the tunnels to sneak inside the city, but I have no idea how long they’ve been here or how many there are.”  
 
    “By the gods,” Ruslan muttered, and he ran a hand down his face with a sigh. “Assassins. Can’t we ever catch a break?”  
 
    I pointed to the dead assassin against the wall, and then I withdrew my stone shackles so his corpse slumped to the floor. “That one was meant to kill me, but obviously, he failed.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Julia frantically fanned herself as she looked over my bloodied shirt again. “Do you need anything?”  
 
    I waved off her concern. “I’m fine, it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.”  
 
    Suddenly, I heard more footsteps from within the temporary palace, so I jumped to my feet, but I quickly identified Laika and Nike as they hurried to my room.  
 
    “Lord Evan?” I heard Laika ask quietly as they walked through the main hall. 
 
    “Make sure Alyona is safe and come to my room,” I called out. 
 
    Nike probably couldn’t hear me, but Laika’s enhanced ears should have been able to pick it up. I got my confirmation when I heard their steps quickly ascend the stairs and enter Alyona’s room. A moment later, the princess’s footsteps joined with Nike and Laika before they made their way down. Laika entered the room first, with her sword drawn. Alyona was next, and Nike followed, but his back was toward us as he turned his head from side to side to keep an eye out for danger. 
 
    “I could smell blood when we got to the palace,” Laika told us as she looked around the room. “What happened here?” 
 
    “The Green Glass Sect sent an assassin to kill me.” 
 
    Alyona gasped, covered her mouth with her hands, and glanced at the assassin’s corpse.  
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked as she turned back to me. “How did they get past the guards?” 
 
    “The tunnels,” I answered, “but I have no idea when they got here. They could have been here for weeks, and we would have never known.”  
 
    Laika’s gray eyes narrowed in anger. “Do you think more are here?” 
 
    “If there are, we need to find them now,” I replied with a scowl. “They are here for a reason, I can’t imagine they’d send multiple assassins just for me. The sect would have more faith in their members than that. So, we need to figure out who their targets could be. There were three bags in the tunnels, which means there are at least three assassins here. One was for me, obviously, but we need to find the other two targets.” 
 
    “Alyona is a possibility, as is Lord Nikolaus,” Julia said with a tight expression. “Both are important figures for Rahma. The assassins could be after them.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I disagreed as my mind spun. “If they wanted Alyona, they would have targeted her first. I don’t think this is about overthrowing the monarch. It’s revenge. Olivier is furious I’ve gotten in his way. That’s why he was after me.”  
 
    I stopped as a thought occurred to me. Maybe … the Green Glass Sect wanted to ensure their secrets were kept safe.  
 
    “He’s not after Alyona and Nike,” I realized as I stood, and my eyes widened. “He’s after anyone who could spoil his master plan. They’re here for the prisoners.”  
 
    The group was frozen in stunned silence as they realized I was right, but Laika was the first to snap out of it. 
 
    “We need to get to the airship,” the wolf Demi-Human said, and her knuckles blanched as she gripped her sword tightly. 
 
    “Nike, stay with my family and the princess,” I ordered, but it came out more like a snarl. “Keep them safe in case anyone comes for them.”  
 
    “Of course,” Nike assured me. “I’ll make sure no one touches them.”  
 
    I nodded, and together Laika and I took off through the door and out from the temporary palace.  
 
    I quickly outpaced Laika, but not by much. The wolf Demi-Human was fast. 
 
    We reached the airship in record time and tore through the stairways and halls as Laika led the way toward the cells.  
 
    “Wait.” I stopped dead on a staircase when we passed the floor where Aleksey’s cell was located.  
 
    “What is it?” Laika demanded, and her eyes darted around in search of danger.  
 
    “Aleksey,” I said, “he isn’t with the others. If the assassins have been here for a while, they could know he’s alive. He could be a target, too.”  
 
    Laika nodded as she tossed me a set of keys. “Go to Aleksey. I’ll check on the other prisoners.” 
 
    “Grab some of the guild members,” I told her before she could run off, “I don’t want you to go alone.” 
 
    Laika smiled, pressed a hand to her gorget, and was silent for a moment. 
 
    “I’ll have allies with me,” she assured me. “You should be careful, too.”  
 
    “I always am,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    She shook her head with a small smile. “Lord Evan--” 
 
    I grabbed her arm and pulled her toward me before she could finish that sentence. The wolf stumbled slightly against the stairs, but I steadied her before I kissed her deeply. Then I felt her lips curl into a smile against my mouth.  
 
    “We need to go,” she said as she pulled away. “We shouldn’t waste any time.”  
 
    “I know.” I pressed another kiss to her lips. “Be safe.” 
 
    Laika chuckled, turned back up the stairs, and continued on while I turned toward Aleksey’s cell.  
 
    When I arrived, the guards who should have been in the hall were gone. I looked around for any sign of them, but saw nothing, so I grabbed Miraya from storage and silently slipped toward his door. The hall seemed strangely silent, and as I approached the door, I noticed a streak of red along the dark mahogany walls.  
 
    Blood.  
 
    My pulse spiked with adrenaline as I pushed the wooden door open and looked around. At the gate to Aleksey’s barred cell stood another assassin. They were dressed in black clothes and fingerless black gloves, and they held two thin metal picks in their hands as they worked on the lock of the cell.  
 
    I quickly and silently slipped inside the room, but the assassin froze and dropped their hands from the lock, with the two metal picks still inside the mechanism.  
 
    “I see one of us has failed our mission,” a feminine voice rang out. “If you are indeed the Lord of the city, that is. No matter.” 
 
    Faster than the blink of an eye, the female assassin whirled around, lunged across the space between us, and whipped out the sword on her hip in one smooth movement.  
 
    I easily blocked her attack with Miraya, though, but the swords sparked as they collided, and I stepped back in surprise at her strength. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in rage, and then she let out a scream and attacked once more. 
 
    I swiftly dodged or parried each of her blows, and I could feel her anger grow with each missed attack.  
 
    “You’re faster than I expected,” she panted heavily as she jumped back and circled me, “I’m surprised.”  
 
    “Your friend was surprised too, right before I ended his life.”  
 
    “Enough.” She pulled out a second blade from her storage space and held out both swords toward me. “Let’s end this.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes and watched her carefully, and her feet danced around the floor. She was angry, but she was still a trained assassin. She knew how to fight and how to kill, so I couldn’t lose focus now that she seemed to be ready to finish our duel.  
 
    We circled each other like prowling wolves before she attacked with both swords, and I blocked each blow as fast as I could. Yeah, she was a lot stronger than I would have thought, but I was still stronger.  
 
    The next time I blocked one of her attacks, I pushed back on the blades to throw her off balance before I spun around her. Then I stood behind her back and slammed the hilt of my sword between her shoulder blades.  
 
    The assassin cried out in pain and stumbled forward. Then she dropped one of her swords as she caught herself on the arm of the chair we used for Aleksey’s interrogations. She regained her balance, and her eyes darted down to her dropped sword, but before she could move, I summoned my flames and sent them to surround the sword.  
 
    “Ah!” She pulled her hand back with a hiss as my flames burned her fingers. Then she looked up and glared at me as her sword turned bright red from the flames. 
 
    She didn’t have fire magic at least.  
 
    “Sorry, just thought I’d make this a little more even,” I taunted as I twirled Miraya in my hand.  
 
    The assassin bared her teeth, reached into her black clothes, and withdrew one of the smoke bombs the male assassin had used on me.  
 
    Like hell I’d let that happen again.  
 
    She moved to throw the ball, but before it could leave her fingers, I shot a web toward her hand and trapped the smoke bomb in her fist. A look of panic appeared over the assassin’s face, and she quickly closed her eyes before the bomb exploded in her hand.  
 
    “Argh!” she screamed in pain as the explosion sent thousands of shards of glass into her hand, and on top of that, some of the fine dust still floated up into the air and got into her eyes.  
 
    I smirked as the assassin was defeated by her own weapon. She yelled in fury as she furiously rubbed her eyes, but that only irritated them more.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have come here,” I told her as she was blinded. “I have given my word to protect Hatra, and I will kill anyone I deem a threat.” 
 
    I walked to her once the dust particles had settled and tore her sword from her uninjured hand. She tried to step back but tripped into the chair behind her, and I shot more webs to trap her arms to the chair. 
 
    Damn, this new web power was totally awesome.  
 
    “But I won’t kill you,” I told her, “not today at least. I can use you. You have information I need.”  
 
    “I won’t tell you a single thing,” she spat, but her voice broke as bloody tears streamed down from her clenched eyes.  
 
    “Try anything, and I’ll burn your eyes from your head,” I warned as I pulled off her mask.  
 
    Her hair was long and blonde and pulled back into a braid, and her eyes were red and irritated from the dust. She would have been pretty, but her alliance with the Green Glass Sect prevented me from seeing her as anything other than a monster. 
 
    “Where is your tattoo?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t answer.  
 
    “Don’t make me look for it,” I warned, but all she did was glare at me as slightly bloody, pink tinged tears dripped down her face.  
 
    I began to pull at the black shirt she wore before she clenched her jaw and wiggled her trapped hands.  
 
    “My right hand,” she replied. 
 
    I used my flames to burn away the webs from her injured right hand, but I made sure to leave the webbing attached to her forearm so she couldn’t break away. Then I pulled off one of her black gloves to expose the tattoo on the back of her hand.  
 
    “Thanks,” I grinned, “that wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    She glared at me, and I could see the hatred burn in her eyes.  
 
    Still, I grabbed her right hand and pulled it toward me. The limb itself was a mess of blood, sinew, and glass. I could tell the smoke bomb had really done a number on her, since I saw shards of glass embedded in her flesh nearly to the bone. I ignored her small cry of pain, though, placed the tip of Miraya along the colorful ink on her pale skin, and focused my healing magic. Then I searched my mind for Miraya, and she didn’t disappoint.  
 
    This again? she complained in my head. I thought we only had to do that the one time. 
 
    “I know, sorry. But this time needs to be different. Do you think we could make it less traumatic? We need her conscious. We have some questions for her.”  
 
    The assassin gave me a strange look as I seemed to talk to myself.  
 
    “Great, I was defeated by a crazy person,” she mumbled under her breath.  
 
    I chose to ignore her and focused on Miraya, and the spirit sword spoke to me again. 
 
    I don’t think the coma was brought on by us. I think it was the sect’s doing. They knew we had Aleksey and tried to kill him. We prevented his death, so the curse on the tattoo backfired and put him under the sleeping curse instead. It was already in place before we burned the tattoo. As long as the sect doesn’t suspect we have her, we should be able to burn it off with no problem. 
 
    “Fine, so we burn it off like before.” 
 
    I focused back on our healing magic and closed my eyes. Then I could feel the familiar warmth from Miraya as our powers fused together to burn the tattoo off the assassin’s skin. 
 
    I heard a pained scream and grabbed the assassin’s shoulder so I could keep the tip of the sword steady while she tried to pull away. The whole ordeal only lasted for a few seconds, and once it was quiet again, I opened my eyes and finally moved the sword away from her skin.  
 
    You’re welcome.  
 
    “You’re the best Miraya, thank you,” I told the spirit. Then I glanced down at the assassin, released her shoulder, and grabbed her right hand again.  
 
    Her skin was cleared of any tattoo, and a nasty scar sat in its place. The rest of the hand was still mangled, though, since I wanted her to suffer for trying to kill me.  
 
    “What did you do to me?” she asked, and her voice was broken by sobs of pain. 
 
    “I broke your seal with the sect,” I replied, “but I’m glad you’re still conscious.”  
 
    “They’ll send someone for me,” she spat over her tears, and she struggled against the webb cuffs. “They won’t abandon me.”  
 
    “They think you’re dead.”  
 
    She froze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I removed your tattoo,” I explained to her. “They have no way to contact you or check up on you. They will think you’re dead once they realize your bond to them is gone.” 
 
    “No,” she argued, “they know I’m alive, and someone will come for me. They won’t let me die here.” 
 
    “You mean like your friends we’ve had locked in our cells for months?” I asked with a quirked brow. 
 
    “We came to end their suffering,” she responded weakly. 
 
    “What about Aleksey?” I questioned in a sharp voice. “Your sect didn’t seem too keen to rescue him while we tortured him.”  
 
    Her mouth clamped shut, and she made a fist with her hands. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I sneered. “The sect doesn’t care about you. It’s about time you learned that.” 
 
    I turned away from her and walked to the cell where Aleksey was still locked inside. Then I pulled out the two metal lock picks and pocketed them, since they might be useful to us one day, and I used the keys Laika tossed to me before to unlock the cell, dragged Aleksey’s limp body out, and placed it against the wall in a sitting position.  
 
    Next, I returned to the assassin and yanked her up. Then I gave her a pat down to make sure she had nothing else on her person that could be used to free herself, but judging by the distressed look on her face, she wouldn’t even try. 
 
    I pushed her inside Aleksey’s empty cell and locked the door behind me. The assassin collapsed onto her knees and stared at the ground, and I could see tears trail down her face. I wasn’t sure if they were from the pain of the new scar, from the glass in her eyes, or because she was upset with the sect.  
 
    In a small act of mercy, I sent my magic to heal her eyes from the glass dust that scratched at them.  
 
    She looked up at me for a brief second before she let her gaze drop to the floor once more. 
 
    Now, the assassin was completely neutralized behind the bars of the cell in the far corner, and Aleksey was still unconscious and sprawled out on the floor. I hefted him up and locked him to the chair in the middle of the room, just in case, and then I left both the assassin and Aleksey in the room, locked the door behind me, and ran off to find Laika.  
 
    Thankfully, I found her easily enough. She’d contacted Daya to join her, and together they had taken down the last assassin. All of them waited in the large brig with the other prisoners. The last assassin was slumped in the corner of the room, and blood poured from a wound in his chest. His eyes stared blankly in front of him, blood dripped from his lips, and his body already had the ripe stench of death around it. 
 
    “We wanted to take him alive, but the circumstances during the fight made it impossible,” Laika explained unapologetically.  
 
    “That’s fine,” I told her, “I kept mine alive, she’s inside Aleksey’s cell, and he’s still unconscious in the main room. Are both of you okay?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Daya answered as she wiped the blood off her blade. “The assassin was troublesome, but he wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “Good,” I looked back at the dead sect member, “we should inspect the rest of the city for any more members of the Green Glass Sect. There could be more of them hiding around Hatra.” 
 
    “Understood,” Daya turned to Laika, “I’ll send a patrol to inspect every inch of the city.”  
 
    Laika nodded. “Send guards to the tunnels. If that is how they came into Hatra, we need to ensure others are stopped before they enter the city.” 
 
    “Yes, Guild Leader.” Daya bowed to Laika and to me before she placed a hand on her gorget and left the room.  
 
    “Did you reach everyone in time?” I asked Laika as I looked around the room.  
 
    “Yes,” she answered, “but we nearly were too late. The assassin had a knife to the throat of one of the prisoners when we got here, but Daya has incredible aim with throwing knives.”  
 
    The wolf grinned sharply and laughed as I took in the carnage around the brig.  
 
    Dark red blood was splattered along the walls and pooled in puddles along the floor, and I winced when I found a finger that belonged to the dead assassin.  
 
    “Is that the result of Daya’s aim?” 
 
    Laika nodded but winced as she clutched her side.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as she moved her hand, and it came back red. “You said you were fine.” 
 
    I used my magic to assess her wounds. 
 
    Classification: Wolf Demi-Human. 
 
    Condition: Abdominal wound, shallow abrasions along arms and legs, fractured ribs. 
 
    Priority: Healing recommended. 
 
    Status: Non-emergent.  
 
    I immediately sent my healing power toward her in a wave of glitter, and it mended the small cuts and bruises she acquired during the fight. Then I frowned when my magic healed the wound on her side. It wasn’t very long, but it was deep. It was most likely a stab wound, and I felt a rush of rage at the thought of Laika being hurt. 
 
    “I would have been fine, you didn’t need to do that,” Laika sighed as the last of her injuries were healed. “But thank you.” 
 
    “Of course. There’s no reason for you to be hurt if I can help it." 
 
    She blushed pink, and I pressed a chaste kiss to her lips. 
 
    “Come on, we can talk to the assassin I captured,” I said as I pulled away from her mouth. “Maybe she’ll give us some answers.” 
 
    We ran into Ravi as we walked back to Aleksey’s cell. The phoenix bounded over to us with her hair down, and her blue eyes glistened with interest.  
 
    “What is going on?” she asked as she took in our appearances. “There are a lot of rumors going around. I heard you fought off a horde of trained assassins single handedly. Are the two of you okay?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” I replied with a roll of my eyes. “The rumors are exaggerated. There were assassins, yes, but only three. I handled two of them, and Laika and Daya took care of the third.”  
 
    “I can’t believe assassins were here, and I missed them,” Ravi pouted, but then she cleared her throat when Laika and I both gave her a sharp look. “I mean, it’s scary and worrisome. We should probably make sure the rest of the city is okay.”  
 
    I chuckled at the phoenix and pulled her to my side. “Come on, you can come with us to Aleksey’s cell.”  
 
    “The traitor?” she questioned with a furrowed brow. “I thought he was asleep?”  
 
    “He is, but one of the assassins was for him.”  
 
    Ravi’s blue eyes grew wide. “What did they want with him?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I think they want to kill anyone who can talk about the sect. They want to tie up loose ends. I think I was just a bonus. I pissed them off, and they wanted me dead because of it.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll try again?” Ravi swallowed tightly, and her pink lips pursed in concern. 
 
    I turned to Laika, and she met my eye.  
 
    “I doubt it,” the wolf answered. “They had the element of surprise here, but now that we know they are capable of infiltrating the city, they won’t risk the lives of more of their members. It would be pointless. We would be ready for them.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s a blessing then,” Ravi said and released a deep breath. “We shouldn’t need to worry about them for a while.”  
 
    “Hopefully,” I said, “but there could be more in the city. Daya is sweeping the streets as we speak.” 
 
    Ravi nodded in silence and walked with us to Aleksey’s cell. When we arrived, I unlocked the door and swung it open. Then I let Ravi and Laika walk ahead of me before I followed after them and looked inside the barred cage in the corner. 
 
    The assassin was still on her knees. Her face was dry of tears, but the tracks from them were still apparent on her cheeks. She didn’t move or even look up as we entered, though.  
 
    “This is the assassin?” Ravi whispered as she pressed against my side. “She doesn’t look dangerous.” 
 
    “Trust me, she is,” I warned. “Don’t let your guard down. She’s still a member of the sect and should be treated like a threat at all times.”  
 
    Ravi nodded and took a not so subtle step back.  
 
    I unlocked the cell and grabbed the web bound assassin. Then I tossed the keys to Laika, and she unlocked Aleksey and pulled him from the chair. I replaced Aleksey with the assassin and locked her in place, but she didn’t make any move to escape or fight back.  
 
    “I should bring the others here before we begin to question her,” I said. 
 
    “You’re right.” Laika nodded in agreement. “We should bring everyone: the Elders, Alyona, and Lord Nikolaus. The more witnesses we have, the less things we could miss.”  
 
    I summoned my silver dragon, and it danced along my hand. 
 
    “Find Alyona, Nike, and the Elders and have them meet us in Aleksey’s cell,” I ordered. 
 
    The little dragon roared quietly before it took off in a silver streak and vanished quickly through the door. 
 
    “We can start with some easy questions until the rest of our group is here,” I said as I turned to the assassin. “What is your name?” 
 
    The blonde killer kept her gaze on the floor. 
 
    “Tell us, or I can bring one of our mages to rip it from your mind,” Laika warned her, and her voice was cold. 
 
    A look of fear crossed the assassin’s face. It was an empty threat, I didn’t like to use the mages since they usually broke minds instead of read them, but she didn’t know that. 
 
    “Mara,” the assassin finally admitted quietly. “My name is Mara.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    We all stared at the assassin, Mara, in surprise, and she slumped forward in the chair.  
 
    “Okay then, Mara,” I nodded as I stood in front of the assassin, placed my hands along the armrests of the chair, and bent down to meet her eye, “let’s start with a few easy questions. How long have you been a member of the Green Glass Sect?” 
 
    Mara remained silent and stared ahead. 
 
    “Answer me.”  
 
    The blonde flinched at the sound of my voice and sighed. “They are my family. I’ve been a member since I was born.”  
 
    Just then, the door behind us burst open as Ruslan and Nike stormed into the room. Nike had a tight grip on his sword while Ruslan had a large flame that burned over his hand. They both glanced around the room in suspicion before they relaxed when they realized there was no longer a threat. Ruslan’s fire died, and Nike quickly stored away Aine. Then my father gestured behind him, and Alyona, Julia, and Moskal followed behind the two Lords. 
 
    “What is going on here?” Ruslan asked as he glanced down at Mara. “Your message sounded urgent, we thought you were in trouble.”  
 
    “Everything is fine.” I smirked as I explained the situation. “There were more assassins after Aleksey and the other prisoners associated with the Green Glass Sect. This is Mara, she’s the only assassin who survived their attempts. Laika and Daya took care of the other one.” 
 
    Ruslan walked forward and gestured for Alyona and Julia to stay back. Nike stepped toward Mara as well, and his silver eyes narrowed as he watched her carefully.  
 
    “Has she said anything?” Nike asked. 
 
    “Just her name,” I said to everyone as I stepped away from the chair, “and that’s she been involved with the Green Glass Sect since birth.” 
 
    “Since birth?” Ruslan blinked in shock before he turned to Mara. “Are your parents involved with the sect as well?”  
 
    “I don’t have parents,” she replied, and her voice was tinged with anger. “The sect was the only family I ever needed.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I mused, “I wouldn’t have taken the sect to be the family type.” 
 
    “They warned me you would try to turn me against them,” she frowned, “but I won’t let you. I would rather die today, loyal to the sect, than give you any information about them.” 
 
    “We won’t kill you unless you give us reason to,” Julia tried to reason with Mara. “Help us, and we can protect you from them.”  
 
    “I don’t need protection from them,” Mara snapped, and her eyes were bright with righteous anger. “They believe in a better Rahma, all they want is to make Rahma the greatest country in the world. King Rodion brings this country down and makes us seem weak. Even now, as our country faces a civil war, he does nothing! He just stays by The Breach and wastes his time. Rahma will fall to pieces if he is allowed to continue.” 
 
    “My father has ruled Rahma for hundreds of years, and it has yet to fall under his rule,” Alyona argued as she stepped forward. “He knows where he is needed, that’s why he is a good leader. The Breach is the most dangerous thing in this world, and if it remains open, demons will destroy all on Inati.” 
 
    “And yet The Breach remains open.” Mara rolled her green eyes. “Tell me, Princess, does your father actually have a plan to help Rahma, or does he use The Breach as an excuse for his failures as king?” 
 
    I could practically feel Alyona’s anger as she drew closer to Mara, and it surprised me. The princess was normally so composed.  
 
    “How dare you call my father a failure?” Alyona hissed, and her amethyst eyes were as sharp as knives. “If it wasn’t for him, Rahma would already be overrun with demons and monsters. You and your ‘family’ should be grateful he has spent his time at The Breach. Without him, this entire country, maybe even the entire world, would be lost.” 
 
    Laika grabbed Alyona and held her back as her amethyst eyes tried to bore holes through Mara. I’d really never seen Alyona so angry, and I was slightly impressed. 
 
