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THEY WANT IT ALL, AND they want it right now.

Steven Drokharis has built an empire that stretches across the United States and across the world. He seems unstoppable.

But now he’ll have to deal with something deadlier than enemies: Dragonsoul allies. Exiled from America and on the run, Steven and his escort of beautiful women will have to unravel the secrets of the past to save their future.

Friends will become enemies, enemies will become friends, and century-old feuds will bleed anew in this fifth exciting installment of the bestselling American Dragons series.
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WANT TO KEEP UP WITH all of our great books? Then visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!


Chapter One
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STEVEN WAS HOME FROM visiting his Queensland Primacy in Australia. He was in his bed at the Infinity Ranch, and life should’ve been perfect.

Zoey was sleeping on top of him, her tiny little snores at odds with her size, even when human. The bear girl had jumped on him thirty seconds after he’d come through the door. She’d kissed him, crushing him to her, and he’d loved every minute of it. She smelled so good and looked even better—those intense blue-green eyes, all that shaggy golden-brown hair. He’d missed Zoey.

She’d dragged him into the master bedroom, where he’d thrown her onto the bed. Tessa shrieked to Aria, and they came running, as did Sabina. There was kissing, groping, and then lots of sex. Skylar stood at the doorway, watching, until Sabina enticed the older woman into joining them, and Steven got off watching her do it. Mouse had sighed loud enough for him to hear in the other room. The Wayne twins laughed. The three straight women then went outside to brave the cold Wyoming wind to sleep in the Widow house.

Steven had saved a bit of energy for those three. And with Mouse, she did most of the work anyway, since she liked to be on top. He loved to watch her small breasts rise and fall on her chest while she rode him.

Now, hours later, he lay in his double-king bed, surrounded by most of the women in his core Escort—that was how he saw Aria, Tessa, Mouse, Sabina, Zoey, and the Wayne twins. He hadn’t even been home for twenty-four hours. The previous night Skylar Blacke, one of the Five Widows, had flown him into the Cheyenne airport. Their jet finally had a name—Dash, after Rainbow Dash, a character from My Little Pony. Tessa had come up with it, and Bud promised he’d get the name painted on the side. Liam Strider and the other four widows had stayed in Australia to watch over things.

As for Steven, despite the jet lag, he was glad to be home. To his left, Tessa was pressed against him. Sound asleep, she let out a happy sigh. Aria slept with her back to the barista, and beyond her, Sabina cuddled a pillow on the far edge of the bed. Skylar slept to his right, on her back, less preoccupied with cuddles than comfort. She had a whole section of the bed to herself.

He was worn out, loved out, and tangled in warm skin and high thread count sheets. It should’ve been paradise. He couldn’t sleep, though, because of the jet lag and because Morty Flint wanted to meet.

“Meet” was a tricky word, for dragons. It could be polite, bordering on courtly; some dragons were old and stuck in their ways. It could be a massacre. Steven had to find out, and he’d prefer to do it beforehand, not by walking into an ambush. The clock on the nightstand said it was 3:45 a.m. Might as well get up and get going.

Silently, he retrieved his running stuff. He’d gotten in the habit of long cardio workouts with Zoey, who loved to run as a human, as a wolf, and even sometimes as a bear.

He dressed in several layers, left the house, and stood outside. Cold starlight washed down onto the landscape. Yellow grasses and faded green sage reached from drifts of old snow. The central tower of the Infinity Ranch rose above the plains. The winter smells made him smile. But it was the low humidity that he dearly loved.

Dicking around in the South Pacific meant a constant sweaty butt crack from the heat and humidity. As a dragon, he didn’t mind it. As a human, though, it grew tiresome. He was a child of the Great Plains, and that meant dry cold in the winter and dry heat in the summer.

He walked over and touched a piece of iron garden art spiked into the dirt. At this touch, the bee sculpture glowed pink. That was Tessa’s work, a little static Magica Incanto lighting the way. Other pieces of iron lit up with that same pink glow, showing him the perimeter of the ranch, all thirteen hundred acres of it. The trail followed the fence line.

Tessa hated that her magic was pink. Sabina said that before she was blinded, nearly killed, her magic had been purple. But since she’d joined them, her charms were light green, like jade. She didn’t know why. She also didn’t understand how Tessa could have such powerful magic when she’d grown up human. The third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire had promised an answer.

They’d been on their way to the Oregon coast before Bud told them that Liam Strider had been kidnapped. Everything had been put on hold while Steven flew out there to fix things. And now with both Maria Diablo and Wyatt Gunn dead, he owned the Texarkana Primacy free and clear (See the short story THE FIVE WIDOWS for all the action).

Steven took off running, his mind focused on how to deal with the other American Dragonlords. Two in particular troubled him. Morty Flint and Javier Jones.

The former had offered a welcoming hand to Steven before, in Chicago, and he’d been friendly. As for Javier Jones, the Dragonlord of the Sonoran Desert Primacy had sent Steven the head of an enemy as a Christmas present. Despite the grisly gift, Steven wasn’t sure he could ever trust Javier Jones. He couldn’t trust anyone, except for his Escort and a few close friends. Steven ruled over more square miles of the United States than any other Dragonlord Prime. Which was probably why Morty Flint wanted to meet.

Then he started thinking about his core Escort and their issues: Zoey clinging to him, Tessa’s secret origins, Prudence Wayne’s lust for power, and Sabina’s desire to become a full Dragonskin.

And then there was Uchiko. She lived on the outskirts of his life, in the shadows, but then that was what she preferred. She was a secretive person, full of self-loathing. She didn’t think she was worthy of Steven’s attention. How could he ever hope to change that?

Women were complex, everyone knew that, and now he had over thirty wives to take care of. Or maybe it was forty. He was losing track of them all. He hadn’t thought that was a problem until Pretty McGillicuddy had told him about her tragic life. It troubled him, but then, Pretty’s past should’ve troubled anyone with a fucking soul. After a certain number, a Dragonlord’s wives just became names, pawns to send on suicide missions or trade to other Primes. It pissed Steven off, and he swore he’d never treat these wonderful, smart, and often damaged women as things.

Steven took the corner and fell into a faster pace. He liked to take the western fence fast, the northern trail slower, and then speed up for the eastern section, so he was huffing by the time he reached the southern path home. Welcome to interval training.

A piece of Tessa’s pink garden art, this one a stylized dove, threw light onto the track. The snow was muddy and beaten down from his and Zoey’s exercise. He noticed his shoe prints and her paw prints. He sighed in wonder, frustration, and worry—his relationship with the bear girl was intense.

Speaking of which, he smelled her perfume. He turned, and sure enough, a massive golden-brown wolf streaked by him. As she passed him, she turned to smile, showing long white fangs. Animus glowed in her blue-green eyes, giving her a spectral look.

She raced away.

He stopped, so she stopped, about fifty feet from him. Zoey’s eyes shined through the fog of her breath, giving her an even more ghostly appearance.

Steven kicked off his running shoes and stripped off his layers. Then he took after her in his socks. Zoey yipped and flashed away, bolting out of sight. Well, Steven could fix that.

He took three steps and turned into his True Form. His remaining clothes shredded. He shot through the air, pumping his wings until he overtook her. She leapt to nip at his feet, but he zoomed out of reach. She streaked after him, but she couldn’t keep up.

Steven banked above the turn south and then floated down onto the eastern path. As he shifted into his Homo Draconis form, he imbued his muscles with SerpentGrace, giving him an added boost once his clawed feet struck the snow. He kept his wings tucked into his back.

He reached the south gate and slowed a bit as the SerpentGrace faded, and he found himself winded. He jogged past the Widows’ house and turned up the driveway to the outdoor living room shrouded in snowdrifts.

He turned to see if Zoey had caught up to him. She had. Though as she ran toward him, she didn’t slow. The motion-detector lights in front of the castle-like Infinity Ranch winked on.

The Morphling leapt as a wolf but came down on him as a naked girl, and he wound up on his back, in the snow, turning human so he could feel her soft skin on his, and so he could kiss her.

Zoey pulled back and gazed down at him. Their eyes met, and Steven didn’t look away, and neither did she, and that was okay. They were comfortable with each other. And Steven loved the blue-green depths of her eyes.

Tessa had said the rules for Zoey were different, since as a Morphling, she was as much animal as she was human. Steven felt that now. The heat in her eyes, the absolute adoration, the unconditional love... it wasn’t human. Or maybe it was the best of what it meant to be human, when their overactive brains didn’t get in the way.

“My back is getting cold,” Steven said, though he didn’t care about that, because Zoey was warm on him, straddling him.

Zoey stood and pulled him up. She was unbelievably strong. She then transformed into bear. Bigger than a Kodiak, she was nine feet long and two thousand pounds. He kept a hand on her warm fur as they walked to the hot tub. The paths had been cleared, thanks to Mouse, who was breathing ShadowFlame now. She had to be careful or she’d melt the concrete.

Steven sank into the hot tub. Zoey shifted and joined him. She slid up next to him. “I hated that you were gone.”

She kept saying that. His absence had really disturbed her. When he’d left them to fly to Australia with Skylar, staying had almost killed Zoey.

He felt bad, but he also knew that, realistically, he couldn’t be with Zoey all the time.

He brushed a shaggy curl of hair from her face. “I love that I’m back.”

“But you’ll go again.” That intense stare never left his face.

“I will,” he replied. “I have to. But Zoey, you have Tessa, and you have Mouse. Sabina adores you. Aria can be prickly, but even she likes you.”

“The Wayne twins laugh at me,” she said, though it didn’t come across as hurt. It was matter-of-fact.

“No, Prudence laughs at you.” He knew Pru wasn’t fitting in very well. Chazzie, yes, that twin was going above and beyond the call of etiquette. Her sister? She was like a popular girl in high school having to sit with the pimply losers.

Zoey shrugged. “Still, that laughter doesn’t help me when you’re gone.”

“I’ll talk to her,” he said, though he wasn’t sure if that would weaken his position with Pru, because for her, it was all a game, every kiss, every glance, and every word.

“Mouse is going to punch her eventually.” Zoey glanced down. “I don’t want to be this way, Steven. I want to be strong for you, to be confident, even when I’m alone. But there’s this part of me that was hurt, and that part of me needs you.”

Steven didn’t know what to say. In the end, he didn’t need to say a word. Zoey straddled him, kissing him, touching his hair, and moaning. Zoey’s moans stiffened him immediately. He was in her, her sex snug around his shaft, and she leaned back so he could nuzzle the big, stiff nipples on her small breasts, gorgeous and tight against her muscled body.

Both glowed from the shared Animus as they reached the heights of pleasure.

They wound up back inside, in front of the fireplace in the great room below the stone of the castle walls; the central citadel could be locked with iron doors in case the place needed to be defended. However, Sabina would see an attack long before it was launched or even planned. She was casting Divination spells constantly to see. The timing of her visions, however, could be tricky. Once he mastered AnimusChain off the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon, he could set wards to warn him of intruders. Then they’d be truly safe.

Zoey fell asleep on his lap while he stroked her rough golden-brown hair. In sleep, she was peaceful. He was glad of it. Her parents had been killed in the unending skirmishes that plagued Dragonsoul culture, and then she’d drifted until a cult of Morphlings took her in. That cult, the Sounders, had no strategic importance. Morty Flint, however, owned a huge Primacy. An idea dawned on Steven, and he smiled. It would be dangerous, but doing dangerous things had become a way of life.


Chapter Two
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STEVEN LEFT ZOEY TO stoke the fire.

The days were going by so fast. Christmas and New Year’s Eve were weeks ago, and Super Bowl Sunday was only ten days away. That was the only holiday that Steven had taken off work to celebrate. He and his mom would watch the games—Go Broncos!—and it was kind of their thing. He vowed not to miss it this year. Yet he couldn’t say for sure where he’d be in ten days, or if he’d even be alive.

Tessa padded out of the master bedroom. Her hair was dyed black with crimson highlights and piled high on her head. Though she was still in her Dragon Ball Z fuzzy jammies, he could see some of her tattoos on her pale skin. Zoey was snoring again, which never failed to make him smile. 

Tessa wandered into the kitchen, off the great room. It was an expanse of marble islands, an eight-burner stove, and three ovens. With the number of hungry women currently at the Infinity Ranch, along with Steven’s insatiable appetite, keeping it stocked was a full-time job. They’d thought about building another building just for cooking and eating. The twins were planning a mansion for themselves but didn’t like the idea of it having anything to do with food prep. Steven rolled his eyes just thinking about it. 

In the end, Steven was grateful that both Liam Strider and Zoey loved to cook.

Steven left the fire burning and walked into the kitchen. He told Tessa his plans for meeting Morty Flint using a Magica Porta spell. While he talked, she started on the first round of coffees for everyone. Steven wanted drip coffee, as black and bitter as tar, and she served it to him while they talked.

Tessa made an almond-milk latte for herself with plenty of vanilla syrup. She frowned. “Steven, I don’t like the idea. Portal magic is different. It’s dangerous. Remember when Liam opened the portals so we could go gallivanting across the globe? Magica Porta put him on his ass. And then there was yours truly and our own dicking with the space-time continuum. It hurts, Steven. It hurts like nothing else.”

Steven pulled up the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon. The image of it filled his mind.
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TRANSFORMATIO (Left Head of the Dragon)

	Partial Transformation

	Homo Draconis

	True Form (Dragonsoul)


Pugna (Left Tail of the Dragon)

	DarkArmor

	DragonStrength

	SerpentGrace

	ShadowStrength

	IonClaws


Exhalants (Left Wing of the Dragon)

	Inferno

	ElectroArc

	Toxicity

	ArcticWind

	ShadowFlame

	ChromaticFury


Veneficium (Right Wing of the Dragon)

	Magica Defensio

	Magica Cura

	Magica Impetim

	Magica Incanto

	Magica Divinatio 

	Magica Porta


Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon

	HeartStrike

	AnimusChain

	FleshForge

	Enchantrix


He’d mastered both the Transformatio and Pugna branches of the skill tree, and he’d become adept at using IonClaws. There was only one more set of spells he needed to learn, and that was Magica Porta. Then he could begin working on AnimusChain. 

Yet Tessa wasn’t wrong. Portal spells were complex, and mistakes could be fatal.

He mentally shrugged away the skill tree window. “That’s the thing, right? Nobody on Earth can really practice the Porta spells because of the Zothoric.”

Tessa stopped cleaning the filter holder. “I know. I could feel them. I said their words.”

He remembered.

Tessa swallowed. She’d turned a whole shade paler, but she tried to joke her way out of it anyway. “Yeah, so, let’s not start opening doors in haunted houses, not until we have proton packs and a catchy theme song.”

Steven moved up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. 

“Hey,” she said, leaning into him.

“Hey, dork. I liked the Ghostbusters reference.”

“Of course you did. You keep me around for my vast knowledge of unimportant things.”

“Yeah. Without you, I’d have to watch more Bollywood movies to keep up with Aria.” He grew somber. “Listen, Tessa, I can do this. But more importantly, I have to. The only way I can progress along the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon is if I perfect all the Veneficium abilities. I was able to do HeartStrike, thanks to Mathaal and his final sacrifice, but we need AnimusChain and FleshForge.”

Steven wondered if Tessa would be able to join him in learning those two skills. He doubted it. She couldn’t do HeartStrike because that hinged on IonClaws, and as a Magician, Tessa had no access to the Pugna abilities. While Sabina might get there when she became a Dragonskin, until then it was up to Steven.

Tessa knew all that. They’d talked about it a hundred times. A smile quirked her lips. “You’re right. I keep forgetting that you, me, and Sabina are badass masters of magic. You should try and cast portal magic, Steven. Only, I’m scared... sure, of space demons, yeah, but there’s other stuff going on with me. At first, I couldn’t wait to see what was waiting for us on the Oregon coast. Now? I’m not sure I want to know.” She exhaled and hung onto his arms. “It felt normal when I dropped out of high school. I was a loser. My family was fucked. The world was fucked.”

Tessa’s life had been rough. Her father had died. Her half-brother was diagnosed with a rare case of MS that had crippled him. While Tessa was good with her mother and sister now, back then, they’d fought constantly. Tessa had even lived in a car for a while.

“Being a loser felt normal, Steven. But here I am, one of the most powerful Magicians on Earth. How can that be? I wanted to be special, but you can be special in the wrong way, you know?” She sighed again.

“I do.” Steven loved Tessa. She’d been his crush when he was just a kinda pathetic human kid wielding a mop in a coffee shop and getting bullied by the waitstaff.

Tessa eased back. There weren’t tears in her eyes, but her face was troubled. “I’m afraid, now. All the time. And so of course, when you ask me about portal magic, my first emotion is fear. If you think you’re ready, let’s do it. It’ll be awesome. Though opening portals feels like someone taking a can opener to your colon. Trust me.”

Steven wanted to talk to Tessa about Zoey, but it wasn’t the time. For the foreseeable future, he didn’t expect to be separated from the bear girl for long. The unexpected, though, was pretty likely. Especially in the life of a Dragonsoul.

“I’m going to run this past Liam,” Steven said.

“That’s not going to go well.”

Steven laughed because she was so right. 

* * *
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ON A SKYPE CALL, STEVEN told Liam Strider his plan. He was going to have Tessa shift the static portal from Denver to Cheyenne, like she had during their desperate fight in Odessa. Then Steven would cast his own doorway, piggybacking on the existing wormhole. His intent was to hide his magic from the Zothoric.

Liam hit the ceiling. Like Tessa predicted, it didn’t go well.

In the end, after some frowning and enough warnings to scare Daredevil into an early retirement, the Yellow Ronin realized he couldn’t talk his student out of it. “You are a Drokharis,” Liam finally said with a sigh. As if that explained everything.

* * *
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CHEYENNE WAS ABOUT ninety-seven miles from Denver. But the Infinity Ranch was exactly a hundred miles away. This was important because the J.W. Marriott in Vail was also a hundred miles away.

That night, in the north gardens that separated the main castle from Sabina’s bungalow, Steven built a bonfire in the middle of the summoning circle, which was in the same pattern that they’d used to summon Mathaal, God rest the old dragon’s soul.

Steven had commissioned an artist to sculpt a fountain in the shape of a white alabaster dragon with water pouring out of his claws. It was out of respect for Old Matchstick, one of the three Alpherian dragons to come to Earth fifty thousand years ago.

Right now, that basin was empty. It wouldn’t be in a minute.

Steven, dressed in an expensive gray suit, no tie, set up a chest-high portable stand in front of the fire. He tossed a log into the conflagration. The sparks reached up to a star-washed sky, and a chill breeze gnawed on his bones. The pine smoke from the fire smelled good, sweet in a smoky way, and that comforted Steven. He was nervous. He’d be a fool not to be.

Bud had coordinated things with Morty Flint. The Dragonlord of the Great Lakes Primacy had flown in his own jet to Vail and was waiting for Steven in the penthouse suite of the J.W. Marriott there. He’d brought only two wives with him. That was the agreement. Steven would bring two women as well.

Chastity and Prudence came strutting out in red evening gowns that hugged their curves. Their scarlet heels matched the dresses. They had sparkly red purses hanging off their shoulders by strings. The fact that their delicious cleavage still managed to draw his eyes amid all that red was a country western Christmas miracle.

To top it off, they were carrying assault rifles: Heckler & Koch 416s, laser-targeted, extended clips, folding stock, and front grips. Sex and death, right there.

Identical twins, both had strawberry blonde hair, freckles that made you want to kiss their skin, and eyes so light brown that they could trick you into thinking they were green.

“Extra ammo in the purses?” Steven asked.

Pru stopped, put the assault rifle on her shoulder, and clicked open the little purse. “Yes, I do believe I might have your sanity in here, Stevie.”

Chazzie frowned. “Come on, girl, don’t you be getting scary on us. Steven, and he does like to be called Steven, has it all planned.” She gave him a big smile. She, at least, had faith in him.

“I do, Patience,” Steven joked. “Don’t worry, everything will be fine.”

Pru didn’t look convinced. She did look gorgeous, though—full makeup, hair teased out, and just enough slutty there to make it fun. “All I know is if you walk through that portal, fall on your knees, and puke, that’s going to leave us in a poor position with Morty. Don’t be fooled. He will smile like he’s your father, offer up advice like your grandfather, but all the while he’ll be sniffing at your butt like a junkyard dog, wondering if he can take you. Or if you’d be willing to play ball his way. He’s going to make you an offer, Steven, ’cause he certainly doesn’t understand who you are and what you want.”

“At least he’ll know what I can do,” Steven said.

Mouse came out with her arms crossed, a scowl on her face. Zoey stood behind her. They were quite a pair. Zoey towered over the slim blonde. Next to her, Mouse seemed only about as big as one of the werebear’s thighs. Yet it was Mouse who had taken Zoey under her wing.

Sabina emerged from her bungalow in a thick dress with leggings. The Latina Magician’s eyes glowed green. She was thin, almost gaunt, from the fasting and rigor of the Dragonskin rituals. Her skin, which had been a lovely bronze when Steven first met her, had taken on a sickly yellow tint.. She’d managed to survive the ceremonial burning, but it had left her shaken. She was almost there, though. All that was left was for her to achieve True Form, and then she would be a full Dragonskin. Liam thought in another month, she would be ready to try.

Sabina came out to watch with her strange vision, a mixture of the past, the present, and the future. She avoided the lawn ornaments and low walls easily. Sabina hadn’t pursued Magica Porta spells beyond the very barest entry-level skill because of the Dragonskin rituals. There had been that one time in France, though, when she and Tessa had opened a portal, but they’d used a scroll to do it.

Aria flew in as a scarlet dragon, fifteen feet long. The heat from her body washed over them, as did the sweet cinnamon spice of her scent. She growled and nodded her head. “Namaste, Steven. We will join you in Vail shortly. Skylar is in Cheyenne getting the jet ready. We will take extra supplies, more guns for the twins, as well as all our magical artifacts. Bud will send a security team from Magnox Securities to watch over the Infinity Ranch. Remember, if Morty Flint tries to betray you, kill him.” She snorted fire from her nostrils. “Kill him twice.”

“Three times, sugar, ’cause we’re ladies.” Chazzie racked her action on the H&K. 

“And we certainly like to kill things dead,” Pru added.

Tessa was the last to emerge, carrying the third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire. Tessa walked through the muck in her heavy coat. She opened the book and set it on a stand. She flicked through pages until she found the schematics of the Magica Porta spell, how it channeled Animus out of the magic-user and into the fire. At higher levels, neither water nor fire were required.

It was going to be a two-step enchantment. Tessa would channel the water from the Denver Americos Chamber to the Infinity Ranch’s dragon fountain. She would keep the other end in India, focusing it into a cistern of an abandoned palace south of Vapi. Then Steven would swirl a portal in the flame, mixing the fire and the water, and in this way, they hoped to hide the portal from any prying eyes, whether in this world or in whatever nightmarish hellscape the Zothoric called home.

Tessa stepped up next to him, drew him down, and gave him a long, hot, wet kiss that gave him an erection and an extra dose of Animus.

“Damn, that certainly is a kiss for the ages,” Pru whispered, voice thick.

Chazzie murmured, “I do believe I just made soup in my panties.”

“You ain’t wearing panties,” Pru tsked.

“Ain’t talking about soup.” Chazzie cleared her throat.

Steven stepped back.

Tessa, blushing red, laughed. “Chazzie, Pru, you guys are awesome. Vulgar, but awesome.” She turned to Steven. “Okay, Steven. Let’s me and you work some magic. Magica Porta!” Her face twisted in pain. Sweat dripped from her forehead, and her hair went limp even as a pink light filled her eyes.

The empty fountain basin filled with glowing blue water until it rose above the marble rim. The water swirled like a liquid tornado. Every droplet shone with sapphire radiance.

This was it. Steven went through the schematics in the book while Tessa grunted next to him. She was straining. This was brutal work.

He readied himself.

Magica Defensio and Magica Impetim spells were similar, creating physical objects out of his own Animus, either to shield him or to attack. Magica Cura and Magica Incanto both imbued either flesh or metal with parts of his Animus, either to knit flesh together or to alter the energy of an item, like an arrow or the bullets inside Pru’s and Chazzie’s assault rifles.

Magica Divinatio was a more aggressive spell, forcing one’s consciousness into the flow of the universe to see into the ever-shifting future. It was like standing at a dirty window while on the other side your entire life marched by. You brushed away the grime to be given a glimpse of your past, present, or future.

But Magica Porta was the most radical of all. In the present moment of his life, he was cutting a hole in the window with a diamond, just enough to allow himself to pass through, but not enough to shatter that window. 

From what Steven had read in the Drokharis Grimoire, that was what the Zothoric were looking for: errant cracks they could follow to the source. That was why using the existing portal was so dangerous. Time wasn’t involved, only space, and compared to the vast infinities of space, a few hundred miles weren’t an issue.

The door between Denver and Mumbai shifted to the right, connecting Cheyenne and Vapi. Steven was going to try to carve his own window into that door to create a portal that would lead to Vail.

It had to be exact. Failure might kill him or bring the Zothoric down on them all.

“Any time now!” Tessa growled through clenched teeth.

“It’s safe,” Sabina called out above the crackling fire and the whirling vortex of water above. “No one is watching. Create your doorway. Cut through the world, Steven.”

Steven grinned. He knew how to cut things with his IonClaws. He kept that in mind as he gathered up his Animus. In a mighty voice, he called out into the night, “Magica Porta!”

It was like being pierced with a spear. The Animus inside him, in his core, exploded outward, so suddenly, so violently, he barely caught it, or else it might’ve disappeared completely or exploded inside him.

Like IonClaws—this was all so like IonClaws, only he wasn’t turning his hands into supernaturally sharp laser beams, but using the element of fire to carve his window.

And that was what he pictured, carving a circle of fire into Tessa’s doorway of water.

He couldn’t help it. He turned his right hand into that of a clawed Homo Draconis. The enlarged limb split the sleeves of his shirt. His talons flashed with a blinding light. He circled them, and the fire listened, whipping into a cyclone.

“Be careful, Steven!” Zoey wailed.

He thought he heard Mouse cough out a sob.

They thought this was a mistake. It wasn’t. This was easy, compared to Magica Divinatio. He’d had trouble controlling that power because part of the spell was relaxing into it. With portal magic, this was his will, and his will alone.

And he’d sharpened his will over the years, slaving away, getting up when he didn’t want to, staying up when he longed for sleep, working for the good of his mother, working to be a good man, working to pay the bills,, studying, bending his will to his determination.

This was exactly the same. 

In his mind’s eye, he saw the fire burning on the redwood deck connected to the penthouse suite of the Marriott in Vail. His fire joined with Tessa’s water, and when the two met, steam erupted, spinning in a circle, opening a portal outside the Vail suite.

“Well, fuck me running,” Chazzie said. “This is not like anything I’ve ever seen before.” She went through the portal of fire, water, and steam.

Pru sighed. “You certainly can’t run and fuck at the same time, though I don’t believe it was meant to be taken literally.” She touched her head. “Neither the fire nor the steam is going to help my hair any. Oh well.” She followed her sister.

Steven knew that once he walked through the portal, he’d be out of Animus, and he’d be hurting. He also knew he wasn’t going to show Morty Flint any kind of weakness no matter how drained he felt.

His stepfather, Joe Whipp, had been a gambler. Steven knew about keeping a poker face, bluffing the other fucker down, even when you had pocket deuces.

He walked through the portal, the first he’d created using his own magic.

It wouldn’t be the last. He was a Drokharis, after all.


Chapter Three
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PRU WALKED OUT OF THE ring of fire and onto the redwood deck at the top of the Rocky Mountains in Vail, Colorado. She stood next to her sister, assault rifles across their bare freckled shoulders. They faced a wall of sliding glass doors. In better weather, you could open the entire side of the suite to mingle during indoor/outdoor parties. The deck itself was luxurious, with a gas fireplace burning, a hot tub steaming, and a bar with heaters above it, fighting the elements even as snow drifted down from the night sky.

Pru thought this whole magic doorway gambit might be a mistake. Steven was going to walk through weak, and if Morty Flint noticed, this meeting could be Steven’s last. On the other hand, showing up by way of a forbidden Portal spell? That was ballsy.

Inside the suite, Morty popped up from his comfy chair. Two women were with him, in dresses that were basically lingerie for all the skin they covered... and revealed. Those two sure were beautiful.

Well, Morty Flint hadn’t brought his wives, that was clear. Because Prudence Wayne certainly didn’t know them, and she had memorized all Morty Flint’s forty-three wives. Most were stay-at-home types, not a lot to comment on, except for a couple that were downright bloodthirsty. Carrie Needles and her partner, Agatha Clutch, those two would be hard to take down. Needles and Clutch had become infamous. Morty also had a murderer on his payroll, a psychopath named Cort Calot that he kept on a chain. Sometimes literally.

Morty Flint opened the sliding glass doors and strode out. He was the type of heavy-jowled, big-bellied man who lived to slap other men on the backs and fill their drinks, and of course, he’d have a Cuban for you. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, but with Dragonsouls, it was so hard to tell. He had a massive ring on his left pinky finger and dark eyes that never caught up with the smile on his face. Power radiated off him.

Morty grinned at the twins, and Prudence felt her heart beat faster. Morty Flint was no joke. Over the decades he’d forged an empire, creating a Primacy that surrounded the Great Lakes and spread up north into Quebec. Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio—he owned them all.

Pru had to admit, if things with Steven didn’t pan out, she and Chazzie could take out Needles and Clutch and slide on up to become Morty Flint’s number one wives. Yeah, he’d be a sweaty one in bed, but already that sly old sexy Dragonsoul charm was working its magic on her. It made fucking easy. It muddied the waters for most everything else. Pru scratched at her left ring finger, where her wedding band used to be. It had melted away when Steven took out Carlo Bart. Yet, for Pru, as well as Chazzie, it had been a reminder of their true loyalties, which were to each other and their quest for power.

They wanted it all. And they wanted it now. Or at least Pru did. Daddy had warned her that at some point, Chazzie would fall in L-O-V-E and Pru would have to take over; not a stretch there since she was the brains of the operation.

Money and power, penthouse suites, control over her own destiny... fuck yes to all that shit. Pru wanted a life as grand as the balcony of the suite, with a fireplace that was currently acting as a doorway across reality, which was some serious magic; shit like that was fairy-tale stuff as far as Pru was concerned. Though here she was, a pretty little princess with a machine gun across her shoulder.

Pru’s nipples tightened into diamonds from the cold. She liked that Morty was having a hard time keeping his eyes on her face. Behind him were the doors that led into a sumptuous living area of polished pine furniture, lush carpets over what could only be a heated floor, and rough-hewn tables, yellowed and rustic. That was only the great room. The whole place was at least four thousand square feet. Since it was high season, that suite was going for five thousand dollars a night. Ha, that was pocket change for both Steven and Morty Flint.

The fire flickered off Morty and the two chickies next to him: a copper-skinned waif with straight black hair and just about the biggest eyes ever, and the gorgeous woman next to her, skin like cream, and hair so blonde it was almost white. Who were those girls? Why had Morty brought strangers?

Steven ambled out of the spinning circle of fire. The flames vanished, swirling away, scattering sparks into the night. He didn’t pause, and damn, he wasn’t even sweaty, though the sleeve on his right arm was torn. That was it. That was all that was out of place. He might have just come from the other room. Even his color was good. The twins parted so he could stand between them. “Okay, Morty, what would you like to talk about?”

Pru knew it wasn’t the right move, but she kind of lost control of herself. She leaned back to get Chazzie’s attention, and Chazzie just grinned and nodded. Yeah, it was an entrance. Yeah, Steven was throwing around magic that was pretty much beyond what they considered possible. Yeah, he was the real deal. Maybe not a messiah, but certainly a force to be reckoned with.

Morty stepped forward and reached out a hand. “Thank you, Steven, for agreeing to meet with me. And thank you for honoring the terms.”

Steven didn’t move. He glanced at Chazzie, who nodded. He tipped his chin at Pru, wordlessly asking for her opinion. Pru laughed. “Hell, you just created your own portal. Do you think a handshake is gonna do you in?”

Steven shook Morty’s hand.

Morty chuckled. “Most men wouldn’t look to their Escort for permission.”

“Most men don’t have the Wayne twins as their advisors,” Steven shot back.

Morty didn’t move. His dark eyes searched Steven’s face. “Yes, I can see that now. Carlo Bart never knew what he had in them. But you do. You know a great deal, obviously.”

Steven shrugged and relaxed just a bit. Just a tad. Pru watched his shoulders drop maybe a quarter inch. Surprising, when an attack could come at any minute. This might’ve been a trap, which was why Dragonlords rarely met. It was simply too dangerous.

Steven smiled confidently. “I know how to fight. I know how to kill. I don’t know how to create alliances, and I don’t know how to bring Dragonlords over to my side peacefully.”

It was quite the admission. Pru wondered if that was the right way to go.

Morty, though, slid into the role easily. “Let’s talk inside. That, right there, is why I wanted to meet. You now have the biggest chunk of North America outside of me. You and I own the largest Primacies, and yes, we could fight, and I have tricks like you have tricks. But maybe we can come to an arrangement.”

As dragons, they were tough creatures, but high-country cold and snow could get to them in human form. Pru was glad when they left the outside deck behind and walked into the room.

The two mystery chickies didn’t sit down. They knelt on the carpet near the kitchen. They were following orders, obviously. Pru found their obedience kind of sexy. That surprised her. She’d always considered herself as straight as a long-gun barrel, but those two gorgeous mostly naked women, kneeling? It was Tingle City, and Pru was the mayor.

As for Morty, he went to the bar to bartend. Behind him were a wall of windows, giving them a view of the Vail ski area, lights gleaming up the mountain and shining on pines. Night skiers swished down through the snow.

The Great Lakes Prime smiled. “I think the humans would say something like, ‘What’s your poison?’ For you and me, that would be an unfortunate choice of words.”

“I don’t want anything,” Steven said. He declined the drink to retain his power, but he sat down at the bar, which was following Morty’s lead. Clever.

Pru and Chazzie stayed back, each turned just so to take on any threat with their assault rifles. Herr Heckler and Herr Koch made very fine weapons. Pru kept an eye on the deck. Chazzie had the front door and the hallway to the bedrooms covered.

Morty saw them and knew the score right away. “You all can relax. This is not a trap. This is me offering an olive branch to a young man who has done more in ten months than most dragons do their entire lives because of that very rich Drokharis blood.”

“Did you know my father?” Steven asked.

Morty poured himself three fingers of Glenfiddich single-malt Scotch whisky. He sipped it. “Every Dragonsoul on the planet knew of the great and dangerous Stefan Drokharis. Know him personally? No. I was at the Conclave in Tokyo. I abstained in the vote to kill him. Not only do I know my politics, but I am a more sociable creature than most. At the time, that cost me; I have scars, despite my social skills. But in the end, it has been worth it.”

He stopped talking. From somewhere in the suite, a clock ticked away. Morty’s next sip and swallow was painfully loud in the tense quiet.

Steven waited, and so did Morty. It had become an odd game of chicken to see who would break the silence first.

For the first time, Steven’s Magica Porta spell seemed to be catching up to him. It wasn’t so much in his color, more of the general feel of him, as if he’d rather be back at home in bed. Pru thought that might be a good thing; Morty Flint was just another unpleasant task in the busy life of an invincible conqueror.

It was Chazzie who broke the stalemate. “Morty, you didn’t offer me a drink, and I’ll be triple damned if I’m going to pass up that fancy whiskey you’re slinging. Bob Wayne’s daughters were taught better than that.” 

She strutted over to the bar, tits, hips, and a big black assault rifle across the slight strap of her dress. 

Morty chuckled and filled another tumbler. Chazzie didn’t sip. That girl shot that shooter back and slammed it down. “Now that is some quality firewater, I’ll tell you what!”

Pru doubled her efforts in guarding. Chazzie had become a tool in the conversation, and while the men might not know it, Pru did. A glance to the girls on their knees. Those chickies were peace offerings, but from who? Or was Morty more of a pervert than he first appeared? Or maybe it was both. Morty was an old thing, probably had a thousand years under his belt, though he didn’t show it, and he didn’t flaunt it.

Pru kept glancing over at the pair of babes. Were they there as a distraction? Steven didn’t seem to care. But Pru felt lust in the pit of her belly. Steven would have to accept the two women even though he wouldn’t like it. He had very human ideas about sex and gender. In the realm of Dragonsouls, things were different—more basic and maybe more truthful.

Good thing Chazzie took control of the conversation. “Okay, Morty, this ain’t no Conclave, so I reckon we can get down to brass tacks. What do you want from Steven?”

The man’s dark eyes drank her in, and Chazzie looked like a walking cocktail in red. “Well, Chastity, I want to make sure your boss doesn’t murder me and take my Primacy. That’s the reason why I’m here.”

“And I’m here to get drunk and shoot the shit,” Chazzie said, taking over the room. Steven didn’t need her help, but it was better this way. He could be aloof, rest up, because at any minute the Marriott slope-side suite could become a war zone. Pru thought about dragging Steven into the bathroom and blowing him to get his Animus up, but then if the shit hit the fan, his first kill would do the trick just as easily.

The Wayne twins knew how to shoot to wound. Then they could deliver the enemy to their boss so he could feed.

But Pru didn’t think it would go that way. Not with those two young women on their knees, waiting like sacrificial virgins on the edge of a volcano.

“Why do you think Louis Laloux has lasted as long as he has?” Chazzie asked.

Morty laughed, and it was clear he loved where the evening had gone. He was a man, gossiping with a beautiful woman about American Dragonsoul politics. “Louis has been at the game longer than anyone could guess. And he keeps his Primacy small. Why would anyone go after him? What’s the point of owning a few parishes in Louisiana?”

“NOLA is a party town, Mort.” Chazzie thumped her tumbler on the bar. “Hit me again, Mr. Flint.”

“Morty is fine.” He poured her another shot of hooch. “No, I understand Louis. He’s the alligator in the swamp with only his eyes showing. There are teeth down there. Yes, there are. I understand the board, Miss Wayne, and there are only a few pieces I’m unsure of. Liang Pope in the PNW has been trying to get a coalition going for years. He’s sure that Paanga Komang will swoop in at any minute to gobble up his holdings.”

“Paanga Komang is a tall tale. Might as well be talking about Paul Bunyan and his blue ox. And my friends call me Chazzie. You can call me Chastity.” She gave him a wink.

“Paul and Babe, a powerful Magician and his Morphling,” Morty replied, and from the tone of his voice, he wasn’t joking. “Poor Liang, but he keeps trying, and he’s laughed at and ignored. Roy Right will go for him eventually.”

“Going down to Sin City!” Chazzie said and took down half of the whiskey. “So Roy Right says he only owns Reno and Vegas, but it seems to me, he has all of Nevada.”

“Not all,” Morty said. “Jem Osprey and Abner Savedra both claim it. Those goddamn California boys, always at each other’s throats. Fresno is a war zone. Those poor humans get the worst of it. Not only do they have to live in Fresno, they get their minds wiped every five minutes because Jem and Abner can’t get along. Roy, though, he likes them fighting. It keeps their minds off him.”

This was perfect. Pru hadn’t known about Liang Pope wanting a united front against the rest of the world. As for Paanga Komang, Morty had pretty much confirmed the mythic Asian overlord was real. Okay, this was good. While it was well-known that Jem Osprey from the NorCal Primacy and Abner Savedra from the south were at each other’s throats, Pru hadn’t known that their battles extended into Nevada, which would bring them into the path of Roy Right. They were getting some good intel.

And Steven just had to listen, rest up, and soak it all in.

“And what about Javier Jones?” Chazzie asked carelessly. She played it perfectly.

Pru felt a bit of sweat trickle down her side from her underarms. Morty’s response was critical because Javier was the only real ally Steven had.

Morty gazed into her eyes. “What about Javier Jones?”

Chazzie had to backtrack. And she did. “Desert rat, am I right? But he’s been quiet ever since he was given a Primacy for doing nothing. That was Rahaab, right? Steven got some insight into the Alpheros before he put them out to pasture.”

“No, he put them in a glue factory like old horses.” Morty took a sip. He’d become a cypher, not giving them anything. Damn, he’d clammed up fast. “Icharaam was the best of the brothers, the most courageous, and he was put down for it.”

“I’m not much for history,” Chazzie said. “I like current events. Like Javier Jones down in the desert.”

Pru kept all expression off her face, but oh, she wanted to wince. Chazzie had exposed them. Going back to Javier was a mistake.

“Javier is fine,” Morty said noncommittally. “Actually, in America, we have an uneasy peace, but we have a peace.”

“No concerns about the New England Primacy? The Carolina Primacy? Nothing about the Miami-Dixie Primacy, or Ugly Ellis Dodge?” Chazzie asked. They were all nothing questions that would come to nothing. Morty wasn’t going to divulge anything about that.

Morty smiled. It was a tolerant, good-natured smile of an uncle who will suffer through hearing about his niece’s third-grade play. “All fine east of me. And south for that matter. But the west? Well, Miss Wayne, perhaps we should ponder Clete Sariah. No one has seen him out in public for years. The Deseret Primacy is a real mystery. And isn’t it interesting that Eve Downfyre does such a good job running it?”

“Hell, Morty, I’m sorry for the joke about my name. Didn’t meant to ruffle your feathers. Chazzie, Chastity, either one, just don’t call me late for dinner.” She had a little sparkle in her eye. “Morty, I do believe you and I have become friends over this little bit of hooch.” She threw back her glass and motioned for more.

Morty filled her glass.

Chazzie switched gears. “I have no comment on Eve Downfyre or that action. However, I will say that Roy Right is a right dickhead. I want Steven to kill him, but Steven won’t do it. He has this bad case of morality we’re trying to cure him of.” Chazzie shot him a wink.

Steven gave her a bored look. He looked tired, which again, was good. Let Morty think Steven was burning the candle at both ends, that he was relentless in his studies. That portal spell was brilliant. It changed everything, and while he didn’t show it, it had thrown Morty off his game.

“Morals won’t last, not in this game, Steven,” Morty finally switched and addressed Pru’s Prime directly. “Though, like you, I want a better world.”

“How so?” Steven asked.

Morty paused. A softer, more honest expression came to rest on his face. “I managed to get a few of us together, and it worked out well, for a minute. We had high hopes, like you do, and we had morals, while they lasted, and we even thought to fight the Zothoric. We delved into powerful magic, like you’re doing.”

Chazzie kept quiet. Good girl. Now it was time for the men to talk.

From Steven, “What happened?”

The old Dragonlord shrugged. “Our circle of friends became a target, we were hunted, most of us were killed. And what could’ve been a world-wide empire of powerful dragons working together turned into a bloodbath. I was lucky to survive, though as I mentioned I have scars in places I’d rather not show. As do others.” He laughed a little.

“Who did the hunting?” Steven asked.

Morty looked him in the face, giving him a stony stare, then the old beast smiled self-consciously and glanced away.

Pru nearly rolled her eyes. That was all for show.

“Ancient history, Mr. Drokharis, like Miss Wayne here said.”

Chazzie hissed out a sigh. “Come on, Morty, how about you call me by my first name, and I’ll show you my tits.”

Morty was taken aback for a second. Stunned speechless. Maybe as much as he had been when they’d first come out of the portal. He glanced at Steven. For permission? To see his reaction?

It was as if all power in the room was given to Steven all because Chastity had mentioned her boobies. Nothing reduced men to little boys like boobies.

Steven nodded. “Come on, Morty, Chastity has a point. Let’s all be friends here.”

“Yes, friends,” Morty agreed. “And I’ve seen my share of women in my time, though I have to say, the Wayne twins are a prize, Steven.” The Dragonlord, older than he appeared, turned to Pru’s sister. “Would you like some more, Chazzie?”

“Oh, so very much so,” Chazzie agreed, though her reactions were getting a little slow, and her speech was slurred. But that was good. She’d get drunk, Steven would remain stone-cold sober, and Pru was there, eyes wide open, silent. “Why are we here, Mort?”

“I wanted to get to know the illustrious and mysterious Steven Drokharis,” Morty said. “And like I said, to offer him an olive branch, cash, and some fabulous prizes.”

He said no more, pouring Chazzie another drink.

“I’ll take a shot of that,” Steven said. “I’m not above the legal age to drink yet, but I guess I can trust you not to call the cops on me.” He gave Morty the kind of smile a kid might give a favorite uncle. It looked real enough, but Pru had her doubts.

She couldn’t help but admire the move. Steven was young, reckless in a lot of ways, and in the end, Pru couldn’t help but see him as only another pawn in her and Chazzie’s never-ending game of power plays. 

However, in that one sentence, he changed things in the room, and really, he might have changed the entire world at that moment. It was a baller move.

Steven was young, but he was a player, without a doubt.


Chapter Four
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STEVEN SIPPED THE WHISKEY from the tumbler. He’d been cold, aloof, letting Chazzie do all the talking. That was partly strategy, partly because he didn’t want to puke. Opening the portal had torn into his Animus, and though cutting through reality had been second nature, the amount of power it had taken was enormous.

He checked his Animus. Like he thought, he was dangerously low. It was a testament to Tessa’s power that she’d been able to keep the portal open between Odessa, Texas, and the Thar Desert in Rajasthan during the Carlo Bart Baxter fight. 

The only thing Steven had going for him was that he’d used HeartStrike twice, and so he knew the effects of reaching beyond his powers; Liam Strider had quoted a poem to him, something about a man’s reach should exceed his grasp.

Magica Porta wasn’t nearly as bad as HeartStrike. Already he was feeling better, and the whiskey was soothing his discomfort. It could be poisoned. But then, if Steven felt any kind of sickness coming on, he would tear Morty Flint’s heart out of his chest. And the women kneeling on the floor? What was that all about?

Pru remained in the center of the room. She had her rifle in her hands now, on edge and waiting for trouble. As for Chazzie, she was getting drunk and not being too subtle about it.

Morty braced himself against the bar, in a position that he was comfortable with. How many bars had Morty leaned on? Maybe he’d been there to serve George Washington and his cronies at the First Continental Congress. Sure, Morty wasn’t a stranger to drinks, deals, and daring. The Great Lakes Dragonlord leaned in. “Look, Steven, I’m on your side.” He rumbled with laughter. “I sound too eager saying that. And of course, if I was your enemy, I would say exactly that. In this case, though, I would like you to trust me.”

“If you’re trustworthy, that’s fine,” Steven said. “But you know as well as I do that I have to be careful every step of the way.”

“Of course, which is why I’m offering you gifts.” Morty motioned for the women to stand up. Both were around Steven’s age, maybe even younger, and both looked scared and uncertain.

Steven again thought of Pretty McGillicuddy, her past, and her soft words to him, words that broke his heart.

“These aren’t my wives,” Morty said. “The pale one is Denise Pryce. The darker one is Fimi Eyota.”

Chazzie snapped her fingers. “I thought I knew them.” She giggled, then tried to sober but failed. “Denise is Tiano Helge’s wife, his youngest. They’re from the Dakota Primacy. As for Fimi, Lawrence Candler snapped her up. They’re from the Farmlands Primacy.”

Steven chanced a guess. “But they aren’t... not really. Both Helge and Candler work for you, don’t they, Morty? You own those two Primacies, but you let everyone think you don’t.”

Morty smirked. It didn’t come across as self-serving. No, it was more like fatherly pride. Steven had seen his stepfather give him that same look when Steven had won a hand of Texas Hold ’Em, bluffing his father when there were just a few too many clubs on the flop. “That’s right, Steven. But no more. Both Primacies are yours now.”

In one swoop, Morty had given him Nebraska, Iowa, Kansas, and Missouri as well as the Dakotas and Minnesota. Steven felt the enormity of the gift, but he showed nothing to Morty Flint.

Steven sipped his drink. The whiskey went down smooth and warmed his belly nicely. But he was hungry. “Chazzie,” he said. “I’d like chicken wings. Buffalo wings, as spicy as you can get them. Can you help me out?”

Chazzie laughed. “A little celebration feast? Ha. I don’t have a phone on me. Maybe Morty can help me out?”

“Extra ammo in the purse?” Morty asked.

“Does it show?” Chazzie asked with a giggle. 

Morty handed her his phone. Then he let his intense stare rest on Steven.

Chazzie put her H&K 416 on the counter, then left the living room to call in their order from the bedroom. Good, she could make sure no one skulked there. A heartbeat later, when there were no screams, no surprised shouts, and no firestorms, he knew it was okay.

Steven let Morty stare at him as he took another drink of whiskey. Let the fucker stare as long as he didn’t go for the assault rifle on the bar. Steven surprised himself by wishing that Morty would do just that. It would be easier than having to maneuver through the landmines of this supposed peace offering.

Steven’s left hand was on the bar. Morty’s eyes went to his missing pinkie finger. He thought the Great Lakes Prime was on the verge of saying something, but he didn’t. To Steven, that lost finger was a reminder that this wasn’t a game. The stakes were as real as his flesh, his blood, his very life.

More than once, Tessa had sung about Steven, the nine fingers, and the ring of doom. That girl, such an LOTR geek.

Morty finally broke. “I give you about half a million miles of property and you want chicken wings? Not sure if I’m insulted or impressed. Who are you, Steven Drokharis? Are you really a human orphan turned sorcerer?”

“I’m a Dragonsoul, like my father before me,” Steven said. “But I grew up human and poor. It’s given me some perspective. I’m going to change things. For us and for the humans. I’ll take your offer, Morty, but I don’t want Helge or Candler skulking about. They’re out.”

