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    Chapter 1 
 
    Of Wing and Blade 
 
    A wintry breeze passed over Arcwind City, buffeting its walls with a lick of frost as the twin suns began to rise in the sky above.  Atop that wall stood a mage, his black cloak twisting in the wind like living shadow.  He was the city’s protector, an [s-ranker] dressed in crimson with a fiery gaze that could stave off any threat the Dashar Province had to offer. 
 
    That mage was me… Lance, the dragon mage.  And standing there with my arms crossed, I couldn’t help but swell with pride as I surveyed the city below.  My city. 
 
    Just a few short months ago Arcwind hadn’t been more than a small village.  But after the Kel’sar had marched on us, all that had changed. 
 
    Allies from all corners of the province had rallied to our aid, helping bring an end to Elder Loris and the reign of the Kel’sar.  Sure, some had returned to their homes after the battle.  However,  many more had stayed and helped my bonded and I forge something greater.  With the combined might and near-endless resources of the Dashar Province, the Draconis Clan had been reborn! 
 
    Speaking of my bonded, I could hear the gentle flapping of wings as one of them approached from the skies above.  I shifted my gaze, eyeing Danica as she glided down on a pair of arcane-forged wings.  The sun’s light was reflecting off her raven black hair and plunging red tunic, giving an added glow to her already impressive physique.  Gods, was she beautiful. 
 
    Dani landed beside me with the utmost grace, shooting me a sultry grin as her wings dissolved into ether.  I had intended to smile back, but grimaced as the wind caressed my cheek, sending a chill through my draconic body.  Red dragons weren’t cut out for winter, and they sure as Hell didn’t enjoy the cold.   
 
    Danica pulled her cloak tighter around her curvy form.  “Winter is coming.” 
 
    “Wrong franchise,” I replied, drawing a strange look out of the woman.  She was right though.  Mild as it was, there was a good chance that we’d be seeing some frost in the coming days.  But we were prepared.  Dammit, we were prepared for anything. 
 
    “What’re you doing up here, my dragon?” She asked as her crimson garb rustled in the wind. 
 
    “Just thinking,” I replied.  With how busy my life had become, I found that up here on the wall was one of the few places I could find true solace.  Being close to the skies just felt right. 
 
    “I haven’t met many dragons,” Danica said.  “But you’re certainly the most introspective of them.  Typically your bloodline is known for being brash and impulsive and prideful.” 
 
    “Oh I know,” I said.  “I can feel that part of me all the way to my bones.  But there’s more to me than that…  Ya know, dragons are remarkably horny creatures as well.” 
 
    Danica smirked.  “Oh, I know.” 
 
    As another gust blew in I turned, tossing an arm around Dani and pulling her close as we shifted our gaze to the city below.  Dozens of new structures had risen across the now sprawling townscape, quickly erected with the help of some powerful arcana.  New housing had been built to support the city’s growing population along with a few new taverns to boot.   An actual guardhouse had been constructed as well, now manned by Jerrick and his men.  The stables had been expanded on to hold a variety of beasts.  Hells, even the fields where we grew our hydra root had nearly doubled in size.  We had a leatherworker’s shop, an alchemist’s lab, a shaman’s hut, and more in the works.  It was truly a city to be proud of… but the greatest structure of all lay at its center. 
 
    Where the House of Light once stood was now a massive stone building, it’s front adorned with a majestic crest of a serpentine red dragon.  Masterfully crafted pillars lined the outer terrace, and obsidian-colors shingles lined the roof, giving the structure a majestic sort of aura.  This building, the centerpiece of Arcwind City, was my home…  the Draconis Clan hall. 
 
    “This place really has come a long way, hasn’t it?” Danica said, resting her head on my shoulder. 
 
    I smiled wide.  “It’s greater than I ever could’ve imagined.” 
 
    It was crazy to think about, but during my life on Earth I was nothing more than an office jockey, a nobody.  But now… now I had everything.  I had five beautiful wives, I was the undistinguished leader of a resurgent dragon clan, and I’d earned the trust and respect of an entire province.  That’s not to mention my dragonblood sorcery.  It was all that I ever wanted…. The only problem was that others wanted it as well. 
 
    “How long do you think it can last?” I asked, pulling Dani in just a bit tighter. 
 
    She paused, shifting to study my gaze.  “As long as we make it last, my dragon.”   
 
    I could feel my confidence swelling through our bond, a shared feeling that flowed like the arcana through our veins.   
 
    “I know you’ve been spending a lot of late nights delving through Oracle’s clan history,” she continued.  “And I know how you feel.” 
 
    “Oh?  And how is that?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “You’ve read about what happened to the previous iterations of the Draconis clan, and it has you concerned.  Your pride in your home is unmatched and your resolve is unwavering.  Yet, you can’t shake the unease that comes from the failures of your predecessors.”  She shot me a look.  “Did I get it right?” 
 
    I sighed.  “Can’t argue with you there.” 
 
    Damn her and our unbreakable bond.  There wasn’t a thing I could hide from Danica anymore, not even my own feelings.   
 
    “We’re going to be fine, Lance,” Dani reassured me as she ran the tips of her manicured fingers across my back. 
 
    “I know,” I replied, lacing my fingers in her own.  “I just want the best… for all of us.” 
 
    In truth, my confidence had been at an all-time high after slaying that bastard Loris.  I was respected through out all of the Dashar Province.   But something had happened… a letter had arrived on my desk that had me second-guessing my oh-so-prosperous future. 
 
    “Ya know, I think you’ve been spending too much time trapped in the clan hall,” Danica said, eyeing me with a glint of mischief.  “A dragon needs to spread his wings.  He needs to rake his claws across flesh and sink his teeth into something once in a while.” 
 
    I grinned, momentarily setting my worries aside.  “Oh, you had something in mind?” 
 
    She grinned.  “I do… in a bit.  But at the moment, I think Ez needs to see you.” 
 
    I groaned.  “Fine…. You ready?” 
 
    Dani’s grin widened.  “Last to the bottom gives up their portion of Bruno’s sweet rolls.”  Then with out a fair warning, she leapt from the wall. 
 
    My gaze narrowed.  She was not going to get my fucking sweet rolls. 
 
    Arcana burst from Danica’s shoulder blades as she descended, forming into a pair of [arcane wings] as she glided towards the clan hall.  I followed close behind, forging a pair of [dragon wings] myself as I picked up speed. 
 
    As we glided over Arcwind, we began to draw the attention of those dwelling in the streets below.  Hells, I even caught a glimpse of Master Maetous angrily waving a deck of cards in my direction. 
 
    Later old man I thought to myself, suddenly craving a game of bladeforge. 
 
    As we approached the Draconis clan hall, I realized it was time to make my move.  Drawing in arcane energy, I straightened my arms at my sides, opened my palms and unleashed a pair of dual [flame strikes].  An instant later, the force of the technique propelled me past Danica, allowing me to land mere feet in front of her at the doorstep of the clan hall. 
 
    The sweet rolls were mine. 
 
    As Danica landed, she narrowed her gaze in my direction.  “If you think I’m giving up my sweet rolls, you have another thing coming, Lance.” 
 
    “We had a deal!” I growled, feigning the angriest look I could muster. 
 
    She merely laughed it off.  “Don’t worry, you’ll be compensated later.  But for now, I think you have someone else seeking your attention.” 
 
    Despite her lucrative offer, I turned, expecting to see Ezrielle waiting for me.  Instead, I spied Erin standing at the building’s edge, arms folded and long, blonde locks falling over her face. 
 
    “You’re late,” she said with just a bit of sass in her voice. 
 
    “Apologies,” I replied, bowing slightly and extending an open palm in her direction. 
 
    With a sigh she reached for my hand, though she quickly pulled back as flame arcana swelled in my grasp.  An instant later, the flames in my palm swirled into the form of a blooming flower, growing in size until it dissipated with a dazzling display of light. 
 
    Erin shook her head.  “Such a fucking charmer.” 
 
    “It’s a dragon thing,” I replied, drawing a collective sigh from both her and Danica.  I mean, it really wasn’t a dragon thing at all.  But that had become my favorite go-to recently.  
 
    Erin sighed.  “You’re mine for a bit, now let’s go.” 
 
    “No arguments here,” I replied, following her as she lead me around the building.  As we walked, I allowed my gaze to linger on the sway of Erin’s hips.  She’d grown even stronger in recent months, and that fact was accentuated by the way her leather pants were hugging her ass.  It was enough to make my dragon blood heat. 
 
    As we reached the building’s rear, we found ourselves in the old clearing that I’d trained in so many times before.  Recently my flame and force abilities had outgrown the area, but the particular spell we were training didn’t need much space.  The last thing I wanted to do was torch my own damn city. 
 
    The grass rustled beneath our boots as Erin took up position opposite me, a grin now spread across her face. 
 
    “You ready?” She asked, her body already quaking with beast king arcana. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I replied, channeling draconic energy of my own.  Then without hesitation, I opened my palm and began. 
 
    The air between us rippled with power as I drew on Erin’s beast energy, using our bond to pull her arcana into myself.  Immediately, I felt the mighty power rejecting my call, her beast king bloodline vying for dominance of its own.  My call was unrelenting though, and with a dragon’s fury backing me, I was able to draw her energy into my form. 
 
    A breath later, my open palm started to glow as the hilt of a sword began to manifest in my grasp. 
 
    During my battle with Elder Loris, I’d performed a technique similar to the one I was attempting now.  In my desperation, I’d used Erin’s arcana to forge a mighty yet imperfect blade.  Since then we’d been practicing the technique almost daily, attempting to forge a weapon worthy of both her sword stalker prowess and my draconic might… 
 
    And we were close. 
 
    “You got this, Lance,” Erin urged, taking a step closer as the technique began to take hold. 
 
    I nodded, ignoring the sweat forming on my brow as her beast king energy tore through me like a wild storm.  This spell was not so dissimilar to my [dragon fang blade].  The only difference was I had to tame not only my draconic energy, but Erin’s beast king energy as well… two prideful bloodlines that were not known for their compatibility.  But dammit all, I wouldn’t be denied! 
 
    My spellbook appeared at my side, manifesting in a burst of flame as the spell began to take hold.  I grit my teeth and continued to channel all of my will, forging a bright green blade out of the crimson hilt. 
 
    Slowly, flames began to climb up the tempered green steel as our combined power began to resonate within the weapon.  Seconds later, an otherworldly roar echoed through the air around me as the sword took its final form. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Dragon King Blade] 
 
      
 
    We both stood in awe as I gave the weapon a swing, distorting the air between us. 
 
    “Holy shit…” Erin stammered, her eyes wide with excitement. 
 
    “Holy shit indeed,” I replied, just as impressed myself.  The weapon was a more complete version of the one I’d forged earlier, it’s blade shimmering with flames that enwrapped it like a fiery sheath.  Though made of arcana, it felt like the sword had an immense weight to it.  It was as if it carried the authority of both the draconic and beast king bloodlines.  It was pride incarnate. 
 
    As I hoisted the weapon, Danica came dashing around the corner, eyes wide with excitement.  Ez and Efray were close behind, rushing out of the clan hall as they were drawn to my swell of arcane energy.  Slowly, the four women encircled me to bare witness to the seemingly incredible blade I’d forged.  Hell, I’d even managed to impress myself. 
 
    “Brilliant,” Ezrielle muttered as she took a step closer and inspected the weapon with profound interest.  “This is an [eternal] grade weapon, Lance, the highest tier in all of Therune.  The dead gods themselves built weapons like these on their forges.” 
 
    I shot her a wink, still wary about moving the weapon too quickly and causing Arcwind any unnecessary damage. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you!” Efray quipped as she leaned forward to squeeze me from behind.  Immediately she was pushed back, buffeted by the aura of power that the [dragon king blade] had created around me.  Yikes. 
 
    Danica smirked, admiring its strength.  “Lance isn’t the only one you should be congratulating.  Half of that blade’s power resided in Erin.  Without their bond, such a blade couldn’t exist.” 
 
    I watched as Erin beamed with admiration.  I looked to all of them, the three women that had welcomed me in and the girl from Earth… my battle collective.  Of all the wondrous things in this realm, they were my pride and joy. 
 
    My arm began to shake as the weapon’s power continuously reverberated through my channels, causing an almost numbing feeling in my flesh.  Clearly, it was going to take some time to master this thing. 
 
    With an exhale, I loosened my grasp on the blade hilt, allowing the weapon to dissolve into ether.  Instead of merely fading though, the power stored in the weapon rippled through the air like a mighty wave, kicking up dirt and dust around me for several feet. 
 
    Whoops. 
 
    “Uh, sorry about that,” I said, barely audible over the lady’s coughs and wheezes.   
 
    As the dust cleared Erin gave me a playful shove.  Efray, always the healer, leaped forward and wrapped her arms around my waist, pressing her large breasts into my back as she embraced me.  Ezrielle remained firm though, crossing her arms and giving me a look of solemnity. 
 
    “Lance…” she said.  “We still have something that needs to be addressed.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied, straightening my posture as dust fell from my cloak.  “The letter.” 
 
    My time on the wall and my training with Erin had been a nice distraction, but there was something far more pressing awaiting my attention.  For on my desk at the center of the clan hall sat a letter, signed and sealed with the crest of a blue dragon. 
 
    Part of me new what that meant… I’d drawn the attention of entities that had ruled this realm far longer than I had.  That didn’t scare me, but the thought of jeopardizing the peace we’d fought so hard to earn... now that was enough to awaken a dragon’s unyielding rage. 
 
    I sighed, eyeing each of my wives with a look of longing before shifting my crimson sight to our clan hall.  It was time to check the mail. 
 
    

  

 
   
    From the World of Oracle… 
 
      
 
    Lance’s Battle Collective 
 
      
 
    Danica 
 
    A-rank Augmenter (full 
 
    Bloodline: The Blind Pheonix 
 
    Bloodline elements: Flame / Wind 
 
      
 
    Efray 
 
    A-rank Weaver 
 
    Bloodline: Star’s Edge 
 
    Bloodline elements: Light / Shadow 
 
      
 
    Erin 
 
    A-rank Sword  Stalker 
 
    Bloodline: Beast King 
 
    Bloodline elements: Beast 
 
      
 
    Catarina 
 
    A-rank Hex Mage 
 
    Bloodline: The Great Mako 
 
    Bloodline elements: Water / Force 
 
      
 
    Ezrielle 
 
    A-rank weaver 
 
    Bloodline: Lifeseal 
 
    Bloodline elements: Light/ Earth 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The Letter 
 
    The weight of being a clan leader weighed heavy on my shoulders as I made my way up the staircase en route to our gathering room.  Efray walked to my right, her newly sewn white and black robes flowing with every step.  The weaver had truly come into her own as of late, propelling herself to [A-rank] through her own work ethic and a little help from Ezrielle’s teachings. 
 
    To my left waltzed Ezreille herself, her tight-fitting garb well suited to her tone frame.  She wore her hair in a long war braid that swayed as she walked, though her gaze remained vigilant as ever.  I might’ve been the powerhouse, but Ez was the glue that held this thing together.  Without her god-tier organizational skills and no-nonsense approach, we’d be in shambles. 
 
    As we reached the top, I pressed open the ornate wooden door and entered our private gathering area.  The room was much like an office, featuring a large, finely crafted desk, a small yet lavish seating area, a stocked bookshelf, and a large red and gold rug.  It was even well lit, with sunlight pouring in from a pair of oversized windows, drowning out the glow of arcane candlelight that flickered from the surrounding sconces.   
 
    As I approached my desk, Ezry began to rattle off a laundry list of duties that still remained outstanding. 
 
    “We still need to organize a strike force to clear out the Kel’sar’s old clan hall and recover the rest of the serpent steel they have holed up there.” 
 
    “Jerrick has the list of names,” I replied nonchalantly. 
 
    “The Seraph sisters have also requested an audience with you,” she continued with just a bit of venom in her tone.  “They suggested dinner.” 
 
    “Bah, tell em I’m busy.  They just want to get in my pants.” 
 
    Efray stifled a giggle.  “Perhaps they just seek to confirm the tales they’ve heard of the legendary draconic endowment.” 
 
    Well damn, there really was a dragon analogy for everything, wasn’t there? 
 
    “There’s also the matter of our prisoner,” Ezry continued, ignoring the sudden redness in her cheeks. 
 
    “Leanna Frey…” I muttered.  “Not much of a prisoner anymore, is she?” 
 
    Since her capture, the Kel’sar rune mage had proven herself to be a pleasant surprise to our growing community.  Under our supervision, she’d used her rune magic to help our builders lay arcane-enforced foundations and had reinforced the city’s defenses.  She’d even taken time to school me in the use of runes.  And her only request…  allow her to become a citizen of Arcwind. 
 
    “As helpful as she’s been, she can still pose a threat,” Ezrielle warned.  “It isn’t unheard of for a mage to play the long game to get what they want.” 
 
    “This just doesn’t feel like that,” I said, taking a seat behind my desk. 
 
    “She helped save my life, Ez!” Efray said, cheeks red.  “If she hadn’t released you, I’d be…” 
 
    “Fine,” Ezrielle said.  “We’ll allow her some freedoms.  But she stays with us in the clan hall where we can keep a close watch of her.  And if she decides to flee… well, a single rune mage is nothing to the Red Dragon Clan.  Now about that letter.” 
 
    I eyed her for a moment, channeling our bond and searching her feelings.  She liked Leanna, I was sure of it.  She was just worried about protecting her family more.  But I’d be damned if I’d let anything happen to any of them. 
 
    With a sigh, I reached for the letter and lifted it in both hands.  The parcel had been delivered this morning, dropped on our doorstep by a zilhawk with inky black feathers.  Since then it’d sat here on my desk, waiting to be opened. 
 
    “Alright, here we go,” I said.  Then I peeled away the ornate wax seal and took out the parchment that lay inside. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    To the unruly red, 
 
    It has come to my attention that you and your followers have claimed the Dashar Province as your own.  In addition, you have destroyed the Kel’sar clan, an organization still heavily indebted to me and my brethren.  By law of the realm, that debt would then be transferred to you.  However, my patience for dealing with reds has long since eroded.  Therefore, I offer you a choice;  relinquish control of your lands, your resources, and any wealth you’ve acquired (living or non)… or face the wrath of the blue dragons.  My lieutenant will arrive in your city within a day’s time to collect your answer, and if needed, your head.  Your cooperation in this matter is greatly appreciated. 
 
    Regards, 
 
    Viscron the Unyeilding Storm 
 
    Tempest Clan Leader and Ruler of the Koshin Province 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    “Well fuck.” 
 
    “Fuck indeed,” Ez said as she read the letter over my shoulder. 
 
    Efray went wide-eyed, surprised by her fellow weaver’s use of language.  “W-what does it say?” 
 
    “It says we got trouble coming, Ef,” I replied.  “By killing the Kel’sar, we’ve seemed to piss off an even greater threat.” 
 
    “Another dragon clan,” Ezrielle added.  “From the province across the sea.  Apparently, they were leveraging the Kel’sar clan to use them as a stream of profit from the Dashar Province.” 
 
    “No wonder those icy bastards hated dragons,” I said. 
 
    Ezrielle met my gaze, trying to mask the fear in her eyes.   “What do we do now?” 
 
    I looked to her and then to Efray, allowing my crimson eyes to flare with arcane light.  “I’ve worked too hard to build what we have here, and I’ll damned if another dragon thinks he’s going to step in here and take it.  Especially a damn blue!” 
 
    That last part seemed to come from somewhere primal, but rather than question it I let it simmer in my blood like hot embers. 
 
    “I’ll gather Danica and the others then,” Ezrielle said before heading toward the door. 
 
    “Wait,” I said.  “There’s one other person who might have some info we could use.” 
 
    “Who?” both Efray and Ezry asked in unison. 
 
    My gaze narrowed as the words left my lips.  “Bring me Leanna Frey.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Motives and Musings 
 
    A short time later, I once again stood at the head of our gathering room, though this time I had a much larger audience.  Ezrielle, Erin, Efray and Danica all sat opposite me, legs crossed.  Catarina had joined as well and was eyeing me with a sultry grin as her sandy blonde locks fell over one eye.  It’d only been hours since she’d returned to port and she was still in her seafarer’s garb.  She even had that tunic on with the plunging neckline that I loved…  By the dead gods, it was not time to get distracted, Lance. 
 
    Accompanying my bonded was a sixth.  Dressed in simple robes, the woman stood with her hands clasped behind her back, her icy blue hair spilled atop her massive breasts.  Leanna Frey, the rune mage. 
 
    “I assume you all know why we’re gathered here,” I said, trying to sound as informal as possible. 
 
    “Yup,” Erin replied as she leaned back in her chair and tossed her boots onto the desk.   “Another asshole wants to kill you.  What’s new?” 
 
    “Not just any asshole,” Ezrielle corrected.  “Another dragon.  And one of his emissaries will be here in a day to negotiate our surrender.” 
 
    “To hells with that,” Danica.  “We surrender to no one.” 
 
    “I’m with Dani,” Cat added.   
 
    “Listen,” I said, wrestling back control of the room.  “Nobody is surrendering anything, not even a blade of Dashar grass.  But we do need to know what we’re up against.”  My gaze quickly shifted to Leanna.  “Can you help us?” 
 
    The rune mage quietly contemplated my request, pulling back her icy blue hair before letting it fall across her back once more.  Then her crystalline eyes met my own and she spoke. 
 
    “I’ve never met the enemies that you speak of, at least not personally.  But I have heard Elder Loris speak of them before.  The clan you’re referring to is a group of powerful blue dragon mages that rule the province across the sea.  Loris considered them the strongest clan in all of Therune.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t I heard of them til now?” I replied, still suspicious. 
 
    “Because with power comes reach,” Leanna replied.  “According to Loris, the blues don’t leave their lair en force, but instead use lesser clans to do their bidding for them.  They had the Kel’sar under their heel.  They used them to funnel taxes from Dashar back to the Kishin province under the threat of death.” 
 
    “So they’re the reason the Draconis clan was all but wiped out,” I growled. 
 
    Leanna Frey nodded.  “In essence, yes.” 
 
    Immediately I turned to Danica.  “Do you know anything about them?”  She was perhaps the most traveled of the group so it was worth a shot. 
 
    Danica grimaced.  “I’ve never been across the endless sea before, but in Caradoon I studied legends of the different dragon types.  I assumed that the dragons were all but gone though.” 
 
    Apparently not.  
 
    “Cat?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “I’ve seen a lot, but I’ve never been that far across the Endless Sea.  The clans of the Kishin province have always been a secret well kept.” 
 
    “Damn,” I replied.  “That doesn’t leave us a lot to work with.” 
 
    “It never stopped us before,” Danica said, confident as ever.  There was a reason she was the head wife. 
 
    I gave Dani a quick nod.  “Your right.  Above all else, we need to show a united front.  We need to send a message to this emissary when he arrives that we will not be shaken.  He needs to know that the Draconis clan is here to stay.” 
 
    My words seemed to reverberate through my bonded, bringing us together with a confidence that reflected in their five sets of gorgeous eyes.  Even Leanna Frey seemed swayed by my words, though her actions in the coming days would be far more telling. 
 
    When the blues came tomorrow, we’d be ready for them… and they’d find out the true scope of a red dragon’s pride. 
 
    **** 
 
    Later that evening, I found myself alone in our personal chambers, my gaze lingering on the window and the starry sky that awaited beyond.  Our quarters were far more lavish than the original rooms we used in the house of light.  For starters, it was much larger and contained a bed that would make a California king look almost tiny.  A pile of furs lay atop the bed that were far softer than anything I’d ever laid my hands on, while the rest of the room was decorated in different hues of purple.   
 
    It was a chamber worthy of a dragon. 
 
    Starlight reflected in my crimson eyes as I gazed out into the now-darkened sky.  I could feel a sense of longing creeping in, the same sort of feeling that I’d had when I was on the wall earlier.  It was something primal, a desire to take to the skies and cast my shadow over all I saw below… 
 
    But not right now.  Right now, my city needed me. 
 
    With a sigh I stepped back from the window and fell back onto the bed,  allowing myself to be swallowed up by its many furs.  A good night’s sleep and perhaps a few hours of meditation was what I needed if I planned to face off with another dragon… 
 
    Or perhaps not. 
 
    The door to the chamber slid open and in stepped Danica, a sultry smile spread across that beautiful face of hers.  She wasn’t in her normal sleepwear either.  No, instead she wore a see-through red nightgown that clung to her curves.  Immediately I felt my dragon blood heat as I eyed her nipples pressing into the gown, visible through the red lace.  And the way the fabric clung to her hips, revealing those thick, inviting thighs.  Gods…   
 
    She seemed to notice as well and blew me a kiss with her painted lips. 
 
    “Your shoulders have carried a lot of weight lately, my dragon,” she said as she slowly waltzed toward the bed.  “I thought perhaps it best if you… blow off some steam.” 
 
    “You know me all too well,” I replied as I peeled off my shirt and tossed it aside.   
 
    I watched with anticipation as Danica’s manicured fingers played with the edge of her gown.  But rather than remove it, she paused and shifted her gaze back to the door. 
 