    “Milady, ignore her,” Laika murmured as she gently but firmly held the princess’s arm. “The sect has obviously warped her mind to believe in their cause.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Alyona took a deep breath, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Milady, your anger is understandable.” Laika put a hand on Alyona’s shoulder in a show of comfort, and then the wolf shot Mara a heated glare. “These assassins are not worth your ire, though. They have failed their mission, and soon their sect will be nothing more than a bad memory.”  
 
    Alyona nodded and gave the wolf a small smile, but when I met her gaze, I could still see the fury buried deep inside. 
 
    “Ravi,” I spoke up, and the phoenix turned toward me as I said her name, “take Alyona out of here. We can update the two of you later.”  
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” Ravi replied with a nod before she looked at Alyona. “We can return to your room or the library and continue to research spells.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best,” the princess agreed with a heavy sigh, “I won’t be able to help if I can’t control my emotions.”  
 
    “That’s okay, I’m good at distractions. Let’s go!” Ravi smiled as she gently wrapped her arms around Alyona and led her from the room.  
 
    I turned to Laika, but she seemed to have read my mind. She already had a hand pressed to her chest above the blue tree sigil on her gorget.  
 
    “I’ll make sure they have a guard team with them at all times until we are certain the city is safe,” the wolf Demi-Human said when she finished her silent message. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled at her in appreciation before I turned back to Mara. “As for you, we have more questions.” 
 
    “Just kill me,” she sneered. “I won’t answer any questions about the sect.” 
 
    “I see your sass has come back,” I told her dryly. “I have to admit, I preferred your defeated and depressed side. She was willing to talk to us.”  
 
    Mara rolled her eyes. “I told you my name. I don’t think that’s too big of a deal. Hell, I’ll answer any of your questions, as long as they don’t pose a threat to my family.” 
 
    “I don’t think you are in a position to argue about which questions we ask,” Nike snarled as he stepped forward with a sharp glare. “You can either answer willingly or we can force the answers from your mind.”  
 
    “Do your worst,” Mara challenged and tilted her chin up in defiance. “I have been trained in these situations. I doubt this city has any techniques I haven’t endured before.” 
 
    “Maybe we don’t,” Ruslan said as he stepped forward and turned to Laika, “but I’m sure the Blue Tree Guild have more than enough techniques, and they can surely find something that will work for you.” 
 
    Laika smiled sharply from where she stood next to Julia and Moskal, and her sharpened canines glinted in the light. 
 
    “I assure you,” the wolf agreed with Ruslan, “we have plenty of ways to drag information from you, some are more … humane than others, but all have proven effective.” 
 
    Mara clenched her jaw and stared ahead. 
 
    “Just answer our questions, and we can avoid all of that,” I reasoned with her. “We only want answers. Answers you can give to us.” 
 
    “Then what?” the assassin spat. “I’m dead either way. I answer your questions, and you kill me, or I can refuse to answer, and you kill me.” 
 
    “Maybe, but would you prefer your death to extend into weeks of torture?” I countered. “If you tell us all you know about the sect, if I do decide to kill you, I will make your death quick.” 
 
    Mara’s gaze fell to the floor, and she pressed her lips together. Then I remembered that earlier, when Mara gave us her name, Laika threatened to pull answers from her mind. I could use that, so I knelt down next to Mara and spoke quietly. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed in annoyance, “Laika, summon the mages. She can refuse to answer us, but she can’t keep secrets hidden from her own mind.” 
 
    Mara’s head snapped up, and I caught a glimpse of fear in her emerald gaze. 
 
    So, I was right, she was afraid of the mages. She must not have been able to fight them off easily during her training with the Green Glass Sect.  
 
    “I’ll call them now,” Laika said and pressed a hand to her chest, and Mara’s eyes followed the movement. 
 
    “Wait,” the assassin protested weakly. “Just … wait.” 
 
    Everyone in the room turned their attention toward her, and I smirked before I stood and towered over her blonde head.  
 
    “Have a change of heart?” I asked with amusement. 
 
    “Fine,” Mara gave a choked off sob and looked up to me, “but you have to promise you won’t let the sect find out. If they know it was me who told their secrets, they won’t stop until they rip me apart.” 
 
    I looked around the room. Nike kept his gaze on Mara while I locked eyes with the Elders and Laika, and they all subtly nodded before I turned back to Mara. 
 
    “If you give us information, we will protect you if the sect comes for you.” I assured her. “We’ll let you live, for now, but once we’re done with you, you will pay for your crimes against Hatra.” 
 
    “I suppose I’m not in a position to argue.” Mara nodded once.  
 
    “No, you’re not,” I reminded her. “Now, for my first question: how long have you been in the city?” 
 
    Mara sighed deeply. “I was sent to infiltrate the city a month ago. I was given very specific orders on how to enter and where to hide until we were given instructions to begin our mission.” 
 
    “Where were you hiding?” I asked.  
 
    “I never stayed in the same area for long.” The assassin shrugged. “Mostly, I moved around the city, along the areas under reconstruction.” 
 
    “How many others are there?”  
 
    “There were only three of us.” 
 
    “That seems convenient,” Laika replied as she cocked a gray eyebrow. “We killed two and captured you. Are you sure that’s the truth?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mara insisted, “I was meant to attack the princess, but when we reported that Aleksey and the other sect prisoners were still alive, the sect changed my mission. It was a higher risk for Aleksey to live than Alyona. If we finished in time, we were to take her out as well, but she was no longer a priority.”  
 
    Laika glared at the assassin but didn’t speak.  
 
    “Why us?” I asked. “You said Alyona was originally a target, but they decided against her. What is the sect so afraid of?” 
 
    “The sect members being held prisoner are a risk the sect was no longer willing to accept,” she explained with a slight shrug. “They needed to be terminated.”  
 
    “Will more of your people come?” Julia asked, and she shared a worried glance with Ruslan and Moskal.  
 
    “Perhaps, I don’t know.” Mara shrugged again. “I am only given my mission and nothing else. I don’t even know which assassins were assigned to the other targets.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nike interrupted, “if you never met the other assassins, why were all of your bags together inside the tunnel?” 
 
    “They had us plant evidence when we arrived,” Mara replied. “They knew you’d inspect the tunnels soon, but then you sealed them up and ruined our plans. They wanted all of our bags together when you found them, I don’t know why.”  
 
    “How did you know about the passages?” I growled. “We didn’t even know about them until a few days ago.”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Mara scowled. “Our leader--”  
 
    “Olivier,” I interrupted.  
 
    Mara looked slightly surprised but didn’t confirm anything. 
 
    “Our leader,” she continued, “is resourceful. He has maps of Rahma. Every road in every city in every nation on the continent is mapped out on his collection of maps. He knows everything there is to know about this country. There is nowhere you can ever hide from him.” 
 
    I thought of the cave in the mountains that we had found at the end of one of the passages. It was an escape route, so it would be strange for the route to be marked on a map, but I knew better than to underestimate Olivier.  
 
    “Who says we’re hiding from him?” I sneered. “I’m not afraid of him.”  
 
    “Everyone is hiding from him,” Mara admitted as she peered up at me. 
 
    I frowned, but she seemed lost in her mind for a second before she cleared her throat and continued.  
 
    “Our sect has begun to receive a bad reputation, thanks to Hatra and you,” she glared at me, “so now cities are terrified. They try to hide themselves from us to prevent us from ‘corrupting’ them. They don’t understand what we can accomplish.”  
 
    “You want to assassinate the king,” I pointed out, “and King Rodion is admired and beloved by the people, so of course they wouldn’t like you.”  
 
    “You’re all blind,” Mara murmured and shook her head. “The false king has poisoned your mind.”  
 
    “We’ll get to the main plot later,” I scoffed. “Right now, I am more concerned with the safety of Hatra. How many other secret passages are in the tunnels?” 
 
    “That depends on what you mean,” Mara replied with a grin. “There are dozens of passages, but some of them have collapsed, some were never finished, and others lead to nothing. You’ll need to be specific.”  
 
    My scales crawled up my arms as my annoyance with her turned to anger, and Mara’s grin slipped quickly from her face.  
 
    “Don’t you dare mess with us,” I warned her, and my voice was dark with unspoken threats. “You know what we mean, don’t play dumb.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up with fear as I spoke, and she nodded silently. 
 
    “There are only a handful of passages that lead out from the city,” she explained quickly. “I imagine you found one of them while you searched the third tunnel under the library.”  
 
    “I thought there were two--” Moskal started to speak up, but I silenced him with a hand.  
 
    “Yes, we found the tunnel that led into the forest,” I interrupted, since I didn’t want him to reveal that the escape route to the mountains was inside the third cave. “Where are the rest?” 
 
    A grin appeared on Mara’s face again. “I’ll show you. We were made to memorize the tunnels and all their passages before we were sent out.” 
 
    “No,” I immediately responded, and I was echoed nearly simultaneously by Laika, Nike, and Ruslan.  
 
    “Do you think we would be foolish enough to release you into dark tunnels that only you know how to maneuver?” Laika sneered, and her tail flicked with irritation.  
 
    “Keep me on a leash then, and there wouldn’t be much I can do,” Mara shook her chained hands and jerked her head toward me, “and as the dragon has made very clear, the sect thinks I am dead. I am no longer connected to them, so even if I was able to free myself, I wouldn’t be able to find them.” 
 
    “We said no,” I repeated with finality.  
 
    “Fine,” Mara fell back against the chair, “good luck finding the tunnels before more assassins get sent here.” 
 
    Julia and Moskal each took a step forward. 
 
    “So, you do think more will come?” Moskal questioned. 
 
    “I don’t know for certain, of course, but I wouldn’t be surprised,” Mara drawled. “The sect was adamant about this mission. They wouldn’t give up on it now.” 
 
    There was a breath of silence as we absorbed her words.  
 
    “I think I’m done with questions for now,” I grunted after a moment. “Laika, lock her back up inside the cell. We need to talk about what to do next.”  
 
    Laika nodded, and I tossed her the keys she’d loaned me. Then the wolf grabbed Mara and unlocked her hands from the chair before she cuffed them with actual handcuffs.  
 
    “We can take Aleksey to the other prisoners,” I added as I glanced at the assassin. “There isn’t much any of them can do to each other while they’re cursed, and I don’t want Mara alone with him. She might try to finish the job.”  
 
    Mara smiled. “You are a little paranoid, aren’t you, dragon?” 
 
    Laika unlocked the cell and shoved Mara inside. Then Ruslan and Moskal grabbed Aleksey’s limp form and hauled him up together.  
 
    “Meet us back at the palace, I’ll find Alyona,” I said before I paused. “Wait, can you grab the corpse of the assassin while you go to the other prison cell? We need to figure out what to do with them.”  
 
    “Just toss them in the forest,” Nike offered with a dark grin. “They don’t deserve to be buried or burned honorably.” 
 
    “That could work,” I laughed, “but with our luck, it would only attract more monsters we’d have to deal with.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Nike agreed with a sigh. “Maybe you can just torch them?”  
 
    “That’s actually a good idea,” I mused as I tapped my chin. “It gets rid of the bodies, and they don’t get the satisfaction of a pyre or any kind of funeral.”  
 
    “Gods, this bastard is heavy!” Ruslan grunted suddenly, and I looked over to see him and Moskal struggle with Aleksey’s limp body. 
 
    “Take him to the others, and take the body outside the walls,” I ordered. “We can burn them together.”  
 
    My father and Moskal both nodded as they slipped from the room, but not before they thumped Aleksey’s head against the doorjamb.  
 
    I snickered and turned back to the others in the room.  
 
    Laika locked the cell and walked back to us while she clipped the keys to her hip. 
 
    “She shouldn’t be a problem,” the wolf updated us. “I double checked to make sure she has nothing that she can use to escape. We should still be careful, though, since I’m sure she can be extremely resourceful.” 
 
    “You’re right, we need to make sure she can’t escape,” I agreed. “Can we have guards inside the room and out? She needs to be treated like a threat, I don’t care how well we chain her up. I’m not going to risk letting her escape.” 
 
    “Of course,” the Demi-Human nodded, “I’ll let Daya know to grab some extra guards.” 
 
    “Thanks, Laika. I’m going to grab the last assassin who’s dead in my room at the palace.” 
 
    Julia grabbed my arm as I walked toward the door. “I’ll come with you. I have some cleaning supplies stored away in the infirmary. I can clean the mess so you don’t have a giant blond stain on the floor, and I’m sure you won’t need me to watch the bodies burn.” 
 
    “Thanks, Julia. That would be great.” I smiled and wrapped my hand around hers. Then I looked back to Nike and Laika. “Can the two of you find a place for us to burn the bodies? I don’t want it to be too close to the city, no one else needs to smell them.”  
 
    “Of course, brother.” Nike nodded as we walked out of the room and down the hall of the airship.  
 
    “We can start on the north side of the wall, there is less plant life there so nothing really lives around it,” Laika suggested as she walked with us. “Plus, it will blow the smoke and therefore the stench away from the city.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I told them, “start there. I’ll come find you once I’m ready.” 
 
    We reached the bottom of the ship, and the sky was still black while the stars twinkled above us. With all the excitement, I’d forgotten it was late.  
 
    I sighed, and Julia smiled next to me.  
 
    “We can rest once everything is sorted out,” she offered hopefully. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose.” 
 
    Nike and Laika walked toward the wall of the city and disappeared once the gate opened. Then Julia and I strolled through the dark roads as we headed toward the palace.  
 
    As we drew closer to our temporary home, I noticed a light in Alyona’s window and smiled.  
 
    “I’m going to update Alyona and Ravi about everything so they can relax,” I told Julia.  
 
    Her eyes drifted toward the illuminated window, and she sighed. “Tell them to rest. They don’t need to watch  traitors turn to ash. They are dead, that’s all they need to know.” 
 
    I nodded as we walked inside the palace, and then I turned toward the staircase while Julia began to walk toward my room on the lower level. I quickly jogged up the steps and made my way toward Alyona’s room. Then I knocked once before the door was unceremoniously flung open to reveal Alyona and Ravi, and both of their eyes were wide. 
 
    “What happened?” the phoenix demanded.  
 
    “Did she say anything else?” Alyona questioned.  
 
    “Did you learn the Green Glass Sect’s plan?” 
 
    “Do you know when they plan to attack my father?” 
 
    “Hey,” I raised my voice to be heard above them, “calm down. One at a time.” 
 
    Ravi and Alyona shared a look before Alyona nodded. 
 
    “What else did you learn from her?” the princess asked in a more composed voice. 
 
    “We know she came here alone,” I explained. “The other two assassins were probably sent here alone as well. She said there were only three of them, so if she’s to be believed, we should be safe for now. We also know the sect has maps of Rahma, every road and path is charted out for them. There are also more passages beneath Hatra, and the sect knows about them. The tunnels are no longer safe. We can’t risk using them, so they have to be sealed. All of them except one. I don’t think they know about the escape tunnel that leads to the cave in the mountains.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” Alyona mused with a furrowed brow. “They wouldn’t want any evidence of the passage since that could prove to be dangerous. The Lords and Ladies of Hatra would have memorized the paths to get out of the mountains and taught them to their children. Which is unfortunate for us because it means it will probably be impossible to figure the paths out.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I told her as I thought of Tristan, “I think I can figure them out. I just need some time.”  
 
    Alyona nodded. “If you truly think you can figure out the maze, you should try. If we have a road unknown to the sect, it could give us an advantage.” 
 
    “Did she say anything about the sect retaliating for killing their assassins?” Ravi asked from Alyona’s side. 
 
    “She said it was a possibility,” I answered, “which is why we need to remain focused. We are already short on time, but we can’t let the Green Glass Sect sneak up on us.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Alyona replied with a nod. “We need to be ready to fight back.”  
 
    I smiled as the princess’s face creased in determination. Ravi stood next to her, and she looked ready to listen to our plan of action. I liked having my women ready to fight with me. It was reassuring and reminded me why we needed to do this. 
 
    “For now, you two should rest,” I said. “It’s late, and tomorrow is going to be extremely busy as we continue the reconstruction and finish the search through the tunnels. Hopefully, we can find the last few passages and seal them before anyone else gets through.” 
 
    Both women pouted before they agreed with me. 
 
    “Fine,” Alyona responded with a sigh. 
 
    I leaned in to kiss her briefly, and she smiled softly as our lips met.  
 
    “Goodnight,” I told her as I pulled away, and then I turned to the phoenix. “Ravi, I’ll walk you back to the airship.” 
 
    “Actually, I thought she could stay here with me,” Alyona suggested as she locked her arms around Ravi’s and gave me a mischievous smile. “My bed is plenty big enough for two people.”  
 
    “I guess that would be fine …” I said as I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “Is that okay with you, Ravi?”  
 
    “Yes!” she squealed, and her blue eyes were like two bright flames. “Alyona’s bed looks incredibly soft. I would love to stay the night here!” 
 
    Alyona and Ravi began to talk over each other quickly in their excitement, and I laughed. Then Ravi turned back to me and quickly placed a chaste kiss to my lips.  
 
    “Good night, Lord Evan!”  
 
    “Goodnight, Ravi,” I replied as she took off toward Alyona’s bed.  
 
    “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about,” Alyona murmured in my ear as she stepped closer to me. “It may seem silly to you, but there are rooms up here, next to me. I want you to consider moving to one of them. You were attacked today, and I didn’t even know about it until Laika and Nike came for me. I would feel so much better if you were closer to me.”  
 
    I smiled and pulled her to my chest.  
 
    “Alyona, you don’t need to worry about me. There is no one alive who could hurt me.” I paused and then chuckled. “Well, maybe Valerra could,”  
 
    “True, but she never would,” Alyona laughed with me and snuggled into my arms.  
 
    “But,” I continued, “I need to stay in my current room. I like being able to hear everyone walk around me. And, if I’m on the opposite side as everyone else, no one will be in danger. Tonight was a perfect example. There was an assassin in the palace, but he didn’t even go after you or my parents, he only came for me. The rest of you were perfectly safe.” 
 
    “But--” Alyona began until I stopped her with a kiss. 
 
    “But nothing. I won’t put you in any danger you don’t need to be in, okay?” 
 
    She nodded and sighed. “Okay. I love you.”  
 
    “I love you, too.” I pressed another kiss to her lips.  
 
    The princess smiled as she stepped back into her room. Then she shut the door quietly, and I could hear her footsteps as she walked toward the bed.  
 
    I stood there for a moment and debated on going back inside. I could still hear Ravi’s excited chatter through the door, and a rush of lust nearly made me lightheaded as all of my blood decided to travel south. 
 
    The thought of the two of them in bed together was enough to make my trousers uncomfortably tight, and I could just imagine both of them with me in bed as I kissed along their soft skin.  
 
    I was pulled from my thoughts, though, when I heard Julia call my name. Then I shook my head and released a deep breath as I let my excitement die down. 
 
    I walked into my room a few minutes later, and Julia was on the ground with bloodied rags around her while she mopped up as much blood as best she could. 
 
    “Let me help,” I offered, but I was shooed away. 
 
    “I have this,” Julia said quickly as she scrubbed vigorously at the floor. “Just get the body out of here so I can finish.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I replied with a salute, which resulted in a clean rag being thrown at my face.  
 
    “You are just like your father,” Julia laughed. “I should be done once you return. You should get some sleep afterwards.” 
 
    “I will,” I told her, “and you need rest, too. If you’re not done when I return, I’ll finish up. It’s my mess anyways.” 
 
    A heavy moment of silence passed between us.  
 
    “You could have been killed tonight,” Julia said in a broken voice, and she shook her head. “I won’t let you clean up the mess that saved your life.”  
 
    I looked over at my mother and noticed her wipe away a tear that rolled down her cheek. 
 
    “Julia, hey,” I walked over and knelt down beside her, “are you okay? Should I send for Ruslan?”  
 
    “No, no,” she sobbed out a laugh, “don’t get Ruslan. I’m fine. I was just so worried about you. I know you are by blood Ruslan’s child, but I feel like you are my son as well, Evan. The thought of an assassin coming for you in the middle of the night … it terrifies me in a way I’ve never felt before.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I whispered as I wrapped my arms around her in a hug, “and you don’t have to just feel like my mom, you are my mother. I think the fear you’re experiencing comes with being a parent.”  
 
    “You are a terrible child,” Julia sniffled and lightly slapped my chest, “making me worry like this.”  
 
    “I’m sorry?” I questioned with a grin, and she hugged me. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I should be proud of you.” She pulled out her fan and quickly fanned her face to dry her eyes. “The sect wanted you dead because you are a threat to them. They know you can destroy them so they came to destroy you first.”  
 
    “You can still be both scared and proud.” I pulled away from her and smirked. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry I worry you so much, but if it helps, I am kind of hard to kill.”  
 
    “Oh hush, you.” Julia rolled her eyes before she looked back at the assassin’s body. “You should go. I’m sure Lord Nikolaus and Laika have found a spot for you by now.”  
 
    “Will you be okay?” I asked as I picked up the body with ease and tossed him over my shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, don’t worry about me,” she insisted. 
 
    “Alright then, I’ll see you in the morning, Mom.”  
 
    Julia smiled warmly and continued to clean the blood from the floor. 
 
    As it turned out, my mother was right. Laika and Nike had found a spot by the time I arrived, and Ruslan had joined them as well. I was thankful for my enhanced senses as a dragon or else it probably would have taken me some time to find them. They were to the north of the city, along a dry patch of sand that was barren of life except for some patches of dried grass sprinkled here and there.  
 
    The assassin Laika had killed was already on the dirt as they waited for me. They’d taken off his mask, and for the first time, I saw his face. He was an older gentleman with dark hair that had several streaks of gray, but I felt no pity or remorse as I looked at his body.  
 
    Served the bastard right.  
 
    “Hey there,” I greeted my friends as I tossed my corpse onto the ground to join the other in the dirt.  
 
    “He was just a boy,” Ruslan sighed sadly when he looked at the assassin I’d just dropped. “He probably didn’t even understand the magnitude of what he fought for.”  
 
    The rest of us were silent for an awkward moment, but then I shook my head and shifted into my dragon form as I prepared to burn the bodies.  
 
    I could have used my fire magic, alongside Ruslan, but my dragon fire burned hotter, and I wanted to end this as quickly as possible. These traitors didn’t deserve any more time than necessary dedicated to their death. It also seemed like it had been forever since I used my fire as a dragon. 
 
    “Everyone, stand back,” I warned the group as I took a deep breath. 
 
    Then I exhaled, and a spiral of flames poured from my maw and collided with the two bodies. Their clothes instantly caught fire, and it wasn’t too long before their flesh began to burn as well. Dark smoke wafted into the air, and I was grateful I couldn’t breathe at the moment. I was sure the air was thick with the scent of burning flesh.  
 
    It took a few minutes, but the bodies eventually disappeared under my onslaught of flames. Finally, I shut my mouth and looked down, and two piles of dark gray ash sat where the bodies had been.  
 
    Good riddance. 
 
    I shifted back into my human form and kicked one of the piles to ensure the bodies were nothing more than dust now. The ashes blew across my shoes and coursed through the air, and I smiled darkly at the sight.  
 
    It may only be two bodies in an unknown number of people loyal to the Green Glass Sect, but it was a start. I peered at the darkness that surrounded the city. I hoped some of them were out there now, somewhere in the shadows, and I hoped they knew that one day, their bodies would be burned by my flames, too.  
 
    The Green Glass Sect had earned the wrath of a dragon, and dragons did not forgive easily.  
 
    Or at all. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    The next morning, I stood inside the archives with the rest of the citizens of Hatra. The attack last night had prevented me from getting much sleep, so I’d ordered a town meeting to be held at first light. My parents, Nike, and Alyona stood behind me while I addressed the group of several dozen people who had joined us.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” I began, “I know this probably seems strange since we had a meeting not too long ago, but I have some new information I felt was important to tell you all.” 
 