“Yes, they are,” Morty agreed. “I gave them my Canadian holdings. Lawrence is fat and doesn’t care much about much. As long as he gets to keep his Escort and his buffets, he’ll be fine. As for Helge, he understands how things have to be. He is a realist. I respect that.”

Steven left the bar. He approached Denise, who shivered under his gaze. Denise’s hair was nearly white, and her skin creamy. Her blue eyes were shocking in comparison. She was like a porcelain doll—just as fragile. Fimi was her polar opposite in a lot of ways—big brown eyes, copper-colored skin, and straight black hair. Steven felt the sexual energy between him and the women. He had to take them into his care. And maybe more? His eyes went to their breasts, down their flat bellies, to the flare of their hips. And their legs, shapely, perfect, without a blemish. 

“What do you think of them?” Morty asked.

“Fabulous prizes,” Steven whispered, and his heart felt sick. Candler and Helge would’ve donated the wives they cared the least about. These poor girls, they might’ve thought they were safe under the protection of a Dragonlord Prime, but here they were, cast out to the wind with only the clothes on their backs.

Abby Free had referred to the Five Widows as trash, tossed out. Pretty had used different language. She had called them pets.

The memories of Pretty in Australia hit Steven hard. The girl-next-door beauty, lying on her back, face turned to him, her soft pink lips parted and tears in her eyes. You don’t mean it, Steven. You say the words, but you don’t mean them.

Steven steeled his heart because if he didn’t, he might get tears in his own eyes. He turned from the two women. “You two should sit on the couch.” Denise and Fimi complied.

He noticed Pru’s eyes follow them. What was that all about?

Steven walked back to the bar and sat down in front of his half-filled whiskey glass. “Okay, so Denise and Fimi come with me. I’m sure your attorneys have already contacted Novak, Boaz, & Jessup to draw up the papers about the transfer of the two Primacies into my ownership. But you said something about cash. How much?”

More laughter from Morty. “You are a cheeky bastard. No, that is the extent of the deal. You get the Primacies, the wives of the two Primes, and my word. That is priceless, like in the credit card commercials the humans like.”

“Your word on what?” Steven asked.

“My word that I will not make a move against you if you don’t move against me. And that when the time comes to fight the Zothoric, I’m with you. You will have me, my wives, all my vassals. You’re ready to fight them, aren’t you?” Morty paused, his face going deadly serious. “You used portal magic to get here. That means you don’t care if they find our world.”

Chazzie returned. “I offered a local joint ten thousand dollars to deliver a hundred wings in ten minutes. We’ll see how them humans do.” She stumbled, but Pru caught her. “What’d I miss?”

Pru filled her in.

Chazzie whistled and careened back to the bar and sat down. She patted her gun. “Oh, Morty, and I thought I’d get to shoot someone tonight. But I guess peace is good in these troubled times.” She stopped talking, blinking while her soused brain tried to catch up. Or was it an act? Knowing the Wayne twins as he did, he bet Chazzie was just fine, and more sober than anyone in the room. 

“He cares about the Zothoric, more than anyone I’ve ever met,” Chazzie erupted. “Steven hid his portal magic, but we won’t say how. He’s the real deal, Morty. You know us. You knew we were with Carlo Bart because he was weak, and we could do what we wanted. But Steven here? No, he wants to travel the universe and give me and Pru whole worlds to enjoy. He wants to create a heaven on this here Earth. Now, my question to you.” She aimed a wobbling finger at the Great Lakes Prime. “You, Morty, Mort, Mort, are you going to stand in our way? Or are you going to help us?”

Morty dropped his eyes. “I had a Magician, an old, old woman, a real sorceress. It was years ago—”

“Decades?” Chazzie prodded. “Centuries?”

The wily old Dragonsoul grinned. “You’re gorgeous, Chazzie, and I’ll be thinking about your tits later, but no, I’m not going to admit how old I am. Either you’ll think I’m younger than I look, and that puts me in a defensive position, or you’ll think I’m an old fool. Also, not ideal.” He continued. “It was years ago. She used Divination magic. She showed me the Zothoric. If they find us, they will kill us in the streets. They will sweep through the humans like they were ants. This blue-green gem will become a dark dead marble. I’ve seen, firsthand, what the Zothoric can do.”

Chazzie turned to Steven. “I think the fucker is trying to tell us he’s in, but he’s scared shitless.”

That word firsthand echoed through Steven’s head. Even more telling? Morty didn’t contradict what Chazzie said about being scared shitless. In fact, the Dragonlord poured himself another drink and didn’t say a word until the doorbell rang.

“Looks like your wings are here,” Morty Flint said. “And I hope you have enough to share.”

“I do,” Steven said. “I hope we can be friends, Morty, I really do.”

Morty raised his glass. “To friendship.”

They toasted and ate wings until Steven’s phone rang. He answered it, and it was Bud. He was at the Eagle County Regional Airport, down I-70 a bit. He was meeting Skylar, who’d flown the others in on the jet. And yeah, Bud exploded about the news. They had two huge Primacies to add to their holdings.

While Bud chatted, Steven realized something. Chazzie could’ve called in their order using his phone, but no, she’d grabbed Morty’s. And without a doubt, she’d gone through it.

Once again, Steven was glad the Wayne twins were on his side. But what had Chazzie learned? And would it damn Morty? Or confirm that he was the most powerful ally Steven had at the moment, maybe even more trustworthy than Javier Jones? At least fewer decapitated heads were involved. Was that a good thing?

Steven wasn’t sure. At one point, he asked Morty, “Do you know anything about someone named Spider Finger?”

Morty shrugged. “Goddamn dragons these days. Everyone has a gimmick. I don’t know Spider Finger, but he’s about, weaving a web, I have no doubt. If I hear something, I’ll get in touch with you.”

Steven went out on a limb and gave Morty his private cell phone number. Seemed only fair, since they had the Great Lakes Prime’s number. And some very tasty bits of information gleaned from his phone.


Chapter Five
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THERE WAS TROUBLE AT the Eagle County Regional Airport, which served Vail and the surrounding cities. The snow was falling thick, so Skylar and the jet had been grounded. The authorities thought they’d be out by morning as the storm was moving fast through the valley.

Morty left around midnight. He’d insisted they keep the suite, which he’d paid for, and by that time, Steven was feeling pretty good. Yes, Morty had definitely lured him into trusting him. But this was what Steven wanted: a coalition of Dragonsouls who would stop fighting each other to fight the Zothoric, which would allow them all to be free. Other than Javier Jones, Morty had been the first Dragonlord to talk to him rather than try to kill him.

Denise and Fimi, in their lingerie gowns, stood uncertainly, their bodies warm and glowing. He felt himself drawn to his two new wives, but that wasn’t sitting right with him, not right at all.

He kept thinking about what Pretty had said and the tears in her eyes. You say the words, but you don’t mean them.

He rented Denise and Fimi another suite. He could afford it, without a problem. He wasn’t sure if the two new women were relieved or disappointed, but they left. Before they did, Pru gave them one of the H&K 416s.

Fimi took the rifle. “Thank you, Prudence. But you should know we’re Dragonsouls. We can shift. Denise can even do a shield spell.”

Chazzie kept a straight face. Pru laughed. “Well, a shield spell, impressive. Bless your little heart.” Pru gave the woman a condescending little pat on the bottom and sent them on their way.

I was a pet, Steven. I was their pet.

Steven gritted his teeth and grabbed Pru by the arm. He spoke low and locked eyes with her. “You can’t treat them like that. They’re people, and we’re going to be better than that.” 

Pru wasn’t cowed in the least. She turned and peeled down her dress to reveal her big chest and wide pink nipples floating above her flat stomach.

Steven’s mouth went dry.

Pru cooed. “Stevie, them girls aren’t nothing for you to worry about. But you did want them, didn’t you? I saw you look. Even I couldn’t keep my eyes off them. I thought I was straight until tonight.”

Chazzie came up from behind Steven and pressed her body against his. Her hands cupped the hard muscles of his chest. “And I saw you both drooling over them. It got me fired up. I didn’t wear panties, ’cause I was hoping tonight we’d get a little alone time.”

Chazzie’s hand went lower to grip the growing bulge that was making the tailored suit uncomfortably tight. “Oh, well look at that. Are you looking at Pru’s tits? Or are you thinking about Denise and Fimi joining us? They would, you know. That power you have, it’s got them frisky. I bet if they swing both ways, they’re on that nice bed in the suite across the hall, making each other come and come and come. And if they’re straight? They’re rubbing themselves, thinking of you, thinking of what you’ll do to them.”

Steven turned around, grabbed Chazzie’s hips, and pulled her to him. She smelled bubble-gum sweet with a hot musk underneath. He loved how the twins smelled, and with two of them, that smell was doubled, tripled, quadrupled. The whole suite stank of their hot lust.

Chazzie kissed him, moaning as her tongue found his. Even as they kissed, he eased the straps of her dress over her shoulders, but it was so tight, it wasn’t going to just fall.

She knew what he wanted. She stepped back and wriggled herself out of the fabric. Every shake made her breasts dance. She was a sensual animal, disrobing for him, dancing, swaying, as hypnotic as a cobra. It was like a burlesque show in Vegas, except he wasn’t a client. Chazzie wanted him bad. He could see it in her eyes, in the blush of her cheeks and her slightly parted lips.

Behind him, he heard Pru’s dress drop. And then she was reaching around, expertly undoing his belt, his pants, and then stripping them down to his shoes. She kissed an ass cheek.

His heart pounded and his lungs worked, but he couldn’t get enough oxygen, and his mind whirled. Already, the kiss, their touch, the energy of them was filling his empty Animus reserves.

“We don’t have to have sex together,” Steven said. “At the same time, I mean.”

“He’s sweet, isn’t he, Pru?”

“Adorable,” Pru said, smacking his ass.

“Edible?” Chazzie said, getting on her knees in front of him.

“Definitely.” Pru pressed her breasts against his back as Chazzie took him in her mouth. “Are you going to liberate us, Stevie?” Steven’s eyes unfocused as Chazzie went to work. “Are you going to protect us from all those big, bad Dragonlords who want to tell us what to do with ourselves?” She bit down playfully into the meat of his shoulder, and her hand slid between his legs. She ran her fingers over his right nipple while her left hand slid over the sensitive skin of his thigh. “How about it, Stevie? You gonna be a dragon or are you our white knight? Or maybe you are both.”

Chazzie did something amazing with her tongue, and Steven leaned his head back on Pru’s shoulder with a sigh. It wasn’t worth fighting them, though he’d been right. Chazzie hadn’t been drunk, not a bit. It had all been an act. But what had she learned from Morty’s phone?

Speaking of which...

Their enemy had just left, and he’d been in the suite before them, so before Steven could relax, he had to check. “Magica Divinatio,” he whispered even as Chazzie took him deep, so deep, in her mouth.

For a second, Steven couldn’t see through the black smoke leaking from his eyes, and then he was given a glimpse of the future, where he and the twins slept in the master bedroom, safe and sound. As for Denise and Fimi, they didn’t know each other, coming from different Primes. They slept in separate rooms, after showering, removing their makeup, and relaxing into their new lives. But yes, in their beds, before they went to sleep, both of them masturbated. He had to smile, thinking Skylar would love to use magic to indulge her more voyeuristic tendencies.

Steven was thrown further into the future.

They’d be in Oregon the next day. Liang Pope would know. There would be a battle and blood would be shed. They would find an Americos Chamber, next to another cave, half-submerged. The ocean crashed into rocks, flinging spray into statues eaten away by time, the sea, and the wind.

Words from the encrypted pages of the third grimoire came to him:

Not yet time.

Wait for the next torch.

Then you will open one eye.

He would know the meaning of those words before the sun set on the next day.

The spell ended, and Steven was snapped back to the moment. Chazzie pulled her head back with a pop. “Mind if I go first, sis?”

“Be my guest.” Pru’s breath was hot on his neck.

Chazzie walked to the dining room table, gripped the edge, spread her legs, and raised her ass.

Steven wasn’t going to fumble with his shoes or his pants, and so he did something Mouse had done, the first night they were together. He shifted into his Partial form, shredded his clothes, then returned to human. He strode across the floor, took hold of Chazzie’s hips, and found her entrance, wet, warm, and as inviting as a fire on a frigid night. 

She gasped when he entered her. And she continued to gasp as he pushed his full staff all the way into her gripping sex. “Oh, oh, oh. I’m ready, Steven, you don’t have to be gentle. Pound me hard. Grab me and pound me.”

He couldn’t. Pru had cozied up behind him, keeping him locked into the woman in front of him as she whispered into his ear, “Do you think Fimi shaves? Do you think her tits are as dark as the rest of her? Or are they lighter? I was looking, really looking, but the lighting wasn’t so good. I know Denise shaves. I caught a glimpse of her... down there.” She was relentless.

“Please!” Chazzie begged.

Pru stepped back. and Steven gave into his lust. He pulled back and thrust forward. As for Pru, she went to a dining room chair, slithered down, and spread herself for him. She began to touch herself, one hand between her legs, the other on her breast. “Do you think Denise is tight, Steven? Do you think Fimi would lick me? Oh, both are so pretty. So young and pretty.”

“And hot,” Steven growled. “I saw them, in a vision, and they were rubbing themselves. Like you’re rubbing yourself, you little slut.”

One of the Five Widows, Michaela Montes, liked to talk dirty, and she had opened a whole new world of nastiness for Steven. And Teegan Thornrose liked it rough, liked him to grab her and give her ass a good smack. As for Abby Free, she adored it all, in puppy piles, threesomes, foursomes, and moresomes. Skyler liked to watch. And Pretty liked it gentle.

In that suite, with the cold and snow outside, the fire and lust inside, Steven took a chance and lightly smacked Chazzie’s big white ass.

She let out a horny groan, a lustful growl, and arched her back. 

He thought he’d gone too far. He hadn’t. Chazzie had her fingers on her special spot, and she breathed out, “Oh, yes, spank me.”

Prudence let out a yelp. Her skin glowed.

Steven grabbed Chazzie’s butt, squeezed hard, and then slapped it again, in the same reddening spot he’d hit it before. He didn’t use all his strength, far from it, and for Teegan, it would’ve been too gentle. But for Chazzie, it was enough. Her breath came out in squeaks. When he collected a big fistful of hair and carefully tugged on it, he felt the heavenly waves wash through her. It was so hot that Steven couldn’t hold back, and he let the ecstasy consume him.

Pru came again, watching him, and they all glowed as their cells collected the Animus from the sex.

Steven eased Chazzie off him. Her lipstick was smeared, her eye makeup sweaty, and she’d never looked hotter. And Pru was more than ready for her turn. 

That would have to wait a minute. He dripped sweat, so much so, he strode out onto the deck. The cold night air steamed around him. He paced. The tension of the night drove him, his mind raced, and everything about the evening—the sex with the twins, Pru’s whispers, the promise of Denise and Fimi—made him want to explode into fire.

Chazzie and Pru crept out onto the deck. They both were steaming as well, their nipples hardening in the cold. “Uh, are you okay, Mr. Man?” Chazzie asked. “Was that too much for you?”

“Might have been too much for me,” Pru said. “Sis, you’ve never liked the rough stuff before.”

“It felt right,” Chazzie answered. “It was like he was this strong thing, and I wanted him to own me. Like what Zoey sometimes says.” Chazzie paused, her eyes twinkling, her face glowing. “What about you, Pru? Talking about those young ladies like that.”

“Uh, they’re of age, maybe even older than us. Dragonsouls all age a bit differently.” Pru fanned her face, even though it was well below freezing. “And like you, Chaz, it was maybe a power thing. They knelt there, and I know, I know, Steven’s Escort is all about consent, but seeing them like that, so submissive, it got to me.”

“Watch it now, Pru, but your femdom might be showing,” Chazzie said.

Steven stretched and as he did, he felt his muscles pull, and he felt the cold, smelled it, because the cold of the Rocky Mountains had a distinct scent: the wet of pine trees, the melting snow, the perfume of the rocks. He felt himself getting hard again. He had no clothes to hide it.

Pru drifted over to him and kissed him. “It’s my turn. I might flirt with the ladies, but I like myself a man. Watching you, your muscles, your lust, oh, it got to me, Steven. You okay for another round?”

Steven nipped her lips. “You know I am.”

“I want you to do me like you did my sister,” Pru said. 

Steven’s mind shut down at those words. His libido took over.

Pru went to the edge of the deck and got into the position. “Fuck me out here. So all the humans can see.”

The suite’s deck had perfect privacy, however.

Steven wasn’t thinking about that as he slipped into Pru. She didn’t want the spanking, but the hair-pulling was on the menu. Then it was sex and more sex, outside, in front of the fireplace inside, and then in the bed.

Pru fell asleep on his left. He spooned Chazzie on his right, and she lay awake in his arms. He too felt wide awake. So much had happened that night. There was still one mystery left.

“What was on Morty’s phone?” Steven asked.

Chazzie sighed. “Would I really go through his phone? What kind of a girl do you think I am?”

“Not sure,” he said. “But I think you’re someone I can trust. Pru, though? The jury is still out. You’ll keep her in line, right?”

Chazzie fell quiet. “She’s my sister, Steven. If she turns against you, it would kill me, but I’d have to follow.” Her next three words tumbled out in a rush. “That won’t happen.”

Steven heard hope but not certainty. He’d have to confront Pru himself, to tell her that she needed to work harder on fitting in. He had to have a united front. The Wayne twins were powerful allies, but not so much so that he’d sacrifice the strength of his Escort to keep them around.

Chazzie must’ve taken his silence as a reprimand because she stopped being playful and got down to business. “I got Liang Pope’s phone number. He’s a bit of a mystery, actually. Hell, people thought his name was Liang Po for years. Some still do. Yet, from what I read, he has some powerful Warlings on his side, and at least two male Dragonsoul vassals. He could be tough to beat in an actual fight.”

“What else?” Steven asked.

“Despite his power, Liang is definitely looking to form a coalition. He’s nervous about Paanga Komang, who’s real, which is a surprise. If the rumors are true, Paanga pretty much owns every island south of Taiwan, and that would include Sri Lanka. Maybe even the Seychelles and Mauritius. Not sure. Pru and I kept most of our spy work in the good ol’ U.S. of A.”

“But not New Zealand nor anything around Australia, right?” Steven asked.

“I don’t know,” Chazzie said. “But he’s deep—deeper than Morty—and he has puppet Primes in places like Bali, Palau, Fiji, Tahiti—you get the picture.”

Steven let that sink in. “What else?”

“Morty got a bunch of messages from Louis Laloux, though it wasn’t like they were buddy-buddy. Louis was pushing Morty on something, but it was real cryptic. Some of it was in Latin, I think. Like Rome-wasn’t-built-in-a-day Latin. Anyway, Louis hates Morty, and it might be because he’s ready to make deals with you.”

Chazzie went on. No mention of Spider Finger. No mention of Javier Jones. There were some texts from Candler and Helge, mostly logistical stuff about dropping off Denise and Fimi. It was clear they were the lowest wives on the totem pole. Candler went as far as to call Fimi damaged goods.

Damaged goods. Trash. Pets.

Morty, Candler, and Helge all agreed on one thing. Roy Right, Abner Savedra, and Jem Osprey were more interested in fighting over the loneliest highway in Nevada than in joining the Steven Drokharis bandwagon.

Everything she found on the phone made Steven feel even better about the deal with Morty Flint. 

He smiled, closed his eyes, and thought of Denise and Fimi. Earlier, the idea of taking them had turned him on. Now? He felt sorry for them, for how their whole lives had been uprooted. 

He had to take them as wives.

But Pretty’s words, Pretty’s tragic past, made that difficult.

He was torn. 

* * *
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AT FIRST LIGHT, WITH hoarfrost trickling from an iron-gray sky, Bud sent a limo to pick him up. Sabina came with the driver, and she led them into some administrative offices. They wouldn’t be going through security, not when Steven basically owned the Eagle County Regional Airport as well as a dozen other international airports in his domain, including Denver, Dallas, and Houston.

The cubicles had been removed from the offices. Bud had a buffet breakfast catered. It was amazing what money could do, and what Bud could do.

Pru’s attitude toward Denise and Fimi was cordial and welcoming. She asked the two new wives questions, then listened to their answers. 

It gave him some hope that maybe Pru was changing. Or was she just manipulating them to get into their pants?

He sighed. Then he overheard Mouse say, “Two new Primacies and two new wives? For the love of biscuits, I only have a certain number of people I can be nice to. I’m reaching my limit.”

Tessa was there to pat Mouse. “There is enough joy for everyone. Love grows the more you love.”

“Love grows.” Mouse coughed. “Like a bacteria culture or a cancer cell. Sure. I can see that.”

Tessa laughed and hugged her. Mouse let herself be hugged. Progress.

The barista approached Steven. They drifted to a window to watch the plows work on clearing the runway.

“Hey,” she said. “I checked in with my family. They’re just fine, and so is your mom. Of course, no one is going to mess with them, not with Uchiko and the Onari Guard around.”

Steven thought of the failed Dragonskin ninja. He’d offered her a room at the Infinity Ranch. Haru and the others in the Guard were more than capable of keeping their gated compound in Cherry Creek safe.

Uchiko had declined immediately. He hated that she’d chosen to isolate herself from him and his Escort. How was Steven ever going to convince Uchiko that he loved her and wanted her? Sometimes, she had so much self-loathing that she refused to see him. She said she’d dishonored herself, over and over, but he knew nothing about her history. At some point, he would unravel the mysteries of her origins, and he hoped on that day she would let herself be loved.

Tessa pulled him out of his reverie by taking his hand and kissing it gently.

“What was that for?” he asked.

Tessa gave him a long, serious look. “For agreeing to see Morty Flint. For finding allies. For being open to peace and negotiation. You don’t have to, you know. With the power we have? We could simply crush our enemies.” She grinned and tuned silly. “And drink wine out of their skulls.”

“What about the lamentation of the women?” Steven asked.

“Dragonsoul culture has had far too much of that.”

Aria came and shooed Tessa away. “Our Prime must eat. We have much to do.”

Tessa rolled her eyes. “Old Blood and Guts is right. You eat.”

Aria brought a plate for Steven: eggs, bacon, sausage, and breakfast potatoes covered in a bit too much ketchup. Coming from India, Aria hadn’t completely figured out American condiments just yet.

Aria then went over the list of their cargo: Samael’s Lash; their magic items, including the three Drokharis texts; and lots more guns for the Wayne twins, who liked to travel like World War III would happen this Tuesday, and they were damn sure going to win with superior firepower.

He ate, sitting at a table with Zoey sitting quietly next to him, while his wives talked. Of course, Tessa was extra sweet to Denise and Fimi. At least with her, he knew she had no ulterior motives. Bud took the newcomers under his wing as well.

They were all bound for Oregon. Tessa had used the third volume to find the spot on the coast where she’d learn more about her heritage. It was in the Ecola State Park, near Bird Point. They’d fly into Portland on the jet, then fly onward as dragons to the coast. It was only eighty miles.

Skylar Blacke was handling all the jet details—getting gas, getting clearance to fly out of Eagle County, and getting permission to land in Portland.

After eating most of the buffet himself, Steven sat, holding his phone, knowing he had a phone call to make. He let out a long sigh. Would calling Liang Pope change the coming fight? Or would it cause it?

Well, if Liang wanted to join him, Steven would give him the chance. If he didn’t? He wouldn’t have to worry about some Asian dragon overlord taking over his Primacy. Steven would conquer the PNW. And Bud would handle all the paperwork.

Steven and Tessa were on the same page. If he could negotiate a peace, that was the right way to go. If he murdered every single powerful Dragonlord and their vassals, he wouldn’t have an army for his fight against the Zothoric. He needed as many soldiers as he could get.

Seeing Bud with Denise and Fimi, the first of many ideas struck Steven. He knew what to do with his two new wives. And he knew what to do with every wife that came after them. He’d have to fight Aria on the idea, but he thought Tessa would love it. Only time would tell.

He dialed Liang Pope’s number.


Chapter Six

[image: image]


EIGHT HOURS LATER, waves crashed on the western coast of the United States of America, north of Cannon Beach, in the great state of Oregon. Steven stood with three of the women in his Escort: Tessa, Mouse, and Zoey. The sand stretched to the ocean in front of them. Wooded hills filled the landscape behind. 

Only Steven and his core Escort were there on the beach. Bud had taken Denise and Fimi to live in his loft apartment in the lower downtown of Denver while he stayed at his parents’ house. Steven made it clear it wasn’t anything against them, but that he wanted to keep them safe until he unveiled his master plan for dealing with his new wives.

Bud hadn’t been too bummed to be driving around two beautiful women. In fact, he kind of made a fool of himself, trying to act important. In the end, Bud didn’t need to act. He was critically important to Steven’s growing empire.

Tessa thought Bud’s antics were kind of cute. As did Denise and Fimi, who kept hiding their smiles as Bud strutted around.

Skylar was stuck again with jet duty in Portland. She was dying to get back to Australia to get back with the Five Widows. Steven had promised her that she’d be back there sooner rather than later. She’d mentioned portal magic. Yes, he’d mastered the spell, but that didn’t mean he could cast it whenever he wanted.

A soft rain fell, gluing Tessa’s red-and-black hair to her head. She must’ve been freezing, but Steven knew that she was too afraid to be cold. This was her fondest wish realized—to get to the truth behind her strange ability to use magic. She was the only other Magician as powerful as he was, but that was because of his Drokharis heritage. For all they knew, Tessa might have come from a similarly powerful family.

Bird Point didn’t seem like a place of fate and prophecy. Rocky outcroppings, some stained with white with seagull droppings, others the obvious home to sea lions, cluttered up the ocean. The waves crashed into these ocean boulders before swirling around to roll up onto the beach. It was like the entire Pacific had come alive to bear witness to what was happening, with the clouds storming overhead like the gods were both appalled and infatuated at the coming chaos.

Aria glided over the ocean, a long red dragon, running recon, because Liang Pope had warned them that if they trespassed in his Primacy, he would find them and kill them. However, it would take the enemy Dragonlord a bit to find them, and Steven hoped to be gone by then. 

And if not, Chazzie and Pru were waiting in the trees above the cliffs along with Sabina, who was in full Divination mode.

Mouse looked miserable in a rain slicker with the Slayer Blade sunk into the sand. The fire on the blade gleamed. Next to her hulked the huge shape of Zoey in her bear form. Water dripped from her long snout and streamed off her thick fur. Every once in a while, she’d shake herself damp like a dog, but the rain kept on falling.

Steven had Samael’s Lash on his back under his own poncho. 

Aria glided in, transformed into her Homo Draconis form, and ran up the beach to them. “I see something at the very tip of a rocky ledge. Two somethings, in fact, that become clearer as the tide recedes.”

“It’s about fifteen minutes to low tide,” Tessa murmured. Damn she was pale, which made her various tattoos stand out against her skin. The hurricane circle was especially vivid, as were the talons of her red-tailed hawk reaching for it.

“We can get into place,” Aria said. “Let the others know.”

Tessa had an earpiece connected to a radio in her leather satchel. As they didn’t change shape, she and Sabina used regular earpieces. The Wayne twins had custom gear to fit their ears when they were in their partial forms. The others didn’t have radios.

Tessa touched her ear, turning the device on. “Sabina, we’re going to head for that long arm of rock, the one studded with pines, reaching out into the ocean. Aria saw something there. We’ll return here when we’re done. Keep us posted. Oh. You already knew.”

The barista shut off the electronics. “Yeah, it’s great working with a precog. Sabina already knew all that. Hey Steven, can I get a ride, big boy?”

Steven stripped, adjusted his sheath, and turned into his True Form. She climbed onto him, and her touch was soothing.

Zoey splashed into the ocean. She could swim out to the tip of the stone arm.

Mouse grumbled. “I hope she’s okay. If I lost Zoey to the ocean, I would evaporate the whole thing with my new ShadowFlame Exhalant. Oh, did I mention I can breathe ShadowFlame now?”

Mouse stripped, then shifted into her amber-colored dragon form, smelling of almonds, and took off.

Steven and Tessa flew over Zoey, who paddled her way through the waves with powerful strokes. She must’ve taken lessons from polar bears, who could swim thirty miles or more without a problem.

Steven landed near tip of the rock’s reach. The ocean had receded, leaving behind a flat plain of tide pools and leftover kelp. The strong smells of the ocean came to him. He’d grown up with dry heat and sagebrush. The new wet, slightly salty scents were completely alien to him.

Near the edge of the tidal region, a hundred feet away, were weathered rocks, rising from the surf, where waves still crashed. Could those be statues?

Something felt wrong about the rocky ledges below him. 

Tessa got off him and scrambled down some rocks to walk across the wet stone, avoiding the tide pools where bright green anemone clung to rocks, tentacles waving. Starfish anchored themselves nearby, while crabs skittered around the thriving oceanic community.

Tessa, standing there, looked so much like the vision they’d seen, it was eerie. She wasn’t in a dress, but a loose white blouse, stained with rain, with her big revolvers at her side and the leather satchel slung over a shoulder. She’d used an Incanto spell to make it waterproof, which was pretty simple in the grand scheme of things.

What she did next was more complicated. 

Tessa raised her hands and shouted into the wash of rain and the crash of waves, “Magica Incanto!” That spell could add enchantments to things, but it could also take them away—a classic dispel-magic charm.

Pink flared out from her hands, but this light had a darker edge to it, if just a shade.

Aria and Mouse circled around in the sky, and for a moment, Steven gazed at their savage beauty, long tails, wings outstretched, arms and legs tucked in close to their scaled bodies. And then his eyes went to the gunslinging Magician, fists blazing with rose-colored radiance. The tide pools reflected the light, gathering it, spreading it, until Tessa stood on a shining platform, besieged by the sea.

And then, with a great cracking sound, the land fell away to her left and right, sinking down. The rocks shook beneath Steven’s feet, and plumes of sea-foam exploded into the air. When the earthquake was done, Tessa was on a wall of rock that split the two sunken chambers on either side of her. Ramparts of mussel-encrusted rock towered over the hidden spaces, keeping the water from gushing inside.

Magic filled the air, and he caught a new scent, cherries, sweet, but with salty overtones. What was that scent? 

From his perch above her, on the rocky arm, Steven took in the scene.

Tessa stood on a narrow strip between the two hidden caves. Narrow, shallow steps had been cut into the stone, leading down into the chambers. On her left was the basin and the three Homo Draconi statues of a normal Americos Chamber, but this one had the pits and pools of the tideland they’d seen. He even saw some crabs moving across the wet rock. And though it probably should’ve been full of water, the basin was empty black stone.

On Tessa’s right was something completely new. Like the Americos Chamber, pools and rough rock, mussels and ocean detritus littered the floor. This didn’t have a basin, however, but a table. A round table. 

Standing about the table were twelve statues.

Waves smashed against the lip of rock at the top. Droplets splashed down onto the weather-beaten faces.

What was this place?

In the middle of the round table, there was something—something rusted and metal. 

Steven had to get closer. After adjusting Samael’s Lash, he spread out his wings, shifted into his partial form, and leapt to fly in. He landed at the bottom of the strange room just as another wave smashed into the protective rocks above. Cold saltwater splashed him. He hardly felt it.

This was place was old, lost, hidden. For a second, he thought of Mathaal’s pit, or the secret library above Mont-Saint-Michel.

Tessa descended the steep, jagged steps, not even a foot wide, until she was next to Steven, looking pale and ragged compared to his sleek black scales. Another wave and more water splashed down. Aria and Mouse drifted in, growing smaller, until they too were half-dragon, half-human hybrids. Both were good enough flyers to come swooping in. They stood on the other side of the table. Both were speechless, even Mouse, who couldn’t come up with a ready quip. She pulled out the Slayer Blade and held it in a clawed fist. The green fire along the blade lit up the face of the statue closest to her.

Heavy plate mail armor covered the figure. Medieval. But the face poking from the grand helmet wasn’t human, but the snout of a Homo Draconis. Steven approached and found that wings were carved into the back of the statue.

Some of the knights held swords, while others gripped axes or spears. They were twelve feet tall, easily.

A word fluttered through Steven’s mind. Dragonknights. But in America? In Oregon? The stone might’ve been a thousand years old, protected by the magic that Tessa had dispelled with her Magica Incanto charm.

Mouse must’ve caught his train of thought. “Okay, there’s the round table. Which one is Arthur? Which one is Lancelot? That guy liked to fuck, but then, I think he was French.”

One of the statues caught Steven’s eye as he tried to remember other famous knights. He’d read Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in his literature class at Metro State. That was three. And was Mordred a knight? That name, Mordred, came to him, and his mother’s name, Morgana le Fay. The fairy queen. Was Morgana le Fay Mordred’s mother? He couldn’t remember.

The friezes that might’ve once decorated the walls had been wiped clean by the elements, and only the most rudimentary features remained. A tree here, what might be the sun there, and no monsters in what might’ve been shadows under the rocky limbs. It was like an Americos Chamber, but so, so different.

Tessa circled the table, walking slowly around, splashing through puddles and pools. She didn’t care. Her eyes never left the stone faces of the Dragonknights. Steven had to admit, they were stunning, ten feet tall, towering over the massive round table, which showed a crude map of the world. Maybe it hadn’t been crude a thousand years ago, but now it certainly was. On the table was some dragon script, but the letters were indistinct, worn away by time. He had no idea what might’ve been written there.

Sitting in the middle of the table, a rusted torch sat where the English isles were. There were four prongs in the metal, each at a cardinal point, rising from the grips of the handle, which was wrapped in leather.

“The torch,” Tessa whispered. “And we will open one eye.” 

Steven didn’t know what that meant, but this felt right, and unlike the last wild goose chase they’d been on—the one that had taken them to Odessa, Texas—this prophecy had come directly out of the Drokharis Grimoire. 

With how big the table was, Tessa would have to climb onto the seaweed-strewn table to collect the torch.

“Should I get it?” Aria asked in a gruff voice.

Steven nodded.

Aria backed up, ran, and launched herself into the air, a winged lizard woman, turning her body to squeeze between two of the giant Dragonknights. The minute she seized the torch, it exploded in her hand, and she shrieked in pain. She was sent spinning into a statue, which she struck with a sickening crunch.

A wave gushed over the edge, throwing water onto them.

The torch floated over the table, but fire didn’t burn between the four prongs, no, nothing so prosaic. Blue ice creaked and cracked up from the handle, blasting out a wave of cold that immediately stole away Steven’s breath.

They’d triggered something... and that something didn’t seem good.


Chapter Seven
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ABNER SAVEDRA HEARD his cell phone tweet. He was among the humans, on Venice Beach, at the Muscle Beach gym, one of the only outdoor weight rooms around. He lay on the beach, doing bench presses, on his third rep of 495 pounds. That was five forty-five-pound plates on each side of a forty-five-pound bar. It was enough to draw attention and appreciative stares, but not enough to betray the fact that he wasn’t human.

He was five five, short, stocky, built like a stump. That was good—low balance, good for fighting, and he had a big cock, good for fucking. He kept his scalp shaved so everyone could see the scars ripping through his skin. He kept his beard long, for the same reason. He’d been hacked apart in a scrap when he’d owned the Tasoguay Primacy in South America. Taso meant worm in the native tongue, while guay was river. Yes, in other words, it was the Worm River Primacy, which included most of central South America. Or that was until that Argentinian, Brazzos Reich, had sent Abner packing. It had been a bad blow to his ego, but it had given Abner some perspective. He’d carved the SoCal Primacy out himself, gathering his Willbreakers, getting wives, until Jem Osprey couldn’t stop him from a little American empire building. 

That had been around the time of the San Francisco Earthquake back in 1906. Some humans died. Who cared? It was only people.

Savedra had his kingdom now, and this time, he wasn’t going to let it go, no matter if someone took machetes to him again.

His Willbreakers, his royal guard, stood around him, arms crossed, scowling. There were six of them: two Morphlings, two Warlings, and two Magicians, though you wouldn’t know which was which by the look of them. They were squat, muscular, and a mixture of colors and ethnicities. And they were his elite. They’d kept him alive for over a century, each aging slowly, due to the amount of Animus they collected. Abner ran a brothel in South Central for them and them alone. They had a wide collection of slutty brats they threw money at. Fine.

Keeping Abner Savedra alive was a full-time job with Jeremy “Jem” Osprey always trying to take over the entire California empire, and now Roy Right was around, fluttering about, throwing around threats covered in a fine coat of glitzy flexing and shit-talk. Roy wanted all of Nevada and not just his Sin Cities. Well, take a ticket and stand in line. Since Jem Osprey and Savedra couldn’t gain headway against each other, they were going to go east, and that meant Nevada.

Savedra thought about going against Javier Jones, but that dragon was spooky, smart, and mysterious. And he kept on the move. He had wives and Aeries across Mexico and the southern U.S., but you never knew where he’d be. That pissant Wyatt Gunn found that out the hard way. He’d gotten his head hacked off while he couldn’t shift. Some kind of magic item Javier had created. That scared the shit out of the Dragonsouls who knew about it.

Savedra kept right on pushing up the iron, on his ninth, tenth, eleventh rep. Savedra had to admit, not being able to shift would be disconcerting. He liked his dragon form: long and muddy brown. He also enjoyed that he smelled like burning autumn leaves. The scent reminded him of home, the Pyrenees, in Spain. His homeland had changed, however, in the last one hundred and fifty years. The whole planet had.

His phone tweeted again. Savedra wasn’t going to stop pushing the bar up and down. He wanted to hit thirty. Yeah, if any of the apes around him were counting, they would know he wasn’t human. They would say something. He would murder them. Problem solved.

Savedra knew who was calling him, and he knew what it was about. Bad news. The end of the world maybe, or maybe a new world.

His Willbreakers also knew who the caller was. Boyd, Christopher, Daniel, Eckles, George, and Henry stood motionless, watching as Savedra finished his thirtieth rep.

By that time, his phone was quiet. He sat up, and Boyd threw him a towel. Savedra dried his face, stood, and walked over and picked up the infernal device.

A missed call from Roy Right. That was surprising. He hadn’t seen that coming. And how in the fuck did that Sin Cities snake get his personal cell phone number?

Henry got on the bench and started his turn doing reps. Henry, a Warling, pumped the bar up and down like it was nothing. Definitely using DragonStrength, if not ShadowStrength. 

Savedra’s phone lit up again. The name was there: Liang Pope. This was the dragon he’d been expecting.

The SoCal Prime answered. “Yeah, Liang. He’s there, isn’t he?”

“He is. The brat called me, offering to negotiate a peace. I told him he was an upstart, a usurper, a danger to us all. He thinks I can’t find him, but Spider Finger told me where he’ll be.”

So, the mysterious Spider Finger had talked to Liang. Surprising. The next part was even more so.

“Savedra, I talked with Roy. He gave me a knife. I just need some blood.” The PNW Dragonlord’s voice was rushed, hurried, and there was static.

“You need Steven Drokharis’s blood. Why?” Savedra asked. This was strange, and it smelled terrible, like betrayal and deception. He remembered the letter he’d gotten from his wife over a hundred years ago, on another continent, luring him in to help her. He’d found her in the jungle with her throat cut. That was only minutes before the machetes descended. Before Brazzos Reich found him alone.

The pain of being hacked to pieces wasn’t so bad after seeing Francesca’s staring eyes. Dead. His first love. Dead. Even a hundred years later, tears came to Savedra’s eyes when he remembered her. Something about your first love hit you like nothing else. It was a powerful, powerful thing.

Savedra knew he shouldn’t care about a single female dragon. He was a Prime, and Dragonlords dealt in harems, and even back in South America, he’d had an Escort. Nevertheless, Francesca had meant everything to him. Those other women went to be with Brazzos Reich, probably because Savedra’d never shown them the attention that he should’ve.

Liang Pope was speaking, but the reception on his end was terrible. Only a few words came out, clipped. “Portland...Bruno Illick. Roy Right is on his way, at the Astoria airport... you... an alliance... end the new threat.”

Then two words. “Drokharis. Dead.”

Liang Pope’s already iffy connection was gone, and Savedra’s phone cut off the call. He tried to call back, but nope, the humans and their technology failed them all.

Boyd, a Magician from the Congo, and the smartest of the Willbreakers, came up to him. “Mr. Savedra, is everything all right?”

Savedra scratched his beard, which was split by thick scars. He grinned like a wolf. “I think Liang Pope is running a suicide mission for Roy Right.”

Boyd frowned. “There goes your alliance with Pope.”

Liang was hungry for help against the Asian boogey dragon that supposedly owned most of the world’s islands, including all of Indonesia. Uh huh. That was a nice story, almost nice as the myth of Rahaab, Mathaal, and Icharaam. Total bullshit, no matter what the gossip mongers thought.

Savedra had been in talks with Liang, because if he could get the PNW on his side, they could squeeze out Jem Osprey, and then Abner would rule, without contest, the California Primacy. Roy Right could get all the dust and wasteland he wanted if that happened.

Savedra turned on his Magician. “Yeah, Liang Pope will not survive a straight-up fight against Drokharis. Yet, he mentioned Bruno Illick. That might change everything.”

Boyd’s eyebrows went up. “The assassin?” The African Magician snorted. “Liang does like his stories. He believes in both Santa Claus and Paanga Komang.”

“I don’t believe in Santa Claus, but I do believe in Bruno.” Savedra thought for a moment. “If Bruno can take care of the upstart, well, a world without Steven Drokharis is a world we can understand. Isn’t that right, Boyd?”

The black man shrugged. “I thought we’d kill Jem Osprey and Roy Right and then keep going east. You’d need wives, my Prime, real wives.”

That was a point of contention between the two. Savedra had his women, a couple dozen, but they weren’t wives in any real sense. Having an Escort, since losing Francesca, had been hard. The Willbreakers were all the Escort he needed, without the sex of course. For that, he had a brothel and the two dozen dragon bitches he kept around, though when it came to fucking, Savedra preferred prostitutes. It was easier. A business arrangement. Like Charlie Sheen said, he didn’t pay them for sex, he paid them to go away.

The dragon bitches gazed on him with love in their eyes. They wanted to help him expand his Primacy, serve him, start a family. He couldn’t imagine doing that now.

Francesca had died pregnant. With a son.

Savedra felt the tears come. He didn’t care.

Boyd saw them too. Savedra still didn’t care.

“You have to let her go, Mr. Savedra,” Boyd said carefully. Oh so carefully.

That brought a roar of laughter from Savedra. “Never, Boyd! She keeps me cautious. She keeps me angry. And she keeps me hungry!”

He had to call Roy Right. Things were moving now, and Savedra knew if he wasn’t careful, he’d find himself under machetes again.

* * *
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BRUNO ILLICK SAT CROSS-legged in the middle of the dismantled Econo Lodge room near the Portland Airport. His dragon flight had brought him to the PNW Primacy too late to kill Steven Drokharis before the child faced Liang Pope. If Pope killed Steven, Bruno would not get paid. That was unlikely, however. Liang Pope was the sacrificial lamb. Let the PNW Prime die. Bruno wasn’t working for him. 

Roy Right was going to give Bruno gold for the kill, more gold than Bruno would need in a lifetime, because Bruno Illick didn’t need anything except for the kill, the food, and the smoke.

The sacred smoke. Life was in the leaves, filling his lungs. The nicotine was in his bloodstream, clearing his mind. Any damage he could heal, because Bruno Illick was old and knew forbidden magic.

For magic, he would need the kill. There was Animus in the kill.

Bruno followed a ritual in hotel rooms: He took the bed apart, used the mattress to block the window, and used the box springs to block the door. He stacked any other furniture behind them. To keep the world out. To keep the smoke in.

He would then put his bag of tricks and his white bow in the bathroom, next to the bathtub. He loved his baths. He would sleep in them, letting the boiling water cool around him. He would sleep, and he loved his beautiful dreams.

He loved his bag of tricks, so he wanted it close when he bathed and when he slept. It was a big leather suitcase he’d had since the turn of the century, from when 1899 became 1900 even.

He loved the Hellstring. The bow had been crafted from a giant white ash, and then enchanted by one of the most powerful Magicians the world had ever seen. No, he’d been the most powerful and the most bloodthirsty. Bruno carved arrows—nock, shaft, and barbed head—for the Hellstring from the thigh bones of Dragonsouls. These he fletched himself and magicked to fly straight and cruel. He also used the arrows for torture, sweet torture. The quiver could be strapped to his bag of tricks.

He didn’t like to think of the bowstring itself. It made him nervous in a strange way. Like a closet door, left open a crack, in the middle of the night.

After creating his barricade in the main room, he would sniff at the grime in the carpet, finger through the used condoms, the needles, any other filth he could find. The Econo Lodge was far cleaner than most of the motels where he stayed. After that, he would sit in the middle of the room with food around him; it didn’t matter what it was. Fried chicken. Pizza. Cheeseburgers. Onion rings. Foie gras on saltines. Chitterlings. Fried pork skins. Or half-rotten vegetables. Didn’t matter. What did matter was the way the food was divided. He would need four portions, exactly four portions, each containing five items. Because after every five cigarettes he would eat. He always had to buy two packs of cigarettes because there only twenty in a pack. He needed twenty-five. Silly humans.

Cigarettes. Food. Cigarettes.

He had to eat to fuel his cells. He had to smoke to fuel his mind.

He would lay the twenty-five cigarettes in front of him. In Portland, they were Marlboro Reds, and he had his Zippo lighter. Welded to the Zippo was a firesteel, his father’s firesteel, the one he’d used when he’d eaten Romans on the Iberian Peninsula.

His father had been a dragon. His mother had been a Magician. They had loved each other. All the women in his father’s Escort had loved little Bruno, but Bruno only loved his father and his firesteel and his smoke. Even back then he had the smoke because the smoke is far older than Marlboro men or any of that newfangled commerce.

Always smoke. Even when he was little. Even before the Dragon Slayer found him and cut him dreadfully, dreadfully, dreadfully.

Even before Bruno Illick became a legend that killed other legends because the humans thought dragons were legends. It was all legends and myths and stories. Like the story of Rahaab and Mathaal murdering their little brother Icharaam for a piece of cheese. Or was that for magic beans?

Bruno put the cigarettes out on the floor before lighting the next one with his Zippo. New lighters were easier than building a fire with the firesteel. But he couldn’t forget his father. Never.

Bruno would smoke five cigarettes, eat five things, and the smoke another five cigarettes, because five was a powerful number. A pentagram had five points. Both humans and Dragonsouls had five fingers. There were five great mysteries: Father, Son, Spirit, Creation, and Redemption.

Four rounds of five.

Then Bruno would be ready. The humans were always very upset that he smoked in their rooms and rearranged the furniture and left his bathwater for them, filthy and brackish, in the bathtub. He would give them thousands of dollars if he didn’t kill them.

Bruno was big for a human, over six feet tall. He was even bigger as a dragon, nearly sixty feet long. Bruno was very pale, both as a human and a dragon, and he liked that, and he liked the way he smelled, like vanilla, warm vanilla, sweet and comforting. He hoped those he killed found comfort in death, for he knew he would when his time came.

Until then, he would eat, smoke, sleep in the bathwater, and keep himself clean, his white hair clipped out of his eyes. The humans found him uncomfortable when he checked in, even before he ruined their motel rooms, even before he killed them.

Because, you see, most of the time the smoke wanted the humans dead. It needed their Animus. But sometimes the smoke wanted him to give the monkeys money. Either way, his debts were always paid. Honesty was important.

Roy Right wanted him to kill Steven Drokharis, but not right away, no, this boy had to find something first. Roy had made that clear. However, Bruno would track Steven until he found what Roy wanted him to find.

That seemed easy enough, though Steven Drokharis was becoming a legend. Fine, fine, fine. Bruno would hunt Steven. And another legend would hunt Bruno. And it would all go around and around.

For if five was a powerful number, three was even more so.

He’d finished his last cigarette, eaten the last of the food, when Roy Right called him.

Naked, Bruno answered the phone. Roy Right called him a Ronin. Bruno wasn’t a Ronin, he was the angel of death.

Steven Drokharis’s sins were legion. He would be killed.

And if fate were kind, the legend-hunting Bruno would kill him.

Then there would be only one.

And one was perfect. One was everything Bruno longed to be.

Until then, the kill, the food, and the smoke.

And baths.

And sleep, beautiful, dreamy sleep.


Chapter Eight
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“Magica Cura!” Steven thundered. He had his hands on Aria’s crumpled form. She was alive, but that explosion of ... what ... ice? from the torch had sent her careening into a statue of a Dragonknight leaning on a double-bladed battle-ax.

Tessa stayed back from the table, as did everyone else. Zoey had made it out of the ocean and onto the rock ledge above. She shifted into a wolf to dexterously walk down the steps until she was standing next to Steven.

The temperature inside the strange chamber had plummeted. Seaweed withered into icicles. Tide pools frosted over, killing the anemone inside them. Crabs were caught in the ice. The walls were lined with frozen lines of water.

Another wave crashed against the lip. Water dropped into the room, but it too started to freeze immediately, hanging in the air like spikes of ice. The droplets were like frozen snow. How cold would it have to be to freeze saltwater? He didn’t know. However, Steven and his Escort themselves weren’t affected. No, this wasn’t physics, this was magic. That ice torch was doing something. But what?

The map on the round table shuddered. A tremendous crunch echoed through the space. Zoey howled in fear.

Mouse cursed. “Fuck this motherfucking shit!”

Aria was alive, but she was breathing hard.