    That’s when Efray walked in, cheeks red and a glint of desire in her eyes. 
 
    Gods, this was going to be a night to remember. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    The Education of Efray 
 
    Well this was a pleasant surprise. 
 
    My dragon blood felt like an inferno pumping through my veins as I watched the two women approach the bedside, their glorious bodies on full display. 
 
     Efray seemed a bit nervous, but the way her curvaceous body seemed to gravitate toward me said otherwise.  I eyed her carefully as she approached, admiring the way her breasts were nearly spilling out of her lacy green bra. 
 
    “Before our visitor arrives and we’re swept up into what trials await us, Efray thought it appropriate that we put on a little show for you,” Danica said, eyeing me with one of her irresistible grins.” 
 
    “Oh?” I replied, casually lacing my fingers behind my head.  
 
    Efray’s cheeks seemed to grow even brighter than before, but I couldn’t deny the look of insatiable curiosity in her eyes.  It had been there for a while now, ever since she walked in on the threesome between Danica, Erin and I. 
 
    “Yes, my dragon,” Efray said, echoing Danica’s usual sentiment.  Then she turned her gaze to the augmenter herself and whispered “I’m ready.” 
 
    Danica’s grin widened.  “Good.” 
 
    Suddenly, the augmenter stepped forward and grabbed Ef by the waist, pulling her in close.  Naturally, the shy weaver began to stiffen up… that is, until Danica pressed her full lips into Efray’s. 
 
    It was my turn to stiffen up as I watched Dani work her magic on Efray, swirling her tongue inside the weavers’s mouth, biting her lip and drawing out a subtle moan of ecstasy.  One of Danica’s hands found Efray’s soft, round ass as the other hand found the small of her back, pulling her in until their breasts were pressed tightly together. 
 
    Efray’s eyes widened as Danica briefly pulled away before shifting her lips to the woman’s neck. 
 
    “Oh gods, Dani,” Ef moaned. 
 
    Danica paused and met Efray’s gaze.  “I’ll be your goddess for tonight.”  Then she slowly peeled her nightgown off her shoulders, laying herself bare to the smaller weaver. 
 
    My body was all but on fire as I looked upon Danica, taking her in amidst all of her naked glory.  Her tattooed flesh appeared soft like velvet and her large breasts were begging to be fondled, but I held my composure and watched as the pair continued their dance. 
 
    Slowly, Efray reached behind her back and unclasped her top, allowing her slightly larger breasts to spill out.  Danica immediately went to work, taking one of Ef’s hard nipples in her mouth before softly biting into her sensitive flesh. 
 
    “Oh gods,” she moaned, cradling Danica’s head in her hand. 
 
    After a moment of exploring the weaver’s body, Danica stepped back, allowing her raven black hair to spill over her breasts. 
 
    “On your knees,” she instructed. 
 
    Efray remained obedient, dropping to her knees at the foot of the bed as she looked up at Dani’s naked flesh in awe. 
 
    “Now,” Danica said.  “Please your head wife.” 
 
    Before Efray had time to think too much about it, Danica stepped forward and gently ran her fingers through the weaver’s hair.  Then she guided her head forward, leading Efray’s lips to her glistening, wet opening. 
 
    “Oh fuck, Ef,” Danica moaned, writhing as Efray’s tongue plunged inside of her.  “That’s it, my little weaver.” 
 
    “You taste you good,” Efray said, pulling away just long enough to leave Danica aching for more. 
 
    As Danica guided her back down, she locked her eyes with my own.  “Do you like what you see?” 
 
    “Gods, yes,” I replied, shifting my gaze below Danica’s waistline.  Efray seemed to have gotten herself into a rhythm, swirling her tongue over Danica’s clit until her legs began to wobble. 
 
    Unable to take much more, Danica climbed into bed next to me, gently guiding Ef along with her by her long, auburn hair. 
 
    “Shall I continue?” Ef asked, clearly ready to provide Danica with more carnal delight. 
 
    “Mhm,” Danica replied, pulling Efray into the embrace of her thick thighs. 
 
    I began to lose track of time as my eyes feasted on the sight of my two beautiful wives writhing in pleasure next to me.  That trance was broken though as I noticed Dani’s legs begin to quiver uncontrollably. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m almost there,” Danica moaned, grinding against Efray’s mouth with vigor.  “Fuck, fuck!”  A breath later, she arched her back as Ef’s tongue brought her to a roaring climax. 
 
    Slowly, Efray raised her head, cheeks red and an innocent smile on that not-so-innocent face of hers.  Danica caressed her cheek, clearly sated by her oral capabilities. 
 
    “I think it’s your turn, Ef,” she said, drawing a wide-eyed look from the weaver.  “Lance, would you like to do the honors?  
 
    “You don’t even have to ask.” 
 
    Immediately I shot up and began to circle around to the edge of the bed, undoing my sash as I went.  Efray shifted as well, moving to her back as Danica slid the weaver’s panties down those heavenly thighs.  
 
    As I stood over her, Efray opened her legs, inviting me into her already soaking-wet opening. 
 
    “I’m ready, Lance,” she said, biting her bottom lip in anticipation. 
 
    I leaned forward, placing a gentle kiss on her lips.  As I did so I guided my cock in, filling her up with the entirety of my length.  Then as our lips parted, I threw her legs over my shoulders and began a slow, steady thrust.   
 
    “Oh my gods…” Efray moaned, digging her nails into my back as I began to move faster, each thrust bringing her closer and closer to the edge.  Danica had taken notice as well and had begun to run a pair of manicured fingers across her clit, bringing herself towards another climax. 
 
    “I’m gonna cum!” Efray warned, curling her toes as I buried my cock deep within her.  “Ah, I’m cumming!”  
 
    Immediately, I felt her juices wash over me, drowning my cock in a sign of her ultimate pleasure.  
 
    I wasn’t done though.  Not yet. 
 
    Grasping her hips for leverage, I pulled Ef to the edge of the bed and went at her with a renewed vigor.  Her eyes began to roll back but I continued, pushing her to the edge of boundless pleasure as I buried myself in her pussy.  
 
    “Please Lance,” she said, begging for my sweet release.  Those words seemed to send me over the edge and in seconds I was filling her with wave after wave of hot seed. 
 
    As the convulsing of our bodies slowed, I slid out of Efray and let myself fall onto the bed, finding a spot between her and Danica.  Dani was breathing heavily as well having just brought herself to a second climax. 
 
    “Fuck, that was amazing,” I said, pulling the two women a bit closer.  Efray nuzzled into my chest while Danica laid her head back and smiled. 
 
    “That it was, my dragon.  Perhaps we can get the others to join in next time.” 
 
    My eyes went wide as I imagined all five of my bonded, naked and vying for attention.  It was the stuff dreams were made of.  I mean, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.  Typically all of them found their way to bed at some point through the night.  That’s why our sleeping quarters were so colossal in scope. 
 
    I considered waiting up for the rest of them to arrive, but I felt fatigue creeping in like something fierce.  So I did the sensible thing and laid back, allowing dreams of dragon flight and starlight to take hold.  Tonight had been a night of ecstasy, but tomorrow would be a day of trials… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    An Unwelcome Guest 
 
    I arose the next morning with a renewed vigor, fully sated and ready to face whatever the Hell was coming my way.  The rest of my bonded remained sleeping, their bodies splayed across the bed in a tangle of furs and flesh.  Well, all except for Ezrielle. 
 
    She was always the early riser, and today was no different.  
 
    Moving with a refined grace, Ez sifted through our wardrobe, carefully selecting several garments and laying them out over the chair that sat at her side. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” She asked, clearly sensing my gaze on her. 
 
    “Ready,” I replied, stretching my limbs as the sun’s glow reflected off my flesh. 
 
    “Good.  I’ve got a little something picked out for you.”  As she spoke, she lifted the pile of clothes and handed them too me.  A black tunic and a pair of matching pants, a crimson sash, and a long red cloak with a golden chain.  Add a pair of tall boots, and I was going to be looking rather regal. 
 
    “I’ve picked out matching red robes for the other as well,” she added.  “Well, except for Danica.  Being the head wife, she’ll be wearing black to match you.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Any word on our visitor?” 
 
    “No,” Ez replied.  “Jerrick has lookouts posted but-” 
 
    Her words were brought to an abrupt halt as a shrill whistle sounded outside our window.  
 
    “Well, I guess that answers that,” I said as I slid a pair of vambraces on. 
 
    Ezry stiffened.  “That signal means they’ve reached the forest’s border.  We’ve got precious little time.” 
 
    “I’ll wake the others,” I said as I fiddled with the clasp on my cloak. 
 
    “I’m up, I’m up,” Erin muttered before dragging herself over Danica and out of bed.  “God damn, Lance.  You talk loud enough to wake the dead gods.  Can’t ya let a girl sleep in?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Sure, I mean it’s not like there’s a  dragon emissary from across the sea coming to demand that I hand over my wives, my land and my riches.  No biggie.” 
 
    Erin’s eyes went wide.  “We have riches?” 
 
    I shot her a grin. “Smart ass.  Just get dressed.” 
 
    Moments later, the others arose to a cacophony of yawns followed by swift instruction from Ezrielle. 
 
    “Ugh, don’t we have time to bathe?” Cat protested.  Then without waiting for a response, she channeled a razor-thin layer of water arcana into her palms and ran her fingers through her hair. 
 
    As the others began their morning routines, I took a moment to step back and watch, admiring the little intricacies of their behaviors.  I watched as Ezrielle rushed Efray’s hair into a braid, her hands moving with a precision that only years of practice could produce. I watched as Erin shuffled across the room half asleep, only to be startled by a firm smack on the ass from Cat.  Though when my gaze shifted to Danica, I found the augmenter waltzing in my direction. 
 
    “You look good,” she said, pulling my cloak a bit tighter over my shoulders. 
 
    “So do you,” I replied, quite aware of the fact that she still had barely anything on. 
 
    She ran a hand through her disheveled hair and smiled.  “Perhaps you look too good, my dragon.  Maybe you should grow a beard, it’d make you look a bit more distinguished.” 
 
    I raised my brow as my hand absent-mindedly rubbed at the stubble on my chin.  “I dunno, I feel like I might start looking too much like Master Mateus.  Oh god, please don’t tell me you’ve got some sort of Mateus kink.” 
 
    Danica laughed so hard it came out more like a snort.  “Gods, no.  I just… I just don’t want you to be underestimated.  The reds that ruled this province were scarred and rugged creatures, not quite as easy on the eyes.  When these blues arrive, I want them to understand just what kind of threat you are.  Because if they don’t…” 
 
    “Then I’ll be forced to show them,” I said, unable to mask my reluctance.  Now I understood what she meant.  She didn’t fear for me, she feared what might happen to everything else if our aggressors and I came to blows.  To think, all the work we’d put into building up Arcwind was in jeapordy.  I mean, who knows what kind of damage the city might sustain between a battle of dragons?  Well, I wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    Lance the combat mage was going to take a step back… and Lance the dragon negotiator was about to take center stage. 
 
    Gods help us. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I lead the charge as we stepped out of the clan hall, my long, red cloak flowing behind me.  To my left were Danica, Erin and Cat.  And to my right were Efray and Ezrielle.  Leanna trailed just a few steps behind, fully composed and ready to stand behind us should the need arise.  Or at least, that’s what she portrayed. 
 
    As we made our way down Arcwind’s main road, we began to draw some attention.  Word of our impending visitor had spread fast and many were leery about another battle coming to their beloved city.  Some of the others, namely a few of our ex-bandits, seemed chomping at the bit for a fight.  Apparently, the slow living had produced a bit of boredom. 
 
    As we made our way towards the gates, I spied Rhylin approaching atop a lanky zilstrider.  His bow remained slung across his back and his eyes were shaded by a wide-brimmed hat.  He almost had this gunslinger mystique to him. 
 
    At his side was his aid, Anna, quietly riding along on her own strider and occasionally adjusting her spectacles as they bounced down her nose. 
 
    “Our little guest is almost here, boss,” Rhylin said.  “Jerrick tried to greet him but he just flew right on past.  I reckon he’s comin straight for you.” 
 
    “How many are with him?” I asked.   
 
    His face twisted into a look of almost disbelief.  “That’s the thing.  It’s just him.” 
 
    As he spoke I felt an unnatural gust of air pass by us, sending my once decent-looking hair into an unkempt mess.   Looks like I just went down a rung on the regal ladder. 
 
    An instant later I began to hear shouts coming from beyond the outer gate.  Then silence… 
 
    “Lance, do you feel that?” Danica asked, her tone concerned. 
 
    I slowly nodded.  I sure as Hell did. 
 
    A strange power began to swell on the other side of the gate, sending a wave of alarm through my arcane senses.  Though foreign, the power wasn’t entirely unlike my own.  I could feel the pride, the strength, the passion…  This wasn’t just any arcanist.  It was a dragon mage. 
 
    Suddenly, the city’s reinforced gate blew open, shattering its defensive runes and sending a myriad of colors into the air.  A cloud of dust quickly followed, momentarily hiding what lay beyond… 
 
    “Lance, watch out!”  Efray’s voice rang out an instant too late as a figure burst out of the smoke, soaring over the ground so fast that he left a trench in the dirt. 
 
    My [dragon scales] took form as he collided with me, sending both of us skidding back several yards.  With a growl, I dug my heels in and latched onto my attacker, bringing us to a stop in the center of the street.   
 
    It was then a finally got a look at this emissary. 
 
    Standing nearly a foot taller than me, the man was a sheer force of will.  His skin was a few shades darker, likely from time out in the sun,  and he sported blue scales similar to my red ones.  His hair was long and braided and his build was brimming with muscle.  Still, even with his size advantage, he didn’t feel any stronger than me. 
 
    For a brief second we locked eyes, his silvery gaze meeting my crimson guise.  Then he wisely backed off. 
 
    I grinned as I looked over his shoulder, spying five of the fiercest women in all of Oracle surrounding him, spells quickly manifesting on their fingertips.  He must’ve sensed it too, for the pressure his arcane power was giving off quickly waned. 
 
    “Forgive me,” the man said with a thick accent.  “But I had to be certain I was dealing with a real dragon and not some flame-wielding fraud.” 
 
    “You could’ve fucking asked,” I growled.  “And I hope you plan on rebuilding that gate!” 
 
    The man turned his head, eyeing his handy work for perhaps a second too long before returning his gaze to me.  “I think you're confused.” 
 
    “Oh I see things as clear as flame,” I replied, matching his calmness with equal parts intensity. 
 
    “Then let me straighten things out for you,” he said, an annoyance rising in his voice.  “My name is Hargrave, and I am an emissary from the Tempest Clan.  I was sent to negotiate the terms of your surrender.  Now you may ask, why do such a thing?  In that case, let me point to your ancestors who were wiped off the face of this realm.  There is only room on Oracle for one dragon clan.  We are prideful, sinful, mighty creatures and we will not allow a crazed red to plunder these lands unchecked.  You will submit to my elder, Lord Viscron, or you’ll die along with Asher Black and the others.” 
 
    “I still got one problem with all that,” I muttered, drawing arcana into my palm.  “You still didn’t explain how you’re going to fix my fucking gate.” 
 
    Hargrave’s eyes widened in surprise, but my words kept coming. 
 
    “If you think you’re going to waltz in here and demand that I hand over everything I have, then you have another thing coming.” 
 
    Hargrave’s gaze narrowed.  “Then I’ll be forced to return and tell Lord Viscron that-” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” I interrupted.  “You’re not leaving this place.  Not after all that.” 
 
    Hargrave’s expression shifted to one of horror.  “Don’t be foolish, you can’t do that.  If I don’t return, Viscron will know you did something.  He’ll fill the skies with blue dragons until he blots out the sun!” 
 
    “Then I’ll burn my way through!” I roared. 
 
    Hargrave took a step back, suddenly quite aware of just how vulnerable he was.  Either through arrogance or some archaic code of conduct, this fool Viscron had sent his lieutenant into a hornet’s nest.  And with my dragon’s rage on the verge of taking over, there was no way I was going to let him leave here alive. 
 
    Judging by the scope of his power, Hargrave was fresh into [s-rank], a combat mage with the blue dragon bloodline.  But me?  I was at the peak of [s-rank] and surrounded by my battle collective… 
 
    I was more powerful than ever. 
 
    “You really don’t have knowledge of the forces you’re dealing with, do you?  You’re not some refuge from the original Draconis, you’re just some naive red.” 
 
    My gaze narrowed.  “You’ll die by these hands all the same.” 
 
    “Y-you can’t do this,” he growled, his voice filled with desperate pride.  “This is madness.” 
 
    “No,” I replied.  “This is Arcwind!” 
 
    The iconic thing to do would’ve been to kick him into a pit.  But we didn’t have any pits and well, he could fly.   So I did the next best thing… 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Dragon Swarm] 
 
      
 
    Catarina’s hex arcana flooded my body as several perfect copies of myself began to manifest around Hargrave.  This is another one of those techniques I’d been working on, perfecting the use of her water clones and using our bond to adapt it to my own abilities.  The result of course, was deadly. 
 
    Hargrave’s eyes grew frantic as seven copies of me surrounded him, each manifesting a [perfect dragon sword] in its grasp.  Then before he could react, we closed in. 
 
    A whirlwind of blood and sparks sprayed into the air as I attacked from all sides, striking with my dragon blades on any part of him that looked vulnerable.  Much like me, his body reacted to the attacks and generated a covering of blue [dragon scales], staving off any lethal damage and giving him a split second to counter. 
 
    “Get back!” He roared, unleashing a torrent of wind and lightning energy in his wake.  Two of my clones dissipated on impact, but myself and five of the others managed to leap back out of range. 
 
    Keeping the pressure on, each member of my [dragon swarm] raised a clawed hand and began channeling arcana into their palms.  Then as Hargrave attempted to take flight, we released a volley of [flame strikes]! 
 
    The sky turned red with fire. 
 
    Immediately, the blue dragon mage was knocked out of the sky and sent spiraling into the wall of a nearby general store.  Stone crumbled and dust rose in a cloud as the man’s body was blasted through the structure, leaving a hole in the wall that would soon need to be repaired. 
 
    Gods dammit, I was supposed to be minimizing damage, not causing it. 
 
    As Hargrave rose to his feet, I called forth all of my dragon clones in a line, willing each of them to grip their fang blade in both hands.  Then with our target in sight, I unleashed Hell. 
 
    The first clone dashed in on a pair of [dragon wings], smashing into Hargrave’s defenses but putting him back on his heels.  The second clone followed in the shadow of the first, striking low and causing the blue dragon mage to stumble. 
 
    As the third and the fourth clones launched themselves at my foe, I dropped to a knee and began to draw arcane energy into my lower body.  I locked onto my opponent as the fourth clone’s strike was parried away.  Then as the fifth closed in… 
 
    I took off. 
 
    Moving with unmatched speed, I used my stored arcana to launch myself across the street like a comet.  I flew in the shadow of my fifth clone, arriving just as Hargrave smashed the entity into the ground… and gave me the opening I needed. 
 
    Transferring every bit of energy I had left into my arms, I swung my blade at his neck, cleaving through scale, tearing flesh and dislodging the man’s head from his shoulders.  The rest of his body stood there for a moment, clearly in shock before collapsing in a heap.  And with that, our intruder was dead. 
 
    Cheers began to erupt from the guards and city-goers that had watched, but the look on my wives’ faces said something else.  They were worried. 
 
    I gave them a quick nod, then turned my attention back to the mob of people that had surrounded me, lifting my blade in defiance.  After years of living under the boot of the Kel’sar, I needed them to know that I wasn’t going to allow that to happen again.  
 
    I took a final glance at the body of the fallen blue, then shifted my focus back to the crowd.  I’d give the people their victory, because that’s what a clan leader was supposed to do.  But then… then it was time to decide just what the Hell to do next.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    From the World of Oracle… 
 
      
 
    Lance’s spellbook:  The Dragonblood tome 
 
    Offensive spells: 
 
     [Perfet Dragonfang Blade]- Dual type / full mastery 
 
    [Dragon’s Breath]- fire type / 75% mastery 
 
    Ranged spells:  
 
    [Flame strike]- firey type / full mastery 
 
    [Dragon shot]- force type / 89% mastery 
 
    Defensive spells: 
 
    [Dragonscale Armor]- fire type / full mastery 
 
    [Dragon Wings]- Force type/ full mastery 
 
    Unique spells: 
 
    [Red Dragon Cannon]- 75%  mastery 
 
    Bonded spells: 
 
    [Dragon King Blade]- Forged with the beast king bloodline 
 
    [Dragon Swarm]- Forged with the Great Mako Bloodline 
 
    [Falling Pheonix]- Forged with the blind phoenix bloodline 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The Path Forward 
 
    “Well that was eventful,” Danica said as she watched me pace back and forth across the main chamber of the clan hall.  This was our first chance to meet after I’d downed the blue, and we thought it best not to waste time. 
 
    “I mean, I didn’t have a whole lot of options,” I replied.  “It was either fight or feign surrender.  And I don’t know about you, but the dragonblood flowing through me does not agree well with surrendering.” 
 
    “Oh I know,” Erin said as she nonchalantly filed a nail with one of her daggers.  “Whenever I use your arcana, all I wanna do is tear things up and assert dominance. 
 
    “Exactly my point,” I added.  
 
    “There’s no point in dwelling on it,” Ezrielle said.  “What’s done is done.  Now the way I see it, we have two options before us.  We can either hunker down, reinforce our walls and wait for this so-called storm of blues to arrive…” 
 
    “Or we can sail the endless sea and confront these blue bastards ourselves,” Catarina interjected, an adventurous grin now painted onto her face. 
 
    I stopped my pacing and gave both of them an inquisitive glance.  “I think this city’s been through enough.   The last thing I want to do is bring a dragon war onto our doorstep.” 
 
    Ez raised her brow.  “And you think sailing off into the unknown is a good idea?  If you don’t return, the city will be left vulnerable to the next warlord mage that tries to claim it.” 
 
    I could see the concern in Ezrielle’s eyes, and the love that she had for this place.  No matter how big Arcwind became, to her this place would still be the little village hidden in the woods. 
 
    “I know you love this place, Ez.  We all do.  I’m not gonna pretend I know the right answer. But I do know we had to move mountains to mobilize the province against the Kel’sar, and it still almost wasn’t enough.  At least if we go there we can see what their about.   We can develop a plan, and if need be… punch them in the mouth.” 
 
    Ezrielle gave me a long, hard look, clearly wrestling with the choices in her head. 
 
    “Let’s take a vote!” Efray said, chiming in with some misplaced excitement.  
 
    “I agree with Ef,” Danica said.  “We vote on a course of action and then we’re all in, whichever path is decided upon.” 
 
    The others nodded in agreement, sharing glances with one another as the tension in the room began to grow. 
 
    I raised a gloved hand.  “Fine, I’ll start.  I vote we sail East to Kishin and face this thing head-on.” 
 
    “I’m with Lance,” Catarina said.  “What kinda Captain would I be if I passed up an adventure on the open seas?” 
 
    “I vote we stay,” Ezrielle announced, doubling down on her earlier sentiments. 
 
    Efray shot me a nervous glance.  “Sorry Lance, but I have to side with Ez.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” I replied.  “You deserve your voice just as much as any of us.” 
 
    Erin shoved her dagger into her belt and stepped to my side, a grin on her face.  “I’m dyin to see more of this world.  My vote’s with Lance.” 
 
    Danica raised her brow, her gaze shifting between the two groups.  “I guess that just leaves me… Sorry Ez, but I have to stand by my dragon.” 
 
    Ezrielle’s gaze shifted to the floor, but her look of defeat was quickly replaced by one of resolve.  “Very well.  I’ll gather Jerrick, Rhylin and Rippen and prepare them to take the reigns of the city while we’re gone.  Master Mateous will also need to know as well.  I know he’s old and a bit senile, but his loyalty to this place is rooted far beneath these stone walls, to a time when this place was no more than a small village.” 
 
    Danica folded her arms and shot Ez a look like she was impressed.  “Wait, you’re not staying here?” 
 
    Ezrielle shook her head, concealing what I was certain was the beginning of a smile.  “Lance is right, I do love this city.  But I love my family far more.  If you all intend to walk onto the precipice of Hell, then I’ll be there to heal your burns from the flames that lick at our flesh.” 
 
    My eyes gleamed with pride as I met Ezrielle’s gaze.  Not only had she taken defeat gracefully, but she’d shown poise and leadership.  Even if it wasn’t her plan, she was going to do what was best to make sure we succeeded. 
 
    “I guess that settles it,” I said.  “We’re going to want to move quickly, though.  The longer we wait, the longer we give them a chance to realize something’s amiss.  And I don’t wanna give up the element of surprise.” 
 
    “There’s also the issue of how this Hargrave got here,” Cat added.  “If he came by boat, then there may be others waiting for him at the harbor.” 
 
    I gave her a nod.  “We’ll sweep the shores before we depart.  I can’t imagine they sent a large crew just to leave them back at the boat.” 
 
    “There’s just one other thing,” Erin added.  As I looked over, she used her index finger to trace the shape of a makeshift rune in the air.  “What do we do about our little Kel’sar transplant?” 
 