    “What happened?” Afra called out as she rubbed her eyes and yawned. “And why couldn’t it wait until a reasonable hour?” 
 
    I took a breath and considered how to continue. I knew I risked panic if the people knew about the attacks, but I also knew they had a right to know. This concerned them as well. As long as assassins could continue to enter the city through the secret passages, they were all at risk, so the only way to protect them was to alert them.  
 
    My eyes locked onto Laika, who stood on the opposite side of the room, and her gaze roamed along the group as she waited to see their reactions to the news. After a moment, she met my eye and nodded, and I returned the gesture before I turned my attention back to the civilians.  
 
    “There was an assassination attempt last night on myself and the members of the Green Glass Sect we are holding prisoner,” I explained quickly. “The assassins were other members of the sect. Their leader, Olivier, apparently has maps of Hatra, ancient maps that detail out the secret passages and tunnels we just discovered under our feet. He used these maps to direct his assassins to sneak into the city. One of the assassins claimed they were here for a month before they were given word to act upon their orders. If we are to believe her, that means the others could have been here for a month as well, or even longer.” 
 
    “Wait,” an older gentleman interrupted, “you left one of them alive? Won’t that force the hand of the sect? Won’t they come for her? What happens when they return?” 
 
    The room filled with voices as the rest of the people began to talk over each other. 
 
    “Lord Evan was not finished!” Laika’s voice rang above the noise, and the crowd silenced. “Before you begin to panic, perhaps you should listen to your lord and trust him.” 
 
    The crowd slowly turned their attention back to me, and I gave the guild leader a grateful smile.  
 
    “Laika’s right,” I told my people. “We can’t panic, that’s what they want. They want us weak and crippled, but we won’t let them win. We are going to seal the chambers of the tunnels and continue to search the passages we haven’t gone through. We need to map out the area, too. If there are any other threats inside this city, I will find them.” 
 
    I heard a few stray whispers, but they were quickly silenced when I sent the crowd a stern look. 
 
    “We can’t let them scare us, that’s what they want,” Alyona’s sweet voice reiterated as she stood and walked over to stand next to me. “We need to show them we are united. If we stand together, they cannot defeat us.” 
 
    I grabbed Alyona’s hand and entwined our fingers, and she smiled up a me while I quickly kissed her forehead.  
 
    “From now on, I want to put a curfew in place,” I ordered as I looked back to the crowd. “Everyone needs to be home by the time the sun sets. Also, all gates except one will be closed, and they will remain closed until the threat is over. We need to make sure every single person who enters our city is here for the right reasons, otherwise we could easily become infested with spies from the sect. Alyona is also working on a barrier spell that will prevent any enemies of Hatra from entering. Obviously, the guards and myself will be exempt from this curfew, but until we know for sure that no other threats reside inside the city, we can’t put the civilians at risk.” 
 
    “What about the reconstruction?” Leon asked from his place in the crowd, and his golden hair identified him before he even stood. “We have a very strict schedule we need to stick to, and we already have the unexpected delay with the secret passages. We can’t fall behind or add more things to our list or else we risk not making our deadline.” 
 
    “The reconstruction will continue as planned, we just need to account for the new curfew,” I answered quickly to reassure the people. “For the most part, we didn’t work past dusk anyway, so this shouldn’t interfere too much. The reconstruction is still a top priority, we just need to make sure everyone inside is safe while we do it.” 
 
    Leon nodded his approval, and then I turned to the next citizen who voiced their concerns. 
 
    The rest of the meeting passed in a blur after that. Afra updated us on the status of the farm and the plants that were nearly ready for harvest, a few random citizens had a small dispute over land that was easily sorted, and Laika updated the people about a new guard regiment that would be in place immediately.  
 
    Before I knew it, the library had emptied, and I collapsed with a sigh into the nearest chair. 
 
    “I think that went well,” Ruslan commented from behind me. “You did a nice job of reassuring the people and helped keep them calm about all the assassination attempts. You were made to lead.”  
 
    “Thanks, Pops,” I murmured as I rubbed my brow. 
 
    He placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed softly. “You alright, son?”  
 
    “Yeah, just thinking,” I sighed. “I don’t think the sect is aware about the passage that leads to the mountains. I’m thinking if the sect attacks again, we can try to send as many people to the caves as possible and get them out of harm’s way.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good plan,” Ruslan hummed and sat down in a chair next to me. Then Julia stopped behind him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. 
 
    “Do you think they will attack again so soon?” she asked quietly.  
 
    “No, but I don’t believe they’ve given up,” I replied in a firm voice. “If they want us dead, they’ll be back, but we’ll be ready for them when they do. They won’t have the element of surprise next time, and that is how we can beat them. We know they are coming, it’s just a matter of timing.” 
 
    “And I’d like to see them try to use the tunnels again, now that you are aware of them,” Nike remarked with a smirk. “We are ready for them, and they know it. If they want to attack now, they will have to face us head on.” 
 
    “Although, Olivier is too smart for that,” Laika added. “When Olivier orchestrated an attack on Hatra with his behemoths, Evan made sure the attack was a failure. Now, they have failed a second time. Olivier knows he will lose if he attacks us again, so he will most likely wait for our guard to drop and then strike. But, as long as we stay vigilant and strong, we can easily defeat any attack he throws at us.” 
 
    “Laika is right,” I agreed. “We can’t let our guard down, not now. We need to remain focused on the city and our defenses. Olivier is patient, he will wait until the perfect time to strike. We just have to be ready for him when he does.” 
 
    Everyone was quiet as they absorbed my words.  
 
    “Okay, then,” Nike broke the silence, “where should we start?” 
 
    “We need to secure the tunnels,” I decided. “If we find any other passages that lead out, we can block them off for now. We just need to prevent anyone from sneaking inside Hatra. Other than that, we continue to build the city up. We still have a deadline, and we can’t ignore it because of the Green Glass Sect. The city is nearly finished, there are only a small amount of things left to do, and once we are done with those things, we can begin to work on the Lunar Palace.” 
 
    “I’ll ensure the training sessions we have started continue along smoothly,” Laika promised. “Maybe we can even get more Hatra citizens to join now that they know another threat is out there.”  
 
    “Thanks, you should talk to Natalya as well,” I suggested. “We have the workers at the mines now, so I can give the order to bring home the materials she needs for her shop. The orichalcum would be nice to have again so she can create better weapons for us. Maybe she can even make a few sparring weapons so you can train and get used to the weight of it.”  
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Laika nodded.  
 
    “I can lead the groups to the tunnels,” Nike volunteered. “I’ll make sure everyone stays safe.” 
 
    “We can join him,” Ruslan added quickly as he gestured to himself and Julia. “There isn’t much for us to do here, so we might as well help in whatever way we can.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Julia agreed. “We are Elders of Hatra. It’s our duty to keep the city safe.” 
 
    “I’d like to join as well,” Moskal spoke up from his sister’s side. “I have to admit I’m curious about the secret passages, and I’d like to see them before they get sealed up.”  
 
    “Then it sounds like we have a plan,” I said with a grin. “I’m going to go see Valerra now. I want to talk to her about the assassination attempt and see if she can help us keep an eye on our borders.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Alyona replied. “Maybe she can also help us figure out where more of the passages lead. She’s been the guardian of the canyons for three thousand years, if anyone knows about secret passages, it would be her.” 
 
    “I never even thought to ask her about that,” I blinked in surprise, “but you’re right. She might know something that could help us out. I’ll come find you all later and let you know what she says.” 
 
    I left the group inside the library and quickly climbed up the spiral staircase and into the city. The sun hung low in the eastern sky, and Hatra seemed to be much more awake now that sunlight shone down and illuminated the streets.  
 
    I took a moment and let myself admire the scenery before me.  
 
    Hatra was beautiful. Strong, thick walls surrounded the city on all sides, the homes inside were nearly all finished, and most already had families now living inside them. There were a few more things left to do before we could start on the Lunar Palace, but I was happy with the progress.  
 
    Raisa and Azra suddenly walked in front of me and broke me out of my trance. The two architects held a large piece of parchment between them as they walked perfectly in time with each other, and they had their faces nearly pressed to the page while they whispered to each other.  
 
    “Hey!” I called after them. “Wait up!”  
 
    The architects froze before they turned to me with identical grins. 
 
    “Lord Evan!” Raisa nearly screamed as she released her half of the parchment and ran at me.  
 
    She enveloped me in a hug before Azra pried her off me with a laugh. 
 
    “Sorry, we didn’t see you there,” Azra explained with a wince, but his amber eyes were bright with excitement. “We’ve been busy drawing up blueprints for the Lunar Palace.”  
 
    “We should be able to start construction soon!” Raisa added quickly. “We want to make sure the palace is perfect. Oh! This is actually great timing, we’ve been wanting to ask if there is anything specific you want to add into the palace?” 
 
    “I thought it would be more for Alyona than me?” I questioned with a furrowed brow. “She’s the princess. Why don’t you two ask her for anything?” 
 
    The two architects shared a confused look before Azra spoke up. 
 
    “You’re the Lord of Hatra,” the blue-haired male pointed out. “Alyona is the princess of Rahma, yes, but this is your city. She will have a room here, but all decisions about the palace are yours.” 
 
    “Huh, I hadn’t thought of it like that,” I muttered. “Okay, just let me think for a minute, yeah? I’ll get back to you later, since I’m actually on my way to talk with Valerra.” 
 
    “Of course!” Azra exclaimed, while Raisa nodded frantically. “We didn’t mean to pressure you!” 
 
     “We just wanted your opinion on the current design,” Raisa waved her hands around her head, “but we can find you when you return. Send us a message, and we can talk about the matter further.” 
 
    “Of course, thank you for all your hard work,” I responded, and they smiled before they quickly scampered away.  
 
    Once they were out of sight, I walked toward the gates quickly and thought about the designs for the palace. I knew a few things I wanted to be implemented, but I also hadn’t had the time to think about it thoroughly.  
 
    No matter. The palace was the last thing on my to-do list right now. I could think about it later.  
 
    After a few minutes, I reached the gates, they opened, and I slipped outside. Then I shifted into my dragon body and took off into the sky. 
 
    I soared over the deserts toward the Crimson Canyons. When I landed in front of Valerra’s cave, she emerged in her human form, crossed her arms over her bare chest, and glared at me. 
 
    “You really don’t know what ‘leave me alone’ means, do you?” she snipped. 
 
    “Good morning to you too, Valerra,” I greeted with a smirk. “And I missed you, too.”  
 
    “What do you want, Evan?” The crimson dragon rolled her golden eyes.  
 
    “I won’t be here long, stop being snippy,” I chuckled and shifted into my human form. “I’m just here to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “Great,” she snorted and leaned against the rocky opening of her cave. “Then talk so I can return to my solitude.”  
 
    “Assassins were sent to Hatra last night,” I said plainly as I walked toward her. 
 
    Valerra’s head quickly snapped up to me, and she stood up straight. Then she seemed to read the expression on my face to see if I was lying to her, and a few seconds passed in silence before she finally responded. 
 
    “Was anyone killed?”  
 
    “Just the assassins.” I smirked. “What kind of dragon do you think I am?” 
 
    “The kind who doesn’t know how to listen,” she countered. 
 
    “Very funny.” I narrowed my eyes at her, and she clicked her tongue.  
 
    “You caught all the assassins I assume?”  
 
    “We did.” I nodded. “Well, we think we caught them all, but there are still people looking, just in case.” 
 
    “So, what does any of this have to do with me?” the crimson dragon hummed.  
 
    “We obviously need a way to better guard Hatra,” I replied. “Would you consider helping us out? You don’t need to stay within the city or anything like that. Just help us keep an eye out for anything suspicious.” 
 
    “Evan, you already asked this of me. I told you I needed to think about it.” 
 
    “That was before we had members of the Green Glass Sect infiltrate my city,” I argued. “So, I need an answer now.” 
 
    Valerra cast a glance back into her cave, bit her lip, but didn’t respond.  
 
    She was a stubborn one, I’d give her that.  
 
    But she was no match for me.  
 
    “You know,” I drawled, “if you help us keep an eye out for enemies, it could benefit you as well.” 
 
    “And how is that?” Valerra asked as she turned her eyes back to me and raised a brow. “It seems like I would be giving you a lot more than you can offer me in return.”  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    “Valerra, come on.” I leveled her with a pointed look. “What about our future children?” 
 
    Valerra narrowed her eyes. “What about them?” 
 
    “Help us out, and maybe we can focus more on having a child or an egg. Whatever it would be.” 
 
    “Why would you offer to have a child with me in exchange for protection? Wouldn’t a child make me less likely to help you?” 
 
    “If you have an egg or a child with me, the entire city of Hatra will die to protect it,” I explained to her quickly. “It will be my heir, and my people will have a sworn duty to protect their Lord’s child. It will have more protection than you could offer, so you wouldn’t have to worry. Besides, we need you. No one will risk pissing off the Crimson Dragon, especially now that the sect has already attacked you once.” 
 
    “I don’t need the reminder,” she growled darkly. “The Green Glass Sect tried to kill my sister’s egg, I will never forget that. Hmph. Perhaps the extra protection could be beneficial.” 
 
    “So,” I said decidedly, “you’ll help us, then?” 
 
    “Fine,” Valerra scoffed, “I will make sure your city will be safe for now. This is not me agreeing to help you once you’re gone, though, I still haven’t decided about that.” 
 
    I smirked at her, and she groaned.  
 
    “Stop it. I’m only helping because I want to see the sect burned to ash.” 
 
    “Sure you are,” I snickered. “It has nothing to do with me being the person who asked. Admit it, you just can’t say no to me, your wonderful mate who provides you with treasures and kills driders on your doorstep.”  
 
    Valerra glared at me, and her jaw clenched. “Go away.”  
 
    “I have one more thing to talk to you about,” I protested as I tried not to laugh at her obvious discomfort, “but don’t worry. It’s just a question, you don’t have to do anything other than answer.” 
 
    Valerra shook her head and sighed, but gestured with her hand for me to continue.  
 
    “There are tunnels under Hatra, and within these tunnels are passageways that lead to different locations around the area,” I started. “We’ve found a few of them already, and we have a few groups down there now who are continuing to search the tunnels for exits, but do you know anything about them? You’ve lived here for thousands of years, if anyone knows where the passages lead out, it would be you.” 
 
    Valerra absently ran a hand through her crimson hair as she seemed to think.  
 
    “I might,” she admitted after a long moment. “I vaguely remember something about secret passages when Lord Tristan lived in Hatra. I believe a few of them led into the canyons, which is why they stopped being used. I might be able to find some of them.”  
 
    “Tristan,” I repeated in surprise. “My grandfather.”  
 
    “Yes,” Valerra nodded, “they used the tunnel system to help with trade and to hide from bandits who lurked around the area. When Tristan was a teenager, though, his father had the tunnels banned. I may have killed a few of their men when I first moved here. I needed to guard my territory. Tristan came to me when he had grown to ask permission to use the passages inside my canyons, but I refused him. He never asked again.” 
 
    “But Tristan knew about them.” I grinned. “That’s great!” 
 
    “Lord Tristan is dead, Evan,” Valerra said with a frown. “How is that good news?” 
 
    I stopped for a moment. I hadn’t told her about my ability to time travel or about my conversations with Tristan’s ghost, but I didn’t have the time to explain the whole story to her now. 
 
    “It just means we might be able to find something if we look at books from his time, maybe he had something recorded about them,” I told her instead.  
 
    “I see, then I guess you should leave me alone now.” She smirked, and a fang peeked out of her upper lip. “How tragic.”  
 
    “Alright, I can catch a hint,” I chuckled. “I’ll head back home now, but I’ll see you later. Let me know when you’re ready to begin our patrols again. Or when you miss me too much.” 
 
    Valerra rolled her eyes at me again while I shifted into my dragon form.  
 
    “Our patrol can resume in two days, but don’t be late, or I’ll leave without you,” she warned.  
 
    “I’ll see you in two days, then.” I dipped my massive head and bared my fangs at her in the semblance of a smile. “Bye, Valerra.” 
 
    The crimson dragon didn’t respond, she just walked toward her cave and vanished inside.  
 
    I chuckled before I launched my body into the air and flew back in the direction of Hatra. Instead of returning to the city, though, I continued forward to the mountains. It had been nearly a thousand years since this tunnel was in use. I just hoped Tristan had a good memory and could help me figure out how to navigate the escape route.  
 
    I flew low over the forest just beyond Hatra, and I could feel a slight tickle as the tops of the trees brushed against my scaled stomach. I angled my wings to get a little more air, and then I soared over the Asuran village and the mines. I could see the workers as they walked around the town, and when my shadow passed over a small group, Anton looked up and gave a wave before he turned back to his work.  
 
    I continued past the forest and up into the mountains at a leisurely pace. Thankfully, I had a photographic memory, and I quickly found the mountain the escape route fed into. I landed on the rocky ledge that overhung a steep cliffside and slipped inside the cavern. It looked exactly the same as when I’d come with my group while we searched the tunnels. A long river split the chamber as it weaved across the room, and sharp stalactites hung along the ceiling menacingly. A quick glance around the room let me know I was alone, so I jumped across the river to the opposite side and walked to the secret passage entrance. Then I shifted back into my human self and pulled the Sword of Hatra from my storage space. 
 
    “Lord Tristan?” I said quietly, but the words still echoed around me.  
 
    I was unsure how to summon the past wielders of my sword, and I felt kind of stupid standing in the middle of a cave talking to a sword, but I didn’t have any better ideas.  
 
    “Grandfather?” I asked again, and once more, nothing happened.  
 
    What are you doing? Miraya asked inside my head.  
 
    “I need to talk to Tristan,” I spoke out loud. “It’s important.” 
 
    I see, well you don’t need to do whatever you’re doing to reach him. Just summon him with your mind and heart. 
 
    “How do I do that?” I asked, slightly annoyed.  
 
    Just ask for him to talk to you. 
 
    I sighed, took a deep breath, and tried again.  
 
    “Tristan, can we talk? I have some questions I need to ask you.”  
 
    For a second, nothing happened, and I was about to ask Miraya what went wrong, but then I heard a familiar voice over my shoulder.  
 
    “Evan?”  
 
    I quickly turned, and Tristan stood behind me, with his red hair and green eyes bright against his pale complexion. A soft blue hue also seemed to surround him, and if I looked at him from a certain angle, his outline was slightly transparent.  
 
    “What is it you need from me?” Tristan asked as he seemed to take in our surroundings. “Well, I see you have discovered the escape tunnels.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s a long story,” I said with a wave of my hand, “I just need to know if you know how to get out of here. The Green Glass Sect discovered the other passages, but this one is unknown to them, and I want to learn how to maneuver it in case the day comes where we have to use it.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” My grandfather nodded. “This passage was never made public knowledge, to keep it safe. I haven’t been down here since I was a boy, but I think I remember the way out of here.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, “then lead the way.” 
 
    Tristan glanced around the area before he turned back to me with a mischievous grin identical to Ruslan’s. 
 
    “If we get lost, you can’t blame me. I heard if you lose your way in these caves, you’ll never escape the mountains.”  
 
    “I think I’ll be okay.” I rolled my eyes with a laugh.  
 
    “Then by all means, follow me,” the ghostly form said, and then he walked toward the river. 
 
    We followed the water until we hit the rocky wall of the cave where a tall, thin waterfall trickled down the side of the cavern and fed into the river. I watched the water silently as it poured from the drop off above us, and I frowned at the sight. 
 
    “Uh, Gramps?” I asked. “This looks like a wall to me.”  
 
    “It’s here somewhere, I think,” Tristan grumbled in front of me as he floated near the wall. “Aha! Here it is.”  
 
    He moved out of the way to point to a six-foot tall gap within the cave wall. The stones along the gap matched up perfectly with the ones along the sides, and it created a kind of optical illusion that prevented the gap from being seen unless someone was looking for it.  
 
    “Smart,” I commented. “It’s easy to find once you know what to look for, but if you’re just down here, this would be invisible.” 
 
    “Exactly. Now, come on, this way.” Tristan walked down the narrow passage, and I trailed behind him, but I was careful to keep an eye and an ear out for any possible dangers. 
 
    “Where does this lead?” I asked as I stepped over some loose stones.  
 
    With the opening to the outside far behind us, the path we walked down became darker as we trekked deeper into the mountains. 
 
    “If memory serves me correctly,” Tristan said over his shoulder, “this should lead us down into a crystal cavern. After the cavern, we should reach the opposite side of the mountains and find the way out.” 
 
    “Crystal cavern?” I frowned. “What is that? Is it like the River Moonstone House?” 
 
    “I guess it is, in a sense,” Tristan answered, “but this cavern is more than that. The River Moonstone House is used to enhance magical abilities and to help you grow with your magic to become stronger. These crystals are said to have magical properties. Our cave has always been hidden, but there are others throughout the world. Some people believe they are gifts from the gods. Other’s think they are a test from the gods. The rumors say that a single hour inside a crystal cavern can bring back the sickest man from the brink of death.” 
 
    “Are these rumors to be believed?” I questioned as I studied my grandfather.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Tristan laughed and shook his head. “I’ve never seen anyone try.”  
 
    “Why not? If it can heal people, why wouldn’t people at least try?” 
 
    Tristan was quiet for a long moment as his brow furrowed.  
 
    “All things come at a cost,” he finally said. “While it is entirely possible that the caves have magic and can heal people, it comes at a high price. For every story about a healing, there are stories of terrible curses. Most people don’t want to risk it.” 
 
    “What kind of curses?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “Death. For everyone that is healed, someone else dies. The most common stories are about parents saving one of their young children, only for the curse to take its payment in the form of the lives of their other kids.”  
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. “So, you have to choose to save one child or all of them. I can understand why no one comes down here if that’s the cost.” 
 
    Tristan nodded in agreement as we continued along. 
 
    After a few more minutes of walking, we finally came to a wide opening. A faint bluish hue seemed to glow from the inside of the cave, and I watched as the light flickered around the walls. 
 
    “We’re here,” Tristan told me as he walked into the chamber. “Welcome to the crystal caverns.”  
 
    I followed him inside, and my jaw gaped open.  
 
    “Woah,” I breathed. I’d seen many awesome sights since coming to Inati, and this was yet another spectacular one.  
 
    Every inch of the cave was full of massive crystals, and they seemed to reflect off the small amount of sunlight that squeezed its way through the cracks along the ceiling. There was a large pool of water, and it was surrounded by blue and green crystals that grew from the earth into giant pillars probably the size of my human body. Water dripped from the ceiling, landed into the pool, and created large ripples over the surface, and the reflections of the glowing crystals became fractured and distorted. 
 
    “That’s the healing pool,” Tristan explained. “It is where you place the sick or injured person and allow them to heal.”  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I said as I looked around. “I can see why rumors would start around these kinds of places.” 
 
    “It is indeed lovely,” Tristan agreed, but then his brow furrowed. “It’s strange, I haven’t seen this cavern in centuries, but it seems like it hasn’t changed at all. It’s a relief to know no one else has come down here since.”  
 
    “Do you think any of the stories are true?” I asked him. “I mean, do you really think this place could be magic?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Tristan admitted with a shrug. “In our world, I suppose anything is possible.” 
 
    Like a human being transformed into a dragon when he put on a dragon mask back on Earth.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said with a smile. “Anything is possible, but maybe this is something we should test at another time. The last thing Hatra needs now is a curse.”  
 
    Tristan nodded and led us along the wall around the crystals and away from the pool.  
 