Tears tracked down Tessa’s face. She screamed out her tension.

Then an invisible force hit them. It felt like punch in the gut, and they all went down, some on their hands and knees. Others, like Steven, were thrown against the wall. Zoey yelped.

He felt the spell attacking his Animus core, siphoning out his strength. This was what it felt to be on the savage end of AnimusChain. His soul was being sucked into the round table in front of them. It shimmered, shaking, all that energy filling it, outlining each continent, shining on the surface. Steven was reminded of Earth’s city lights as seen from space.

Every one of his Escort was being affected by the AnimusChain. Zoey yelped.

Then, abruptly, it was over. They were all weakened considerably.

The tabletop swiveled on unseen hinges, coming unstuck after how many years so close to the sea? Five hundred years? Eight hundred? A thousand. At least that long since the statues wore medieval armor.

Steven thought of casting a Divination spell, but he wasn’t sure he had the Animus for it. Plus, he might miss whatever was going to happen next. He felt Sabina, felt her in his mind. Don’t, Steven. This has to happen this way. You won’t die. The table needed your Animus to power the Enchantrix magic. This is Tessa’s destiny. For better or for worse.

That was the Latina Magician’s Divination magic at work, creating a kind of ghostly telepathy between them. Well, that was surprising. And definitely something to file away for later. If they could use Magica Divinatio to talk, they wouldn’t need the radios.

The map of the Earth flipped up and over. On the other side was an eye. The eyelid, the iris, and the pupil all were carved into the rock below the ice torch hanging in midair. It was strange, but then things got stranger.

Another wave splashed down and froze more water. A ceiling of ice was forming, hundreds of pounds of frozen fractals. If much more water formed there, they might be in danger of being crushed.

“For the love of biscuits!” Mouse’s breath shot out of her nostrils. The entire strange chamber was lit with the green fire of the Slayer Blade, but not for long.

Tessa put her hands to her face and started to sob.

Steven knew why. This wasn’t going to be simple. Whatever they were about to be shown, it wasn’t going to be easy, and Tessa knew it. And it was breaking her heart.

A light shot from the round eye, shattering the ice above them into a million fragments. The sudden light filled the shattered ice that spun above them.

Steven was reminded of the ink that had formed to show him his past, the murder of his parents, the treachery of Rhaegen Mulk.

This was Enchantrix magic, and someday, Steven would be able to create spectacles like this.

The ice storm formed a man with a long beard and a staff. The wood of the stick was bent at the top, into a shape, with how many sides? It was hard to count. More than five, though. And not quite ten? The old man fashioned from ice took hold of the torch and the ice erupted into flame, but it was a cold fire.

When the light struck the faces of the Dragonknights, they changed from the snouts of dragons to the flat faces of men. The stone lips of a man with a smooth face split to intone a single word. It wasn’t English, but somehow, Steven understood it. “The.”

The bearded man next to him said the next word. “Daughter.”

A knight with a moustache spoke. “Of.” And so it went. Around the room, voices boomed out, each saying a word.

“Merlin.”

“Will.”

“Open.”

“The.”

“First.”

“Eye.”

And so it went, each knight uttering a single word, going around the circle. “But. The. Grail. Will. Remain. Hidden. Until. The. Lost. Son. Returns. To. Free. Us. All.”

At that last word, the torch flamed brighter, finally becoming flame. The wizard at the center strode forward, lifting the torch, and that flickering light shined down on Tessa alone as the ice crystals of the arm began to melt.

Steven watched Tessa’s face, tearstained, cold, pale. And then. A smile.

“He’s saying words.” Aria spoke from behind the barista. “The man. I see him speak, but I can’t hear it.”

Whatever the wizard was saying, he only had a second left before the torch would burn him away. The temperature of the chamber was increasing, and all the snow and ice was turning back into water. The wizard’s long hair was gone, his shoulders slumped, and the robes splashed down on the table in spatters of ocean stink.

Steven raced around to see what the man might be saying.

The arm holding the torch was only icy bones. His legs were gone as was his other arm. His beard was a waterfall.

But his lips, over and over, said the same words. The daughter of Merlin. The daughter of Merlin. The daughter of Merlin. His ice eyes were fixed on Tessa.

And those icy eyes never left Tessa’s face. 

She was the daughter of Merlin. And she had opened the first eye.

The torch fell as the arm melted away. The metal tinked onto the table, then rolled across the floor. But that mask of a face, etched into ice, hung there until the eyes drooled away and then the lips and finally the cheeks.

A foot of water covered the chamber, and more was added as the next wave came crashing in. Zoey morphed into a bear. 

Tessa bent to pick up the fallen torch, but it flashed. She let out a cry, clutching her hand to her chest. “It’s hot!”

Aria, though, was in her Homo Draconis form, so she was naturally more resistant to heat. She bent and scooped up the torch in her claws. This time, it didn’t cast her aside, but flashed again. Electric arcs of energy sizzled out of the metal. First ice. Then flame. Now lightning.

The Indian woman wasn’t hurt, though. The lightning illuminated every crack of the chamber. It arced across the statues of the dragons, from one face to the next, turning the faces from human back to dragons. 

The arcs of energy coalesced around the table. Steven and his Escort stood back to watch as the table flipped again, hiding the eye, and showed the rough-hewn map of the continents. A second map, made from electricity, hovered over the stone. 

A spark whizzed around the room to hover over them, on the Oregon coast. It then flashed across the Pacific to float over a very specific island in the Indian Ocean, south of Borneo, north of Australia.

Aria, holding the strange torch, whispered, “Bali.” She did know more geography than all of them put together.

The lightning erupted out of the chamber in a flash. All went quiet except for the constant churn of the ocean above, the drip of water, and their labored breathing.

Then the chamber began to shake.

“Out of the chamber!” Steven called out. 

Mouse went first, followed by Tessa and Aria. Zoey shifted into a human, and she dashed upward. 

Steven was the last up. When he turned, he watched as the rocky, pool-covered ground of the Dragonknight Chamber rose to cover the table, the statues, and the walls. It continued rising until it was level with the ground on his right.

On his left, the Americos Chamber remained, half full of water. The statues and basins were nearly impossible to make out; they appeared as if part of the tide pools. It would be easy to miss, especially if there were added spells, magic Tessa had wiped out using her Incanto charm. When the tide was in, the chamber would be covered completely.

Were the Americos Chambers connected to the Dragonknights? It seemed so, but he didn’t know for sure. The statues were different, for one thing. In the Americos Chambers, the Homo Draconi had no trappings. They were simple half-dragon men, reaching upward over a basin. And the feel of the places was different. 

Steven would have to get word to Javier Jones, who was studying the Americos Chambers. Is that where he’d gotten his static-form magic? Or was that a gift from Spider Finger?

Just more questions.

In silence, they walked off the ledge to stand on the beach where their clothes lay in piles.

Tessa took the torch from Aria. It was cool now, so she could hold it. Tears tracked down her face, and Steven saw his vision coming true.

But those tears weren’t of sorrow. Tessa laughed and held up the torch. “I’m Merlin’s daughter, bitches. Me. Tessa Ann Roth. Merlin’s. Daughter. And who opened the eye? You guessed it. Merlin’s daughter. Me.”

Aria shifted human to take Tessa in her arms.

Mouse also shifted, naked, cold, holding her big sword. “Uh, not really daughter. I mean, descendant is probably more accurate.”

“Easy, Mouse,” Steven growled in his partial form, gripping Samael’s Lash.

Tessa stiffened. She turned. Touched her ear. “Sabina, what?”

In the distance, a dozen dragons were visible, flying in a V like Canadian snow geese on the wing.

In the ocean, the water frothed with polar bears swimming in. Their white fur trailed out behind them, and their white bodies were visible underneath the wine-dark sea.

The chop of helicopter rotors sounded in the distance. Onboard would be Warlings, without a doubt.

Liang Pope had found them. But how? He couldn’t have scried them, and during his call, Steven had given away zero information.

In the end, it might not matter. Steven and his Escort, weakened by the Dragonknight Chamber’s AnimusChain, were in no condition to fight. He thought about bringing Chazzie, Pru, and Sabina in right away. No, he’d wait. The Wayne twins and the Latina Magician could strike at his enemies’ flank.

Sabina’s voice whispered into Steven’s mind. Yes, we will help you when you need it the most. You gave me a life, Steven Drokharis. And today, I will give it up. I will give up everything for you, my Prime.


Chapter Nine
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IT HAD STOPPED RAINING. Steven and four of his wives stood in the middle of the beach, halfway between the waves and the first trees about a hundred yards away across a stretch of sand. Steven’s other three wives were up on a ridge, in the trees, awaiting his signal.

He tried to send Sabina a message. No grand sacrifice plays, Sabina. We can handle this! But he didn’t have her Divination magic abilities. There was little chance she would hear him.

Zoey roared. Steven exploded into his True Form and grabbed the werebear before she went dashing off to attack the Morphlings coming at them from the ocean. “No, Zoey. We all are low on Animus, so we have to be smart. Stay with us. We’re going to form a defensive barrier around Mouse. Only strike when I say.”

Zoey let out a whimper. Then Steven told them the rest of his plan. They had a little time before the dozen dragons flew in, so they would take out the other threats in the meantime. Each kill would replenish his Escort’s Animus.

“Magica Defensio!” Merlin’s daughter had vast stores of mystical energy. Tessa created two shields, one for magic and one for physical attacks. She sank the torch into her leather satchel. She then whipped out her Peacekeepers, long pistols from another world. Runes on the barrels glowed pink. Was that new?

“Tell our snipers to wait on my signal,” Steven ordered. “Mouse, stand with Zoey, in the middle, but stay small and out of sight. I’ll take the hits. Aria, eliminate as many of those Morphlings as you can. If possible, I’d like to use the ocean as our escape route.”

Aria whirled. She lengthened as her wings widened. She went racing across the beach toward the ocean as the first of the polar bears emerged, running. The thing was wet. Aria’s ElectroArc liked that a great deal. She fired her Exhalant into that polar bear and into the bears still in the water. Like with the torch, the electricity leapt across the waves, but this energy didn’t reveal secrets; this energy killed.

That would be more Animus for Aria. 

Still, half a dozen polar bears made it out of the water and raced toward the beach. Tessa moved through Zoey and Mouse, took up one of her big revolvers in her right hand, steadied it with her left, and waited until the Morphlings were in range.

Steven didn’t need to wait. “Magica Impetim!” He hurled dark tire-sized spinning energy through the air and into the incoming enemies. Two of the polar bears managed to dodge the mystical throwing stars, but a third had his chest blasted into charred meat. It sank to the side. Steven felt the burst of Animus from the kill refill him.

Three Blackhawk helicopters moved in from the north, in formation, with gunners visible in the open doors of the fuselages. The attack wasn’t staged well. If the bears, the Warlings in the choppers, and the dragons had all hit at the same time, that might’ve been a problem. Maybe. As it was, Steven could deal with his enemies one at a time.

Aria whirled, dove low, and then came up abruptly, breathing out a cloud of noxious gas as she went. She then soared up and kept going. 

The first helicopter struck that cloud at its thickest. The helicopter banked to the right, losing altitude, and Steven could imagine the scene inside, the pilot coughing and the Warlings dying from Aria’s Toxicity Exhalant.

The second chopper continued to approach them directly, but the third helicopter banked to fire at Aria as she ascended. However, her Defensio spells had improved from being around the best Magicians on Earth. The bullets sparked off her shield, and the helicopter righted itself, descending toward Steven’s group on the ground.

Steven had his shield ready for their next barrage of bullets.

One of Tessa’s Peacekeepers thundered, and a polar bear went down in an explosion of pink light. The odor of cherries was thick around him, mixed with the smell of the gunpowder. It was coming from Tessa.

“Those rounds new?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Tessa hissed. “They explode on impact. I like my .45s spicy, like a spicy meatball. Had to Incanto my revolvers as well. I’m Merlin’s daughter, you know.” She stopped talking to take down another polar bear. The courage of the last two broke, and the pair ran south, morphing into wolves as they sped away to a safer distance. 

Steven curled his long body around the barista, Zoey, and Mouse, trying to hide the blonde while protecting his Magician and Morphling from Liang Pope and his incoming dragons.

The helicopter hit with the poison gas went down into the ocean. The impact crushed the hull and snapped off the rotors. If the men inside were still alive and coughing, their breathing situation wouldn’t improve any when the Blackhawk flooded.

The second helicopter stopped to hover out of range. Eleven Warlings rappelled down onto the rock ledge. Dark purple runes glowed on both their weapons and their Kevlar.

The third chopper turned, and the gunner opened fire. Steven caught the bullets on his force field.

A spear of purple light broke through that physical shield and struck him, a glancing blow off his forehead. It burned, but it wasn’t a killing blow. There was a Magician up there who could hurl long-distance Impetim spells. For Steven, the helicopter was out of range.

He could play defense, however. The helicopter Magician’s next spear sizzled off Steven’s shield.

A bullet grazed Steven’s leg. Another nicked his ear. He thickened his scales with DarkArmor just in time. The next bullet hit him in the belly; though it hurt, it didn’t pierce his vitals. The eleven Warlings were staying back, not rushing in, because they’d seen what had happened to the polar bear Morphlings.

Aria came flying down on the eleven Warlings, breathing out a white storm of ArcticWind. The subzero exhalant froze a couple and scattered the rest. They brought their guns around, but Aria was too fast. She flew up and bathed the second helicopter in flames, frying the men inside. One passenger leapt for her, a glowing katana in his hand, but he missed and plummeted to the ground.

The helicopter’s gas tank exploded, ending the threat, slaughtering whoever was still inside. The junked-up machine landed in a burning wreck in the tree line.

Aria sailed up through the last of her flames, staying away from the gunners and Magicians inside of the last chopper. She then turned, snaking through the sky, a red slash against the clouds, until she disappeared into their depths.

The dozen dragons, most likely led by Liang Pope, were coming closer, and Steven didn’t want to fight them on the ground. They were too far, yet, to attack. He would have to wait until the very last minute before he executed on his plan.

Tessa touched her earpiece. “Pru and Chazzie are requesting permission to join the fight.”

“Not yet,” Steven said. “Mouse, are you ready?”

“No, I want to stay on the sand, freezing my tits off,” the blonde snapped back.

Steven smirked. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

Tessa moved her shields to help Steven with gunfire coming from the north, from the helicopter and the soldiers on the ground. Half-frozen, they’d regrouped and continued to fire on Steven, Tessa, Mouse, and Zoey. No bullet got through, not even the ones that flashed dark purple, obviously imbued with magic.

Steven lifted his head toward the dozen dragons. The first few were beginning to open their mouths, collecting up their Animus to turn it into Exhalants.

“Let’s get ’em,” Steven said. Mouse bounded onto his back, and he took off in a streak of darkness, rising off the beach. The two surviving polar bears saw the break in their defenses and bounded toward Zoey and Tessa.

Those two girls could take care of themselves, without a doubt.

Steven felt Mouse move on his back. She was getting into position.

Raising his head, extending his wings, Steven kept her hidden as he too flew up into the clouds. The other dragons came after him.

There were three bearded males in the V, a purple with red highlights, a blue with black edges to his scales, and a forest green monster with black limbs and tail. The rest were females of various hues.

Steven growled. If only they could stop fighting amongst themselves. Liang Pope had made it clear on the phone that he thought Steven was a dangerous child, a threat to all dragons everywhere. Liang wanted alliances, just not with Steven.

So who else was the PNW Prime working with?

Mouse launched herself off him, and that was his signal. He cast another shield spell to protect against Exhalants, and then stopped flying. He wrapped himself up in his wings, held his breath, and let gravity pull him out of the clouds, directly down into the V of Dragonsouls below him.

He caught Inferno on his shield, adjusted it, then saved himself from a blast of ArcticWind. He flipped through lightning, ducked ShadowFlame, raked his claws down a dragon’s chest, and spun away. Toxicity clouded his eyes, but only for an instant, as the wind and Exhalant exhibition swept the poison gas away. A blue dragon tried to bite through his throat. He twisted about and thwacked her away with his tail.

Because of his force field and his much-improved flying abilities—thank you, Aria—he fell through the enemy dragons without a scratch. He continued to plummet, and they dove after him. 

He had a vague sense of Aria circling back to help Zoey and Tessa. Zoey was tangling with the polar bears, getting scratched, but holding her own. Tessa knelt, shield up, stopping the bullets from tearing them up, but a few of the Warlings in black Kevlar, radiating purple magic, were running toward her. One had a compound bow with a purple arrow nocked. That couldn’t be good.

The wind whistled through Steven’s ears.

Mouse came out of the clouds like a slim missile in her Homo Draconis form, entering the fray.

Then a flash from below. An emerald green flash. A Homo Draconis soared up from the trees—wait, that was Sabina. She flew higher, higher, until she was above the purple-red male. Then Sabina shifted into a full-sized dragon for the first time. She was fifteen feet long, and while most of her scales were a shining green, her tail was a gleaming white.

Sabina had done it. She’d achieved True Form. With devastating effect. She dropped onto the enemy male, clawing him, before she sank her fangs into his neck. He was done for.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, a hole opened in the blue-black dragon’s chest. Gore exploded out of the wound. A female dropped from the sky, her skull a mess of splintered bone and ruptured brains. 

Chazzie and Pru had come equipped with two Barrett M82s, .50 caliber, semiautomatic sniper rifles. In their Homo Draconis states, they could handle the weapons and the recoil from a standing position.

Mouse threw the Slayer Blade into the chest of another female. Yes, it was a risky tactic, yet Mouse was as deadly without her sword as she was with it. She turned True Form to shred another out of the sky, then shifted human. She ran across the corpse of her latest victim, then hurled herself back into the air. She landed on her first kill and plucked the sword out of the dead dragon’s heart before flipping off the thing. She shifted Homo Draconis to go soaring away. Her amazing aerial acrobatics removed three enemy dragons in mere minutes.

Liang Pope’s flying phalanx was broken. 

Steven rolled out of his fall and went gliding over to help Tessa and Zoey on the beach.

Six of the Warlings lay dead, but five had reached Tessa. One held a gun to the barista’s head. Zoey had dismantled the polar bears, and their corpses lay on the sand. But she too had a gun to her head. She stood naked, in her human form, trembling. Dammit, both the Magician and the Morphling must’ve run out of Animus. Sabina had warned him Liang Pope’s Warlings were some of the best in the business.

Aria lay in a heap at the edge of the ocean. The surf tumbled her human body up and down across the sand. Steven wasn’t sure what had happened, but she wasn’t conscious. Out in the waves, the ocean slammed the third helicopter into one of the outcroppings of shit-stained rocks.

Fear gripped Steven. Liang Pope’s forces had overwhelmed them.

While half of the enemy dragons had been slain—Mouse took out three, Sabina killed one, and the twins shot two through the heart—the other six landed, including their leader, the forest green dragon with the black scaly appendages.

They stood on the beach between their prisoners and the wooded hillside. The lone remaining male roared, “Steven Drokharis! Stop! Or your wives die!”

Sabina had transformed back into her partial form, but she wasn’t a good enough flyer to come out of her dive. She was going to be killed in the fall.

Steven had to land. He had to give in to Liang Pope’s demands; otherwise, he’d lose more wives. 

Sabina had flown into combat, knowing her odds were iffy.

The despair of losing her struck Steven.

He landed on the beach, still a dragon, to stand about twenty feet from the bastards holding Tessa and Zoey hostage.

He’d been the bait, the diversion, and so he’d not made a kill. He felt empty of Animus. Desolate.

The skies opened, letting loose the rains.


Chapter Ten
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STEVEN SHIFTED INTO his Homo Draconis form. He gripped Samael’s Lash still in its sheath.

Above, Mouse saved the day. In the air, in her True From, she raced and caught Sabina. Both hit the trees and went snapping through the pines. They’d be hurt, but most likely, they’d both survive.

That was a relief. But Aria lay unconscious on the sand, pushed and pulled by the surf. And Warlings had Tessa and Zoey. Each of the Warlings holding them were bulked out by DragonStrength, and when they adjusted their grip on the women, they blurred with speed—SerpentGrace. These were high-level mystical soldiers with large Animus reserves.

The green-black dragon shifted into an Asian man who was immediately drenched in the rains. Liang Pope had sparse facial hair, but the inky mop on his head was full and long, maybe a little shaggy. He was a compact, muscled man.

Behind him stood a wall of his dragons. One of his wives shifted into a brunette, beautiful, with deep laugh lines around her mouth. Her small nipples pointed skyward above her flat stomach. She bent and retrieved an ornate dagger from a bag she’d been carrying. She then stood, waiting for something.

No one was talking. The remaining four dragons were breathing heavily from the exertion of the battle, and Steven could feel their heat. It kind of felt good in the cold, misting rain.

“You should’ve joined me,” Steven said to the PNW Primacy’s Dragonlord.

Liang frowned, his eyes cold. “Why? I have other allies now, one who is so powerful he can tell me where you will be and what I need to do to defeat you.”

“A little to the left,” Tessa muttered.

Steven couldn’t be distracted. “Did Spider Finger contact you?”

“Very powerful allies.” Liang snapped his fingers. The brunette came forward with the dagger, facing Steven. 

“I will need you human, and I will need your arm. If you cooperate, we will not kill your women.” Her voice quivered, just a bit. She was afraid and trying to be strong.

She should be afraid. If anything happened to Tessa and Zoey, Steven would butcher every last one of them. His grip on Samael’s Lash tightened.

Zoey let out a cry. The skin on her face furred over, but the man behind her had her by the hair. “Tell her if she shifts, I’ll kill her.”

“Zoey, stop!” Steven called out.

The bear girl froze, but tears trickled down her face. “Tell me when, Steven, and I will fight them. I will die for you.”

Steven wished his wives would quit saying that. They’d nearly lost Sabina. This whole situation was intolerable. He gave Zoey a long look. He hoped it told her everything she needed to know.

“A little to his left,” Tessa repeated.

Liang frowned. “Why does she keep saying that? And yes, tell your Morphling bitch she needs to stay human. And you need to become human as well, Mr. Drokharis. Or everyone dies. My long-fingered friend assured me that you would comply.”

Steven kept all emotion off his face. It was Spider Finger. Supposedly, a finger on his left hand had two extra joints.

“Just a little to the left.” Tessa got her leg stomped for saying that. She grunted from the pain and went to her knees. Her hair hung in her face, but there was a fierceness in her eyes, focusing on Steven, pleading for him to understand.

Steven shifted human. He still held Samael’s Lash, sheathed.

Why was Tessa saying that? He didn’t know, but Aria was hurt, and he would simply have to trust the barista. He took a half-step, coaxing his enemies to shift left.

“Imogene,” Liang said to the naked brunette with knife. “You know what we need.” He reached out, and one of his men hurried forward.

The Warling walked behind his master and went to one of the dragons, a yellowish-orange female with a bracelet pouch attached to her wrist. The Warling eased a scroll tube out of the leather and then walked it over to Liang. He shook the paper out and unrolled the scroll. 

Steven wasn’t sure what was going on, but that paper looked ancient. Even though the rain swept down, that paper didn’t get wet, and the ink didn’t run. It was pretty fucking obvious that the PNW Prime was about to cast a spell.

Steven took another half-step. The pissant Warling behind him knocked him on his head.

Tessa didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Her eyes were on Steven, glued to his face.

Imogene stabbed his arm, and his blood flowed onto the blade.

The yellowish-orange female opened her fanged maw and roared, “Magica Incanto!” The paper in Liang Pope’s hand blazed with a foul orange light.

Tessa breathed, “Behind you.”

Steven turned, taking another little half-step as he did. The orange radiance was reflected in the Americos Chamber. Near the half-submerged cave, the world had turned a putrid burnt color, like a rotten orange turning brown.

The dagger flashed that decayed tangerine color. Both his blood and the blade burned away in brown foul-smelling smoke. The hilt, handle, and butt also evaporated.

Steven dove into the sand, rolled to his left, and came up on one knee, casting away the sheath and freeing his sword. He shouted two things at the top of his voice, “Excrucior!” and “Zoey, now!”

“Kill them a—” Liang never finished the order. His head exploded as a .50 caliber went through it, basically decapitating him. Steven didn’t know if it was Pru or Chazzie who had taken the shot, but the man holding Zoey also didn’t survive the machine-gun twins.

The battle devolved into chaos.

Zoey became a nightmare of muscle, fur, fangs, and talons. She roared into a Warling who might have been fast but wasn’t fast enough to avoid her jaws. She tore out his throat and most of his chest.

As for the soldier behind Tessa, a second after Steven screamed Excrucior, the Warling had the tip of Steven’s sword-whip chain through his eye socket, punching through his skull.

Steven whipped the sections of his sword—steel-edged dragon scales connected by a cable—into the Warling that had hit him, lopping off his head. He felt the energy of both kills coalesce inside him, filling him with Animus for a moment, but then a cold feeling shuddered in his belly. That Animus was dissipating quickly. He felt all the energy flow out of him. Agony flowed in. It wasn’t like in the Dragonknight Chamber. This was different. And it wasn’t ShadowStrength. No, Liang Pope and his scroll had done something to Steven. He was basically human again. He forced himself to ignore the pain in his gut.

Imogene tried to run. Steven kicked her legs out from under her. One of Liang’s other wives swiveled, striking the brunette with her tail. Friendly fire. She fell unconscious.

The yellowish-orange female opened her mouth to breath out an Exhalant. These women weren’t going to go down easily, unfortunately, or maybe they hadn’t realized their Prime had been executed in front of them.

Either way, Steven shouted, “Magica Defensio.” He felt his belly fill with ice, and the pain blinded him for an instant. He couldn’t cast spells because he had no Animus. All of it was gone.

With no time to wonder, he flicked out the whip and caught the female across her face.

She was driven back, roaring.

Tessa’s Peacekeepers fired around him, dropping Warlings, but those last four dragons weren’t going to relent. And from the south, racing toward them, were six Humvees, late to party, but if they were full of Liang Pope’s men, it was time to run.

Another of Liang’s dragon wives breathed lightning, but Tessa had cast a shield spell and caught the blast.

Mouse, holding a very human Sabina, flew over them, and in the distance, two bubble-gum pink dragons with gear in their clutches raced in. 

“Pax Aeternam!” Steven collapsed his sword back into a blade and collected the sheath. Then he lifted his arms. Pru dropped her duffel of weapons onto the beach. She then plucked him from the sand while Chazzie dropped her own bags to collect Tessa. Zoey raced after them, and they hit the shoreline.

Behind them, the world became fire, smoke, and devastation. Whatever had been in Chazzie’s and Pru’s bags had exploded like a miniature nuclear bomb. The enemy dragons were thrown back, any surviving Warlings went down, and even the Humvees in the distance stopped their engines.

Aria got to her feet, dazed, but she was alive. She shifted into her True Form, just as Zoey raced up, becoming human. The Indian woman grabbed the bear girl, and so all of Steven’s Escort was able to escape the beach.

Sabina’s voice sounded exhausted in his head. Go west, my Prime. There’s an old lighthouse. We will have some time to recover there.

“Go west!” Steven shouted to Pru, who was holding him in her claws. His teeth chattered—that rain was cold, and the speed they were going wasn’t helping. And his stomach felt like he’d swallowed razors, the same razors that were currently slicing through his optic nerves. Every one of his cells hurt.

He checked the skill tree.
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LIKE HE THOUGHT, HE was out of Animus. Breathing was becoming hard. He’d grown so accustomed to the energy that it hurt to be so empty. He fought to hold onto Samael’s Lash.

And then he felt it—Animus started to trickle in, but only a bit. He felt better as they put some distance between him and the Americos Chamber. However, it was going to be a slow process. He wasn’t killing, having sex, or meditating, so the energy came to him slowly.

He was aware of other things. 

The ocean was a cobalt plain under them, here and there punctuated with lines of white surf. Pru’s scent filled his nose. She had the odor of bubble gum, but with a little musk to it, not exactly like Chazzie, but close. Chazzie’s scent was sweet, while Pru’s was saltier. 

Pru was flying over the waves, but she caught some wind and ascended. Steven saw the lighthouse, rising from a big slab of rock in the middle of the waves. Below the tower holding the beacon was a long building with a deck attached to it. A ladder led from the deck to a concrete slab. Rubber bumpers edged the cement.

Pru set Steven down on the concrete dock before taking off again. Chazzie was next with Tessa. Steven grabbed the gunslinger and drew her to him, back toward the cliffs and out of the landing zone. Oh, she felt so warm, so full of Animus. Steven couldn’t help but get stiff. Then he smelled her natural scent, and he felt like a vampire. He needed Animus. Badly.

Zoey was next, set down on the concrete by Aria, who also took off. The dragons couldn’t land, there would be no room, so they were taking turns. Sabina came last, deposited gently by a struggling Mouse. Even as a dragon, she was smaller than the average Dragonsoul female.

Sabina came over, naked, her breasts wet with the rain. Her eyes glowed like emeralds. She was in the middle of a Divination spell, so she could see.

Tessa gripped him. “I healed Aria, she’s okay, so we can do this here, now.” Her voice was husky with desire. But she had clothes on, and Steven couldn’t wait. He hardly felt the cold. All he felt was his lust, shortening his breath, making his heart pound.

Zoey approached. She sniffed the air and then gave him a smoldering look. She raised a hand and cupped one of her breasts.

Sabina came up behind Zoey. The Latina reached around and pulled on her other nipple while pressing her cheek against the bear girl’s arm.

Both were staring at him and Tessa.

It was Tessa who finally broke. “I can’t wait another second.”

Steven couldn’t agree more.


Chapter Eleven
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STEVEN STOOD ON THE cement platform with Tessa. Zoey and Sabina stood naked in front of them.

Aria, Mouse, and the Wayne twins were forgotten for the moment. Steven had seen a flash of pink scales land on the roof of the building above them, a white structure underneath the glorious lighthouse that reached into the dark sky.

Tessa laughed, but there was an edge to her laughter. “I always wanted to have sex in a lighthouse. I guess underneath one also counts.”

Sabina agreed. “Steven needs Animus, quickly.” She kissed Zoey’s arm while pulling gently on her thick nipple. “Zoey, you need to suck on him, get him ready, and I will be behind you, getting you ready.”

It was a game for Sabina, because it was clear they were all ready.

Zoey came forward, knelt on the stone, and took him into her mouth as the ocean rose to his right, creating a froth, before sinking down. Her mouth was like an oven on him, and he arched, breathless. Tessa caught his head, and her mouth was equally warm on his tongue. She’d dropped her gun belt as well as the satchel. Her shirt came off and her bra followed. Her nipples and her pale flesh reddened in the cold.

Steven shoved a hand down her jeans. Tessa had already unbuttoned them, and they fell to her boots. Steven reached lower, between her ass cheeks, until he found the opening of her sex, an inferno compared to the chill air around them. With his right hand, he reached and cupped Tessa’s ample breast. 

Zoey stopped sucking on him and shuddered. She gasped into his thigh, and her breath scalded his skin. He had to see what was going on down there.

Sabina’s magic had faded, but her pale eyes were closed in ecstasy as she knelt behind Zoey, her face buried in Zoey’s sex from behind. Zoey arched her back, trying to give Sabina the most access she could.

The Latina Magician rose and slipped her fingers into Zoey. Steven couldn’t see how many, but the result had the bear girl panting. Sabina eased them out. “She’s ready.”

“We all are,” Tessa said.

Steven knew that for certain. He’d felt her wet need.

Sabina took charge, which she loved to do. “Tessa, come down, and offer yourself to Steven. Zoey, turn around and do the same. I will watch and maybe, if you want, you can taste me, taking turns.”

None of the women needed a bed at that moment, or anything soft. They wanted sex, hard, hot, and immediate.

Tessa kicked off a boot, got her jeans off, and then put them down so she could kneel on them. Zoey had turned around, and she was using Tessa’s shirt to cover the rough cement.

Steven knelt behind the two women, both on their hands and knees. Zoey and Tessa had big asses and wide hips, though Zoey was mostly muscle whereas Tessa was more squeezable. And while Tessa had tattoos on her white skin, Zoey’s unblemished canvas was far more bronze.

Sabina was more on Tessa’s side of things, though she’d lost a lot of weight from the Dragonskin rituals. Steven stared at her breasts, still relatively large on her thin frame. The Latina Magician spread her legs in front of Tessa. Her open sex beckoned, and the pansexual barista answered the call.

Steven chose Zoey. He knelt, then lined his tip up with her leaking sex and pressed himself into her.

Under Tessa’s ministrations, Sabina moaned, her skin glowing as she replenished her spent Animus. It was obvious she had used up her reserves. As a full Dragonskin who also needed to use Divination magic to see, she burned through the mystical energy at an incredible rate.

Zoey was grunting at every one of Steven’s thrusts, her little breasts swinging off her chest. Steven nearly lost it, so he withdrew from Zoey and switched to Tessa. She was equally as warm, equally as tight on him, but whereas Steven could feel the muscles under Zoey’s skin, his fingers dug into Tessa squishy hips, which drove him to pound into her harder.

She was gasping, squeaking, loving his length as it filled her over and over. She was so turned on, she was making noises she hadn’t made before. And her spicy scent was lovely, even though it was tinged with a new cherry scent.

Steven’s knees were being shredded by the cement, but he didn’t care. He was glad, however, that Tessa and Zoey had the barista’s cast-off clothes protecting their delicate flesh.

Sabina had her legs still spread. She moved and lifted her sex to Zoey’s waiting mouth. “Oh, yes, Zoey, yes. There. You know what I like. You know how to lick me.”

That was too much for Steven, and he let out a bark. The culmination was ecstasy, but the Animus filling his core and radiating out to each of his cells felt even better. He’d been so empty. It was like every inch of skin joined him in the orgasm.

The barista nudged Zoey a little to the side so they both could pleasure Sabina. The Latina Magician lay back, a hand on Tessa’s head, a hand on Zoey’s, with her wet breasts pooling across her chest.

One orgasm wasn’t going to be enough for Steven. He switched to Zoey, who let out a cry of unexpected joy as he filled her again, still twitching from his last round of pleasure.

The rain had paused, and the wind felt hot on his skin. The ocean roiled and crashed violently against the rocks just a few feet down, and when the droplets of the surf struck him, they were cold, but it almost felt like he’d sizzled them away.

Zoey couldn’t focus on Sabina, not with the bliss she was feeling from Steven. He had to pause or lose it again. That wouldn’t do for Zoey. She rammed herself back on him, mouth open, eyes unfocused as she let out a cry, and her skin radiated light as the Animus swept into her.

Sabina didn’t hide her lust. “Si, Tessa, sí, mi amiga. Taste me. Eat me. Love me.”

Sabina’s pleasure triggered his own. He filled Zoey even as the Animus filled him, and he let out a sigh.

A wave struck, just right, drenching them in ice-cold water.

Tessa let out a laugh, while Sabina scurried into her arms. A drenched Zoey spun to lie on her back, legs open, smiling up at Steven.

The sex was all so unexpected, but necessary after their battle with Liang Pope and the magic he’d cast to remove the Animus from Steven.

But it wasn’t just the scroll, it was the Americos Chamber as well. They had a lot to consider before they chose their next move.

Aria stood at the top of a ladder that connected the strip of cement to the deck above. “Namaste, Steven Drokharis. You now are the Dragonlord of the PNW Primacy. We have much to discuss. I’m glad you are satiated for the moment, but I will also need my turn, as will Mouse and the Wayne twins.”

Another wave drenched Steven and his wives on the cement. They screamed in protest, laughing, giggling, all so glad to be alive.

He didn’t care about the waves. And already he was looking forward to servicing his other wives. A Prime’s work was never done.

But first... they needed to get out of the storm, and he needed some healing on his knees. Sex on rough concrete came with a price.

An hour later, Steven sat in front of windows in the building that faced north. This place was a mansion out on the sea, with a vast great room, bedrooms, and bathrooms, all kept current with the latest appliances. The kitchen was fully stocked and had miles of marble countertops for chopping. Of course, it was decorated with a definite nautical theme with lots of brass, wood, and ship memorabilia. The place had heat from propane, a cistern to collect rainwater, and some bigger water tanks, so it was very comfortable. The master bedroom had been set up at the top of the lighthouse, with a little staircase that led to the actual beacon, which hadn’t been lit in years. The place wasn’t what it seemed.

Steven and most of his Escort were in the great room, either at a grand dining room table or sitting in one of the big sofas and recliners among bookcases full of books. A fire burned in the fireplace. Sabina, exhausted from achieving True Form, had retired to one of the bedrooms to sleep.

Steven was on the green-cushioned window seat. He wore a huge gray wool sweater that hung to his mid-thigh. Liang Pope hadn’t been that big, so it must’ve belonged to one of his vassals. He’d also found a pair of sweatpants that would work for the moment.

Tessa was in a dress, one of Pope’s wives’, but it was way too small. She’d slit it up the back, but still, her breasts threatened to tear through the fabric. For once, Mouse had no trouble finding something to wear and was comfortable in capris and a nice, warm, light green sweater. Big fuzzy green socks covered her feet. She was on the couch with a big cup of coffee in her small hands.

Steven’s other wives weren’t so lucky and had scraped together outfits. Nothing ever fit Zoey, so she just changed into a wolf and curled up next to Steven.

Merlin’s daughter sat at a big desk near the windows with her phone and a pile of books in front of her. Tessa, whose phone had survived the battle inside her enchanted satchel, had given them a little history of the place, which wasn’t a lighthouse, not anymore—it was the secret Aerie of the now deceased Dragonlord.

“Okay, so, this is the Tillamook Rock Lighthouse, renamed Terrible Tillie because getting here was such a pain in the ass, and the storms, yeah, no one liked manning this place. It was decommissioned in 1957. A year later, a private party bought it, and it was sold again in 1980, and supposedly turned into a columbarium... that’s a place where ashes of the dead are kept, like in urns.” Tessa turned off her phone and hefted a big history book onto her lap. “But that never happened. Liang Pope bought it in 1980 and turned it into his secret Aerie.”

Aria wore a red evening gown, the only thing that really fit her, but she’d thrown on a cardigan. Sweater and dress did not go together, and it was funny to see the Indian woman in something so ugly. She always dressed to perfection.

She walked between Steven and Tessa. “I contacted Imogene Summers, one of the survivors from the fight, and she understands the situation now. The PNW Primacy and her very life are now in your hands, Steven.”

Steven frowned. He had an additional five wives, including three children, all girls. And of course, another Primacy, his first on the Pacific Ocean.

Mouse made a face. “Imogene? Wow, I think my grandmother’s name was Imogene.”

“I think I know your grandmother,” Tessa said, smiling. “Keeps her teeth in a glass by her bed? Drinks Lipton’s decaffeinated tea? Has cheese in the freezer?”

Mouse shot the barista a finger gun. “Bingo.”

Aria didn’t get the joke. “We do not know how old Imogene is or if she’s had children. However, she is trustworthy. She will keep our stay in this Aerie to herself. Also, she scrubbed all the records of Skylar Blacke and Dashell R. Jet in the Portland Airport. We are hidden and safe for the moment because of Imogene Summers.”

“Dashell R. Jet?” Mouse winced. “Do I want to know what the R stands for?”

“I renamed the jet again,” Tessa explained. “And the R stands for rainbow, silly.”

Mouse looked ill. She glanced over at Zoey, sleeping as a wolf, her nose curled up in her tail. “I should go to bed. The banter is not helping my mood.”

Steven tried to pull them back on task. “What did Imogene say about the dagger, the scroll, and the spell?”

Chazzie, wrapped up in a blanket, pulled up a dining room table chair. Pru, also in a comforter, stood behind her. Both listened closely.

Aria paused. “She had no information. Liang Pope had finally found someone to join him. And they knew magic he’d never dreamed of. Tallulah Brahms was the Magician of the group—she’s the yellow dragon you slashed with Samael’s Lash. And Tallulah has fled. We don’t know where she is. Imogene has no other information.”

Steven thought for a long moment. “Why aren’t the other wives running?”

Pru let out a sarcastic laugh, half-hushed, mostly not.

Chazzie clicked her tongue. “Now, Pru, Steven grew up among humans. He don’t know.”

Mouse piped up. “Us precious little females have to play by the rules, Steven. And the rules are—to the victor goes the pussy. If any other dragon finds Tallulah, they’ll know she’s yours. And they’ll kill her for not playing by the rules.”

Steven understood. “Maria Diablo was powerful and had enough resources that she took the risk. She bet that no one could do that to her.”

“Bingo,” Pru said. “I certainly won’t shoot you with a finger gun, Stevie. I prefer the real ones.”

Again, Steven thought of Pretty and his time with her. You don’t mean it, Steven. You say the words, but you don’t mean them. And then she’d told him her history, lying on the beach, in the blankets, with the waves crashing onto the beach near Surfer’s Paradise. I became their pet, Steven, their pet.

Pru brought Steven out of his reverie. “So, let’s kind of take a big step back. I’m not so worried about Tallulah. That bit of thread will sew itself, eventually. And we know basically what the deal is. Stevie can’t go home. He gets close to an Americos Chamber, and bam, he loses his mojo.”

Steven and Aria had run tests, flying back toward the coast. The closer he got to the shore, the weaker he became, until his Animus faded completely. It seemed he couldn’t step foot on the North American continent, not without losing all his Animus and feeling pain, terrible, mind-searing pain. It wasn’t just the one Americos Chamber, it was all of them, working in conjunction. That proved they were connected.

Steven let out a breath. “And then there’s Tessa and the Dragonknights to consider.”

“Sounds like a new kid’s show on Hulu. Tessa and the Dragonknights!” Tessa smiled. “Yeah, that’s me. Did I happen to mention I’m Merlin’s daughter?”

“Descendant is more accurate,” Mouse insisted.

Tessa gave her a friendly middle finger.

“What did the knights say once the torch was ignited?” Steven asked.

Chazzie answered right away. “The daughter of Merlin will open the first eye, but the grail will remain hidden until the lost son returns to free us all.”

Steven stood, went to Tessa’s pile of books, and pulled out the Drokharis Grimoire. He wanted to check the encrypted page. It still showed the sketch of Tessa, on the beach, holding the torch. The news had been good. She was the descendant of a powerful Magician, surely a friend to the Dragonknights of the Round Table. Those had been tears of joy.

Yet there were still so many more mysteries.

Steven frowned, thinking out loud. “Before, the encrypted pages said we had to wait for the next torch, and the one eye would be opened. That presupposes two things, that we’ve had torches before, and that there is a second eye.”

“We have,” Tessa said. “Remember, every bar we went to had something to do with torches, as in the Torchlight, Torchy’s, the Blowtorch Bar and Grill in scenic Odessa, Texas. As for eyes, sure, maybe we need two eyes to find the holy grail.”

Chazzie clicked her tongue. “Well, I ain’t never heard of Dragonknights before, though I like the sound of finding the holy grail. Sure. Do you think it’s the lost son of Merlin?”

Pru answered. “Well, that certainly makes sense, sis. The daughter opens the first eye, and the son opens the second. Sure. To save us all. That sounds like humans and dragons alike, now, don’t it?”

Steven listened, thinking about the King Arthur myth stories. So the knights actually were dragons? What were the names of the other knights? Gawain, Galahad, Mordred. But who else?

He sighed.

“The Dragonknights’ Chamber certainly was a different thing from the Americos Chamber.”

“Naw, they were about the same. Right close to each other? Betcha dollars to donuts the same fuckers built ’em both.”

“Maybe, but once we heard the knights talk and were shown the map, it deactivated the thing. That Americos Chamber didn’t change. And we saw the flash of orange.”

“I hate the color orange.”

“Come now, match it with some browns and yellows, it can be pretty.”

“I never liked the Denver Broncos. Orange and blue? It’s garish, sister. Silver and blue? Now, we’re talking.”

“The Dallas Cowboys are America’s team as you well know.”

“Amen.”

“Does whatever bad mojo that’s keeping Steven from America have anything to do with our King Arthur friends?”

“I’d have sex with King Arthur.”

“Nope, we’d want Lancelot. He was the good lay. All the stories say so.”

“I think Liang Pope’s deal, with the dagger and the scroll, has absolutely no bearing on our new quest for the holy fucking grail. And you can take that to the bank, sister.”

The Wayne twins continued to work their magic, scheming, planning, offering up theories and shooting them down. Even Mouse was silenced as the pair worked.

“Sounds like we have to find the lost son,” Pru finished.

Tessa broke in for the first time. “And he might be sunning himself in Bali. While we were in the Dragonknight Chamber, we saw a map. Well, the map came from the torch, which Aria was holding. I still have it. I stuck it in my trusty leather satchel.”

Aria let out a breath. “When I first touched it, the torch hurt me. I felt it strike me... it struck my Animus, and I wasn’t the right person. Yet the next time I touched it, the torch wanted me. And the electricity? That came from my Animus. I felt it leave me to fuel the torch.”

No one had a reply to that.

The names and theories spun through Steven’s mind. The lost son. The holy grail. Merlin’s daughter, all found in a secret cave, half-destroyed by the elements, in Oregon. It seemed human storytellers had been wrong about several key points when it came to King Arthur. Then again, scholars agreed that he never truly existed. It was a story.

Yet over and over, Steven saw that stories had a way of coming true.

The Wayne twins took up their conversation as if Steven and the other women weren’t there.

“Spider Finger?”

“Yeah, duh, Liang Pope basically had that guy’s hand up his ass, puppet style. Big magic is in the mix. But do I think that Spider Finger is a Knight of the Round Table? No, I do not.”

“Dang, but we can’t know that.”

“You wanna know what I think?”

“Yer gonna tell me.”

“I think that Spider Butt is gathering up all the Primes to work against us... Liang Pope, Javier Jones, and even Morty Flint.”

“No, Morty made a two-Primacy investment in our Steven. Morty is on the level. Javier hasn’t sent us a head recently, so he might be up to no good.”

Tessa broke in. “Hold on. So, if this were Scooby-Doo, we’d have two episodes... The Mystery of the Bad Mojo Americos Chamber and The Mystery of the Dragonknights and Merlin’s Daughter. Oh, and who’s Merlin’s daughter? That would be me. Tessa Ross. High school dropout. And Mr. Ficco said I’d never amount to much. Fuck that guy!”

Aria made a disgusted face. “I do know about Scooby-Doo and his drug-addled friend. A far superior detective is Byomkesh Bakshi. I read all the stories when I was a girl in Mumbai. My favorite has to be Makorshar Rosh, or The Venom of the Tarantula.”

No one knew how to respond to that. There was that dazed silence that followed Aria’s pop culture outbursts.

“You know—” Chazzie started.

Before she and Pru could start up their lightning round again, Steven said, “Hold on. I know what we have to do.”

Zoey hated the plan. Everyone did, except for Pru, who smiled and smiled.


Chapter Twelve
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ABNER SAVEDRA WALKED down the rolling stairs off his jet and onto the Astoria Regional Airport’s tarmac. 

Inside the jet were Eckles, the other Willbreakers, and a dozen women. Eckles was not only a Morphling, but a pilot, and he’d flown them in from LAX. People talked shit about that airport all the time, and Savedra had to laugh at that. Humans. Complaining about an airport. In the mountain village where Savedra had grown up, they’d traveled by horse-drawn cart, and he’d been grateful to be off his feet for a minute. Eckles had taxied the plane off the main runway but didn’t go to a gate. The meeting was outside, in the dark and the elements, which pissed Savedra off because of course it was raining. It was always raining in the PNW Primacy. He’d stripped off his jacket and black T-shirt and went out in only his jeans and his black engineer boots.

The rain pattered across the hair and scars that covered him. He liked his hair. He wasn’t a fucking woman, he was man. And men should be hairy. As for the scars, he wanted Roy Right to see that he could survive almost anything.

Two other jets sat at the edge of the tarmac, away from the main terminal, though the regional airport had no commercial flights. It was for cargo only—for business, like this meeting.

Roy Right had promised a gift for coming, something that Javier Jones supposedly made. That tempted Savedra enough to come, as did a serious talk about that fucking Drokharis kid. Three more Primacies had fallen to him in less than twenty-four hours. First he got the Farmlands and the Dakotas for some bizarre reason; Savedra had a hard time thinking that Tiano Helge and Lawrence Candler had given up their territories voluntarily. And now they were managing Canadian holdings for Morty Flint. That wasn’t surprising. Morty Flint knew which end of the gun he wanted to end up on. But all of that felt thousands of miles away.

When Liang Pope fell? That was basically next door to Savedra. And all hopes of using Liang to squash Jem Osprey went out the window.

Savedra eyed the other two planes. Roy Right walked off one, holding an umbrella over his lurid silver silk suit, shining even with the little bit of light from the windows of the jets. The terminal sat in the distance, across the black soup of the asphalt. Roy Right was tall but wore cowboy boots to make him taller. He was thin but wore clothes with cuts to make him seem thinner. He had a platinum bolo tie, encrusted with jewels. And he wore sunglasses, even at night—custom Santos de Cartier aviators, three thousand dollars at least, with a style that would’ve made him a douchebag even if he never opened his mouth at all.

But Roy Right talked all the time, and every word was shit. One of his teeth was silver, and it flashed every so often.

Roy got down to it. “Well, Abner, so glad you could come. I do believe the proverbial shit has hit the fan, and I aim for us to be on the side of destiny for once. Fuck knows every other cock-knocker has found his dick in the dirt when going up against Steven blow-me Drokharis.”