    Damn, that was something I hadn’t considered.  We’d recently afforded Leanna Frey more freedoms, but that’d been with all of us present.  Leaving her here alone would certainly be a test of her loyalties… 
 
    “I say we take her with,” Danica said, confident as always.  “The elder branch of the Kel’sar clan resides in the Kishin province.  If she’s for the cause like she says, then she may be able to help us on our little excursion.” 
 
    “Or we could be bringing her right back to her brethren, thus giving her the opportunity to drag us back to our icy demise,” Ezry countered, leaving an icy chill in the room. 
 
    As we debated, something unexpected happened.  In what I remembered as the first time it ever occuring, Efray split with Ezrielle. 
 
    “I trust her.  We should take her along!” 
 
    Erin chuckled.  “You trust everyone, Ef.” 
 
    “Literally everyone,” Cat quipped, drawing a chuckle out of Danica.  Efray remained steadfast though. 
 
    “I’m serious.  The star’s edge bloodline represents an understanding of both light and dark, of good and evil.  Since ranking up, I’ve come to understand that we have some of each in all of us.  I can see that Leanna has plenty of light to offer.  You may have seen her darkness, but I see her light.” 
 
    The others seemed a bit awestruck by Efray’s words.  Hell, I was impressed myself. 
 
    I shrugged and shot her a grin.  “Guess that settles that.  Leanna Frey is coming with.  Now let’s get ready to set sail.  I wanna have everything in order so we can leave by nightfall.” 
 
    “Aye aye, first mate!” Catarina shouted. 
 
    I furrowed my brow.  “Isn’t it aye aye, Captain?” 
 
    “Typically,” she replied.  “But not in this case.  You see, you may be the leader of this clan my dear Lance, but I’ll always be the captain.” 
 
    Then as she walked by, Captain Catarina Del Argo gave my ass a firm slap. 
 
    “Damn, she is so hot,” Erin said, watching as the captain strolled out of the room. 
 
    That she is, Erin.  That she is. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The Endless Sea 
 
    As the twin suns began their descent, my bonded and I gathered outside of Arcwind’s walls for a final meeting with our temporary watchmen. 
 
    “You ain’t got nothin to worry about, master arcanist,” Jerrick said, giving me an informal salute.  “With the shifters patrolling the woods and my men on the wall with their arcane guns, this place’ll be all but impenetrable!” 
 
    “Anna and I’ll keep order in the town,” Rhylin said, tipping his wide-brimmed hat.  While Jerrick’s men had focused on protecting the city from invaders, Rhy had adopted the role of Sheriff.  I couldn’t deny that he fit the role quite well though. 
 
    “I got faith in you guys,” I said, placing a hand on either of their shoulders.   Then I shifted my gaze to our young yet quite capable shaman.  “Rippen?” 
 
    With a grunt, the shaman slammed his fists together, activating his stone river bloodline.  A breath later, something miraculous began to happen.   
 
      
 
    Spell: [Overgrowth] 
 
      
 
    The ground around him began to tremor as three vines emerged from the earth, twisting as they grew until they merged into the form of a small yet fruit-bearing tree. 
 
    “The others will protect life.  I will ensure it flourishes,” Rippen said, bowing low. 
 
    Well, that was symbolic as Hell. 
 
    “Thank you, all of you,” I said, meeting each of their gazes.  “We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    Then I turned and met the eyes of our new companion, Leanna Frey. 
 
    The rune mage had been rather agreeable when we’d asked her to make the trip with us, though I could tell some of the others still had their suspicions about her.  They were valid ones too, but the problem was my dragon blood was sending me a completely different message.  A mere gaze into those icy blue eyes or a glimpse at those massive breasts and curvy thighs was enough to set my dragon blood ablaze.  Gods, with my draconic powers growing it was almost a chore to keep myself under control. 
 
    “You understand what we’re doing here, no?” 
 
    Leanna nodded.  “I do, and as long as I’m treated honorably then I’ll continue to help.” 
 
    “Can I… ask you something?” I said. 
 
    She nodded.  “You may.” 
 
    “…Why?” 
 
    Leanna’s expression seemed to soften.  “Because… I admire what you have,” she finally replied.  “With the Kel’sar, I was forced to work with an elder that saw me as nothing more than a piece of meat.  I’m quite certain he was only waiting for the right opportunity to solicit me for his carnal desires.  But what you all have here is a true bond.  You not only lean on one another, but you bring out the best in one another.  If I’m being honest sir mage. I’m a bit jealous.” 
 
    My eyes widened and I found myself unsure of what to say, a problem I hadn’t dealt with in quite a while.  Thankfully, Danica came in with the save. 
 
    “Continue proving yourself and you’ll be treated with not only respect, but gratitude.” 
 
    I watched as the two locked eyes for an incredibly long second, leaving me wondering just what was going through their heads.  The moment passed though and our focuses realigned… 
 
    It was time to visit an old friend. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a short trek south, my bonded and I arrived at Shallowstone, the small fishing town that served as our harbor.  And little to my surprise, waiting for us on the outskirts of town was the boar woman, Tesna. 
 
    Erin let out an audible sigh.  “Not this bitch.” 
 
    A few of the others laughed, but Danica merely smirked.  “Oh, you don’t have to worry about her.  She’s been put in her place.” 
 
    As we approached, Tesna showed off her tusks with a wide grin.  “Well well, what do we have here?  Dragon lord himself has come back to see Tesna.” 
 
    Now it was Dani’s turn to sigh. 
 
    “Hey Tes!” I shouted, trying to sound as amicable as possible.  “How’s the harbor holding up?” 
 
    “Good, good,” she replied, her accent thick.  “Water is cold, but zilfish are bountiful.  Makes for easy winter.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, Tesna,” Ez interjected, clearly impatient.  “But tell me, have you had anyone strange come to dock in the last day or so?” 
 
    Tesna furrowed her brow.  “Strange?   I’ll tell you what’s strange.  Boat of strapping young fisherman came to shore the other day to barter. Tesna, being the strong, independent woman that she is decided to greet them herself.  One of them takes off shirt and begins flirting with Tesna, so she does sensible thing and smacks his ass.  Smack was too hard though, broke man’s hip.  The others run back to boat and sail away with fish.  Apparently, they fear a strong woman.  Not like you, lord dragon.” 
 
    Oh sweet baby dragon Jesus, this was too much. 
 
    “That’s so sad,” Efray chimed in, enamored with the boar woman’s bizarre tale. 
 
    “It is,” Ezrielle said, her tone curt.  “But that’s not quite what we’re looking for, Madame dockmaster.  Has anyone else come to dock in the last day?  Perhaps, a group that seemed out of place?  Maybe a-“  
 
    “Well, small boat of men arrive yesterday,” Tesna interrupted.  “Tall and thin, too skinny for Tesna.  Anyways, they spoke little.  Paid well to dock for night though.  One of them, bigger and burlier than the others, flew off towards city.  When he never came back, the others left in a hurry.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Did they say who they were?” 
 
    The demihuman shook her head.  “Money pays for discretion.” 
 
    Damnit.  
 
    “How long ago did they leave?” I asked, failing to mask my desperation. 
 
    Tesna shrugged.  “I don’t know, few hours ago, maybe.” 
 
    I immediately turned to Catarina.  “Can the Sea Cutter catch them?” 
 
    She raised a brow and shot me a grin.  “Does a dragon breathe fire?  Of course it can.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A short time later, my bonded and I were aboard the Sea Cutter, sailing down the Serpent Spine River towards the coast.  Like always, Cat’s small crew of demihumans were operating the vessel like clockwork, showcasing a set of skills developed from years spent out on the water. 
 
    With Cat taking the reigns, I used my small window of freedom to take in the view...  and the lands surrounding the river pass were truly a sight to behold.  Much like Earth, the changing of seasons brought about stark changes to the environment as well.  Most of the bright-colored leaves had already fallen, blanketing the surrounding forests in an assortment of ambers and lavenders and various other shades.  However, unlike my former planet, the trees didn’t remain barren.  Instead, they’d begun what Efray had referred to as their winter bloom, growing leaves and foliage that appeared silver in color.  Honestly, it was beautiful. 
 
    As we ventured further, an odd feeling began to resonate in the pit of my stomach.  When I first arrived in Oracle, the only thing I was worried about was understanding my powers and earning the trust of my lovely companions.   But now… now things were so different.  As the leader of the Draconis clan, many saw me as the protectorate of all this land.  Some even saw me as its ruler.  But was that me?  The draconic lineage within me screamed a resounding yes!  But the office dude from Earth that was still in there somewhere… he wasn’t so sure. 
 
    As I leaned over the ship’s rail, I could feel the power of Catarina’s arcana coursing through the vessel.  It was a supreme comfort knowing that whatever I faced in this world, I’d have my bonded at my side.  Whether it be Danica’s power, Ezrielle’s leadership, Erin’s tenacity, Efray’s kindness, or Catarina’s prowess, each of them brought something to the group that as a whole, made us unstoppable.  Maybe that’s why I didn’t have much fear heading into the blue dragon’s den.  They had wanted to send a message, to burn that fear into us before we could act.  Well, these bastards needed to fear me. 
 
    As we reached the river’s delta, the Sea Cutter began to pick up speed.  Moments later, we reached the open sea. 
 
    “Look Lance!” Efray shouted, unable to hold in her excitement as she ran up to me and pointed at the water. 
 
    I shot her a grin, then I leaned over the railing and peered into the depths.  What I’d expected to see was something akin to a large fish or an otherworldly dolphin.  Maybe a zilporpoise, if that was a thing.   Instead, my smile faded to a look of awe.  Beneath the ship was the shadow of something massive, a beast that was dare I say colossal in scope. 
 
    With the ever-shifting water, it was nearly impossible to tell exactly what it was.  But one thing was certain… the beast was keeping pace with the Sea Cutter. 
 
    “What the Hell is that thing?” 
 
    “That is a tidebreaker,” Danica said, strolling up to my other side before focusing her gaze on the rolling waves.  “They’re some of the most benevolent creatures on Oracle.  The legends say that if you’re lost at sea, to search for a tidebreaker and he’ll guide you back to shore.” 
 
    I looked a bit closer, trying to catch a better glimpse of the creature.  “Is it true?” 
 
    Danica shrugged.  “Hard to say.  It’s rare for the beasts to surface, and even rarer for them to come this close to a vessel.” 
 
    “It’s an omen!” Efray said, drawing a surprisingly soft smile out of Dani.  “A sign of good fortune!” 
 
    I smiled.  I sure hope so. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the massive shadow beneath our boat disappeared.  However, the seemingly endless seascape in front of us did not.  After nearly an hour, I noticed sweat began to manifest on Catarina’s brow and a look of strain begin to form on her face.  I could feel it, she was pushing it to her absolute maximum,  using her water arcana to manipulate the waves and usher the vessel onward as fast as it could possibly go.   
 
    “Are we getting close?” I asked her, not so confident in my own nautical navigation skills. 
 
    Cat let out a less than enthusiastic grunt.  “We’re on course but… I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.  They must’ve gotten a Hell of a head start on us.” 
 
    I could hear the pain in her voice as she spoke, and not just of the physical sort.  Despite her adventurous nature, she was a proud mage.  And above all else, Catarina hated disappointing.   
 
    “Rest, my captain,” I said, running my hand down her spine and resting it on the small of her back.  “I got it from here.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted to mine as she tried to mask the frustration welling in them.  “Shut up, you can’t pilot this thing.” 
 
    “I don’t need to,” I replied.  “I’m just gonna fly ahead a bit and see if I can find our friends.” 
 
    “No,” she protested.  “I can keep go-” 
 
    “I know you can,” I interjected.  “But when we reach our destination, I’ll need you at my side at full strength.  So please, let me take care of this.” 
 
    I know Cat wanted to keep fighting me on it, but something in her persuaded her to relent.  So instead, she leaned in and planted a passionate kiss on my lips.” 
 
    “Go get em, dragon.” 
 
    I grinned widely.  “I’ll be back before you know it.”  Then I walked to the ship’s bow and climbed onto the rail. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Dragon Wings] 
 
      
 
    “Lance, where’re you going?” Ezrielle asked, eyeing me with suspicion as a pair of sinewy red and black wings manifested on my back. 
 
    “I’m just gonna scout ahead a bit.  I won’t be gone long.” 
 
    Ez rolled her eyes, knowing damn well what I was up to. “Don’t get yourself into a situation.  In case you haven’t noticed, we’re surrounded by water, a natural enemy of flame.” 
 
    I shot her wink.  “I’ll just have to stay dry.” 
 
    Before she or any of the others could protest any further, I leapt into the air.  Now, normally I wouldn’t be able to fly any faster than the ship was traveling.  But I had another trick I’d been working on that I was dying to try out. 
 
    My muscles tightened as I began to generate an immense amount of force energy, channeling it into my lower half.  Then as I was about to hit the water… I let loose! 
 
    The air cracked like thunder as the burst of force energy propelled me forward, blurring the world around me and leaving a trench in the water below.  It had worked!  In seconds the Sea Cutter was out of sight as I flew threw the air like a piercing arrow, quickly leaving the others behind.   
 
    Reflexively I spread my wings, catching a thermal and allowing the rush of air to carry me to new heights.  Then as I neared the clouds I tucked them once more, letting my body glide on the currents.   
 
    Gods, it was such a sight seeing the infinite sky above and the endless sea below.  For a second I felt the sky’s freedom.  I felt… infinite. 
 
    As I leveled out and came to a more controlled glide, my resolve returned and my eyes began to scan the horizon, searching for my target.  I knew they’d gotten a head start but they couldn’t be that far… 
 
    There! 
 
    After a bit more high-speed soaring, I noticed a glimmer of something far off in the distance… a ship.  And as it came into focus, a grin began to form on my face.  I would return to my bonded soon,  there was no doubt about that.  But for the moment it was time to have some fun 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    The Dragon Pirate 
 
    Kendion 
 
    Kendion, storm mage of the blue dragon clan worked furiously from his post, using wind arcana to propel his ship’s sails. 
 
    Their mission had been a straightforward one.  His superior was supposed to locate the red dragon heretic and remind him what happened when he crossed the blues.  And if he was foolish enough to disobey, then he was to send word to Lord Viscron who would make him pay for disrupting their revenue flow from the Kel’sar.  One way or another, they would re-establish dominance in the northern province… but none of that happened because Hargrave never returned. 
 
    Now, Kendion and his small group of scouts had been forced to flee back to the Kishin province and inform his superiors of what happened.  No doubt they wouldn’t be happy, especially if the red was as bold as he predicted.  The last thing his clan needed was a red dragon to challenge their dominance.  The last time that’d happened… 
 
    Kendion froze. 
 
    Without warning a figure descended from the skies above, landing in a crouch on his ship’s rail.  The man had a certain aura to him… he was lean yet muscular, dressed in blacks and reds with a long cloak that almost seemed to envelop him from his perch.  He wore a grin that might be disarming to some, but the crimson eyes that man had spoke of killer intent.  
 
    “Well hey there,” the man said in a tone that came off just a bit too friendly for Kendion’s liking.   Not only that, but he could see the way the man was looking at them, gathering information, carefully studying his crew for potential threats. 
 
    “Greetings,” Kendion replied, his tone firm.  He had to be careful with this one.  He could sense an immense amount of power emanating from this figure, far too much for he and his crew of four to deal with. 
 
    “So… I have a question,” the cloaked man said, causally resting his elbow on the rail and leaning back. 
 
    Kendion scowled.  “You boarded our vessel with our permission, and now you want to ask us questions?”  Showing defiance in the face of such power was a gambit to be sure, but he found it be to a better option than showing fear. 
 
    The man’s crimson eyes narrowed.  His gambit had failed. 
 
    “I think you’re confused,” the man in red said, rising to his feet.  “You lost your chance to ask questions when you came to my province with your foolish demands.” 
 
    Kendion stiffened, realizing any leverage that he had was quickly evaporating.  “Well, if you don’t want to speak, then what’d you come here for?”  As he spoke, he began generating arcana in his [A-rank] body. 
 
    The crimson-eyed man merely smirked.  “That’s simple… I came to make sure you don’t make it home.” 
 
    As their other options quickly faded away, Kendion’s crew members leapt in from either side, swarming the man in red with arcana flowing through their veins. 
 
    Futile. 
 
    The man caught his first attacker by the wrist, turning away his empowered strike before blasting him in the stomach with two rapid punches.  As the crewman doubled over, the man in red spun and plucked another attacker out of the air, catching him by the throat before delivering an uppercut that sent him skidding across the deck. 
 
    A third, fourth and fifth member of Kendion’s crew dove in, attempting to neutralize the intruder.  Yet somehow, the man in red seemed prepared for every move.  After slipping a punch, he forced one of the men off balance then crushed him with an open palm strike.  The next fell just as quickly, missing his mark and earning him a snap kick to the jaw. 
 
    The last of the crew members came the closest to striking their crimson invader, launching a spin kick aimed directly at the side of the man’s head.  The red dragon mage merely caught the blow though, then promptly hoisted the man up by the ankle before slamming him through the deck. 
 
    That left just Kendion… and the red. 
 
    Suddenly, Kendion felt a powerful energy building around the crimson-eyed man, an energy fueled by pride and stoked by flame.  Desperate, the storm mage began to conjure energy of his own, drawing out his spellbook and launching a spell before the crimson-eyed man could strike. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Lightning Strike] 
 
      
 
    A bolt of lightning manifested in the sky above, its violent energy targeted directly at the man in red.  Though it was just an [A-rank] spell, Kendion still had hope.  He had seen it burn through opponents stronger than himself… 
 
    The red dragon mage caught it in his bare hand. 
 
    Smoke rose from the red mage’s palm as the rest of Kendion’s spell dissolved into ether, leaving the storm mage completely stunned.  He’d known the dangers of using offensive spells atop the vessel, but to do so and not even leave a scratch on his foe? 
 
    The red dragon mage didn’t waste time, immediately drawing energy into his palm as he prepared a counter.  Kendion’s gaze flickered to the left and right, desperately searching for an out, but he knew there was none.  He was out here on a boat in the middle of the sea with an opponent that was conjuring a massive ball of flame.  It was over. 
 
    With a grin, the crimson-eyed man lifted his arm into the air, hoisting the concentrated ball of flame above his head.   Kendion winced, fearful of the pain that he was about to partake in.  Even if he used his secondary element to create a wind barrier, it wouldn’t be enough to stave off dragon flame. 
 
    “If you ever think of returning to the Dashar province… remember this.”  Those were the only words that the red dragon mage uttered before flicking his wrist and launching his spell. 
 
    Kendion closed his eyes, prepared to be consumed by flames.  Instead, something unexpected happened. 
 
    Rather than incinerate him or his unconscious crew mates, the mage flung his spell into the deck of the ship.  Sure, the combination of force and flame energy was enough to tear open a sizable in the vessel and eventually sink it… but he wasn’t harmed. 
 
    “You didn’t-” 
 
    “Kill you?” the red dragon mage interrupted.  “No reason.  I took out your lieutenant and I’ve demonstrated my power.  If you decide to come after me again, then that’s on you.  Now, I suggest you gather up your crew before that ship of yours goes under. Happy swimming!” 
 
    And with that, the red dragon mage manifested a pair of sinewy wings and took off. 
 
    Kendion sighed, eyeing the five unconscious bodies that lay scattered about the ship’s deck.  It was going to be no small feat to gather them up before the ship sank, and an even greater feat to get home without a boat.  Nevertheless, there was still one thing that had left Kendion stunned… 
 
    A red dragon had shown him mercy. 
 
    But why? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    What Happens Below Deck, Stays Below Deck 
 
    A grin formed on my face as I soared over the endless sea, a sunken ship of blue dragon followers now at my back and the Sea Cutter in my sights.  
 
    As I approached, I allowed my [dragon wings] to dissipate into ether and landed in a crouch on the ship’s rail, similar to how I’d done on the last vessel I’d boarded.  However, this time I was met with a far warmer response. 
 
    Lance, your back!” Efray shouted as she ran over and wrapped her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Sure am,” I replied. 
 
    “Did you find them?” Danica asked, approaching from my other side. 
 
    I nodded.  “Find them?!  I sunk their damn ship!  Ya know, I think I deserve some sort of pirate accolade or somethin.  Maybe a hat.” 
 
    Immediately, I began to reach for one of the hats that sat atop the head of one of Catarina’s demihuman crew members.  The cat man noticed and immediately began to bare his teeth. 
 
    “Grrrrrrr.” 
 
    Whoa, maybe no hat then. 
 
    Catarina leaned over from her perch and shot me a glare.  “You better watch yourself, Lance.  You might be my bonded, but I’m still the captain of this beast.  You mess with my crew, and I’ll have to kick your ass.” 
 
    “I would never,” I replied, grinning as I placed my hands behind my back and offered her an apologetic bow.  
 
    Cat shot me a wink, then refocused her attention on the endless sea ahead.  “We should be safe for now, but even at a steady pace, it’ll take days for us to reach the Eastern province.  I suggest you all get comfortable.” 
 
    I surveyed the ship’s large wooden deck, watching as the others settled in with the fact that we were in for the long haul. Then I shifted my gaze to the endless blue, realizing myself that no matter which way I looked, there wasn’t a single sign of land or life.  I guess it was just one of those things…  you get hyped up over the thrill of adventure, then comes the time for legwork and suddenly the appeal starts to fade.  That is, until the action picks up again.  Then those feelings would fade we’d fall in love with adventuring all over again. 
 
    I let out a sigh and leaned back over the rail.  Until then, it was a sailor's life for me. 
 
       
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    By the time we’d hit our second night out at sea, I could feel a sense of restlessness setting in amongst the others.  Catarina was fine of course, having spent countless days on the open seas.  But some of my other bonded… not so much. 
 
    Ezrielle and Efray had dived into their teachings, sitting shoulder to shoulder near the bow with a large weaver’s manual open on their laps.  Danica had joined Cat in her captain’s perch, reminiscing about an adventure they’d had long before I’d entered the picture.  And Erin, well she did what Erin Reed does and took over the quarterdeck as her own little training area. 
 
    I sat on the deck and leaned against the rail, watching as the sword stalker perfected her deadly dance, her toned body glistening with sweat.  And gods, was it a beautiful sight.   
 
    Erin’s growth in recent months had been remarkable, evidenced not just by the steady transformation of her body, but by the crispness of her strikes. 
 
    A pair of feline ears emerged from beneath her blonde hair as beast arcana coursed through her body, leaving a shimmering green after-image as she performed a quick three-strike technique.  A fourth swing of her blade sent a wave of green energy cascading into the air, fading into the backdrop of starlight.  Flawless. 
 
    The pull of her energy nearly had me ready to stand up and spar with her myself, but the sound of soft footsteps began to pull my attention away.  I shifted my gaze, surprised to see Leanna Frey emerging from below deck and approaching my side, her body wrapped in a thin, white sundress that hugged at all of those curves of hers. 
 
    Erin didn’t seem to be paying her any attention, so I scooted over a bit and made room for Leanna to take a seat by my side. 
 
    “I’m glad to you see out and about,” I said, shooting her a soft smile.  We’d found out quickly that Leanna wasn’t much of a sailor, and the roots used to cure nausea weren’t something Cat typically had on hand  
 
    “I think I’m finally getting used to it,” she replied, taking a seat close enough to me that our shoulders were touching.  “It’s almost embarrassing.  You’d think that after wielding ice arcana my entire life I’d be able to handle a few shifting waves.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Fuck it.  I got dragon blood coursing through my veins and I’m still afraid of bees.” 
 
    She raised her brow.  “You… are?” 
 
    “I mean… yeah.  There’s just something about those menacing little bastards.  You hear that buzzing in your ear and it just makes you jump.” 
 
    Leanna chuckled.  “But can’t you passively grow scales?” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Well, I’ll be damned…  I guess I don’t gotta worry about bees anymore.  I think you just cured my phobia!” 
 
    Leanna’s chuckles shifted to full-on laughter.  “If only it were so easy,” she choked out.   
 
    I grinned.  “Apparently dragon blood is a cure all.” 
 
    Is that so?” she asked.  “Perhaps that’s how you do it, then.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    Leanna Frey raised a hand.  “This.  You’ve built this family, this clan, you’ve created a loyal following and all without following the paths that those laid before you.” 
 
    “Honestly, I think people are just drawn to my bloodline,” I said.  “The power and prestige it carries is enough to draw in even the most tepid believers.” 
 
    Leanna shook her head.  “That doesn’t explain all of it.  The red dragons that came before you garnered a massive following, and rightfully so.  They brought stability and protection… but they could also be ruthless and prideful and… and even cruel.” 
 
    “I can be prideful,” I contended. 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” she replied.  “But it’s not nearly the same.  Your bonded don’t wince in your presence, they revel in it.  And your followers don’t dwell in your shadow, they stand with you in the light.  Hells, I’ve seen you use your arcana to do tricks for children.  You are an anomaly, and…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I adore it,” she said, cheeks growing flush.   Slowly, her hand shifted from her lap to my thigh, causing my dragon blood to heat.  “I grew up in the Kel’sar hierarchy where my talents were all but discarded.  Then when I finally was recognized, I was forced to serve a decrepit elder whose mouth watered every time he laid eyes on me.  Now I’m no fool, Lance.  I’m all too familiar with desire… but I also want to be viewed as an equal.  I want to stand at someone’s side, not avert my gaze in their presence.” 
 