    “We need to stay along the left path here,” Tristan directed and led us down another trail. 
 
    The glow of the crystals faded away behind us as we continued to walk, and the rest of our journey was slow as we made our way through the mountains. Eventually, we began to descend downwards, and the paths we took started to wrap around at strange angles to confuse anyone who didn’t know the way. Tunnels split into several directions, and I was reminded again how lucky I was to have a photographic memory, or else I would never be able to remember any of this.  
 
    When we finally reached the end of the route, we exited on the opposite side of the mountain through a narrow path that I had to squeeze through. There was another dense forest in front of us, similar to the forest between these mountains and Hatra, but it felt different.  
 
    “This land once belonged to a great city, but like Hatra, it was destroyed by demon attacks and then overrun by the miasma,” Tristan explained as he gestured to the land before us. “The city fell to ruin and was unable to ever recover. By the time Ruslan was born, it was nothing more than a ghost town. All of its people had moved on to survive.”  
 
    “I can’t believe how many people the miasma has hurt,” I whispered while I looked out into the forest.  
 
    I knew Hatra wasn’t the only city to be tormented by the demonic smoke, but it was one thing to hear about and another to see it in action. 
 
    “It was a dark time for all of Rahma,” Tristan muttered, and a shadow of sadness crossed over his face as he frowned. “Many people were lost.”  
 
    “Thanks for your help, Tristan,” I said to the ghostly figure of my grandfather. “It would have taken us weeks to find a way out of there without you.” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied with a smile, and his darkened mood vanished. “I will always be willing to help you and Hatra as best I can. You need only ask. Will you need assistance getting home?”  
 
    “No, I’ve got that handled. You can rest now.” 
 
    With a small nod, he vanished into the air, and I stowed my sword back into my storage space. Then I shifted back into my dragon form and flew into the sky.  
 
    After a few minutes of searching for the best view, I perched along the top of the mountain and glanced around the forest. I couldn’t see anything that would even resemble a city within the dense green trees, but this place could be a stop along our campaign when Alyona and I left. We could at least inspect the city for more resources we could take for Hatra. Maybe even in a few years, we could help to restore that city as well.  
 
    I suddenly felt a rush of anger toward the demons that destroyed this city, and I knew I would kill every last demon that plagued this world. They had haunted the people of Rahma long enough, and I was sick of it.  
 
    I would continue to grow stronger and one day soon, I would seal the Breach, slay every last demon, and free all of the innocent people from this darkness. 
 
    And all this land before me would be mine to rule.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Once I was done in the mountains, I flew back to Hatra slowly and enjoyed the solitude I very rarely got to have since I was the lord of a growing city. I leisurely passed over the Asuran village and watched the workers as they walked toward the mines, with their gear wrapped in rope and slung over their shoulders. The dryad sisters had reopened the mines a few days prior, and we had guards on duty to ensure everyone’s safety while we continued to mine for materials.  
 
    While I flew, my thoughts were filled with the different ideas I had for the Lunar Palace. I knew I wanted Alyona, Laika, Ravi and even Valerra to have their own rooms that could incorporate each of their unique personalities into it. So far, I’d planned out Alyona’s and Laika’s rooms, but I still needed ideas for Ravi and Valerra. The first thing I was going to do once I returned to the city was find Raisa and Azra, so we could finish the designs for the palace and begin building. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to reach Hatra once I passed over the village, and I quietly landed next to the gates and shifted into my human form. The gates opened quickly, and I walked through them into the city. It had taken me most of the afternoon to make my way through the mountains, and the sun was now nearly ready to set.  
 
    I nodded hello to the small amount of people who greeted me as I walked through Hatra to find the architects. I didn’t find them anywhere inside the city proper, though, since they tended to linger around the construction areas to offer input and to ensure the structures were built correctly. So, I figured I would check their cabin next.  
 
    When I arrived outside the cottage, I knocked twice along the door and waited. It only took a few seconds before the door was swung open, and Nike’s silver eyes furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “Hello, Evan, is there something I can help you with?” he asked as he stepped to the side and gestured for me to enter. 
 
    “Hey, Nike, I’m actually looking for Raisa and Azra,” I answered as I looked around the small cabin. “They wanted to go over ideas for the Lunar Palace with me.” 
 
    The cabin seemed small on the outside, but the inside was as large as an upper-middle class house. I stood in the foyer with Nike, to my left was a room with several chairs and comfortable looking couches, and a hallway in front of us looked like it led into the kitchen.  
 
    “Oh?” Nike said as he closed the door behind me. “They are in their shared room. At least, I believe they are. That’s where I saw them last, and I don’t think they’ve left since then. Come on, I’ll show you.” 
 
    Nike led me down the hallway and toward the kitchen. The cabin was nice, and it felt very welcoming and homey on the inside.  
 
    “You’ve never been inside, have you?” Nike asked me as I continued to look around.  
 
    “No, I’ve seen the outside a few times, but I’ve never been invited in until now.”  
 
    “Well, come on, I’ll give you a tour.” Nike grinned and pointed toward the living space next to us. “This is where we usually hang out together. The sofas are incredibly comfortable. You should try one sometime.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” I chuckled. “I don’t have much free time any more.” 
 
     Nike shrugged and led me down the hall. Then we walked past the kitchen, and Nike stopped. 
 
    “This is where we would prepare food, if any of us knew how to cook,” he laughed. “We don’t typically spend a lot of time in here, it’s mainly to be used by servants when nobles travel, but it’s nice to have. Adyin used to love creating random recipes for us all to try, and I don’t think any of us have really been here since.” 
 
    Nike frowned at the mention of his lost noble friend, and I reached out and squeezed his shoulder.  
 
    “I’m sorry about Adyin,” I said. “I’m sure it wasn’t easy to lose a member of your people, even if you weren’t that close.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, brother,” my fellow Noble of the Sword sighed. “I’ll admit, it does ease my guilt to recall watching that monster turn to ash under your power. It was glorious.” 
 
    Nike smiled and let out a short laugh at the memory. 
 
    “Yeah, it was pretty badass,” I agreed with a grin. “I’m just glad he’s dead. I don’t even feel the slightest remorse for killing him.” 
 
    “Nor should you, that monster deserved his fate.”  
 
    I nodded in agreement as we turned away from the kitchens, and Nike led us down a hallway that extended out across from where we stood. A long, navy blue rug was rolled out along the floor, and on either side of the hall were doors, all closed firmly shut, save for three. Nike led us down the hall, and when we passed one of the opened doors, Nike pointed to it.  
 
    “This room is technically Azra’s,” Nike mentioned, “but, as you know, Raisa and Azra tend to stick together at all times, so they mainly share Raisa’s.”  
 
    Azra’s room was bare of furniture except for a single dresser in the middle of the back wall. Instead of furniture or clothing, though, the room was full of rolled up pieces of parchment. One was unrolled on top of the desk with a quill and ink well placed alongside it. Blueprints I’d never seen before were drawn on the page, and I assumed these were drawings for another project the architects had worked on together.  
 
    “They need to get out more,” I chuckled. “This is kind of depressing. All they ever do is work.” 
 
    “They enjoy it,” Nike shrugged, “so I don’t see the harm in it.”  
 
    I hummed in agreement as Nike continued forward to the next opened door. 
 
    “This room is mine,” he said. “There’s nothing special about it, though, it’s just a room for me to sleep.” 
 
    His room had a bed, dresser, and a wardrobe tucked into the corner. Various weapons were on display along the plain white walls, and his bed was neatly made. The light gray sheets were even fitted perfectly, and there wasn’t a single wrinkle in the fabric.  
 
    “Wow,” was the first word that came to mind, “it’s very … practical, I suppose.” 
 
    “I’m the Lord of Leyte,” he defended primly. “It doesn’t do well for me to have trinkets and meaningless things like that in my room. I need to use the space I have purposefully.” 
 
    “That’s a good excuse for being boring,” I replied as I choked back a laugh, and Nike gave me a small glare. 
 
    “Hey, I have an image to uphold,” he retorted while he fought back a smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” I snickered, “because putting some personality into your room would make you the laughing stock of Hatra.” 
 
    “You never know,” Nike said, “it might.”  
 
    I shook my head and followed as Nike pointed out the third room with the opened door.  
 
    “That was Adyin’s room,” he said in a much more somber voice. “We didn’t know what to do with all of his belongings, so we just left the room as is. We told his family they are more than welcome to come clean the room out once we return to Leyte.” 
 
    “That was a good idea,” I murmured gently. “Some people need that closure.”  
 
    We passed the room quietly, since neither of us had any interest in entering a dead man’s quarters. Then Nike continued down the hall a few more feet, before he stopped at the last door at the end of the hall.  
 
    “This is their room,” Nike explained. “I’ll leave you here with them, and we can talk later, yeah?”  
 
    “Yeah of course, I have some stuff to tell you,” I replied. “Thanks for the tour, by the way.” 
 
    “No problem,” Nike said with a grin before he turned and headed back down the hallway. “Let me know if you need anything else.” 
 
    When he turned the corner and disappeared from sight, I knocked once on the doorframe before I twisted the brass handle and swung the door open. The room was cluttered with different parchments, writing tools, books, and empty inkwells. Two beds were stacked on top of each other, bunk bed style, and a dresser was buried underneath a tower of abandoned blueprints.  
 
    The two architects sat together on the bottom bunk. Papers were spread around them as they passed back and forth a parchment with blueprints drawn all over it. Neither of them looked up as I walked into the room. 
 
    “Hey,” I announced my presence to the two, and as they both startled, the parchment they held drifted softly to the mattress. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “Hello, Lord Evan,” Azra replied as the two of them stood from the bed. “What can we do for you?” 
 
    “Well, I gave our earlier conversation some thought, and I have a few ideas for the palace I wanted to run past you to see if they were possible.” 
 
    The architects shared a grin. 
 
    “There isn’t much we consider impossible,” Raisa said with a small laugh, and then she pulled out a new sheet of parchment and tugged at the pencil tucked behind her ear. “Tell us your ideas.” 
 
    “Well,” I began as I brushed charcoal pencils and quills from a chair and sat down, “I want to create rooms for each of the women in my life. Alyona, Laika, Ravi, and Valerra all need to have a room created for them and their unique personalities.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet!” Raisa grinned. “That shouldn’t be too hard to accomplish. You know these women best, so what are you thinking about putting inside each room to make them suitable for each person?” 
 
    “I know Alyona’s room will need space for her books and for a workstation so she can take notes and study,” I explained with a fond smile. “We can also give her an open space to meditate or to work on spells without endangering herself or the things around her. She’s a princess and obviously will need a luxurious bed, so make sure we have the space for that as well.” 
 
    Raisa frantically took notes while Azra began drawing up sketches for the room. Both of them worked quickly and could draw nearly as fast as I could speak. 
 
    “Okay, the next room can be Laika’s, so what did you have in mind for her?” Azra asked as both architects grabbed new sheets of parchment.  
 
    “Well, Laika is much more practical than a princess,” I mused and tapped my chin, “but she’s still the leader of a guild, so she deserves the best. I want her room to feel safe and secure, but also not hinder her and make her feel like a damsel in distress. She would want to be the closest room to any entrance so she can be at the ready in case of attacks, and I want her to have a way to display her weapons, but still have them easily accessible when she needs them. If we can, I’d also like to add a table with a whetstone and some oils and cleaning supplies for swords so she can care for them and keep them in pristine condition. She can have a bed slightly smaller than Alyona’s but still just as luxurious.”  
 
    “Okay,” Azra quickly sketched out a new design and hummed before he frowned, “I’ll figure that out later. Who’s next? Ravi?” 
 
    “Ravi will need a lot of open space,” I said as I pictured her desert home. “She’s not used to living in an enclosed space, so I want to make sure her room is as open and spacious as possible. Is there a way to have windows in Ravi’s room that face the east and the west? She loves to watch the sun rise and set, and being a phoenix, I think it’s important for her room to be exposed to as much sunlight as possible. She’ll also need a balcony so she can transform whenever she pleases. I want her to have a safe place whenever she needs to burn, so if either of you can create any kind of safe that will allow her ashes to be kept out of harm’s way, that would be awesome.” 
 
    “Okay, Ravi’s should be pretty easy then,” Raisa commented, and Azra nodded as he finished sketching the phoenix’s room. “I have a few ideas we can work on to keep her ashes safe, but we can bounce ideas off each other later. So, Valerra now, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed, “but I think Valerra’s room will be the hardest. I know she won’t use it often, but I want her to stay here while I’m gone, just in case something happens. I know she’ll want a bed, probably as big as we can get it, and she’ll need a safe place for her sister’s egg, that is a must. I know she won’t even consider staying here if there isn’t a place for the egg. Actually … make spaces for a bunch of eggs.” 
 
    “Does she have other--” Raisa started to ask, but I didn’t want to explain that the crimson dragon was probably pregnant with my offspring, or soon would be, so I kept talking.  
 
    “I would also give her a balcony large enough and strong enough for her dragon form so she won’t feel trapped here and can come and go as she pleases.”  
 
    “Ohh, that’s a good idea, dragons don’t like to be kept.” Raisa nodded eagerly before she glanced from me to the paper in her hand. “Is that it for the ladies?”  
 
    “I believe so.” I nodded. 
 
    “Great! Now, what about your room?” 
 
    “My room?” I echoed and scratched my head. “I honestly haven’t thought about it. I only thought about the other rooms. I’m sure whatever you two decided will be perfect.” 
 
    Both of the architects rolled their eyes in synchronization.  
 
    “Of course it will be, but we need to make sure you love it, too!” Raisa protested. “If you don’t love your room, that means we failed.” 
 
    “I would never say the two of you were failures,” I argued. “Just look outside, Hatra is being restored as we speak, and it is amazing. The two of you are incredible.”  
 
    Raisa’s face grew pink with my praise. “Oh, no! We are only doing our jobs! We are just your average architects. There is nothing special about us.”  
 
    “Okay, sorry,” I chuckled and raised my hands in surrender. “Back to designs, then. For my room, I want to make sure I have plenty of space. A bed big enough for say, five or so grown people would be awesome. Oh, and what if we attached all of the other rooms to mine so I could easily reach each of the women if I needed to in case of an emergency. Oooh, also maybe some kind of auxiliary room, maybe a basement, where I can keep my treasure hoard.” 
 
    “Okay, all good ideas.” Azra nodded before he met my eyes. “Anything else?”  
 
    “I mean, not that I can think of?” I tilted my head and squinted my eyes. “Yeah, no, I’m good. But if you two want to add anything, feel free to. I don’t mind.” 
 
    The architects grinned at me before they turned to each other and began to create new designs along the parchment.  
 
    “So,” I interrupted them, “how are the other designs for the Lunar Palace coming along?”  
 
    Azra turned his head toward me slightly, but he kept his eyes on the parchment as he drew a few different staircases to lead to each of the bedrooms.  
 
    “It’s coming along great!” he replied. “We’ve run into a snag, though. We want to ensure the dome like room of the palace remains in place, but we don’t know what to use to create it. It was originally made of moonstone, but I’m not sure we have enough to build a roof.” 
 
    I suddenly thought of all my treasure I had stowed away inside my storage space, from both the desert and the tunnels under the city, and I growled deep in my chest in anticipation of what we could do with all the gold I owned. We could use it to show the world my accomplishments and my riches.  
 
    I grinned before I spoke to the two architects. “What if the dome was made of gold?” 
 
    “That would be a sight to see,” Azra laughed, “but we don’t have nearly enough gold for that.” 
 
    “What if we did?” I countered. “Would gold work for the roof?” 
 
    They both seemed to think for a moment before they reached a silent agreement. 
 
    “I mean, yes, it would, but that much gold would take us months, if not years, to acquire,” Raisa commented. “We would never finish the palace in time for your campaign.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be a problem.” I smirked.  
 
    I reached my hand into my spatial storage and pulled out the bag Julia had given to me for my journey to the phoenix tribe. Then I dropped the bag onto the floor, opened it, and pulled out a handful of golden coins, along with several bars.  
 
    Azra reached his hand out toward the gold, but I instinctively snatched the bag away with a snarl before I could stop myself.  
 
    “Woah!” The architect jumped and immediately held up his hands. 
 
    “Sorry,” I gave Azra an apologetic smile, “this treasure started my hoard. Valerra said it’s normal for me to be protective.” 
 
    “No worries, Lord Evan,” Azra chuckled nervously. “I understand. I just need to get a rough estimate of how much we are working with to see if we even have enough to make a roof.” 
 
    “We do,” I assured him. “We might not be able to make a roof out of solid gold, but if I can create the roof from stone, we should have more than enough gold to plate the dome.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how I knew all this, but I did. I could account for every single piece of treasure I had stored away, so I knew I had more than enough gold to give the roof a gold plate, and I would still have plenty left over.  
 
    “What about your hoard?” Raisa asked with a frown. “Won’t you be upset you no longer have it?” 
 
    “I will still have it,” I corrected, “it will just be displayed on the outside of my palace instead of hidden away inside this bag. Plus, I can always find more. Just because I will allow my gold to be used atop the domed roof, doesn’t mean it is no longer mine. It will still be mine, and no one will be allowed to take it from me.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Evan,” the red-headed architect bowed her head, “I didn’t think of it like that … but it actually gives me an idea.” 
 
    She grabbed the blueprint from Azra that had my name written on the top corner and began to draw squares along the bottom of the parchment.  
 
    I couldn’t understand what she was drawing, so I just shook my head and sighed.  
 
    Azra, on the other hand, watched curiously before his eyes grew wide.  
 
    “Oh, yes!” he cried out as he leaned over Raisa’s shoulder. “That is a brilliant idea!”  
 
    “What is?” I asked.  
 
    “I’ll let you know when I have the idea finalized,” Raisa murmured as she frowned at her design. “I don’t want to overestimate myself.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “Do you two need any other ideas from me? Or is what I gave you enough?” 
 
    Raisa continued to draw while Azra watched eagerly, and they both waved their hands at me. 
 
    “We have enough, don’t worry, we’ll come find you later once we’ve finished the rough draft,” Azra told me, but his eyes never strayed from the parchment in front of him.  
 
    “Okay then, I guess I’ll see both of you two later.”  
 
    I chuckled lightly when neither of them responded, and I quickly made my exit from the room. Nike must have been locked inside his room or he was gone because I didn’t see him as I left the cabin. Then I walked around the city before I looked toward the airship and sighed. I could just make out a small, orange haired figure sitting along the roof of the ship, so I shook my head fondly, quickly walked over to the airship, and cupped my hands over my mouth. 
 
    “Ravi!” I called up at her. 
 
    I could hear her jump in fright before she stood and walked toward the edge of the roof. Then she looked around the area before she finally glanced down.  
 
    When she caught my eyes, she smiled and waved eagerly. A moment later, there was a flash of blue as she transformed, and her phoenix form dove off the roof toward the ground. She landed gracefully before she exploded into another flash of blue as her flames erupted around us in an inferno. The heat of her fire warmed my skin, and I could smell smoke as Ravi’s phoenix form burned away and revealed her human self in front of me.  
 
    “Hello, Lord Evan,” the orange-haired woman greeted me and smiled.  
 
    “Ravi, what are you doing out here alone?”  
 
    “I wanted to wait for you, but then I got distracted by the sunset,” she admitted with a shrug.  
 
    “Why did you want to wait for me?” I questioned. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No!” Ravi replied quickly, and she waved off my concern. “Everything is perfect, don’t worry. I just thought we could finally finish what we started all those days ago in your room.” 
 
    She bit her lip flirtatiously and batted her eyes, and I swallowed thickly. My blood immediately rushed south and left me feeling slightly light headed.  
 
    “Why are we still outside, then?” I murmured in a husky voice. “Let’s go back to my room.”  
 
    I took a step toward the temporary palace before Ravi’s delicate hand wrapped around my arm, and I turned in confusion to see her smirk. 
 
    “My room is much closer,” she purred.  
 
    I nearly growled as I grabbed her hand and pulled her up the ramp of the airship. Then I led her back toward her room, tugged her inside, and shut the door behind her.  
 
    When we were alone, I glared at the door before I twisted the lock with finality.  
 
    No one was going to interrupt us this time.  
 
    I turned to Ravi then, and she stood a few feet in front of me. Her sapphire eyes were blown wide with lust, and her hands pulled at the hem of her robes. Her dark orange hair also fell loosely behind her back, and it smoked slightly.  
 
    I realized it did that a lot whenever Ravi felt strongly about something, and I smirked as I realized it was because of her desire for me. 
 
    “Unless the city is under attack, we are not going to be interrupted today,” I told her.  
 
    Ravi laughed, and her hands fell to her side. “I think the third time's the charm. We should be safe.”  
 
    “You never know with my parents,” I glanced around, “so if you see a magic fox, ignore it.”  
 
    Ravi chuckled again as she took a step closer to me and slipped herself between my open arms. Then she stood on her toes and pressed a kiss to my lips.  
 
    My left hand instantly wrapped itself into her hair while my right hand curled around her waist and pulled her against me. I could feel her breasts press against my chest, and I groaned into our kiss until we broke apart a moment later. 
 
    “Take this off,” I growled as I pulled at her robes.  
 
    Ravi blinked for a moment, still dazed from our kiss, before she slowly untied the front of her robes and dropped the fabric behind her. Under her robes she wore what seemed to be one single piece of red and black silk fabric that wrapped behind her neck, fell over her chest, and covered her breasts. Then the fabric trailed down her sides and clung deliciously to her curves before the silk veered off her hips slightly to cover her pussy.  
 
    I stared at her for a long moment to appreciate the view, and Ravi cleared her throat. 
 
    “Is it too much?” she inquired tentatively. “I asked Alyona for some help. I’ve never done this before, and I didn’t want to do something wrong. I can take it off if you don’t like it--” 
 
    I silenced her with a bruising kiss, and my blood ignited in my veins as the thought of finally taking the phoenix’s virginity overwhelmed my brain. She responded immediately, and I smirked before I pulled away.  
 
    “You look perfect,” I rumbled.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Evan.” Ravi blushed scarlet and smiled. “Alyona let me borrow her clothes, and she said you would probably like this one.”  
 
    “She was right,” I pulled Ravi close to whisper in her ear, “I do really like it, but I don’t think it will stay on long.”  
 
    I could feel Ravi shudder underneath me, and I grinned victoriously. Then I led Ravi toward her bed. It was smaller than I would be used to, but it was better than the floor, especially if Ravi was being honest, and I was the first person she would ever be with. I wanted to make sure she’d be comfortable. 
 
    Ravi’s knees hit the bed, and she nearly lost her balance, but I quickly reached out a hand and steadied her before I lowered her on the bed gently. Then I climbed onto the bed, straddled her hips, and leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    The phoenix’s hands flew up to my shirt, and she toyed with the strings that kept it shut. Then she slowly undid the shirt before she pushed the item off my shoulders and tossed it across the room. Ravi’s sky blue eyes roamed over my bare chest as she licked her lips hungrily, and my cock throbbed uncomfortably in my trousers.  
 
    I reached down to untie my pants, but Ravi’s hands beat me to it. The string quickly came undone, and she wrapped her fingers around the hem of my trousers before she pulled them down gently. My aching cock sprang free, and I pulled Ravi into a kiss as her hands wrapped around me.  
 
    My own hand slipped between her thighs, and I rubbed a finger between her slick lips. Ravi gasped quietly as I worked my digits around her entrance, and her hands fell toward the mattress beneath us and gripped the blankets tightly. I kissed down her neck and along her collar bone, and she whimpered with every touch of my lips. When I finally slid one finger inside her, she tensed quickly and let out a shuddering breath. I pressed my lips to hers as I began to move my finger, and she quickly began to pant and gasp with each movement.  
 