Savedra sighed, wishing he didn’t have to deal with idiots like Roy. A second later, he had other things to worry about, as he spotted the other Dragonlord who’d come to join them. Every muscle in him tensed as the sweet flow of adrenaline hit.

Coming down his own rolling stairway waltzed none other than Jeremy “Jem” Osprey. Close to seven feet tall, he was bald, with a big bushy beard that fell down his chest. He wore leather, from coat to chaps to boots. A dozen cows must’ve died to offer up all that leather covering his huge frame. His own sunglasses, Wiley X Gravity shades, clung to his scalp.

Both of his ears were ringed from lobe to crest because every time Jeremy “Jem” Osprey killed a Prime, he added another earring. 

Osprey walked onto the pavement.

Savedra shifted his arms into talons and triggered IonClaws, his weapon of choice.

The NorCal Prime whisked a hand cannon from inside his coat. That was a Desert Eagle, and knowing Osprey, those bullets would be enchanted.

Footsteps whispered behind Savedra, and a bracelet clicked closed on his arm, even though it had grown thick with scales. A shadow streaked through the rain, moving so fast, his eyes had trouble following the slim form.

His IonClaws winked off, not because the bracelet disrupted the energy, but it had returned his hands and arms to human, and IonClaws didn’t work with puny human fingernails.

At the bottom of his stairs, before he could fire, that bit of speeding midnight slapped a bracelet onto Osprey. At the same time, slim, dark fingers plucked the gun out of Osprey’s grip. And then a woman appeared by Roy Right’s side. 

The Sin City Primacy’s Dragonlord grinned. “See, Umbra? No problem. And you thought that would be difficult.”

The woman had dark skin, but she wasn’t African. Her facial features were more indigenous to South America. That sloped nose. The lips. Something about the shape of her eyes and her ink-dark hair. She was naked. Standing like a Dragonsoul stood, on thick thighs, with no real breasts to speak off, but a tuft of pubic hair that Savedra had to admire for a quick second. When it came to women, he hated the new trend of shaving. He didn’t want a little girl. He wanted a woman who knew how to take dick and like it.

Savedra tried to shift his arm back into a claw, but he couldn’t. Osprey was trying yank his bracelet off using brute strength. Both failed. The bracelet was a hunk of silver with a simple clasp, but that wasn’t what drove the magic. A chunk of quartz was inlaid in the top of the bracelet. The crystal drove the magic. Savedra was sure of it. He caught the scent of burning hickory wood in the air.

“You won’t be able to cut through that little piece of jewelry,” Roy Right drawled. “And you certainly won’t be able to pull it off with brute strength. Think you can smash the crystal? Try it. You see, it’s tied into your Animus. I know the trigger word to free you. And I might do that. But first, we’re going to make ourselves a little coalition, something Liang Pope would’ve loved to see, God rest his soul.”

Roy came walking up, while his woman, Umbra, turned into a Homo Draconis and vanished. Only she didn’t. She was just running using a jet-fueled version of SerpentGrace.

Roy stood between Savedra and Osprey, who both had lowered their arms.

“You see,” the Prime said with that grin on his face, like he’d just won the superball lottery and didn’t even need the money, “you two are trapped in your human form. Thank you to Javier Jones, who can’t be here at the moment, but he’s in with us, I assure you.”

Osprey threw off his sunglasses. “Roy, I’m going to kill Savedra. With my bare hands. And then I’m going to kill you.”

He moved to do that.

Roy stayed still. He didn’t even close his umbrella. He held up a hand. “How long would you last as a human against me in my True Form, Jem? I don’t think you’d survive a New York minute, and as we all know, those are short, real short. So just cool your jets.”

“And if I call my Willbreakers out of my plane?” Savedra asked.

“Oh, they might make it to the bottom of the steps,” Roy conceded. “But they wouldn’t last long against my little shadow. Umbra, how old are you?”

From out of the very air, a voice whispered, “I am two thousand years old, my Prime. And I serve you and you alone. If the men come out, if I see any dragons, they will be in hell before the devil knows they are dead. I believe that is the phrase.”

Roy chuckled. “Oh, Umbra, I love you more than you could ever know.”

From behind him, abruptly, Savedra heard, “I know, my Prime. I feel your love, and I glory in it.”

The SoCal Prime didn’t turn around. He knew she’d already be gone.

Roy continued to exude a smarmy sleaze. “Umbra is greased lightning, but like you, Abner, my little shadow has her claws, but they aren’t bright, like yours, like everyone else’s. They are dark, like sin, covered with the blood of countless victims. That’s why they’re dark. Now, how many souls would it take to darken a girl’s IonClaws? You don’t have to answer. That is what’s called a rhetorical question.”

Savedra ignored Roy and spoke to his sworn enemy. “Well, Osprey, we could go for him.”

“I’d rather beat your skull in, Savedra,” the NorCal Prime said in an even voice. That voice, so crisp, so measured, betrayed his biker appearance.

“Because I took your land? That was a long time ago. And I plan on taking more. Let’s be clear on that,” Savedra hissed. And he spat at the other Dragonlord. Two centuries ago, that might’ve meant something. Now, in America, not so much.

Osprey chuckled. “Roy, you are an idiot to think Savedra and I can ever be anything but enemies.”

“And you both are dumb to think you’ll survive Hurricane Drokharis. Don’t you two see it? We’re next. Hell, as far as we know, he’s already taken out Clete in the Deseret Primacy. He might’ve done it first, and Eve Downfyre is just playing along. And then? He takes me. And then you. And he owns most of the U.S., everything west of the Mississippi at any rate. No one, no one since Mathaal, has had so much territory on the North American Continent.”

Savedra sighed. More stories. He would ignore the fact that Roy was talking about ghosts, forget that Roy had tricked him, and brought him within striking distance of his bitterest enemy. He knew the truth.

Osprey said what he was thinking because of course, Osprey’s territory now shared a border with what people called the Drokharis Primacy. “So we all three come together to take out Steven Drokharis. Then after we kill him, we will kill each other. We will not divide up his holdings peacefully.”

Roy swallowed and then grinned, showing a silver tooth. “Now, wait there a minute, Jem. I think we can all come to a consensus. Javier is a part of this, but he doesn’t want any land. That makes things easier. If you both agree I can have all of Nevada, then I’m okay with that. And we make blood oaths about this, mind you, blood fucking oaths. We do that? I’m okay with Nevada. Then you two can murder each other over the rest of little Stevie’s territories, but why? Why not just work together?”

Osprey’s face was lost in shadows. He’d turned away from the light, so Savedra couldn’t see his eyes, only the outline of his beard, glowing in the night. “I want California and the PNW. Mr. Savedra can have all the rest.”

Savedra heard the words, but he couldn’t believe them. The SoCal Primacy was important, had a lot of money and power flowing through there, between Los Angeles and San Diego, and it was gateway to Las Vegas as well as Tijuana. It wasn’t the only valuable territory out there though. When he’d come to America looking for a Primacy, he hadn’t cared a bit about where he went, what he did, or who he had to kill to get it. Osprey had just been the first, easiest target.

And now, the NorCal Dragonlord was offering him not one but several Primacies. And even Roy Right was fine with only holding onto his Sin Cities and the wastelands between them. Most people thought he owned them anyway, though that wasn’t the case. It was contested land, but why? Who lived there? Not many humans and fewer Dragonskins.

“Fine,” Savedra said. “We do oaths, contracts, and we are done. I want old magic for this arrangement.”

Osprey rumbled laughter. With the size of his abdomen, his lungs, that was quite the rumble. “You gave up, Savedra. You gave up with one offer. The land you fought for, bled for, shed tears over from what I’ve heard. And in seconds, you just gave it up? Why?”

“For exponentially more power,” Savedra said. “You are a young little shit, Osprey. I’ve lived. I’ve bled, and yes, I’ve wept over my life. I know what it means to want, to be hungry, to be hunted. I will have the home I’ve always wanted in America. You’ve never been homeless. Your father chose you to take over his Primacy. Perhaps, if you’d known want, you’d have more wisdom.”

“Enough!” Roy’s voice changed from the homespun country good ol’ boy to a force to be reckoned with, a force that had at least one ancient wife. “You two have nothing to fight over now. So I want you to stop this nonsense. We have a common enemy.”

“So where is he?” Savedra asked.

Roy paused. “I don’t know. But I have Bruno Illick hunting him.”

“Shit,” Osprey said. If Savedra hadn’t known better, he’d have thought he heard fear in that one little word. The NorCal Prime wiped the rainwater off his bald head. “It might be, Mr. Right, that your coalition is unnecessary. If Bruno is hunting Steven Drokharis, then he is already dead.”


Chapter Thirteen
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STEVEN CLIMBED UP THE stairs of the lighthouse. His Escort was gone, none of them very happy about it. Zoey had clung to him the entire time he told them his plan, her face nuzzled into his neck even as he felt her tears fall.

She’d finally shifted into a wolf, so Steven hadn’t been able to see her red-rimmed, tear-streaked eyes. If Mouse hadn’t been there, the Morphling wouldn’t have left at all. Mouse was so different with Zoey, so gentle and kind. They were quite the pair.

Chazzie and Pru knew the truth, though, and they’d helped sell Steven’s idea. Sabina had roused herself from her sleep to cast a Divination spell, and then that settled it, because she saw the future, and yes, Steven’s core Escort would have to separate to find victory. She also saw fire, bloodshed, and death. In other words, constant battle, which was the life of a Dragonsoul.

Tessa mentioning Scooby-Doo had given Steven the idea. The Wayne twins and Sabina would go back to the mainland to study The Mystery of the Bad Mojo Americos Chamber. The rest of his Escort would travel to Australia to check in with Liam Strider and investigate The Mystery of the Dragonknights and Merlin’s Daughter.

Splitting the Escort was risky, but also completely unexpected. He wanted to keep everyone guessing about where he personally was. The bad mojo had been aimed at him personally. That was why he was staying in the lighthouse for a day or two, to keep his enemies guessing. 

In the end, they were all powerful enough to take care of themselves. Before they left, Steven made sure to give the Wayne twins, Aria, and Mouse all the Animus he could. They’d left full, if not with smiles on their faces.

Except Prudence. She still wasn’t fitting in, and he knew she was excited to work again with her sister, off on their own, just the two of them... well, three including Sabina.

Steven paused in the lighthouse stairwell to look out a round window. The Pacific Ocean was black except for white waves reflecting the light of the moon. All that water, miles and miles and miles of it, and then land, life, light. He could imagine the space between the stars being as vast, and in that space, like sharks in the sea, there were monsters. The Zothoric.

He didn’t think dragons were meant to be so close to each other. Could it be the constant fighting among Dragonsouls was because of the limited resources on Earth? Perhaps, as a species, the Alpheros needed large tracts of territory, and in an infinite universe, dragons could own entire worlds. Maybe living in close quarters, on Earth, was an unnatural state of things. Then again, Dragonsouls were half human, and humans were violent sex-obsessed primates prone to violence. Maybe if true-blood Alpheros lived on Earth, they wouldn’t be trying to murder each other every five seconds.

Steven reached the master bedroom, a circular room near the top of the lighthouse. For the short-term it was quaint, with sextants on the walls, the porthole-like windows accented in polished bronze. The bed took up most of the space, though it had been custom-made, so the headboard curved along with the wall. Long-term, it was too small for Steven, and if he ever redid the Aerie, he would swap out the master bedroom with one in the main building below. 

He climbed up the little spiral staircase up to the beacon. The smell of the ocean and the cold of the clouds, hanging in the sky, hit him right away. He heard the waves crashing against the rocks below, and he had to smile, remembering the hurried sex with Tessa, Sabina, and Zoey. They’d all been in a frenzy out in the elements.

Steven inhaled the wet night air. It felt odd to be alone. He thought of Javier Jones, who seemed to travel by himself quite a bit, though the Sonoran Desert Prime admitted that it was dangerous for a Dragonlord to be alone. That was when he was vulnerable, both because an Escort should protect their Prime, but also, there was the danger of kidnapping; if someone grabbed one of his wives, Steven wouldn’t be able to think straight. He’d gotten lucky, for the most part, but he’d had to rescue Aria from Edgar Vale and Mouse from Rahaab. That last one was Mouse’s fault for going after the ancient Alpherian dragon alone.

Javier Jones. Could Steven trust him? Could he trust any Dragonlord Primes he met?

Most of the coast was dark, given that it was Ecola State Park, but there were lights to the north and to the south. 

It was Steven’s first time in Oregon, and it might be his last.

What if they couldn’t solve the riddle of the Americos Chambers, and he could never step foot in America again?

Steven was rich enough to fly his mother and friends to anywhere in the world, but he didn’t think there was any place on Earth like the American West. The grandeur, the landscapes, the sagebrush, and the sound of coyotes yammering in the night. He’d come to love the coyotes yowling on the Infinity Ranch, and since they didn’t have any livestock, they weren’t a nuisance.

Surrounded by darkness—dark clouds, the dark ocean, and the dark island rock—Steven tried to enjoy the solitude. He’d spent a great deal of time alone, studying, working, taking care of business. Even when he had worked at jobs with people around, like at his college’s cafeteria, he’d kept to himself. He hadn’t wanted to be that guy in the back room or out behind the dumpsters, smoking, and talking shit about management. There were too many people in the world complaining about shit that they wouldn’t change, even if they could. People liked to complain in their everyday life. Put them to work and that shit went up to eleven.

Alone, so alone, in the middle of the sea, he couldn’t relax, and he couldn’t stop thinking about his wives, not that they were officially married. The ceremonies and rituals of Dragonsouls enhanced the females’ attraction to the male, and already, Steven wasn’t sure he liked the power he had to capture and seduce women. At times, it felt great to be the center of attention, to see the light in a woman’s eyes as she gazed upon him in unashamed adoration. It bordered on worship, but a playful worship, like a woman standing in sunshine, being bathed in the light, smiling and loving the warmth on her face. 

He wasn’t meant to be alone anymore. He was meant to be part of a family, and yes, he had to take breaks for his own sanity, but he also had to give of himself, to give his wives the best part of his days and his nights. Part of marriage and family was self-sacrifice. Maybe the biggest part.

Another part of marriage was to solidify the bonds of a community. Steven knew that several women in his Escort—Sabina, Aria, Zoey, maybe even Mouse—expected him to go through the rituals. They would get magic rings on their fingers, and they wouldn’t be able to help but love him even more. That would lead to children. Sabina had told him that they would have a girl, Regina Drokharis, little Reggie. Steven wasn’t even twenty-one yet. Was he ready to be a father? No. Not even a little. He would never be around to watch his child grow because of the work, his study of magic, and the endless wars he had to fight. He was doing well. Primacies were falling to him left and right. He was growing in power.

Yet losing his Animus had been frightening. If he lost his power, it would change everything. His Escort was powerful, yes, beyond belief, but in the end, he was the Dragonlord Prime, he was the male, and he had to be the strong one, to protect them all.

He pulled up the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon.
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HE’D MASTERED PORTAL magic. This was a big step, though he couldn’t use Magica Porta whenever he wanted. It was critical that Dragonsouls stay hidden until he could draw an army of dragons so they could deal with the Zothoric.

He hadn’t really focused on his Exhalants, since a good portion of his Escort had already made progress on that side of the skill tree including Aria, Mouse, and even the Wayne twins, though the sisters liked guns more than anything. That made him chuckle.

He focused on the new path:

Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon

	HeartStrike

	AnimusChain

	FleshForge

	Enchantrix

	Locked

	Locked


Those last two skills were still a mystery. He wouldn’t be able to access them anyway. He couldn’t skip over any of the abilities without sacrificing them. They’d learned that the hard way with Tessa.

Steven focused on AnimusChain. He’d read in his father’s spell book, the third volume, that AnimusChain linked Dragonsouls’ spirits together, to feed each other energy, but there was more to it than that. It was next-level Animus manipulation, allowing the user to set wards and create sigils. It was what would add ultimate protection to his Aeries.

Steven straightened, closed his eyes, and searched himself. In his mind’s eye, he saw his Animus as a ball of dark energy in his abdomen, just above his belly button. Aria called it the solar plexus chakra, also known as the Manipura chakra. According to her, that energy center was responsible for personal power, self-esteem, and confidence.

He reached out and pulled at the vortex of shadowy energy, shadowy because that was his dragon color, black. Tessa’s was pink, though it was darkening, and she was beginning to smell like cherries more and more. She was changing. As she was Merlin’s daughter, or descendant, he wondered what she was changing into.

Steven let that thought go. He could feel new energy filling him, slowly, through his meditation practice, and it was like a stream of darkness trickling into his energy pool, like a mountain lake being fed by numerous creeks of melting snow. But it was the world, life itself, feeding him. The fish in the waters, the whales, the plants, animals, and oxygen of the blue-green gem.

He could feel whales passing by the lighthouse. He could feel that energy, and he could see their Animus. Could he pull it from them? Maybe, at higher levels, which meant AnimusChain was like ShadowStrength, where his own muscles stole energy from his enemies.

What if the target of AnimusChain offered their energy to him? Yes, he could see how that would make the transfer exponentially easier.

In combat, he could pull from Tessa, for example, if she offered. And the barista turned gunslinger turned Magician had so much Animus, more than anyone, except for Steven.

Steven eased himself out of his meditation. Feeling calm, feeling powerful, he opened his eyes.

A light broke away from other lights to the north. Steven watched it carefully. That was a boat, making its way toward the lighthouse.

It was well after midnight. Who could that be? Imogene Summers had promised they were safe, that the Tillamook Rock Lighthouse was a secret Aerie that only Liang Pope’s closest vassals knew about. Steven knew, by Dragonsoul law, that those vassals were now loyal to him. Except for one. The rogue female, Tallulah Brahms, the one he’d slashed. She might be coming at him. Or escaping to the island. That would be odd, since she could fly in. Why would she be taking a boat?

Steven wasn’t going to take any chances. He stripped out of his clothes and dropped them onto the metal platform. “Magica Defensio,” he whispered, to hide himself from any humans. He stepped up onto the railing, got to the highest rung, and flung himself off the top of the lighthouse. He felt his body transform into his True From, lengthening, thickening, wings sprouting from his back. Wings, arms, legs, and tail, that new body now felt so familiar, like he’d been able to fly his entire life.

He didn’t go for the boat right away, but wheeled up into the clouds, flying through them. Mist turned into rivulets that streamed off his body. In his thick scales, with the heat of his Animus warming him, he didn’t feel the cold. Not like when he was a human.

He ducked out of the clouds, got his bearings, and saw the boat approaching the lighthouse. He flew east, and yet he had to be careful. He already felt his Animus being sucked away by the Americos Chambers, and not just the closest one—he could sense them all the way down the coast. No, he had to stay away, or die.

He turned back, flying over the ocean, zeroing in on the boat, the running lights flickering as water washed over them. The vessel pulled up alongside the concrete dock.

“Magica Divinatio,” Steven whispered. He felt a flood of energy leave him, and he couldn’t see for a minute, but he kept his wings straight and concentrated on the two figures in the boat. One of them, dressed in a long coat, tight black clothes, and a motorcycle helmet, clambered onto the cement.

A face flashed into his consciousness, Imogene Summers, weeping, crying for her lost Prime, and worried that her new lord would be cruel; Steven Drokharis conquered and killed wherever he went. How could such a tyrant be kind to her?

And the next face made him smile. It was half human, half reptile, cut down the middle, like the rest of her body from her failed Dragonskin rituals. She was a ninja, the leader of the Onari Guard, and a tragic soul.

Uchiko had come to him.

He blinked away the Divination magic. Why had the failed Dragonskin come?

Steven didn’t know, but it left a bad feeling in his belly. Yet he was glad to see her. He was tired of being alone.


Chapter Fourteen
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UCHIKO STOOD ON THE back deck, water dripping off her coat, and she held the motorcycle helmet under one arm. Slung around her neck was a black surgical mask, which had become as much about health as style in some Asian countries. For Uchiko, it further allowed her protection against unwanted attention. 

Steven stood in his wool sweater and sweats.

Imogene was below, tying off the boat. 

Uchiko bowed. “Konnichiwa, Steven-dono.” Dono was an honorific, meaning lord.

“What are you doing here?” Steven asked.

“Sabina. She... contacted me.” Uchiko’s voice dropped, sounding uncertain.

“Some kind of telepathy?”

Uchiko nodded.

Steven smiled. “I know. She used that with me as well. I think it’s a new aspect of Divination magic that she’s perfected. Once we have a moment, I plan on asking her more about it. Telepathy during battle would be very effective.” He paused to switch gears. “What did Sabina tell you?”

She lowered her head to speak. “That you would be alone here, and that you shouldn’t be alone. One of the Onari Guard should come and protect you. Haru volunteered. I told him he was too fat.”

That brought a laugh from Steven. Haru was a good man, but living in America wasn’t helping him. He’d discovered Mexican food, and now he ate it by the metric ton. Even worse, he’d gotten himself hooked on Taco Bell. It was arguable if that was Mexican food or not.

Imogene ascended the ladder as a Homo Draconis. The porchlight lit her scales, which were a variety of colors: brown, rust, and a dazzling copper color. She had a musky, rainy smell to her. She’d left her long raincoat below in the boat, which bobbed up and down on the ocean. Slung across her back, against her folded wings, was a waterproof dive bag, blackened from the rain and sea. She slung it to the ground.

“If everything to your liking, my Prime?” Imogene asked.

“Yes, the Aerie is comfortable. I can’t find many clothes that fit, but I’m used to shredding through everything I wear.”

Uchiko shrank away into the shadows to let him and Imogene talk.

Imogene gestured to the bag. “Chastity and Prudence suggested I bring you some jeans of various sizes as well as other clothing.” She seemed awkward.

Steven knew why. “Imogene, I’m still piecing things together on how I want my Primacy to work. I won’t kill any children or females, and I won’t give you away to other Primes as gifts. Trust me. But you’re not safe.”

“Not safe?” Imogene took a step back, whacking the deck with her thick tail in surprise.

“Yes,” Steven said. “We don’t know who is behind the Americos Chamber magic, and we don’t know if they’ll strike the PNW while I’m away. So take my vassals, find hiding places, and sit tight. Can you do that for me? Can you take control while I’m away?”

Imogene shifted into her human form, a brunette with fine features. “Me? You want me to rule in your absence?”

“You know the PNW Primacy better than anyone, it seems to me. And you’ve been helpful and loyal. You could’ve escaped with Tallulah Brahms.”

Imogene frowned. “Tallulah was always headstrong, dangerous, willing to take such risks.” She wrapped her arms across her bare breasts. “What you are offering is unheard of. Is it true? Are you going to change things among Dragonsouls?”

“I’m going to try. But I have to play the game first.”

Imogene smiled for the first time. “And you are playing it very well. I will help you. You can trust me. And if you need Animus, I could provide that service for you.” The words came out slowly, and the brunette had glanced away when she said them. That didn’t sit well with Steven.

“No, Imogene, I’m fine. You know the plan. Just stay low until we reach out to you.”

Her eyes went to Uchiko. “Yes, of course, your real wife can aid you in more sensual ways. She must be very important to you, for you to have sent for her.”

Uchiko let out a cough, half-strangled. She let her long coat drop, sank the helmet onto it, and went into the house, moving quickly. She wore a skintight black leather jumpsuit. Her sickle-chain, the kusarigama, was strapped across her back.

“Did I say something wrong?” Imogene asked.

“No, not at all. Thank you,” Steven said. “I’ll be in touch.” Or Sabina will, he thought. Using her new Divinatio ability.

Without another word, Imogene shifted into her partial form, her skin scaling over. She bowed, then retreated down the ladder.

The boat soon plowed through the waves, heading toward the shore.

Steven opened the door. Uchiko had her back to him, near the fireplace, warming her hands. Her left hand was a claw, with green scales shot with yellow orange. Her right hand was brown, delicate, and human.

He stepped inside, shut the door behind him, and set the ornate dagger on a table.

At the sound of him, she turned, showing him the right side of her face. At that angle, all he saw was her soft black hair and her beautiful, human face. “I’m sorry you are exiled from America. I’m sorry that you are stuck with your ugliest vassal. You have so many beautiful wives, and yet, none are here.”

Steven had to think about that for a minute. “Uchiko, you’ve always been more than a simple vassal to me. And you aren’t ugly. What Imogene said hurt you, didn’t it?”

A tear slid from her eye down her cheek. “Yes. I’m not your wife. And my self-doubt has gotten worse as has my shame. Living in your Denver, I see the humans, and I see the women, and I will never have that again. Ever. I know it in my soul. But I still long to serve you, Steven, in every way I can.”

Steven went to her, sliding his hand into her human one. “How did you get here, Uchiko?”

“A motorcycle. Days ago. I kept my head down and drove in the sunshine, found inns to rest at night. I had dollars—Haru gave them to me. He also bought the motorcycle, insisting on a very specific vehicle. He said that the Indian Roadmaster was the best for long distances. I thought the name was very romantic. The master of the road.” A little grin flashed across her face.

Steven pulled up chairs for them, red-cushioned chairs of polished wood with brass rivets. He wanted to face her head-on, though she preferred only showing him her right side. The idea of her riding down I-80 with a helmet on, covering her face, and her long coat flapping behind her was incredible to him. Then he felt how lonely she would’ve been at night, in the motels she called “inns.” She was brave to leave the Cherry Creek compound in Denver where she and the Onari Guard watched over Steven’s mother and Tessa’s family, the descendants of Merlin. 

And she’d left days ago, which meant Sabina had divined Steven’s desperate plan, though she hadn’t seen the Animus vacuum that the Americos Chambers had become, at least for him. 

“And you came just on Sabina’s word?” Steven asked.

Uchiko turned her head to hide the left side of her face. “Always, Steven. I will always come for you. You could’ve killed me and the Onari Guard, but you didn’t. You gave us a chance. You gave us life.”

Steven felt the sexual tension in the air. Shifting and casting the Divination magic had taken some Animus from him. He was no longer full. There was a reason a Dragonlord had an Escort.

Uchiko had her eyes closed. Her throat colored red where it wasn’t scaled. She took in a deep breath, let it out, and then faced him full-on. Her left eye had the vertical slit of a serpent while her right eye was brown, almond shaped. “I will do this for you because it is what you need. But I will need to do it a certain way.”

Steven’s curiosity was piqued. What was this now?

She stood and reached out her hands. The scales on her claws were cool and smooth, not hard at all. Her other hand was rougher, in fact, calloused from her hours of combat training. She pulled him up and embraced him, hugging him hard. “I’ve thought about this a thousand times. I want you so much, but I can’t be with you until... until I’m human again.”

“Or a Dragonskin.” Steven closed his eyes, accessing AnimusChain. He’d felt his own Animus core, but he’d not tried to reach out to anyone else’s.

“But that is impossible,” Uchiko whispered. “I failed the rituals.”

He didn’t respond. He could sense her energy, swirling in the middle of her slim, hard body. It swirled in a ball of red, yellow, and orange energy, and it would sputter out as it went round and round, like a pinwheel off-kilter, lopsided, and yet her core Animus was there and strong. Could he adjust it? Could he set the wheel spinning at its center? Maybe, but he was still new to the ability, and he didn’t want to cause more harm. However, there was a definite possibility of adjusting her soul energy. Would it be permanent? He wasn’t sure.

It was like she had felt him reaching into her spirit and finding her imperfection. “Do you hate me for my weakness?”

“You’ve never told me your story.” Being so close to her, smelling her, feeling her body against him had his head spinning. “So I don’t know how you are weak.”

“Soon,” Uchiko murmured. “We will spend a great deal of time together. And I believe I will find the courage to tell you what I have told no one else. About my loves, my failures, my dishonor. But now is not the time. I must service you.”

She pushed him back onto a sofa and pulled down his sweatpants. The warm air on his erection felt good, as did Uchiko’s gaze on him. He’d grown accustomed to her face, split in half, but then she turned to kneel on his right side. She slid her human hand up his leg until she gripped his length.

“It has been a long time since I have held a man like this.” Her voice drifted in the air around him. “It is so different than my own sex. Big. Strange.”

He had to smile. “Every guy likes to hear the big part. Not the strange part.”

“You don’t feel it when you walk?” she asked. “Does it ever get in the way?”

“Not a bit,” Steven answered.

In the light of the fire, she knelt before him. She had her right side facing him, so he couldn’t see her half-dragon part, only her soft face, her hair tied back. His eyes went down her jumpsuit to see the swell of her single breast on the right side of her body.

“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, but I’d like to see you,” Steven said softly.

She gripped him, and he let out a gasp.

She let out a sigh, a gentle laugh. She let go of him and unzipped her jumpsuit to reveal a single perfect breast with the cutest brown nipple, perfectly nestled in a slightly pebbled areola.

“You are gorgeous,” he whispered.

Her hand went back to his shaft, stroking him as he leaked into her strong palm. “Half of me is, maybe.”

“I’m a Dragonsoul, Uchiko,” Steven answered. “I can see beyond what humans can see. Magica Divinatio.”

He felt the Animus leave him, but her hand on him was giving him more, and then all he could see was Uchiko, naked before him. Her scales covered her left side but parted around her very human labia between her legs. Seeing her like that, vulnerable, naked, and her soft but strong eyes on him, was too much. She hungered for him in a way none of his Escort had, for they hadn’t been alone and chaste for so long. When he’d first met Uchiko, she’d mentioned lovers among the Onari Guard, but those had perished, and so for months she’d been alone, untouched. And even before that, when she’d had sex, she had done it in the dark. It had been a furtive, shameful thing because of how she looked.

He saw her currently, on her knees, her damaged Animus swirling off-center. The mystical energy was coalescing around them, into her and into him.

Then he saw dragons, crashing through his Queensland mansion in Surfer’s Paradise. He heard Tessa’s Peacekeepers along with Teegan’s DP-12, the double-barreled, pump-action shotgun. Abby Free flashed through his vision, her IonClaws blinding. Michaela Montes, fighting with her enhanced Escrima sticks, bashed through Homo Draconi.

Attacked. His Escort, in Australia, fighting for their lives. Was that the present? Or the future? He couldn’t tell. But Zoey wasn’t fighting, she was backed in a corner, a wolf, baring her fangs, her eyes rolling because she was so afraid.

Steven tried to stick with the images, but he couldn’t. They were plucked out of his head. He didn’t fight it, because if he did the visions would disappear completely.

Then he was in the past, seeing Uchiko as she was centuries ago. She was walking in a kimono among the cherry trees, their leaves red, orange, yellow. Smoke hung in the chill autumn air. A pagoda rose above the pink canopy of fall colors. Uchiko moved regally across the ground in silk slippers, and he had the idea she was royalty. Though she wasn’t crying, she looked sad. What was her story?

And then he flashed forward, into the future, and he was having sex with her, in her, and they were sharing Animus. She wasn’t restored, no, but she was comfortable enough with her deformity to let him make love to her. She gazed up at him, in her bliss, vulnerable, brave, and wanton.

That one image exploded in his brain and pushed him over the edge. She continued to milk him until he had to ease her hand off him.

He was still gasping. Reaching the peak of pleasure during the Divination spell had been intense.

“What did you see that got you so excited?” she asked.

“You,” he said simply.

* * *
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BRUNO ILLICK LANDED on the lighthouse island, on the deck of the house, underneath the tower of the beacon. He had his bag of tricks and the Hellstring along with a quiver of very special arrows. When he shifted, his pale dragon scales turning to human flesh, he dropped the bag, his quiver strapped to it, and the Hellstring onto the wet wood.

The bag was blood-encrusted from his old kills, but he also had flecks of new gore on it. The Dragonsoul female had squealed when he’d shoved the bone arrows into her belly to get to her Animus core. He liked his arrows—they worked well to disrupt the magical energy inside his prey—but he loved Animus more.

Sunset filled the eastern sky, splashing the ocean with a scarlet light. Bruno sniffed the air, but all he could smell was the ocean on wet rock and seagull shit.

“Magica Incanto,” he whispered to unlock the back patio door. He bent to pick up the Hellstring. He nocked a bone arrow.

He padded into the house. He was hungry, and he needed to smoke soon. Nicotine was a harsh mistress, demanding and cruel.

Inside, no one came at him. The mansion under the lighthouse seemed deserted.

“Magica Divinatio,” Bruno murmured, using the old magic. Modern Dragonsouls didn’t like the old magic. They were afraid of it. Bruno, though, Bruno knew he was a creature of Animus, and the magic was his home. He enjoyed all the Magicas, even the Mirror-Souled charms, HeartStrike, AnimusChain, FleshForge, and Enchantrix. He like portal magic too, liked the pain, but it was forbidden. His father had beaten that into him. No Magica Porta. Because there were things between worlds that could lay eggs in your Animus, and then spiders would eat you from the inside out. No, not that, not the shadows of teeth and talon.

Bruno had a little spell book, a little leather notebook, where he scrawled things his father taught him. His father was still alive, but Bruno wished he wasn’t. A father must die for his son to grow into a man. Bruno thought about giving the old dragon death. But no one had paid him for such a task, and Bruno only killed if hired to do so. Everyone he knew feared his father. Maybe they should.

White smoke poured out of Bruno’s eyes, obscuring his vision for a moment. He winced, expecting to see the Dragon Slayer, expecting to feel the cut, because sometimes Divination could be cruel, only showing you the same thing, over and over.

This time, thankfully, was different. He found himself gazing into the past.

Tallulah Brahms, that was the name of the female he’d pierced with his bone arrows. He’d found in her a hotel, a nicer place, where they asked questions, where they had security. It was in a large human city.

Humans. They didn’t interest him. They didn’t know how to absorb the Animus. They were only flesh, and not that much. He ate them, sometimes, but it wasn’t his favorite food. He’d rather eat chicken, honestly.

In the large human city, he’d found Tallulah, scarred, scared, running. In the hotel room, the suite, it was called, he forced her into her partial form and used the arrows on her. She wept and begged for mercy. And told him everything she knew.

The lighthouse was the important part. It was near where the battle had been. It was where Steven Drokharis had been, but no more. He’d gone. He couldn’t go back to the big human settlements of the New World; no, he’d go to the British penal colony. That was where he had another Primacy.

Bruno couldn’t kill Steven until Steven found what he was looking for. Roy had said that, but Roy had said so many, many things. Roy knew Bruno’s father. The two had known each other a long time. They were bonded in blood, far more than Bruno was, to them, or to their third.

Bruno unstrung his bow and went to retrieve his bag of tricks. He brought everything into the main room of the house. Inside his bag, he found a Rainier beer bottle, according to the label. The humans did enjoy their intoxicating liquors. He didn’t quite understand how they could stomach the rot, for that was what it was: rotting grains, rotting potatoes, rotting grapes. 

Bruno didn’t need the decay, he needed the glass bottle. Since sex was beyond him, and since killing could be problematic, he’d learned to store Animus in bottles using Enchantrix.

He smashed the Rainier bottle, and the Animus from the Tallulah Brahms kill filled him. He shifted into his partial form as the sun broke the horizon to bathe him. He took it as a sign.

He would fly, perhaps not to the penal colony, no, but to an island. Bruno couldn’t scry Steven directly, nor his Escort, for they were all hidden by magical ink. Tattoos. 

However, Bruno could feel the flow of life and destiny, and he knew he would feel her arrows pierce him on an island in a sea of islands, a particular emerald gem, wave-tossed and fire-kissed.

Her arrows.

She hunted him.

He enjoyed her desire to kill him.

The huntress. The goddess of night. The cloaked one.

Would Bruno kill the Drokharis child before she killed him?

He didn’t know. Some things were hidden, secrets, mysteries. The humans would find the dismembered corpse of Tallulah Brahms, and they would see that as a mystery. They would never find the killer. He’d left enough money to pay for the destroyed room. Honesty was important.

Before he left, he would do his ritual. Inside the living room, he took all the furniture and stacked it against the doors and windows and in the hallway. He sat cross-legged in the ruined room. He enjoyed five smokes, ate five pieces of smoked fish, and so on. Until he was finished. He did his ritual as fast as he could because he longed for a bath.

He found the tub, filled it with water, and then eased down into the boiling water, which sloshed over the edge. His eyes went to the perfect V between his legs. The Dragon Slayer had removed his sex and sent him back to Father.

Father then sent poor Bruno away. Maybe it was for the best. A father should have a son who was a son and not an assassin.

He didn’t miss his member. He liked how perfect he was without it. He drifted off to sleep, thinking and not thinking, feeling and not feeling, and when he woke up, the water was as frigid as it was murky.

Out on the deck, Bruno shifted into his True Form, a long, bone-white dragon, with a grisly bag and a magic bow in his claws. He headed east, toward the Hawaiian Islands, far, far away. He would rest there, perhaps find a kill, or simply smoke, eat, smoke. Then he would continue on toward the islands spread across the gem of the world like green specks in the blue eyes of a white cat.

Unlike most Dragonsouls, Bruno liked to fly across the world.

Because one day, all dragon kin would fly between worlds through the void of space. That had been the king’s promise, oh so many years ago. Before the Dragon Slayer slew the king and the world wept.

The blue-green gem might be a sad place, but Bruno was happy. Racing across the world, Bruno rejoiced in the freedom and the possibilities. The infinite possibilities. Bruno knew he was a limited creature, yet he never grew tired of the never-ending game of “What if?”

What if, someday, her dark arrows took Bruno down?

Then he would rest.

What if, someday, he pierced her with an arrow, bone-bright?

Then their game would end. He found his disappointment amusing. For she was the only lover he would ever have.

What if, someday, Father took Bruno into his home and into his heart?

That would be a happy day indeed.


Chapter Fifteen
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STEVEN WALKED THROUGH the broken glass of his Surfer’s Paradise mansion. The place had been demolished, and bodies, mostly of women, lay sprawled in the debris. A few men were there, including one big hairy man with most of his chest gone. Gold rings were on his fingers, and he had a relatively unpleasant orange tint to his skin.

Though blood-splattered and gunshot, his features were somewhat familiar. It was Hindmarch Hotham, the Dragonlord of the Endeavor Primacy. 

Uchiko wasn’t with him. She was in the shadows of the eucalyptus trees outside, ready to strike if needed. She could hurl a dozen deadly shuriken in seconds and then vanish. It was nice being guarded by a ninja.

Aria stood naked in the middle of the wreckage. She was quite the vision—tall, slender, muscled, and gorgeous with long dark hair, dark skin, and piercing green eyes. She smiled at him. “Welcome home, my Prime. I believe you have arrived just in time to have missed all the combat.”

Steven tromped across the glass. “Is everyone okay? Any casualties?” He held his breath. After his vision of the battle, he’d called them. Aria said they were fine, though they were on high alert. She had agreed he should take a plane, since that would tax him less than flying. The Indian woman insisted he not open a portal.

He and Uchiko had immediately left the lighthouse, and he’d flown her to Seattle on his back. They’d wrapped her in multiple layers, and he was warm, but she’d still been chilled. From Seattle, they booked first-class tickets to Brisbane, twelve thousand dollars each, but that wasn’t an issue. He’d used one of the American Express cards Bud insisted he carry.

In the air, Steven had called again but received no answer. A stewardess told him that Australia had experienced country-wide outages. That was when the attack happened. Now, the outage made sense. Hindmarch Hotham owned much of the telecoms. And he’d been able to jack around with all the networks, both at home and abroad. Steven figured magic was involved as well.

Aria took him in her arms and held him. “No casualties. The Five Widows are a force to be reckoned with, surely. And Liam saw them coming. However, Zoey had issues during the battle. Severe issues.”

Steven sighed.

Aria stepped back and shifted into her Homo Draconis form so she could walk across the broken glass without a problem.

The rest of Steven’s Escort, along with Liam Strider and William “Bud” Novak, were on the back deck, which had a view of the ocean. The beach was below, down a single set of stairs. The ocean waves were coming in, the water so different, the air so warm compared to the Oregon coast. 

Tessa and Pretty McGillicuddy were handing out Magica Cura spells, fixing wounds, and working on getting everyone back on their feet.

When Steven walked out in the bright sunlight, all eyes turned on him. Abby Free tore out of Pretty’s grip to hug him with a bone-breaking embrace. Michaela Montes dropped her fighting sticks and joined her, thanking God he was okay. The communication blackout had gone both ways. Skylar Blacke held back, for a moment, until Pretty grabbed her and Teegan and then all five widows were hugging him.

Pretty got shoved to the front, and he gazed into her blue eyes. They stared up at him, so full of love, and yet scared, fragile, because in her heart of hearts, Pretty couldn’t trust anyone ever again. Her words echoed through him for the millionth time.

You don’t mean it, Steven. You say the words, but you don’t mean them.

Then the bear attacked. Zoey shoved them all over. The Five Widows tumbled like pins in a bowling alley, and the big Morphling was like the big furry ball. Steven lay on his back with the bear on him. Zoey hadn’t grown to her full size, or that probably would’ve been the end of the deck. She was still several hundred pounds of shaking fur.

Teegan complained, “Great, now I need another healing spell for my ass. Fuck!”

Mouse laughed. “Yeah, don’t get in the way of Zoey and her man. Sorry, Teegan.”

Zoey shifted to human and clung to him, weeping in great shaking trembles. Steven held her, and Mouse came over. The hard, sarcastic blonde knelt and touched Zoey’s hair. “See, Zoey? See? Steven is just fine. And we gave him another Primacy.”

“I couldn’t fight,” Zoey sobbed. “All I could think of was you, and if I died, I’d never see you again. Or if you died. If Hindmarch Hotham got to you first. We couldn’t reach you. The phones didn’t work. It was awful, Steven. I failed you.”

Steven held her. “It’s okay. You were strong to leave the lighthouse. You were brave and confident, even if you were alone.”

“I was for a while.” Zoey’s face showed her hurt. “But then I started missing you. And this morning, during the battle, I froze. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. Really.”

Mouse and Tessa finally helped Zoey off him. Steven stood up, then gave Mouse and Tessa hugs. The Five Widows left to pack. The mansion was hardly standing, and they couldn’t stay there. They’d travel to the Glass House Mountain Aerie.

Bud was on the phone, talking with Harold Finkfuss, the Magician who helped run the Queensland Primacy. He gave Steven a wave, and Steven waved back. Then he noticed Denise Pryce and Fimi Eyota staying close to Bud, both pale. 

Tessa drifted to him. “This was Denise’s and Fimi’s first fight. Let’s just say, it kind of freaked them out.”

He turned to her and took her into his arms. “Hey, you look like the daughter of Merlin.”

The barista laughed like a bell. “Well, now that you mention it, I am Merlin’s daughter. And you just thought I was a pretty face.”

“No, I liked your ass as well,” Steven joked. “But to be honest, I only love you because you make really good coffee.”

Tessa kissed him, and it was like going home. Her body, her smell, the stink of the gunpowder around her, and the heady aroma of her excitement. It was all so familiar. Her lips so soft, her mouth hungry for him. He wanted her, but that would have to wait a bit.

Steven squinted. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

Tessa shrugged. “No worries. You’ll spend some quality time with your Queensland Primacy, uh, make that both of your Australian kingdoms, and then we’ll get on with The Mystery of the Dragonknights and Merlin’s Daughter. We have to get to Bali and go on a cool jungle adventure.”

Her enthusiasm was infectious. However, he did have business in Australia to take care of first. He hoped the Wayne twins and Sabina were having luck with their own mystery.

Bud marched over. “Okay, so I don’t think Hindmarch’s people are going to be a pain. He had a lot of legit business, and his people have contingency plans for this kind of thing. Their main lawyer is Olivia something. Olivia Bolivia maybe? Is that right?” 

Steven quirked an eyebrow. “So why are you here?”

Bud looked shocked. “Dude, you can’t go back to America. I have to be where you are. You’re my best client.”

“Only client,” Tessa put in. 

Bud shrugged. “Yes, only client. But, Cool Whip, dude, you have got to quit getting Primacies so fast. We are running out of paralegals. We’ve had to hire an HR firm just to hire other people who can find people to deal with the mountains of paper and contracts. You’re killing us.” He paused. “Uh, yeah, remembering there’s a mansion full of dead bodies back there.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

“You bill by the hour,” Steven said. “Keep billing us. We can pay. Why did you bring Denise and Fimi?”

“Well. Yeah.” Bud scratched his head. “They were not happy being left behind, so I brought them. We’ve been hanging out.”

Steven could understand that, and he knew why his consigliere seemed so nervous all of a sudden.

“I didn’t sleep with them,” Bud said quickly.

Steven nodded. He knew that. He asked Tessa, “Any word from Chazzie, Pru, and Sabina?”

She shook her head. “With the cell phone hijinks, we’ve been in the dark. But Sabina has been, um, talking to me I guess you’d call it? Last I heard, they’re safe. I can’t really scry them because of the tattoos, but I feel like they’re okay. The Wayne twins are unstoppable.”

And unpredictable, Steven thought. At least Pru is.

Liam came over and stuck out a hand. “Greetings, my Prime.”

Steven shook the Yellow Ronin’s big mitt. He smiled and found himself at a loss for words.

Liam filled the silence. “Casting portal magic suits you. You are surpassing me, and I find that oddly comforting. Soon I can return to Nebraska, to my quiet life, and never have to battle another dragon for the rest of my days.”

Steven quirked an eyebrow.

The big blond man knew the truth. “Not until we face the Zothoric.”

“Bingo.” Steven shot him with a finger gun. “And we’ll do it on another world. I have plans for that. At the moment, we have other mysteries on hand, and I don’t have my army yet.”

Liam nodded, an odd smile painted across his face. “People still refer to me as the Yellow Ronin. I let it pass for I like the sound of it. In reality? I’m a vassal of the great Drokharis Primacy. I will fight with you, Steven.” He paused. “I heard that our Sabina achieved True Form. She is now a full Dragonskin. I’m proud of her and honored I could help.”

“It is a real accomplishment,” Steven agreed. He had more to say on the subject of Dragonskins, but he let it pass. 

Liam left to help Bud and Harold Finkfuss concoct a cover story for the Hindmarch Hotham battle. The dead Prime’s lawyer, Olivia Bolivia, had jumped in to help. She was actually Olivia Bowles, but Bud had changed that with his accidental nickname.

* * *
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HOURS LATER, IN A CONVOY of Toyota Land Cruisers, they’d relocated to the Glass House Aerie, which was almost a literal glass house. The number of windows was amazing.

The house sat surrounded by a landscape so green and beautiful Steven thought about moving to Australia permanently. The grand living room had two fireplaces and a view of Mount Beerwah, the tallest of the twelve rocky mounds that made up the Glass House Mountains. After growing up in the Rockies, Steven couldn’t really call them mountains, but the area was interesting. It was the remnants of volcanic activity millions of years ago; Australia had some of the oldest landscapes in the world.

With how pretty it was outside, the house had a ton of decks and outdoor living rooms, one even with a full bar. Fans spun overhead along the walkways, keeping everything cool. There was as much living space on the outside as there was on the inside.

The palace had two wings with a variety of bedrooms. His Escort staked their claim, and Zoey’s decision was clear. She was going to cling to him, sleep with him, and not let him out of her sight. He needed to talk to her, but he wasn’t sure what the solution was. Zoey wasn’t jealous. She was just insecure and clingy. And yet at times, she could rise to the occasion, like she had when she’d left him at the lighthouse.

Zoey did leave him to help cook dinner as the heat of the day started to wane. Being in the southern hemisphere, January was their summer, and the days were long and hot. 

After Steven got his things stowed away, he found Uchiko sleeping in the master bedroom, with more windows and stunning views of other stony mounds. She was exhausted, but safe, and he hoped she felt loved. She kept out of the way, hidden, most of the time, and Steven knew once she woke up, she’d return to the shadows. 

When Steven walked out to the main deck, he was greeted with the three wives he’d acquired along with the Queensland Primacy: Adelaide Sima, Isla Kellar, and Matilda Janszoon. And their children. 

Aubrey was only a couple months old, wrapped in a blanket, fast asleep in her mother’s arms. Adelaide didn’t raise her eyes to meet his. She was older, with a hooked nose, but nice blue eyes under hair the color of mahogany. 

Cooper, a four-year-old boy, wiggled out of his mother’s arms and dashed across the deck when he saw Steven. “You’re back! Dad!” The kid was all boy, with a chocolate-stained mouth, dirt on his knees, and a nice cut on his arm. He shared his mother’s dark curls and brown eyes. Isla smiled at her son, but also didn’t dare raise her eyes.

Coop grabbed hold of Steven’s arm, yanking on it. “Dad! Dad! Mum, it’s Dad.”

“It is, sweetie,” Isla said agreeably.

Steven stared a bit too long at Isla’s curls, and then he bent down. “Hey, Coop. I’m more your Prime than your dad. Can you say Prime?”

The kid looked at him suspiciously, then flung his arms around Steven. “Dad!”

Steven smiled. There was no way he was going to convince this kid of anything. “Yeah, Cooper. Steven Drokharis is home for a bit.”

Matilda Janszoon’s daughter, Emma, was two and trying to keep up with her half-brother Cooper. She toddled over, trying to get to Steven.

She gave him a sweet, if drooly smile. She had toddler hair, which was a wild mess. Emma fell, got on her feet, took three steps, and fell again.

The toddler’s mother, however, was the very essence of cool, made-up, and looking good. While Adelaide and Isla wore shorts and tops that covered them, Matilda was in a bikini top with short shorts. She gave him a long, heated stare with green eyes and dark red hair that fell in a fountain down her back. It was obvious what she expected. “G’day, Steven. Welcome to our little bit of paradise.”