    The conviction in Leanna’s voice reverberated through me, drawing me further into that icy gaze.   
 
    “And you think you can find that here, with us?” I asked, my voice soft. 
 
    Leanna nodded, leaning in just a bit closer.  “I do, and I’m willing to prove that to you.   Let me show you my worth, Lance.  I- I want to be one of your bon-“ 
 
    “Hey, Lance!”  Erin’s voice echoed across the quarterdeck, bringing Leanna Frey’s confessions to a sudden halt. 
 
    “Yeah?” I replied, eyeing her across the deck.  I’d been so enamored with the rune mage that I hadn’t noticed she’d finished her training and headed toward the cabin. 
 
    “Can you help me with somethin below deck?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied again, holding her gaze as I tried to deduce exactly what she wanted.  I was hoping this wasn’t just a ploy to tear me away from Leanna.  I mean, Erin really wasn’t the jealous type.  Regardless, I rose to my feet and shot Leanna Frey another quick smile. 
 
    “We’ll talk again soon,” I said. 
 
    Leanna nodded.  “I look forward to it.” 
 
    And with that, I followed Erin Reed into the vessel. 
 
    As we disappeared below deck, I placed a hand on Erin’s shoulder.  “Hey what did you ne-“ 
 
    My words were interrupted as she spun on her heel and aggressively pressed her lips into mine. 
 
    “Lance,” she said as we finally parted, her breath already heavy with anticipation.  “I need a quickie.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I felt a primal surge course through my body.  Leanna had already been prying at my floodgates of passion,  but with her words Erin had managed to tear them wide open. 
 
    I spent less than a second scanning the cabin, then I scooped Erin up by her ass and pressed her against the wall.  Finally, a problem I knew just how to solve. 
 
    Over the course of our time on Oracle, one thing Erin and I had explored was our sexuality.  It was an experience unique to us, especially since we were the only two that I knew of that’d been reincarnated as bloodline mages.  With my dragon bloodline, I’d quickly developed a sort of dominance in the bedroom.  And Erin… well, we’d found that she liked it rough.  A perfect combination, really. 
 
    My grip on her ass tightened as my lips made their way down her neck, drawing a soft moan out of Erin’s lips.  
 
    “Fuck, I need it, Lance,” she pleaded. 
 
    I immediately released her from my grasp and placed her back on her feet, shifting my hand to the top of her head.  As I grabbed a handful of Erin’s hair, I guided her down to her knees, my body all but quaking with primal energy. 
 
    Erin immediately went to work, undoing the tie on my pants and releasing my already hardened cock.  Then she eagerly guided my member towards her open mouth. 
 
    A wave of ecstasy washed over me as her lips engulfed me, as she slowly dragged her tongue across my shaft.  Using her hair, I began to bob her head up and down, forcing my cock into the back of her throat. 
 
    “Mmm,” she cooed, glancing up and meeting my gaze as she did her best to swallow my length. 
 
    Before long my free hand cupped her chin and I began to rock my hips, vigorously pumping my cock into her mouth.  Little gagging sounds escaped Erin’s lips as I went to work, but that only seemed to arouse her all the more, evidenced by the way her hand had found its way into her pants. 
 
    In seconds, I felt a climax began to build, so I relented and released her from my grasp.  Immediately, Erin drew in a big gasp of air, holding eye contact with me as she laid back on the floor. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she growled, opening her legs in invitation. 
 
    I didn’t waste a second, grabbing one of her pants legs and yanking it off, revealing a glistening, wet opening ready for me to claim. 
 
    And claim it I did. 
 
    “Oh fuuuuuck,” Erin moaned as the head of my cock made its way inside her, gentle at first then with force as our bodies fell into a rhythm. 
 
    My arms slid beneath her legs as I propped them up over my shoulders, allowing me to go as deep as possible.  Erin seemed more than happy to oblige, raking her nails across my biceps as her eyes rolled back. 
 
    “Fuck!” I growled, grabbing another handful of her hair as I continued to ravage her.  My thighs were already wet with her juices but I didn’t relent, sending her into a state of near-constant ecstasy. 
 
    I could feel myself getting close, but Erin gave me this irresistible look.  “You want that ass?” 
 
    I responded with more of a primal growl than anything, sinking my teeth into her neck. 
 
    “Then take it,” she moaned. 
 
    In a breath, I released her legs and rolled her onto her stomach, admiring the beauty of that ass of hers.  Then as she lay there prone, I mounted and once again sheathed my cock inside her. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Erin moaned, legs shaking as she accepted my cock in its entirety.  I didn’t relent though, grabbing her hair and hammering my manhood into her as she melted in my grasp. 
 
    As her pounding continued, my free hand began to explore her ass.  Slowly, I began to prod with my index finger, awaiting Erin’s reaction.  She replied with an emphatic “mhmm” and I continued, pressing my finger further into her ass until she was all but shaking. 
 
    As our movements quickened, I felt myself building toward a mighty climax.  Then seconds later, I erupted inside of her. 
 
    Erin’s toes curled as her soft ass accepted my final thrusts, bouncing with each subsequent movement as my seed began to drip down her thighs. 
 
    Slowly, I unsheathed myself and placed a kiss behind her ear, drawing a giggle out of my earthborn lover. 
 
    “Fuck… yes,” she said, still panting. 
 
    I lifted myself off of her, giving her just enough space to roll onto her back and meet my gaze. 
 
    “C’mere,” I said, grinning as I lowered myself into another kiss.  However, that moment was cut short as the sound of the door above caught our ears. 
 
    My eyes went wide as I peered up to find Danica and Cat standing in the open portal, staring us down with arms crossed. 
 
    “Really?” Catarina said in a mocking tone.  “You’re going to fuck on my boat without me?” 
 
    Erin let out a snort.   
 
    I merely shrugged.  “I mean, I figured you were busy… captaining.” 
 
    This time Danica snickered, clearly amused by the ordeal.  I shrugged again before rising to my feet, pulling Erin up with me.  Then I began to stroll towards the door naked. 
 
    “Oh, what’s this?” Catarina asked, her brow raised.   
 
    I shot her a grin.  “Well I am sweaty, so I thought it only suitable that I go for a swim.”  Then before she could respond I dashed past the pair, across the deck, and leapt into the sea! 
 
    As I crashed into the water, I was enveloped by the complete blackness of night.  That quickly changed though as I channeled arcana, giving the water around me a soft, red glow. 
 
    Before I could surface another figure submerged into the murky depths, her body glowing a soft green with the color of her arcane energy.  Erin had joined me in all of her naked glory… 
 
    Isekai skinny dipping 
 
    As the Sea Cutter began to drift away, I pulled Erin into my grasp, forging a pair of [dragon wings] beneath the waves.  Then using them like fins, I propelled us through the starlit waters.  Tomorrow would no doubt bring unspeakable challenges, but for a moment, for just this moment… we found solace.  
 
    And we reveled in it. 
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    Chapter 10 
 
    The Cost of Power 
 
    Annastrazia 
 
      
 
    Annastrazia, newly anointed witch of the ravelands, sat cross-legged atop her mount… the resurrected body of a dead god. 
 
    Beneath her was the creature known as Rhealagor the Unsated, a god from ages past.  Or at least, that’s what it had been heralded as.  When Annastrazia had sought to resurrect one of the gods, she hadn’t quite known what to expect.  The legends had referred to old gods as many things… benevolent beings, protectors, destroyers, carriers of the arcane bloodlines that brought magic itself to this world.  But she found that only one word properly described the creature that she’d raised… it was a monster. 
 
    Rhealagor was a creature of undeniable strength, a force of nature that wanted nothing more than to sate its thirst for power.  If turned loose, Annastrazia was quite certain the creature would tear through Oracle, feasting on everyone and everything in its path.  It was primal, but… it didn’t possess the sort of intelligence that she thought a god might possess. 
 
    Through her necromantic connection, she could peer into Rhealagor’s thoughts.  But suffice it to say, there wasn’t any divine knowledge or ancient secrets.  All that lay within that creature’s head was the thirst… 
 
    Undeniable, inevitable thirst. 
 
    Annastrazia had spent several nights pondering this very thing.  Was it possible that ages of death had caused the dead god’s mind to rot?  Or were these gods that the ancient civilizations worshipped simply monstrous titans that shook the skies?   
 
    Either way, she now had one of these creatures at her disposal, it’s will bonded to her own.  And she was quite certain that made her the most powerful mage in all of Oracle.  She hadn’t stopped there though. 
 
    With Rhealagor at her disposal, Annastrazia had begun a reign of terror across the ravelands.  Her dead god was still weak after all, at least by godly standards.  So she let it feed… first on the ravebeasts, then on the pure rave energy itself.  The tribes that inhabited the ravelands had begun to worship her, offering their young to her and her mighty beast.  But before long, her time had come to leave… 
 
    As night fell, a light breeze began to cross the water, blowing her silver strands of hair out of her face.  Over the last few days, Annastrazia had taken to the endless sea, using her dead god as a vessel.  She’d even managed to take out several fishing boats with relatively little effort.  From afar, it appeared as though she was floating atop the water.  However, as she approached the hapless vessels, her creature would rise out of the water like a living nightmare and send the vessel to a deep oblivion.  Out here in the endless sea though, the boat sightings were growing few and far between. 
 
    “Caaaalm my love,” Annastrazia said, placing a hand atop the dead god’s hardened flesh.  The longer the creature went without feasting, the greater its thirst for power would become.   
 
    From beneath the water, Rhealagor responded with a guttural growl. 
 
    “Yes my love,” she responded.  “Soon.” 
 
    As she placed a hand back on the creature, a wave washed over her flesh.  Instinctively, Annastrazia recoiled, sensing something she hadn’t felt for some time now. 
 
    “Danica?” 
 
    By bonding herself with Rhealagor, Annastrazia’s arcane senses were far stronger than they’d ever been before.  But what she’d just felt… was it possible?  Could her sister be somewhere in the endless sea, sailing beneath the same starlit sky? 
 
    Part of her wanted desperately to find out.  It wanted to find Danica and show her what the beauty in true power really was.  Another part of her wanted to obey the thirst, to find the nearest seaside village and devour every last bit of it.  She was the unsated after all, the ever feasting terror of the void.  Or wait… no, that was Rhealagor.  Wasn’t it? 
 
    She took a deep breath.  Wasn’t it? 
 
    Annastrazia’s eyes fixated on the horizon ahead, waiting for a sign of land to appear over the ever-shifting waves...   
 
    Perhaps it was time to feed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Danica’s Keepsake 
 
    Lance 
 
    As I strolled across the deck the following morning, I found Danica sitting by her lonesome near the bow.  In her lap was a leather tome that I hadn’t seen before, its pages etched with arcane writings far older than the ones found in some of the books I’d read back at the clan hall.  Honestly, the tome reminded me more of my dragonblood spell book than anything else. 
 
    “Whatcha reading?” I asked, drawing her gaze from the weathered pages. 
 
    Dani looked up and offered me a soft smile.  “Come, have a seat with me, my dragon,” she replied. 
 
    As I sat, she shifted the tome and allowed me to glimpse inside.  Almost instantly, I felt a pull to the book.  It was like a memory tugging at the  back of my thoughts, lurking just beneath the surface 
 
    “What is that book?” 
 
    Danica’s gaze shifted between myself and the manuscript.  “I did a lot of things while I was at the arcanist’s guide in Caradoon, things that I’ll be remembered for, both good and bad.  But... I also spent a lot of late nights accompanied by books and arcane candlelight… reading dragon tomes.” 
 
    I raised my brow.  “Come again?” 
 
    Danica sighed, and for the first time I could remember I sensed a bit of embarrassment in her.  “It happened during the reign of the first Draconis clan.  A few of their combat mages had come to Caradoon for a tournament.  I watched, of course, and what I saw left me breathless.  The red dragon mages weren’t just mighty, they embodied everything that it was to be a mage… power, pride, prestige.  And not only that, but their fire arcana stoked my own flames.  I needed to know more.  I wanted so desperately to become a part of that.  I’d grown a bit eh, obsessed.” 
 
    I grinned.  “Is that why you jumped my bones after a single night in Arcwind?” 
 
    Danica rolled her eyes.  “You’ve never complained, my dragon.  At any rate, when the Kel’sar took over I thought the Draconis were dead.  Then here you come, arriving from another world to stoke my flames and ignite my passions once more.  And just look what we’ve done.  Your clan has risen from the ashes, greater than it ever was before!  And your enemies now reside in the soil beneath our feet.” 
 
    I leaned over and placed a soft kiss on her cheek.  “You still didn’t tell me what the book is.” 
 
    Danica slid the book over into my lap.  “This is the draconomicron.  It’s mostly a theory piece written on the evolution of the red dragon bloodline.  I’ve read through it a few times to try and get a better grasp on your powers and how best to grow them.  I don’t think I’ll find much use for it now that your a fully powered [s-ranker],  but it’s become a bit of a comfort read for me.” 
 
    Gods, Danica’s devotion to my bloodline really was unmatched.  Curious, I began to peer through the pages, interested in just what this treasured book of hers had to say about me… 
 
    Then it happened. 
 
    First, the markings on the parchment began to illuminate.  Then the world around me grew silent, as if my hearing was altogether gone.  Finally, my crimson eyes began to glow something fierce as the pages in front of me began to distort. 
 
    “Oh, not again. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fu-“ 
 
    I blinked and I was no longer on the deck of the Sea Cutter.  No, now I resided in some sort of ornate hall with grand windows that overlooked a stormy horizon.  The place I was in was carved into some sort of mountainside and unfortunately, I wasn’t alone. 
 
    My eyes, or rather Asher Black’s eyes flickered to the left and right, taking a quick study of the men that stood opposite me.  One was the man from my last vision, tall and regal and dressed in cobalt regalia.  He was a blue dragon mage, quite possibly the one my real body was on the way to see right now. 
 
    The other was a shorter man dressed in all black, his inky black hair pulled back into a tail to reveal cheeks littered with scales.  And the last was a man dressed in fine violet garb, his grey beard a contrast to his streaky black hair.  What was most noticeable about him though were those purple eyes… eyes that shimmered with such intensity that they nearly made me take a step back. 
 
    Nearly. 
 
    “My brethren, welcome to the summit of wing and claw,” the blue said, his words claiming my attention.  “First, let me congratulate you all on your conquests in Oracle.  Grisher, you and your black dragons have laid claim to the wind continent in the far north.  Vargo, your violet roost now has a stranglehold on the Invilium Islands. 
 
    And Asher, the work you’ve done in the Dashar province is unheralded, truly.” 
 
    “Where’s Larion?” the black dragon mage said, folding his arms and shooting the blue a deadly serious look. 
 
    “Did you… interrupt me?” the blue asked, his tone suddenly shifting to something far more sinister. 
 
    “Larion the green,” the black dragon mage repeated.  “He’s a part of this council as well. 
 
    The smile on the blue dragon mage returned, though I detected malice behind it.  “Ah, yes.  Larion will be here in just a moment. But for now, I’d like to discuss something… respect.  You see, as descendants of the dragon gods, we possess a bloodline that’s far superior to that of the other mages in this world. That is why we created this secret council, to rule over Oracle in a way that we see fit.” 
 
    As he spoke, one of his wives entered the room, pushing an ornate buffet cart in front of her. 
 
    “We all understand our natures as dragons,” he continued.  “Prideful, vengeful… territorial.  We agreed to split this realm into provinces and rule them of our own volition.  And when one of us oversteps our bounds, a price must be paid.” 
 
    The auburn-haired beauty at his side lifted the metallic lid on the buffet cart, revealing a serving plate underneath.  And on that plate lay the severed head of Larion the green. 
 
    I could feel my chest tighten as I looked into the dead dragon mage’s emerald eyes, their color all but faded and his once vibrant skin now a pale gray.  Broken scales clung to his neck, likely destroyed during the killing blow.  He’d fought for his life… and lost. 
 
    “Treachery!” I growled, or at least Asher Black did as I watched events unfold through his eyes.  
 
    “No,” the blue dragon mage countered.  “What’s treacherous is this green trying to encroach on my territory!” 
 
    The violet scoffed, while the black dragon mage stepped forward to meet the blue’s gaze.  “Pray tell, what exactly did he do?” 
 
    The blue glared.  “He attempted to lay claim to lands that lay within the boundaries of the Kishin province!  So I demanded a conscription of scales!” 
 
    The violet dragon mage raised his brow.  “So you challenged him in a battle to the death… and you kept his head?  How macabre.” 
 
    “This council was founded on the laws of our great winged ancestors,” the blue dragon countered.  “Without it, we would burn the world in our rage.” 
 
    The black dragon mage scoffed, but for some reason he’d stepped back.  What was it that gave him such alarm? 
 
    “So we burn each other instead,” I growled, undoubtedly angry.  I could feel Asher’s pain coursing through me, his rage.  This was wrong.  Whatever this blue was saying was wrong.  Larion didn’t have to die, and certainly not at the hands of another dragon! 
 
    “You more than anyone should know the rules, Asher,” the blue dragon mage roared. “I’ve seen your pride stoke the flames of hate.” 
 
    “But I never turned them on my own kind!”  I took a final glance at Larion’s head, then stared daggers into the blue dragon mage.  “Your desire for power has outgrown your own wingspan.  And I’m done.” 
 
    The blue let out a snarl.  “If you abandon this council, then you forfeit your place in this dragon roost.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, channeling force energy into my heels.  “Whatever makes you feel better, Viscron.  But know this, if you come for me… I’ll burn you out of the sky.” 
 
    I felt the energy in the room beginning to build, but I didn’t give Viscron the Blue a chance to react.  Instead, I turned on my heel and launched myself through the window.   
 
    [Dragon wings] manifested on my back as shards of glass rained down into the waters below.  It was in that moment I felt a strange sense of finality, as if something had been broken… a bond or perhaps chains.  Either way, one thing was certain.  Building within me was an unyielding rage. 
 
    “Aaah!” I screamed as I blinked back into existence.   
 
    The rush as my consciousness returned to my current form was completely disorienting.  It was like my mind was being ripped out of one body and shoved into another along with all memories and feelings that came with it… painful as all Hells. 
 
    As my crimson eyes refocused and my normal vision returned, I realized that it was no longer just Danica and I sitting near the bow.  No, I was now surrounded by all of my bonded, each of them eyeing me with more than a bit of concern. 
 
    “Lance, are you alright?” Danica asked, unable to mask her worry. 
 
    “I think so?” I replied, giving my torso a quick self-inspection just in case. 
 
    Danica’s gaze intensified.  “You were out for hours.  We tried everything to get through to you, but your eyes just seemed to stare off into oblivion.” 
 
    “Your book, it triggered a vision,” I said. 
 
    “Of what?” Efray chimed in, clearly curious. 
 
    I grimaced.  “Of the past.” 
 
    Over the next few moments, I told them about the encounter I’d relived through the eyes of Asher Black.  I spoke to them about the council of wing and claw, and of the treachery of Viscron the blue. 
 
    “What other color dragons were present?” Ezrielle asked, watching intently as if she were ready to take notes.  Wait, she actually was taking notes. 
 
    “Blue, black, and violet,” I replied.  “As well as a dead green.” 
 
    Danica grimaced.  “Did you get a feel for any of their arcana?  The more we know, the better we can prepare.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze, pushing through the dull ache in my head as I tried to hold on to the vision.  “The blue dragon’s power overwhelmed the others.  It felt like a growing storm, a torrent of wind and water arcana.  I could feel something in the black dragon as well, a deep-seated power lurking just beneath the surface.  His was a bit closer to my own… flame and shadow arcana.  The violet dragon mage kept his power completely hidden though. 
 
    “Some knowledge is better than none,” Efray said. 
 
    “And good thing,” Cat added, shifting her gaze to the horizon.  “Because I think we’re here.” 
 
    As we carved a path through the endless sea, a sign of its not so endlessness started to come into view.  Forming on the horizon was an expansive ridge line, steep and jagged and unforgiving.  And built into its rocky wall was what looked like… a city?!  
 
    Refined steel, panes of glass, and ornate balconies were woven into the rock, forming what had to be the edges of a small empire lying within the stone.  This was the place from my vision. 
 
    This was the Kishin province. 
 
    “What’s our move, Lance?” Cat asked, signaling to her crew to slow their approach.  “We get too close and there’s a good chance we’ll be spotted. 
 
    “Stop here,” I said, unable to pull my gaze from what lay ahead.  “This is as far we sail.  We’re dealing with some real ruthless bastards, and I don’t plan on giving them any unnecessary advantages.” 
 
    “You want to… swim?” Efray asked, clearly a bit leery about the trek. 
 
    “Hell no,” I replied with a grin.  “We wait for nightfall, then we do things the dragon way.” 
 
    Danica smiled, knowing exactly what I meant. 
 
    “We fly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Welcome to Kishin Province 
 
      
 
    Starlight struggled to pierce the clouds above as a near-absolute darkness enveloped the sea below.  In fact, the only light that could be seen was a soft glow coming from the mountainside city… 
 
    The conditions were all but perfect for a little bit of espionage. 
 
    Arcane energy coursed through my veins as I soared on a pair of forged [dragon wings], using the midnight air to carry me to new heights.  Erin sat on my back, her legs straddling my waist.  And behind her was Leanna Frey, her arms wrapped around Erin.   
 
    Danica flew to my left, carrying Catarina on her back (who looked quite fine up there in her pirate hat).  And to my right flew Efray, her face resolute though she was no doubt straining to carry Ezrielle.  This was one of Ef’s first flights with her newly mastered [shadow cloak] ability.  Although a bit different in appearance, it functioned much like my [dragon wings] and gave her the ability to soar at my side.  And though she hadn’t yet mastered the carrying a passenger part,  the powerful wind current created by Danica’s wind energy was giving her a boost. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” I said, honing in on the fast approaching cliffside.  I could only assume that busting in through one of the windows would only draw unwanted attention, so I set my sights on a dimly lit balcony to the far left.  I just prayed that we weren’t flying into some densely populated villa. It would kind of ruin the whole sneak in bit. 
 
    As I closed in on the balcony, I lifted my wings, riding the wind current to a nearly silent landing.  Danica flew in next, manipulating her wind energy to create a landing that was nearly as soft as a feather. 
 
    Then came Efray barreling in like a damned demon. 
 
    Desperate, I shed the other two off my back and leaped forward, catching Ef and Ez in my arms as my heels skidded across the stone.  Efray immediately went wide-eyed, clearly mortified by nearly crashing into the balcony.  I merely smiled back before planting a soft, reassuring kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “You’ll get it,” I said, placing a hand on either of her shoulders to steady her. 
 
    She responded with an overly eager yet not-so-confident nod.  “I will, I promise.” 
 
    After gathering our wits and re-acquainting ourselves with solid ground, I crept over to the glass door and peered inside.  From what I could tell, the inside looked like a gallery of some sort.  Painted tapestries hung on the walls, framed in gold or other ornate metals, while artifacts of some sort sat in cases made of glass.  With the poor lighting, I couldn’t really make out exactly what kind of stuff was in there.  But I was damned certain the stuff was pricey. 
 
    “Do these places have uh, alarms or anything?”  I asked.  For some reason, my mind had drifted to my past life and the spy movies I used to watch.  Suddenly, this had become Mission Impossible with dragons. 
 
    “Doubtful,” Cat replied, giving the place a quick look over.  “I don’t see any protective runes.” 
 
    “Guards?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Cat said.  “I guess they figured being on a cliffside was enough security.” 
 
    I grinned.  “Well, jokes on them.” 
 
    A breath later, I channeled arcana into my palm and forged a set of [dragon claws].  Using my index claw, I carved a large circle into the glass.  Then I turned my gaze to Danica.  “You’re up.” 
 
    Dani stepped forward and began to draw in wind arcana, manipulating the air around the window until the pressure forced the cut piece of glass free. With another caress of wind, she silently laid the glass on the balcony and stepped through. 
 
    We were in. 
 
    I led the charge as we moved through the gallery,  careful not to disrupt any of the art.  Unsurprisingly, many of the paintings were apparent depictions of my target, Viscron.  There were paintings of him in regal garb, paintings of him blood-soaked from battle, and even a depiction of him naked amongst a roost of actual blue dragons. 
 
    “Someone’s full of himself,” Ezrielle said, inspecting a statue of Viscron standing with his chest puffed out and wielding a spear. 
 
    I shrugged.  “I dunno, I’m kinda jealous.  I mean, this guy gets a whole art gallery dedicated to him and I can’t even get a statue in Arcwind?” 
 
    Danica rolled her eyes.  “Yes, but you have what he doesn’t.  You have us… that is, unless you’d prefer we stop fucking you and spend the time sculpting.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Erin said, playfully sticking her tongue out at Danica before shooting me a wink. 
 
    Good to know she always had my back… and my front for that matter. 
 