    “Does that feel good?” I whispered in her ear, and I began to leave dark bruises along her throat with my mouth. 
 
    Ravi nodded, but she seemed unable to speak as she moaned in pleasure. Then her body began to tighten around me, and I knew Ravi was close. So, I inserted a second finger and used my thumb to rub at her clit. It didn’t take too long for her to reach her climax, and her knuckles were white as she arched her back off the mattress. 
 
    “Oh, gods, Evan!” she screamed my name in pleasure, and I could feel her walls squeeze around me. Then I felt her juices run off my fingers as I pulled away.  
 
    My own arousal only grew as I buried my face into Ravi’s neck, and I took a few deep breaths as I waited for her to come down from her high before I continued.  
 
    “That was amazing,” Ravi breathed after a few seconds. “Just as good as the first time.” 
 
    I pushed my head up and smirked. “I’m glad, but that was only the beginning. I have a lot more planned for you today.” 
 
    “Give me everything you want,” Ravi’s eyes grew wide as she grinned, “I can take it.” 
 
    I pulled her into a kiss as I adjusted our positions. Then I pulled her legs over my shoulders, quickly lined up my cock with her slick entrance, and moaned as I began to enter her.  
 
    Ravi’s head fell back, and she let out a loud moan as I slowly pushed inside her tight tunnel. 
 
    “Yes, Evan. Yes!” Ravi gasped loudly when I was fully inside. 
 
    I gave her a few seconds to adjust, and then I started to slowly pull my hips back before I snapped them forward. Ravi’s legs trembled over my shoulders, and I kissed along her calves as I fucked her into the mattress.  
 
    The phoenix whimpered when I thrust particularly hard into her, but I bit back an apology when she turned her lust filled gaze toward me and her mouth fell open slightly. Her hair was miraculously still styled nicely around her head, so I reached out a hand and wrapped my fingers around the orange locks. Then I pulled slightly. 
 
    “Evan,” Ravi hissed in pleasure, “that feels amazing. You’re incredible.” 
 
    I could feel Ravi was getting close to her second orgasm as I pulled her hair again, and I thrust a few more times before I felt her velvet walls tense around me. 
 
    “Evan, yes!” she screamed, and her legs trembled before she fell back onto the mattress.  
 
    The tightness from her orgasm sent me over the edge, and after a few more thrusts, I pumped my dragon seed deep inside Ravi’s pussy. I pulled out when I was finished and dropped Ravi’s legs from my shoulders, but I caught a glimpse of my seed as it dripped down her legs.  
 
    As I took in the sight, I absently wondered what a dragon-phoenix child would be like.  
 
    I guessed I’d find out one way or another.  
 
    I collapsed on top of Ravi and used her chest as a pillow while we both laid in a post orgasm bliss on her bed. Then Ravi’s hand came up to my head and stroked my hair.  
 
    “Is sex always like that?” the phoenix asked a few minutes later. “Because that was the best thing I’ve ever done.” 
 
    “With me, yes,” I chuckled and also slightly preened at her words. “I’ll always make sure sex is good for you and me, you have my word on that.” 
 
    Ravi nodded. “When can we do it again?”  
 
    I laughed loudly before I pushed my body off Ravi and looked down at her with a smirk.  
 
    “How about right now?” I asked. “You ready for another round?” 
 
    Ravi nodded eagerly, and I leaned down to kiss her deeply.  
 
    After a few more hours, we were both finally satiated for the day. Ravi was curled into my chest, and she slept soundly while I stroked a feather in her hair. The feather reminded me of her tribe, and I was curious how they were doing. Ravi was free to visit whenever she’d like, as long as she stayed in her phoenix form until she reached the tribe across the desert, but I know she still missed them terribly. I knew she was still homesick, but I didn’t know how to help her out. My best hope for now would be that she would love her new room so much, it would help fill that void in her heart.  
 
    With a sigh, I dropped the feather and adjusted my body into a more comfortable position. Then I wrapped my arms around Ravi’s waist and pulled her as close as possible without waking her up. Maybe we could talk more in the morning about the future of our relationship. For now, however, I would make sure Ravi and all my women would feel safe inside my city.  
 
    They were mine, I wouldn’t let anything happen to any of them, and I would destroy anyone who tried.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13  
 
    I woke up the next morning before dawn with Ravi still curled up against my chest. I didn’t want to wake her, so I slowly and carefully slipped out from underneath her dreaming form. 
 
    She let out a quiet whine as she rolled over, but then she continued to sleep soundly.  
 
    I pulled the blankets over her bare body, and then I dressed quietly, slipped from her room, and made my way down the Blue Tree Guild’s airship.  
 
    I searched around for Laika as I went, since I wanted to talk to her about sending our people to nearby cities to help us gain new citizens. I knew she would be on the ship somewhere, she usually was in the mornings, it was just a matter of locating her.  
 
    When I didn’t find her on the training deck, I figured she’d probably be with Daya or with her grandfather, Pyotr. So, where would the guild leader, the former guild leader, and the Mistress of War be?  
 
    With that in mind, it didn’t take me much longer to find her. Laika, plus Pyotr, Daya, and surprisingly Tion, the Master of Commerce, were all inside the cell Mara currently occupied, and all five of them turned their heads to me as I entered. 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” I asked as I watched Mara carefully. 
 
    She was locked inside the cell, with her arms cuffed together in front of her. A tray of untouched food was at her feet, and several other trays were kicked off to the side of the cell. The stench of rotting food was ripe in the air, and it only got worse as I came closer. 
 
    “Our guest has decided she would rather starve to death than stay here with us and talk,” Daya answered, and she turned to Mara with a sneer. “It’s a pity. I was really hoping you’d try to escape so I could hunt you down like the vermin you are.” 
 
    Mara glared and lunged at the bars toward Daya, but the fox merely smirked, stepped away from the cell, and sat in the chair we used to torture Aleksey.  
 
    I approached the prisoner, and she turned her glare toward me.  
 
    “Listen, you can either eat the fresh food we give you, or,” I gave Mara a hard look, “we can force the rotten food you decided to waste down your throat. It’s really your choice.” 
 
    Mara’s eyes met my own, and we continued to glare at each other in challenge. After a few moments, the assassin quickly looked back down at the tray of food in front of her. Then she slowly grabbed a small loaf of fresh bread and took a minuscule nibble from the crust.  
 
    I cocked an eyebrow and grinned as I stepped away. “That’s what I thought. You won’t be able to starve yourself here, you don’t deserve such an easy death. You will suffer and scream before I decide you can finally die. Do you understand? You came after me and my people. I will not let you weasel your way out of punishment.” 
 
    Mara took another small bite of food and nodded slightly. Then she grabbed the cup of water that was on the tray and took a cautious sip.  
 
    “We’re not going to poison you,” Laika said to Mara. “We have more dignity than that. Poison is a coward’s weapon, assassin. When we kill you, you will know death has come for you.” 
 
    Mara pursed her lips, tipped the cup upwards, and downed the water in one giant gulp. She gasped for air as she finished before she grabbed the bundle of grapes from the tray and popped a few into her mouth.  
 
    “How long do you plan on keeping me alive anyway?” Mara asked as she continued to eat greedily. 
 
    “As long as it takes for you to outlive your usefulness,” I replied. “If you want to live, tell us more about the sect.” 
 
    “My life no longer matters to me,” she popped another grape into her mouth, “I figure I’m living on borrowed time as it is, so I might as well enjoy what little time I have left. Plus, it is really fun to annoy all of you.” 
 
    “What is your plan here?” Tion, the crow Demi-Human, snorted and crossed his arms over his chest. “To annoy us enough to kill you? It won’t work. We’ve all dealt with criminals worse than you.”  
 
    “I don’t think you’ve ever dealt with anyone quite like me before.” Mara cocked a brow and smirked. “I’m an assassin trained by the Green Glass Sect, I am trained to handle this kind of situation. Trust me, you’ll tire of me before you can break me.” 
 
    “You had no problem talking your first day here,” I reminded her. “In fact, you were quite helpful.”  
 
    “It was a temporary lapse of judgement,” Mara replied with a sneer. “I may have lost sight of my mission for a small moment, but my loyalty to the sect is true. I won’t lose faith again.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” I shrugged. “Feel free to enjoy this cell as much as you’d like. I have more important things to do than to watch you rot away in prison.” 
 
    I turned my back to the cell as I gave my attention to the others with me in the room. I could hear Mara scoff in annoyance, but I ignored her.  
 
    “Laika,” I said to the wolf Demi-Human, “I was hoping to talk with you privately.” 
 
    The guild leader gave me a curious look but nodded as she followed me out of the room. 
 
    “Is everything alright, my Lord?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I quickly assured her, “I just think it’s time we talked about sending out our recruitment groups. The homes we needed to build are finished, and we should have the new fields ready to harvest soon. Once we take care of these assassins, Hatra will be ready to grow, we just need to find the people to help us do it.” 
 
    “I agree.” Laika nodded. “It is time to begin expanding. I’ll alert the volunteers from the guild. They can get their groups together and leave by sunset.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, “that would actually be a big help. I wouldn’t have to gather all of them alone.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, Lord Evan. Is there anything else you need from me?” 
 
    “No, but let me know when everyone is ready to leave. I want to see them off.” 
 
    Laika bowed her head. “Of course, my lord.” 
 
     “I’ll see you later then, I have a few things I need to check on with the construction.” I grabbed her arm, pulled her in for a brief kiss, and then put my mouth against her ear. “Until later.”  
 
    Her tail wagged quickly, and she grinned. “Until later, my lord.”  
 
    I pulled back and left her standing in the hall as I walked away. Over my shoulder, I heard the door to Mara’s cell open, and Laika began to give orders to her grandfather and advisors. I left the airship quickly and strolled out into the chilly air to find the sun had barely risen.  
 
    I took a deep breath and sighed as I looked out over the waking city. I wanted to talk with Raisa and Azra today, so we could start to rebuild the Lunar Palace.  
 
    I found the architects around the ruins of the old Lunar Palace. Raisa and Azra stood next to each other while a dozen workers walked around them and inspected the area. 
 
    “Hey,” I called out, and they both turned their attention to me. 
 
    “Lord Evan! You’re here.” Raisa waved and opened her arms wide in front of the ruins. “Welcome to the future plot of the newly restored Lunar Palace.” 
 
    I glanced at the ruins before I looked back to Raisa.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like much right now,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    Raisa and Azra both rolled their eyes with giant smiles on their faces, and the workers huddled around us as we joked with each other. 
 
    “That’s because you don’t have vision, which is okay, that’s where we come in,” Azra chuckled before he cracked his fingers and looked across the palace grounds. “Okay, so first things first. We need to tear down the rest of the old palace ruins.” 
 
    “Lord Evan, this is where you come in,” Raisa butted in. “You’ll stay here with me. We can use the stone to help build the foundation of the new palace, so we need to make sure we keep the stones as viable as possible. We just need the space cleared, and I need half of the workers to stay behind with Lord Evan and me to help collect the stone as he dismantles the structure.” 
 
    “As for the rest of us,” Azra turned his attention to the workers around us, “we will be working in the garden. We need some of you to clear the area of weeds and overgrown plants. The rest of you will tear up any stone in the garden. We plan to completely redo all the walking paths.” 
 
    “Except the statue of the moon goddess,” Raisa added with a wink to me. “We leave the statue alone. We can’t move it.”  
 
    I was surprised for a moment, I didn’t recall ever talking to the architects about the River Moonstone House underneath the gardens. Then again, if anyone would know about it, it would be those two.  
 
    “Do you have any questions or comments, my Lord?” Raisa asked.  
 
    “Destroy the palace, got it,” I replied with a roll of my shoulders. “That shouldn’t be too difficult.” 
 
    “Then I guess that’s it,” Azra said. “We can get to work.”  
 
    Then he led his workers around the palace to begin work in the gardens, and Raisa turned to me with a smile.  
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    I nodded and stepped closer to the old palace ruins. Then I reached deep into my spiritual sea to connect with my stone magic.  
 
    My power raced through my veins and out of my fingertips, and within moments, the walls from the destroyed palace began to crumble under my command, and I shifted them toward the ground. The workers quickly ran forward with wagons, and they started to scoop up the stone pieces.  
 
    We continued to work on the walls until late in the afternoon, and by then we’d finished tearing down about half of the palace. The sun burned hot above us, and sweat trailed down all of our backs. Even Raisa looked flushed and uncomfortable from her spot in the shade while she drew more ideas for the restoration. 
 
    Suddenly, the crunch of steps along the rocky ground grabbed my attention, and I looked up to see Ruslan admiring our work.  
 
    “I really love what you have done with the place,” the fox commented with a sly grin. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, wiped some sweat from my brow, and walked over to meet him. “Hey Pops, what’s up?” 
 
    “Laika sent me. The group of messengers are ready to leave. She said you wanted to see them off.” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed. “I’ll be right there. I just need to tell Raisa that I’ll be gone for a while.”  
 
     Ruslan nodded, and I jogged over to Raisa.  
 
    “Did you need something, my lord?” She looked up from her drawing and smiled. 
 
    “Hey, I have some things I have to do real fast,” I explained quickly. “I’ll head back here when I’m finished.” 
 
    “Okay! I’ll let Azra know so we can all take a break until you return.” Raisa stood and stretched her arms. “See you in a bit.”  
 
    Then she marched over to the workers who were loading the stone and talked to them quietly.  
 
    I jogged back toward the gate and met up with Ruslan, who had barely gotten off the lawn of the palace. 
 
    “Do you think this idea will work?” I asked my father as I fell into step beside him.  
 
    “Only time will tell,” he answered before he grinned at me, “but yes, I think it will. Hatra has been nothing more than a ghost town since it was destroyed. People may hear whispers of the city being rebuilt, but to actually see the evidence of it will be inspiring.” 
 
    We got to the gate, and Ruslan left me to begin his goodbyes to the people. I met with Laika, and her tail wagged quickly as I came to a stop next to her.  
 
    “It’s strange to think that within a few weeks, word of Hatra will spread around the country,” the wolf mused with a smile. “We could begin to see new citizens within a month.”  
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Hatra will finally be restored to its former glory.” 
 
    “It will truly be a sight to behold.”  
 
    I turned to the several groups that gathered around the gates, and men and women stood with bags slung over their shoulders as they waited patiently.  
 
    “Okay,” I addressed the group, “you guys know what your jobs are. You have your locations and directions to reach them. Your goal is to search for people who you would be proud to work beside and form a community with. If they seem suspicious, don’t give them information. For most of you, your journey will be long, and you will have to go through harsh conditions before you reach your location. Stay together and be safe. Make Hatra proud.”  
 
    The groups bowed to me before they walked through the opened gates. I watched them go, and most of them headed off toward the direction of the desert to reach the cities past the sand.  
 
    “They are supposed to find a mage to send word to Ruslan when they reach each city,” Laika told me. “We should hear from the first city in about a week.”  
 
    “Good,” I replied as the last group vanished behind some hills. “I hope everything goes smoothly. I don’t need to lose any of my people on a journey meant to help us grow.” 
 
    “It will be fine,” Laika assured me as she placed her hand on my shoulder. “We’ve trained them as well as we could, and they are determined to see this mission through. This is their home, too, after all.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I smiled down at the wolf, “thank you. Now, I have to go back to the palace. I still have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    “Of course.” Laika bowed deeply. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” 
 
    I gave the wolf a quick kiss and waved at Ruslan before I jogged back to the palace. It took me nearly twenty minutes, but when I arrived, I found Raisa and Azra sitting back against the wall with glasses of water.  
 
    “You’re back!” Raisa squealed as she and Azra stood. “Great! Everyone, back to work.”  
 
    The workers stood from their spots among the dirt, and we all resumed our work. The palace walls continued to be torn down brick by brick with my power, and the laborers carted the stones off. We were like a well oiled machine, and by the time the sun was low in the sky, we finally dismantled the last stone from the original palace.  
 
    “Perfect.” Raisa admired the work with a large smile. 
 
    “If you say so,” I chuckled and stared out over the empty lot of land. It was weird to be able to see the other side of the city now that the palace ruins weren’t in the way. “Doesn’t look like much to me.” 
 
    “Not yet.” Raisa grinned before she turned to shout over her shoulder. “Azra! We’ve finished. Bring me the blueprints.”  
 
    Azra broke away from a group of laborers and bounded over to us with blueprints in hand. Then he sat along the dirt to unroll the paper, and Raisa and I joined him. 
 
    The designs were extraordinary. Large marbled pillars lined the main pathway from the entrance to the city all the way to the gates of the palace. The new Lunar Palace was also split into three main compartments: two rectangular sections that sat on either side of the middle building, and the center, which was where the golden domed roof would be placed. Each of the main compartments were filled with long windows along the sides and large, crescent shaped windows along the top. 
 
    “Guys, this is amazing,” I praised. “Where should we start?” 
 
    Azra pointed to the bottom of the blueprints. “We need to expand the current foundations so we have enough room. The new palace is going to be even bigger than the old one, so we need to expand the basement before we begin to build any walls.” 
 
    “But we have to make sure we expand from the other side, because with the gardens here, we don’t have the room we need,” Raisa reminded him. “We should start on the other side, so we can expand as far as we need.”  
 
    “Then let’s get over there,” I agreed. “The faster we finish with this, the faster we can get started with the real construction.”  
 
    The three of us walked the length of the palace, and we were mindful of the debris as we carefully walked around large, broken stones. It took us about five minutes to reach the opposite side, and then Raisa and Azra immediately got to work. 
 
    “Okay, so if you end the expansion here, that should be the perfect length for our design,” Azra called out to me, and he marked an ‘x’ in the dirt with his shoe. 
 
    “And here for the width,” Raisa shouted as she walked down the width of the palace. She marked another ‘x’ before she returned to us.  
 
    “Got it,” I replied. Then I closed my eyes and focused on my stone magic. Power crackled through my veins, and I could feel as the stone within the earth bent to my will.  
 
    The ground cracked open suddenly, and I had to focus to hold the trench in place so it wouldn’t spread past the marker. Once the crack was stable, I bent the stone to smooth along the sides and opened the gap to an even length. Then I summoned more rock to form along the dirt and molded a gray stone wall over the ground.  
 
    I could feel sweat drip down my face as I concentrated on my work, but I gritted my teeth and bore through it. When I was finally finished, I looked down into the hole I’d created and grinned. It seamlessly fit next to the stone walls from the original palace. The only difference was the original palace walls were a white limestone while my stone was a darker gray.  
 
    “How does that look?” I asked the architects.  
 
    “It’s brilliant!” Azra’s amber eyes shone in excitement. “Lord Evan, with you at our side, we will have the palace finished in no time.” 
 
    “The sooner the better.” I glanced up at the sky to see the sun had begun to set, and I sighed. “We should finish up here, it will be dark soon.” 
 
    “Do you think you can build at least one of the walls before it’s dark?” Raisa asked eagerly. 
 
    “Sure,” I nodded, “it shouldn’t be much harder than what I just did.” 
 
    “Let me grab some stone so you don’t have to strain your magic to search for materials,” Azra offered and ran to a wagon. Then he pushed the wagon forward and rolled it toward me.  
 
    When the wagon came to a stop at my side, I focused on my magic once more. The stones from the cart obeyed my thoughts and fell to the earth in neat rows. Then they stacked on top of each other and slowly began to morph together to create a solid structure. It took me nearly half an hour to finish the wall, and when I was done, I sighed and leaned against the now empty wagon. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Raisa gasped and rapped her knuckles over the wall. “Azra, look at this! It’s incredible!”  
 
    Azra’s jaw dropped as he ran a hand over the wall. “It’s perfect, there isn’t a single flaw here.”  
 
    “I know, I’m pretty incredible.” I smirked, but it quickly faded as I swayed. I was suddenly light headed.  
 
    “Lord Evan, are you alright?” Raisa asked with concern in her dark brown eyes.  
 
    “I’m fine, but I’ll have to make sure I pace myself,” I said as I waved off her concern. “That used a lot of magic, and I can’t risk exhausting all my power.” 
 
    “Of course.” Raisa nodded. “You will be back tomorrow, though, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I should feel fine by morning. I’ll talk to the two of you then. Thanks for all your hard work today.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Lord Evan,” Azra corrected with a smile. “Without you, we would still be dismantling the ruins for weeks to come. Your power truly is amazing.” 
 
    “I try,” I chuckled. “Have a good night, and try to get some rest, you two.”  
 
    The architects nodded absently and continued to fawn over my stone as I retired back to my room in the temporary palace. Thankfully, I was close, and I quickly collapsed onto my bed when I entered my room.  
 
    It might have been a long day, but now the construction was well under way, and I couldn’t wait to see the newly restored Lunar Palace in all its glory.  
 
    The weeks passed quickly after that, and my days were filled with nothing more than stone walls and blueprints as I worked with the architects to finish the palace. Wooden beams were added by the construction workers as well, to help with the structure of the palace and ensure it would last as long as possible.  
 
    It took me a couple of days to shape the dome over the center of the building, since stone didn’t like to bend into a curved shape easily, but I finally finished it and all that was needed was the gold plating to be added over the top. We decided that could wait until the end, though, so I could shift into my dragon form to melt the gold coins and other treasures into a solid piece. 
 
    Once the outside of the palace was complete, I worked closely with Raisa and Azra as we began to create the rooms for everyone. Today, we were working on Alyona’s room. 
 
    Azra and Raisa walked around the bare room, and wooden beams and stone walls rose around us. The walls were a dull gray color, and the room was bleak and plain for the time being, since the carpenter in Hatra was busy trying to finish all the furniture we’d requested for all of the rooms. Hopefully, something would be done soon, so I could show Alyona her room furnished, not empty.  
 
    “Okay, so you want her to have a miniature library, right?” Raisa asked as she turned her head to inspect a wall along the back of the room. “What if we add it here? Then we can keep the rest of the space open for her spell training and for meditation. All we really need is for you to shape the stone into some shelves for the books, and then we can talk to the carpenters in the city and have a beautiful desk made. A matching bed and wardrobe as well.” 
 
    “That sounds great!” I grinned. “Alyona will love it.”  
 
    I focused on the wall where Raisa had told me to create the shelves and let my stone magic rush through me. The wall slowly reacted to my magic and created a shallow alcove within the stone. Then two rows of long shelves stretched from the floor up toward the ceiling inside the newly formed opening. 
 
    “How does that look?” I asked when I finished. 
 
    “It’s perfect!” Raisa squealed, and her brown eyes sparkled with delight. “It looks great! Exactly like I pictured!” 
 
    “It’s fantastic!” Azra agreed and nodded his blue-haired head vigorously. “Is there anything else you want to add to the princess’s room?” 
 
    I thought for a moment as I looked around the room. “She needs a balcony. All of the rooms should have one, actually, so everyone can get some fresh air.” 
 
    “We can easily add that over here, next to the largest window.” Raisa replied. “We’ll change the window into a door, and then we can have a set of doors made. It shouldn’t be a problem.  
 
    “Awesome.” I clapped my hands and rubbed them together excitedly. “This is going to be great. Alyona will be so happy when she sees this. Do we have an estimation of when the rooms should be done?” 
 
    Raisa sighed. “We’ll be done with our part within a few days. We don’t really have much left to do in this room besides the furniture and now the balcony. We will just have to wait for the local carpenter to finish with everything, and unless he gets help within the next few weeks, we will be waiting a while to get what we need.”  
 