Cooper ran from Steven and knocked down little Emma, who immediately let out a squall. Matilda was quick to grab her daughter. From the safety of her mother’s arms, Emma reached out a chubby fist. Steven took her hand and shook it. “Pleased to see you again, Emma.”

The toddler cooed at the sound of her name.

Cooper had run down the steps and stood in the field. “Hey, Dad, let’s find lizards! You wanna find lizards with me? I hope I find some shinglebacks. I call ’em bogeyes. There’s a bog across the field by the swing!”

Ironic. He knew a thing or two about being a lizard and being hunted. He kept those thoughts to himself. Cooper would have plenty of time in the future to learn about the real world of Dragonsouls, the predators and the prey.

Steven turned to Isla and raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think trying to find lizards in Australia is a good thing. Aren’t they all deadly?”

Isla nodded. “Some are. But Cooper can tell which are which. We study them. And I trust in your magic, Steven.”

Their eyes met, and then she glanced away.

A Magica Cura spell would do the trick. Being a Dragonsoul would also help against the toxins. “Okay, then. A lizard hunting we will go.”

Emma had escaped her mother’s arms and wobbled over to Isla and hugged her leg. It was apparent that the toddler thought of them all as her mothers.

“I like lizards as well,” Matilda said, “but I’ll stay up here. You won’t be gone too long, will you?”

“Not so long.” He and Matilda again shared a moment of tense lust. It was strange. These women were his, and Matilda wanted to take advantage of that. More wives for him. More sex.

Tessa and Aria stepped out onto the deck. Tessa was in a short summer dress while Aria wore capris and a tight V-top which exposed a valley of brown skin.

“Would you like to go bogeye hunting with me?” Steven asked.

Cooper hollered from the field. “Come on, guys! Let’s go find lizards!”

Tessa grinned. “That sounds oddly fun.”

Aria went and embraced the three Australian women, doted on the baby, and kissed Emma on her cheek. The Indian woman then joined Steven and Tessa on the path through the greenery while Cooper ran ahead. He’d found a stick, and sometimes a stick is better than any toy in the hands of a four-year-old. It can be sword, it can be a rifle, and when hunting lizards, it can pretty much save your life.

“How am I ever going to tell him I’m not his real father?” Steven exhaled out some of his stress. “And that I killed his father.”

Aria was quick to respond. “He and his mother should be grateful to be a part of your great legacy. You did not murder him, nor did you force yourself upon his mother. He will understand, and if he is a good boy, he will continue to idolize you.”

Steven didn’t know what to say to all that. He’d not grown up in the Dragonsoul culture. At times he found it brutal, at other times, stupid.

“Tessa, what do you think?” he asked.

“As a very human person, and very sensitive, I’m with you on this. Aria, I can’t believe he won’t grow up to hate the man who killed his father.”

“Humans,” Aria said, exasperated. “It is the way of dragons. It is constant war. Jaxon Wenck came to kill us, and we killed him first. Steven got his territories and his Escort. We won the battle honorably. There is no shame. There is no hate. And if there is, Steven will face Cooper on the field of battle, and the strongest will survive.”

The idea of fighting an embittered Cooper made Steven sick to his stomach. 

And the fear in Adelaide and Isla, it was almost as bad as Matilda’s desperate attempt to seduce him. Because she knew if they made love, there would be less of a chance he’d kill little Emma, and it would solidify their relationship.

They walked down the dirt trail that cut through the short green grasses and scrub of the field. It ended in a line of trees, where Cooper swung on a tire swing. 

Steven stopped. “I can’t take on any more wives, not with the amount of Primacies I’m collecting. And I can’t be a father to Cooper, Emma, or Baby Aubrey. I’m stretched too thin. And if I’m going to change things, I’m going to change things now.”

“It’s Pretty, isn’t it?” Tessa asked. “We talked. She said you took her history pretty hard.”

Aria was silent, scowling at him. This wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “You need wives, Steven, as many as you can get. They will keep you full of Animus, they will fight for you because they love you, and because of that love, they will be willing to sacrifice everything for you.”

Steven stopped for a minute. He found himself grinning. It might have been inappropriate, but he couldn’t help himself. “Being with the two of you, just the three of us, it feels like old times. We started this together. I love you both, so much. I can’t imagine my life without you.”

“I feel the same.” Aria lifted her eyes to him. “I love you and Tessa like I love my own life. Our strong feelings for each other give us power. That is why you need wives.”

Tessa didn’t speak. She waited for Steven.

He sighed. “It’s the time we spend together. It’s our conversations. It’s our sex... all of that brings us closer together. If I had hundreds of wives, I couldn’t have that with all of them. And I wouldn’t see you two as much as I would want. Already, it’s a lot.”

The three watched Cooper swinging. 

Steven kept his voice low. “Pretty McGillicuddy, it’s quite the name. Do you know why she chose it?”

Aria shrugged. It was obvious she didn’t care.

Tessa responded in a whisper. “She wanted a happy name. She wanted a silly name. Because her life hasn’t been happy, silly, or very pretty.”

Steven waited a beat. Then he asked Tessa, “Do you think she would mind if we told Aria her story?”

Aria exhaled in frustration. “Pretty is part of your Escort. You can do what you want.”

“No, she wouldn’t mind,” Tessa answered.

Aria crossed her arms.

Steven went on anyway. “Pretty was engaged to a Prime, a young Dragonsoul she was in love with, in the Miami-Dixie Primacy. On the eve of their wedding, the young Prime was murdered by an old Dragonlord. He saw that he broke her heart, but he didn’t care. He married Pretty, trapping her. She was his pet, and he could do whatever he wanted. The old Prime gave her to his vassals, to anyone who wanted her. She was passed around, for years, until she was traded to another Prime, then another, but no one wanted her. That was how she wound up with Cassius Pine. He collected the women no one else wanted.”

Tessa took up the story. “She likes to be told she’s special because most of her life, she wasn’t special. She was a pet, ordered to sleep with other men, and she had to do it. It was abuse, pure and simple.”

Aria shook her head. “Yes, the world is troubled, and there is evil, and some dragons are destined for sorrow. But Steven, you will not change that by refusing wives.”

He took Aria’s hand. “I told Pretty that I loved her, and she was special. She said I was lying to her. I couldn’t mean those words because I didn’t know her, not really. It’s haunted me. More than that, it’s got me thinking. I need warriors, not wives.”

Tessa came up and shoved Steven with her hip. “Okay, Mr. Drokharis, let’s hear your plan. I get the sense you have one.”

“I do,” Steven said.

Cooper finally got tired of swinging alone. “Guys! Come on! We haven’t found lizards yet!”

Steven grinned. “Let’s go find lizards. I’ll tell you my plan over dinner.”

Tessa shoved him again. “Not fair!” She then sobered. “Look, I get it. I’m polyamorous, and we don’t believe that love is limited. I can love a bunch of people. However, love takes time, and there are only so many hours in the day.”

Aria kept silent. Her frown seemed permanent, and there was no way Steven could convince of her anything. 

“Don’t you trust me?” He stared until he melted her resolve through force of will. 

A smile broke across Aria’s face. “Steven, you are the only Prime I could ever trust.”


Chapter Sixteen
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AUSSIE BBQS WEREN’T so different from American grill fests.

Harold Finkfuss stood at the grill, because he was a guy who liked power. He started the process with several onions, to get the BBQ smell going. Then he slammed down rump, sirloin, and T-bone steaks. He also added what he called snags, which were sausages. Some were beef and some were pork. As for hot dogs, Harold insisted they had to be boiled. Corn on the cob, however, could be boiled or grilled, and he made room for them alongside the steaks and snags.

Torches burned around the table on the deck. The sun was getting low in the sky, glowing on the Glass House Mountains. The humidity had let up, the air warm and dry, smelling of the fields and flowers. What kinds? Steven had no idea. He’d never thought he’d leave the U.S., let alone have homes across the world thanks to the death of Rahaab.

Zoey came out in a white dress that didn’t fit well, and she helped the catering team put down pasta salads, potato salads, lettuce, beans, and some dishes Steven didn’t recognize. Liam had also been in the kitchen, and Steven was glad to see that the bear girl and the Yellow Ronin were enjoying each other. Their time in the kitchen was bringing them closer.

After the meal, the sun had all but set. For dessert there was Pavlova with fruit salad and cream on top, along with a sherry trifle, ice cream, and watermelon. 

A dog had run up, maybe a neighbor’s dog, and Cooper had fed it shamelessly. The animal had curled up on the deck, trying to sleep off a food coma. As for Cooper, he’d convinced a few people to join him kicking around a soccer ball in the field.

Then Steven called his family to him. It was time for business. He sat at the front of the big table. Other chairs had been pulled up because it was a crowd of people, mostly women.

Finkfuss—he liked to be called by his last name—insisted on the seat next to the Big Guy, which was how he referred to Steven. Finkfuss didn’t have much hair on his head, but his chest hair overflowed from his shirt, and he was the color of a boiled lobster. He never went anywhere without a XXXX Gold in his big hairy paw. It seemed he sweated beer. Finkfuss considered himself a master Magician, but that wasn’t quite right, since he hadn’t tackled Magica Porta yet, but then, very few had. Finkfuss didn’t like Divination magic either. He said he wasn’t a bleeding fortune-teller.

Steven would let the Magician talk all he wanted. So far, he’d kept the Queensland Primacy running. Liam Strider and Skylar Blacke helped, though, and they too sat at the big table on Steven’s left.

The other four of the Five Widows sat back. Steven made sure to smile at Pretty, who smiled back. He was so glad he could give her a home with her fellow wives, though at this point, he needed the Five Widows in Australia. The battle that morning made that clear.

Of course, Bud was with Aria, Tessa, and Mouse on Steven’s right. Denise and Fimi sat with the Wenck Wives, otherwise known as the Three Queens. Tessa had come up with the name, since the women were from Queensland, after all. The Queens were currently distracted taking care of their children. 

Zoey didn’t exactly sit still. She’d hover over Steven’s shoulder, then leave to go help with the children, especially Cooper, who dashed off with his stick, only to come back with another one. And Zoey loved to hold Aubrey. She nearly purred when she held the baby. It was apparent she wouldn’t mind having one of her own.

Finkfuss sipped from his Goldie and continued to talk. He didn’t stop much. “Hindmarch Hotham attacked ’cause he thought we were vulnerable. We’d heard rumors Steven lost a fight in America, and so Hotham hit us. Thank God the Five Widows had the extra help.” He tipped his beer at Aria, Tessa, and Mouse. 

Aria and Tessa tilted their heads in a wordless “thank you.” As for Mouse, she grumbled under her breath, “For the love of biscuits, we didn’t lose. We won that fight against Liang Pope. But oh well, one more Primacy for us. And more wives. It’s becoming a real snatch factory around here.”

Tessa burst out laughing. 

Not for the first time, Steven missed the Wayne twins. But they were on a mission of their own with Sabina in tow. It was an odd threesome: Sabina wasn’t exactly on the same page with Chastity and Prudence when it came to most things. However, putting together his seer with their best and most connected schemers made sense.

Steven glanced around at all the women. His four core Escorts. The Five Widows. The Three Queens. Denise and Fimi. Uchiko had woken up, but she kept to the back, in her black jumpsuit, with the stylish black surgical mask covering her face. Fifteen beautiful women, all his, and that was just the tip of the iceberg. He had wives from the former Texarkana Primacy he hadn’t met yet, along with new women from the PNW as well as the Endeavor Primacy to the south. 

And he wasn’t done conquering. He had worlds to save, worlds to conquer, and a universe to explore.

Finkfuss continued to spout words. “And that little lady there, Mouse, and her big sword, why, she’s becoming a bleeding legend. I watched her cut off a dragon’s head as quick as you please. And the gunslinger Magician, she put two holes in Hotham with pink bullets. The guy never stood a chance. As for Aria and Zoey, I wouldn’t want to end up on the wrong side of their claws. I’ve never seen a more skilled fighter than Aria, I don’t reckon. She’s a real corker.”

Steven stood. 

That was Finkfuss’s cue to stop. He was sober enough to get Steven’s hint. “Right, mate. Let’s get started with our business. I didn’t come here to fuck a snake, so let’s get to it.”

Zoey had Cooper and Emma over by some plants, where they’d found a stick insect, so the kids didn’t hear the cussing. Adelaide, though, gave Finkfuss a dark look at the swear word even though Aubrey was a tiny baby. 

Tessa laughed again. “I am totally using that, all the time. I’ll be all like, ‘For the love of biscuits, I didn’t come here to fuck a snake.’”

“You can use the snake bit,” Mouse said, “but I’m not sharing my catchphrase.”

Tessa blew the petite blonde a kiss and a smile.

Steven waited on them to finish. Then all eyes went to him. “First off, I want to thank Harold for taking good care of the Queensland Primacy for so long.”

“Call me Finkfuss, Steven,” the Aussie Magician piped up. “Harold was my dad.”

“Okay, thank you, Finkfuss.” Steven lifted his gaze to the Three Queens. “And thank you, Adelaide, Isla, and Matilda. I appreciate your patience as we continue to figure things out over here. I’m glad we could stop over in Australia, but we have to get to Bali.”

Tessa raised a glass of wine. “The Mystery of the Dragonknights and Merlin’s Daughter! We have to find the lost son.”

“And the holy fucking grail,” Mouse smirked.

“Hopefully find a clue on how to stop the Americos Chambers from stealing Steven’s power,” Aria added.

Steven smiled and nodded. “All of that is so very true. But we have business to discuss tonight.”

They all nodded at him. Matilda gave him a huge smile, and the power behind it, the lust, made Steven forget his thoughts for a moment. Then he continued. “Going forward, we’re going to change how wives join my Escort. I’m not closing myself off completely, but what I really need are soldiers, not wives. So, any new woman that joins my Primacy can petition to become a wife, but it’s going to be a process. That process might be really slow because of my time.”

Denise and Fimi blinked, looking relieved. Their eyes went to Bud. Who was also surprised.

Adelaide lowered her head. Tears dropped onto her legs. Tears of relief, obviously. Isla looked on in wonder. Matilda was obviously disappointed.

Steven continued. “All the wives joining my Primacy are my vassals, but like I said, I need warriors, not wives. I’m going to encourage all of the Dragonsouls, men or women, who join me to find humans who want to become Dragonskins.”

Uchiko had her arms crossed. It was hard to tell the expression on her face, due to the mask, and she stood in a shadow, out of the setting sun. He would get her opinion later. Becoming a Dragonskin was no easy task. She knew from her own painful experience.

Steven watched Aria closely. She was frowning, her brow furrowed, her eyes staring holes into the table. Then, slowly, her forehead smoothed, a new light filled her green eyes, and a smile widened her lips. “Warriors, not wives.”

Tessa laughed. “It’s so like a networking marketing business. You take one wife, they train two Dragonskins, and they train two Dragonskins, and so on, and so on. And we get our army.”

Liam Strider wasn’t convinced. “But wait, we’ve seen how hard the rituals are, how rigorous. I know people, and most are weak. They can barely get through their normal everyday lives. Yet, you are asking them to risk everything. And what does your average female Dragonsoul know about the rituals?”

Mouse smacked the table. “I knew shit about them. But I helped Edgar Vale. Yeah, it killed him and drove him insane, but I knew what to do. It’s not rocket science. It’s just awful.”

“What will you do with the failures?” Liam asked. “Will you send them away to live on a far-off island? Will you kill them? What about their families? And then there is the issue of telling humans about Dragonsouls. No, we can’t do this.”

Steven stared into Liam’s eyes. “The days of Dragonsouls are coming to an end. And Liam, who has really studied the Dragonskin rituals? I mean from a basic level. I reached out and touched Uchiko’s Animus core. I saw the issue. And with your help, I think I can adjust it.”

Uchiko stiffened. She ripped off her mask. “What are you saying, Steven? What does this mean?”

Inside, Steven felt his heart drop, but he kept a straight face. He hadn’t told her what he’d felt at the lighthouse, and he hated to do it front of everyone. However, there was no help for it now. Adelaide and Isla turned away in disgust, as did Denise and Fimi. His core Escort and the Five Widows didn’t have that reaction. They looked upon the half-Dragonskin with compassion and hope in their eyes.

Steven walked past all his wives and vassals to take Uchiko’s talon. Desperation and hope, in equal parts, painted her face. “It means I think with more knowledge, we can adjust your Animus, and with some time, and with FleshForge, I’m hoping we can adjust your body.”

Skylar Blacke spoke from behind him. “Most of the Primes I’ve known liked the Dragonskin rituals being difficult. They didn’t want the humans getting powerful. Humans becoming Warlings, Morphlings, and Magicians were bad enough, but to become dragons? Let’s just say not many were supportive.”

“We liked that it was difficult,” Liam admitted. “We liked that it was painful. I knew a Dragonlord that tortured their Skinlings for the fun of it, saying it weeded out those who weren’t dedicated.”

Steven turned and faced the Yellow Ronin. “So how much of the rituals are critical? Do you know?”

Liam shook his head. “I followed what I’ve been told. It could be that we know very little. However, if wives go out recruiting, that will expose us. We hide among the humans. If they know about us, if we become the next YouTube sensation, word will get out to the Zothoric. We are not ready for that.”

“No, we’re not,” Steven answered. He had to laugh. “I can’t even go back to my American Primacies. But this is the future. This is what I want.”

Aria was still blown away. “Warriors, not wives.”

“I’m getting that on a T-shirt,” Mouse said. “I need a cigarette. I need one of your quadruple-X beers, Finkfuss, but if I started on the hooch now, I’d never stop. What do you think of all this?”

The Aussie erupted. He’d been quiet for a long time. “Steven fucking Drokharis is bleeding crazy. He’s as mad as a cut snake, I’ll tell you what. Yet if he could get an army of Dragonskins, hell, no one has ever done that before. I’m having a hard time wrapping my mind around it.”

“Not quite right,” Steven said. “Rahaab had his 47. He basically created a hit squad of Dragonskins. I’m just doing it on a larger level.”

“Dude, wait,” Bud said excitedly. “Do I get to become a dragon? I mean, is that even possible?”

Mouse tsked and made a face. “Sorry, Bud. Douchebags don’t have the right souls for the rituals. And you’re a lawyer. I’m not sure you have a soul.”

“Ha.” Bud faked a laugh. “You guys don’t need me flying around, and I saw what Sabina had to go through. She ate vegetables and rice. Not even fried rice. Steamed rice. Not sure I could go raw-food vegan at this point.”

“That’s just it,” Liam murmured. “With AnimusChain, with the Mirror-Souled Dragon abilities, we could simplify the rituals. Perhaps even change things if the rituals fail.” The old yellow-bearded dragon had to ponder that for several long seconds.

Steven knew he’d made Liam curious, and a curious scholar was a powerful thing. He turned, leaned in, and gave Uchiko a kiss. Then he walked toward the end of the table. “For now, let’s study this plan, and as far as the Dragonsoul community is concerned, I get wives, I take them. It’s business as usual. In reality, it’s not.”

Matilda let out a sigh.

“Oh, just ask him,” Adelaide said finally.

Matilda blushed and opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come. 

Steven smiled at her. “Yes, Matilda, later. We’ll talk. But for now, yes, don’t worry.”

Denise and Fimi whispered something to each other and then kept their eyes averted. Something was going on in their pretty heads, but Steven couldn’t address every single feminine mystery among his wives. He walked back to the head of the table and sat down.

A glance up. Uchiko was gone. She was a solitary creature, and he knew she’d want to be alone to process the news. He’d meant to bring it up before, but there hadn’t felt like a good time.

“Bud,” Steven said, “with everything going in the States, I don’t want to have to dick with my Australian Primacies. I want to play dirty with Chath Lavarack and Krab Beazlee.”

Bud grew serious. “You want to make them suffer, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Steven said. “I want them begging for mercy. I want them lying awake at nights, walking the floors, and I want them scared shitless in the daylight. I want to shake them down to their core.”

Bud nodded. “You want to lawyer them, don’t you?”

“That’s cruel,” Mouse whispered. “You don’t mean...”

“Yes,” Steven said. “I want Boaz, Jessup, & Novak to go after the other two Australian Primacies.”

Bud grinned like a feral wolf over a fresh kill. “Let’s see, we have auditing, asset seizures, foreclosures, property liens, court costs, legal fees, injunctions to cease operations, trademark violations, tax liens, anything, everything, and subpoenas to testify in, oh, let’s go with Lagos, Nigeria.” He paused. “No, wait, we can check their software licenses. Chances are they are using Microsoft, and even if they’re clean, they’re going to have to check every single workstation.”

“You’re an animal,” Tessa accused.

They all burst into laughter.

Steven knew it was the right move. Rahaab had used his legal team to freeze Steven out of his assets for weeks on end. With another law firm in the mix, the legal cruelty would know no bounds. 

When it came to torture, lawyers could be downright medieval.


Chapter Seventeen
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PRUDENCE WAYNE STOOD in front of the gas pumps at an Arco in Barstow, California. Cactus Bill had agreed to meet them in Joshua Tree National Park, and they were on their way there.

It was their first step in their investigation of what Tessa referred to as The Mystery of the Bad Mojo Americos Chambers. The gunslinger could be ridiculous, and yet she was the most powerful Magician Pru had ever met.

She sighed. Late January? Whatever. The Inland Empire air was hot from the asphalt, the traffic, the industrial parks, the donut shops, the storage units, and the miles of highways that Caltrans could never stop dicking with. Barstow was the dirty desert strip mall that Los Angeles tolerated, needed, shunned, and then called up at three in the morning to pay for nasty sex.

Pru wasn’t happy, for a variety of reasons. For one, they hadn’t been able to buy a Hummer in the Bay Area. Goddamn hippies. Rumor had it, they’d stopped making them, but Pru could’ve sworn she’d seen a newer model. Well, even if they had, Hummers had gotten smaller, which wasn’t the point.

The pump clicked shut. The Ford Expedition they’d settled on sure loved gas. Good thing they were rich as fuck.

Another super annoying thing? Sabina Gonzales had hitched a ride with them. Chazzie and Pru schemed the best when it was just the two of them. At the lighthouse, when they’d started up their routine, having people butt into their thoughts just didn’t feel right. To be honest, Prudence was glad to be away from Steven’s Escort. And Steven.

He was too smart, too powerful, too mesmerizing. Pru found it hard to think when she was around him. All she wanted was to kiss him, hold him, love on him. That was not how Bob Wayne had raised his daughters. Queens did not kowtow to the kings. It was the other way around. Always. The Waynes were obvious Texas queens, without a doubt.

While Pru pumped gas, Sabina slept in the back of the Expedition. Chazzie returned with a few pairs of gas station sunglasses, big, sparkling, bedazzled, and even one with little pink feathers attached. They were wonderful and terrible all at the same time.

Chazzie slid a pair on her face and then outfitted Pru with a pair. A trucker’s air horn blasted through the air, and the driver said something, but of course he did. The Wayne twins were in town. Hard to travel incognito when you were so wonderfully gorgeous, all made-up, with half your tits out, and your ass packed into thousand-dollar jeans. Shopping in San Francisco had been super fun. Sleepy Sabina had crashed in their hotel, another J.W. Marriott, while the twins shopped, and they bought Sabina her wardrobe, and of course, the clothes were perfect for her.

Poor Sabina, her final transition to her True Form had taken a lot out of her. Goddamn Sabina, why had she come with them in the first place? That girl was always half in the past, half in the future, saying shit that was both helpful and unnerving. 

Pru slid one of their super-secret credit cards into the pump to pay. They kept such cards handy because sometimes a girl wanted to buy things without anyone knowing. No one could track them. No one could question them.

Chazzie clicked her tongue. “Prudence Pride Wayne, you get your mind straight. You’ve been fighting our new life with Steven since Odessa. Let it go. What did Daddy used to say?”

Pru slipped the credit card into her wallet, then stuffed it into her Luis Vuitton bag. “Win the game you’re playing, not the one you want to play. I know it. You certainly don’t have to quote Daddy to me.”

“Well?” Chazzie lifted an eyebrow.

A dusty Chevy with duallies banged up alongside of them in a stink of burning oil. The farm boys inside hooted and hollered at them, and the driver was cute. He had a little bit of a beard and blue eyes you could see from a distance. Pru didn’t have a ring on. She could call to him. She could forget about The Mystery of the Bad Mojo Americos Chambers for a minute.

Steven would never know. Hell, she could even slip away from Chazzie for a bit. 

Then she thought of Steven, and her head went sideways. She didn’t want to cheat. She loved her Prime with all her heart, yet with only about a quarter of her head. Damn. Instead of flirting, she regally waved the cute boy on, and the truck drove off with hay swirling out the back.

“Well?” Chazzie repeated, and then she nodded slowly. “Oh, I see it. I get how it is. As I live and breathe, Bob Wayne’s little Prudence is afraid. Would ya look at that.”

Pru strode up to her sister. She pulled her bag back because she was going to square up. “Chazzie, you were afraid. During our little Texas showdown, you were close to tears the whole time.”

“I was not!” Chazzie protested.

Pru rolled her eyes. “I do believe you cried at one time. Real tears and everything.”

Chazzie’s mouth grew small, and her brow furrowed. “Okay, maybe, but I don’t recall all that. I was scared. Do you know why?”

Pru gave her sister a bored look. “Well, I certainly can’t imagine you’d stop there even if I asked you to.”

Chazzie threw her hands down. “For years and years, you and I were in control. Yes, we had our Prime, but come on, Carlo Bart Baxter was always three steps behind us. Even at the end. Especially at the end. He was like a guy we had handcuffed and blindfolded in the back of our Camaro. With Steven Drokharis? You and I might be in the backseat, but he is driving a million miles an hour with the car on fire heading for perdition. We are merely along for the ride. And that, sister, is scary.”

Pru had to unclench her jaws. Was that the sting of tears in her eyes? It was too early in the day, a little past noon, and she’d be damned if she was going to ruin her mascara over this sisterly tête-à-tête. She blinked them away. “Scary isn’t the word. Steven can’t walk in his own Primacies. And this Spider Finger? He tried to use the Americos Chambers to trick us in Odessa. Hell, if Steven hadn’t been on his game that day, he’d have walked into that trap. Once again, the chambers are in play. And what if this mystery we’re trying to solve is just another trap?”

“Oh, dear, I’m gonna throw another Daddyism at you. You ready?”

Pru knew exactly which one of Bob Wayne’s homespun quips Chazzie was going to quote. She beat her sister to it. “A hero is only as good as his villain.”

Chazzie swept out her arms and bowed. “Let’s get that girl a prize. Yep. Which means, our hero Steven is the real deal. And please, for the love of biscuits, do not keep calling him Stevie.”

Pru sighed and frowned and sighed some more. “You’re using that blonde girl’s catchphrase.”

“Her name is Mouse.”

“Don’t much care. You’ve been spending too much time around them girls.”

“We’re a part of Steven’s Escort. It is what it is.”

Pru let out a groan. “Fine, fine, fine. It’s not like I’m going to jump ship. But let me just say, I will not be putting my fine ass on the line for him.”

“You already are,” Chazzie said.

Pru took off her glasses, plucked another pair out of her sister’s hand, and put them on. She checked herself in the driver’s side rearview. “There’s playing the game, and then there’s that whole ‘dying for the cause’ bullshit that Aria just loves. And your Mouse. Hell, even the blind Mexican chickie we have in the back loves the grand sacrifice play.”

Chazzie grabbed the sunglasses off Pru, put them on her own face, and shoved her sister to the side. “Prudence. We will not be doing that. That’s just stupid. No, we’ll play it right, we’ll play it good, and we’ll git ’er done. Now, let’s go see what Cactus Bill has to say about our Bad Mojo mystery.”

They took off south from Barstow, and ninety minutes later, entered Joshua Tree National Park. Sabina woke up, but she was quiet in the back. She hadn’t cast a spell, so she couldn’t see.

“Well, Sabina,” Pru said. “You ain’t missing a thing. This is a national park? It’s ugly and getting uglier. It’s dust and rocks and the ugliest trees I ever did see. If I wanted ugly, I’d go visit Earl over in Laredo.”

“Earl is an ugly one,” Chazzie agreed.

Sabina added to the conversation. “I like the ugly. They try harder. The pretty get it easy. You two are very fine examples of that, I think.”

“Uh, yeah we are.” Pru thought that was very, very obvious.

They paid, drove into the park itself, and then on to Skull Rock.

The place wasn’t helping Pru feel better. Didn’t national park mean pretty? Guess not. And now she had to deal with Cactus Bill, who could be exhausting. He wasn’t all there. The Dragonskin ritual had done a number on him. Well, he and Sabina could compare skin-burning tips.

They parked near the entrance to the quick trail that led to the rock. Pru didn’t see a skull in the stone, but then she knew she wasn’t very imaginative. She liked real things—money, nice clothes, and ammunition for her guns—not fancy thoughts, and that was good enough for her, thank you very much.

They banged out of the Expedition. Chazzie went around the back and grabbed a new goody bag they’d bought in the Bay Area. “Hey, sis, you want a Mossberg or a Smith and Wesson .44 Magnum?”

Pru pursed her lips to think. “Let’s both take the .44 Magnums. I don’t expect much trouble from Cactus Bill. Certainly not shotgun trouble.”

Sabina was already on the path. She turned, her eyes glowing. “You should bring the guns. We might not need them, but they will make you feel better. And you’ll need to be relaxed for this.” She turned and continued to walk through the scrub and cactus of the desert.

“See?” Pru said. “That makes me want to bring every gun we got. Cryptic and unhelpful.”

Chazzie tsked her sister. “Girlfriend, we’re dragons. We can claw it up if we have to. But let’s still bring the Magnums.” 

They stuffed the huge revolvers into Prada bags, added in some extra ammo, and slammed the trunk. The twins then followed Sabina down the path through the rocks. The ground was anything but even; Pru knew she was going to break a heel, and they didn’t have time for her to shop for new shoes. Her bag lay heavy on her shoulder. She should’ve just walked with the revolver, but hikers generally didn’t like their fellow nature enthusiasts to be armed, especially in California.

The smell of burning sage drifted over to them, and they heard a hoot. Then a scream. Then another hoot.

Drawing near, they found Cactus Bill in a clearing by his fire, dancing. He was naked, and he’d been rolling around in the dust, so it coated him, every ridge of every muscle on his lean, gorgeous frame. Even his unit was dusty. He was tall, clean-shaven, with a mop of blond hair that was now grey. There was an actor, Chris Hemsworth, and Cactus Bill could’ve been his twin. Except Cactus Bill was insane.

“Chastity! Prudence! What do you two know about King Arthur?” Bill shifted his legs into silver-blue scales and then stood in the fire. He then hopped out of it. His claws smoked.

“Wrong mystery,” Sabina murmured serenely. “We’re doing the Americos Chambers. But Bill, you and I know you don’t have the answers. You have three things to tell us. Let us not waste time, comprende?”

“Hey, Sabina,” the handsome man said. “I saw you were coming.”

“Wait,” Pru said, “you know each other?”

“I’ve seen her, and she’s seen me. Through the power of magic!” Cactus Bill got very dramatic and yelled, “Magica Divinatio!” His eyes flashed a silvery blue. He went to open his mouth. 

“Not that prophecy, Bill,” Sabina said. “We know we’ll be in Palm Springs tonight, at a nice hotel, and I’ll kiss Pru.”

“Oh, snappers, you might do more.” Wings sprouted from his back. He danced around the fire, flapping his wings and snapping his fingers. “A little lady love tonight. If she’s brave, if she gets it, and if she gets you. Wanna know more?”

Pru felt her throat go dry. This was an unexpected turn of events. “I’d like to know more.”

“We’ll talk later,” Sabina said. “Not that, Bill. Let’s keep it simple. I’ll give you the three topics. Javier Jones. Animus vacuums. The three Dragonlord Primes.”

Pru sighed. “Sabina, if you know all this, why are we here? Why couldn’t you just tell us?”

“We had to come to Bill first, mi amiga,” the Latina Magician said. “I must admit, dirty or not, he still is very handsome. And I was supposed to ask him about those three things.”

Bill let out another howl and shifted into a Homo Draconis. He inhaled and then breathed ArcticWind down on the fire, putting it out. The ice immediately began to melt in the hot sun. The air smelled of the dead coals. “Javier Jones! You’ll see him tonight. He’s looking for you, and he called me. I like that Javier. He’s of the desert, by the desert, for the desert!”

“Which hotel?” Chazzie asked. “If you say Motel 6, I’ll beat your ass.”

Bill turned human, slinked up to Sabina, and got his face in her eyes. He blew on her glowing green eyes. “Nice hotel. You know that part. I don’t know if Prudence will take you, but she might, she might.”

“Not. That.” Sabina emphasized each word. “So tonight, we will meet Javier Jones. Will there be trouble?”

Bill nodded. “Always trouble with the dragons. Always. The three of them, were they brothers? Or were they friends? Two were dragons, one was not. Look closely and you’ll see. They created the Americos Chambers because of—” He danced back and crouched by the sagebrush. He picked up a handful of dust and then let it drop from his fingers.

They waited.

Sabina’s spell failed, and she didn’t cast another one. She pulled a collapsible white cane out of her purse and clicked it together.

Pru turned to Chazzie. “He’s not getting any better. I’m thinking we buy a Magic Eight Ball. It might be about the same in the end.”

Chazzie shook her head. “No, he’s always like this. Remember, he helped us warn Steven he’d be attacked in Chicago. When he’s good, he’s good.”

The Latina Magician cleared her throat and tapped at the ground with her white cane.

Bill waved the Wayne twins over. They went, crouching in front of him. 

“The Zothoric,” Bill hissed. “The Americos Chambers were created to repulse them. The three of them cast the magic. A Dragonsoul messiah. A powerful Magician. And the third worm, a mind lost to time. But Spider Finger needed the chambers to send Steven Drokharis away. The Drokharis son. The dragon’s son.”

Bill stood. He took Pru’s and Chazzie’s hands in his big mitts. “One chamber is the master cave. The three now aren’t the three then. The three now are enemies, never friends, and not blood. One is old, one is young, and one is full of sorrow and scars. The one chamber is the master cave. Blood from the dragon and the dragon is sent away. Blood on the eye, and the dragon can stay. In the one chamber. In the master’s chamber.”

Pru squeezed Bill’s hand. “There you go, Billy Boy. That’s good stuff right there. Keep on going.”

“Did he just quote ‘Hotel California’?” Chazzie asked.

Bill looked past them. He opened his mouth, and strings of saliva dripped from his fine white teeth. Tears filled his eyes. He looked like he was about to say something, on the cusp, but then he closed his mouth. The tears tracked down his face.

He blinked. “Hey, Pru. Chazzie, don’t you just love Joshua Tree? I love it.”

And just like that, Cactus Bill wasn’t crazy anymore. He was just a guy. He dropped the twins’ hands. He winced. “Oh, I’m naked. Will you look at that? Don’t much need clothes, though, since I’ll be flying home. Hey, not sure if you’ve heard, but Roy Right is getting a little California coalition going. Rumor has it, he’s been meeting with Javier, Savedra, even Jem Osprey. What do you think of that?”

“We can go now,” Sabina said. “He has nothing else left to say.”

Pru swiveled on her heel. “He just told us about the coalition. That was something.”

The Latina Magician raised and lowered her shoulders. “He already told us that. The three Dragonlords. We can take it from here.”

The numbers didn’t add up for Pru. “Okay, we have three Primes working against Steven. They are using the Americos Chambers to strip away his Animus, and sure, Spider Finger might be behind this, but he’s not one of the three. Bill mentioned four names. So who’s the guy not messing with our Stevie?”

Sabina didn’t say anything.

“Don’t know much more.” Bill stepped away and shifted into his partial form. The sunlight glistened off his silvery-blue scales. “Be seeing you girls. Have I ever told you how sweet and pretty you two look?”

“Every single time,” Chazzie said with a soft grin.

Cactus Bill launched himself off the dirt and into the air. He floated off.

Sabina tapped the ground with her cane. “Come on, I want to get to the hotel. I’m looking forward to my kiss.”

Pru was a girl who always knew what to say. But right then, her mind was blank, and her heart beat fast. She had no way of knowing what the events of the evening would bring. However, she did know they would involve less dust, rocks, and stupidly ugly trees.

Pru reached into her purse and pulled her cell phone out. She’d gotten Javier Jones’s phone number during their hijinks in Odessa, Texas. She buzzed him.

“Hey Javier, this is Prudence Wayne. I don’t suppose you’re anywhere near Palm Springs.”

A long pause. “Si, I am, Prudence. Or it’s Pru, is it not? I’d forgotten you had my number.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “A call from Steven Drokharis would’ve been a surprise. But from one of the Wayne twins? That is a pleasure.”

“Whatcha doing in California?” Pru asked.

Another long pause. “Business. I’m currently in Coachella. But I could fly to Palm Springs. I need to meet an... associate... tonight. Could I invite her along?”

“Invite her?” Pru laughed. “I didn’t say I wanted to see you, Javier, now did I?”

“I will call her. I will see you. Isn’t that what you wanted, chica?”

Pru didn’t think she needed to play hard to get. “I’ll text you the place and the time. You can bring your friend, but I’d rather you come alone.”

She made sure to emphasize that one word because Javier was a man, and you could lead them around by their libidos.

Pru shot a glance at Sabina and saw her in a different light. And then it was Pru who felt like she was on the end of a lustful leash.


Chapter Eighteen
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STEVEN SOARED THROUGH the air as a Homo Draconis over the twelve Glass House Mountains. Dawn was beautiful, a gift just for him. Later that day, they would fly to Bali to continue investigating The Mystery of the Dragonknights and Merlin’s Daughter. But first? Training.

He gripped Samael’s Lash, in its sword form, and he turned to see Mouse coming in fast. She held the Slayer Blade, the green flames tracing the edge of the blade. 

One good thing about being exiled from America? He was back in Australia, so jet lag wasn’t a thing. He’d gotten up early to train with Mouse. Zoey was sleeping, and Steven had some time with just him and Mouse.

He’d spent most of the night having sex with Matilda for the first time, alone, just the two of them. After that Abby Free ambushed him along with Aria, Skylar, and the wilder women of his Escort. He’d crawled out from under their bodies to find Michaela Montes waiting for him. After some dirty talk with her, it was Teegan Thornrose, who liked a little smack and grab.

He’d crashed for a couple of hours, but he was buzzing with so much Animus he’d woken up early, refreshed, his cells buzzing.

Now he had to make sure that Mouse’s blade didn’t nick him. They were playing a game of first blood—just a minor cut would end things. It tested their skill because neither wanted to do the other any serious injury. At the same time, neither wanted to lose. They’d agreed on no spells. That put Steven at a disadvantage.

The air was cool still, wet from the dew, but already thermals were rising from the ground as the sun climbed higher and hotter into the sky.

Steven grabbed a thermal, spread his wings out, and let the hot air push him straight up.

Mouse didn’t follow, but banked around, her eyes on him. Her slim, sleek Homo Draconis form was a bit of amber against the green below. Both were hidden from the humans by Magica Defensio spells.

Steven sailed up, shifted into True Form, and caught Samael’s Lash in his claw. He then used his greater wingspan to streak ahead, going for the top of one of the rock mounds. He landed at the top, shifted human, and picked up his sword off the ground.

Mouse raced toward him. She’d pull out of the dive at the last second. Would she go to the left or the right? He was ready.

Or he thought he was.

The dragon woman in front of him came up short, her wings full of wind, and then she flicked her left hand at him. A shield spell smacked into him, pushing him down to the ground. Mouse was cheating. Well, he owed her that. He’d cheated before during their fights, especially one important one they’d fought in the Nebraska fields outside Liam Strider’s secret Aerie.

Steven was on the ground. The amber outlines of the force field flashed toward him. He rolled across the rocks before it could hit him again. The shield floated above him. He knew Mouse’s tactics. She would keep him pinned, then at the last second, she’d sweep her shield away and get first blood.

Mouse flew down, going for him, the tip of her sword aimed at his left arm.

“Magica Incanto!” he called out, dispelling her magic. The force field vanished. “Excrucior!” He lashed out with the chain-whip. He caught Mouse on her right thigh, just enough to draw a line of blood. A beat later, he cast another spell. “Magica Cura!”

She came down, healed, but she struck him head-on. Her momentum sent them careening across the rocky top of the Aussie mountain. Their swords got lost in the tumult. Steven wound up on his back, with Mouse on top of him. They looked into each other’s eyes, Steven as a human, Mouse as a Homo Draconis. Her tail swished through the air lazily.

Despite her serpentine appearance, he saw the soul inside her. This was Mouse. This was a woman who fought herself to be better even as she fought for him to make the world better.

He felt love fill him. “Cheater,” he whispered.

Mouse shifted human. “Fucker.”

She bent and kissed him while rubbing her sex on his. When they were both ready, he slid inside her. She rode him in the way she liked the best, on top, her little breasts bouncing, a hurricane circle marking her chest, though it was cut. She had another on her arm. She said it was a reminder not to do anything stupid.

Once they were done, gasping, full of Animus, Mouse got off him. She helped him up and they hugged. He traced the muscles of her back down to her full hips and tiny little butt. He could grip a single cheek in one palm.

The very idea got him going again.

Mouse felt it. “Dragonsoul males. I will never, ever understand you. Again? You could go again and again.”

“I have to,” Steven said. “I have a zillion wives.”

“Two fucking zillion.” Mouse pressed her head to his chest. “You haven’t forgotten about me. You treat us all with so much love. And this new plan of yours is a real corker.”

“You got that word from Finkfuss.”

Mouse leaned back. “Fair dinkum. I think he’s too manly to betray us. He’s the windiest windbag who ever windbagged, but I think he’s okay. And the Three Queens are nice. I guess. They have kids. I’m not what you would call kid friendly.”

“Mouse,” Steven said. “I want to talk to you about Zoey.”

“Our overgrown golden retriever?” Mouse laughed. “I love her so much. She’s my polar opposite. She is so open, so friendly, so not sarcastic. I checked her snark levels. They were zero.”

Steven gave Mouse a last squeeze. Then stepped back. He needed to really talk about this, and he wasn’t sure Tessa was the right person. When it came to these things, Tessa might have too much of an open mind.

“I get it.” Mouse raised a hand. “I get exactly what you want to talk about. Old Blood and Guts Aria Khat is worried about Zoey’s tactical skills. Yes, Zoey flipped during the last fight. Every single battle I’m in, I feel like she does. I’ve learned to overcome it. She will too.”

After a quick chuckle over Aria’s nickname, he grew serious. “It’s not just that. She needs me in a way that I can’t sustain. Yes, what I feel for her is intense, and I love her too, but how can we help her be more independent?”

Mouse turned and walked to the edge. The views from the top of the mound were stark and amazing. The greenery of the rainforest, the other mountains in the distance, the deep blue of the sky above. 

Steven approached. He saw Mouse’s shoulders slump.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Like I said, I’m Zoey’s polar opposite. There’s a part of me, Steven, that doesn’t want to be liked, that doesn’t want to be around you and your Escort and all the witty fucking banter. There’s a part of me that wants to drink myself to death, alone, completely alone, hating myself and the world. It’s strong. Some days, it’s so strong.”

Steven wasn’t sure what Mouse needed at the moment. He walked up to her, got close, but didn’t touch her. She reached back for his hand. He gripped it.

“We all love the work you are doing on yourself,” Steven murmured. “We love you and what you add to the witty fucking banter.”

Mouse let out a long breath. “I say all that to tell you that Zoey is on a journey. We don’t know where it will end. She is trying, Steven. You have no idea how hard it was for her to leave you alone at the lighthouse. But she did it. And she will continue to push herself.” The slim blonde laughed. It was a bitter sound, not happy at all. “You and your fucking revolution, Steven. It has us focused, working, improving every aspect of ourselves. Because we know how hard you push yourself. Yes, you have this stupid, magical Drokharis blood, but hard work beats talent when talent doesn’t work hard. That’s from Tim Notke, and it’s true. The guy just might be a Dragonsoul.”

She drew him up to her, not turning. Now she wanted to be held. Mouse could be prickly, but then she also had such a softness to her, which was why she hated battle. But just because she didn’t like combat didn’t mean she wasn’t good at it. She was Mouse. And she bit. Hard.

He inhaled her almond scent. “So Zoey will figure herself out?”

“She has to,” Mouse said. “We all have to. Because we have to be at our best. That’s how we’ll change the world.” A sob shuddered through her. She turned, clinging to him.

She wept against his chest. Steven had no idea why. Nevertheless, he wasn’t surprised. Mouse was a volatile woman, and while she tried to be tough, inside, she was anything but. This wasn’t the first time he’d held a weeping woman, and it wouldn’t be the last. Yet every time, it felt like such an honor to hold them while they cried.

When the storms of her sorrow finally passed, she looked into his eyes, face streaked with tears. “You are going to do it. You are going to change Dragonsouls forever. Talking with the Five Widows, hearing their stories, thinking about mine, I’m so fucking glad. I feel so fucking honored to be doing this with you.”

He bent and kissed her tears. They were salty on his lips. 

She wasn’t done. “You know what I think of all this King Arthur bullshit? It’s just one more set of secrets, just more lies, even if they wind up being the truth. No dragon who’s ever lived has been like you. They wanted their mysteries and their money and their pussy. You want more, and I’m so glad.”

Steven thought for a minute. “Maybe the Dragonknights weren’t so bad. Maybe they did want to make the world a better place. Isn’t that what the holy grail is all about? A holy thing that can improve the world? Let’s see what we find in Bali. It might surprise us both.”

Mouse sighed and smiled. “Always the optimist. Another map and another quest. Give us a round of secrets, barkeep, I’m thirsty for drama.”

He laughed at that.

The slim blonde smirked. “Speaking of which, I talked to Denise and Fimi. They, uh, trust me for some reason, and I wasn’t being my normal terrible self, so we had a moment. They like Bud. Both of them. Which is probably the result of some kind of brain damage.”

Steven struck his head. “Oh, right. That explains their whispers to each other. Well, if they like him, they should get him. Bud is going to lose his mind.”

“Wait,” Mouse said uncertainly. “You would give up your wives, just like that?”

He shrugged. “I need warriors, not wives. They like Bud. I know they like me as well, but that’s because of my Dragonlord mojo. As long as Denise and Fimi are willing to recruit Dragonskins, they can do what they want.”

“They can do who they want.” Mouse laughed and threw herself against him. “This is why I love you. This is why. You would willingly give up those two beauties.”

“Pru called them chickies.” He thought about his time with the Wayne twins, when they’d fantasized about the two new women being added to his Escort. That probably wasn’t going to happen now, and he wasn’t disappointed. There were still dozens of women in the Primacies that he’d collected who he’d not met yet. Dozens of gorgeous women. 

He held Mouse close. “You’ll just have to keep me satisfied.”

Being so close to her was having a definite effect on him.

“That I can do.” Mouse went to her knees in front of him as the Australian sun warmed them both.

* * *
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THAT NIGHT THEY FLEW to Bali on the Dashell R. Jet.

Uchiko kept to herself in one of the front seats with her surgical mask on. Aria, Tessa, Mouse, and Zoey were in the back bedroom, some on the bed, some on the chairs, chatting, laughing, and talking.

The inside of the Dashell R. Jet was cream colored with black accents. The bathroom was spacious, and there was a kitchen and a configuration of six seats with a sofa. The jet had crystal glasses and china plates, all stored away in ingenious storage spaces. The bedroom was done in grays and had a TV that could be raised and lowered with a remote. 

Steven went to the front and sat down next to Uchiko. He could see into the cockpit, where Skylar sat at the yoke, flying the plane through the night sky.

He shifted his right hand to be a claw and intertwined his talons with Uchiko’s.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

For a second, she faced him, both eyes different and yet so piercing. Then she closed them. “I have been to Bali before. I have been in the jungles, and I have seen mysteries and secrets that I do not understand. I am far older than I appear. When I smell the night flowers, when I feel wet heat on my skin, the memories will come to cut me. I do not think I can fight the memories by myself.”

He leaned over and kissed the reptilian side of her face. “Then I will help you fight them, Uchiko.”


Chapter Nineteen

[image: image]


PRUDENCE WAYNE COULDN’T be happier to be out of the desert. They’d booked one of the La Serena Villas on South Cahuilla Road in Palm Springs. The tiles inside were painted, and they had their own private pool and an outdoor living room with a gas fireplace. They’d hired a caterer, who’d brought enough food for an army. They wanted to impress their guest, Javier Jones, and his mystery associate. Hopefully, the evening wouldn’t turn into a gunfight. But most likely, it would. Because dragons, duh.

Sabina fixed herself a small plate of grilled vegetables, Spanish rice, and a single strip of tequila-braised chicken breast. That girl. Now that she had achieved her True Form, she was a full Dragonskin and could eat what she wanted, but she wasn’t.

At least she was having something.

Pru and Chazzie were too nervous. They had guns hidden around the outdoor living room. It was going to be a gorgeous sunset, splashing down red rays on the desolate San Bernardino Mountains rising above them. It would get chill, but the place had space heaters overhead.

Javier rang the doorbell like a human, and Chazzie escorted him in like a human. Javier was a tad shorter than Steven, but wider, thick with muscles. His stubble wasn’t quite a beard, and his beard wasn’t quite stubble. His blue-black hair was streaked perfectly—every other strand altered between the devil’s darkness and angel white.

He stood in a gray suit with a black shirt, all silk, all luxuriously expensive. Sunglasses hung from the collar of his shirt. He smelled of sweet hickory smoke.

Sabina sat in a chair, her plate half-finished, and she held her white cane regally. 