    After passing through a small collection of weapons on display, we reached the front of the gallery and what I could only assume was the entrance.  As expected the large wooden doors were locked from the inside, making our escape rather easy.  What I wasn’t expecting was what awaited on the other side.  
 
    “Ho-ly shit.” 
 
    I’d expected to find myself in a network of connected paths or tunnels.  But what we’d arrived in was a grand city carved right into the cliffside! 
 
    The city was built in a circular shape with dozens of paved roads that weaved through countless stone buildings.  Jagged rocks stretched over the sky, surrounding the city like stone claws closing in on all sides.  Below the streets were dim, illuminated by lamp posts that flickered with cobalt arcane light.  There weren’t many people out, giving the place a feeling of regal serenity. One thing I noticed though was that all things in this place seemed to lead to the city’s center where a large arena sat, dwarfing the structures around it. 
 
    “This place is amazing,” Efray said.  
 
    I couldn’t deny that, but I still had that undeniable itch in the back of my mind, the one that Asher Black had implanted… that this place was built on the blood of betrayal. 
 
    After ducking into a nearby alley, I climbed onto what looked like a trash bin and began to look around. 
 
    “I wonder where our friend is hiding,” Danica said, her gaze shifting from one street to the next. 
 
    Erin pulled out her sword and pointed it northward toward the city’s far end.  “If I had to guess, I’d say he’s there.” 
 
    It was difficult to make out in the darkness, but carved into one of the city’s stone borders was what looked like the outline of a large keep.  The structure was built higher into the stone, seemingly unreachable by foot.  And with layers of rock protecting it on three sides, well it looked damn near impenetrable. 
 
    “This could be tricky,” I said, squinting to try and gather more details about the place.  I wasn’t certain, but from the way the shadows fell, it looked as though there were large cables that ran from the lower city to the keep, likely for a lift of some sort. 
 
    “What’s the tricky part?” Erin asked.  “Is it the navigating through a cliffside city undetected part, the breaking into a rocky fortress suspended above the city part, or is it the dusting the dragon mage inside while fending off all of his followers and a city of his underlings part?” 
 
    I shot her a glare.  “Well when you put it like that…” 
 
    “Uh guys,” Efray chimed in. 
 
    “Hold on a sec Ef,” I replied, still focused on Erin.  “Now listen, if we use the right combination of abilities we can-” 
 
    “Guys,” she said again, interrupting my brainstorm.” 
 
    “What?!” we both replied in unison. 
 
    Efray took a step back, quietly pointing to the space above our heads… the space where a large, scaly eye was now floating, its pupil shifting as it monitored our moves.  “What's that?” 
 
    “A scrying spell!” Danica said, her voice desperate as she began to kindle flame energy at her fingertips.  Instead, she was met with surprise as a bolt of ice flew over her shoulder and intercepted the floating eye, freezing it in midair. 
 
    After a second of struggling, the scrying eye fell to the ground, shattering into dozens of pieces on impact.  Immediately we all turned to see Leanna Frey standing behind us, palm open and frigid air drifting from between her fingers. 
 
    “Apologies,” she said, straightening her tunic.  “But my arcana serves best to neutralize such annoyances.  One cannot report back if one is frozen solid.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize, you did well,” I assured her.  “Though it may be too little, too late.” 
 
    As I spoke, the street lamps on the nearby roads began to shine brighter, illuminating the area like a beacon for whoever was watching. 
 
    Danica grabbed my cloak and gave it a yank, pulling my gaze to hers.  “Lance, we gotta move.” 
 
    No argument there. 
 
    I nodded, channeling my dragon’s resolve… and in seconds, we were off! 
 
    I led the charge as we dashed out of the alley and down another backstreet, using the nearby buildings as cover.  “Circle back around to the gallery!” I growled, dashing past a pair of startled city-goers on their late-night stroll.  “We’ll escape and regroup on the ship!” 
 
    Adrenaline flooded my body as I circled a collection of shops, leading us back towards the way we came.  Out of the corner of my eye, I spied shadows shifting in the skies above, likely more of those ocular scrying creatures relaying our every move.  I didn’t have time to deal with them though, not now.   
 
    Gods, how did this happen?  Had they been watching me since I arrived?  Or longer?  Or did I really just underestimate the cunning of the blue dragon clan?  Earthborn fool! 
 
    “Lance, watch out!” 
 
    Ezrielle’s voice brought me skidding to a stop on the edge of the main road.  An instant later, a bolt of lightning tore through the pavement in front of me, leaving a shallow trench in its wake. 
 
    “Oh fuck.”   
 
    My words were quickly drowned out by the sound of approaching footsteps… many footsteps approaching from either side. 
 
    A quick glance to the left and right revealed a large group of would-be attackers surrounding us on all sides.  Some were definitely mages, but many possessed some sort of melee class.  Shield defenders, blade artists, and the like were all closing in on our location, the cobalt of their uniforms visible in the flickering arcane light. 
 
    Immediately I could feel the distress in my bonded, the fear that came with being caught in a vice.  I felt it… and I used it as fuel.  With my body brimming with draconic fury, I channeled arcane energy into my body and let my crimson eyes flare with power. 
 
    It was time to go unbound. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Unbound 
 
    The next few moments unfolded like a torrent of storm and flame. 
 
    The shield defenders rushed me first, looking to box me in and immobilize my movements.  I met them with a massive wave of force energy, knocking serval off their feet and cracking more than a few shields. 
 
    The blade dancers and axe wielders were up next, attacking with an array of sharpened steel.  Unfortunately for them, all of their combined skill wouldn’t be enough to match the one thing they couldn’t obtain… my speed. 
 
    I reached out and latched onto an attacker’s wrist, deflecting his sword strike before slamming him into an attacker on my right.  Another sword wielder came at me head-on, attempting to capitalize on his opening.  He earned a kick to the chest for his troubles, sending him skidding into the legs of a mage who was attempting to conjure a spell. 
 
    Thunder rang in my ears, warning me of another impending spell.  I reacted instantly though, grabbing a nearby attacker and launching him into the path of a newly forged lightning bolt. 
 
    As the chaos grew my focus diminished, making way for something more primal.   
 
    A pair of swords came at me from the side but I parried with a [dragonscale] covered forearm, immediately following it up with a [dragon shot] that tore through a trio of attackers. 
 
    A shield slammed into my back but I turned and ripped it out of the man’s hands, using it to cleave him and another attacker in two.  I had become fury incarnate, tearing through attackers with flame and force, leaping through the air and tearing apart enemy mages like a man unhinged.   
 
    In moments, my hands and forearms matched the crimson in my draconic eyes, stained with the blood of my enemies.  I was on a warpath, ready to tear through every last bastard in front of me.  Then all came to a screeching halt though with the sound of a single, desperate scream. 
 
    I paused, still clutching the throat of an enemy [b-rank] mage and turned, laying my eyes on that scream’s source. 
 
    Gods dammit. 
 
    In succumbing to my own draconic rage, I’d failed at doing the one thing a dragon was supposed to do… 
 
    I’d failed to protect my own. 
 
    Despite my bonded taking up arms and joining in on my crusade to reach the gallery, something had slipped in behind us and brought a sharpened claw to Erin’s neck.  That something was tall and regal and deadly, with long blonde hair and glassy blue eyes that flickered like thunderstorms. 
 
    Despite the grey and blue attire and the uncharacteristic smirk, I knew just who this man was.  He was the one from my visions, the one Asher Black had clashed with, the one who had the gull to demand I hand over my clan.  This was Viscron, the blue dragon mage himself. 
 
    “Lance, kill him!” Erin urged, wincing as his claw drew a thin line of blood from her neck. 
 
    “Don’t you fuckin touch her,” I growled, shifting my gaze from Erin to her attacker. 
 
    “Then yield,” Viscron said, his voice deep and regal and commanding.  
 
    As the battle around me ground to a halt, an array of options began to run through my head.  Unfortunately, none of them were good. 
 
    If I fought on, I’d be putting Erin’s life in jeopardy… and that was something I wasn’t willing to do.  But if I yielded, I could potentially be putting all of our lives at greater risk. 
 
    But what choice did I have? 
 
    Slowly, I raised my hands and allowed the flame energy that was churning inside me to burn off.  “Fine,” I growled. 
 
    Viscron smiled the sort of evil, despicable smile you’d expect from a traitorous bastard like him.   Then… then I felt something mighty connect with the back of my head. 
 
    As I dropped to my knees and my consciousness faded, I heard a single cry from one of my bonded. 
 
    “Lance!” 
 
    Then everything went dark. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Trapped in the Jaws of the Beast 
 
    A dull ache persisted in the back of my head as I finally managed to peel my eyes open.  I was still unsure what the Hell hit me, but if I had to guess I’d say it was something akin to an arcana-infused warhammer. 
 
    As the cobwebs faded, a sense of dread began to permeate my senses.  This wasn’t good… I didn’t know where the Hell I was, what the Hell had happened to my bonded, or why I’d been left in this… this room. 
 
    Damnit Lance, clear the cobwebs and make a plan.  Their lives depended on it! 
 
    My eyes darted from left to right, taking in my surroundings.  I was alone, or at least it appeared that way.  The room I was in was simple in nature, filled with nothing more than a bureau, a finely crafted chair, and the rug I’d woke up laying on. 
 
    Immediately, there were two things that stuck in my mind about this place.  The first was the lack of exits.  There were no windows in this room and only one door, meaning they’d know exactly which way I’d be going once I came to my senses.  The other was the lack of a guard presence, meaning they didn’t see me as a threat… or at least, not one that they couldn’t handle. 
 
    Fuck, what had I dragged us into?  I was still a newcomer in this realm, and I’d dragged us into the den of one of the realm’s most powerful beings. I’d… 
 
    No.  I was chosen for this.  I was the carrier of the red dragon bloodline.  I was not going down like this.  Not fucking today. 
 
    After drawing in a deep, calming breath, I returned to the floor and sat crossed-legged, my go-to meditative stance.  Then with my palms open, I began to channel arcane energy through my veins.  A feeling of warmth encompassed my body as I allowed the energy to resonate within me, but not just my own.  Instead, I grasped at the resonant energy that I’d shared with the others. 
 
    As the seconds ticked by, I felt my bond with the others strengthen like steel, like a pulse once faint but ever-growing.  I could feel my aura of awareness expanding… 
 
    Suddenly, I felt them.  They were close. 
 
    Immediately, I leapt to my feet and burst through the door. Then I dashed down the adjacent hallway and forced my way through another pair of double doors.   
 
    What I saw left me once again brimming with rage. 
 
    In front of me was what appeared to be a grand dining hall, complete with a crystalline chandelier and a long, finely carved wooden table.   Handcrafted jade dinnerware adorned the tabletop, though no food was being served.  However, there were guests seated around the table. 
 
    Danica, Efray, Ezriellle, Erin, Cat and Leanna were all quietly seated, their hands resting on the tabletop and their eyes turned to me, warning me of the impending dangers.  And they weren’t alone either. 
 
    Seated with them were what I could only assume were Viscron’s generals. One of them was a behemoth of a man, taller than myself and sporting a frame that was nearly twice my size.  He carried a large warhammer strapped across his back and his right side was covered in what seemed to be permanent azure scales.  There was no way around it… he looked fearsome. 
 
    Beyond him there were two others, twins by the looks of it.  They were shorter than their counterparts, and each sported a long braid of blonde hair.  What was unsettling though was the look in their eyes, the sort of look that told you they couldn’t be trusted. 
 
    Despite the [s-rank] power emanating from the trio, they weren’t my try focus.  No, my eyes were locked on the man standing at the head of the table… Viscron the Blue himself. 
 
    It was almost startling how much he resembled the version of him I’d seen in my visions.  He was tall and regal with eyes like storms and a will that burned against my own draconic power, his white hot lightning against my red hot flame. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” he said, his voice deep and resonant.  
 
    “What is this?!” I growled, doing my damndest to control the dragon inside of me. 
 
    “It’s dinner,” he replied.  “And you should be thankful you’re still breathing for it.” 
 
    “Is that why you kept me alive?  For a final meal?!”  My mind began to drift to dark places…  Gods, what if he wanted to cook me or something? 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Viscron replied.  “But no.  I kept you alive to send a message.  You see, this isn’t the first time I’ve had problems with your bloodline.  I-” 
 
    “I know the story,” I interjected, drawing a look of resentment from the blue dragon mage.   After that, the next few seconds were a blur. 
 
    Viscron crossed his arms and gave the largest of his generals a nod.  A breath later, the man snatched Efray by the wrist and forced her hand down onto the table. Then he hoisted his hammer into the air and prepared to slam it down. 
 
    I moved with unbridled speed, leaping onto the table as a [perfect dragon fang blade] formed in my grasp.  Then as I landed, I swung the blade with precision, bringing it to a rest against the soft flesh of the man’s neck.  
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I growled, staring daggers into the man’s gray eyes.   However, it was Viscron who once again spoke.  “I’d advise you to release your weapon.” 
 
    “Or what,” I said, already growing tired of this back and forth.  “What’s stopping us from destroying you here and now.” 
 
    Viscron unfolded his arms and pointed to the window behind.  “Him.” 
 
    A feeling of coldness washed over me as the sunlight pouring through the window disappeared, replaced by the scaly body of a massive, serpentine creature that was circling the area.  The beast was huge, no doubt larger than any zilbeast I’d encountered thus far.  And when its massive, stormy eye peered through the window at me, I knew one thing… 
 
    By the dead gods, they had an actual dragon. 
 
    I shuddered, fending off the dragon fear as the grip on my blade tightened.  Viscron seemed wholly unfazed though. 
 
    “That’s my pet, Vyrkinoth,” Viscron said.  “Not quite a dragon in his own right, but its the closest a zilbeast can come to our draconic bloodline.  And he’s fiercely loyal.” 
 
    Great. 
 
    “Now that everyone has become acquainted” Viscron continued. “I suggest we all have a seat… because I’m only going to say this once.  I spared you for one reason and one reason only.  I’m going to make an example out of you.  You see, I tried this a different way before.  When your predecessor Asher Black tried to revolt, I kept my hands clean.  Instead, I soured his own people against him and forged an alliance of clans led by those Kel’sar dogs to tear them down.  Clearly, they were ineffective though, seeing that you’re here with me now. That led me to my next idea.  At first, I’d considered just killing you on the streets like a dog.  After all, you did slaughter dozens of my men.  But then… that wouldn’t get my point across either.  One of your wives may’ve escaped in the darkness and turned you into a martyr, and my problem with you reds would persist.  So, I’m going to end the problem once and for all.  I’m going to flay you in front of your wives.  Then I’m going to kill you.  Then I’m going to do the same to all of them, save for one.  She will stay with me and be assimilated while I send your head back to the Dashar province with my generals where they’ll kill every last warrior and castrate every male in your clan.  The rest of your parts will be reserved for my next council meeting where they’ll be used as a reminder to the violet and black dragon clans to stay in their place.” 
 
    The room fell silent after Viscron’s little monologue, but the weight of his words could still be felt on my soul.  This man, this dragon was the embodiment of ruthlessness. 
 
    My gaze flickered to the others.  Danica was attempting to remain stalwart for the others, who were looking to both her and I for strength.  Erin looked downright pissed, but Efray… poor Efray was shaking. 
 
    “So that’s it, then,” I said, swelling with emotions that I could no longer contain.  “You’re just going to murder my people?!” 
 
    Viscron sighed.  “Such is the way of the realm.  The Dashar province is important source of wealth for me, and you chose to take that away.  And that just can’t stand.” 
 
    My eyes flared with anger, but Viscron seemed wholly unimpressed. 
 
    “Lance, isn’t that what they said your name was?” He continued.  “Well Lance, as a dragon you should’ve already known this, but let me teach you one final lesson…  power is everything in this arcane era.” 
 
    As the words rolled off his tongue, the doors behind me burst open and nearly a dozen more [s-rankers] charged my flank, weapons brandished and arcane energy flaring.  It was in that moment I realized just how futile this was. 
 
    Viscron had been developing this clan for years, for generations.  Where I had created a clan of bandits, turncoats and outcasts, he’d forged an army of high-rank mages.  Gods, he even had a zilbeast that looked like a dragon… 
 
    I didn’t resist as the men grabbed my arms and slammed me into the table, shattering one of the jade dishes against my now scaly cheek.  I didn’t even flinch as Viscron began to circle the table, silently forging a [perfect dragon fang blade] in his grasp. 
 
    Danica, Erin, and the others began to scream, but the weapons at their necks held them at bay.  Soon, even their shouts faded though as my mind seemed to drift into places unseen. 
 
    Everything seemed so quiet, so hollow, so empty as Viscron walked to my side, his fang blade gleaming like a bolt of lightning.  I felt my [dragon scales] forming as he pressed the tip of his sword into my restrained arm.  I felt the searing pain as the tip of the blade slid beneath my first scale… 
 
    Then I felt the adrenaline rush through my body like raging river.  It was time. 
 
    “Stop,” I commanded, shifting to meet Viscron’s gaze.  He seemed more surprised than anything at my sudden show of resolve. 
 
    “And why would I do that?” He asked. 
 
    “Because…” I replied.  “I challenge you to a conscription of scales!” 
 
    Thunder boomed in the far distance as everyone else in the room shuddered, shifting as if they’d been hit by a wave of cold.  Outside the window, the draconic zilbeast writhed. 
 
    Viscron’s eyes widened as he released his forged blade, gripping at his chest as the words I had spoken took hold.  You see, something else had happened when I’d gazed into Danica’s book and had been pulled into my vision… I’d also absorbed the knowledge within.  That’s how I learned about this little loophole that I planned to exploit. 
 
    It was kind of funny, actually.  Dragons are many things, but even they knew that the greatest threat to their existence was themselves.  That’s why the conscription of scales was developed.  By channeling my bloodline magic into those words, I had made a challenge that Viscron couldn’t ignore, binding him to an oath he couldn’t break.  To do so would be to reject his very nature as a dragon.  If he didn’t answer my challenge, he could very well lose his ability to wield his bloodline arcana, or worse… 
 
    Viscron’s eyes narrowed as the shock of my words began to wane, and for once I saw a different emotion reflected in those stormy eyes… he was pissed. 
 
    “You’re only consigning yourself to death in front of a far larger audience,” he growled, sounding far more draconic than he once had before. 
 
    “So be it,” I replied, rising from the table in defiance.  “My life and my kingdom… for yours.” 
 
    Viscron shook his head in disbelief.  “Then enjoy your last night under the stars, red.  Because tomorrow when the twin suns reach their peak,  I’m going to gouge out your eyes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Wild and Desperate Plans 
 
    Otherworldly traditions were a funny thing.  One minute I was bent over a dining room table, ready to have my scales peeled off one by one, and the next I was lounging in a leather sofa, quietly counting the hours til the suns rose and I was plunged into a duel to the death. 
 
    Ancient bloodlines were even more fickle.  Due to the constraints of the conscription of scales, Viscron couldn’t touch me or my bonded until our bout.  So he did the next best thing, restricting me to one of his guest houses on the city’s edge.  And I’ll tell ya, the place was hella roomy.  Now if I could only get rid of this sense of impending dread… 
 
    “We need to come up with a plan, Lance,” Danica said, her hips swaying as she paced back and forth in front of me. 
 
    “Plan?  The plan is he needs to kick his ass,” Erin said, joining me on the sofa and throwing her legs over my lap. 
 
    Ezrielle shook her head.  “Viscron is an [eternal rank] combat mage, Erin.  And Lance doesn’t have home-field advantage this time.” 
 
    “Or guns,” I added.  “Or shifters or a shaman or-” 
 
    “We get it,” Danica said. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Well, I thought it was important to point out.” 
 
    “What’s important is developing a strategy to defeat this bastard,” Catarina said.  “Right, Ef?” 
 
    Our collective gazes turned to Efray who now sat in a large chair, her knees hugged tightly to her chest.  That encounter had shaken Efray far more than it had the others, so much so that she was still reeling from it. 
 
    Leanna Frey walked over to her and placed a hand on her shoulder, then she leaned down and whispered something into her ear.  Seconds later Efray rose, her cheeks still stained with tears. 
 
    I watched as she walked in my direction, her gaze still on the floor.  I watched as she paused in front of me, barely able to contain her shaking.  Then to my utter shock, she met my gaze, raised her hand and slapped me across the face. 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Ef, what the Hell?” 
 
    “Don’t,” she replied as fresh tears streamed down her cheeks.  “Don’t ever do that to me again!” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “No, let me finish,” she demanded me. “I thought-  I was going to lose you, Lance.  Seeing you unconscious in the street, then seeing you laid out on that table… it felt like my soul was about to shatter.  I hated it, and I refuse to feel that way again.” 
 
    I could feel a shift in her, as could the others. 
 
    “As long as you are at my side, I’m going to be damned sure that you have all the power you need.  I will not see you lose again, Lance.  Just promise me… promise me you won’t let it happen either!” 
 
    I stood up and pulled Efray in close, cradling her head into my chest. 
 
    “I won’t, my love,” I whispered into her ear.  “Not now, not ever.” 
 
    As we embraced, that change I’d felt in Efray began to manifest into something.  First, a warmth passed through my body, coalescing at my back.  Then our spell books began to materialize, orbiting around us as our arcana began to flow.  
 
    Efray lifted her head from my chest and peered into my eyes just as the arcane energy began to take hold.  A breath later that same energy began to evolve, growing out of my back and wrapping around us like a blanket of shadow.   
 
    Efray’s eyes widened as this new power reached its final form, a shadowy cloak that gleamed as though flames were trapped within its incorporeal fabric.  Wearing it felt like something else entirely.  I felt faster, more dexterous, like I was an extension of the arcana that flowed through my veins.  And as I stood, as the cloak flowed from my shoulders like a living entity… 
 
    I felt mighty. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Shadowfyre Cloak] 
 
      
 
    “Gods, I can feel the power coming off that thing,” Danica muttered as she stepped forward for a closer examination. 
 
    “Did- did we do that, Lance?” Efray stammered, her tone shifting to one of awe.  
 
    “We did,” I replied softly.  “And with it… I’ll keep us safe.” 
 
    As I spoke, the cloak began to dissipate into ether, filling the air with arcane embers.  Danica was right, the spell was incredibly powerful.  But sustaining it would be an entirely different story. 
 
    “Lance,” Ezrielle said, drawing everyone’s attention.  “I think I have a plan.” 
 
    “Well do tell,” I said, grasping at the last of the fleeting shadow fabric. 
 
    “This is how I see it,” Ez said, straightening her posture.  “This duel you’ve conscripted yourself is a one on one fight to the death with an opponent that outranks you.  But… what if it wasn’t?  What if you turned it into say… a six on one?” 
 
    I raised my brow.  “How so?” 
 
    “Through your bonds, of course.  Even though you're not an [eternal rank] mage on your own, the forged spells you’ve been working on are nearly just as powerful.  If you can harness those, then there’s a good chance that you can stand toe to toe with your draconic adversary.” 
 
    I pondered for a second.  “I get your idea, but there’s a hole in your plan.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The issue is I can’t sustain those spells for very long, much less more than one at a time.  The drain on my arcana is just too immense.  In order to do that, I would have to draw on your arcane energy, hold it in me until the battle started, and then sustain it all the while trying not to die.  It’d be like trying to carry a bucket of water in a spoon, I’d fizzle out before I stepped foot into battle.” 
 
    The room went silent for a second, then an unlikely voice spoke up. 
 
    “I can help with that.” 
 
    We all turned to Leanna Frey, who had quietly approached my side, her eyes growing softly with arcane light. 
 
    “Apologies Ezrielle, but you’ve seen my work with sealing runes.  What if I applied those to Lance, but instead of sealing his physical form I merely sealed the arcana inside of him?” 
 
    “Will it… hurt?” I asked. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be pleasant,” Danica quipped, already processing the idea in that beautifully brilliant mind of hers.  “Even with your affinity to our energies, the arcana of five other individuals trapped inside you could very well cook you alive. 
 
    I shrugged.  “I mean, what’s the alternative?  It’s not like we can escape, they have an actual god damned dragon thing flying around out there.” 
 
    Leanna raised her index finger.  “If Lance and I were bonded, we could solve that problem as well.  With enough of my ice energy, I’m certain he could stabilize himself enough to…” Her words trailed as the gazes of the other five women settled on her.  
 
    Ez was the first to confront her.  “Is that your plan then?  You think in a matter of months that you can go from a sworn enemy of our people to bonding our-“ 
 
    “Do it,” Efray interjected, her voice cold and her resolve unwavering.  Gods, I don’t think I’d ever seen her stand up to Ezrielle before.  “Lance isn’t just our mate, he’s the leader of our clan.  And we need to make sure that he has every possible advantage for the battle ahead.” 
 
    I stepped into the center of the group and raised my hands.  “Look guys, I’m flattered.  I really am.  But-“ 
 
    “What say you, Lance, leader of the Draconis clan?” Danica interrupted, folding her arms across her chest as she spoke.  Gods, and she had that oh-so-familiar smirk on her face.  Damnit… 
 
    “I say,” I started, shifting my gaze to Leanna.  I knew the others had mixed feelings about her, but I truly felt that she had done more than enough to prove herself.  As for my attraction to the woman.  Well, that had reached another level. 
 