    “Then we’ll need to make sure we complete our part so we can be ready whenever he is finished,” I told them. “If we can at least finish the construction of the Lunar Palace, we can update the King and tell him the city is completed. He wants us done as soon as possible, and because of the two of you, we are nearly a month ahead of schedule.” 
 
    “It’s because of you, my Lord!” Azra waved his hands frantically in front of him. “We had no part in that. With your ability to manipulate stone, you made the construction of the foundation quick and easy. We had estimated it would take a month, if not more, just for us to get this far. But because of you, we did it within two weeks. I never thought I’d be working side by side with a dragon, so I didn’t know how to plan out the work schedule accordingly.”  
 
    “Well, I’d rather us be ahead of schedule than behind, so your miscalculation is a blessing.” I shrugged. “Now, we have some extra time to make the city perfect before I have to leave for the campaign.” 
 
    “See, I told you he wouldn’t mind,” Raisa laughed, and she jabbed Azra’s side with her elbow. “You were worried over nothing.”  
 
    “I wasn’t worried.” Azra shot her a glare. “I miscalculated our schedule, it’s a valid concern. I was hired to do a job, and I made an error. We could have been fired, Raisa.” 
 
    The scarlet-haired woman giggled and rolled her eyes dramatically. “I don’t think Lord Evan would fire you because of a mistake. He’s a fair leader, he would have understood.” 
 
    I stood silently as the two architects bickered amongst themselves and shook my head in amusement. 
 
    “Listen,” I said after a moment, “I still have a few things I need to do. Is there anything else you need from me?” 
 
    They both shook their heads in synchronization. 
 
    “Oh, no, we’re fine.” Raisa smiled brightly as she answered. “We are going to be working on the outer aesthetic of the palace once we finish up here.” 
 
    “If we have any questions, we’ll find you,” Azra added. “Although, I’m not sure how many ideas you have planned for the flowers in the gardens.” 
 
    “None, really,” I laughed and shook my head. “Honestly, I don’t care what any of it looks like, you’d have to talk to Alyona about that. Or maybe the dryads. I’m sure they’d love to give some input.”  
 
     “Oh, that’s a great idea!” Raisa’s brown eyes opened wide. “I’m sure the princess and the sisters would have brilliant ideas!”  
 
    “We should go find them right now! I hope they’re not too busy.” Azra turned back to me and bowed his head. “Thank you for the idea, Lord Evan. We’ll let you know when we’ve finished so you can tell us if we should change anything.” 
 
    I waved as they left in a rush to find Alyona and the dryads. Then I left the room as well and walked around the rest of the palace. The rocks that made up the structure of the palace were different shades of gray and black and made my future home look like a badass gothic medieval castle, only with a domed roof that gave it an Arabic, or maybe Russian, flair.  
 
    There were three main parts of the new Lunar Palace. The bedrooms were along the left side, and the center held our throne room, meeting hall, dining hall, and more rooms that would be used for any official business. The center was also the part of the building the domed ceiling covered. Then the right side of the palace was where the library, kitchens, and the treasury vault for the city would be located. The vault for my hoard would still be inside my room, underneath me, but we figured the city should have a vault to protect our other valuables as well. We still had plenty of space throughout the palace, though, just in case we wanted to add more rooms inside.  
 
    I turned down a hall and descended a set of stairs. All of the ladies’ rooms were along the top floor, and my parents’ room was on the level below with the room built for Nike, if he wanted it. The next level was meant for the guests, and a dozen or so rooms were built here to ensure we always had room for any visiting nobility. My room was on the next floor below them all, and it was the first level above the ground floor. I wanted it that way, so in case anyone ever tried to break in, they would be forced to make their way past me to get to anyone else.  
 
    As I made my way toward the exit, I examined each corridor while I found the stairs to lead me down. I paused on the floor with my room, and I nearly walked to the door and opened it, but I stopped myself. When construction had started, Raisa and Azra made me promise not to look at my room until it was finished, since they’d built some kind of surprise for me inside. So, as eager as I was, I walked past my door, continued down to the next floor, and finally reached the ground level.  
 
    The construction here was finished, and it was incredibly well done.  
 
    The entryway that led from the left side of the palace into the center was huge, and it was adorned with paintings of Hatra’s history that were done by Julia and Moskal. Alyona had helped them with the history a bit, and Ruslan had picked which stories to tell. 
 
    Each wall in the hallway told the same tale, only one side was reversed. So, on the left side of the hall, there was a picture of the Moon Goddess creating Hatra and the original Lunar Palace. Then, on the right was me, in my black dragon body, rebuilding the palace with my stone magic. The paintings then continued on with our history down the hall. The left side was chronologically correct, and the right side told the story from the end to the beginning. So, by the time I reached the end of the hall, my painting was on the left, and the Moon Goddess was on the right.  
 
    The first time I’d seen my own paintings, I was at a loss for words. The depictions of me were incredibly detailed. Each black scale gleamed along my body, and my purple eyes shone like gems. I looked like a god building homes and the Lunar Palace from stone as the people of Hatra seemed to praise me from below. I was incredibly grateful for the family I’d made here and was more determined than ever to ensure the safety of Hatra.  
 
    I left through the main doors of the Lunar Palace, and they opened up into the courtyard. Neatly trimmed shrubs in swirled designs lined the path to the gate, and hundreds of white lilies and bright red roses decorated the landscape as I walked down the stone path that led toward the rest of the city. I’d built a large stone wall around the palace to help keep any unwanted visitors away, but we hadn’t had the time to create a gate, so instead there were two guards on either side of a giant gap in the wall.  
 
    I finally left the palace grounds and turned toward the airship to check on the training of the citizens, but then my path was blocked by a grinning Nike. 
 
    “Hello, brother,” he greeted, and he turned to walk next to me. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you walking around alone. Usually Raisa and Azra are by your side.” 
 
    “Trust me,” I replied with a tired sigh, “I know. I didn’t realize how busy I would be with the palace. I figured my job would be over once the palace was built, but now I have to help with the small details, like the colors of paint or the flowers to plant in the garden. I figured that stuff would fall to Ruslan or Julia, but the architects keep pestering me about it. I’m pretty sure it’s because Ruslan told them to.” 
 
    Nike laughed, and I frowned at him. 
 
    “Being the Lord of a city does have its disadvantages,” he agreed as he suppressed his smile, “but it will all be worth it once the palace is finished. We only have a few weeks left until we should be done. Then you can rest a while before the campaign.” 
 
    “I hope so.”  
 
    “So,” Nike quickly changed the subject, “where are you off to now?” 
 
    “I’m on my way to the airship,” I replied. “I want to check up on things. I feel like I’ve been so busy with the palace lately that I don’t even know what’s going on with my people.” 
 
    “May I accompany you?” the noble questioned.  
 
    “Sure,” I smiled, “I wouldn’t mind the company.” 
 
    The two of us continued on toward the airship, and we chatted casually about the city’s progress as we went. 
 
    “Evan!” 
 
    I heard a familiar voice call out just as Nike and I stepped onto the ramp to go inside the airship. Then I turned and saw Alyona and Laika jogging toward us.  
 
    “Hi,” I replied as Alyona stopped in front of me.  
 
    She panted slightly, and her black forelocks fell down over her shoulders.  
 
    “Milady was very excited to see you, my lord.” Laika shook her head fondly and flashed me a smile. “Though I can’t deny that it is nice to see you out and about in the city. Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Everything is fine,” I grinned, “I just had some free time so I figured I could take a look at how the training is coming along.” 
 
    “Well, then you are headed the wrong way,” Laika chuckled. “Pyotr took them out to train today. They are over by the fields.” 
 
    “Of course he did,” I sighed. “Well, I’m already here. I guess I might as well check up on things here before I head over to find Pyotr.” 
 
    I turned back to the entrance and took a few steps forward before an uneasy feeling settled in my stomach. I froze on the ramp and glanced up. Then I realized I couldn’t see or hear any guards at the top of the ramp.  
 
    It had been weeks since the last assassination attempt, and since then we’d swept the city several times. I thought the Green Glass Sect had retreated to regroup, but maybe …  
 
    “Laika,” I called to the wolf, “do you hear anything up there?” 
 
    Confused, the wolf Demi-Human swiveled her ears toward the airship before she tensed.  
 
    “No,” she answered and stepped in front of Alyona.  
 
    “All of you need to stay here,” I ordered as my heart started to pound in my chest. “Laika, I need your keys. Something is going on, and I need access to the entire ship.”  
 
    “I’m coming with you,” the wolf responded evenly, and her ears were perked up on her head as she listened to the noise around us. “These are my people. I need to make sure they’re alright.” 
 
    “Fine, but stay close to me.” I turned toward Alyona and Nike. “The two of you need to stay here. Nike, protect the princess.” 
 
    “Of course.” He nodded sharply and pulled the Sword of Light from his spatial storage.  
 
    “Evan, what’s going on, you’re scaring me.” Alyona’s amethyst eyes were wide with worry. 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but a scream from the entrance of the airship cut me off. 
 
    Laika and I both spun toward the sound and sprinted up the steps without a second of hesitation. 
 
    We got to the entrance and found Ravi collapsed onto her knees, with her hands over her mouth.  
 
    I rushed over to her and pried her hands back. “Ravi, what happened? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “What happened to them?” Ravi whispered. “Are they dead?”  
 
    “Who?” I asked, but then I took a breath, and I could smell the slight rusty scent of fresh blood.  
 
    I turned, and Laika growled in rage next to me.  
 
    The two guards who should have been on duty were collapsed along the floor of the entryway, and blood pooled along the mahogany boards around their heads. For a moment, I thought they were dead, but then my hearing faintly picked up the weak beating of their hearts.  
 
    “I was just coming down from my room when I saw them,” Ravi murmured in shock beside me. 
 
    “But you’re not hurt?” I repeated.  
 
    The phoenix silently shook her head.  
 
    “Okay, good. Alyona and Nike are just down the ramp. Go to them, okay? Laika and I are going to find out who did this.  
 
    Ravi nodded mutely again, stood from her knees, and quickly ran from the airship.  
 
    Once I knew she was safe, I turned my attention back to the two wounded soldiers, and their statuses appeared before my eyes.  
 
    Classification: Human, Wolf Demi-Human 
 
    Condition: Blunt force trauma, two concussions, massive blood loss  
 
    Priority: Immediate healing required. Death imminent  
 
    Status: Critical 
 
    My magic immediately began to heal them, and when I was finished, I looked to Laika, who stood with clenched fists at her side.  
 
    “They’re going to be okay,” I tried to comfort her. “They are unconscious, but alive. I healed them of their wounds, so they should wake up soon.” 
 
    “Thank you,” her eyes narrowed, “but now we need to find whoever did this and make them pay.” 
 
    I nodded. “Then let’s go. I’m guessing this is the work of the Green Glass Sect, so we need to get to the prisoners.” 
 
    Laika took a breath to calm her anger before she led us up the stairs toward the jail cells. We reached the level, and the scent of blood returned, but it was stronger than before. We looked at each other before Laika pulled out her keys and unlocked the door.  
 
    Then we froze at the sight in front of us.  
 
    Pools of blood stained the floor of the brig, and the rusty scent was enough to make my nose sting. My eyes immediately locked on Aleksey’s body, which was separate from the others, and there was a deep gash in his throat.  
 
    Well, I couldn’t say I was sorry to see him go. The bastard deserved what he got. I was only slightly sorry that I wasn’t the one to slit his throat.  
 
    I tore my gaze away from the dead traitor and looked around the room. Two others had been killed as well, but most of the prisoners were still in their own cells, and their chests moved slowly with each breath, even though they were still unconscious due to the sleeping curse.  
 
    “Mara is still alive,” Laika said over my shoulder. “I just contacted the guard outside her cell, and he said everything’s been quiet.” 
 
    “I guess it worked out for her that we kept her separated from the others,” I muttered as I looked over the chaos before me. “Otherwise, she might be dead, too.” 
 
    Then I noticed there were three dead bodies I didn’t recognize. They weren’t prisoners, and each was dressed in dark clothing with a wet, slick stain along their necks.  
 
    I pulled the mask off one of the corpses, and a green leaf was tattooed behind his ear.  
 
    “Damm it,” I cursed as I dropped the body back to the floor. “It’s the Green Glass Sect. But who killed these guys?”  
 
    Laika fumed next to me before she answered. “After we captured Mara, I had my mages place an enchantment over the prisoners. If anyone tried to hurt them, the action would rebound onto the one who tried to cause harm. These assassins must have tried to kill someone, but the action rebounded and slit their throats instead.” 
 
    “That was smart,” I praised, “and at least some of these bastards already received their sentence.”  
 
    “We’ve used this enchantment on numerous occasions to prevent the deaths of our more well known prisoners,” Laika admitted, “and it has always been effective. I figured it wouldn’t hurt. But it looks like these assassins might have had a mage of their own to counteract the enchantment, since they still managed to kill Aleksey and those two others and escape.”  
 
    “At least it wasn’t our guards who died. We can spare some prisoners, but not our people.” I glared down at the bodies of the assassins before I looked back at Laika. “Come on, we need to get back to Alyona. She could be the next target.”  
 
    Laika nodded and cast one last bitter look at the bodies along the floor before we rushed out to meet up with the others at the opening of the ramp. 
 
    The moment we exited the ship, Alyona and Ravi rushed over to us. 
 
    “Are you okay? What happened in there?”  
 
    Laika stepped forward and frowned before she looked around the area. “We need to send out a warning bell, there are more assassins in the city.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Alyona gasped. 
 
    Ravi’s eyes hardened in determination. “I can help find them. It will be easier from the air.”  
 
    “I’ll gather some soldiers to lead a search in the forest,” Nike said from behind the women. “If they escaped the city, that’s the most likely place they’ll go.” 
 
    Laika nodded in agreement. “I’ll bring my fighters as well to search the city. If they are still hiding around here, we’ll find them. But first, I need to alert Anton. He’s still at the Asuran village. They might pass by him as they try to escape.” She pressed a hand to the blue tree sigil on her gorget and was silent for a moment. “He will be ready soon with all the able bodied fighters he has. The rest of my people await my next orders.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Ravi, you can come with me. We can search from the skies. Laika, ready as many of your members as you can. Alyona, I need you to find a spell to wake up someone from a sleeping curse. They left some of the prisoners alive, and we need to know why. Take guards with you and get to the library.”  
 
    “Okay, come find me as soon as you return,” my future wife replied. “I need to know you’re okay.” 
 
    “Of course,” I promised, “Stay safe, okay?”  
 
    “You too.”  
 
    I pressed a chaste kiss to her lips and pulled away quickly.  
 
    “Laika,” I said to the wolf, “don’t leave Alyona’s side until she’s safe with the guards. She could still be a potential target. Especially if the assassins are still inside the city walls. Ravi, come with me. We need to find them. If they escaped, they already have a head start, but the bodies were still warm. They can’t have gone far.”  
 
    Ravi didn’t answer, instead she vanished into a column of blue fire. Then her phoenix form took off into the sky, and she hovered a few feet above us. 
 
    “Should I fly ahead?” she asked as she landed on the arm Nike held out for her.  
 
    “No, wait for me. We have no idea how many of them are here or what kind of people they are. They have at least one mage and could have various magic users, and I don’t want you to be alone when we find them. Meet me at the gate.” 
 
    “Alright, see you soon, then.” Ravi pushed off Nike’s arm and tore into the sky in a blue blur.  
 
    “I have fighters ready for you,” Laika said as she turned to Alyona and Nike. “They will meet you at the gate. The rest will stay with me to search the city.” 
 
    Nike bowed his head toward Laika. “Thank you for the support. If we find them, I’ll send word.” 
 
    “And I’ll do the same,” Laika replied.  
 
    “I’ll send a message to the Elders, they need to know what happened,” I told the group. “They can join the search group here inside the city. And Laika, make sure the airship is locked down, we don’t need anyone else seeing the massacre inside the cells. It would cause panic.” 
 
    I summoned the messenger dragon and relayed my orders. Then he took to the sky in a silver flash and broke off into two different directions.  
 
    Laika pressed a hand once more to her chest. When she moved her hand from her armor, she placed it on Alyona’s shoulder.  
 
    “We need to go. We can’t waste any more time. I have guards on their way to the library as we speak. We’ll meet them there.” 
 
    “Stay safe, everyone,” I ordered before I turned toward the gates. 
 
    Nike and I ran toward the gate as fast as we could, and we were equally eager to find the assassins. As promised, a group of ten guild members waited for us, and Nike confidently approached them and began to bark out orders as I slipped out the opened entrance. 
 
    As soon as I was free from the city wall, I shifted into my dragon form. Then I beat my wings quickly and launched into the sky.  
 
    Ravi’s phoenix form appeared in the corner of my eye as she flew next to me.  
 
    “So, where should we look first?” she called out to me as her small form flapped beside my massive eye. “The forest isn’t exactly small.” 
 
    I sniffed the air to search for any strange odors. Now that we were free of the smells from the city, it was easy to catch the assassins’ scent.  
 
    “They’re going west,” I told Ravi. “Looks like Nike was right. They escaped toward the forest.” 
 
    Unfortunately for them, a dragon was now on their tails.  
 
    “I found tracks!” Nike called up to me from the ground. “We’re going the right way.” 
 
    “I know,” I roared down, “I caught their scent. I think there are about a dozen or so of them.” 
 
    “So, it won’t be much of a fight, then?” Nike’s cocky voice was heavy with anticipation.  
 
    He was pissed, but the anger that burned through me was a cold one. These creeps broke into my city and killed my captive prisoners. I wouldn’t rest until I found each of those smug bastards and burned them with my fire. I was done playing nice with the Green Glass Sect. Anyone involved in this plot against my city would be killed, either by blade or dragon fire.  
 
    I was no longer interested in prisoners. I only wanted vengeance and death.  
 
    And dragons always get what they want. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Finding the assassins proved troublesome, since they were masters of the shadows. They couldn’t hide forever, though, and it was only a matter of time before I finally caught a glimpse of dark figures darting through the trees. 
 
    “Ravi,” I called out, and the phoenix flapped up until she was level with my massive eye. “I see them. We’re close.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Ravi asked as she glanced down to the trees and narrowed her eyes at the black figures.  
 
    “Now,” I replied venomously, “they burn.” 
 
    I reared my head back, and fire exploded from my maw. The inferno of red and orange flames burned through the thick trees and hit the earth below in a giant pillar of fire. I heard screams of agony, and the scent of burning flesh filled my nostrils.  
 
    I grinned, and my fangs flashed in the sunlight. It was time for these bastards to meet their doom.  
 
    Then I dove to the ground and landed with enough force to shake the trees around me. I could see the burned bodies of the assassins I’d killed, and I scoured the areas for the rest.  
 
    Ravi landed next to me and shifted into her human body. Then, with her flames, she created a shield and dagger to arm herself. Her orange colored hair fell wildly over her shoulders and down her chest, and her blue eyes shone with anger and determination.  
 
    “What do you want me to do?” she asked in a strong voice, and she pushed the sleeves of her robes up to her elbows. 
 
    It was hard to believe this was the same girl who had screamed and collapsed when she saw the injured guards.  
 
    “Keep an eye out,” I growled. “I don’t know which way they scattered. Kill anyone that you see.” 
 
    Ravi inhaled sharply before she nodded once. 
 
    “There are footprints over there.” I gestured with my head. “We need to follow them.” 
 
    Ravi walked forward, past the trees that still burned from my fire, and I followed close behind her to make sure no one could sneak up on us. We stalked further into the forest as we followed the tracks, and then the sickly, sour scent of death filled my nostrils. 
 
    “Ravi,” I warned, “be careful. We’re getting close to something, and I don’t think it’s anything friendly.” 
 
    I had just finished my warning when a low growl came from a thicket of bushes on our left, and Ravi’s head whipped toward the sound. She took a single step forward, and there was a rustle from the plants and a strange clattering sound. Then the smell of death vanished nearly as quickly as it had appeared. 
 
    “What was that?” she whispered, and her grip on the flame-dagger tightened. 
 
    “Some kind of animal, I think.” I replied, but I wasn’t too sure. “Let’s keep going. We need to find the rest of the assassins.” 
 
    Ravi swallowed thickly, and fear was evident on her face as we walked forward.  
 
    I continued to glance back as we made our way through the forest, but whatever it was that lurked nearby didn’t seem to follow us, so we tracked the footprints deeper into the trees.  
 
    It was quiet, suspiciously quiet. Normally, I would be able to hear birds or bugs chirping, but right now, the silence of the forest was deafening. I would have blamed it on my dragon body scaring off the fauna, but this silence was different. It wasn’t fear that caused the quiet, it was the stench of death. I could also feel traces of magic through the air, and I growled. I figured the assassins would have brought more magic users this time around, but this felt different than elemental magic. This energy felt powerful and old. It was similar to King Rodion’s power signature, but it was warped and poisoned by death.  
 
    “Ravi, do you feel that?” I asked her, and she paused before she nodded.  
 
    “It’s magic,” she replied, “isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah. Someone just used really strong magic around here. We need to be careful.”  
 
    She hummed in agreement as we continued forward through the forest.  
 
    After a few minutes, the foul stench returned randomly, and I nearly gagged as I took a breath. Before I could warn Ravi, a growl, similar to the one before, echoed through the forest, and the phoenix spun on her heels.  
 
    “Evan,” she warned and took a step closer to me.  
 
    “I heard it,” I responded. “It came from the right.” 
 
    Another growl came from behind us, and we turned our heads. Then a third growl came from dead ahead, and Ravi let out a frightened yelp.  
 
    “They’ve surrounded us,” I growled and flexed my talons into the dirt. “They lured us here with the footprints so they could ambush us.”  
 
    “What do we do?” Ravi asked.  
 
    “We fight,” I told her simply, and I bared my fangs in a savage grin. “They sound like wolves, possibly bears, but I’m a dragon. I can handle it. Just stay close to me.”  
 
    Ravi took another step closer to me and leaned against my scaled leg. Then a noise came from the shrubbery to our left, and we spun toward the sound.  
 
    A gray paw appeared from the bushes, and the body of a large gray wolf emerged, covered in dirt.  
 
     Ravi gave a horrified gasp. “How is this possible … ”  
 
    I stared at the wolf as the back of my neck prickled. The beast’s eyes were bright green, and they seemed to glow with magic. Its gray fur was matted and fell off the body to reveal black, decayed flesh underneath. Its ribs were exposed on one side, and I could see into its exposed chest cavity. The wolf’s bottom jaw also hung from its mouth, and the mandible bone swayed loosely from two thin strips of skin that connected it to the head. Flies and maggots ate away at the black flesh, and my stomach churned. 
 
    “Necromancy,” I realized quickly. “The magic we felt, it was necromancy.” 
 
    “How do we kill it?” Ravi whispered, and she gripped her dagger of flames so tightly, her knuckles blanched white.  
 
    The wolf came closer and snarled, and it tried to bare its teeth at us the best it could with half of its jaw nearly on the ground.  
 
    I roared back, and the creature froze for a moment before it charged toward us. But it was still just a wolf, and I was a dragon, so I swatted at it with one of my massive clawed forelegs before it could reach us, and the wolf flew into the air and collided with a tree. The body shattered into a collection of bones as it hit, but a moment later, the bones realigned themselves with a rattle, and the wolf stood up once more.  
 
    I heard more growls from around us, and Ravi and I watched as more undead animals stalked out from the forest. Wolves seemed to be the most common animal, but there were various other beasts that came toward us. An elk, barely more than a skeleton, stumbled out of the tree line, and is body rattled with each step as the bones collided with each other. The empty eye sockets burned with green flames inside its skull, and a strange, horrible noise emanated from its maw. 
 