Pru stood, and she felt herself captured by Javier’s long dark eyelashes, thick and rich enough to capture souls. They were the eyes of both a lover and a killer.

He grinned. “Hola, Prudence, Chastity, and Senorita Gonzales.”

Sabina spoke a long string of Spanish, Javier answered, and then he gestured to Pru. “Sit. Please. We do not have to stand to talk.”

Pru did sit on a table near the fireplace with a view of the pool, their villa, and the mountains. 

Javier sat. Then he struck. From out of his coat pocket he plucked a mass of clay and slammed it down on Pru’s arm. Two things were stuffed into the clay. A blasting cap and a piece of crystal with a dark brown something inside it.

The surprise turned to fear inside Pru when she tried to shift away but couldn’t. Hello, mystery magic courtesy of Javier Jones. Her arm was trapped in the plastique explosive, glued to the table. 

Chazzie stood over the desert dragon, her Smith and Wesson .44 Magnum pressed into the back of his head. The click of the hammer pull would’ve made most men fill their trousers. Not Javier. He seemed completely unconcerned. 

“Wrong play, JJ,” Chazzie hissed. “You do not want to fuck with the Texas machine-gun twins. You’re going to stop whatever bullshit you’re playing at, or I’m going to find out what color your brains are.”

“Hickory, I would imagine,” Javier said softly. “I have a detonator in my pocket. The detonator has a mercury tilt switch. If I fall over, if I shake too much, the C4 will explode. You might not die, Chastity, but your sister most certainly will. The quartz is actually lodolite, and it will stop her from shifting.”

Sabina whispered, “Magica Divinatio.” Green light spilled across the living area from her eyes. It mingled with the soft radiance of the pool.

The light show was pretty. Too bad Pru could hardly breathe from the fear. Sweat trickled down from every crack and cranny.

Javier stayed seated, both hands on the table. Pru noticed how rough the nails were, not pampered at all. They were the hands of a working man, and yet this man didn’t need to work. He owned a great deal of Mexico and most of America’s southern deserts. He spoke in an even, lightly accented voice. “Your bruja doesn’t need to look for the truth. I will tell you.”

Chazzie ignored that. “Tilt switch, eh?”

Pru got enough spit in her mouth to say, “I bet you could shoot him and keep him upright.”

“Be a lot of blood on you, sis.”

“It’d be a gunfight. Blood and brains come with the business.”

“You carrying your .9 mm on your right side?”

“I am. In that little holster you gave me for Valentine’s Day last year.”

“Shame. Your right hand is a mite compromised, sister. I think I should shoot him, Pru.”

“I think we should’ve shot him the first time we saw him.” Pru thought about yanking her hand away, and that might work, if she were fast about it. Yet all Javier would have to do was shift into his True Form. That would trigger the tilt switch, and his scales would protect him from the worst of the blast.

“I’m just going to shoot him now,” Chazzie decided.

Javier interrupted the interplay. “Careful, Chastity, your revolver is a large caliber weapon. If you had come with something less showy, a .22 perhaps, I would not have a chance. As it is, the shot will do terrible things to my head, and that will in turn affect my body. It would be a gamble. But listen, chica, I did not come here to kill. And I did not come here to die. I came here to talk.”

That pissed off Pru. “Then why in the fuck are you fucking with us, Javier?”

He grinned, and it a was pantie-melting, self-assured, badass thing to witness. “I did not want to die tonight. Steven is collecting Primacies, and I have three he might want. And you are the Wayne twins. You are working for Steven Drokharis, the most powerful dragon the West has ever seen. I am determined to weather the Drokharis storm. Others will not.”

Chazzie lowered the hammer and stepped back. “You know, now that I see it from your point of view, I have to admit, you’re a fucking genius to hold dear Prudence hostage like that. Okay, you wanted to talk, let’s talk.” She came around and sat down with Pru, even took her sister’s hand. Both their palms were sweaty, embarrassingly so.

Sabina sat behind Javier. You couldn’t look into her eyes, they were blazing so bright. “He thinks he dreamed the lodolite Incanto, but it wasn’t really a dream. It was Spider Finger.”

Javier tilted his head in surprise. “Like the movie Inception?” 

Chazzie sighed. “We don’t do popular culture. You got the wrong Drokharis wives for that. So, the lodolite was your idea?”

He nodded. “I gave two bracelets to Roy Right. He has a coalition against Steven. He invited me in, and I accepted. Roy’s plan has worked so far. Liang Pope cast the spell Roy gave him, and Steven lost his powers because of his proximity to the Americos Chambers.”

Pru thought about that, though thinking was hard with her hand stuck in a bomb and no way out of it. Unless Sabina could do some shooting. There was a .380 Browning taped under her table. That didn’t seem like the right play, however. Javier had information, and he was itching to share it with them.

He waved a hand over the plastique. “This was to show you that the lodolite magic works. And for insurance. I joined Roy Right’s coalition to get close to them, but I stayed back because I do not want to help them. I want to join with Steven.”

Chazzie sat back and tried to look bored. Javier might’ve been fooled, but Pru knew her sister was shitting bricks. “But, JJ, you never call. You never write. This feels all too much like a trap.”

He nodded. 

Before he could say anything, Sabina spoke again. “But why come with vinegar when he could’ve come with honey? He could’ve eased himself in here, promised the world, and then lured us in. Coming in with the promise of violence and strength is the bolder move.”

“Brujas.” Javier grinned. “They can see so much.”

“I don’t see why we don’t just quit and go get our nails done,” Pru complained. “Sabina can see everything anyway.”

“¡No manches!” Sabina snapped. “I can’t see everything. Just some things. It’s not magic.” She turned sheepish. “Uh, wait, it is magic, but I can control only so much.” She left her chair to prowl across the tiles until she was standing behind Pru. 

She felt the heat of the Latina Magician’s body behind her. She could smell her scent, sage and lavender. Well, this was going to be distracting.

Javier leaned forward. “I will not be a dog for Steven. I will be his equal in this. We will change things, but I am not one to take orders.”

Pru saw that. Holy shit, Javier Jones had played this perfectly. How could they not trust him now? And yet, she was a girl who enjoyed skepticism above all else. Double agents were hard to trust, if they were any good.

“He knows about the Americos Chambers,” Sabina murmured. She placed delicate fingers on Pru’s shoulder. The touch felt electric.

Javier raised his eyebrows. “I know some things.”

Sabina moved away from Pru, and it was both a relief and a disappointment. She went over to a small outdoor fridge set in the stone next to the grill. She opened the door and slid out three bottles of Negro Modelo. Returning, she opened one and gave it to Javier. “You are thirsty. You knew this was a good plan, but you were afraid. You’re less afraid now, but you are uncertain. You so want to be a part of Steven’s dynasty, and yet you are a proud Dragonlord.”

“What color underwear is he wearing?” Chazzie grinned.

Javier sipped his beer.

Sabina opened another for Chazzie. When the Latina Magician gave Pru hers, she let her finger rest on Pru’s hand for just a second. Pru was being teased. It was frustrating. It was arousing.

“He’s not wearing underwear,” Sabina said. “He has always been fascinated by the Americos Chambers, even when he was little, a long, long time ago. Yes, Javier, they are connected, and they were originally made to fight the Zothoric, when a small number arrived on Earth, searching for prey.” She circled the table once more, and when she walked by Pru, she traced a finger across her neck. Then she returned to her chair. The emerald light pouring out of her eyes faded.

“Sabina is good,” Chazzie said, “but some of that is from Cactus Bill. You know Bill, right?”

“Si. He is a strikingly handsome man with a crippling mental illness.” Javier set his beer on the table and struck a fingernail through the label. It was so casual, he might’ve been in a bar in Juarez. He seemed so normal, so every day. 

Man drinks beer. Picks at label. Sure. All that was fine as long as he stayed upright.

“I’ve spoken to Bill,” Javier said, “and I’ve offered him work. He declines, saying he must be free, yet he has helped me now and again. Nonetheless, let us return to the issue of Spider Finger. If he used me, might he be using Roy Right and his coalition?”

Pru was going to call a spade a spade. “Roy Right, Abner Savedra, and Jem Osprey.” 

Javier nodded. He went to speak, but Chazzie raised a finger. “Hold that thought. Let’s go through this real quick like, sister.”

Pru blinked her eyes. “In front of Señor Lodolite here?”

“Yeah, I don’t much care about him. And our wicked witch of the South isn’t seeing into the future at the moment. Let’s just run through it like we do.”

“I really—” Javier tried to speak.

Pru gave him a look. “Hush now, JJ. You ain’t a dog, but you certainly aren’t a Wayne.”

Chazzie started. “Spider Finger gives JJ the lodolite mojo.”

“Yeah, that’s right, which is fine, and we have to assume he’s helping Roy Right with this coalition. Roy is neither a brainiac nor an evil genius.”

“No, he’s more of a creepy uncle with a gambling problem.”

“Right,” Pru agreed. “We know Spider Butt was behind Carlo Bart Baxter and the Americos Chamber hijinks. The arachnid used the chambers to lure Steven and the gang down to Odessa. If he could do that, he could do other things with them.”

“Who do you think created the Americos Chambers? I think Cactus Bill tried to tell us, but I got confused with all that talk of his.”

“Amen. And it don’t much matter. Probably all dead and gone. Or it certainly might be the Dragonknights.”

“Dragonknights?” Javier asked in a surprised voice.

Chazzie did not like the interruption. “We said hush! If we want you to talk, we’ll tell you to talk.” Back to Pru. “There were three of them statues in the chambers. It could be that Roy, Savedra, and Jem Osprey might not be the young bucks we think they are.”

“Jem Osprey is only about a hundred and fifty years old. We know that for a fact. His daddy gave him California back when it was only California and not NorCal and SoCal. The chambers date back to Hammurabi.”

“I think Cactus Bill said that the three statues were a Dragonsoul messiah, a powerful Magician, and a third worm, with a mind lost to time.” 

“Well, now, that seems to me both cryptic and unhelpful. But Mr. Jones is waiting on us. What do we need from Javier?”

“If there is one master chamber that connects all the Americos Chambers, we need to know that, we need to find it, and we need to know how to deactivate it. Then Steven can come home.”

“We know how to deactivate it,” Pru said. “I remember this part from Cactus Bill’s ramblings. ‘Blood from the dragon and the dragon is sent away. Blood on the eye and the dragon can stay.’ That’s Steven’s blood. We need to get Steven to the master chamber.”

A chastised Javier sat quietly, drinking his beer. 

Pru turned to him. “Well?”

He swallowed. “Well, what?”

Chazzie snapped her fingers. “Keep up, JJ. Where is the master Americos Chamber? Jesus H. Biscuits, these men. If they ain’t talking, they ain’t listening.”

“Mmm hmm. That’s a fact, sister.”

“And they aren’t very good at talking even when they do,” Sabina put in behind them.

Javier spoke in a quiet voice. “That is something I do not know. And finding such a place will be difficult. There are hundreds of Americos Chambers spread across the North American continent. It would take weeks if not months to find the right one.”

He abruptly stood up.

Pru gasped in shock. She expected to die at any minute.

The Sonoran Desert Prime reached up, stretched, bent to his left, then bent to his right. His phone rang, and he answered it. “Yes, I believe it is relatively safe. We are in unit 28.”

Pru took her hand out of the clay and threw it at Javier. It bounced off him and splashed into the pool. 

Chazzie stared daggers at him. “You bluffing son of a bitch!” 

Pru, though, was kind of impressed.

“That was Eve Downfyre on the phone,” Sabina said. “She’ll be here shortly.”

“Brujas, always so mysterious.” Javier laughed and started to strip. “I believe I shall have a swim. Then some food. We can all see what Eve knows about the current affairs.”

Eve Downfyre was Clete Sariah’s wife, and his face in public. Why was she coming to visit Javier? What was going on there?

Pru had something else on her mind, however. She was wondering about her and Sabina’s prophesized kiss. Wondering about it was one thing, but with how cool and beautiful the Latina Dragonskin was now? Pru surprised herself by wanting the kiss and wanting it a lot. 

She had no firsthand experience with Divination magic, but it seemed it took a lot of Animus. Without Steven around, Sabina would need to fill her tank. And it seemed Pru was the one who was destined to do the job.


Chapter Twenty
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“UH, I’M HAVING A VERY Indiana Jones moment,” Tessa said from behind Steven and Mouse.

He and the blonde were using their swords to hack their way through the greenery covering a lost trail in the central jungles of Bali.

They’d tried turning into dragons and flying over the jungle, but finding their destination, supplied by the torch map, was difficult—too many trees and leafy fronds. The trail was slower, but the way more certain. The scent of burning leaves filled the air, but that was probably from the rice fields they’d walked through. The stalks were burned and then used to fertilize the soil for the next round of crops.

Or was it from Mount Batur in the distance? The active volcano leaked smoke into the sky. The ash didn’t do a thing to protect them from the harsh tropical sun. Those who could eventually stuffed their clothes into their backpacks and shifted into their Homo Draconi forms to escape the oppressive humidity. 

The Dashell R. Jet was safely in a hangar at the Denpasar airport. Skylar, in her auburn-colored True Form, flew overhead, scouting and making sure nothing attacked them from the sky or from behind.

They weren’t the only dragons on the island.

Steven and Mouse took the lead, Tessa and Zoey were in the middle, and Aria walked as the rear guard. The Indian dragon held aloft the Dragonknight torch. Every so often, Aria would focus her Animus on the torch, and it would come alive, sparkling with lightning. The electricity would become a map, and that was what they were following to find the next clue to the Dragonknight mystery.

Uchiko stayed in the shadows, sometimes behind them, sometimes appearing ahead. She would be the shadow that would strike in case they were attacked. And they might be.

Someone was following them, or so Uchiko said. Steven had cast a Divination spell, but he hadn’t seen anything. The spell had sent him to the past, back to the Oregon coast, in the Dragonknight Chamber, which made sense. The magic there was pushing them to the magic here.

Steven thought of the words they’d heard in the Dragonknight Chamber. The daughter of Merlin will open the first eye, but the grail will remain hidden until the lost son returns to free us all.

It was interesting that Tessa had touched the torch to trigger the Dragonknights’ round table, but now it was connected to Aria. Both Steven and Tessa had tried to activate it, but it had refused their Animus. Steven had gotten better at feeling the core of energy filling his center. He hadn’t tried AnimusChain yet, however. He had the idea that the spell could do some real damage to him and others if he started flinging it around.

Steven told his Escort to act normal but keep their eyes open. He swept away some vines with Samael’s Lash. Mouse slashed away others with the Slayer Blade. She let out a grunt and growled, “I should be fine as a Homo Draconis, but dammit, I still feel hot.”

Tessa was literally dripping with sweat, as was Zoey, who’d experimented shifting into different animals but eventually settled on human. Bear, wolf, and boar weren’t doing it for her, and she wasn’t sure how to transform into a giant monitor lizard.

Both wore shorts and white concert T-shirts, Metallica’s Creeping Death for Tessa and a Hinder shirt for Zoey. The cotton clung to their sweaty chests. While Zoey went barefoot, Tessa wore big hiking boots.

The barista sighed. “This is one of the only times in my life I wish I were poikilothermic. Little-known fact, the only mammal that is not a homeotherm is a naked mole rat.”

No one responded.

Tessa sighed again. “Oh, yeah, I joke about movies, and you’re fine with that. I give you science, and you’re baffled. Let me break it down for you. Poikilotherms have core temperatures that change with their environment. Homeotherms have a constant body temperature. Want more science, bitches? Endotherms produce their own heat whereas ectotherms get their heat, again, from the environment they are in.”

More silence. Mouse blew out a breath, a half-dragon with a broadsword in her fist.

Steven laugh-grumbled out of his big Homo Draconis throat. “As dragons, we’re all of that and none of that. The Animus basically helps regulate our temperature through magic. So much for your science, Tessa.”

Merlin’s daughter rolled her eyes. “Just because there hasn’t been any sort of clinical research on Dragonsoul anatomy doesn’t mean science can’t figure that magic shit out.”

Uchiko appeared in front of them. She wasn’t in her jumpsuit but wore a batik-patterned tunic. The clothing was loose on her. Fear shined in her eyes. “Steven, come. I found something. I found... him...”

Steven didn’t know that that meant, but he knew Uchiko wanted him to come with her, alone. “You guys rest up here, drink lots of water, and I’ll go with Uchiko.”

Aria frowned. “What did you find? Is it dangerous? Whatever we are seeking is still at least a kilometer ahead.”

Uchiko didn’t answer. She threw a pleading look at Steven.

“It’s okay. Uchiko and I will scout ahead,” Steven said. “Just wait here. If I need you, I’ll call.” Uchiko carried his phone in a case attached to her quiver. Tessa had hers in her ever-present leather satchel.

The Skinling ninja turned and disappeared through palm fronds. Steven gripped Samael’s Lash. He hardly felt the leaves and vines slide across his scales. The trail widened. The dirt track turned into a path made of stones. Well, at least they were done churning through mud and slashing away the jungle.

Fifty feet ahead, Uchiko waited for him. Her sickle-chain was over her shoulder. She also had a short bow slung around her with a quiver of arrows. Throwing stars weighed down a leather belt around her middle.

Steven approached her. Then he saw what she had seen. A statue of a man rose above them, twelve feet tall. The elements had eaten away the stone, but some of his features were visible. He had Asian features, a long moustache, and long hair curling around his shoulders. On his neck was a symbol, a stylized dragon head, similar to the head on the Dragonsoul skill tree.

“I know who this is,” Uchiko whispered. “I know that mark. It was on the man who made me.”

This was what she had been afraid of. Her secrets were going to come out, and Steven knew she was afraid he’d leave her forever because of her dishonor. And there hadn’t been simply one mistake or tragedy, but multiple over the years.

Steven took her hand. “Can I cast a Divination spell to try and see into your past?”

Sorrow crushed her face. “Yes. But you will hate me, my Prime. You will loathe me for what I have done and what I have failed to do.”

Steven took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He’d never tried anything like this, but it felt right. He reached out with his mind and once again sensed her Animus as well as his own. His spun perfectly inside him, but hers wheeled off-kilter. Once linked, he cast the Divination magic.

He saw a trail through the jungle, the Balinese jungle, and a shadow slipping through the trees, in black, a long bow and a quiver of arrows over her shoulder. At first, he thought it was Uchiko, but no, it was someone else. 

Then it was gone. 

He didn’t fight his vision but focused on Uchiko and the statue above him. That symbol wasn’t just a symbol; it was a brand. The man wasn’t a man, but a Dragonsoul, ancient, powerful, and he’d been driven into hiding.

Someone had hunted dragons a thousand years ago. The Dragon Slayer. Dragonsouls fell before the Slayer by the hundreds, males and females alike, from the disintegrating empire of Japan to the Song Dynasty in China to the rough bearded tribes of men in Europe still clinging to the Roman Empire, in both religion and politics. Even the shining Islamic Empire was not free from the vicious Dragon Slayer. Scholarly Dragonsouls huddled in fear in the venerable University of Al Karaouine.

No one knew if the Dragon Slayer was a man or a woman, but all agreed they were beardless and powerful. Some swore it was a woman, and so people referred to the Slayer as “her” and “she.”

The branded Dragonsoul fled to Honshu and hid in the chaos of warlords battling for the scraps of an aging dynasty, the very beginnings of feudal Japan. Steven felt the history of both man and dragon, and then he saw Uchiko.

She was in the garden of the palace, walking, very slowly, very sad. The branded dragon saw her, clearly for the first time. He was such a soft soul, such a hard warrior, who called himself “Niwashi,” which was simply the word for gardener.

“His name was Niwashi,” Steven muttered.

“Yes!” Uchiko choked out.

His vision switched to one of the future, and Steven saw them entering a Balinese temple up ahead, a vast complex of green statues, splashing fountains, and rainbow-studded waterfalls. It was a place of beauty, but it would become a place of death.

He refocused while at the same time letting go. It was as hard as letting go of a thought, as easy as focusing on his next breath.

“Niwashi came to you,” he said. “He asked you about your grief. He offered you a deal.”

He saw into the past. Niwashi, the grand Dragonsoul, hid as a gardener just as he hid his brand with a piece of cloth tied around his throat. No one could guess he was anything more than a servant. And then there was Oe Uchiko, a very human girl, new to womanhood, the daughter of a daimyo named Muramasa Gin. She was a princess, and her father, Oe Bunji, had been crushed by the Muramasa clan. The feud had been long-fought and bitter. And when the Muramasa won, Uchiko’s family betrayed her and dishonored themselves. Instead of suicide, Oe Bunji offered up his daughter as tribute. 

Oe Uchiko was young and beautiful, and she had a young woman’s sense of right and wrong. Her ideas were as rigid as her sense of honor. 

Muramasa-dono took their offer of flesh. The Oe clan was finished, degraded, dishonored, while he was victorious and had his prize, a beautiful woman by his side. Uchiko was a wife pleasant to look upon, though her every glance was full of hatred.

Uchiko spoke. “Niwashi gleaned my story. And he said he would teach me to kill. He had learned the ways of the ninja to hide, to sneak, to become one with the shadows. The masters Daisuke Togakure and Kain Doshi taught him to hide and hide well. I did not know it at the time, but Niwashi feared the Dragon Slayer. As did all dragons.”

Steven heard her words, but he was still gazing into the past, watching the filthy servant and the pale princess talking. Determination blazed in the young Uchiko’s eyes. She would kill the man who had humiliated her family.

Yet there was a price.

“A life for a life,” Uchiko whispered. “He would train me as ninja. I would kill Muramasa-dono. He would train me as Dragonskin. And I would take the life of his enemy. Niwashi was my teacher, my lover, my doom.”

Steven could taste the past, images filled his head, and he couldn’t quite believe how real it all felt: the pagodas in the middle of the cherry trees, dripping pink blossoms as if celebrating the death that autumn would bring. The soft wind, the softer rains, the paper walls, the kimonos, the slippers, the wooden shoes, the tea, the rice, the fish crumbling on lacquer plates, poets reading the Tales of Genji, another country, another world, another time.

Then Steven saw another vision, one last piece of the puzzle, that changed everything. This was in the past, before the branded dragon was a gardener for a daimyo in Japan. How many years before? A hundred? A thousand? The Dragonknights were old, ancient, as was the branded dragon.

Steven witnessed Niwashi bowing low before twelve tall Homo Draconi in armor, the Dragonknights of the Round Table. No, they didn’t call it that, they called it the Table of the Eye. For it was searching, always searching for the Zothoric.

He recognized the beach, the tidepools, the seagulls clustering on the rocks out in the surf. It was the Oregon coast before the Europeans first stumbled upon the New World.

“You should not bow before us,” the clean-shaven knight had said, shaking his head. Was that King Arthur? Yes, it was, and he spoke in a powerful, commanding voice. “Why do you not join us? You could be our thirteenth knight.”

The branded dragon had smiled sadly. “My father wanted war. Me? I am torn. I long for peace. I long for beauty. I long for wisdom. And I pine for a world where all three are valued more than conquest, greed, and gold. At the same time, in the same breath, I want vengeance and I want battle and I would kill for peace, which betrays my every thought. I love and I hate. And I am tortured.”

“You live a sad life,” Arthur said.

The entity who would become Niwashi had grinned mischievously. “And this sad life will be so very long. In that way, perhaps the bitter can become sweet, and the sweet, bitter.”

The Dragonknights’ laughter floated away on the winds of the ocean.

Then the Divination spell waned. Steven could see Uchiko, and her lips were trembling, and her human eye leaked tears. She turned and fled across the stones, toward the waterfall temple where they would learn more.

It seemed that Uchiko’s teacher had dealings with the Dragonknights, and that their fates were intertwined.

The rest of his Escort walked up to him. They all gasped at the majesty of the statue of the branded dragon. 

Skylar sailed in overhead. Steven could smell her scent: the sweet smell of cedar. She grew smaller and flew down to him in her partial form. Then she shifted human.

Steven liked the slight droop of her breasts, her stretch marks, and her little belly. Skylar wasn’t young, and that somehow made her more beautiful to him. She walked up and leaned her head back to take in the statue. 

“Do you know anything about this?” he asked.

The auburn-haired widow shook her head. “No, I don’t know anything about any of this. But the temple is up ahead. It is clear.”

“Did you see anyone following us?” Steven asked.

“I didn’t,” Skylar replied. “But the jungle is so thick. I could hardly see you.”

Tessa squinted at the statue and wiped her face for the millionth time. “Total Indiana Jones moment. It should’ve been called Sweating Raiders of the Moist Arc. I’m telling you, this humidity will kill me.”

Zoey let out frustrated growl and stripped out of her clothes, stomping a little in annoyance as she did. She shifted into a wolf, panting loudly and wetly. Her expressive eyes went to Steven as if to say, “This is terrible. I need air conditioning. Now.”

Steven kept Samael’s Lash ready. Tessa didn’t have Indy’s whip, but she had her Peacekeepers, and they filled her hands. They crept up the trail.

Aria hit the torch with another round of Animus, and it lit up. An X marked the spot just ahead of them.

The stone path widened and then ended in a gate, guarded by bedogols, the ubiquitous demon statues that were everywhere in Bali. 

Green moss covered weathered stone. The guardians sat on the haunches of a lion, and they gripped scepters to their chests. Wings had been chiseled into their backs, and each monstrous body was topped with the head of a demon. Their faces showed wide eyes meant to frighten, and their mouths were full of crisscrossing fangs and tusks. Their whole purpose was to keep evil spirits away. 

Steven led the way through the gate guarded by the demons. On top of the wall, Uchiko crouched. She had her short bow out, and she had an arrow nocked. She retreated into the shadows of a tree. She seemed to have shaken off her bitter memories and was back to work, ninjaing.

Her story had been sad, but that had only been the beginning. She was at least a thousand years old, and her story seemed to only have gotten worse. She’d become a ninja, but she’d failed the Dragonskin rituals. He wondered what Niwashi had thought of that. And what had become of the branded dragon?

Nothing good, probably. Or maybe his sense of humor helped him turn the bitter into sweet.

Or maybe the Dragon Slayer finally found him. 

This was the first time Steven had heard of such a thing. Was it another dragon? Maybe a demon? It had driven Niwashi into hiding, and it was something that Mathaal had never mentioned. What could be powerful enough to silence an Alpheros? Or maybe Old Matchstick had simply forgotten.

Steven passed between the bedogols and got his first view of the waterfall temple with his own eyes. A wide arc of narrow steps fell away from the gate to the main area.

The temple had been carved into the very mountain. On three sides were waterfalls, dropping down into a pool that was channeled through more crafted rock to separate at forty-five-degree angles across the floor of the wonderful place.

The demon statues were everywhere, on every wall, in every corner, some with scepters, others with axes, and still others with swords. Some were black with age, splattered by the never-ending gush of the water. Most were green and mossy. They clustered around, facing a central area, divided into the tree sections by the channeled water.

Steven blinked. Standing on daises were more statues, these twelve feet high and made by the same sculptor who had erected the branded dragon that had shocked Uchiko. These weren’t human, though, but Homo Draconi.

And they were all reaching upward, to the sky, in a pose like the statues in the Americos Chambers. No, it was the exact same pose. But Steven recognized the features of two of the dragon men. It was Rahaab in the center. The rivers around him left him alone on a central island, which was ironic, because he’d wound up basically alone on a planet of apes and half-breeds, or that was what he would’ve said. To his right was Mathaal. The dragon man to his left had to be the long-lost Icharaam. 

Steven wandered down the steps. The waterfall temple was something out of a movie, something out of legend, and he felt an odd connection to the place.

Tessa followed. The minute she passed through the gates, however, a shadow seemed to fall across the temple compound. The shining sun muted. Was it the ash from Mount Badur? Or was it something else?

A crack echoed across the temple. The grating sound of stone moving followed, grinding, squealing, stone on stone.

Steven whirled. The bedogols were all coming to life. Impossibly, the demon statues were moving, flexing their arms, swiping their weapons through the air, fluttering their stone wings. One let out a roar, then another, then another.

The water in front of Rahaab’s statue boiled, and something else was rising, something big.

Strangely enough, every single animated bedogol flew toward Tessa, weapons raised. Steven and the other women of his Escort were ignored as the stone beasts hurled themselves toward the gunslinger.

She grinned, casting shields and throwing bullets.


Chapter Twenty-One
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BRUNO ILLICK WATCHED the Drokharis boy and his Escort enter the Alpheros Temple. Roy Right had told him all the names of the women, but he didn’t care about them.

Not surprisingly, the bedogol weren’t triggered by the boy. No, they were waiting to attack evil spirits. Steven Drokharis wasn’t evil, only ambitious. 

Bruno watched from the cliffside, on a ledge behind a waterfall. He’d found a dry place for his bag of tricks and his bow. On either side of him, the water gushed down, flowing into a mist-covered pool before splitting off into channels.

He’d arrived in Bali the night before. After confirming the location using a Divination spell, he’d found his perch and waited. His stop in Hawaii had been brief. He’d eaten a human prostitute. Animus from the kill and sustenance from the meat. No time for the smoke. No time for a bath, and while the waterfall was warm around him, it wasn’t a bath. He’d even put sleep on hold.

Good thing he had his Animus bottles of beer, for they’d kept his strength up as he soared over the Pacific. He knew magic ways of flying. He wasn’t as adept as the Alpheros, but he’d been practicing the fifth ability on the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon. 

The hours upon hours of flight had been pleasant. The waiting hadn’t been. When he landed, he’d searched for signs of the huntress, but there was none. He was safe from her arrows for the moment.

And now, here he was, being entertained by the bedogol battle below.

The animated stone statues flew down upon Tessa Ross. That was the Magician’s name, and she was powerful. And she must’ve been evil, for the guardian demons all were aiming for her. Such dazzling magic! She kept two shields around her. Yes, two. Not one Magician in a thousand could cast two Defensio spells at the same time.

Bedogol demons crumbled into stone as they hit her pink-tinged force fields. Then she raised her revolvers, one in each hand. Those guns boomed. Enchanted bullets blew other statues to bits in small but violent magical explosions. Her ability to infuse her bullets with Magica Incanto was impressive. Also, troubling. Who was this Tessa person?

She survived the first attacks, but there were hundreds of the statues, of all shapes and sizes. Two gargantuan bedogols ripped themselves out of the side temple walls and shambled forward. Each juggernaut had a tree-sized scepter in its rocky claws.

Steven dropped Samael’s Lash, an old sword, a friend’s sword. Bruno had known Samael Rexus before, during, and after he ruled the Holy Roman Primacy. It was shame what Rahaab did to him. A shame but not surprising.

The Drokharis child turned into a long black dragon, beautiful, mighty, huge in the courtyard of the temple. He bathed an oncoming juggernaut in lightning. The electricity blasted through the demon’s scepter and crackled around the arm of the thing, sparking across the stone, until the limb dropped to the ground and exploded. The debris pelted Steven, but DarkArmor protected him.

The assault made the first juggernaut pause, but the second kept coming. It lumbered across the temple floor, scepter raised. Each footstep was an earthquake. The noise was deafening. A single stroke of that club would turn Steven’s bones to jelly.

The Drokharis child reached out a claw. A black force field struck the running bedogol’s right leg, and it crumbled. Another flick of his talons and spinning black stars struck the juggernaut’s arms at the shoulder joint. Both limbs tumbled to the ground. 

The first giant statue still had an arm, and it went to slam its fist down on Steven. A whip of his black-scaled tail toppled the huge bedogol.

The smaller winged statues descended on Steven. He was helping Tessa, the evil Magician, and so the Enchantrix powering the statues saw the Drokharis child as a target.

Tessa was out of bullets, but she still had her shields. Then? Things got interesting. She cast an Incanto spell onto the water, pulling it into the shapes of men. She laughed, mentioning something about Mathaal and book golems. She knew Mathaal? Who was she? Bruno felt the curiosity like a punch to the belly.

He held the Hellstring. He had his quiver at his feet. He retrieved an arrow and nocked the bone shaft to his weapon. He’d strike them in a minute. For every spell they cast, every Pugna ability they used, and every Exhalant, they weakened. The stone statues were not alive, and thus they provided no mystical energy upon their death. 

All he had to do was wait. Then he would shoot Steven Drokharis with an arrow and leave.

No. Now he couldn’t. He had to know who Tessa Ross really was. For her magic was so very much like that of the Magician who had crafted the Hellstring. And yet she was evil, clearly, because the bedogols were attacking her. 

Something about her reminded him of the Dragon Slayer, the awful Slayer, who cut Bruno’s sex from his body and then told him to go home to his father and see if his liege would have any pity on his sexless son.

Father hadn’t. And Bruno Illick was born.

The water elementals ran past Steven and were there to protect their mistress from the stone demons. They leapt and took blows above Tessa, their watery forms losing consistency to splash down on her. The water elementals weren’t powerful enough to attack, but they could defend using their liquid bodies.

She laughed at the rainfall. She laughed, as if her imminent demise didn’t mean a thing. She commented on how hot and sweaty she was. Then she slammed new bullets into her revolver with a speed loader.

By this time, Mouse, Aria, and Skylar Blacke had arrived. All three were in their Homo Draconis forms, breathing lightning. That scattered another wave of the guardian demons.

Skylar Blacke slid past them and assumed her True Form. The jungle went silent, the trees, the stone, and the water vibrating for a half-second, and then the skull-crunching thrum of ChromaticFury flashed from Skylar’s mouth, blinding Bruno. Any bedogol caught in the path of that ultimate Exhalant was reduced to rubble and dust.

Left-handed, Tessa shot the last of the stone statues, and it fell with a thunk to the ground.

Steven and his Escort were all smiles at their victory. They chatted, and it was all so very friendly. Bruno had seen this before, with his father and his friends, a thousand years ago. For a short time, he had joined them in their camaraderie. He had stood around the Ever-Seeing Eye as one of the twelve.

The statue that had been hidden in the channel in front of Rahaab was now visible, streaming water. It was a woman, carved into marble, and she had her right hand outstretched. The sculptor had crafted her fingers to clutch something.

Bruno drew his arrow back to his ear. He smelled the fire and ash of the Hellstring and the slight scent of rot, a sweet, cloying smell.

Steven approached the statue of the woman. He stopped, head back, looking up at her fine features. There was curiosity on his face, wonder, and then a smile. His throat was exposed. It was as if Steven wanted the arrow in his neck.

Bruno almost released the arrow. Then he saw the torch in the Indian woman’s hand. That torch, the statue, great magic was involved in both. Bruno wanted to see if the legends were true. He couldn’t help himself.

* * *
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STEVEN STOOD APPRAISING the statue of the woman. Unlike the other carvings he’d seen, this one was perfectly preserved. The artwork was masterful. The folds of her gown seemed soft enough to touch. He could see each fingernail was unique. The softness of her lips, the fullness of her breasts, her thin neck, and the delicate features of her face, all were done with patient master craftsmanship. It looked like she might talk at any minute. Then again, they’d already seen the demon guardians come to life to attack them.

One thing, though, Steven found troubling. Everything was human, the ideal of female beauty, except the tops of the beautiful woman’s ears. They weren’t rounded, but ended in points. And yes, now that he noticed her elven ears, he saw that her eyes were a bit more oval than expected.

Nevertheless, he stood spellbound by the ten-foot-tall Elf woman. Tessa nudged him as she reloaded her Peacekeepers. “Yeah, she looks like Galadriel, if Galadriel was real and not Cate Blanchett.”

Steven didn’t disagree. She did have a regal air about her, like an Elven queen.

Aria shifted and walked to join them, as did Mouse. Skylar remained in her dragon form, blowing flames from her nostrils and keeping watch. Uchiko was also there, on the walls, covered by the jungle foliage.

Zoey let out a gruff snuffle, almost like a sneeze. She’d gone from wolf to bear and now shambled around to stand at their backs. Around them, the rubble piles from the bedogol battle were scattered over the floor of the temple.

“Elftears,” Steven whispered. He’d always thought the Dragonsoul medicine was strangely named, but now it seemed there might be actual elves. If they weren’t in this world, they might’ve visited through a portal.

Aria appraised the torch in her hands. “This looks like it will fit in her hand. Should I try?”

“Yes, you should,” Mouse said immediately. “We didn’t come here to fuck a snake.”

Tessa sighed, acting heartbroken. “It’s not fair that you get two catchphrases, and I don’t get any.”

“Some girls have all the luck,” Mouse returned.

The Indian woman went from human to dragon so she could easily place the torch in the Elf Queen’s curled fingers.

Flames, lightning, and cold energy burst from the torch and soared up and around them. When the electricity touched the waterfall on the right, lightning flashed, running up and down the water. The blizzard breeze erupted out of the torch and went to the waterfall in front of them, and that turned to ice, layer upon layer of frozen water, trapped in cold, shining like diamonds in the sun. 

Steven felt the cold slap him, and when he exhaled, he could see his breath. But not for long. The magical fire spun and struck the waterfall on the left, and that became a waterfall of liquid flame, like burning oil. The fire hit the cold, and steam went hissing upward even as the air was filled with the electricity of the lightning falls.

The entire waterfall temple thrummed with power. A voice called out, speaking a strange mixture of English, a soft language that sounded like mostly vowels, and a sharp language that had the crunch of consonants to it. The same voice spoke all three languages at the same time. Steven’s mind could understand the hard language, it was Dragonsoul script brought to life. Could that be the language of the Alpheros? He thought it might be. As for the soft language? Elven, definitely.

In English, the feminine voice of the Elf Queen declared, “Welcome, Dragonsoul, you are the thirteenth knight. You have become Death, the devourer of worlds.”

Aria let out a cry. She was forced into her human form, then forced to her knees, in front of the statue. Steven went to her, kneeling, holding up Samael’s Lash in a vain attempt to protect the Indian woman warrior.

Protect her from what, though?

The torch flashed again, and marks appeared on the left side of Aria’s throat. An “X” and first one “I” then another appearing until the Roman numeral for thirteen was branded in her neck. Steven thought of the statue and Niwashi. He’d been branded as well.

“Rise, Thirteen. Rise.” The Elf Queen’s voice came from everywhere around them.

Aria stood. The fire, ice, and lightning falls continued to churn steam and electricity into the air. Zoey shifted to human and threw herself into Steven’s arms. She trembled. Steven didn’t blame her.

The Elf Queen boomed, “You have come far, Thirteen, and you have done much to be given such an honor. All will have been for naught if you have not brought me the lost son. For it was Merlin’s daughter who opened the first eye. Only the lost son can open the second. Present him, Thirteen, present him or perish.” 

Tessa’s voice was almost lost in the crackle of the lightning and the hiss of the fire hitting the ice. “Merlin’s daughter? Yeah, me.”

Aria must’ve been in pain from the brand, but she didn’t show it. “I have brought the lost son to you,” she called out. “I found him, in the human world, lost to Dragonkind. He is Steven Drokharis, son of Stefan Drokharis, and he will bring revolution.”

The torch gushed new fire, and it wreathed Steven, covering him, until it was like he was in a cage of flame. He transformed into a Homo Draconis, gripping his sword. The heat was intense. 

Zoey roared. 

“Stop her!” Mouse shouted. “Skylar!”

Steven couldn’t see what was happening, but he heard the scuffle, and he could picture the scene. Zoey would try and break through the cage of fire, but Skylar was big enough to pull the big bear away.

“It’s okay!” he called out. “Zoey, it’s okay!”

The bear girl let out a helpless, high-pitched whine.

Steven wasn’t sure what to do next. Was he the lost son? Aria seemed to think so. He decided to follow her lead. “Yes, I am the lost son. Thirteen has brought me here. I seek the Holy Grail to save us all.”

The Elf Queen responded. “To save the humans. That was the wish of the Dragon Slayer. To save Dragonkind. That was the wish of the Americos Brothers. Good turned evil by sorrow. Good turned evil by fearful desire. Both full of hope for a better world. Daughter and son, brother and sister, husband and wife, and so I will show you the way as I did to Arthur Rex, lost to time, crippled by friendship, consumed by love.”

Then the Animus was ripped out of Steven. It was an icy feeling in his belly, a terrible pain, and he heard his Escort cry out as well. The Enchantrix magic was being powered by an AnimusChain spell. 

Zoey’s whines turned into human cries. Skylar cursed, and it wasn’t the boom of a dragon, but that of a simple woman. All had been hit to power this last spell. They were being drained like they had been at the Dragonknight Chamber on the Oregon coast.

The voice of the Elf Queen turned angry. “The daughter of the Dragon Slayer! The daughter of the most foul! For shame! For shame! To bring her here!”

Tessa let out a scream. Then she managed to shout out an Incanto spell, to dispel the magic draining her of magic and possibly killing her. “I’m Merlin’s daughter. I’m not the Dragon Slayer’s daughter!”

“You lie!” the Elf Queen roared. “I will show you the sins of your ancestor!”

Steven had to stop the AnimusChain. He cast Magica Incanto using the last of his Animus. It was a desperate act, but he wanted to undo the magic so he wasn’t left helpless.

His spell worked. The drain on him was gone as was the fire.

He glanced around, but he wasn’t in the waterfall temple any longer. He wasn’t in Bali.

The voice of the elven queen whispered to him, “I will show you what you need to see, for you are indeed the lost son. Behold.”

But then he found himself in the middle of a Divination spell he hadn’t cast.

After the heat of the jungle, Steven felt the cold immediately on his exposed skin. The sky was full of clouds. It felt like it could rain at any minute on the thick forest around him. He stood on the banks of a lake. He could smell the murk and the fallen leaves of autumn littering its crystalline waters. Across the lake, a tall hill stood. The forest parted to reveal an outcropping of gray rock in the shape of a cross.

Yes, this was Divination magic, but it felt so real.

Metal clanked, leather creaked, and men cleared their throats.

Steven turned. He stood between the lake and twelve knights in armor. The Dragonknights of the Ever-Seeing Eye. He recognized them from their statues on the Oregon coast. 

King Arthur stood, clean-shaven, with his sword sheathed at his side. The other Dragonsouls stood in their human form, their weapons at rest, either clipped to their belts or resting on their shoulders.

Another man stood with them, but he wasn’t in armor. A thick black beard fell onto the Magician’s robes. He gripped a staff, and a sheathed broadsword hung at his side, an emerald set into the pommel. The bearded man had to be Merlin the Magician.

Steven raised a tentative hand. “Hello?”

Arthur, Merlin, and the Dragonknights looked right through him.

“There.” Arthur pointed to the lake. “She said she would come.”

Steven turned. From out of the water emerged the Elf Queen, the same delicate creature that had been carved into a statue to stand in front of the Alpheros in the Bali waterfall temple. In both of her hands were weapons like Okinawan sais, with the upcurved prongs on either side. She slammed them together, and in a flash of light, instead of sais, they became a torch, the same torch Steven and his Escort had found on the Oregon coast. “Use this to light your way. Use this to find the Holy Grail. For the darkness will come again. I have hidden what you will need under the waters of this lake. Only time will tell if you are worthy and if your love is strong.” She gestured around them. “The Cross of Rock to the west, the Cold Ocean to the east. In the land of the songbird, capped in black.”

She put the torch in Arthur’s hand. She then turned and regally walked back into the lake. A flash of light later, she was gone. The glow was familiar to Steven; it was the blue of portal magic.

Arthur tapped the torch against his open palm. He turned to Merlin. “No one else has ever been able to find the Holy Grail. Do you think we have a chance?”

The Magician’s beard split into a grin. “The most powerful Magician in the world and his trusty companion? Why yes, Arthur. I do believe we have a chance.”

The Dragonlord gave his friend a smile of his own. “I believe we are worthy. However, while I am very fond of you, I would shrink at the word love. I have my Escort, while you have your Elissabyth. And yet if you swam down the depths of this lake, I might very well adore you.”

The two laughed. All joking aside, Steven could see the strong friendship between the two men. And he knew why he’d been given this vision. This lake was where the quest for the Holy Grail began. The Elf Queen had said that only time would tell if Arthur, Merlin, and his Dragonknights would be successful in their quest for the Holy Grail. They hadn’t been. But because Steven was this lost son, he’d been given the chance to try his luck with the hunt.

Steven felt unseen hands pull him into the sky, and he was forced into his True Form. He was in the sky, above the lake, and yes, there was an ocean to the east. Higher, higher, higher, he was drawn into the sky. Until the Earth was but a blue-green gem against the velvet black of space.

That lake was on the east coast of North America, maybe Maine, maybe Canada. That meant he had to break the magic exiling him from the North American continent if he wanted to go on the quest.

Steven was afraid to take a breath; the cold was crushing around him. He closed his eyes, afraid his very eyes would freeze in the vacuum of space.

A blink later, he was back in Bali, back in the waterfall temple, on the other side of the world, a thousand years in the future. The lightning falls to the right and the flame falls to the left were normal water once again. The center waterfall remained frozen, but the sun was quickly melting the ice. Steven checked, and he had enough Animus for one, maybe two spells.

Tessa was on her knees, weeping, and it was an echo of the scene he’d witnessed before, on the Oregon beach. There, she’d been triumphant. Now? It was the exact opposite. She looked gutted.

“Tessa, what is it?” he asked.

Her voice came out strangled. “I saw her, the Dragon Slayer, through the Elf Queen’s Divination magic. She gave me the vision. And took everything else.” Red streaked her face. She wasn’t just crying tears, she was crying tears of blood.

Steven heard the snap of a bowstring, then a crack. He turned in time to see two arrows fall to the ground, one ivory shafted and one as black as death. What the hell was going on?

A roar rang out, fury filling a gigantic throat. Then, the biggest dragon Steven had ever seen in his life broke through the ice waterfall, scattering chunks of cold, and filled the sky with his pale, diseased form.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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BRUNO FLUNG HIMSELF through the frozen waterfall. The spawn of the Dragon Slayer was here. The Elf Queen had confirmed it.

Worse?

She was here, the night to his day, the cold to his fire, the bone to his flesh. The huntress. The Shadow Archer. She’d shot his killing arrow out of the air, ruining the clean death he’d tried to give to the Drokharis whelp.

Let her come.

Bruno had more important murders to worry about. He would kill the Drokharis child, the lost son, and he would kill the spawn of the Dragon Slayer, that bitch. And then, if he still lived, he would kill the Shadow Archer, the specter who had hunted him for centuries.

Bruno had waited through the dramatics of the enchantments, the games Dragonknights, Magicians, and Elves play. And now he was in his dragon form, speeding down toward the three statues of the Alpheros and the Elf Queen.

He pulled the rest of the Animus out of the Dragon Slayer’s daughter using AnimusChain. He couldn’t have her casting spells. The other dragons were so empty they couldn’t even shift. And there would be no time for them to gain more. As for the Morphling, she stank of fear and need. He pulled the strength out of her muscles using ShadowStrength.

Bruno noticed the petite woman’s sword wreathed in green fire. An emerald tipped the Slayer Blade’s pommel. Fate loved to play her tricks. Destiny loved her irony. The gods laughed even as they wept.

Bruno streaked toward Steven. Bruno’s claws glowed bright with IonClaws. And behind them, HeartStrike, all fueled with AnimusChain and ShadowStrength.

The Drokharis child would die in a few seconds. As for the Shadow Archer, Bruno had taken her arrows before, and he would again.

It wasn’t prophecy. It was certainty.

* * *
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STEVEN SAW TESSA’S mouth curl into a scream, and his other Escorts were down, writhing on the ground. Zoey’s flesh seemed to wither before his eyes.

Unreal amounts of magic surrounded the pale dragon descending upon him. This thing, this behemoth, was the color of a dead man’s cheek. The diseased pink of its eyes and mouth, even edging its scales, all added to the thing’s awfulness. Who was this putrid worm, and how had it found Steven?

Steven didn’t know. All he knew for sure was that he had only seconds to live. He stayed human. And he used the last bit of Animus inside him to cast a single spell. “Incanto!” Steven called out. He hit the descending white worm with every bit of dispel magic he had.

The thing’s IonClaws winked away. A wave of energy rippled down its body and then dissipated. The pale dragon let out a scream of pain. No, it hadn’t just had IonClaws activated, it had had HeartStrike. Losing that would hurt the thing like nothing else.

A chain circled the white worm’s throat, Uchiko’s chain. The enemy dragon slammed into statues of the Alpheros, crushing them and the Elf Queen.

Black arrows thwacked off the temple’s stones, one after another. Steven recalled his vision of the black archer who had followed them through the jungle. He wasn’t sure which side she was on, but hell, she was aiming at the hidden assassin, which was good news.

Uchiko must’ve secured her kusarigama to something, and the enchanted links of the chain were holding the pale worm, for now. It flung white magical arrows out of its claws at Steven. He dodged to the side, and the Impetim missiles struck the ground, blasting holes in the stone, filling the air with smoke and debris. Steven had never seen such deadly Impetim magic.

“Excrucior!” Steven’s blade came apart, and he lashed the white worm with his chain-whip sword. Blood spattered across its scales.

Three of Uchiko’s shuriken struck the pale dragon. A black arrow sank into its leg. 

The thing roared, whined, giggled. “Ahh, if it isn’t Oe Uchiko. Your weapons are as sharp as I remember them, and though I can’t see you, I imagine you are as ugly as ever.”

Uchiko didn’t respond. Of course she didn’t. She wouldn’t give away her position.

Steven was shocked that the white worm knew the Skinling ninja by her full name.

“Here we are, the three of us, the last of the murderers, the gravediggers, the chamber pot pissants.” The white worm laughed bitterly. It was wheezing, its eyes and mouth growing pinker, spit dribbling from his maw. The failed HeartStrike had cost him dearly.