    “I say let’s do it.” 
 
    As the words left my lips, I saw Danica’s curve into a grin.  There was just something about the promise of power that did it for her.  Either way, I needed Leanna, perhaps in more ways than one. 
 
    “Very well,” Ezrielle said, placing a hand on my shoulder.  “But I want you to make the same promise to all of us that you made to Ef.  That you’ll kill that bastard.” 
 
    “There’s no doubt,” I replied, taking her hands in mine as a show of resolve.  It seemed like we’d been fighting her every step of the way on this journey.  I couldn’t possibly let her down now. 
 
    Ez nodded.  “Then I suppose it’s time that you consummate your bond.  The quicker you complete this bond, the better chance you’ll have of pulling this off.” 
 
    “Oh, can I watch?” Erin jested, though I was certain at least a small part of that question was true.  Beast king arcana seemed to make the wielder extra horny. 
 
     “The bonding process is a delicate one,” Danica scolded.  “But if you’d like, I can… get you off while Lance is busy.” 
 
    It was moments like these, the ones in between fighting for my life and getting sliced up on a fancy dining table that made me wonder if I was the luckiest guy from Earth.  If I was still alive at this time tomorrow… then probably, yes. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A bit later, I sat on the bed in the adjacent guest room, waiting for the rune mage to enter.  Slowly, the door creaked open and a silhouette began to form.  Then… I saw her. 
 
    Leanna Frey approached me with a softness in her step, her hands clasped behind her back and a subtle gaze taking in my physique.  I matched her gaze with my own, studying the curve of her thighs and the way they swayed with each step, the way those gorgeous breasts spilled out of her shirt, the way her icy blue eyes portrayed a feigned innocence that made her absolutely irresistible. 
 
    When she’d first arrived in Arcwind, I’d seen her as an enemy.  But now with those inhibitions stripped away, I was left with only desire.  I craved her, I needed to take her as my own. 
 
    As she joined me on the bed, I placed a hand on her thigh, slowly caressing her all-but-flawless skin. 
 
    “You are certain about this?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, moving my other hand to the small of her back. 
 
    “You know… this family you built is truly remarkable,” she said, almost nervous.  “I hope to prove myself worthy of it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I kinda stumbled into this whole thing myself.  I’ve just been really fortunate… and I’ve had some really great partners.” 
 
    Leanna smiled warmly and the tension in her body began to fade.  “Then I’ll prove myself to them as well.” 
 
    “I think you already have…  What exactly did you tell Ef back there that broke her out of her shell?” I asked. 
 
    Leanna grinned.  “I told her it was time to stop feeling sorry for herself and help her dragon claim victory.” 
 
    “And what time is it now?” I asked, my lips now hovering mere inches from hers. 
 
    As she spoke, she met my gaze with that irresistible look. 
 
    “Now… it’s time to claim me.” 
 
    That it was indeed. 
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    Chapter 16 
 
    Fire and Frost 
 
    As I made myself comfortable on the bed, Leanna stepped within reach and placed a hand on my bare chest. 
 
    “Are you ready?” She asked, biting her bottom lip. 
 
    I reached around to the small of her back and pulled her in close, pressing her into me until she could feel my hardening length against her stomach.  “Are you?” 
 
    Immediately, Leanna’s lips found mine as her fingertips began to explore my back muscles.  To my surprise, the faintest trace of ice arcana lingered in her palms, making her touch slightly cooler than I expected.   But rather than cause discomfort, it was tantalizing, like tiny kisses of frost against my heated flesh. 
 
    As our kissing grew more fervent, my hands made their way to her shoulders and tore away her tunic, releasing those large breasts that I so desperately craved. 
 
    Our lips then parted as I gazed upon her soft bosom.  Her areolas were even larger than I’d expected and her nipples were already hard.  Gods, was she gorgeous. 
 
    Leanna took notice of my gaze and bit her bottom lip once more.  Then she slowly, seductively began to take a seat on the bed. 
 
    “Do you like what you see?” She asked as she cupped her breasts and hoisted them up in invitation. 
 
    “More than you know,” I replied as I undid the tie on my pants and released my now throbbing cock.   
 
    As I approached, Leanna adopted a wide-eyed look but she didn’t stray. In fact, her lips parted and a string of saliva dripped between her breasts, readying herself my member. 
 
    I couldn’t hold any longer, allowing a moan to escape my lips as my cock slid between those breasts, creating a gentle friction that nearly sent me over the edge. 
 
    “Gods, your so big,” Leanna said, admiring my cock in all its glory.  “Let me taste it.” 
 
    I gladly obliged, placing my hand atop her head as I redirected my dick between her soft, inviting lips. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Leanna moaned as her tongue danced across my shaft, as she swallowed me up inch by inch. 
 
    “That’s a good girl,” I said, causing her cheeks to grow flush.  Since joining us, Leanna had worked hard to earn her praise.  I could see now that she carried that into the bedroom as well. 
 
    As her lips worked on my cock, I noticed Leanna’s hand slip into her panties as her fingers found their way into her soft, wet opening.  She was just as ravenous for attention as I was. 
 
    “Lay back,” I instructed, releasing my grasp on the back of her head. 
 
    She looked up into my eyes, slowly sliding her lips off my cock before following my instructions.  As her back touched the bed she lifted her hips, allowing me to fully slide those panties off.  Gods, she was so wet. 
 
    “You want it?” She asked, her voice oh so seductive. 
 
    I shot her a grin before planting a kiss on her inner thigh, making her legs quiver with anticipation.  Slowly, I worked my way further and further up her leg, pausing less than an inch from her opening.  Then, as the build-up became all but too much, I plunged my tongue into her. 
 
    “Ooooh gods,” Leanna moaned, grinding into me as she ran her fingers through my hair.  “Yes!” 
 
    Her pleasure only heightened as I continued my exploration, running my tongue across her puffy pussy lips before swirling it over her clit. Leanna’s breath quickened as I focused on her sweet spot, moving my tongue slowly before gradually speeding up.  As soon as I knew she was close, I began to insert a pair of fingers into her, moving them with a steady rhythm until it pushed her over the edge. 
 
    “Oh fuuuuck,” she moaned, pulling my hair with one hand as the other gripped the sheets.  Her body writhed and her toes curled as she was assaulted with a wave of orgasmic pleasure, and gods was it a beautiful sight to see. 
 
    “Now you’re ready,” I said, rising back to my feet.  Instead of mounting her though, I laid beside her on the bed and pulled her over. 
 
    Leanna carefully straddled my hips and lowered herself onto me, engulfing my cock with expertise.  Then she placed her hands on my chest and slowly began to rock her hips. 
 
    “Like this?” She asked, growing a bit more emphatic with each movement. 
 
    “Just like that,” I replied.  “Ride that cock.” 
 
    Leanna’s movements quickened as she began to bounce on my dick, leaving my thighs wet and my member pulsating with pleasure. 
 
    “Anything you ask, my dragon.  Anything,” she said, riding me now with a more fervent intensity. 
 
    “Do you want my cum?” I asked. 
 
    “Gods, yes!” she panted.  “Fill me up.” 
 
    Without hesitation, I gripped her ass and began fuck her with reckless abandon.  Her eyes rolled back but I didn’t relent, arcing my hips and plunging myself into her with reckless abandon. 
 
    “Oh my g-gods,” Leanna murmured as she dug her nails into my chest.  A breath later my cock erupted inside of her with one of the most intense orgasms I’d ever had. 
 
    For the next several moments, Leanna lay atop my chest in silence, allowing my cock to rest inside her as we caught our collective breath, reveling in the bond that we’d forged. 
 
    “That was… amazing.” I muttered, running my fingers through her blue hair. 
 
    “It was,” she replied, squeezing my waist just a bit tighter.  As we laid there, I could feel our bond begin to resonate, breaking down the spiritual barrier that once laid before us and allowing our arcana to intertwine. 
 
    “Thank you for allowing me to become one of yours,” Leanna Frey continued.  “I promise, I’ll continue to prove myself to you.” 
 
    “You already have,” I said before planting a kiss atop her head.  
 
    Leanna Frey looked up at me and smiled, then she slowly began to work her way back down my torso, pausing next to still partially hardened member. 
 
    “Have I?” She teased.  “I’m not so sure.”  Then without warning she leaned over and placed her lips against the head of my cock, engulfing it as it once again hardened in her mouth. 
 
    I laid back and let the waves of pleasure wash over me as she once again went to work.  Gods this was going to be a blissful evening. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Final Preparations 
 
    Rays of sunlight poured in through the windows of the guesthouse, welcoming in a day that was sure to be filled with violence.  Despite being in the company of six others, the room remained quiet, granting me a serenity that I usually only found on the wall in Arcwind. 
 
    A calm before the storm. 
 
    As I stared out the window, Efray approached my side and placed an arm around my midsection, resting her head on my shoulder.  Immediately, I felt the warmth of her light arcana pass over me like a warm caress on my skin. 
 
    “I love you,” I said, placing a kiss on top of her head. 
 
    Immediately, her cheeks went flush and she squeezed me just a bit harder.  “And I love you, Lance.  Since the moment you found me at the lake, I’ve loved you.” 
 
    Another moment passed and the sun crept higher into the sky, bringing me closer to my faithful duel. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked as I reached around to her back and ran my fingers through her hair. 
 
    “Mhmm,” she replied.  “Let’s do it.” 
 
    First, I stripped down to just my pants and sash, leaving the rest of my body laid bare.  Then I stretched out my arms and awaited their touch. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Danica said as she placed her hands on my chest.   
 
    After drawing in a deep breath, I opened myself up to her, allowing our connection to resonate and her arcana to flow freely with my own.  A second later, I felt the power of her blind phoenix bloodline take hold. 
 
    “I’ll go next,” Ezrielle said, placing a single hand on my waist.  Not but a breath later I felt the earth energy of her lifeseal bloodline coursing through me. 
 
    Catarina followed shortly after as well as Erin, imbuing me with the powers of the Great Mako bloodline and the Beast King bloodline.  By then, I felt ready to burst.  Gods, I was brimming with so much power that I was shaking. 
 
    “Just two more,” Danica said, trying to hold my focus.  It nearly faltered though as Efray channeled her Star’s Edge bloodline into me. 
 
    “I.. can’t… hold it… much longer…” I said through gritted teeth.  It felt like a hurricane of energy was twisting inside my chest, like if I blinked too hard that arcana would begin to leak out of my eyes. 
 
    “Last one,” Danica said, squeezing my hand. 
 
    I nearly dropped to a knee as Leanna placed her palms on my shoulders, her touch now cold like ice. 
 
    “Accept this gift,” she said, her eyes aglow with arcane energy.  “The power of Crying Goddess bloodline.” 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a wave of frigid energy pass through my body, powerful enough that I was certain I’d be able to see my breath.  It seemed to resonate within, counterattacking the storm of red hot arcana that was already storming inside me. 
 
    “Am I gonna need a jacket?” I asked, growing colder and colder by the second. 
 
    “You need to embrace the cold,” Leanna scolded.  “Not try to shield yourself from it.  Wield it as your own.” 
 
    I nodded, though I would’ve been lying if I said ice energy wasn’t the energy that I had the most difficulty taming.  And yet, I pushed through with my dragon’s resolve and allowed Leanna to do her thing. 
 
    In mere moments, I had the arcane energy of my entire battle collective churning inside of me, yearning to be released, held in check only by the layer of ice energy that pulsed through my veins. 
 
    “Alright, last step,” Leanna said, tracing her fingers over my flesh.  Her fingertips glowed as she moved them in intricate patterns, and in seconds she had drawn several sealing runes across my upper body. 
 
    “Am I good to go?” I asked as she moved her hands to her hips and studied me.  To be honest, I didn’t really feel any different with the runes.  The glowing symbols etched onto my chest were a nice touch though. 
 
    “You should be,” Leanna said.  “You’ll likely feel some pressure in your chest once the arcana in you begins trying to work its way out.  Just make sure you’re ready to use it before you dissipate my runes.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said, already feeling a tickle in my chest. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, I turned to the others, meeting each of their gazes with a look that conveyed both love and solidarity.  Even though I  was about to enter that arena by myself, I wasn’t going to be alone.  From each of them I carried something, a bit of cold, hard vengeance… and I planned to hand deliver it myself. 
 
    The room remained quiet as my bonded helped me dress for battle, pulling on my tunic, buckling my vambraces, clasping on my cloak.  Then the door to the guest house creaked open and one of Viscron’s generals stepped in. 
 
    “It’s time,” he said, not so subtly resting his warhammer on his shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with then ,” I replied.  Then I summoned all of my draconic resolve and followed him out the door. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Viscron 
 
      
 
    Nearby in the main chamber in a cliffside castle, Viscron the Blue made preparations of his own.   
 
    Present in his chamber were his four wives, as well as an assortment of armor pieces that stood on display.  Slowly, he paced around the many pieces of armor, carefully selecting the combination that would best suit him for this battle against the red.  As he gazed upon his legendary collection, his wives remained silent... as was their place. 
 
    Viscron’s battle collective was quite the dichotomy to Lance’s, especially the role that they played with him.  Where Lance and his bonded functioned as a unit, Viscron served as more of an overseer of his bonded, taking what he needed from them and demanding obedience in return.   
 
    As Viscron adorned a finely crafted tunic imbued with [flame resistance], one of his wives stepped forward to fasten the tri-buckle that ran horizontally across his chest.  Tressa, the auburn-haired beauty who had stepped forward, had been him since his early rise to prominence.  As his head wife and a capable combat mage in her own right, she helped maintain order not just in his collective, but his kingdom.  What he admired most about her was the ruthlessness that they shared, a willingness to do anything to remain on top. 
 
    Standing aside were his other three wives.  Natalia, the short, fiery blonde to his left had been with him nearly as long as Tressa.  Once a Shaman of the outer tribes, Nat had proven to be his most voracious lover, and as such had become the primary bearer of his children.  Because of her, his line of blue dragon heirs would be vast and far-reaching. 
 
    The third in his battle collective was a brooding woman named Nyxia.  Wielding the rare yet mighty combination of flame and shadow arcana, Nyxia often served as Viscron’s personal assassin.   And evidenced by the scars that lay beneath her arcanist’s regalia… she was deadly proficient at her job. 
 
    Then there was the last of Viscron’s wives who had bonded him through… unfortunate circumstances.  Kyra, Voice of the Forest, was one of the rare female carriers of the green dragon bloodline.  With her long viridian hair and twisting horns, she was a powerful emissary to her clan.  That is… until Viscron destroyed it. 
 
    After her brother was slain, Kyra was taken captive by Viscron and given a choice… bond him or fall to his spear.  Though she resisted mightily, in the end she chose life.  She was… assimilated.  Now, she served as a symbol of Viscron’s conquest… a pitiful existence by a dragon’s standards. 
 
    Silence lingered in the room as Tressa slipped on his enchanted bracers, tightening the straps over his muscular forearms. 
 
    “Do you plan to make quick work of this one, my love?” she asked, shifting her hands to his belt line.  “Perhaps after we can… celebrate.” 
 
    Viscron gently grabbed her wrist, stopping her palm just short of his groin.  “I’m going to make an example out of him.  One that this realm won’t forget.  And after… we can celebrate.”  Viscron shifted his gaze to Nyxia, who had begun quietly polishing one of her curved blades.  “Do you know what to do?” 
 
    Nyx nodded.   “I do, love.  Once your duel begins, I’ll collect your men and ensure his bonded draw their final breath.”  The conscription of scales may have prevented him from harming his opponent’s battle collective, but once the duel had begun… the rules were far more flexible. 
 
    “Spare one,” he instructed, glancing over toward Kyra.  “To serve as a reminder to the other dragon bloods.  But with the others… do as you will.” 
 
    As the words left him, the buckles on his boots snapped into place and his cloak cascaded off his shoulders, adding a sudden finality to his statement. 
 
    Tressa, his head wife stepped forward and placed a subtle kiss on his neck.  “Do be careful, Viscron,” she whispered.  “Even if you are the superior being, that doesn’t discount how much you’ve put on the line.” 
 
    Viscron gave her a nod, then leaned in for a kiss.  However, as she closed her eyes he snatched her up by the throat. 
 
    “I remember all too well what’s at stake, my love,” he whispered, his voice full of menace.  “After all, I built this kingdom that you enjoy so much.  But thank you for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    Tressa breathed deep, stifling a cough as he released her.  Then she quietly stepped aside as he made his way towards the door. 
 
    “It’s time,” Viscron said, rolling his neck until it cracked.  Then he stepped through the doorway and made his way towards destiny. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    A Prelude to Violence 
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    The walk toward the arena was a silent one. 
 
    Viscron’s general guided us as we made our way through the street, avoiding the gazes of the many onlookers filling the adjacent buildings.  My bonded walked in stride behind me, their faces reflecting an unwavering resolve But even with their support behind me, I couldn’t help but feel a little… unnerved. 
 
    That’s because in the skies above the city, a massive serpent twisted and writhed. 
 
    Other than through visions, I’d never seen a zilbeast so massive before.  By all accounts, it was fearsome, a creature grand in scope and deadly in design.  But it left me wondering… is this the sort fear that others felt when faced with the dragon bloodline? 
 
    Were we the fearsome creatures to everyone else? 
 
    My thoughts waned as I watched the beast twist in and out of the clouds, twin sunlight gleaming off its azure scales.  Its maw was large enough to swallow to snatch up a zillrider, and its claws appeared sharper than tempered steel.  Even the curved horns atop its head posed a threat, mighty enough to ram through even the more defensible walls of a fortress.  I was going to have to find a way to deal with that thing too.  Somehow… 
 
    Lightning cracked through the air in the zilserpent’s wake as it descended and rose, though the beast hardly seemed to notice.  Gods, was that thing under the control of Viscron?  Just another damn wild card to consider in this mess I’d found myself in. 
 
    As we approached the arena at the city’s center, I was amazed at just how massive the structure was.  Built like a grand coliseum, I was certain that this thing could hold most if not all of the city’s population.   So, I’d have thousands upon thousands watching me as I was either mercilessly slain, or as I killed their leader in cold blood.  This place was wild. 
 
    My armored escort paused and met me with a glare.  “The rest of this path is for you and you alone.  Your companions will be escorted to their own private viewing platform.” 
 
    “Lovely,” I replied, then I turned and gazed upon my bonded one final time. 
 
    “Are you feeling alright?” Leanna whispered as she stepped forward and placed her arms around my neck. 
 
    “I mean, I feel like I have a supernova ready to blow inside my chest.  But otherwise yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “What’s a supernova?” Leanna asked. 
 
    Before I could respond, Efray squeezed in between us and wrapped her arms around my waist. 
 
    “Don’t forget your promise,” she said, fighting to stave off tears. 
 
    “I won’t,” I replied before placing a soft kiss on her forehead.  “I’ll make it through this,” I reiterated, as much to myself as to the others. 
 
    “You better,” Erin chirped.  “Or I’m handing the reigns over to Danica.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up,” I replied, forcing a solemn grin. 
 
    Viscron’s general goaded me on to get moving, but I ignored his orders and said my goodbyes to Ez and Cat.  Then Danica approached me and planted a soft kiss upon my lips. 
 
    Despite a lack of words, everything that Dani wanted to say to me was conveyed through her touch.  Our bond resonated within one another, a bond so strong that words weren’t necessary. 
 
    “For luck, my dragon,” she said as our lips parted. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I replied.  Then I gathered myself, turned about face, and followed Viscron’s general through the imposing arena doors. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The Beginning of the End 
 
    The buildup to my duel had begun to grow downright agonizing.  After entering the arena, I’d been forced into a waiting area while final preparations were made.  During that time I sat cross-legged, channeling the last bit of Leanna Frey’s arcana to keep me from burning up. 
 
    I could hear the dull roar of the crowd through the walls of my chambers, a distant prelude to the spectacle that lay ahead.  Then the door to my chamber opened and sunlight poured in, a bright invitation to the dark moments that awaited. 
 
    Slowly, I rose to my feet and passed through the doorway, stepping out onto the massive arena floor.  The place was packed to capacity, and the cheers and shouts that filled the arena were enough to make a lesser man go deaf. 
 
    The arena floor was far hotter than I expected, likely due to the open roof allowing the twin suns to beat down from above.  In fact, the only shade came when the mighty zilbeast’s serpentine body passed by overhead, momentarily blocking out the sun. 
 
    Slowly, I scanned the stands for my bonded, but the thousands upon thousands of onlookers made it all but impossible to narrow any single one down.  It soon became irrelevant anyways, because seconds after I entered the arena, the doors on the far end opened… 
 
    And my opponent stepped through. 
 
    Viscron was dressed in what I could only describe as war regalia.  Thin yet durable armor covered his body, painted blue and etched with draconic designs.  In his hands, he carried a pair of weapons, a long spear with a spear tip forged from diamond and a warhammer with runes etched into its face.  A long cloak billowed behind Viscron as he walked, adding an aura of regality to the man and a silver circlet sat atop his head, emanating with a strange power. 
 
    A true battlemaster, no doubt. 
 
    Viscron smiled as he locked eyes with me, clearly unafraid of the battle that lay ahead.  I returned his gaze with a glare that was hot enough to set the ground itself ablaze. 
 
    A magically amplified voice filled the sky above as we began to circle one another, our respective cloaks billowing in the crosswind that had begun to pick up. 
 
    “Folks, we have a treat for you today,” the voice said, emanating from a scantily clad cat woman perched on a viewing platform high above.   “What you’re about to witness is a battle between two of Oracle’s most prestigious bloodlines.  First, introducing the challenger.  All the way from across the endless sea, this s-ranked combat mage wields the power of the ancient red dragon bloodline.  Let’s hear it for Lance of the Draconis clan!” 
 
    A cacophony of boos rained down on me from the stands, but I remained stalwart, keeping my gaze locked on my opponent. 
 
    “And now let’s hear it for our champion!” the announcer continued.  “He’s a man that needs no introduction, an eternal rank combat mage and wielder of the majestic blue dragon bloodline.  He is the leader of the Tempest Clan and the unspoken ruler of the Kishin province.  Let’s hear it for our own Lord Viscron!” 
 
    This time the arena filled with cheers that were loud enough to make the sand shift beneath my feet.  That meant one of three things.  They were cheers of adoration for their fearless leader, they were cheers derived from a place of fear… or they were simply cheers for the wanton bloodshed that they knew would surely come to pass. 
 
    “Alright gentleman, the rules of this engagement have been decided upon,” the announcer continued.  “This duel falls under the ancient rites of the conscription of scales.  It’s a duel to the death between two draconinc bloodlines.  And to the winner go the spoils… all property, possessions, persons, and land owned under the light of Oracle’s twin suns.” 
 
    Oohs and aahs echoed from the crowd.  Surely, they thought this was all spectacle. 
 
    “This duel is witnessed under the ever-watchful eyes of life, our own twin suns, and by the sightless eyes of the dead gods.  May fortune go to the rightful victor… now, are we ready?” 
 
    The crowd grew even more raucous, their cheers and shouts reaching a feverous crescendo. 
 
    “I said, are we ready?!” 
 
    Viscron tensed, ready to unleash Hell.  I reached for my collar, ready to enact a plan of my own. 
 
    “Aaaaaaand fight!” 
 
    My adrenaline spiked as Viscron widened his stance, hoisting his spear into a defensive position as he let his warhammer hang at his side.  Then he loosened his grip on his spear and used his fingers to beckon me forward, inviting me to strike. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    I tightened my grip on my collar and tore my tunic away, allowing both it and my cloak to fall to the sand.  Then bare-chested and seemingly defenseless… I raised my hand and channeled the arcana within. 
 
    A ring of dust raised around me, gathering strength as it swept across the arena floor.  A breath later, the first layer of runes on my skin dissipated and the arcane energy stored within my body began to cascade across my flesh, manifesting into the form of mighty spells. 
 
    VIscron raised his brow, intrigued. 
 
    Ezrielle’s earth arcana took hold first, melding with my flame arcana to create a sleek yet jagged tunic made of near-impenetrable stone.   
 
      
 
    Spell: [Flamestone Armor] 
 
      
 
    Efray’s shadow arcana came next, cascading across my back as my old cloak was replaced with one made of flame and living shadow. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Shadowfire Cloak] 
 
      
 
    Danica’s wind arcana was the third element to take hold, swirling around me to create a protective barrier of wind.  This was a variation of our falling pheonix technique that we’d been working on, reworked into a defensive ability rather than an offensive one. 
 
      
 
    Spell:  [Pheonix Aura] 
 
      
 
    Erin’s beast king arcana flooded my palm next as a bright green blade began to manifest in my grasp, emanating the pride of our conflicting bloodlines as the weapon came to vibrant fruition. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Dragon King Blade] 
 
      
 
    And finally, Leanna Frey’s crying goddess arcana swirled around my left forearm, forging into a cross guard made of ice and reinforced with my force energy.  Stretching from my knuckles to my elbow, the item shimmered in the sunlight like frozen glass. 
 