    “Evan,” Ravi said in a panicked voice, but I kept my eyes locked on our enemies, “we’re severely outnumbered, and they can’t die. What should we do?” 
 
    The animals came closer, and an undead bear roared loudly. It must not have been dead for a long time, since it still had most of its fur and flesh. There was only one long gash along its neck, and it had the same green eyes as the others, but it seemed to be fine other than that. I figured the bear would be the most trouble at this point, so I directed my attention to him.  
 
    “Just because the wolf came back, doesn’t mean they can’t die,” I comforted the phoenix. “I doubt they can come back if they are turned to ash.” 
 
    “Good point,” Ravi replied, and her shield and dagger vanished as she summoned her blue flames to her hands. 
 
    I sent an explosion of fire from my mouth and engulfed the bear in flames as it charged us. The bear roared in pain, and I could feel the magic drain from its body toward the earth as I burned him.  
 
    Ravi must have felt the magic fade as well, and she sent her fire to attack the first wolf we’d encountered. The wolf howled as it was consumed by the flames, and then the magic seemed to drain from him as well.  
 
    “I think it worked!” Ravi called out as the wolf burned to ash. “I could feel his magic disappear.” 
 
    “I felt it too, and I think you’re right. Let’s get this over with. We have bigger problems to deal with than these guys.”  
 
    More fire billowed from my mouth as I burned the zombified animals around us. I also used my lightning power and sent bolts zapping through beast after beast. A boar came charging at me with jagged, broken tusks, and I snarled as I opened my maw and fired another bolt of lightning. The hog squealed as it was struck, and then it exploded into charred bones, rotted chunks of flesh, and ash. I snarled and turned my claws on another wolf as I threw myself back into the battle. Smoke filled the forest in a thick, acrid haze, and I could feel the heat of the flames and lightning across my scales.  
 
    Ravi’s orange hair blew wildly as the fire consumed our victims. Her flames joined mine easily, and together our attacks burned every last one of the zombified animals until their magic seeped back into the dirt.  
 
    When we finished, Ravi was covered in ash, and her hair still smoked along the ends.  
 
    “That seemed oddly easy, right?” she said and gave me a weary smile. 
 
    “I was thinking the exact same thing.” I nodded.  
 
    There was another rustle from the forest, and Ravi and I turned toward the sound, ready to fight, but then Nike and Laika burst into the clearing with their swords raised.  
 
    Ravi and I relaxed, and Nike and Laika lowered their weapons.  
 
    “What happened?” Laika panted, and her gray eyes darted around the scorched carnage around us. “I could see the smoke from the city. I thought it was some kind of signal. I thought something was wrong.”  
 
    “We found the assassins!” Ravi explained with a grin. “But they had some friends we had to take care of first.”  
 
    “They have a necromancer,” I growled and gestured to the numerous piles of ash around the clearing. “He used magic to reanimate dead animals, and the only way we could kill them was to use fire. It seems like it did the job.”  
 
    “That’s impossible,” Nike argued with a frown. “Necromancy has been deemed a dark magic, King Rodion banned it and all texts about it five hundred years ago. If this truly is a necromancer, we are dealing with an incredibly old and intelligent mage. We could be dealing with someone more powerful than we’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Lord Nikolaus is right,” Laika agreed. “Necromancy is not something to take lightly. Raising the dead is only a small part of their abilities. They are masters of life and death. They know the balance of the world and are able to manipulate it to their own dark desires. We need to proceed with extreme caution.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to be careful, I understand,” I agreed. “You two should head back and grab your support. If this guy is as dangerous as you both think, we should have as much help as possible. Ravi and I can stay here and continue to search for the assassins.” 
 
    I finished speaking when I felt a rush of magic. It was similar to the power I had felt earlier. It felt like death. 
 
    “Guys,” I warned with a growl, “something is going on.” 
 
    The others turned toward me before we all stood together to looked down at the piles of ashes around us. The ground seemed to shake for a moment, and then there was a loud crack as the earth tore open and dozens of animal corpses poured from the dirt.  
 
    “What the hell are those!” Nike yelled as he slashed at a cat-like creature that screeched when his blade connected with its exposed bones.  
 
    “I told you, a necromancer!” I snarled and smashed another dead thing beneath my massive paw. “And weapons are useless, you have to use fire.” 
 
    “No! Don’t burn them!” Laika shouted as she fought back a zombified wolf. “You destroyed the vessels that way, but the spell seeped into the earth and created more of these monsters. We need to figure out how to destroy the magic that brought them back!” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Ravi questioned, and she dodged out of the way of a particularly grotesque looking boar. “We don’t know magic!”  
 
    “Alyona does,” Laika panted as she destroyed the wolf she’d been fighting. “She’d know how to stop these demonic creatures.” 
 
    “Go,” I ordered, and I swiped my tail out to knock back the next line of beasts. “We’ll fight these guys. You go and get Alyona. Have her portal back here as fast as she can. Be careful!” 
 
    Laika turned and sprinted back into the forest as we continued to fight off the creatures.  
 
    Ravi had summoned her flame sword to her hands, and she slashed out at the undead animals. Nike was a blur of steel as he whipped around the clearing with Aine flashing in his hand, and I alternated between stomping the undead beasts beneath my claws, blowing them apart with my lightning, and crushing them with stones. Nothing seemed to work against them, though. No matter how badly we destroyed them, they just reformed and continued their attack. Then the bones of the animals began to intermingle with each other, and some of the creatures started to reform with extra limbs.  
 
    “We need to do something,” Nike yelled above the various animals sounds that filled the area around us, and I turned to find him through the chaos. “There are too many of them, we can’t fight forever, and I doubt these guys get tired.” 
 
    “I know,” I bellowed as I crushed a bear that tried to attack Nike from behind, “but we don’t have to fight forever, just until Alyona gets here.” 
 
    Nike gave me a grateful smile for saving him, and we returned to the battle.  
 
    Ravi slashed across a wolf as it lunged at her, and she stepped back quickly as the bones rattled before they reformed. Then the phoenix yelped in pain as the creature sunk its teeth into her arm, and she dropped her dagger.  
 
    I roared in anger as I crushed the bones and looked back at her.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, and I breathed a small cloud of glitter over her arm.  
 
    The wound healed quickly, and she let out a sigh.  
 
    “I’m fine now, thanks.” She nodded with a soft smile. 
 
    “Try to destroy them as much as possible,” I shouted to Ravi and Nike. “It takes longer for them to regenerate the more pieces there are.” 
 
    Ravi, Nike, and I continued to fight as many of the creatures as we could, but each time we destroyed one, no matter how badly its bones were shattered, they came back eventually and attacked with vigor.  
 
    I used my stone magic to trap some of them inside rocky prisons, but they wouldn’t last long. More cracks would just appear in the earth to allow for them to escape. I had a bit more luck with my new found web abilities, though, and I started to surround the creatures as they fell in the strong silky substance. It didn’t hold them forever, but it did give us a much needed break from the continuous onslaught. 
 
    “Where is the princess, they should have been back by now?” Nike panted as he stumbled over to my side. “We aren’t that far from Hatra, and they can portal back here.” 
 
    “They’re fine, Laika wouldn’t let anything happen to Alyona,” I responded, but worry tinged my voice.  
 
    Nike was right. They should have been back by now.  
 
    “I can go find them,” Ravi volunteered, but I shook my head.  
 
    “No,” I growled, “they’ll be here soon. We have to stay together and keep fighting. We can’t let these guys get past us. They could reach the city.” 
 
    Ravi and Nike nodded solemnly before they continued to fight back against the undead.  
 
    The creatures started to grow more confident and started to attack with more ferocity. A giant bear charged me from behind and slashed across my right hindleg.  
 
    I roared in pain before I turned my head and grabbed the bear in my jaws. My magic healed my leg easily enough, and I tore into the bear with my fangs. The stench of the rotted flesh clogged my nose, and I nearly gagged as the rancid meat reached my tongue. I pulled away with a growl and crushed the bear under my foot. Then I sent my magic to the other two to give them a boost of energy as the battle raged on.  
 
    Nike and Ravi were covered in black, sticky blood from the creatures who had recently died and still had blood inside their bodies. I was sure I would have looked the same if I’d been in my human form, but my black scales hid the gore pretty well. 
 
    Just then, a bright white light appeared in front of us. It was so intense, it was like looking into a miniature sun, and I squinted in pain as I turned away. The undead creatures screeched in pain as the light overtook them, and then they vanished into dozens of clouds of dust.  
 
    Alyona and Laika appeared once the light vanished, and a portal closed behind them. Laika walked with a crutch under her right arm and all of her weight on her left leg. I immediately sent a plume of rainbow glitter over to her, and her face relaxed as my power mended her leg.  
 
    “Sorry we’re late,” Laika apologized with a wince. “I broke my ankle on my way back to Hatra.” 
 
    “You’re here now, that’s what matters,” I replied before I turned to the princess. “Thanks for that, by the way.”  
 
    “Of course.” Alyona nodded. “I’m just thankful I was in the library when Laika found me. It was easy to locate a spell to destroy these poor souls.”  
 
    “Yeah, poor souls,” I repeated dryly as Ravi and Nike leaned against some trees to take a small rest. “Come on, we don’t have much time. Ravi, fly ahead with me. They already have a giant head start on us now. We’ll be lucky if we can catch them. We’ll have to be as fast as possible.” 
 
    Ravi took a deep breath before she shifted into her phoenix form. Then she took off into the sky and began to fly in the direction we figured the assassins escaped toward.  
 
    “Alyona,” I turned my massive head to address her, “do you think you’ll be able to create more portals so the three of you can keep up?”  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” the princess replied. 
 
    “Don’t overwork yourself, if you start to feel weak, take a break.” I snorted, and smoke billowed from my nose. “Ravi and I will be able to handle things on our own for a little while. Nike, make sure they stay safe.” 
 
    “Of course,” the Lord of Leyte sighed as he wiped sweat and black blood from his brow. “We’ll catch up to you as soon as you can.” 
 
    “See you all soon, and be careful. The assassins could be anywhere. Don’t let your guard down.” 
 
    With that, I took off into the sky and followed after Ravi, and I kept my eyes on the forest floor, since we couldn’t afford to lose our prey a second time. Thankfully, we could fly much faster than any assassin could run, and it only took us half an hour to finally find them.  
 
    “Look!” Ravi called as she flapped in front of me. “They’re climbing the mountains!”  
 
    I looked toward the mountains and growled deep in my throat. 
 
    There were only seven assassins left since I’d burned the rest to ash back in the forest. The survivors had reached the mountains now and were scaling the rocky surface. Three of them reached the top while I watched, but the other four still scaled the rocks further down.  
 
    I smiled cruelly, took a deep breath, and roared as loudly as I could.  
 
    The sound echoed through the sky like a massive clap of thunder, and one of the assassins along the mountains slipped and fell about twenty feet back down to the ground. He landed flat against his back, and I heard the air as it left his lungs, as well as a few ribs break, and he coughed to catch his breath. Then he scrambled to his feet and tried to retreat back to the forest.  
 
    I growled, and with another mighty roar, I incinerated the fleeing assassin to ashes. The three who had already reached the top of the ledge took off down a path that led up the mountain. The rest of the assassins climbed the mountain as quickly as they could, and I could sense the fear that poured from them when they realized I’d come to kill them all.  
 
    I grinned when I caught the stench of their fear on the wind. I wanted them to fear me, they deserved nothing less.  
 
    I flew over the remaining assassins as they struggled to climb. Then I opened my maw and let loose another torrent of flame, and the assassin closest to the top of the mountain screamed briefly before my fire consumed him. His flaming corpse fell from the mountain side, and he crashed to the ground below as little more than ashes.  
 
    The two assassins who remained watched me carefully as I hovered above them in the air on my massive black wings, and their eyes were full of terror.  
 
    “Wait!” one of them shouted as he ripped off his black mask. “I’ll talk! I’ll tell you anything you want to know, please. Just let me--”  
 
    The assassin was cut off as the tattoo along the back of his neck began to glow green, and he screeched as pain coursed through his body. Then he lost his grip along the rocks, and he slipped and fell a hundred feet to his death. His body hit the earth with a sickening crack, and I huffed, annoyed that the sect, once again, took another kill from me.  
 
    I watched the last assassin as he scurried up the mountain side, and I hovered in the air above him to toy with him as he came closer to the top of the ridge. He kept glancing back at me, and I could tell he was worried I would strike at any minute. I suspected this one was afraid to speak after he watched his friend fall to his death in agony after he spoke a few words.  
 
    Oh well. That meant he was useless to me.  
 
    So, I shot a fireball from my mouth, and it collided with the rocks just to the right of the assassin. He flinched as the flames licked across his skin quickly before they died out, and I grinned when I heard his heart race increase as he panicked.  
 
    “Are you alright over there?” I called out to the assassin. “You seem a bit tense.”  
 
    I could hear the assassin grunt in irritation, but he stayed silent.  
 
    I smirked, but as much fun as tormenting the assassin was, I needed to catch the others who had escaped. So, with a final breath, I burned the assassin before me to ash. He screamed for an instant, and then his remains fell gently to the ground and settled in a small pile. My flames burned hot enough to leave a black silhouette of his body against the stone, and I snorted in approval. Then I flew up the mountain, with Ravi at my side, and landed along the ledge.  
 
    “Ravi, go find the others,” I ordered. “Tell them where we are and have Alyona portal here. I’m going to follow the rest of the assassins up the mountain.” 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” the phoenix promised as she took off back to the forest.  
 
    I watched her form diminish as she flew away from the mountains, and I hoped the others weren’t too far behind. With Alyona’s portals, they should have been able to keep up somewhat easily.  
 
    But I couldn’t worry about them right now. I had some hunting to do.  
 
    I shifted into my human form, since the path was too narrow and the top of the mountain was too dense with trees to be able to see anything from above. Then I followed the path as it wound up to the top of the mountain. The air began to thin the higher I climbed, and soon I started to pant for breath. Before it became too much of a problem, though, my healing magic rushed to my lungs and helped even my breathing out.  
 
    I blinked in surprise. I didn’t know my magic could even do that. Very cool. I wondered if that meant I could survive underwater for a while if I had to.  
 
    Something to consider for another day.  
 
    I walked for a few more minutes before I finally caught the scent of the rest of the assassins. I broke into a run as I followed the scent, and I finally caught them taking a short rest. The thin mountain air must have also affected them, since all three of the assassins panted heavily while they leaned against trees.  
 
    I stayed out of sight as I inched closer. I wanted the element of surprise. In my human body, it would be hard to take on all three assassins at once, so I needed to be smart and figure out how to take them out one by one before they realized what had happened.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a ripple in the air next to the assassins, and they all stood up quickly as a portal appeared.  
 
    For a second, I was worried Alyona got the wrong area and had just opened a portal right into the hands of the assassins.  
 
    Thankfully, though, it wasn’t Alyona who stepped out of the portal. Instead, it was a man. A very old man by the looks of his veiny skin, arched back, and gray beard. The smell of death wrapped around him like a blanket, and he wore a green hooded cloak that was clasped with a green leaf. The hood cast a shadow over his face, but I could still make out his thin, bluish lips as he spoke.  
 
    “Where are the others?” he asked the assassins. 
 
    “We’re all that’s left,” one answered. “The others have been killed by the dragon.” 
 
    “You worthless idiots,” the old man snarled. “You are supposed to be the greatest assassins the sect has ever raised. Instead, most of you are killed doing a simple mission. I should kill you myself for this embarrassing display.” 
 
    “We are sorry, sir,” one of the assassins whimpered.  
 
    The old man ran a hand over his face. “Where is the dragon now? Were you followed?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” an older female assassin answered. “The dragon was distracted by the stragglers who didn’t make the climb.” 
 
    “Pathetic, though I can’t say I’m too disappointed,” the old man sneered. “You three may be disappointments, but at least you survived. The fallen were obviously too weak for The Green Glass Sect. Now tell me, was the mission a success this time? Or was it another failure?” 
 
    “We succeeded,” the older woman replied. “All our marks were hit. Though, I still don’t understand why we couldn’t just kill them all.” 
 
    “If you needed to know, our gracious leader would have told you,” the old man spat. 
 
    “Of course, my apologies, sir.” The woman bowed and stepped back. “I meant no offense.” 
 
    The old man sniffed in annoyance, but then he froze, and his eyes narrowed as he scanned the area around us.  
 
    I ducked behind a tree before his gaze could reach me, and I was thankful I was in my human form. It would have been a lot harder to hide a thirty-foot black dragon in a green forest mountain.  
 
    “I thought you said the dragon was otherwise occupied?” the old man suddenly snarled. “If that were true, then why can I sense a dragon nearby?”  
 
    The assassins froze as the old man growled.  
 
    “Worthless, the lot of you,” he grumbled loudly. “Can’t you do anything right?”  
 
    The old man clasped his hands together, and I could feel the air temperature drop as he began to chant a spell in a language I didn’t recognize. As he spoke, the wind whipped around and pulled his hood from his face, and his eyes burned with the same bright green color of the reanimated animals.  
 
    He was the necromancer, and by the looks and smell of it, he had used his magic on himself to stay alive.  
 
    As he finished his spell, the earth seemed to shift beneath him, and a powerful magic washed over me. The ground shook, and a moment later, the dirt softened as corpses of animals began to rise from the ground. Undead birds flew past me, and their bony wings scratched across my cheeks. Then more animals emerged from the dirt: bears, wolves, elk, and even a moose. All of them were decayed and rotten, and the smell alone was enough to make me keep my distance.  
 
    “Find the dragon, my pets,” the necromancer ordered. “Find him and bring him to me alive. I want to watch the insignificant light of his life be snuffed out by you, my darlings. Now go!”  
 
    The animals all scattered in various directions as they began their search for me. It would only be a matter of time before I was discovered, so I stepped out from my spot behind a tree and faced the necromancer.  
 
    “I’m right here. What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Oh, I knew I smelt something foul.” The necromancer smiled in glee. “Your kind have a very distinct odor. I’m glad you’re here. It will make killing you much simpler.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I repeated and bared my teeth. Olivier had been able to raise corrupted corpses and create demonized harpies, but I’d assumed only he had that power. This new necromancer was a game changer, and I needed answers. Were there more mages with this type of power?  
 
    The old man narrowed his eyes. “I’m sorry, was I not clear? I want to end your life. Dragons are nothing more than a stain on the proud history of Rahma. I was destined to slaughter all of your kind and make sure this country is cleansed of your influence.” 
 
    “I think you’re old age has made you a little loose up there, buddy. Dragons are not a stain on Rahma, we were created by the gods themselves. They are proud of us.” 
 
    The old man clenched a fist, and his sickly green magic flowed around him. “You were a mistake created by the gods. I will not rest until every last dragon in this world has been exterminated. A dead dragon is the best dragon.” 
 
    “What did dragons ever do to you that created this vendetta you have against them?” I snarled, and I hoped he wouldn’t realize I was stalling until my friends could find us. I could take care of the necromancer, but I needed someone else to deal with the remaining assassins and undead beasts.  
 
    “They are monsters, and they need to be put down.” He spun on his heel. “A dragon destroyed my life, if you must know, and I swore to the gods that I would kill every last one of you. I had nearly succeeded until … ” He cut himself off as he watched me step closer. “Never mind, the past is not important right now. I must first rid the world of one more dragon. After I finish with you, maybe I’ll go after the Crimson Dragon. I did come all this way after all.” 
 
    Black scales crawled up my arms as my lips curled into a snarl. “I’ll rip you apart before you even get close enough to touch her.” 
 
    “Oh, did I find a sensitive subject?” The old man grinned.  
 
    The ripe scent of death filled the air, and I could hear the footsteps of the undead creatures behind me. Then the animals stalked by me as they returned to their master. A wolf, with half of its skull exposed and its front legs nothing more than white bone, stopped at his side and waited loyally. The other animals filled in the space behind him, and when they all turned to me, their green eyes flashed with magic.  
 
    “How do you like my pets? I know they have a tendency to be quite the handful, an unfortunate side effect of bringing them back to life. Even after all my years, I haven’t found a way to bring them back as they were before. There is always something off about them. They are much more cruel this way.” His hand brushed over the dead wolf that stood next to him. “But it doesn’t bother me too much, they still serve their purpose.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think I’ll be adopting anytime soon,” I replied dryly. “Undead doesn’t fit with my lifestyle. I prefer living creatures.” 
 
    A raven landed on the man’s shoulder, and he turned his head to the bird as it chirped in his ear. The man nodded, and without a word, the animals surrounded me. Then he turned to his human companions.  
 
    “The dragon has friends down the mountain,” he said. “Take care of them.”  
 
    The group of assassins nodded and darted away, back down the path.  
 
    I turned to follow them, but the animals snarled and closed in around me. 
 
    “Oh no, dragon.” The old man grinned menacingly as he began to walk toward me. “I have my own plans for you.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    I pulled Miraya from my storage space and slashed apart a few of the animals. I created a gap wide enough for me to escape through, and I took advantage of the brief opening before the undead beasts reassembled.  
 
    A cougar slashed out at me with its claws, but I jumped out of the way and sent a wall of fire out behind me to keep the zombie creatures at bay.  
 
    Then I turned back and stormed toward the necromancer, with Miraya raised in my hand.  
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about your friends,” the mage laughed darkly. “They’ll be dead soon anyway. Our assassins should be able to handle a few warriors without too much trouble. Though, I do suppose you and your companions have proven to be quite difficult to kill in the past. It’s a pity they have decided to fight on the wrong side of history. ” 
 
    He placed a pale, wrinkled finger on his chin while he thought, and his eyes burned brightly as I continued to stalk toward him. The undead animals snarled as I approached, though, and they formed a tight ring around their master.  
 
    This bastard was using these beasts like a shield. He knew I was dangerous, and I smirked with the realization.  
 
    Good, I wanted him to be afraid. 
 
    His animals began to snarl and snap their jaws as I climbed closer, but anger pushed me forward.  
 
    The mage watched me carefully while I came closer, and I was only twenty feet away from him when he raised his hands, and his green eyes burned.  
 
    “Do your worst,” he snarled, “I can handle whatever you throw at me.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” My clothes were stained with blood, from my own wounds and the creatures I destroyed. He had no idea what I was capable of. 
 
    “I would be careful what you say,” the mage replied sinisterly. “Many dragons have fallen thanks to me. I am quite gifted in the art of dragon slaying. Your kind is not nearly as indestructible as you would like to think.” 
 
    Something clicked in my head at his words, and it felt like ice flooded my veins. A powerful mage, dressed in green, who is incredibly old and harbors a hatred for dragons. Valerra had told me about her family, and how a mage, who fit the necromancer’s description perfectly, had given humans the ability to kill dragons.  
 
    My blood boiled, and black scales covered my arms as rage burned through me. 
 
    “It was you,” I accused darkly, and my hand tightened around my sword. “You’re the mage who is responsible for the slaughter of the dragons thousands of years ago. It’s your fault dragons are nearly extinct.”  
 
    A surprised look crossed the mage’s face before he took an unintentional step back in fear. He refused to answer.  
 
    I took his reaction to my accusation as a yes, though, so now he most definitely had to die. 
 
    As painfully as possible. 
 
    With a yell, I summoned my lightning to my arms and charged forward. I didn’t think about anything at the moment other than the fact that I needed to kill this necromancer.  
 