Yet this thing was powerful enough to continue to battle. It cast two spells, back to back, a Cura and an Incanto.

Once healed and free of magic, the pale dragon spun out of the sickle-chain and breathed lightning into the jungle at an unseen foe: either Uchiko or the mysterious archer. Two spells and an Exhalant barely slowed the worm. It writhed away, leveling what remained of the damaged statues with a swipe of its tail. But it wasn’t going for them, it was trying to crush Tessa.

Steven needed his True Form, but he didn’t have the Animus. Neither did any of his Escort. Mouse staggered up, the Slayer Blade on fire, but then the pale dragon hit her with the back of its hand. She went rolling across the stones.

Zoey tried to stand, but she staggered backward from the enormous stomping of the huge beast in the temple. She fell to her knees, tried to shift, but couldn’t. She started to cry. Not enough Animus for the poor girl, and she was terrified beyond reason. Aria and Skylar were also down, maybe for good.

“Uchiko! I need you!” Steven called out.

The pale dragon lumbered toward Steven, but more black arrows harried the beast. It had to turn and cast a Defensio spell. The white force field caught the next three black arrows. “Oh, she always does have a full quiver, doesn’t she?” It was talking to itself. How much time did this thing spend alone?

While it was distracted, Steven had to act.

“I am here, my Prime!” Uchiko’s voice came to him. “I will always be here for you.”

Steven reached out, and since he’d felt Uchiko’s Animus core before, he could find her again, racing alongside the wall, coming toward him. She was in range. 

“I need your Animus!” he shouted.

“But...” She hesitated. “Do it. Do what you will.”

For the first time in his life, he cast AnimusChain. Being so low on Animus, it was a gamble. The spell might kill him. Or it might save them all. He felt her life energy leave her and come into him. It was a violent, brutal move, but Steven was new to the magic, and he had no finesse.

Powered up, Steven shifted into his True Form. His sword hit the ground and snikt closed, going from chain-whip to plain bastard blade.

Diving forward, Steven loaded Uchiko’s Animus into his talons. He went to impale the pale dragon using a combination of IonClaws and SerpentGrace.

“Incanto!” the pale dragon spat. Steven lost his glowing talons and magical speed, but he still had his gigantic body. He met the white worm, and they smashed together, clawing, biting, rending.

The white worm threw Steven down. Then it growled out, “FleshForge.” The pale dragon’s arms changed. Its left forearm widened and rounded into a scaled buckler. Its right fist lengthened into a razor-sharp spike.

It was the first time Steven had witnessed the ability. For a second, he was surprised, but then he acted. “Defensio!” His force field caught the spike, giving him enough time to scurry to his feet. He spun, trying to deck the other dragon with his long tail, but the white worm caught the attack on its buckler. 

“Impetim!” White spears shot from the spike. They passed through Steven’s shield, since he’d cast it to protect against melee, not magic. He managed to duck under the attack. He turned straight into a shield bash by the white dragon. His attacker raised his spear arm to finish Steven off, but had to duck a black arrow aimed at his eye. The pale dragon let out a frustrated roar. It went to strike Steven again.

Steven saw his opening. He shifted to human, fell past the spike and the shield, and landed on the ground near Samael’s Lash. He turned Homo Draconis, snatched his sword from the ground, whirled, and shouted “Excrucior!” He lashed out with his chain-whip and slashed into the white worm’s neck.

Two black arrows hit the pale dragon. One glanced off its arm shield. The other sank into the meat between its neck and left shoulder. Its pink eyes flashed, and its lips curled up in pain. It shifted its right arm back into a claw to pluck the arrow out in a gush of blood.

Steven whirled the chain-whip around and struck again, hacking the segmented blades into the white worm’s shield, digging the segments deep.

“ShadowStrength,” Steven said through clenched teeth. With the added power, he jerked the pale dragon off its feet. It landed, shifting smaller, until it was a white Homo Draconis splashed with red.

The thing lurched forward and pushed its face into Steven’s. “AnimusChain,” it hissed.

Steven tried to cast Incanto, but it was too late. The pale dragon ripped energy from Steven, forcing him back into human form. Steven scrambled back. The white Homo Draconis hesitated as more black arrows clacked off the stone pavement. It turned and fled, healing itself as it went.

Steven lashed out with his chain-whip sword. One good blow to the back would shred the thing’s vertebrae and paralyze the beast. The would-be assassin got lucky. It managed to pull free of the serrated chain although it lost a chunk of its thigh in the process. Wings rose from its back, and it flapped its way up to the ice waterfall. It grabbed its gear and then transformed into its True Form before disappearing into the sky beyond the lip of the frozen falls.

Steven winced. He was empty of Animus again, a pain he was growing all too familiar with. He dropped Samael’s Lash and clutched his stomach.

Every single one of his Escorts was down.

A black arrow whispered through the air. Steven reacted before he could think. He flung himself in its path. The mysterious archer had chosen a new target, Tessa, who was curled up in a ball. 

Steven took the arrow in his chest. He rolled across the stones, losing blood, then losing consciousness. 

* * *
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STEVEN WOKE IN A BED—SOFT sheets, soft mattress, a pillow under his head. He had no idea where he was, only that he was shivering from the cold. Too much air conditioning? No, he was somewhere cold, a large city by the look of it—traffic outside, skyscraper lights through the window, the ceiling myriad colors from the neon.

Tessa was curled up on his left, and Zoey was on his right. The bear girl was sleeping, but the gunslinger was awake.

“We have a lot to talk about,” Tessa said softly. “I’m not who I want to be.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

[image: image]


PRU HELD HER PHONE. She’d received a cryptic fucking text message from Tessa, who said they were in Seoul, South Korea. What the hell?

They were fine, but Steven was unconscious. They’d cast Cura spells, but they’d all been hit with something called AnimusChain by a godlike Dragonsoul, and they’d been lucky to escape with their lives.

She mentioned black arrows and someone named Uchiko, who might be dead.

Pru had to think, and she remembered that Steven had some weird-ass failed Skinlings on his payroll. They got the grunt work of guarding his mom. Uchiko was one of those ugly ducklings.

Chazzie was chatting up Javier Jones by the pool. She and Pru had changed into little pink bikinis that barely covered their bits. Javier was trying not to stare at their partially hidden private parts. While the attempts were sweet, he kept on failing. Pru had a brief moment, considering the more sensual aspects of Javier, and then she wrinkled her nose. No. He would be a definite step down from Steven.

Besides, Sabina was driving her crazy. Every once in a while, the Latina Magician would come by to brush a hand across Pru’s back or touch her shoulder a bit longer than was appropriate. That was not helping Pru’s concentration.

All of them were waiting on the mysterious Eve Downfyre to show up. Javier had called her down, since he knew Clete Sariah wouldn’t show up. The Dragonlord hadn’t made a public appearance in years.

Chazzie laughed. She sat on the edge of the pool, swishing her legs through the water. Javier stood in front of her, water dripping down his muscled body. At least his goodies were below the surface, as he wasn’t wearing a swimsuit. Pru so didn’t like penises if her engines weren’t already revving. Then nothing else would do.

The doorbell rang.

“Incanto,” Sabina whispered.

A second later, “Hello?”

Damn, the Latina opened the door with a spell.

“Hola,” Sabina answered. “We’re in the back by the pool. Feel free to come in. You are safe here. You do not need the pistola.”

Eve Downfyre did have a gun, and it was a beauty. A pearl-handled 1911 Colt .45 glowed like a magic ruby in her fist. The woman herself was just as classic and classy. She might’ve been forty, or she might’ve been ten times that old. She was a sharp-faced woman with white skin and black hair, far more evil queen than Snow White. She wore a dark-blue business suit, which was fine, but that business was lost in the sparkle of her diamond jewelry—on her ears, around her neck, and bracelets around her wrists. You could finance a coup in a third-world country with all them jewels.

She walked onto the back deck, then tilted her head. “What is this about, Javier?”

Pru went to introduce herself and her sister, but Sabina was faster. “Eve knows who you are, Pru. And she knows me. Of course, she’s not certain what to make of this. Steven Drokharis’s Escort cavorting with Javier Jones? A fertile situation for a great deal of gossip.”

Sabina stood, her eyes glowing green, and she approached Eve. The Magician moved like a panther. “Welcome, Ms. Downfyre. We’ve been discussing alliances, both ones that will benefit us all and ones that we must crush in time.” The Latina Magician guided Ms. Downfyre to a chair by the pool. Pru noticed the touch, the slowly guiding hand that lingered, but for only a second. Such a touch made you wonder about the woman, what she desired, and what she would do to get it. It was a Texas mile past friendly and an inch short of sexual harassment.

Pru’s mouth went dry. The Latina Magician had touched her like that. But why? What was her game?

Sabina purred into Eve’s ear. “I will get you something to drink. I know what you like.” The Latina Magician’s hand touched her shoulder before she left for the kitchen. 

The woman was caught off guard, obviously. Her blue eyes shifted to Pru. “Did Javier contact you, or did you contact him? I still don’t understand what’s going on here.”

“Where is your Prime?” Pru asked. She pulled up a chair to sit catty-corner to Eve and her sister so they could all talk. 

“There have been attempts on his life before,” Eve said. “With the trouble in the west, he has gone into hiding. For his sake and for the sake of his Escort.”

Pru let those very practiced words hang in the air for a second and then cut them down. “Oh, come on, Evie, let’s not follow the script. These are the end times. Nothing is ever going to be the same again, so come off it and tell us everything.”

“Yeah, Eve,” Chazzie agreed. “Time to dish. Where is Clete really? And does your boss have an extra knuckle or two on the pinkie finger of his left hand?”

Eve went pale. “Spider Finger? No, not Clete. I mean, not my Prime. He wants to remain out of the line of fire. Does Steven Drokharis have his sights on the Deseret Primacy?” Eve could hardly say Steven’s name. She was flustered, afraid, and curious. Sabina’s touch had thrown her so far off balance she’d gone head-first into the deep end of the political game, and Chazzie was waiting for her there with a mouth full of pretty white teeth.

“No, Steven doesn’t want any single Primacy,” Chazzie said. “He wants them all to join up with him.”

Pru jumped in. “He wants to change it all. Fight the demons. Open doors to other worlds. Make it so Dragonsoul females are on equal footing with the males. It’s a revolution.”

Eve’s eyes went to Javier in the pool, standing with his arms crossed. “Is this what you want, Javier?”

The Dragonlord chuckled, smiling. “I do not want to cross Steven Drokharis. Or his Escort. We’ve all seen the results. Perhaps it’s time for us to leave the shadows. I never liked hiding, senora.”

“So you have an alliance with him?” Eve asked.

Javier shrugged. “I like to be on the winning side.”

“Which doesn’t answer my question,” Eve complained.

Sabina returned and set a martini glass in front of the dark-haired woman. This time no touch, but the Magician worked her way over to Pru, bringing her another Negro Modelo. Sabina pulled up a chair and sat down next to her, pressing her leg against Pru’s. 

Pru’s heart beat a little faster. She found herself angry, and she swore she’d deal with Sabina later. That bitch had no idea who she was dealing with.

“Come on, Javier,” Chazzie prompted. “You might as well tell Eve here that you are on the Steven Drokharis bandwagon.”

“Yeah, Jonesy!” Pru held up her beer. “Shit or get off the pot. This double-agent shit will get you killed.”

Javier didn’t say a word. He gave Pru a bored look and Chazzie a smile. Was he trying to divide and conquer the Wayne twins? Nobody, nobody ever, was gonna do that.

Eve, though, sipped her martini. A bit of a lemon rind floated there, to give it some flavor. “Javier told me he was working with Roy Right’s coalition. He gave them his magic. And he will be meeting them tomorrow in L.A.”

“Santa Monica,” Sabina murmured. “Izzy’s Deli.”

“I might be late for that meeting,” Javier said. “Why would I ever leave you four beautiful women?”

Sabina brushed a finger through the condensation on Pru’s beer and then touched that finger to her mouth. “Answer him, mi amor.”

Pru stuttered. “Well, Jonesy, well, uh, yeah.” She sniffed, blinked away her lust, and returned to business. “First of all, you don’t want to be sleeping with the Escort of your allies. Secondly, we need to know where the master’s chamber is. Lastly, I want to know which side you are on. And what are we going to do with the Deseret Primacy once Steven wants the full collection of western Primacies? Are Eve and Clete gonna get in our way? Or are they gonna link arms with us as we march our way to victory?”

All eyes went to Eve.

She set her martini on the table. “I can’t speak for my Prime. I will report back to him and tell him what you have told me. Is it true that Morty Flint has also joined with the Drokharis Primacy?”

“No, senora,” Javier said. “He gave Steven land and wives as a gift, so he can keep his autonomy. There is no alliance there. As for me? I would become Steven’s vassal. Your Prime should as well. Anything else will not serve you in the long run. At all. The Dragonsouls were not meant to be fighting over table scraps. I will give up my Primacies, for in the end, I want worlds.”

“Damn, Prudence, did you hear that?” Chazzie nearly yelled. “I gotta say, JJ, you are one dramatic motherfucker. I like you. I’m liking him. What do you say?”

It took a second for Pru to answer. “Yeah, Chaz. This guy, he gets it. He doesn’t want to wind up as coyote shit.”

Sabina finally shifted so she wasn’t touching Pru. The twin found herself missing the touch, and that pissed her off even more. 

“Senora Downfyre,” Sabina said. “Would it be okay if Steven sent an envoy to you? Either myself or Tessa Ross? We would like to discuss the terms of an alliance in more detail.”

“Javier has my number. He can give it to you.” Eve paused. “As an act of good faith, I have some information. I was married to Jem Osprey’s father, when the California Primacy stretched from Baja all the way up to Seattle. There is an Americos Chamber, a special one, in Oregon.”

“We’ve certainly been there,” Pru said with a sigh.

“And killed people there,” Chazzie added. “I have to say... our shooting was excellent that day.”

Eve swallowed. “There is another one in the south. Frank Osprey mentioned it, but he never took me there. I wasn’t important to him, and I was sent north at the first sign of trouble. Later, I was given to Clete. However, Frank puzzled over that particular place for years. Instead of all three statues being Homo Draconi, two were humans, one in armor, and one in Magician’s robes. They held hands around a stone eye instead of a basin.”

Pru listened closely, and then a smile spread across her face. It was so big, it stretched onto Chazzie’s lips, where she sat poolside. 

She kicked some water at Javier. “Jonesy, did you know about a super-secret Americos thingy in the SoCal Primacy?”

He shook his head. “No, I did not. There were rumors of one in Nova Scotia, far to the north.”

“In the master’s chamber,” Sabina breathed. “Blood from the dragon and the dragon is sent away. Blood on the eye and the dragon can stay.” Then she was blind again, and not giving Pru the time of day as she quoted some old human song.

Pru inhaled and tried to breathe out some of her frustration. If only Steven were around. He could pound her good, sex her up until she was as blind as Sabina. Well, according to the rhyme, Steven would have to come back to bleed on the eye in the Americos Chamber. But where was that cavern? The SoCal Primacy was a big place.

No one spoke. Sabina’s words hung in the air.

Javier filled the silence. “Eve, I want to be clear. I called you because neither your Primacy nor mine is going to be able to continue without creating a clear alliance with Steven. He is a young man, a powerful dragon, and he has the urgency that youth and power bring. He will not be stopped.”

He spoke with a passion that made Pru pause. He wasn’t kidding. He truly believed in Steven. And if an old desert lizard like Javier Jones wanted in, Pru had to do some serious soul searching. To her, Steven had been only a weapon—powerful, sure, but one she’d meant to point where she chose. She’d wanted to use him like the Slayer Blade or Tessa’s otherworldly Peacekeepers, but every new move in the game she was playing made that seem like a worse and worse idea.

Eve stood. “I should be going. I hope I have helped in some way. I will tell my Prime what I saw here, what I said, and that he should join with the Drokharis Primacy or be destroyed by it.” She shrugged off her blazer and unbuttoned her shirt. She let it drop along with her skirt. Her bra and underwear went last. She was chesty, but fit, her arms as muscled as her flexing thighs. A triangle of dark hair curled from between her legs. “Thank you for the drink. If you could take care of my clothes, I would appreciate it. Magica Defensio.”

She shifted Homo Draconis, then ran and let her wings take her out of the pool area and away from the La Serena Villas. She turned True Form above and then disappeared.

“I will go as well.” Javier walked to the edge of the pool and hopped out. Pru turned her eyes, not interested in him and his nakedness at all.

The Dragonlord turned. “I hope you believe me now, and that you will tell Steven that I am his friend. I will contact Roy, Savedra, and Osprey. I do not know if they will tell me where the master’s chamber is, but I will do my best. Adios, mi amigas.” He too cast a Defensio spell and took to the skies.

Sabina’s leg was against hers again, the skin soft and warm. 

Pru let out a frustrated growl, stood, and marched away. 

“Where you going, sis?” Chazzie asked.

“I need to be alone to think!” Pru shot back.

They each had their own rooms in the place, and when Pru got to hers, she went in, slammed the door, and then drained her beer in one long gulp. That wasn’t going to be enough. Good thing her room had a decanter of tequila along with several shot glasses. Well, she’d have a party for herself.

And wait for Sabina. The Latina Magician would come to her, wouldn’t she? Of course she would. She’d prophesied a kiss and more, maybe, according to that horny Cactus Bill. 

Pru took a shot, grimaced, and paced the room. 

She paused when she heard the door to Sabina’s room close. Okay, she’d get into something slinky, and then she’d come to Pru’s room. The Texas girl could wait. She did another shot. Damn, she was horny. And confused. She wanted Steven back, wanted him with every bit of her skin. She’d take him with Chazzie, she’d take him alone, it didn’t matter. He was the real deal. He was her Prime. Javier Jones had convinced her.

But she didn’t want to be convinced. It was like Chazzie had said at the Barstow gas station—Steven was in the driver’s seat, going a million miles an hour, blasting Lynyrd Skynyrd, and looking to ram his car into Armageddon, grill first. But knowing Stevie, he’d bust out of the windshield, swinging Samael’s Lash and casting spells while he did it. Pru just wasn’t sure any of the other passengers would survive.

Dammit, where was Sabina? If she was going to lose her lesbian virginity, she might as well get on with it. What would Chazzie think of her? Well, her sister had gotten a bit kinky with Steven in Vail. Her sister would understand. What would Pru think of herself?

She was a Dragonsoul, a creature of fire, violence, and sex. She wasn’t some prude, despite her name. Was she as wise as her name suggested? Prudence. As a kid, she’d consulted a big thick dictionary at a local library, and she’d memorized the definitions of her name. There were multiple: the ability to control oneself by the use of reason; the quality of managing one’s affairs shrewdly; using one’s resources wisely; cautious where risk or danger were concerned.

Pru took another shot. That damn Sabina wasn’t coming. She threw open her door, marched across the hall, and crashed through Sabina’s door.

Candles were lit, all over the place, and the Latina Magician sat on the bed, without a stitch of clothing on.

When Prudence entered the room, wearing her bikini, a bit drunk from the tequila, horny and pissed off, Sabina slid to the floor, kneeling there. Her eyes glowed green, but dimly, as if she’d turned down her power.

Her kneeling there, so submissively, was so similar to the two young women in Vail that Pru nearly stopped breathing. She felt a tingle across her chest, down her breasts, to her very center between her legs.

It was clear Sabina was ready to serve her in whatever way she wanted.

Pru flung off her top and slid her bottoms down. She went over and grabbed Sabina’s hair. “Is this what you want, Sabina? Is this how you want me to treat you?”

Sabina gasped and seemed to melt, the nipples on her breasts hardening even as gooseflesh broke over her arms. “It’s what you want, Prudence,” the Latina Magician whispered. “And I will play along. I like games. And I want to pleasure you. I want to serve you.”

All day long, Pru had thought about the kiss, and then there had been the slow seduction over the course of hours, the touches, the glances, Sabina’s lips halfway parted.

Pru spread her legs and pulled Sabina’s head to her sex. “I want you on your knees. I want you to taste me. I want you to do what I want. Not what you want. What I want.”

The tension of the day and the lust of the night exploded through Pru. The Animus filling her felt so good, as did her clenching sex. She pulled Sabina up. Finally, Pru got her kiss in an explosion of tastes, smells, and feelings. Pru felt how pliant the Latina’s body was, how her breasts pillowed against hers, how full her hips were, and the curve of her ass. If felt familiar. This was another person, another woman, who wanted Pru to use her, to control her, to conquer her.

And Prudence Wayne enjoyed conquests of all kinds.

The kiss was everything Pru had ever wanted. It was soft, then hard... gentle, then insistent. Pru pushed Sabina back onto the bed. The woman spread her legs, but Pru was going to take her time getting down there.

She straddled the Latina’s hips, kissing her, tasting her lips again, and then sucked on her neck and pinched Sabina’s left nipple between her fingers. This was new, amazing, and so exciting. Sabina’s left hand went between Pru’s legs, and that touch, light and fast, hit Pru like a lightning bolt. She almost fell face-first into the pillow. She felt Sabina’s lips twist into a smirk against her neck, the other woman’s breath warm against her skin, and Pru bit her, hard. Sabina gasped, finally surprised by something. Pru grabbed the Latina’s wrists hard. Pru was in control. She worked her way down with her mouth, teasing Sabina’s breasts, ribs, navel, and hipbone with lips, teeth, and tongue.

Sabina tried to free her wrists, but Pru held them tight. The Latina Magician whined, “Let me touch you.”

“You wanna touch me?” Pru asked. “Or do you want something else?”

“Si, I want that, too. Por favor.” Sabina quivered.

Pru kissed the Latina Magician’s thigh. Then the Texan let go of Sabina’s hands. They slid into Pru’s hair, and Pru’s tongue slid in somewhere else. Part of conquering Sabina would be making her come.

Pru instinctively knew what to do. She had the same equipment, and yet this again was different, a whole new experience. Without warning, Sabina arched her back, glowing. She found her pleasure quickly, so quickly, because she too had been wanting this all day, and the Magician needed more Animus after her many Divinatio spells.

Pru couldn’t help herself. She’d pleasured the Magician, and now it was her turn. She licked her way back up Sabina’s body until the two were kissing again. Pru loved the feeling of Sabina’s breasts against her, the energy thrumming through their bodies, the power of the sex between them.

The Texan pulled back and traced a finger around Sabina’s lips. “I want this again.”

“I will give it to you,” the Magician whispered.

Pru rose and eased a knee on either side of Sabina’s face. Gripping the headboard, Pru tried not to cry out when Sabina’s warm, wanton mouth found her quivering wet petals. She didn’t want to be so loud, but she couldn’t help it. Again, her skin glowed, and she wondered what had become of the cruel, calculating Prudence Wayne who only liked men and only liked them for one purpose: to use them to get what she wanted, whether that was a Primacy or an orgasm.

Afterward, Sabina cuddled into Pru’s body, and they held each other.

“I can only do this with you,” Pru said. “Something about you is special. You know what I want. And you know how far you can push me.” She’d slipped into a strange love with the strange Magician, who was both helplessly blind and powerfully gifted at the same time.

“And you can trust me as well, Prudence,” Sabina whispered. “It is something we can share. Just the two of us. Steven understands things like this. He wants us to love each other as well as him.” She kissed Pru’s shoulder. “Welcome to the Drokharis Escort.”

Pru let out a sigh of relief. “Took me long enough, but I’m glad to be here.” The fear of being out of control churned inside her belly. “Okay, that’s a lie. I’m scared shitless.”

“You will always win,” Sabina murmured. “You are Prudence Wayne. If anyone, I should be scared, but I’m not. I can’t see beyond the next few hours, but I know that in the end, Steven will be victorious.”

Pru didn’t understand the words, not until the next morning. Sabina was gone. She’d left a short note:

To the Wayne sisters. I have gone to find the master’s chamber. Savedra knows where it is, and he won’t tell Javier, but he will tell me. I love you both. I love Regina. Yet perhaps the world is more important than the sweet dream of her. Tell Steven that he will forever be in my heart.

Chazzie let out an exasperated sigh. “These fucking bitches. These stupid, fucking bitches. Promise me if I ever go off to face the bad guys alone, you’ll slap the shit out of me before I do.”

Pru couldn’t say a word. Sabina was gone. 

And Pru had fallen hopelessly in love with her. This certainly wasn’t going to help her fear situation any. The dread lay like an iron horseshoe in the pit of her stomach.

“Guess we need to call Steven and tell him we lost his prophetess. Yeah, that’s not going to go over well.” Chazzie mimicked the call. “Hey, Stevie, we kind of lost Sabina. She pulled a Mouse. Does the name Regina mean anything to you? Yeah, we don’t know either. Loud lesbian sex happened, and then she beat feet.”

Pru winced. She simply couldn’t have that conversation with Chazzie, not yet.

Then she saw that there was writing on the other side. She turned the paper over.

You will need Javier’s help. And you will need Ducky and Rat.

“How does she know about Ducky and Rat?” Pru gasped out the question.

“Fucking crazy crystal-ball bitches.” Chazzie blew her hair out of her eyes. “Well, at least this next part should be all kinds of fun. You know Ducky and Rat just love to party!” 


Chapter Twenty-Four
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ABNER SAVEDRA WALKED across the Thousand Step Beach with his Willbreakers. The Pacific Ocean crashed onto the sand under a cold sun, and there was a chill breeze that had scared off the beachcombers but hadn’t touched the surfers riding out in the waves.

The six men fanned out behind him. The mansions in the distance clung to the cliffsides. He didn’t have an Aerie there, but he had one in Venice Beach and one in Malibu.

Savedra glanced at the bracelet covering his scarred wrist. Roy hadn’t freed him yet. He hadn’t released Jem Osprey either. Little comfort there, but at least the NorCal Dragonlord was suffering along with him. Not being able to shift was uncomfortable, and while he had access to his spells, he preferred fighting with IonClaws. He liked getting close and smelling the dragons he killed. Standing back and tossing spells seemed dishonorable. Yet what could be more honorable than winning? He had to remind himself of that.

Boyd, his Magician, had cast several Incanto spells to try to get the lodolite bracelet off the SoCal Dragonlord but had failed. Christopher also tried, but Christopher was still coming up through the ranks as a Magician. A strong, squat, nasty-faced man, Christopher wielded a stainless-steel baseball bat and powered that up using his spells. He was as much a brawler as he was a wizard.

The Willbreakers were fighters all right, but Daniel, a Warling, was maybe the best.

While Savedra liked all his Willbreakers, he had a soft spot for Daniel. He’d been a streetfighter in Canada and made his way south, looking for a fight, always scrapping, and when he’d found the underground fight scene in L.A., he made a name for himself—so much so, Savedra had recruited him. He’d never seen a Warling with so much Animus and such a love for battle. Daniel worked hard, worked in gratitude, and would work himself to death if Savedra didn’t insist on the kid taking a break. He was blond but shaved his head and had green eyes all the girls liked.

Savedra and his Willbreakers found the entrance to the cave, but standing in their way was Roy Right, in his Santos de Cartier aviators and his silver douchebag silk suit. He stood on the beach, in front of the cave entrance, with his wrists crossed, and on those wrists were two watches, one Rolex and one Patek Philippe. They were the kind of watches the CEO sold to you directly and probably threw in a hand job, since you were paying so much for them.

Savedra cocked his head. “Hey, Roy. Funny to meet you here. I was going down to check on the Americos Chamber, you know, the one you used to kick Steven Drokharis off our continent. The one you accessed without my permission.”

“It’s my continent,” Roy said, and his voice was odd, less downhome American, crisper and more precise. “Or was. But that, my friend, was a long, long time ago. Mathaal owned it all for a while, after that, but he cracked like a fucking egg. You never saw such a sight, a mad Alpheros casting Enchantrix and breathing RealityFire. As fearsome as Mathaal was, he lost himself in the end. Yet Rahaab would’ve retained both his memory and his powers. Why didn’t he reduce the Drokharis child to ashes and save us all the headache?”

Savedra spat. “You might as well be speaking another language, Roy. I don’t care about any of that. I want you to take this bracelet off me, or I’m going to go down there and start destroying the Americos Chamber until you do.”

Roy’s face showed no emotion. “Bruno failed. He’s on his way back here. I have a Magician named Theresa... Terese, maybe? Or is it Terezi? I can’t remember. She says that Steven will find out about this location here. And he’ll come. I say we ambush him. What do you say?”

Savedra held up the bracelet.

“Very well. Animam tuam libera.”

The minute he said the words, the bracelet snapped open. Savedra flung it off his arm and shifted into his True Form, a black dragon with muddy colored scales across his back. He stank of frankincense, which was ironic, because he’d never liked churches nor the religion of the humans. Savedra unloaded his rage, turning it into ShadowFlame, bathing Roy Right with the Exhalant.

And yet, Roy wasn’t there. He’d been there, he’d said the words, had freed Savedra, but then he was gone.

His voice drifted in the wind. “Oh, Savedra, we are too far in bed together for such a betrayal. I will take one of your Willbreakers, but only one, to drive home my position.” Then the voice changed, spinning into the American caricature Savedra was used to. “Y’all done fucked up, hoss.”

And then, in the middle of them, a golden-orange dragon with a black face unleashed hell on them.

Savedra felt the Animus yanked out of his core. What the shit? He hurled himself at Roy, who said something, a strange word. Roy’s tail split into three lengths, all studded at the tip. Savedra tried to trigger DarkArmor, but he wasn’t fast enough. Roy slapped the tails into Savedra’s head, sending him back into the sand.

Christopher pumped Animus into his bat and went to hit a home run, with Roy’s head being the ball. He never had the chance. Roy lunged across the sand and Christopher’s bat was plucked out of his hand. And then Umbra, Roy’s super-fast Escort, hit him with an enchanted staff. He went down, and Umbra took off running, her form hard to follow. The tips of her staff made long trails of orange light as she sped around.

Roy split in two, or seemed to, and suddenly they were fighting two yellow-gold beasts. Boyd hurled purple javelins into one of the Roys. At the same time, Henry had his fighting knives out, and he slashed at the golden scales. Both the magic missiles and the knives passed right through the dragon. The real Roy stamped a hand down onto the sand. A wave of gold energy hit them all at once in some kind of mass effect Impetim spell. Savedra had never even heard of such a thing.

And how had Roy ripped into his Animus? Savedra had never witnessed the kind of magic Roy had. The Sin Cities Prime wasn’t a simple American Dragonlord. He was something ancient and awful.

Without his Animus, Savedra turned human and had to scramble back to avoid getting crushed.

Both Eckles and George still had enough energy to turn into huge wolves. Dark orange flashed into their snouts, first one, then another, as Umbra sent them back onto the sand with her wicked staff. She then sped away.

Daniel let out a pissed-off grunt. On his fists were his enchanted knuckles, loaded lead weights with a devastating kick. He stormed forward, arm back, to drive his fist into the golden-orange dragon’s side. If he hit just right, Daniel could break most of the ribs in Roy’s side.

He never made it.

“This one,” Roy said. “I will choose this one to kill.”

Roy lunged forward and crunched his jaws down on the Warling’s body. He spat out the upper half and swallowed the rest.

He then cast another spell, and Savedra felt his strength leave him. That was familiar—ShadowStrength—but he and the five surviving Willbreakers were all being affected. Usually, the caster had to focus on a single target.

Roy placed his front claws on Savedra. The black-headed beast drove his face into Savedra’s. Something was wrong with his eyes. No, wait, they weren’t eyes, but gems, diamonds. That was why Roy in his human form always wore sunglasses. He was missing his eyes.

“I can hold my own against Stevie,” Roy Right hissed. “And I freed you. Once he is dead, the deal remains. Jem Osprey gets California. And you get the entire Drokharis empire. I will even promise to back you against Spider Finger. I would like to know more about him, but then again, we should probably be more concerned with Morty Flint and Louis Laloux. Those two will come at you. I will help. Are we agreed?”

To say no was to die. And Savedra knew he’d found an ally that could easily defeat the other Dragonlords in America, if not the world.

“Agreed,” Savedra muttered. Oh, it hurt. He would mourn Daniel, but the Warling had given his life for the cause. Now Savedra knew what he had in Roy Right, who was far more conquistador than clown.

He could find another Warling to train to become one of his Willbreakers. Finding an ally as powerful as Roy Right? Savedra knew he might live another thousand years and never, ever, find a Dragonlord as powerful or as ruthless.

Steven Drokharis would never be able to stand up against an ancient beast like the golden-orange dragon with the black head and diamond eyes. Nothing could.

* * *
[image: image]


STEVEN SAT IN ONE OF the comfortable chairs that faced the master bedroom’s floor-to-ceiling window. The mile-high view showed him the Han River, the lights of Seoul’s skyscrapers, the flow of traffic, the zip of a train racing down the tracks heading to other parts of South Korea. The thrum of all those souls, their Animus, reached out to him. He was getting more and more sensitive to the mystical energy.

Tessa filled him in on what he’d missed while he’d been unconscious. They were in one of Rahaab’s secret Aeries, at the top of one of South Korea’s tallest buildings. It was Bud who had found it for them. He was back in the States with Denise and Fimi. They’d flown home first class. However, Steven could only imagine how much Bud had complained. He could hear his lawyer, “What? I have to fly a commercial jet back to the States? Sure, first class, whatever, but I have a fucking Gulfstream, my own Gulfstream. This is such bullshit.”

Ha. Bud. What a douchebag. Steven wondered if Denise and Fimi would get tired of his posturing. Maybe not. He had no idea how that all might work.

Steven was hungry, but in a distant way, as if food were more of a nuisance than anything. Skylar had taken him and his Escort north, to Seoul, in the Dashell R. Jet. They were on their way back to the United States, because the Wayne twins and Sabina were close to finding a way to end his exile. 

Zoey, in her wolf form, lay on his feet, curled around the chair. 

Tessa stood to his left, holding herself, dressed in a white gown, as if she were some supplicant in a religion. Her feet were bare, her toenails painted red to match her fingernails. She had a tattoo of a happy little bear waving on her ankle. She’d been a carefree Denver girl when she’d gotten it done. Now her cares weighed her down.

“Uchiko hasn’t woken up yet,” Tessa murmured.

“That’s my fault.” Steven pinched the bridge of his nose. “I used AnimusChain, and while she wanted to help, I’m not sure she understood what that meant. I feel terrible about it. But let’s not talk about that. Let’s talk about you.”

“And my vision?” Tessa laughed bitterly. “You were shown the first steps to the Holy Grail. I was shown murder. My ancestor... she was the Dragon Slayer. You can’t imagine her anger.”

“Was it a woman?” Steven asked.

“I think so.” Tessa touched her face. “She had a mask on, a weeping woman mask, and underneath that, no beard.” She sighed. “I’m Merlin’s daughter, he’s a dude, and the Dragon Slayer was a girl, and I’m their awful offspring.”

In all his visions, Steven had not been shown the Dragon Slayer. And yet he could almost picture her weeping woman mask.

Tessa swallowed hard and continued. “At first, she did it out of revenge. For what, I don’t know. And then? She did it because she enjoyed it. Sometimes, if she had the time, she would make them suffer. But she wasn’t always like that.”

“Any idea who the Dragon Slayer was?” Steven asked. 

Tessa shook her head. “No. She wore heavy robes and the weeping woman mask to keep her identity hidden. She did have a sword, though, but mostly she used magic. You and I are powerful, Steven, but even her simple spells would put us to shame. And she was human. I know that. She never shifted, not once.”

“I’m sorry,” Steven said. “This must be hard on you.”

She sighed, brokenly. “I loved being Merlin’s daughter. But being the Dragon Slayer’s daughter as well? It scares me. Maybe I like killing too much. Maybe I like the power too much. Maybe I’m bad, Steven.”

“No, you are not bad.” Steven got up. Zoey was sound asleep. When he left, she curled back up around the chair.

He went to stand with Tessa, their faces a mixture of colors from the glow of the city’s lights. “Look, Tessa, we have a bunch of mysteries going on, but there is one thing I know for sure. You are good. You are the best of us. Mouse would die to be able to make friends like you do. We can’t be held responsible for the scumbag relatives we have. You know about Joe Whipp. He raised me, and he was an irresponsible gambler, probably an alcoholic, a total waste of a man. It didn’t take long for me to see who he truly was. And I swore I would never be like him. I would be a man of my word. I would be there for people. I would work harder than everyone else to take care of the people I loved. It doesn’t bother me that you’re the daughter of the Dragon Slayer. I will stick by you, Tessa. I love you.”

Tears tracked down Tessa’s face. He expected her to fall into his arms, but she didn’t. She stood there, her jaw clenched. And damn, she tried to change the subject. “I saw the Dragon Slayer use IonClaws, only she didn’t use it with her hands. She channeled it through her sword. It was deadly. But that was how she got access to HeartStrike and the other Alpherian abilities.”

Steven wasn’t going to let himself get sidetracked. He lifted a hand to cup Tessa’s chin. He turned her face to him. They stared into each other’s eyes. “I know who you are. You are Tessa Ann Ross, and you’re good. Do you believe that?”

She glanced away. “I’m trying to believe. But those demons attacked me. And that pale dragon, it wanted to kill me. Even the black arrow archer, whoever in the fuck that was, wanted me dead. Me. And I’m so nice.”

She laughed, and a little of the old Tessa returned. “I keep thinking about what the Elf Queen said. The Dragon Slayer wanted to save humans, but her good was turned to evil by sorrow. And the Americos Brothers want to save Dragonsouls, but they turned to evil because of fearful desire. That’s the sense I got from her poetically cryptic words. If only we could learn the truth of what happened.”

He nodded, remembering what she’d said about Arthur: the once and future king lost to time, crippled by friendship, consumed by love. In the stories, Lancelot betrayed Arthur by sleeping with Guinevere. Had that happened? Or was that just the human storytellers getting their facts wrong?

“In the end, Tessa, we’ll figure things out,” Steven said. “We’re on a quest for the Holy Grail, after all, and I think we’ll get a complete picture eventually.”

Tessa let her head fall to the side. She laughed, breathed, laughed some more. Then she took him in her arms. “Can you believe it? Us. We’re on a real quest, with knights and dragons, of course, and yeah, I don’t think I’ll feel better until we’ve completely unraveled The Mystery of the Dragonknights and Merlin’s Daughter. We’ve only just begun.” She gently pushed herself away from him. “Let me go check on Aria, our new lucky number thirteen. The torchbearer. It seems all of us are collecting names and baggage.”

Torchbearer. In his vision of the lake, the Elf Queen had created the torch from the two sais she carried out of the water.

Steven pulled Tessa back to him. He held her, and they fell into a kiss. That led to more. Tessa had so much tension, so much fear, that she pulled him to the bed, and they made mad, passionate love on the bed. Tessa’s fingernails dug into his back while he was on top of her, inside of her, churning his hips, making them both crazy. And when the Animus finally found them, Tessa called out, her climax violent and powerful.

When they were done, Tessa kissed him and then retreated off the bed. She seemed lighter than before, and yet, she was still troubled.

Zoey continued to sleep, her little snores breaking the silence.

Steven dozed. When he awoke, it was later in the night, near 3 a.m., and another figure stood in front of the window where Tessa had stood.

Uchiko. She was awake. And she stood bathed in the city lights, completely naked, half of her soft skin, the other half the smooth green scales of a failed Dragonskin.

She turned to show her serpentine face. Her eye flashed in the light. “I want to give myself to you, my Prime, to do with as you wish. It’s time you knew me, truly knew me. For the veiled mysteries of my past may very well threaten our future.”


Chapter Twenty-Five
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SAVEDRA HAD A TABLE in the back of Izzy’s Deli. Growing up among Dragonsouls in Spain nearly two hundred years ago, he’d had few dealings with any Jewish humans. That had been a mistake indeed. If nothing else, he’d missed out on their food for decades, and life was short.

He and his Willbreakers were contemplating death as they sat at the table. The restaurant was crowded with humans, some famous, some not. The primates loved their celebrities. Pathetic. Daniel had been better, tougher, stronger than everyone in this place. And yet he was now gone, dead, removed from the world. His remains were cremated. Savedra had taken his enchanted lead knuckle-dusters and put them into his arsenal.

After their beating, they had gone to the brothel to collect Animus and to work out their stress. Savedra had been with three women at a time, and he’d lost himself in the lust.

After the fucking came the feasting, in preparation for the battle Roy Right promised they’d win. However, there was very little joy or comradery at their table.

Javier Jones was supposedly going to meet Savedra at the deli, but now, the SoCal Prime hoped the desert rat didn’t show. He had lost all patience with Dragonlord political games.

Savedra ate in silence, as did his men. Pastrami, corned beef, dark rye bread, pickles, potato salad, macaroni salad, coleslaw, French fries, and onion rings were brought and devoured as quickly as they arrived. The food was good; it was always good at Izzy’s. It gave him sustenance and renewed his vigor for life.

The blind woman who came in struck him immediately. Sunglasses hid her eyes, which put him on edge considering his recent experience with Roy Right. A short skirt and tight top accentuated her curves. She moved regally, feeling along with her white cane. Waitstaff helped her to a seat, and she ordered.

Such dark hair, such lovely skin, a bit pale perhaps, but nothing he couldn’t overlook. She reminded him of his dead wife, Francesca, because of her beauty and because of how she carried herself.

Boyd noticed her as well, the black man frowning, a crease forming between his eyebrows. His own sunglasses hung from the collar of his open shirt, a dark maroon silk button-down. This was SoCal. Sunglasses were part of the outfit. Boyd slipped them on and muttered, “Magica Divinatio.” The purple light shining from his eyes was muted.

“What do you see?” Savedra asked.

Boyd had a low, deep voice. “She is a Dragonskin. She is a powerful Magician as well. Such a combination is rare. And yes, she is blind. Yet she can see you, Mr. Savedra. I know nothing else. There is a circle of ink in her skin. It hides who she is.”

Savedra stood, swept up his iced tea, sweetened as if he were in the Miami-Dixie Primacy, and left his men. He made his way through the humans and sat down across from the beautiful, blind woman. She’d ordered a single bit of coleslaw and some tea. Odd choice, since the entire menu was full of flavor. She didn’t need to worry about the calories. As a Dragonskin, she’d need as much food as possible.

“Hola, chica,” he said and sipped his tea. “You are trespassing in my Primacy. I want to know why.”

The woman removed her sunglasses and put them on the table. Her irises were colorless. It wasn’t as if she had cataracts, no, her eyes looked normal in every way, except they were devoid of any pigment.

“You don’t know me.” She smiled, and he felt himself moved by her emotion. It was part happiness, part relief, and yet disappointment was in there as well. She exuded a certain humility. Nevertheless, power surrounded her. It was a potent combination. 

“I don’t know you. But you are a Dragonskin, are you not?”

“And a Magician,” she said. “Each role was a hard won. A victory, surely, but after the joy of the struggle comes the sorrow of loss. You know about each, Abner. I know you do.”

Of course she knew his name. This was his fucking Primacy after all. “You came in here to talk to me. Well, talk.”

“Shall we talk about Francesca?” she asked. “For she was your joy.”

Savedra felt his lip curl in rage. “Do you think I won’t pull you out of here and beat you? Do you think you are safe among these monkeys?”

“Oh, I’m not safe. There is no safety anymore. There never was, really, but we could all pretend. Now we can’t. I spoke of your joy. As for your sorrow? That was winning the SoCal Primacy, for you conquered it all too easily, but holding it was a never-ending fight with Jem Osprey. You don’t even know who I am because of your obsession.”

“You’re hidden,” Savedra said, pondering his options. He could take her out and force the truth out of her. Ignore her. Kill her. All were on the table. “Are you with Roy Right?”

“No, I’m not.” She paused. Her hands fumbled, searching for her tea. He reached and helped her find her cup.

The electricity on her skin shocked him. He felt feelings stirring up inside of him, feelings he’d thought long dead. If only she didn’t look like Francesca. If only he knew more about her. If only Roy Right hadn’t killed Daniel.

“You are wrong about the struggle,” Savedra said, trying to find some anchor in the strange situation he found himself in. “Fighting Osprey for this land has given me meaning. I lost one Primacy and a wife, and I shall not lose another. But you are a bruja. You know about that.”

“You only ever wanted one wife.” She paused. “Your love is deep, consuming, and strange for a Dragonsoul. You only ever wanted Francesca.”

“And if I had her, I would give up all else.” He hadn’t meant to say that. And he found he didn’t want to hurt this trespasser. However, he couldn’t let her leave, not with the coming fight. “Who are you with? Javier Jones? That is likely, since he said he might meet me here.”

She shrugged. “It wouldn’t be prudent for me to reveal my alliances.”

“It wouldn’t,” Savedra agreed. “If you said you were one of Jem Osprey’s wives, I would kill you on the spot.”

She kept silent.

The truth hit him. He reached and grabbed her wrist. “You are with him, aren’t you? You are in Steven Drokharis’s Escort. He split you up, like a fool, and you are here, trying to find—”

“Magica Divinatio,” she whispered, eyes closed so the humans around him wouldn’t see her magic. With her other hand, she latched onto his arm. She’d fumbled to find her cup of tea; she had no trouble finding his skin.

“Joy and sorrow, Abner, they are at the very heart of life. Gracias. I have what I need.”

He’d been lured in, seduced, and betrayed. “Henry!” he yelled. “SerpentGrace, now!”

“It’s far too late for that. Magica Defensio.” The blind woman shifted into her partial form. She was hidden from the eyes of the humans, but she knocked over tables and spilled people from their chairs as she dove forward. Savedra went wheeling.

She exploded out of the front windows in her True Form. She shed glass off her thick emerald scales. The scent of sage and lavender hung in the air.

Savedra was lost in the debris and screaming humans, as were his Willbreakers. A woman cried out, “Terrorists!” Another blamed Satan. That was closer to the truth.

The SoCal Dragonlord had no doubt the witch had stolen the location of the master Americos Chamber in the sea caves near Thousand Steps Beach.

Good. Roy Right had wanted the ambush, and now he had it.

All they had to do was wait.

* * *
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ZOEY WAS AWAKE AND growling at Uchiko.

She regarded the giant wolf with cool eyes. “You have forgotten, Zoey. I am a part of Steven’s Escort.”

The wolf shifted into a woman with sleepy eyes and a hurt look on her face. “I’m so sorry, Uchiko. You surprised me. I didn’t recognize your smell at first, and you came in so silently.”

“I am ninja,” she said.

“Zoey, I’d like some time alone with Uchiko.” Steven didn’t frame it as a question. It came out as a rough demand.

And the bear girl took it as such. “I’ll just leave then. It’s fine.” It wasn’t. No woman had ever said “it’s fine” like that and meant it. 

Zoey stomped away without another word. She slammed the bedroom door behind her in a huff. 

Steven paused for a minute. She hadn’t cried, she hadn’t begged to stay, she’d gotten pissed and left. In a strange way, it felt like progress.

Then, stranger yet, Zoey burst back in. She went up to him, her face a mask of anger. “I know you’ve been talking to everyone about me...Tessa, Mouse, everyone.”

Steven wasn’t going to point out that so far, Zoey had mentioned only two names. That would’ve been suicide.

Zoey was breathing hard, chest rising and falling. “I know I have problems. I know I’m clingy. But I’m going to change. I’m going to be the best Zoey I can be. Because I have to be. You have to be. We all have to be the best or nothing will ever change.” She grabbed Steven, kissed him, and then turned to slam the door again.

Steven had to take a moment to take all that in. What had just happened?

Uchiko didn’t notice or didn’t care. She turned to face him. “You took my Animus from me during the fight. You needed me, and I was there.”

Steven went to Uchiko. Outside, a plane was coming in, bound for Incheon or Gimpo, its lights flickering in the night sky. “I’m so sorry. I was desperate. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“You do not understand. I feel honored.” Uchiko’s eyes, one human, one serpentine, rested on him. “Even after you learned a little of my past, and my failures, you still trusted me. You trusted in us.” A small smile crept onto her face. “You have treated me gently, and it’s not something I’m used to. At times, I assumed you thought I was too weak to really be useful. Yet during that fight with Bruno Illick, I became your tool, your power, your life. You believed in my strength.”

“Bruno?” Steven asked. 

Uchiko nodded. “I will tell you all now. For our time might be short. You trusted me to be strong. Can I trust in your strength? For you will have much to bear when I am finished.”

“Uchiko, you are a part of us. You’ve been a part of us ever since you helped us defeat Rahaab.”

The mention of that name put a shadow on the ninja’s face. Her human eye filled with tears. “I have to tell you everything, in one great rush, as if pulling an arrow from one’s flesh. One great act of will.”

“I’ll listen. I won’t use magic. I trust you, Uchiko.”

Uchiko inhaled, then started, talking fast. He knew if she stopped, she might never speak of it again. “Niwashi taught me to be a ninja. I slew Muramasa Gin, the daimyo who had defeated my clan and shamed my family. By that time, my mother and father were dead, the clan in shambles. No one believed they could send in such a perfect assassin to kill the daimyo. And no one suspected me, for I was shy, meek, and a frail woman. Also, I had an alibi. I was with my handmaidens all night. They didn’t hear me leave. They didn’t see me leave. For I was one with the shadows. When I kissed Gin, even as my knife drank from his heart, I knew my life was complete. I killed him, but at the same time, I murdered my reason for living. I could have died that night. Perhaps I should have died that night. 