      
 
    Spell: [Frostguard] 
 
      
 
    I lifted my blade and pointed it at Viscron as my forged legendary items took hold, granting me not just power but an undeniable mystique.  The opposing mage clearly felt it as well, for the look of confidence in his stormy blue eyes seemed to falter just a little. 
 
    The items I’d forged wouldn’t last long, but the second layer of runes Leanna had scribed onto me would hold my body together long enough for a quick, decisive battle.  It was a gambit to be sure, especially with the risk of my body failing me in the face of sustaining such mighty spells… but it was the best chance I had. 
 
    With my power reaching a mighty crescendo, I used the [pheonix aura] to propel myself forward into an all out frontal assault.  It was time to end this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    The Duel 
 
    The sound of thunder cascaded through the arena as our weapons clashed… and two titans went to war. 
 
    Fury fueled my movements as I lashed out with my blade, striking from several different angles in the span of a second.  However, Viscron was just as quick, twisting his spear and deflecting my blows with deft precision. 
 
    As he backpedaled, I gathered my strength and threw it into a powerful overhead strike.  Viscron managed to deflect it to his left though, then led with a mighty counter from his warhammer. 
 
    I grimaced in pain as I lifted my [frostguard] to parry the blow, accepting the weight of the strike on my forearm.  Then I danced out of range as his spear tip cut through the air in front of me.  As I found my footing, I shook off the pain and reset my stance, leveling my blade at Viscron once more. 
 
    The crowd let out a raucous cheer. 
 
    Having gauged my speed, it was now Viscron’s turn to charge, leading with his spear and dragging his warhammer behind him.  Immediately, I was put on my back foot as Viscron came at me with an intricate attack pattern, striking at my blade arm and hindering my ability to parry.  As I was backed toward the wall I became desperate, planting my foot and attempting a swift yet violent spinning strike.  But rather than cut into flesh, my blade met the face of his warhammer, stopping my momentum and sending a painful shock through my arm. 
 
    Viscron smirked as he stepped into my guard, slipping my defenses with his spear in hand.  Then he mustered his draconic strength, angled the weapon at my neck and stabbed it forward… 
 
    Or so he thought. 
 
    My [shadowfire cloak] spun around my shoulders, catching the diamond spear tip before enwrapping it in living shadow.  Viscron’s eyes went wide and he reflexively tried to yank the weapon free.  And as he did, I grit my teeth and swung my left arm with everything I had, shattering my [frostguard] against the side of his damned skull! 
 
    Blood and ice sprayed across the sand as Viscron stumbled back, clearly dazed from the blow.  I didn’t relent though, keeping him on the defensive with a frenzied assault.   
 
    Sparks showered the arena floor as my [dragon king blade] went to work, biting at Viscron’s armor, slicing through flesh and scale.  I felt momentum swaying in my direction, as though the pendulum had begun to swing in my favor...   
 
    It was in that moment I realized just how seasoned a warrior my opponent was. 
 
    Despite being dazed, his body had gone into full defensive mode, relying on battle instincts that had been bred through years of training.  And by the looks of it… he was coming to. 
 
    “Just die!” I growled, grabbing my blade in both hands and sweeping it in an upward arc and sending a bolt of flame straight into the sky. 
 
    Rather than parry, Viscron back-flipped away from the attack, forging a pair of [dragon wings] as he spun before propelling himself into the air.  I tried to pursue him but was immediately met with a [lightning strike] spell, keeping me at bay. 
 
    I failed to get my guard up in time, but the technique split as it hit my [pheonix aura], tearing a pair of trenches in the ground on either side but leaving me wholly unharmed. 
 
    Bastard storm wielder. 
 
    I dug my heels into the sand and locked eyes with Viscron as I prepared to launch myself into the air.  I didn’t really want engage in aerial combat, especially against someone who manipulated the arcana of storms so easily.  But with his ability to rain down lightning spells, I didn’t really have a choice, did I? 
 
    As I began to launch off, I felt a sudden wave of dizziness come over me, causing me to stumble forward.  A breath later, another [lightning strike] rained down, tearing through my spell defenses, blasting me in the chest and shearing off a piece of my [flamestone armor]. 
 
    Gods, this wasn’t good.  It’d only been moments and I was already beginning to feel the effects of maintaining far too many spells.  It wouldn’t be long before I lost a grip on them… or myself. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I growled, shaking away the cobwebs and launching myself into the air.  In a breath I closed the distance between us, using my [shadowfire cloak] to grant me flight.   Then in front of thousands of cheering onlookers… 
 
    We filled the skies with chaos. 
 
    For as measured as our duel had been on the arena floor, our battle in the skies had become a dogfight.  The air around us rippled as we dived in and out of each other’s range, clashing just long enough to shower the ground below with sparks before darting back over the crowd.  Flame and lightning pierced the skies but neither of us relented, throwing everything we had at the dragon in our sights. 
 
    As our battle continued, I realized that Viscron had done well to avoid any major damage, and his own strikes had begun to chip away at my defenses.  If this was to be a battle of attrition, he’d come out on top.  And yet… gods,  I knew that if I could just land one solid strike with my king blade, I could put him down. 
 
    I needed to step it up. 
 
    Channeling force energy through my body, I propelled myself across the arena at an incredible speed.  Viscron didn’t even flinch, hoisting his spear as he hovered in the air in front of me, awaiting the perfect counter. 
 
    And counter he did.   
 
    As I attacked with my sword, the blue dragon mage shifted to my left, avoiding the blade before jamming his spear through the center of my back.  It was an attack made with such precision that it should've put me down for good.  And Viscron clearly thought the same, judging by the grin on his face. 
 
    What he didn’t expect was for my body to dissipate into ether. 
 
    Before he realized what had happened, my true self attacked his flank, stabbing my blade through his shoulder as he tried to dodge and sending us both crashing to the arena floor. 
 
    You see, Viscron had caught on to my strategy and decided to wear me down, keeping me busy until I could no longer sustain the spells forged through my bond.  What he didn’t expect though was that the arcana from my hex mage, Catarina was still channeled inside of me, waiting to be used on a well timed [dragon swarm]. 
 
    Well, he knew now. 
 
    As we crashed into the ground, Viscron began to beat his wings furiously, either trying to blind me with sand or disrupt me enough to slip away.  I responded by yanking my blade out of his shoulder and sheering off one of his wings. 
 
    The blue dragon mage growled in pain but I paid him little mind, hoisting my weapon up with both hands as I prepared to split his skull in two… 
 
    Then something unexpected happened. 
 
    As I began my swing, the arcana holding the blade together started to break down, leaving me empty-handed as my fists crashed down on his chin. 
 
    Viscron went wide-eyed for a split second but I didn’t relent, dropping a knee into his chest and smashing my fists into his face over and over and over.  Dragon scales formed on his cheeks, cracking as my own scaly knuckles bludgeoned his smug face. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the crowd had gone silent or if I’d zoned out, but the only thing I could hear was my fists echoing off Viscron’s face.  All my rage, all my anguish, all my fury was channeled into each and every blow. 
 
    Slowly, my forged armor dissipated, leaving my upper body covered in nothing but the blood that stained my knuckles.  Below me, Viscron breathed heavy, his face sporting more than a few fresh gashes… but something was wrong. 
 
    Why the fuck was he smiling? 
 
    Suddenly, Viscron’s fist came out of nowhere, striking my temple and knocking me off balance.  As I slid off his chest he shoved me aside and leapt to his feet, clearly still full of life. 
 
    I tried to use my momentum to roll into a defensive posture but Viscron didn’t seem to care, using his thumb to wipe a line of blood away from his cheek. 
 
    “That was a clever little gambit you tried to pull off there,” he said, his tone mocking.  “Using the energy from your bonded to artificially boost your power level… I can’t imagine the effort it took to maintain that.  That’s some remarkable willpower, truly.  But alas, all good things must come to an end.” 
 
    I rose to my feet and raised my fists as he began to circle my location. 
 
    “I fear that you’ve missed the mark on our bloodline,” he continued, kicking aside his spear as he paced.  “You use the adaptive powers of our bloodline like a crutch, granting yourself temporary strength.  But down here in the arena, in the blood and the sand, all you have is yourself to rely on.  So tell me, now that the false power of your bonds is fleeting… who’s really the strong one?” 
 
    “Shut your fucking mouth!” I growled, summoning force energy into my palm as I lunged in for a punch.  Viscron leaned away from the blow, dodging the strike before countering with a right hook to my ribs and a left cross to my cheek. 
 
    I stumbled sideways but didn’t relent, planting my foot and launching an empowered [flamestrike] at near point blank range.  Again Viscron countered, using his water energy to forge a [thunder aegis] that neutralized my blow and turned my technique into steam. 
 
    There was no way around it… I was fucked.  The power from my bonded had dissipated and my own arcane energy was quickly fleeting as well.  And dammit, he still seemed fresh. 
 
    As I geared up for another attack, Viscron spread his arms and opened his hands, drawing in praise from the crowd.  Then he shifted his gaze back to me and shot me a smile that was downright maniacal. 
 
    “They want to see it,” he said.  “It’s what they come here for.” 
 
    “What the Hell are you talking about?” I replied, using the few precious seconds I had to scan the arena for any sort of advantage.  Both his weapons were still lying in the sand, and he didn’t look too intent on retrieving them.  Perhaps… 
 
    “I’m talking about the peak of true power,” he replied, interrupting my scheming.  “These people don’t come here just for blood.  They can witness that in the streets if they so desire.  No, they want to bear witness to power that’s eternal.”  
 
    Suddenly, the sand around us began to rise from the ground, levitating in the air due to the sheer amount of power coming off of Viscron.  Then his power coalesced… 
 
    And his transformation began to take hold. 
 
    First his muscles expanded, adding a considerable amount of bulk to his once thin frame.  Then his skin began to molt, making way for a shiny layer of azure scales.  A long, powerful tail extended from his tailbone, kicking up dirt as it cracked the ground like a whip.  And finally, his jaw extended, forming into a maw that sported teeth like razors. He was monstrous, nearly two feet taller than me and double my mass in muscle, with draconic features that resembled the massive serpent that writhed in the skies above.  This… this was his [eternal rank] power… 
 
    The true Viscron, the blue dragon mage had been unveiled. 
 
    The crowd roared as Viscron let out one of his own.  Then before I could get my bearings he struck! 
 
    My body was flung into the ground as the dragon mage slammed his forearm into my neck, clotheslining me with vicious intent. Despite the pain, I  immediately tried to roll to my feet.  Instead, I was hoisted into the air by a pair of powerful claws, then slammed back into the ground, knocking the air from my lungs. 
 
    My vision blurred for a split second but Viscron didn’t relent, hoisting me to my feet before delivering a monstrous punch to my chest.  As I stumbled back I brought my left arm up to defend as my right began to produce dragon flame.  If I could slow him down even for a second then- 
 
    “Futile!” Viscron roared as he burst through the fire and smashed my face with a flying knee, sending me sprawling across the arena floor. 
 
    The crowd fell silent again, though this time I was certain it was the ringing in my ears that was blocking out the noise.  Gods, between the wear and tear all that arcana had done to my body and the quick yet brutal beatdown I’d just suffered, my head was killing me. 
 
    Viscron’s footsteps reverberated through the sand as he made his approach, though I couldn’t bring myself to look in his direction.  Instead I looked to the crowd, searching for Dani, Erin, anyone.  And yet, I was met with the gazes of blood-starved onlookers impatiently waiting for my execution.  It was in that moment that I realized, for my first time on Oracle…. I was completely and utterly alone. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments earlier 
 
      
 
    Danica 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t good,” Danica said, peering through the glass from the private viewing suite she and the others had been afforded. 
 
    “What d’ya mean?” Erin asked.  “Lance is kicking ass.” 
 
    The battle had commenced on the arena floor below, and Lance had indeed set his plan into motion.  Equipped with a mighty suit of armor forged from his battle collective, he’d launched an all-out offensive on his foe, matching him step by step and even landing a few power shots.  By all accounts, it looked like he was pressing the advantage… 
 
    But Danica knew better than that. 
 
    She could see through the spectacle.  She could see that Viscron was moving defensively, conserving his energy while Lance was giving it everything he had.  Unless his opponent made a catastrophic error, he’d eventually be outclassed.  
 
    Her dragon would die. 
 
    “Viscron is holding back,” Danica said, unable to hide the anger in her voice.  “We’ve underestimated him.  We need to get to him before-” 
 
    Danica’s words were cut short as the door to their suite swung open, revealing a rather menacing figure.  Standing there was a woman bathed in malice.  Dressed in all black, she held a pair of shadow blades in each hand, her cloak glowing red like a flickering flame.  And behind her stood three of Viscron’s generals, already armed. 
 
    “The treachery of this clan knows no bounds,” Ezrielle said as she and the others backed away.  Were they truly this brazen?  That they’d come to kill them in cold blood?! 
 
    The woman in black shrugged.  “The gods are dead, so why live to appease their false ideals?  We do what we can to stay ahead.” 
 
    “And your mate down there in the arena?  Does he approve of such treachery?” Ezrielle growled. 
 
    The woman smiled.  “It was his idea.  You see, he may be bound by these draconic laws of nature… but I’m not.  Now… die.” 
 
    “No!” Danica shouted, leaping forward in Ez’s defense, both Erin and Catarina at her side.  Even if they were outmatched, they wouldn’t go down without a fight. 
 
    The woman in black smirked, then raised her daggers, channeling arcane energy into her palms.  Yet when she brought down her blades, something unexpected happened. 
 
    Sprawling vines and thick branches crashed through the far wall, nearly entrapping the woman in black before creating a solid wall that split the two groups.  A breath later, a woman with vibrant green hair and horns emerged from the fresh hole in the wall, a look of desperation in her eyes. 
 
    “You’re the mates of the red dragon mage?” She asked as flames began to burn through her vine wall and Viscron’s generals began to shout errant threats. 
 
    “We are,” Danica said, poised and ready for battle. 
 
    “Then come with me if you want to live.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    My mind went adrift as Viscron grew ever closer, goading the crowd on for my imminent execution.  But what was I to do?  I’d been outclassed.  And that pain in my damn head… 
 
    Slowly, I lifted my hand, using it to shield my eyes from the brutal rays beating down on me from Oracle’s twin suns.  The light gave my flesh an almost surreal glow, as if there were flames dancing on the tips of my fingers.  If only I had more flame… 
 
    Suddenly, the rays of the sun were blocked out as Viscron’s monstrous form stood over me, a look of killer intent in his eyes. 
 
    Using one of his clawed hands, he reached down and grabbed me by the throat, hoisting me up like a trophy for his onlookers.  Then he uttered a phrase that felt worse than a dagger piercing my flesh. 
 
    “Pathetic excuse for a dragon…” 
 
    …And something in me snapped. 
 
    During my later days on Earth, if someone called me pathetic then I couldn’t do much but take it.  But now?  I’d raised a clan from the ashes.  I’d broken the chains that held the Dashar province down.  Pathetic? 
 
    Fuck this guy. 
 
    “Bastard!” I growled, slamming my fists into his forearm and breaking his grip.   
 
    Viscron seemed almost stunned by my outburst, but I didn’t give him time to react.  Instead, I forged a pair of [dragon wings] and took off towards the skies, propelled by what little force energy I had left.  If I was going to win this thing then I needed more fire… and I knew just where to get it. 
 
    The roar of the crowd grew distant as I propelled myself higher, passing by the coiling serpent above and through the wall of clouds.  Viscron followed, using a pair of massive sinewy wings to pursue, but the force energy I was channeling kept me firmly out of reach. 
 
    As we soared higher, the arena below became nothing more than a spec.  And yet I kept going, pushing myself further and further until the air itself grew thin. 
 
    “You fool,” Viscron coughed, struggling to keep his bloated body aloft.  “You’re running out of room to run.” 
 
    I responded with a middle finger, then pushed even further into the sky, flying until the sky itself began to darken around me.  Soon, my breath was all but gone and frost began to form on my flesh, a sign that I’d reached the atmosphere’s edge… 
 
    I wasn’t far enough though.  
 
    My science wasn’t perfect, but if this place was anything like Earth, then the trip back down would create a Hell of a lot of heat.  I was certain that with my bloodline I could take it, but if I was lucky, it’d burn right through Viscron.  That, coupled with the force of his much bulkier frame hitting the ground should be enough to kill anything. 
 
    The only problem… Viscron wasn’t following. 
 
    I turned to see the blue dragon mage floating well out of my range, watching as I drifted further toward the endless abyss of space.  I tried to course correct, but the pull of gravity no longer had a hold on me like I used to. 
 
    I was drifting and ice was building faster than I could manage.  I’d gone too far! 
 
    My mind filled with panic as the last of the air left my lungs, leaving me a cold, immobile husk.  Gods, I’d be dead soon.  But what could I do?! 
 
    As my body spun in the outskirts of the atmosphere, the planet of Oracle went out of view and I was forced to stare into the endless black… 
 
    What I didn’t expect was to see something staring back. 
 
    For all of the talk of the dead gods I’d heard, there was no doubt something living beyond the stars.  My crimson eyes strained to make out what it was, but the being wore the blackness of space like a cloak, masking its true form.  
 
    As the frost began to build toward my eyes, I felt the thing reaching for me, its arm distorted and unrecognizable due to the dark, or maybe it was the ice.  I wasn’t too sure.  But when it came into contact with my flesh… 
 
    My eyes widened as my vision of the endless black faded, replaced with a vision of a tranquil meadow.  In that vision I watched a boy chasing dragonflies with his mother.  I felt a shift, like the moving of a clock hand and suddenly that boy was older, dragging his sword through the meadow as he went off to war.  Another shift came and the meadow had been razed, replaced by a growing kingdom ruled by the boy.  Then another shift and the kingdom was burnt down and the boy dead. 
 
    The vision started over again and again as lifetimes passed before my eyes.  I watched as men… no, not just men but men of my clan lived their lives in the breath of a second, dying to either war or treachery or calamity, passing down their early death as though it were a bloodline trait.  Then I saw myself, an anomaly ripped from time, surrounded by shadows but still untarnished.  I was the glimmer of light in an endless line of chaos… 
 
    The chance to set things right. 
 
    I blinked again and I was back in the endless black of space, but my body was changing.  Rave energy, the energy of the gods living and dead was flooding my body, shattering my barriers, breaking my limits!  And as it resonated in my core… I felt a transformation take hold. 
 
    Crimson scales covered my flesh.  Sinewy wings with curved foreclaws grew from my back.  A long, whip-like tail extended from my spine.  And finally, a pair of twisted horns extended from my pronounced brow. 
 
    My energy, once depleted was now flowing through me like an endless river of rage.  I was no longer just the red dragon mage… I was the red dragon incarnate. 
 
    And my power was eternal. 
 
    With a mighty burst of rave and force energy, I re-entered the atmosphere and set my sights on Viscron.  The passage of time must’ve been distorted because he’d barely moved from his position in the sky…. Good.  That’s right where I wanted him. 
 
    “What the-” were the only words he could choke out before I collided with him at an incredible speed, sending us both spiraling towards the land below. 
 
    As we descended I assaulted him with a barrage of strikes, flying in and out of range as I used my speed and precision to tear at his flesh, to burn him with my almighty flames! 
 
    Viscron panicked and as I dove in for another strike, wrapping his arms around me in a bear (dragon) hug.  It didn’t matter though, not anymore. 
 
    “How?” He growled, staring into my crimson eyes. 
 
    “Because…” I replied.  “The gods aren’t dead!”  Then I pressed my hands into his chest and summoned my newly unlocked power into my palms.  “Red.  Dragon.  CANNONNNN!” 
 
    Flame and force and rave energy coalesced in my palms, tearing through Viscron’s midsection and obliterating his flesh.  By the time I completed my technique, the bottom half of his body was all but gone, but his lifeless upper half retained its death grip on me, distorting the use of my wings. 
 
    With the ground approaching fast, I angled my descent through the clouds and took aim at another problem.  Then with unbelievable speed and a cone of fire building around me, I tore through the base of the massive zilserpent’s neck, showering the arena with ichor, severing its head and knocking it writhing body right out of the sky! 
 
     As I descended further, I pulled up and took aim at the main viewing hall attached to the upper level of the arena.  Seconds later I crashed through the glass, skidding across the marble and leaving a trench in the ornate floor as the remnants of Viscron’s lifeless body were shaken free. 
 
    “Gods,” I groaned, shaking my horns free of glass as I rose to a knee. 
 
    So much had happened so quickly… it was almost too much to process.  But regardless, I had won.  My bonded, my people would be safe. 
 
    As I climbed to my feet, I felt a wave of fatigue hit me like a warhammer.  Immediately, I stumbled to the nearest chair and took a seat… or was it a throne?  This was the royal viewing chamber after all. 
 
    Before I could gather my senses, the door to my right burst open and Erin rushed in, panting and covered in sweat.  Behind her were my other bonded along with a woman with vibrant green hair.  And behind them was a woman in black accompanied by Viscron’s generals. 
 
    “Lance?!” Erin said, clearly surprised to see me.  As she studied my transformation her eyes went wide.  “Whoah.” 
 
    “Lance, look ou-” Danica shouted, or at least she’d begun to until her pursuers slowed their approach.  Instead, the trio of generals that had been pursuing her turned their attention to their fallen lord. 
 
    As the woman in black fled back the way she had came, each of the remaining generals walked up to Viscron’s lifeless body, eyeing him with what looked like disdain.  Then they turned to me and in an act that’ll be forever etched into my memory… they bowed. 
 
    “The conscription of claws has been witnessed… my liege,” the brute with the Warhammer said, almost subservient in tone. 
 
    The gravity of the situation suddenly weighed on me like a thousand warhammers.  Not only had I won the duel.  I’d won everything.  Eveeeeerything. 
 
    And I gazed around the room at nearly a dozen shocked faces, nearly a dozen things came to my mind at once..   By the dead gods, I was in an unfamiliar province, in an unfamiliar city, surrounded by people that I didn’t know if I could trust… what was I supposed to do next? 
 
    Damn, it was wild to be a mage. 
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    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Annastrazia, the witch of the ravelands sat perched upon the shoulders of a dead god as the creature cut through the water undeterred. 
 
    The waves crashed into the body of Rhealagor the Unsated as the dead god swam, propelled by a thirst that now fueled them both… a thirst that Annastrazia could no longer deny.  Originally, her plan had been to return to Dashar Province and wreak havoc on the home her sister, Danica had built.  Not only was the province rich in arcana, but seeing the look on her sister’s face as she razed her village would bring her undeniable joy.  But… something had changed. 
 
    As she tracked across the endless sea, Annastrazia had felt a pull, the pull of a burgeoning power source so great that even the waves rippled in its wake.  And so, guided by a need to feed and the will of her dead god, she swam. 
 
    Before long, the source of this strange and wonderful power came into view.  Lying on the sea’s edge was a massive city built directly into the cliffside.  Grand and sprawling and full of life, this city contained not only a wealth of arcana, but the power that she sought, a rave energy more pure than anything she’d ever felt. 
 
    By the gods dead and forgotten, it was time to feed. 
 
    As Rhealagor cut through the water, Annastrazia stood on its shoulder and lifted her hands into the air.  Then she uttered a single, forceful command. 
 
    “Rise.” 
 
    Suddenly, the waves quaked around her as dozens, no hundreds of undead apparitions rose from beneath the water, filling the surrounding sea with her army of risen beasts.  Then, finally… Rhealagor himself rose from beneath the waves. 
 
    The dead god was a true terror to behold.  Its body was covered in blackened flesh, stretched thin across a jagged, bony carapace.  It’s appendages we’re long and sickly, ending in jagged nails that were sharp like horns.  And it’s face,  gods it’s face was a horror in and of itself.  With hollow eyes, a rounded maw and horns that were bent and twisted, the dead god looked as if it had been molded the Hells themselves.   
 
    Annastrazia smiled as her nightmare beast stood impossibly tall, no longer hidden in the shadow of the cliffside.  Then with a single index finger, she beckoned her forces forward. 
 
    Today the Kishin province would burn… and the power that awaited inside would be hers. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Lantern light flickered in the shadows as Master Maetous made his way across the docks, his face masked by the cover of darkness.  It was late, far too late for a humble old man to be sneaking around. 
 
    But he had work to do. 
 
    With the damned dragon mage gone, the old master could finally set his grand plan into motion.  He’d been planning this for a good bit now, and when Lance returned… he wouldn’t know what hit him. 
 
    After a quick glance to the left and right, Maetous climbed into an old fishing boat that was docked nearby and slid into its cabin.  There, he found the horned demihuman Tesna waiting for him, a grim look on her face. 
 
    “So, old man comes crawling back,” she said in a condescending tone. 
 
    Maetous grimaced.  “I didn’t come here to discuss our past.  Now tell me… do you have the goods?” 
 
    Tesna grinned.  “Do you have gold?” 
 
    Maetous sighed, then pulled a large sack of coins from his bag and dropped them on the floor in front of her. 
 
    Tesna’s grin widened as she reached for the sack and began counting the contents within.  Once satisfied, she reached for her own pouch and handed it over to the wily old man. 
 