    I zapped a few of the zombified animals to ash with bolts of electricity, and their magic seeped into the earth, but I ignored it and continued forward. We could deal with the rest of the creatures later. Right now, I only cared about the necromancer and making sure he didn’t leave this place alive, for Valerra’s sake and my own. We could be the last dragons in the world, besides her sister’s egg, and it was because of this man in front of me.  
 
    The mage’s fiery green eyes widened in panic as he turned to flee. Even someone as powerful as him knew better than to challenge a pissed off dragon, even if I was in human form.  
 
    “Not so fast,” I snarled.  
 
    I shot webs from my fingertips toward the mage and trapped one of his feet to the ground before he could escape. Then flames rose from the earth and encircled the mage, and the wall of fire blocked him from his shield of creatures. His undead army snarled and whined as they tried to break through the flames, but any time they got too close, the flames incinerated them.  
 
    I stepped through the fire and into the circle, and my flames licked across my skin harmlessly.  
 
    The mage and I faced each other as he struggled against the webbing on his leg. He looked like a trapped animal, and I grinned. I wanted him to be afraid in his last moments, but first, he would suffer.  
 
    I closed the distance between us, shot out some more webbing to trap his arms to his sides, and threw a punch toward his stomach.  
 
    The old man coughed as he keeled over.  
 
    I punched him again across the jaw, and I heard a sickening crunch from the bone in his cheek as my fist connected with his face. Another punch, and I could feel the cartilage in his nose shatter under my strength. Blood poured from his nose and mouth as I held him by the clasp of his cloak, and then I threw him to the dirt with a force that rattled his brittle bones.  
 
    “Ah!” the mage screamed in pain. Then he growled from his place on the ground, and his magic burst out of him in a bright green light.  
 
    I was blinded for a second, and it gave the mage a chance to chant a few words in a foreign tongue. The flames around us vanished, and the undead animals that had been held at bay attacked.  
 
    I bared my teeth and raised my sword to strike down as many as possible, but for each creature I temporarily destroyed, three more took its place. I was quickly getting overwhelmed, and I clenched my jaw before I made my decision. 
 
    I shifted into my dragon form, and the trunks of trees around me snapped and fell to the ground with loud thuds thanks to my size. 
 
    Then I let out a roar before I took off into the sky, and branches were pulled from the trees and fell to the ground in my wake. The undead birds quickly tore after me, but they were nothing more than a slight irritation.  
 
    Now that I was in my true form again, these creatures didn’t seem nearly as menacing as before.  
 
    I scanned the area below for the mage and quickly found him as he used his magic to cut through the webs that chained him to the earth. He glanced up in terror and rage, and then he circled his hands around each other while he spoke in that strange tongue.  
 
    I reared back my head, and I could feel my flames dance at the back of my throat. 
 
    Green magic built up around the mage below me, and his eyes seemed to burn brighter than ever. Then he ended the spell and broke his hands apart, and the magic burst from the ground toward the sky before I could unleash my torrent of flames. 
 
    I attempted to dodge, but the bolt of green energy was as fast as lightning. It struck me in the side, and I immediately felt drained. My limbs were heavy, and my wings could barely hold me in the air. I quickly began to lose altitude, and I plummeted toward the ground. 
 
    I landed hard with a grunt before I stood on shaky legs. My healing magic hummed beneath my skin, and I tried to reach for it. I had a moment of panic when my power didn’t respond, but then it eagerly exploded through my veins, and I could feel the mage’s spell slowly get expelled from my body as my magic overpowered the darkness, so I took off into the air again, through the opening in the trees I’d created when I fell.  
 
    I looked for the old man quickly, and I flew high above the trees. He had the advantage here, unfortunately, and would most likely be able to see me before I saw him. The dense canopy of trees offered a good camouflage from above, and I could barely see in between the branches. 
 
    My best chance to find him would be to sniff him out, since the stench of death was thick around him due to his magic. So, I breathed deeply and quickly caught his scent.  
 
    He was close.  
 
    I’d just started to track the mage, when another spell shot through the trees and soared toward me. I twisted and rolled my body in the sky to avoid the attack, and then I dove down into the forest to find the mage. I crashed through the trees and easily spotted the ancient man as he prepared another spell. My healing power managed to finally push out the last of the effects from the previous spell that had hit me, and I could feel my energy return at full force. Then I reared my head back and unleashed fire over the mage. Rage coursed through me as the fire burned white-hot, and after a long moment, I closed my jaw in satisfaction.  
 
    When the smoke cleared, though, I snarled in irritation.  
 
    The mage stood, unharmed, in front of me with a sly grin on his face. He waved his hand to clear the rest of the flames around him before he took a staggered step forward, and then the grin slipped from his face.  
 
    I held back a grin of my own. He was strong, but his magic had taken a large toll on his body.  
 
    The necromancer panted heavily as he raised his arms again, and more creatures sprang from the ground around us.  
 
    I needed a plan. If I could just keep the mage busy, I could tire him out and easily overpower him. I would bet magic was his only weapon, and I doubted he had any kind of fighting skills if his power was this strong. Magic users had a tendency to only focus on their powers and ignored their physical strength. If I tired him out enough for him to be unable to cast spells, he would be helpless.  
 
    This was probably why he taught humans how to slay dragons thousands of years ago. He knew he would be no match if the dragons managed to escape their grasp and attack. He wanted dragons gone, but would never risk his own pathetic existence to do it.  
 
    I growled deep in my throat as I took a step forward. I crushed the undead creatures under my massive foot, and their bones shattered into thousands of pieces.  
 
    The necromancer glared and took a step back from me, and his eyes frantically looked for an escape.  
 
    I could hear the bones of the animals reassemble behind me, but I ignored their snarls as I stayed focused on the man ahead of me.  
 
    He shot another spell at me, but I stepped easily to the side. His end was drawing near.  
 
    Then familiar footsteps echoed from behind me, and I realized the others had finally caught up to us, since I could hear Alyona distantly shout as she chanted the spell to destroy the undead creatures that attacked them.  
 
    The necromancer glared over my shoulder and quickly waved his hands around the air. Then a light began to appear behind him, and it looked very familiar.  
 
    Now, I understood how the assassins got inside the city. He portaled them inside. 
 
    “Evan!” Alyona’s frantic voice shouted from behind me. “We need your help! Laika is hurt!”  
 
    At her words, I spun around, and my eyes narrowed on Laika. Nothing was more important than one of my women, not even the mage.  
 
    There was a deep gash along Laika’s stomach that looked like a blade wound, several large bite marks along her leg, and blood pooled at her feet. She leaned heavily on Ravi as the phoenix helped her climb the mountainside. The wolf’s face was pale, and she weakly attempted to fight off more of the undead creatures as Alyona tried her best to use the spell quickly.  
 
    Nike stood near Alyona to prevent any creatures from reaching her while she worked, and he had a few minor injuries along his cheeks and limbs, but seemed to be okay otherwise.  
 
    A cloud of rainbow glitter poured from my mouth and covered all of them in a shimmery cloud. I could hear them all sigh as the magic healed them, and I watched as Laika’s face regained its color, and she stood tall. Her wounds healed quickly, and she brandished her broadsword with anger in her gray eyes. 
 
     I nodded at the wolf and turned back to the necromancer with my fangs bared.  
 
    Suddenly, a set of footsteps I didn’t recognize came from my side, and the older female assassin from before burst from the trees. Her mask was gone, and she had several deep gashes along her body. She froze when she saw me with the others, and then she turned to join the necromancer ahead of us, but I blocked her way with a wall of fire. 
 
    “Wait!” the older woman called to the mage as she tried to get around the flames. “You can’t leave me here!” 
 
    The necromancer glanced back at her with a look of disgust. 
 
    “You should have taken care of the dragon before he became a problem,” he spat at the woman. “Consider this a lesson.”  
 
    Then he muttered a quick spell, and sickly green magic exploded from his hands and shot toward the female assassin.  
 
    The energy was absorbed by the woman, and her face twisted in discomfort as she began to cough. She gagged for a few seconds before she fell to her knees, and her hands scratched at her throat as she choked on whatever spell was cast upon her. Then her body collapsed to the floor, and fear was still etched in her expression.  
 
    The green magic rushed out of her corpse and returned to its master, who absorbed it in a similar fashion, except the magic seemed to give him a youthful glow instead of strangulation.  
 
    My stomach twisted in disgust. This explained how he was able to live for so long. He had the power to absorb other people’s life force.  
 
    The necromancer sighed in satisfaction as the veins in his skin disappeared under healthy flesh. The gray hair atop his head and in his beard faded into a dark brown, and his arched back fixed itself as the mage stood up straight with a grin.  
 
    “Until next time, dragon of Hatra,” he said as he stepped toward the portal he’d summoned.  
 
    I reared back my head and got ready to roast him, but then the mage met my gaze, smirked, and lifted his hand toward my group of friends.  
 
    My eyes widened, and I had just enough time to pull up a wall of stone twenty feet high before a bolt of energy smashed into the shield in front of my friends. The wall splintered and cracked, and I knew that if I hadn’t made it in time, my people would have been reduced to ashes.  
 
    “Fuck!” I snarled and turned back to the necromancer, but he’d already stepped through the portal and vanished.  
 
    As soon as he disappeared, the remainder of the undead creatures collapsed into piles of bones. Then Alyona fell to the ground, her magic spent. Sweat dampened her brow, and she panted as she tried her best to catch her breath.  
 
    I shifted back into my human form with rage clear on my face, but I made sure to hide my anger as I crouched beside Alyona.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked and offered her my hand.  
 
    She took it graciously, and I helped her stand. The princess leaned on me heavily once she was on her feet again, and I noticed her white dress was covered in blood.  
 
    I sent my magic to check over her, but she was fine, so I sighed in relief.  
 
    Alyona glanced down at her ruined dress and nodded, but there were tears in her amethyst eyes. “I’m okay. This blood isn’t mine. An assassin tried to attack me, but Laika stopped him. That’s why she was hurt. It was my fault.” 
 
    “It was no one’s fault but the man who tried to attack you,” Laika’s voice replied. “And we made sure he paid for it.” 
 
    The wolf Demi-Human stood on Alyona’s other side, and the princess wrapped her arms around her. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay now,” Alyona admitted in a tearful voice. “I was so afraid we wouldn’t reach Evan in time.”  
 
    “I’m fine now, that’s what matters, Milady,” Laika consoled her before she pulled away.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I whispered as I wrapped Laika in a hug as well. “You looked like you were on the brink of death when Ravi helped you up the mountain.” 
 
    “I promise,” she whispered back, “I knew you would heal me.”  
 
    Pride filled my chest, and I pressed a kiss to Laika’s lips. “I always will.” 
 
    “I’m sorry the mage got away,” Laika said as we separated. “If I wouldn’t have gotten injured, you would have caught him.”  
 
    “Don’t apologize,” I told her. “I chose to protect you all instead of murder him because the four of you are more important to me. You were also hurt to protect Alyona. You can’t blame yourself. I’ll find him again, and he won’t escape from me a second time.”  
 
    Alyona sighed and swayed on her feet next to us, and Laika and I both reached out to steady her.  
 
    “We need to get you back, you have used too much magic,” Laika said as she steadied Alyona.  
 
    The princess nodded slowly and stumbled on her feet. “Perhaps I did overuse my magic. I didn’t realize how much power the spell would require. I just need some rest, and I’ll be okay.”  
 
    “You can fly back with me,” I said. “I’ll carry you on my back. Ravi, do you mind riding on my back as well? You’re the smallest in the group, and I don’t want Alyona to slip off.”  
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” the phoenix princess replied. “I’ll make sure she makes it back safely.”  
 
    “Will you two be okay?” I asked the two warriors.  
 
    “Of course,” Nike replied as he walked around fallen limbs and trees. “We’ll find you once we return.” 
 
    “Just make sure the princess is safe,” Laika said with a worried look.  
 
    I nodded and shifted back into my dragon form, and Ravi quickly climbed up before she helped Alyona get situated.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked the two princesses on my back. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ravi replied, “Alyona is already asleep, but she’s secure.”  
 
    I chuckled, took off into the air, and then flew back home. The stench of the necromancer faded behind me as I left the mountains, but he never left my thoughts.  
 
    I would find that bastard again, soon, and I would make him pay dearly for what he did to Valerra’s family and for attacking my city.  
 
    Actually, maybe it was kind of a good thing he got away. Now, I could go tell Valerra I’d found him, we could hunt him together, and she could get her oh-so bloody revenge. That would be the gift I would give my mate and soon-to-be mother of my child.  
 
    I grinned at the thought. The necromancer had made a mistake in revealing himself to me.  
 
    Now, no matter what kind of magic he had on his side, his days were fucking numbered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16  
 
    A few days later, things had settled down considerably, and I walked with Afra around the newly grown fields. The fox’s blue hair blew along with the wind, and she led me around the new crops.  
 
    “We have our vegetables in the field here: carrots, potatoes, onions and tomatoes. The berries--strawberries, blueberries, and raspberries--grow on the opposite side. We have a fence with grape vines along the walls as well, and we have enough grapes that we can use them for food or to make wine. I’ve already had a few people offer me tips on the best way to ferment the grapes.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” I smirked, “people love their booze.” 
 
    Afra giggled and continued to point out the different crops. “Our corn and wheat fields are here. I figured half of them can be used for us, there should be more than enough to last us a while, and the other half can be used to feed the livestock we will eventually have. Speaking of,” she pointed across the farms, “we have a fence set up for cows and a sty for pigs. We can adapt and add more as we collect animals, but I figured that would be a great start for now.” 
 
    “Everything looks great, Afra,” I praised as I stroked a wheat plant. “When can you start to harvest the food?” 
 
    “I want to start the harvest tomorrow,” the young fox answered. “Our current food supply has run low, and I don’t want starvation to ever become a problem for us.”  
 
    “Perfect.” I nodded. “This should provide us with more than enough food for our population.” 
 
    As soon as I finished my sentence, a flash of silver caught my eye. A small silver fox danced behind Afra, and it barked once before I held out my hand. The fox sat in my palm, and then its mouth opened to speak. 
 
    “Evan, you need to come to the main gate,” the silver fox spoke urgently with the voice of Ruslan. “Immediately.”  
 
    I was instantly on high alert, and I ran from the farms without so much as a goodbye to Afra. I sprinted toward the gates as fast as my legs would carry me, and my mind filled with various scenarios that could wait for me when I reached the gate. 
 
    Flames burned across my hands, and I readied myself for yet another fight, but when I turned the corner, the gates came into view, and I stopped in my tracks.  
 
    Ruslan and Julia had their backs toward me, and my father knelt on the ground with two small boys in front of him. The children looked hungry, and they wore dirty clothes covered in patches.  
 
    The parents of the children stood just inside the gates, and their clothing was practically rags. The wife and boys wore hats over their heads and thick gloves over their hands, but the father held his hat in his bare hands as he spoke to Julia.  
 
    I slowly walked forward, and my fire retreated to my palms and vanished. Before me, the children giggled as Ruslan summoned a small flame of his own and bounced it between his palms.  
 
    “Pops,” I called out as I eyed the strangers. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Evan!” Ruslan and Julia both turned to me and gestured to the family before them. “This is Merek, Krea, and their two children. They have come a long way.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” I asked as I eyed them suspiciously.  
 
    Merek stepped in front of his wife and bowed his head to me. He was a tall and burly man, with dark hair and a full beard.  
 
    “We have come to Hatra for you,” he replied in a faintly accented voice. “My family and I were forced to leave our lives behind in our home country, Xostea. We were no longer safe, and we needed refuge. On our journey, we ran into a group who told us about Hatra. A city that has been reborn. They offered shelter and food to anyone who is able to contribute and help the city grow.” 
 
    I turned to Ruslan with a surprised look. My plan to recruit people to Hatra seemed to have worked, but I still needed to know I could trust these people before I let them into my city. 
 
    “If you are both so talented, why did you leave your country?” I questioned firmly. “What crimes did you commit that forced you to run?” 
 
    The husband and wife shared a look before Krea nodded, and she stepped forward. She was dirty and malnourished, with tired blue eyes and pale blonde hair, but I could tell she had once been attractive. Then she pulled off her hat to reveal a pair of soft, white, wolf ears atop her head, and she removed the gloves to reveal clawed fingertips. 
 
    “You’re a Demi-Human,” I said plainly.  
 
    Krea nodded and motioned for the children to come to her. Then she rested a hand on each child as she began her story.  
 
    “Our home country does not take kindly to Demi-Humans. When I was a baby, I was left at an orphanage to die. Thankfully, the women took pity on me and raised me enough to survive. Once I was old enough, I worked at the orphanage as a maid. I met Merek when I was a child, by chance. We fell in love, despite my appearance, and he was the first person to ever treat me as an equal.”  
 
    The pair shared a loving look before Krea continued. 
 
    “But we knew the people of our village would never allow a marriage to happen between a man and a Demi-Human without punishment. We could have been killed for just speaking of such a thing. So, we moved to a city, far from our village, where no one would know us, and I was able to hide my identity. I began to work as a seamstress so I could work from my home. When I fell pregnant with our children, we knew it was a risk.” Krea pulled the hat off the two boys below her to reveal soft white ears, identical to their mother’s. “When the twins were born, we realized they took after me, but I refused to raise my children in a world where they were ashamed of who they are. Merek and I agreed to flee Xostea and find a new home. We have continuously moved for years to find a haven for our children. We hope that haven could be Hatra.” 
 
    “We’re prepared to work,” Merek added eagerly. “We don’t expect anything for free. I was a well known carpenter back in Xostea, and my wife Krea is an excellent seamstress. She can make you anything you desire.” 
 
    I frowned as I considered their story. I’d known there were some countries in Inati that didn’t treat Demi-Humans fairly, but this was the first time I’d seen any evidence. I glanced down at the twins, and they clung to their mother’s legs, so I knelt down to their level, and identical faces stared back at me. 
 
    “Hi,” I said softly, “I’m Evan.”  
 
    The boys shared a look before one of them glanced up at their mother, who gave them a small smile.  
 
    “My name is Arian,” he said in a small voice, and he pointed at his brother. “And this is Orion. We’re four.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I chuckled. “It sounds like you have been traveling for a long time.” 
 
    The twins nodded.  
 
    I sighed as I took in their appearance. Kids were always my weak point. I couldn’t send these kids away, not when they’ve already had such a rough life. 
 
    “How would you like to stay here, in Hatra?” I asked with a broad smile.  
 
    Their mother inhaled sharply above me, and I glanced up. Her hand covered her mouth, and tears brimmed in her eyes. 
 
    “You’ll allow us to stay?” she whispered in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “We could use another carpenter and seamstress to help finish the palace. You will have a home here, as long as you do your part.” 
 
    “The rumors were true, Merek,” she turned to her husband, “the dragon of Hatra is a guardian sent by the gods themselves.” 
 
    I frowned and turned to Ruslan, who shrugged. I had no idea what rumors they were talking about, and it seemed like Ruslan was just as clueless as me. 
 
    Arian and Orion left their mother’s leg and shyly walked back to Ruslan. 
 
    “Can you do the fire trick again?” one of the boys asked. 
 
    I heard Ruslan laugh, and then he summoned another flame to his hands to the delight of the twins. 
 
    “Come with me,” Julia told the family, and she offered them a warm smile. “I will show you your new home.” 
 
    Merek and Krea followed after Julia, and their children trailed after once Krea called back to them. The boys waved to Ruslan with bright smiles, and then they darted after their parents.  
 
    “You made the right choice,” Ruslan remarked as he stood beside me with a fond smile. “Merek and Krea will be excellent additions to Hatra, and their children will ensure a future for the city. Now, what about the others.” 
 
    “The others?” I asked in confusion. “What others?”  
 
    Ruslan’s green eyes shone brightly as he waved a hand for me to follow him. Then the gates of the city opened wide, and my jaw dropped as I took in the sight before me.  
 
    Dozens of people stood outside the walls of Hatra, and most of them were dirty and exhausted as they waited to be let into the city. 
 
    “It seems like your plan worked,” Ruslan said from my side. “All of these people have come to help Hatra.”  
 
    “Maybe,” I replied as I studied the crowd, “but we can’t be too careful. We need to make sure they’re here with pure intentions. The city is nearly finished, and we can’t afford to let in any more traitors.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ruslan agreed. “For now, we can use the enemy barrier spell Alyona had used for Ravi, but it might take a while since we will have to reset the barrier after every person.” 
 
    “That’s probably the best idea,” I agreed with a nod. “Can you send a messenger to her for me? I’m going to go out and speak with our guests.” 
 
    Ruslan nodded, and with a wave of his hand, another messenger fox appeared. 
 
    I left my father to relay his message while I slipped out the gate.  
 
    The people silenced as I stepped outside, and I walked down the line of people as I counted the heads. Hands reached out and brushed against me as I passed, and I heard my name as they whispered. When I reached the end of the line, I turned and walked back.  
 
    Thirty-five. Thirty-five strangers who were now at Hatra’s door.  
 
    “My name is Evan,” I began as I addressed the crowd, “and I am the Lord of Hatra. If you wish to seek refuge in my city, you must first pass through a barrier at our gate. If you are here with any malicious intentions, you will not be permitted to enter. If you are here because you seek help, or to start a new life, you have nothing to worry about. It will take some time, but it’s the only way you will be allowed to live here. If you don’t want to risk the barrier, you are free to leave now.”  
 
    “Dragon guardian.” A young woman with soft brown hair and a long, jagged scar that stretched across her face approached me and fell to her knees. “I have come to serve, my Lord. I am yours to command.”  
 
    Before I could respond, the line of people followed the woman’s example and fell to their knees. 
 
    I had no idea what kind of rumors were being spread around about me, but if the general idea was that I was someone to be worshiped, I had no qualms over it. 
 
    “You can stand,” I told the group of people. 
 
    Slowly, everyone stood and stared at me in awe, and just then, Alyona and Ruslan stepped outside the wall.  
 
    “I’m ready to begin,” Alyona informed me with a broad smile. “The barrier is up, so you can send the first person through.” 
 
    I looked at the young scarred woman.  
 
    “Are you ready to become a citizen of Hatra?” I asked her.  
 
    “I’ve waited for this day my entire life,” she breathed softly with a nod.  
 
    I led the woman to the gate, and she effortlessly stepped through the barrier. She let out a breath as she emerged on the other side, and then she looked around the city in wonder.  
 
    Ruslan and Julia stood on the other side, and they talked to the woman while I could feel the rush of magic as Alyona prepared another barrier. The next person in line, a boy who looked to be about ten with dark, sad eyes, stepped through easily, and Ruslan and Julia hugged him as he met them.  
 
    The line continued on for two hours before we finally sent the last person through the gate. All of them passed Alyona’s magical screening with flying colors.  
 
    I entered through the gates and grabbed Alyona’s hand. She squeezed slightly, and I smiled.  
 
    Hatra was finished. The Lunar Palace was complete, and now we were beginning to grow. Everyone would have a home and warm food to eat. The city had risen from the ruins it once was and now stood proudly once more.  
 
    The natives of Hatra had come to introduce themselves to the newcomers, and everyone quickly began to talk and share stories. I watched with a smile, and I realized with a start that this was the moment I’d been waiting for. Hatra was finished, her people were safe, and she had become a city open to all. The world now knew of Hatra el Shamash, and she would never be forgotten again.  
 
    I turned to Alyona with a determined glint in my eye. 
 
    “You should write to your father,” I told her with a grin. “You and I have a campaign to begin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book 5 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Dragon Emperor 5! I hope you really liked it. I’ll start working on the next Dragon Emperor as soon as this book has 100 reviews, so leave a review right here! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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