    Maetous’s eyes gleamed as he opened the pouch, revealing the contents that lay within.  There, nestled inside was a collection of some of the rarest bladeforge cards in all of Dashar, including a legendary mage card that would no doubt shut down Lance’s dragon deck. 
 
    Maetous let out a maniacal cackle as he hoisted the cards up in victory.  When Lance returned, he’d challenge him to a game of bladeforge… and that fool mage wouldn’t know what hit him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Thanks for reading, traveler! 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Looking for a story of revenge, romance, and rooftop battles?  Check out a sneak peak of Blademaster’s Shadow… 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A Retired Blade 
 
      
 
    896, The Year of the Kraken  
 
    6 months after the Nine Shadows War 
 
      
 
    Violet leaves fell from the tops of the ancient sage trees, swirling in the air like wind dancers.  Fennic smiled, admiring the foliage for the natural beauty that it was.  The large wolf at his side, however, let out an annoyed growl. 
 
    “Easy girl, we’re almost there,” Fennic said as he peeled a hand-sized leaf off the beast’s snout and ruffled her pewter-colored fur.  The wolf replied with a flash of her teeth, reminding him of her annoyance, before nuzzling his hand with a bit of gratitude. Such was Nalya’s way. 
 
    The pair had been on the road for nearly three days now, traveling through Sage’s pass, a natural forest barrier separating two of the realm’s smaller provinces.  And although Fennic didn’t mind roughing it a bit, Nalya’s tastes were a bit more refined than his own.  If he didn’t find a warm bed for the wolf to curl up in soon, he imagined she begin to rebel, making life with her unbearable until the beast’s sophisticated needs were met. 
 
    “See, look,” Fennic reasoned, pointing to an opening in the tree line just ahead.  “Salvation.” 
 
    Moments later, the pair emerged from the ancient forest, finding themselves in a clearing littered with wildflowers of various oranges and yellows.  Beyond that was a steep, hilly decline, and beyond that, expanding over the vast plain was a rather familiar town… and perhaps some peace. 
 
    Before making his way down, Fennic paused on the grassy hillside, tossing aside the blade strapped across his back before taking a seat in the sun-kissed flowerbed.  Fall was arriving soon and with it a chill that would wipe away the wildflowers for another season.  A younger Fennic wouldn’t have thought twice about it, but now… now he’d grown to appreciate such simple miracles as the change of seasons. 
 
    As the moments passed, Fennic laid back, crossing his legs as the grass brushed his cheeks and the sun bathed his body in warmth.  Until recently, these sort of moments had escaped the former blademaster.  His life had been consumed by duty, by battle, by violence.  But he was retired now, free to roam as he pleased, free to enjoy the realm’s many splendors, free to live how he wanted. 
 
    With her patience thinning, Nalya trotted over and gave Fennic a nudge, urging him back to his feet.  When he didn’t respond, she let out a soft whine, causing a cluster once hidden wood spirits to skitter out of the grass nearby and dash away. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” he conceded, rising back to his feet as orange flower petals fell from his vest.  Since beginning his travels, Fennic had traded in his battle regalia for some more fitting traveler’s garb.  A loose cotton shirt and a blue leather vest were his garments of choice, accompanied by a long, hooded cloak, a pair of weathered pants and the sturdiest boots he could find.  A leather satchel usually hung across his shoulder as well, carrying all the provisions he and Nalya would need.  And then there was the weapon that he’d recently tossed to his side, its long blade bound tightly in runic cloth and tied off with rope.  He had no intentions of using the weapon, not anymore.  But a traveler with a sword on his back was far less likely to be heckled by bandits than one that braved the roads unarmed. 
 
    With his belongings collected and Nalya’s tail impatiently swishing at his side, Fennic’s boots returned to the trail and he began his slow trek down the hill.   
 
    The town that awaited them at the end of their path was a sprawling haven known as Balemoor.  Once a sleepy little town,  the place had grown substantially over the years, with weathered stone and wooden structures stretching from the lower hillside to the large river on the far end.  What made it so desirable to Fennic though was its rather remote location, free of influence from the imperium or the shadowguard or the after-effects of the Nine Shadows War.  It was… untarnished. 
 
    As he approached Balemoor, a myriad of information began to assault his senses.  He could smell chimney smoke laced with the scent of baked bread, and if the wind blew hard enough, a tinge of beast dung from a distant stable.   He could hear the shuffling of boots, the hammering of nails and the sharp tongue of a merchant shortchanged by a foolish buyer… He could hear a town filled with life. 
 
    Fennic’s boots were all but silent as he passed through the open gate and onto the weathered cobblestone street.  Still, he immediately felt eyes on him, a natural occurrence when you had a stubborn old wolf at your side.  He ignored the attention and ventured further into Balemoor, admiring the infrastructure of the sprawling townscape.  Older, rustic properties lined either side of the street, joined by larger, more recently built buildings made of sage wood and reinforced with spell steel.  This place had truly grown since he’d visited years ago, so much so that it’d almost be like rediscovering the place all over again. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    After spending a few more moments navigating the streets, Fennic arrived at his destination, a large tavern with a red-painted door and a string of bracketed lights hanging from the brim of its roof.  His gaze lingered on the sign hanging from a pair of iron hooks… The Traveler’s Omen.  Cradled within those walls were a few distant memories that Fennic held dear,  though how distant they were still remained to be seen. 
 
    The former blademaster glanced down at Nalya.  “You ready girl?” 
 
    The wolf responded with an impatient whine.  Then with a mutual nod, the pair entered through the large, red door. 
 
    The bustle of the tavern quieted to a dull roar as Fennic’s boots and Nalya’s paws quietly padded across the finished wood floor.  The place was busy, just as it always was, its tables decorated with empty mugs and overturned bottles. 
 
    The omen was always a communal place, though he wasn’t interested in the sidelong glances and weary gazes that followed him to his seat.  No, he’d come with hopes of seeing something else… someone else.  He’d lie to himself and say there other reasons, but in truth, she was the only reason he’d come. 
 
    Fennic didn’t see her at first and wondered if perhaps she’d moved on, if he’d been too late.  He felt himself tensing in his chair, suddenly more lost than he presumed.  Then… like a gift from the old gods, she appeared. 
 
    The woman didn’t notice him at first as she strolled out from the kitchen, carefully balancing a serving tray on her shoulder as her hips swayed with each passing step.  Her long auburn hair was disheveled and pulled back into a loose tail, and her low-cut shirt wore the stains of a busy kitchen.  And yet, for all of her unkemptness,    Fennic was quite sure she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    Her name was Tessa Vermilion, and it had been five years since he’d laid eyes on her.  He was a different person back then, a soldier passing through, a killer, but her presence had nearly brought that all to a halt. 
 
    For five glorious nights, he and Tess were inseparable, a love so fiery and sudden that he’d nearly abandoned the sword right then.  But in the end, duty won out and Fennic departed Balemoor, leaving a wound in his heart deeper than any of the scars he sported on his weathered body.  But now… now he was retired.  He was nearing the twilight of his thirties, young by many accounts but old for a soldier.  Age would soon be catching up with him.  And although his scars would never heal, perhaps he had time to mend one last open wound. 
 
    Tess went about her work without notice at first, hurriedly dropping off drinks as she deflected the comments of a few half-drunk patrons.  It wasn’t until she was about to return her empty tray that she spotted the tavern’s newest pair of guests. 
 
    Fennic’s eyes locked on hers and for a moment it felt like no one else was there, like the pair had drifted into a realm of their own creation.  He studied her intensely, the curve of her hips, the soft perfection of her skin, the way her lips parted and her cheeks began to turn the color of rose petals.  She returned his gaze with an equally intense stare.  Then seconds later, her feet began to involuntarily carry her toward his table. 
 
    “Oh, how I’ve missed you!” were the first words she blurted out as they drifted back into reality.  Fennic’s cheeks immediately went flush, though it didn’t take long to realize that she was in fact, not talking to him. 
 
    “Goood girl,” she said, graciously accepting Nalya’s slobber as she leaned down and ran her fingers through the wolf’s silvery fur. 
 
    After a moment she rose and took a seat opposite Fennic, doing her damndest to hide the emotions that had clearly begun to well up inside her. 
 
    The former blademaster offered her a soft smile.  “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Five years,” Tess replied, signifying that she too had kept count.  “I didn’t expect to see you again.” 
 
    That one stung.  Though they’d only spent a few nights together, they were some of the most passionate nights of his life.  They had felt a deep and immediate connection, the only thing that had ever made him consider giving up his mighty blade.  But… he didn’t.  At least not right away.  With the Nine Shadows War over though and his duty fulfilled, he saw an opportunity to return and try to reclaim what was lost. 
 
    The cracks in his soul were soaked in blood…perhaps it was time to wash some of that away. 
 
    “There were moments when I didn’t expect to see this day either,” he finally admitted.  “I’ve… I’ve done things-“ 
 
    “I know what you’ve done,” Tess interjected.  “Just because we weren’t at war, word still travels to the Eastern Province, ya know?”  They both paused as an awkward silence began to fill the void between them.  Then she began to rise from her seat.  “Black tea infused with dragon’s tear?” 
 
    Fennic smiled.  “You remembered my drink.” 
 
    Tess returned his look with a wry grin.  “How could I forget?  It’s not often that the Moor welcomes a tea-drinking swordsman.  Now sit tight and I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    With a sigh, Fennic leaned back in his chair, absent-mindedly scratching behind Nalya’s ears.  It’d been years since he last saw her, a few more moments should’ve been nothing.  And yet… he couldn’t seem to quell the anxious energy swelling in the pit of his stomach.  Hells. he was almost tempted to channel essence into his body.  Having the mystic energy flowing through his gates also seemed to bring him clarity. 
 
    Thankfully, Tess returned from the bar moments later with a glass of red-tinted tea and another serving tray hoisted on her opposite shoulder.  As she approached, she slid the glass across the table and shot Fen a wry grin.   
 
    “My shift’s not over for a few more hours.  How about we meet after….  Same place?” 
 
    “I’ll be there,”  Fennic assured, masking his sudden impatience.  He’d waited for this moment for five years… a few more hours would not deter him. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As the sun set on Balemoor, Fennic and Nalya paced the town’s weathered streets, breathing in the nostalgia of a place that had often lingered in his mind thesecpast few years.  Eventually, darkness came and the retired blader made his way to an old townhouse located in the outskirts of the northern district. 
 
    The property had once belonged to Tessa’s parents, though it had become hers shortly after their passing.  She’d spoken to him at length about how the place was now far too big for simple tastes.  However, the memories it offered her were too difficult to part with.  Well, that… and climbing onto the old thatch roof offered one of the most beautiful views in the entire realm. 
 
    Fennic reached out and placed an open hand on the townhouse’s old, wooden door.  An instant later, a seven-pointed rune illuminated around his palm, disarming the lock holding the old door in place.  As far as essence runes went, this one was pretty archaic.  But for an older building holding nothing of little value, it did its job. 
 
    As the door creaked open, Fen was hit with a familiar scent of lilac, not unlike the perfume she’d worn when they first met.  It was intoxicating.  The inside of the place sat mostly untouched, decorated with old furniture and a few dust-covered crates that sat in the corner.  Nalya immediately spotted a pile of linens that Tess had yet to fold and burrowed into them, making herself comfy as if she owned the place. 
 
    “Get some rest girl,” Fennic said before resting his blade in the far corner.  Though he no longer needed it, his eyes lingered on the weapon for several seconds… Harmony, the funeral blade.  That piece of steel had become an extension of him over the years.  How many bloodlines had he ended with that blade in his hands?   
 
    Dismissing the morbid thoughts that invaded him, he made his way to the ladder that led to Tessa’s loft.  From there, he climbed skyward to a small hatch and eventually onto her roof. 
 
    As he pulled himself up, Fennic let a gasp escape his lips.  In the cloudless sky above laid a sea of stars, blanketing the endless black like gemstones.  And in a realm littered with imperial towers, vast cityscapes and avian spirits, that wasn’t always an easy sight to find.  
 
    Moments after he made himself comfortable in the soft thatching, the hatch opened and Tess finally emerged.  Despite the darkness, Fen immediately noticed her change in appearance.  Gone was her dingy apron and low-cut shirt, replaced by an even more revealing sundress that struggled to contain her soft, ample breasts.  Her long auburn hair had been let down as well, spilling over her shoulders and framing her heart-shaped face.  What Fen found most alluring though, what he absolutely could not pull his gaze from was the way the starlight reflected in her emerald green eyes. 
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” she quipped as she slid in beside him.  Fennic immediately felt his attention shift as that dress of hers began to ride up her pale thighs.  Gods, it had been too long.  
 
    “I suppose we’re even now,” Fen replied, shifting his focus back to that alluring gaze.  After that, an awkward silence settled in, coupled with a frenetic, almost palpable energy.  Even after five years, it felt like the flame between them burned brighter than ever! 
 
    After a moment, Tess reached over and laced her fingers within his, sending a wave of warmth through his scarred body. 
 
    “The stars are beautiful tonight,” she finally said, her voice now soft like a spring wind’s caress.  “Summer’s last kiss before winter’s arrival…” 
 
    “It is beautiful,” Fennic replied, though his gaze had not yet wavered from her.   
 
    Tess leaned into him, drawing her lips dangerously close to his, though something seemed to be holding her fast.  Then she set free the words that had been weighing heavy on her heart… “Why did you leave?” 
 
    Fennic stiffened as if he’d been wounded by a blow far graver than those that had left scars across his flesh. 
 
    “I…” he choked out, searching for words that he knew wouldn’t suffice.  “I had no choice.” 
 
    “There’s always a choice, Fen,” she rebuked, her voice growing fiery but her hands still grasping his own.  “We could’ve ran away.  We could’ve-“ 
 
    “You know what I am,” he said.  “What… I was.  I was trapped in a war of my own namesake.  They would’ve chased me to the end of the world!” 
 
    “And now?” She asked, leaning just a bit closer. 
 
    “Now?  Now the war’s over.  I’m done.” 
 
    With a sudden fervor, Tessa climbed over Fennic, straddling him with her legs and aligning herself until their eyes were mere inches apart.  “I waited for you,” she said, her tone visceral.  “For five years, I looked up at the stars and wondered if you saw the same.  Then weeks ago I receive a letter stating that you’re returning, and I’m supposed to just pick things back up like nothing  happened?!” 
 
    Fennic had fought some truly fearsome foes during the nine shadows war.  He’d developed battle strategies so complex and intricate and deadly.  And yet, in this battle he found himself sorely outmatched.  So, he reverted to the only thing he had left. 
 
    He shot her the warmest of smiles and in a matter of fact tone replied “Well… yes, I suppose I do.” 
 
    Tessa’s voice cracked as her pained expression transformed into almost nonsensical laughter.   A breath later, teardrops began to roll off her cheeks and onto Fennic’s.  “I don’t know what in the name of the old gods has made me fall for you,” she stammered.  “But damn it all I’m not letting you go again.” 
 
    “You won’t have to,” he replied, cradling her in his arms and pulling her closer.  Whether we lie under the sun or stars, I am yours and yours always.” 
 
    In that moment, Fennic felt a burden lift from his shoulders, an impossible weight that he’d carried since he’d returned to war those five long years ago. In truth, he had little choice back then.  Though he’d nearly abandoned his duties, straying from the fight any longer would’ve led both he and Tess down a path of dire consequence and unspeakable pain.  But that was over… his war was over.  And now, now it was time to let an old warrior’s heart flourish. 
 
    And so, he ran his fingers through her long, auburn hair, pulled her close and pressed his lips into hers. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    On the outskirts of Balemoor a shadow moved through the darkness, wading patiently through the tall grass.  His hulking frame was nearly invisible, concealed in black runic armor that blended with the night.  Only when the starlight reflected off his onyx blade was he truly noticeable, but the shadow did well to keep his weapon hidden. 
 
    This man, a legend to some and a nightmare to others, went by the name Khazimus Blackblade, though most knew him only as The Lion.  In battle his ferocity was unmatched, but today his mission required a bit more finesse.  Today he came to tie up loose ends. 
 
    “Our target’s been located, sir,” one of his scouts reported, a smaller man in matching (albeit less glorious) black armor and a pair of dual short swords hanging from his belt. 
 
    “Good,” Khazimus replied.  “Assemble the pride into strike formation…  Our hunt ends.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    For the first time in over five years, Fennic felt truly at peace.  Bathed in starlight, he watched as Tessa nuzzled into his chest, her head rising and falling ever so slightly with each breath that he took.  By the gods, if this was what his life was destined for, then he could end his days with a little happiness. 
 
    The hour had grown late since he and Tessa’s reunion, and the dull roar of the town had fallen all but silent.  That’s why the subtle crunch of fallen leaves suddenly put him on edge. 
 
    “What is it?” Tess murmured, jolted from the edge of sleep by the sudden strain in Fennic’s muscles.  “Fen, what’s-“ 
 
    Before she could finish, Fennic wrapped his arms around her and spun, shifting her beneath his much larger frame.  An instant later, his skin began to illuminate as the essence around them came to life, forming a azure bubble shield around them, his [spell guard]. 
 
    Not even a second passed before the shield’s durability was tested as a volley of black fletched arrows rained down on their location, piercing the shield’s outer shell but stopping short of the pair. 
 
    “Fen, what’s hap-“ 
 
    “Listen to me,” Fennic interjected, voice desperate, blue eyes shimmering with light as they darted through the darkness.  “I need you to do exactly as I say.”  As he spoke, another hail of arrows crashed into his shield, drowning out the sounds of Nalya’s panicked growls and the screams of men from below.  “When I release my spellguard, we’re going run.  Stay at my side, and don’t look-“ 
 
    Before he could finish his instructions something far heavier than an arrow crashed into the roof, shattering his shield and sending him skidding across the thatching. 
 
    Immediately, Fennic’s battle instincts returned and he shifted his weight, using his momentum to spin to his feet.  Tess had landed just a few feet in front of him, shaken up but mostly unscathed.  And on the other side of her… 
 
    “Khazimus.”  Fennic’s voice sounded like more of a primal growl than a spoken word, though the shadow standing opposite him knew that tone all too well.  Even from the far end of the roof, he seemed to tower over Fennic, his hulking frame accentuated by the dark runic armor covering his form.  Most notable though was the helm that he’d put on, a black mask in the shape of a lion with long, metallic chains that hung down like braids.  This man…. Kazimus the Lion, was one of the nine deadly shadows of the Nine Shadows War.  He was a [grandmaster rank] essence user, a killer of the highest level.  And if Fennic had to guess… 
 
    He’d come for blood. 
 
    “You have to know… I take little pleasure in this, brother,” Khazimus uttered, his voice modulated through his mighty helm.  “But the Shazir demands allegiance.” 
 
    “I paid my debts,” Fennic growled.  As he spoke, Fen began to draw in essence from the world around him, pulling the mystic energy into his channels and sending it into the nodes in his palms.  “I helped soak this country in blood.  I deserve peace..” 
 
    Khazimus sighed, drawing in essence of his own and causing the runes on his armor to glow with prismatic intensity.  “We all do for what we’ve done… but death comes for us all the same.” 
 
    And then without delay, without another second to consider his actions… Khazimus charged. 
 
    Fennic slammed his palms together, releasing a wave of blue essence in his opponent’s direction.  It wouldn’t be enough to stop the shadow, but perhaps it could slow him a step.  Damnit his sword!  Why hadn’t he held onto his sword! 
 
    Undeterred, Khazimus absorbed the blow and lunged forward, causing the roof to shake under his boot.  With little in the way of options, Fennic leapt forward himself, vaulting over Tessa and meeting the lion head-on. 
 
    Fighting in such close quarters, Fennic knew that he held a disadvantage, especially with Harmony in the house below and his tools stored away for safekeeping.  But damnit all he didn’t have a choice.  If he let Tess slip into the crossfire, she’d be annihilated! 
 
    As he closed in, Khazimus swung a gauntleted fist, exerting such force that he seemed to split the air between them.  That was a trademark of the [wayward behemoth] battling style, frenetic, powerful, unpredicted strikes.  Fennic was well suited to defend such an attack though.  Using his superior dexterity and a bit of leverage, Fen ducked the blow and used his own momentum to land an open palm on the lion’s armor. 
 
    Exerting all of his focus, Fennic released the rest of his gathered essence in his strike, driving Khazimus back several feet but leaving him stunned but unharmed. 
 
    Immediately, his battle instincts kicked in, urging him to follow through with a barrage of strikes.  Instead, Fen turned on his heel, desperate to grab Tess and get her somewhere safe. But as he turned, his intentions were brought to a sudden halt. 
 
    Vaulting onto either side of the roof was a wave of assassins clad in black, the deadliest followers of Khazimus Blackblade.  Death-bringers wrapped in the fabric of night. 
 
    His lion’s pride. 
 
    “Bastards,” Fennic growled, falling back into his fighting stance.  He’d fought side by side with many of these men for years.  And while he may have lost a step, they’d only improved.  But now they’d just come to spill his blood like a sheep to slaughter?  Well, he was no sheep… he was a butcher. 
 
    With a roar, Fennic drew in more of the all-mighty essence, flooding his channels, causing parts of his skin to glow iridescent blue and tiny essence-forged horns to appear near his ears.  Then… he struck. 
 
    The once retired blademaster moved like an elderstorm across the rooftop, like a man unhinged.  Daggers and spear tips and serrated steel cut into his flesh, but he ignored the pain and returned it tenfold, all the while keeping his attackers away from his flank where Tessa now stood.  He thrust his right palm forward, crushing several ribs and jettisoning an attacker off the roof. With his left, he intercepted an incoming blade, turning it on its wielder and driving it through the man’s eye. 
 
    The passing of a second seemed to slow to a crawl… fall into guard, deflect the knife strike and break the elbow.  Shove the attacker into his counterpart, channel essence into the node in your heel, and wheel kick to the right.  Bodies began to drop around him as his thirst for battle returned, as he fell into the dance of the peerless sword…  
 
    Then a prismatic gauntlet smashed into his stomach and Fennic doubled over in pain. 
 
    “Never took you for the valiant type, Fen,” Khaz said as he smashed an armored knee into Fennic’s temple, splitting his flesh and causing his vision to blur.   
 
    Damn be the gods, a year ago he’d never have been caught off guard so easily.  Had his battle senses dulled so quickly? 
 
    Fennic tried to rise but he found that his head was spinning.  He could hear Khazimus’s modulated voice but he couldn’t make out the words.  He could hear a  scream, or was it screams?   Gods, he could hear Nalya’s whimpers.  And he could feel the warmth of his lifeblood running down his face, his neck…. This was not how things were supposed to end.  Yes, he’d done unspeakable things, but hadn’t he earned a reprieve from all this damned blood? 
 
    With battle lust still thrumming through his body, Fennic forced himself to his feet, falling back into the [peerless sword] fighting stance, legs still shaky.  On either side of him, the remaining assassins of the lion's pride began to hoist runic lenses into the air around him.  These rune-covered mirrors worked as dampeners, siphoning the essence from the air and keeping Fennic from accessing his power, the all-mighty essence.  Gods, they’d used rune lenses plenty of times during the shadow war, but never on each other. 
 
    His power was restricted. 
 
    Khazimus gave Fennic a solemn nod then lifted a gauntleted fist, its knuckles stained with blood.  “Ya know, I’m impressed.  I never saw you take many hits over the years, but that blow you just absorbed was enough to take down the wall of a fortress.” 
 
    Fennic spit blood onto the thatched roof. 
 
    “Very well,” Khaz said as he channeled essence through his runic gauntlet, causing it to shimmer like starlight as it took the form of a prismatic spike.  “When I see you in the Hells, maybe we can share a drink… some of that damned tea your so fond of.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you,” Fennic growled back, seething with rage.  “Even if I have to bleed the stars themselves, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Very well, old friend,” Khazimus replied.  His voice was almost apologetic in tone, but the actions of the lion were anything but.  The chains dangling from his helm chimed off one another like a death symphony as he lunged, extending his prism spike forward like a blade. 
 
    Fennic shifted his weight, preparing a final, desperate counter.  Then he felt something brush by his side.  In a flash, Tess was in front of him, turning her back to Khazimus as her eyes locked on Fennic’s. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” He mouthed, unable to find the words. 
 
    Her gaze softened.  Her rose-petal lips curved into a smile and she uttered a single, devastating response. 
 
    “I love you…” 
 
    A breath later, Khaz’s prismatic spike tore through her midsection, driving through her flesh and into Fennic’s.  Pain washed over his sorrow and his knees gave out once more, causing his momentum to shift downward.   
 
    With a hellish grunt, Khazimus released the essence in his prismatic weapon, creating a wave of force that drove Fennic and Tess through the roof.  Wood and metal cracked and warped around them as they crashed through the floor, stopping only when his body came to a rest in a shallow crater in the house’s basement level, her lifeless body still clinging to his. 
 
    The rage within Fennic urged him to stand, but he’d been broken by the lion’s technique.  Around him the house began to cave, unable to withstand the damage sustained in their battle. 
 
    As seconds passed the falling debris continued to bury him where he lay, but a small hole in the wreckage remained.  Through it, he saw the last remnant of starlight, its shimmer tinted red by the blood of the woman he loved. 
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