“A life for a life. That was the arrangement I made with Niwashi, and I would honor it. I would meet the gardener at night, and all night long, I would go through the rituals to become a Dragonskin. All day long, I would act the grieving widow, for all knew I loathed my family and my name. I pretended that I gladly embraced the title of Muramasa Uchiko. A lie. All lies.

“Niwashi was in hiding, frightened of the Dragon Slayer. Niwashi’s enemy also feared for his life. I told the gardener, my teacher, that I was strong enough to complete the rituals, but I was not. My will died on the night Muramasa Gin died. And so, I faltered, and while I clung to my honor, I soon realized I could not fulfill my promise to him. And on that autumn night, with red leaves floating through the wind, in the light of a full moon, when I tried to transform into a Homo Draconis, I... I failed. And I became as you see me now.

“Niwashi laughed, he wept, he beat me, he held me. And then he told me of his enemy, living on Mount Kitu, in a palace Aerie there. He said that my broken life meant nothing, and then he said it meant everything. He left. To where, I do not know. I have never found him, and perhaps he has forgotten about me.”

Uchiko smiled the saddest smile Steven had ever seen. And yet there was a strange kind of happiness in it as well. “No one knows this story, Steven. I have held it inside of me for a thousand years. I swore oaths that I would never reveal this next part. But the dragon I promised is long dead, and what is one more failure?”

“You’re too hard on yourself,” Steven said. If Tessa were around, she’d call that the greatest understatement of all time.

The ninja went on. “I went to Mount Kitu. I found the Aerie of Niwashi’s great enemy. I was silent when I walked the great stone halls. I was darkness itself as I crept to the bedchamber, heated by steaming pools, by the Earth itself. On a bed of gold lay Niwashi’s enemy, the dragon who even my master feared. All feared him. For it was Rahaab, the Alpheros, the father of Dragonsouls, in his True Form.”

Steven couldn’t believe it. His mouth must’ve fallen open. Uchiko closed it with her claws. 

“Rahaab told me that I should keep this secret to the grave. He swore me to silence. But he is dead, and I have no honor.”

“Quit saying that,” Steven snapped. “You are not perfect. It’s not the same thing.”

She caressed his cheek with her talons. “I will not argue. I crept up to Rahaab’s bed. My cloak covered me, covered my face, hiding my dishonor. He was a giant sleeping, and I had my katana. I found his throat. I raised my blade. Niwashi told me my life meant nothing, that it meant everything, and I was going to do this one last task and then let myself die forever.

“Rahaab’s eyes opened. He saw me. And he did not move. He said, ‘Kill me. End this fear. End my guilt. End this suffering. Please.’

“I was so taken aback, I faltered. My cloak fell back, and Rahaab saw me as I was, a failed Dragonskin, and he roared and flung me back, and he laughed, and he wept. He then said I would serve him, and he would use me to do the most terrible tasks, for I was a pathetic, twisted creature, and he would have me do the work he wouldn’t give to his most miserable of vassals.

“And when he found other failed Dragonskins, he added them to his secret organization of assassins, saboteurs, and honorless dogs. And so, the Onari Guard was born, with me as its worthless leader. For centuries, for a thousand years, we cut throats of the innocent. We murdered in the darkness and sowed chaos. That is how I knew Bruno Illick, the eunuch assassin, and the Shadow Archer. Both were like me, mercenaries, dishonored, living in the shadows and drenched in murder and treachery. I have nothing left inside me that is not stained in blood. Now you know who I am.”

She tried to smile, and it crumpled until no emotion showed on Uchiko’s face. She then got down on her knees in front of him.

Silence filled the Seoul Aerie. Steven listened for Tessa’s laughter in the other room. He listened for a snarky remark from Mouse, or Aria, their new thirteen, giving orders, organizing things. He heard nothing. He’d not even left the master bedroom, but he knew this secret Aerie had become a dark, troubled place.

Steven got down on his knees to hold Uchiko’s hand. He shifted the left part of his body, his arm and his leg, to match hers. He then bent and kissed her. It was odd, without a doubt, feeling her lips at the same time he felt her scales, but he wanted her to know he accepted all of her.

She didn’t turn away.

“Those thousand years are not who you are,” he said. “They are simply what you had to do to survive.”

“I should’ve committed suicide,” she whispered.

“Why didn’t you?” He could guess the answer.

“Rahaab offered us a cure, and he dangled that over us. And then he used our love against us. If we didn’t do what he said, he would kill Haru or Han or Baako. We lived for each other.”

“And that is who you are,” Steven said. “You are heroic, and you are strong, and you are selfless. You have lived a thousand years because I needed you, Uchiko. I needed the Onari Guard. I still do. You protected and served Mathaal in his final years. And now you protect and serve me.”

Uchiko’s eyes grew distant. “We lived until we could find you. And now we can live with honor. Finally, finally.” She paused. “Rahaab would’ve destroyed us, twenty years ago. I think he wanted the Onari Guard dead so we wouldn’t unveil all his treachery. He lived in his secrets. Just as we did. Exiling us to Mathaal’s island was a way of getting rid of us. And then he tried to erase our memories, and he did, until you and your Escort freed us. And damned us. We were happy in our human bodies in Montana.”

“Don’t you see the hope there?” Steven asked. “Rahaab could’ve cured you at any time. He didn’t because he was an evil bastard. I will learn the magic. I will do what he refused to do. I swear to you I will.”

Uchiko threw herself onto him, clinging to him, and he reached out and gripped her body to him. Again, he had that feeling of wonder at her skin and her scales, but his whole life had changed, as had what he considered normal.

They moved to the bed. While her scales covered her left side, they parted to leave her sex wholly human. He pulled her to the edge of the bed, kissing the inside of her thigh, until his mouth found her opening. He made love to her with his tongue until she shuddered, crying out, her skin glowing from the Animus.

“Fill me now, my Prime. I want to feel you inside me, inside this ruined body. Please.” She moved farther up on the bed, spreading her legs. He got between them and slid into her, gazing down on her face.

All he saw was her tragic beauty, her wanting to be different, her centuries of labor and sorrow, all because she had longed to save her friends. And in her eyes, he also saw hope and love. Her desire fueled his; she had spent so long without a lover; her passion was overflowing.

Her tunnel was soft around him, scalding hot, tight. When he glanced down, it was easy to focus on her single, perfect breast, her flat stomach, and the beauty of her sex. He worked himself in and out of her until she was glowing again, and her excitement triggered his own. Animus washed through him in waves of bliss.

His face fell into the human skin of her neck. When he went to pull out of her, she stopped him. “Not yet, my Prime. It’s been so long. It feels so good. Stay in me.”

He did, but her soft motions, her murmurs, her kisses, got him excited again. He swelled until she stretched around him, and they had sex again. When he looked down again, into her eyes, he remembered his vision of her, and the smile on her face was luminous.

After his second orgasm, and her fifth, they rested again on the bed. Dawn was coming, and the lights of the Seoul night were fading. Now Steven was definitely hungry, bordering on ravenous.

Sabina’s voice filled his head. I know how to get you home, Steven. There will be a price to pay, but your Escort will be glad to pay it. And I miss you, my Prime. I miss you so much. Our fates hang in the balance, and I’m frightened that our little Regina will be lost to us. I pray I’m wrong. I pray there’s another way, but the future has never been so unclear to me.

The voice faded away. Steven shot up in bed. Yeah, he was hungry, but he could eat on the plane. He needed to call Sabina and the Wayne twins and get the full story. Right away. And he was going to summon every vassal under his command.

Steven was going to go home, even if he had to kill every single American dragon to do it.


Chapter Twenty-Six
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BRUNO LAY ON THE COOL tiles of the bathroom in some Kuta hotel. He had flopped out of the blood-filled bathtub. Was it his blood? He didn’t know. He didn’t know anything. He might’ve killed a human. It was hard to think.

Bali, he was still in Bali, and he was still alive, and yet he was damaged. He recalled rummaging in his bag of tricks to find a bottle of Coors, full of the Animus of a kill long ago. It barely touched his hunger. He’d tried to smoke. Even the smoke had failed him.

He was curled around the toilet. He had a cigarette in his fingers. It was half-smoked. His ritual was as damaged as he was. The failed HeartStrike. The Drokharis child, mixing spells, casting magic, fighting like a devil. He was so like Arthur, but Arthur was dead, his quest a failure.

Bruno coughed. The door opened.

Bruno smelled spices from Kerala in India: cardamom, cloves, nutmeg. He remembered the dragon who smelled like that. Not a Dragonknight. Older than the Dragonknights. Not an Alpheros, but their offspring.

What year was it? Oh, that Drokharis child, the Shadow Archer, they had hurt him, and Bruno hadn’t been hurt in a long, long time.

The shadow of Paanga Komang fell on Bruno. That was what he called himself now, but the ancient Dragonsoul had many, many names. The old beast tsked. “Oh, my friend, my young friend. What have you done to yourself?”

“Steven Drokharis. He dispelled my HeartStrike.” Bruno was naked. Paanga would see the scars between his legs. Paanga wouldn’t show him any kindness. Paanga would kill poor Bruno.

“You both trespassed in my territory,” Paanga said softly. “As did the Shadow Archer. I should’ve killed all three of you. I have dragons following her, and she will not escape easily. As for you, tell me who hired you, Bruno. And why do they want the Drokharis scion dead?”

Bruno knew his life hung in the balance. In his present state, Paanga Komang could easily cut his throat. The old Dragonsoul controlled every island south of Taiwan. His power was enormous. Old, so old.

Bruno told the ancient dragon about Roy Right, the Americos Chamber, and Steven’s exile. 

Paanga chuckled. “Those old things still work? I was there, with both the Dragonknights and the Alpheros when the Zothoric came to America three thousand years before Amerigo Vespucci was even born. Arthur wasn’t called Arthur back then. You should have seen us, Bruno. Arthur, Merlin, your father, all the Dragonknights fighting in perfect unison with Mathaal and Rahaab, that villain. The Ever-Seeing Eyes warned us where the demons were, and we used portals to find them, kill them before they spread. Merlin used his enchantments to alter the eyes into fists. And yes, the Zothoric were stopped. But we only fought a few of their species. Only a few. To be truly attacked would’ve meant our demise. Rahaab hid. Rahaab wanted to die. He got his wish. His battle against the Drokharis scion was a suicide.”

Bruno tried to rouse himself during Paanga’s long speech. But he couldn’t. He was simply too weak. The old dragon came in and picked up the Hellstring. “Merlin crafted this bow. No Magician, human or dragon, could match him.”

Paanga used the end of the bow to poke the scars between Bruno’s legs. “And that was a gift from the Dragon Slayer?”

“Yes!” Bruno yelped.

Paanga sighed and set the Hellstring back on the counter of the hotel bathroom’s blood-splattered counter. He squatted by Bruno. 

“I should’ve joined the Dragonknights when Arthur invited me,” the old dragon said. “I would’ve been their thirteenth warrior. But I wanted to be done with the fighting. I wanted peace. I still do. Do you think Steven Drokharis brings peace?”

“No!” Bruno half moaned, half shouted.

“No, men like him bring war. Arthur brought war, but it wasn’t war that killed him.” Paanga stood. “Steven and his Escort must have found the torch chamber that your father and Merlin created. That was how Steven knew to come to Bali. And so, the quest for the Holy Grail has resumed after ten centuries. I wonder if they will get as close as Arthur and Merlin did.”

Bruno crushed the cigarette in his fingers. He had to find the strength to escape. He didn’t want to die. He had a job to do. And the next time he faced the lost son and the Slayer’s daughter, he would murder them both. He knew what they were now. He knew their power.

Paanga touched Bruno’s skin. “Such a wretched creature you are. The puppet who I let govern this Primacy is on his way to end your trespasses. He would not forgive them. I would. Go, Bruno, go. Perhaps, in time, you will stop your killing. Perhaps, in time, your father will learn to love you as you are, not as he would have you be.”

It was impossible. Paanga wasn’t going to kill him. No, in fact, this old dragon was going to heal him. Animus flowed into Bruno from the ancient being.

Paanga turned and left. Before he did, Bruno glanced and saw the man, saw the tattoo on his neck, the same one that marked the statue in the Balinese jungle near the waterfall temple.

Then, Paanga Komang was gone.

Bruno wept, grateful to be alive.

Full of Animus, Bruno went to the mirror, looked into his own eyes, and muttered, “Magica Divinatio.”

He saw the California coast, and the Americos Chamber there. He could cast an Incanto spell and enter from the sea. No one else could do that. No one would see it coming.

There was still time to find Steven Drokharis and kill him. Then at least Roy Right would love poor Bruno. Roy Right wasn’t his father. Roy Right wasn’t even Roy Right. However, having the love of any Dragonknight was special.

Bruno picked up the Hellstring. At least this time, he wouldn’t have to deal with the Shadow Archer’s arrows. Paanga had promised to take care of her.

And like Bruno, the gentle but cruel Paanga Komang kept his promises.

* * *
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STEVEN STOOD ON THE shores of Catalina Island, another ocean, another sky. Skylar had been able to land at the private airport there. Fifty miles from the coast, the island was far enough away that Steven wasn’t feeling any of the effects of the Americos Chambers. His vassals were ready. His allies were ready. Not only would this invasion help him get his Animus back, it would also flush out the coalition of Dragonlords who wanted Steven dead.

Good. He’d rather kill them up front. The Wayne twins had told him everything they’d learned. He was going up against Roy Right, Abner Savedra, and Jem Osprey. Not just those Primes, but their vassals as well. That would likely include the pale dragon.

Bruno Illick, the Shadow Archer, and Oe Uchiko: all three were part of a strange criminal underground working behind the scenes of normal Dragonsoul politics. Uchiko knew little about Bruno and nothing about the Shadow Archer other than the vendetta the archer held against the pale dragon.

Steven gazed out over the water. So much had happened since they’d left the Oregon coast. He’d dealt with things in Australia for the moment, he’d told his Escort his plan on how to deal with his growing number of wives, and then there were other more personal milestones.

Zoey was getting stronger, that was clear. The bear girl was with Mouse, preparing for the coming fight instead of glued to Steven’s side. Uchiko had joined his Escort in a very real way, finally telling him her life story. She was with Tessa, both checking their weapons. Of course Tessa would become friends with the withdrawn ninja Skinling. The gunslinging barista was slowly learning how to live with her bittersweet heritage. Yet her magic had never been more powerful.

Steven pulled up the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon.
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HE THOUGHT OF HOW MERLIN had combined the Echantrix, AnimusChain, and Divinatio spells. Could Steven and Tessa combine spells like Defensio and Incanto? If they could layer spells together, it might create combinations that could prove very useful—like combo moves in video games, where damage doubled and the ass-kicking tripled.

Steven’s eyes wandered down the skills to rest on FleshForge and Enchantrix. He made a fist with his left hand and felt his missing finger there. Could he regrow that finger? It seemed likely. And the things he could do with Enchantrix? He couldn’t wait. He just felt bad for Tessa, who wouldn’t be able to join him on the Mirror-Souled Path. If she couldn’t do IonClaws, she couldn’t do HeartStrike, and each skill built off the last. To make matters worse, Tessa had zero Pugna abilities.

He would continue to master AnimusChain before he attempted FleshForge. Good thing the pinkie he was missing was on his left hand. If it had been his sword hand, that would’ve really messed with his swing.

Aria drifted over. In her hands was the Dragonknight torch. On her neck was the burn of the XIII, white marks on her dark skin. She caught him looking and smiled. “You don’t get to call me Old Blood and Guts anymore. I have a new nickname, Thirteen.” She touched the upraised skin. Tessa had healed the burn right away.

Steven caught her arm and pulled her over. He squeezed her skin playfully. “You will always be Aria Khat to me. Do you feel any different?”

“I do not.” Aria paused, her brow furrowing. “Perhaps that is not quite right. I have dreams now, vivid dreams of the Dragonknights, of their battles and the good they did. They took wives, they built Aeries, they acquired riches, but that was not their main goal. They worked together to bring peace wherever they went. They stopped feuds. They helped widows, orphans, and the poor. It is very strange to think that eleven Dragonlords would ever agree to give up conquest like that.”

“And Arthur led them?” Steven asked.

The Indian woman’s eyes went far away. “Yes, he led the Dragonknights. They believed in him and his visions of a better world.”

For a second, Steven longed for twelve Dragonlords to join his cause. He too wanted a better world.

She blinked. “At times, at night, I feel like I’m casting Divination spells. It is very interesting, a tad frightening, but my heart remains unchanged. I serve you, my Prime.” She embraced him, and he held her for a minute.

He enjoyed the musky cinnamon smell of her hair. 

He then pulled back. “Let me see the torch for a minute.”

She gave it to him. Steven held it, and he cast an Incanto spell. The Elf Queen’s voice whispered across the ocean. “The lost son is found.”

That was him. He was the lost son, and the thought made him feel both accepted by the world and justified.

The torch came apart in his hands.

When Aria saw the result, her smile widened. 

* * *
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PRU SAT IN THE PASSENGER seat of the PTS amphibious vehicle while Chazzie sat behind the wheel, though they had stopped with the coast in the distance. The waves rose and fell around them, a gentle rocking motion.

The PTS was a long beast, with jets for the water and tracks for the land, like a big ’ol tank that could float. On top of it, in the bed, was their Rat.

Chazzie broke the silence. “How many generals did we have to screw to get Ducky?”

“Sister, that sounds like the start of a bad joke.” Pru frowned then sighed. “How many generals do you have to fuck to get your hands on a Soviet-era amphibious vehicle? You don’t screw the brass, they screw you.”

They had both the windows open, so they could smell the Pacific. It was a cloudy day in the SoCal Primacy, and the beach was empty, as were the waves. The strip of Thousand Steps Beach was also deserted under the houses on the cliffs. Pru knew why. Abner Savedra had made up some bullshit ecological disaster for the humans. He had very real cops keeping everyone away and had evacuated the houses. No use taking any chances of the humans seeing the battle.

Dragonlords could do that kind of thing. Money and power, power and money and magic. The big dogs barked, and the little dogs wet themselves and scurried away.

And if you thought those houses were empty, you’d be a fool. Roy Right’s coalition had loaded them full of troops.

Steven and the others are almost ready to leave Catalina. Sabina’s voice drifted through Pru’s mind, which was damned unsettling. For one, she did not want anyone reading her thoughts, especially not Sabina. For two, they had cell phones. End of story. 

Sabina was flying above them, staying in the clouds, keeping watch. The Latina Magician had come back after going rogue. She’d taken a chance, but she hadn’t gone full Mouse. That was good. Still, super annoying that she’d gone to Izzy’s Deli on her own. She’d even called Javier Jones to make sure he wouldn’t show up.

“I remember now.” Chazzie held up four fingers. “We slept with two American generals and two Russian ones. We didn’t know when we’d need Ducky, but we did know we’d need it at some point. Kudos to the U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln and Rear Admiral Simmons for making a little delivery.”

“I remember sleeping with that admiral,” Pru said. “That was ten years ago. But wasn’t he a petty officer third class when we did it?”

Chazzie rolled her eyes. “As if we would. It was twenty years ago, and he was a lieutenant commander going places. We are so damn patriotic!”

Pru let out a breath. “Sabina messaged me from above using the old telepathy. Steven is about ready to come in guns blazing. She’ll let us know when he and the rest of the girls leave Catalina.”

“When he lands, he’ll be out of Animus and human,” Chazzie said. “It’s a big fucking gamble.”

Pru puffed out air. “You know our Stevie. He ain’t never met an inside straight he didn’t want to hit.”

“But he hits them,” Chazzie said, defending Steven. 

She didn’t have to. Pru was coming around, but it was a slow process.

The two sat in silence. Both were in coveralls, but those would be shredded ten seconds after the first bullets started flying. Chazzie would drive Ducky onto the beach, then she’d drive Rat into the fight. Pru would work the gun. Sabina would try to keep up. That was the plan.

Pru appraised the beach. It looked deserted, but she knew better. Three Dragonlords and their vassals were there, ready to defend the Americos Chamber that would give Steven his power back. This was beaches of Normandy shit, and while Pru wasn’t much for movies, she had seen Saving Private Ryan.

Pru swallowed and found her throat dry. “Oh, sister, this shit is making me nervous. Once Steven hits that beach, ain’t no way he’ll survive three steps. He should send us in first.”

Chazzie laughed. “That’s going full Mouse. No way.” She paused. “I am not bait. We are not bait. You and I are Texas queens, Prudence Pride Wayne. We will do our fair share of fighting, sure, but I ain’t drawing no fire.”

Pru let out a sigh. “I am so glad to hear you say that. You’ve been positively gung-ho recently.”

Sabina’s voice again. Steven, Aria, and Mouse have left Catalina. Zoey is on Steven’s back, Tessa is on Aria’s, and the ninja girl is riding Mouse. They’ll reach land in ten minutes.

“Sabina just telepathied me,” Pru said. “Steven and the gang are on their way in. She’ll let the others know. I’ll go yell to the blind bruja.”

Chazzie hit the engines and they started forward, riding the waves, going for the beach. “Listen, sister, we have to talk about your love affair with the bruja.” She had to yell to be heard.

“Now, Chaz? Kinda bad timing, I reckon.”

“Aw, you know us, a little conversation will relax us. And we got a few minutes. Listen, I don’t know how to bring this up, so I just want to say it. You and Sabina are a surprise all right, and I ain’t got nothing against lesbians, but I don’t want this to change how we are with Steven.”

Pru had known this was coming. “Chastity Virtue Wayne, do you know how many guys have asked us to kiss? Too many to count. Admiral what’s his face certainly did, as did all those generals. We made it clear—we do them, and we don’t do each other. That ain’t changed a bit. I got a certain type, and you ain’t it. Neither is Aria. That chick scares me. As for the others? I don’t see it ever happening.”

“Just what I wanted to hear. And let’s never talk about this awkward shit ever again. Deal?” Chazzie put out a fist.

Pru bumped it. “Deal.”

“Hey, Pru, do we still want it all?”

“Yeah, Chaz, and we want it now.”

Three dragons flew over them to land on the beach in a storm of wings. Their passengers, Zoey, Tessa, and Uchiko bounded onto the sand.

The landing had begun.

Chazzie gave the PTS more juice, and they sped toward the shore. When it came to war and parties, the Wayne twins always showed up right on time.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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STEVEN SHIFTED HUMAN, his Animus sucked away by the Americos Chambers. The effects were so immediate and painful, he nearly dropped Samael’s Lash.

Incoming fire hit the minute they touched sand. Bullets thunked into the beach around them. Others whined past their ears. Mortar shells exploded, flinging sand and shrapnel. Figures broke through the windows and glass doors of the houses on the cliffsides to become full-sized dragons that soared down toward Steven and his Escort.

Yes, they knew they were coming into enemy territory, but they’d come with a plan.

“Incanto!” Tessa called out. The sand rose into walls around them, hardening into stone, ten feet tall. They now had a trench that ran from their position to the cave entrance to the south. They only had a few minutes before the spell wore out, but six inches of dirt was enough to stop most bullets.

From the west, helicopter blades thrummed as three Russian-made Mi-17V-5s flew in filled with the PNW Primacy’s Warlings led by Imogene Summers. Four of her sister wives joined Imogene, and the five dragons flew in on either side of the heavy choppers.

Imogene and her sisters met the incoming dragons in a blinding display of Exhalants. Lightning flashed from the mouths of the females. Heat met cold as ShadowFire ate into ArcticWind. With the dragons battling above them, Steven and his Escort jogged down through Tessa’s trench.

The cave entrance was directly ahead.

The walls in front of them collapsed, disintegrating back into sand. An aquamarine Homo Draconis stood with her hands out. She’d dispelled the magic, clearly, and now they had about thirty feet of exposed ground between them and the cave entrance. True Form dragons, Homo Draconi, and Kevlar-clad enemy Warlings blocked their way. The coalition forces opened fire on them.

“Defensio!” Tessa cast two shield spells to block both bullets and spell fire. Uchiko ran up the side of the wall, flipped off, and then was gone, somewhere. She’d strike from the shadows when the time was right.

Steven fell onto a knee, the pain in his gut intense. He gasped. Zoey whined, a shaggy wolf pacing in front of him. They were at the mouth of their trench, somewhat protected, but still exposed. 

Aria and Mouse bent. “Take my Animus,” both said at the same time. Both were naked, with leather belts over their shoulder. Mouse had the Slayer Blade, Aria her own special weapons in custom-made sheaths.

“Mouse first,” Steven wheezed. “AnimusChain.” He reached and found Mouse’s spinning core of energy and gently opened a channel between them.

Mouse dropped the Slayer Blade and its sheath. She fell against him. “Ow, fuck.”

“I’m sorry.” Steven was taking too much, so he altered the flow. He took just enough Animus to keep him upright and to cast one or two spells. He just needed to get his blood onto the eye in the Americos Chamber inside the sea cave, and then he’d get all his powers back.

The aquamarine Magician stood before them, about to either dispel more of Tessa’s magic or to hurl an Impetim missile. The blue-green lizard girl didn’t get the chance.

Enter the Texas machine-gun twins on what they affectionately called Rat. It was a bright cherry-red dune buggy with oversized tires and the crown jewel of the Wayne sisters’ considerable arsenal: an M61 Vulcan. The massive Gatling gun was mounted on a special roll bar—the whole thing had been customized to handle the weight. And Pru had mentioned that someone named Cactus Bill had provided an Incanto spell to provide additional support.

An M61 Vulcan was a six-barrel rotary cannon. Usually such a weapon was mounted on fighter jets. It was never meant to be mounted on such a ridiculous vehicle. On the sides of the dune buggy were the words “Kiss my sweet ass.”

The Vulcan fired 20mm ammo up to 66,000 rounds per minute. At $27 a bullet, that was $180,000 of ammo for every sixty seconds of demolition bliss. After this battle, Steven figured he wouldn’t be a billionaire anymore.

Flashing pink bullets ruined the aquamarine Magician. Each large caliber round smacked into her flesh, took off an arm, then a leg, then removed her head. A dusky gray dragon leapt off the cliffs above the cave to try to take out the threat. That was never going to happen.

The 20mm rounds punched into the dusty-colored dragon, opening holes and splintering bone, riddling the thing until it looked like a bad paper doll cut out by a hyper third grader guzzling Red Bulls. The dragon fluttered to the ground, dusted.

Pru was laughing, manning the gun, with her coveralls unzipped to show freckled cleavage. Chazzie drove, spinning the tires through the sand, expertly handling the buggy, though with how much weight it was carrying, that must’ve been a chore. Meanwhile, the Vulcan chopped through Warlings, Morphlings, and Magicians.

An emerald green dragon snaked through the air over the ridiculously red death machine. Sabina had her claws out, moving shield spells to stop enemy fire from destroying the red dune buggy.

Mouse, pale, a little shaky, coughed laughter. “I liked those Wayne bitches before, but now I’m deeply in love with them. Holy shit.”

From the rear, about a dozen feet away, Warlings came over the top of the trench, their armor glowing crimson. Flashing red katanas filled their hands. They slid down the stone walls and advanced on Steven and his Escort.

Aria whirled, wielding two blade-less daggers, the prongs of their hilts upturned like sais.

“Looks like you broke your little knives, Raphael,” one of the Warlings grunted.

Mouse laughed. “Aria won’t get the reference, but that was funny.” The blonde was obviously a little out of it.

Aria channeled lightning into what she called her Animus Daggers. Twelve-inch blades of flickering electricity erupted from the hilts.

The Warlings attacked. Aria took them down. The first attacker she slashed through the throat. Blood geysered out even as his limbs flapped from the electric blow. She drove a dagger into the chest of another, then swung her elbow back to crush the nose of the Warling behind her. She swung off the frame of the soon-to-be corpse, planting a dagger in the side of his neck and using her momentum to spear a foot into the face of another man. He reeled back, turning, and Aria cut both his hamstrings with a slash of her lightning blades. She then severed his spine.

In seconds, the strike force was neutralized.

Mouse sighed. “For the love of biscuits, Aria has light sabers. Well, there goes the neighborhood.”

A big brown male dragon landed on top of the corpses, crushing the trench. Above him, three enemy females were diving in to help. The male batted Aria against a sandstone wall. She took the blow, then crumpled to the ground. He opened his mouth, and the air went silent as ChromaticFury gathered in the back of his gullet.

Before he could unleash death upon them, a slim figure fell from the sky. She’d leapt from the back of a familiar auburn-scaled female. The falling Homo Draconis had a rust-colored body and head while her limbs were yellow. Even from a distance, Steven smelled her scent, that of crème brûlée, hot off the flame.

Abby Free came crashing down on the brown male’s back. She dug her rear claws into his scales, then drove both of her hands, tipped with IonClaws, into the dragon’s brains. Her talons went through his skull like hot knives through butter.

Skylar Blacke unloaded her own ChromaticFury into the three females, who were diving toward her. Their wings melted off them, as did most of their skin, stripped by Skylar’s deadliest Exhalant.

The sounds of Teegan Thornrose’s shotgun blasts filled the air. Michaela Montes, in her partial form, took out a big werewolf with her Escrima sticks and then breathed ShadowFlame into the face of a bear Morphling, igniting the beast, killing him instantly. Pretty McGillicuddy protected her teammates with her reddish-brown force fields.

Their trench had been compromised, but the Five Widows had come to protect their flank.

Aria stood, blood covering her face, the Animus daggers back to being simple hilts. “We have to get to that cave, or we’ll be pinned down here permanently.”

Steven thought to contact the Wayne twins and Sabina, but then those three were hit and hit hard. Lightning cracked into Rat, blowing out tires, toppling the vehicle, and sending it tumbling across the sand. Pru shifted into her partial form and rolled from the crash. The bright red death machine exploded as another female dragon flew down, breathing fire. Pru had managed to drag a bag out of the car, most likely full of guns, but Chazzie was nowhere to be seen.

Sabina was torn out of the sky by three Homo Draconi. She hit the beach in a rain of sand. The bad news didn’t end there. One of Imogene Summers’s helicopters exploded in the air. The chopper went careening into the sea.

Enemy dragons, Warlings, and Magicians raced toward the cave entrance to create a blockade. The first guard had been destroyed. The reinforcements were about to take their place. 

Tessa’s shields faded, and she leapt back, just as gunfire chopped into the sand around her. She coughed, wincing, and Steven saw she’d been hit. Blood darkened the right side of her faded black Halestorm T-shirt.

Zoey saw it, too. She turned from wolf to human. She grabbed Steven and kissed him. Steven knew what that kiss meant.

“No, Zoey, wait.” But he wasn’t strong enough to stop her. 

She hissed into his ear. “I will be the best Zoey I can be. I will be brave. And I will do this alone.”

The words broke his heart.

Zoey turned from him, shifting into a bear bigger than a Kodiak, and took off running toward the cave entrance.

A bullet tore into her back. An Impetim missile sizzled into her shoulder. From every side, the coalition forces hit her, trying to stop her from getting to the cave. She’d drawn their fire, and she would pay for it with her life.

Aria shot forward, became her True From, and then unleashed her ElectroArc Exhalant. Lightning struck down Warling, Magician, and dragon alike. Zoey raced forward, a golden-brown juggernaut of desperate rage. 

Mouse latched onto Steven. “You’re better at shield spells. Take all my Animus. You have to save her.”

“Defensio!” Tessa was already casting again, just in time to deflect fingers of lightning from toasting Zoey. Ice swept down into the bear girl, from the other side, freezing her fur. And still she charged forward.

Tessa then joined Aria in picking off the villains who were trying to kill the heroic werebear.

Steven knew, no matter what hit her, no matter how much pain she was in, Zoey was never, ever going to stop. She’d clear the way even if it meant her life.

He had no choice. He yanked the Animus from Mouse, and she collapsed, unconscious, and he cast another shield spell. Tessa’s and Steven’s force fields could only do so much.

Another bullet clipped Zoey’s back leg, and she went down. A Warling flashed up, using SerpentGrace, and Zoey raked her claws down his face. He fell back, dead. Yet that pause nearly killed her. 

She wheeled, and a massive blue male dragon swooped down to bite her head off. 

An obsidian-edged club appeared out of nowhere and cracked into the mouth of the blue dragon. Teeth went flying. A Homo Draconis, with scales the color of hickory, had flown in. Whatever that club was called, he knew how to use it. The hickory dragon called to Steven. “Get into the cave, ese. I’ll keep it guarded, but you had better fucking hurry. There sure are a lot of these pinche pendejos.” Javier Jones had arrived at the perfect moment to save the day.

Steven stooped to pick up Mouse and eased her onto his shoulder. Good thing she was petite. He wrapped the straps of the Slayer Blade’s sheath around a wrist. 

Zoey had made it to the cave entrance. The naked corpses of men and women surrounded her. The fur on her huge frame was smoking where it wasn’t covered with ice, and she bled from a dozen wounds. She slumped over.

Steven, Aria, and Tessa ran across the battlefield to get to her. Steven tripped and fell next to the bear girl. He was out of Animus again. Mouse slid into the sand and dropped the Slayer Blade.

Zoey shifted to human. She coughed, and blood spilled down her chin. Steven held her hand while Tessa kept them covered with her Peacekeepers. Aria’s Animus Daggers flashed lightning as she moved deeper into the sea cave.

“Brave and alone?” Tears tracked down Zoey’s face.

“You got us here,” Steven said. “You did it.”

Zoey smiled, closed her eyes, and passed out from her wounds.

Javier Jones in his True From stomped into view. “Andale, ese! I will watch over the Morphling. Do not waste your Animus on healing spells. You’ll need them. Roy Right, Abner Savedra, and Jem Osprey are already down there.”

Steven wondered if he could trust the Sonoran Desert Prime. Then again, he didn’t have much of a choice.

The Five Widows had fallen back to help Javier.

Sabina and Pru came running up as Homo Draconi, one emerald green and the other pink. Chazzie, still a human, limped along; she clung to her sister. Chazzie’s hair was matted with blood, her face was streaked with dirt, yet she was still prepared to fight. She held a small M4 assault rifle. Another M4 was slung over her shoulder. Pru lugged a huge machine gun with the belt of ammo wrapped around her wrist and dangling off her big serpentine body. The three slipped into the cave just as an explosion lit up the entrance.

Javier roared, then all went quiet for an instant, until the air crackled with his ChromaticFury. 

Sabina’s green eyes flashed. “Zoey will not die, Steven. She is hurt, but she’ll heal. Pretty still has spells. You need to take the rest of my Animus. No time to argue.”

Steven didn’t pause. He reached into her, and while he meant to only siphon a little from her, Sabina had other ideas. She gave him everything, and he was full for a second, but already, the energy was drizzling away. They had to hurry. Sabina fell to join Zoey in the sand. Now three of his core Escort were down. More would follow, he knew it. They’d sacrificed everything for him, and he wouldn’t let him down.

Pru’s gaze fell on Steven. What emotions lay behind those yellow serpentine eyes? He didn’t know.

Chazzie raised a weak hand. “Hey, Steven. Good to see you. Good job keeping your blood in your veins. We’ll need it in a minute to free you. Cactus Bill said a kind of rhyme, but now is not the time. Ha. Basically, there’ll be an eye, and you’ll need to bleed on it. Got it?”

Tessa had already raced down to join Aria. Something was different about the barista. She wasn’t joking, and she wasn’t throwing healing spells. It was like she’d become someone else.

A face appeared in Steven’s mind. The features were shadowy and indistinct except he had two diamonds were his eyes should’ve been.

Come, oh lost son. Come, heir of Stefan Drokharis. Come to us. And perish like so many have perished before you.

This was some villainous bullshit. Roy Right, presumably, and Steven knew exactly what he needed to do.

He’d better do it quick, however, because Sabina’s dose of Animus was leaking out of him fast.

He jogged up to Aria and Tessa. For a moment, it was just the three of them again. They’d come a long way since their first fight on the plains of Colorado by the St. Vrain River.

And Steven would be triple damned if he was going to die in California of all places. And to die in L.A.? Yuck. Never. Gross.

He told them his plan. Aria nodded. Tessa laughed. This was going to work.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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PRUDENCE HAD LEARNED a very simple version of Magica Cura while living with Steven Drokharis. Chazzie and her time in Odessa had made it clear that they wouldn’t be able to pull the strings of their puppets all the time, and sooner or later, they’d have to fight and fight big.

The war zone on the beach was testament to that.

“Magica Cura,” Pru whispered and felt the Animus leave her.

Chazzie didn’t pause. “Come on, sister, we have to catch up to them.” She stayed human, and in her hands were the M4s with taped flip-clips for when a girl needed a little extra lovin’.

Pru couldn’t switch to human because she needed her Homo Draconis strength to carry the M60E6, which was a gas-operated, disintegrating link, belt-fed, air-cooled machine gun. She wrapped the belt of NATO ammo, 7.62 millimeters of sting, around her arm. It wasn’t going to be enough bullets. She’d have to make do.

The Texas twins caught up to Steven, and he told them the plan: runnin’, gunnin’, and funnin’. Not a lot of talk. Good. Pru was too keyed up to chat.

They sped through the cave. Aria’s fancy new knives lit the way.

When they came to a dead end, Tessa hissed, “Incanto.” The magic hiding the secret passageway melted away. The narrow crevice opened into the Americos Chamber. The master’s chamber.

The place stank of decayed seaweed and sea elephant corpses. The right side of the cave was open to the ocean, and the waves were rolling in. The left side of the cave sloped down to the sand. The ceiling wasn’t so high, only about thirty feet, but it arced over them, creating a roof of multicolored stone. In the center of the big chamber, covered by sand, harassed by the surf, were the three statues around a table. Okay, that was new—a table instead of a basin. Carved into the stone was the eye, and that was where Steven needed to get to, according to Cactus Bill. He was out in the thick of things, fighting next to Javier Jones. Poor Bill, he wasn’t much of a combat Magician, but Steven had called all hands on deck for this one.

In front of the three statues was Roy Right’s coalition of Dragonlord Primes: the leader stood in a suit and sunglasses. Beside him was Abner Savedra, barefoot, shirtless, in jeans, showing off his thick muscles and hacked-up skin. Looked like he’d spent 1988 inside of a blender and then the next thirty years picking the scabs. He was an ugly mess of scars. And then there was Jem Osprey, a huge biker dude with enough earrings to open his own piercing shop. Pru had heard about the earrings. Douchebag.

Roy laughed and did the villain thing. “So, Steven Drokharis, did you really think you could—”

The Wayne twins followed Steven’s plan and opened fire. Roy Right and his coalition took cover. Chazzie’s dual M4s rattled in each of her arms. As for Pru, she let the belt of NATO ammo dangle as she chipped away the statues, trying to put a round in Roy Right’s sleazy ass. She did manage to blow the sunglasses off his face, but it was a glancing blow.

Tessa had both of her Peacekeepers banging out death.

Aria, in her partial form, coughed out lightning bolts.

Steven sprinted toward the table. He nearly made it. Then the ocean surged in and took him out at the knees. Swimming on the surf was the pale dragon, the eunuch, and Pru had to smile. Wow, she was seeing Bruno Illick for the first time. It was kinda fun to meet good gossip in person.

The party had just gotten interesting. Then? Even more so.

Pru’s legs were kicked out from under her. She went down with only about two feet of ammo belt left. A wound opened on Chazzie’s forehead and blood dripped down. She stopped firing, wincing at the blow, but neither saw who had struck them. There had been a flash of orange and then a blur.

Uchiko appeared out of nowhere, her sickle-chain whirling around her head. She flung the curved blade at the blur. A burst of orange later, the kusarigama was knocked away. Then Uchiko was battered to the ground.

Whoever or whatever this thing was, it moved like greased lightning and was as tough as Texas nails.

Pru saw footprints appear in the sand, one after another after another. From the claw marks, this was some Homo Draconis moving at the speed of light. Pru tsked. “Fighting and then running away? That’s just rude.”

She raised her machine gun, anticipated where the next footprints would be, and opened fire. The dragon was cut down, her thigh muscles mutilated. She rolled through the sand and then into the next wave, which dragged her body out. The speedster wasn’t going to be a problem now that she had legs full of bullets.

Pru tried to make sure Uchiko was okay, but the ninja and her sickle-chain were gone. Back into the shadows for that girl.

Chazzie was having a hard time seeing. She’d gotten to her feet, but the blood in her eyes made her wince. From out of the shadows ran a short, squat guy with a baseball bat. It was one of Savedra’s Willbreakers. He went for Chazzie. Pru shot at him, but her bullets sparked off a shield in silver sparks. 

Chazzie, though, had better luck. Her M4 rattled out magic rounds. He might have had the bat, but it was Chastity Virtue Wayne who hit the home run. Her bullets thunked into his chest and lifted him off his feet. She then fired into a Warling advancing on her with knives. More shield spells blocked her bullets, saving knifey boy from numerous perforations. 

A short, wide black man was near him, his hands glowing purple. Where did Savedra get his Willbreakers? They all looked so similar, like gym rats whose parents fed them nothing but coffee, cigarettes, and protein powder. Pru had clipped an M67 hand grenade to her gun. She yanked it off and threw it onto the sand, and the resulting explosion took out the Magician. Without the shield, Chazzie found her target, and the Warling with the knives was blown back against the wall and into the sand.

Dammit, if they could feed an easy kill to Steven, he could absorb the Animus, and yet there didn’t seem to be an easy kill in the master’s chamber. And no feast, either.

A crackling crimson ball of energy struck Chazzie in the chest, hitting her dead-on. She went down, dropping both guns.

The world seemed to stop. Chazzie was down. Might be dead. And to lose her sister? Pru wasn’t going to be walking out of this battle if that happened. She’d fight until someone put her out of her misery.

She swiveled her machine gun. She only had a foot of ammo belt left. That was roughly twelve bullets, since each link was around one inch, give or take.

Steven was ten feet from the Ever-Seeing Eye, and he wasn’t looking good. He was out of Animus and he looked it.

Between him and freedom were three of the most powerful Dragonlords on the continent. Behind him was the deadliest Dragonsoul assassin on the planet.

There was no way Steven Drokharis was ever going to make it to that table.

* * *
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SAVEDRA GRITTED HIS teeth. His Willbreakers were probably dead. The Wayne twins hadn’t paused. The minute Roy Right opened his mouth, they’d fired on them, forcing them all to take cover behind the statues.

Roy had shield spells glowing around him, and they were deflecting the gunslinger chick’s bullets as well as her spells. The Indian woman’s daggers crackled with electricity, and he watched her take out Eckles in his bear form. She’d opened his throat with one length of lightning and stabbed him in the heart with the other. She then turned into her partial form and drove her tail into George’s lupine snout before breathing fire onto his long body, igniting his fur. The smell and smoke drifted through the cavern. 

“Dammit.” Savedra turned to the NorCal Prime. “Jem, we have to—”

“We don’t have to do anything,” Osprey spat. “You have to die.”

The NorCal Prime grabbed Savedra. Osprey’s hands shifted into claws that ripped into Savedra’s shoulders.

That treacherous son of a bitch.

Osprey drove him into the statue of the Magician. The big biker’s face extended into a snake’s grin, that maw full of teeth. He snapped at Savedra, nearly taking off his nose. 

The NorCal bastard had made promises, he’d sworn oaths; breaking them must’ve wrecked his Animus, but he didn’t care. Savedra grunted. He could at least respect his fellow Dragonsoul’s commitment to his grudges.

Savedra ducked Osprey’s next lunge, rolled across the sand, and went True Form. He was a black dragon with muddy brown scales on his back. The bones of his spine would rub the ceiling, but the SoCal Prime had no choice. Osprey followed suit, turning into a massive maroon-and-gold dragon. The stink of him, pine trees and ocean, swept into Savedra’s nostrils.

The pair faced off above the statues and table. Steven Drokharis, Roy Right, all of it was forgotten.

Osprey breathed fire, and Savedra countered with ArcticWind. The steam, spit, and fury enveloped the cave. Savedra cracked his tail and struck the ceiling, bringing chunks down. The entire Americos Chamber shuddered from their fight.

* * *
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STEVEN FELL TO HIS knees. He rolled to avoid the muddy-brown dragon’s foot, then shivered when a rain of icy water hit him. Another wave washed in, knocking him over and throwing water on the battling dragons above him. 

He needed to get to the Ever-Seeing Eye, but he was out of Animus again. Then he felt it, his strength flowing out of him even more.

ShadowStrength.

A voice laughed from somewhere, in his head maybe? Roy Right. Diamonds for eyes.

Steven blinked. Then Uchiko appeared at his side. “Use me again, Steven-dono.”

An arrow hit her shoulder, and she went down with a cry. The pale dragon, Bruno Illick, stood in the surf near where it opened to the ocean. He was in his Homo Draconis form, a white bow in his pale fists, a leather quiver full of bone arrows on his back. The thing didn’t look good. He was missing scales. His pink eyes were oozing pus from an infection. Had he flown directly from Bali to California? 

Steven used the last of his energy to cast another AnimusChain spell. He touched Uchiko, and yes, he did pull from her, but he didn’t take all of it. Only enough for a single spell.

“No, silly man, take it all!” Uchiko demanded.

So he did. She crumpled. An instant later, “Incanto!” Steven dispelled the ShadowStrength.

An arrow thudded into the dirt next to him. Bruno had to duck as Pru used the last of her bullets to keep him down. When she was out of ammo, the pale dragon flung white Impetim missiles at her. Tessa protected the twin with her pink shields. The gunslinger then took her turn and tried to put a bullet in Bruno. He disappeared back under the waves.

A line of midnight blue energy tore across the sand, flinging it aside and radiating under Tessa’s shields. It was some kind of area of effect Impetim spell from Roy Right. The blue magic swirled around Tessa’s body, lifted her up, and slammed her down on the sand. The Impetim magic didn’t go away; it held her there, like snakes made of sapphire light.

Meanwhile, Savedra and Osprey, the California Primes, continued to fight, making their way around the cave, causing chaos. Aria dodged a black tail, ducked under the golden-maroon beast, and rolled across the sand.

The Indian woman shouted to him, “Steven! My Animus! It is yours!”

Steven found Aria’s energy and channeled it into him. She collapsed onto the sand. Two more of his Escort lost in seconds.

Steven took off running across the sand. Arrows tracked his footsteps. He dared use SerpentGrace to speed him along, and then a bat hit him, across the face, and he hit the ground, his bell rung.

Roy Right stood over him, holding a steel baseball bat. Where had he gotten that from? His suit was soaked black, his sunglasses were off, and the diamonds in his eyes twinkled.

Sabina’s voice drifted into his head. The Dragon Slayer took his eyes. He is not Roy Right. He parades around as a Dragonlord, but he is so much more.

She wasn’t in the room, he could feel it, and he thought that the message might be from the past. With the Latina Magician, that was quite possible.

Lightning crackled above them, from the muddy brown beast and from the golden-maroon worm, ripping through each other, drawing blood, removing scales, crisping flesh.

“Probably shouldn’t have teamed up with those guys,” Steven wheezed. “Probably should’ve avoided the Dragon Slayer a thousand years ago.”

“What did you say?” the creature parading as Roy Right demanded.

Then Roy let out a scream. An ear vanished in a mist of blood. Bullets tracked down his head. That was from Pru, walking toward them, firing both assault rifles, in outstretched arms. She blasted Roy with the M4 in her left hand. She raked the pale dragon with the M4 in her right.

Seeing the pink Homo Draconis with dual M4s made Steven pause. The Wayne twins were something else.

Pru cried out. She wailed, shifting into her human form, naked and fragile. The assault rifles fell from her hands. Either the pale dragon or Roy Right was draining her energy using AnimusChain.

She gritted her teeth, fighting to stay conscious. “Take what’s left, my Prime. Take it and kill these sons of bitches.”

“But I’m too late. If we both take your Animus, you might die!” he yelled.

Tears gleamed in her eyes. Her voice came out rough. “My life for you, Steven Drokharis. My life for you.”

He reached into Pru’s swirling pink core. He saw that her energy was being siphoned to the pale dragon in the surf. He also saw that her reserves were huge, and she’d been filled with Animus from numerous kills.

He took her remaining energy, stealing it away from Bruno Illick. Pru sank to the sand. A wave picked her up and rolled her across the room next to her sister before it retreated.

Steven was submerged for a time, and he held his breath, but he got his feet on the ground. When the surf rolled back, he leapt up. Roy Right had recovered from Pru’s bullets.

Steven shoved past him and dashed forward.

He cut his left hand on Samael’s Lash, dove, and slammed his hand down on the Ever-Seeing Eye. A wave of energy blasted out of the table. The statues exploded into fragments, and Steven felt the force of the energy fill him.

He had full Animus. Finally, the party could begin.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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PRUDENCE CAME CONSCIOUS. The ocean must’ve pushed up next to her sister. She was still in the master’s chamber, which was terrible, and there was still a huge battle going on, awful, but Chazzie was there. She crawled and held Chazzie’s cold hand.

Pru didn’t have the energy to check for a pulse. She was done for, out of Animus, but she didn’t want to be out of the fight. She’d given Steven everything, and it was the right thing to do. He was the Dragonlord she wanted to serve, in victory, sure, but even in defeat.

She figured she’d get up and battle more in a minute but needed a bit of rest. She and Chazzie had done their duty. The straight-up fighting sure felt cleaner than the scheming. Pru had to laugh at herself. Was she becoming some noble Dragonsoul goody two-shoes? She hoped not. Then she fell away into nothingness, which was a nice place to be.

And if Chazzie were dead? Pru didn’t plan on coming back.

* * *
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“Excrucior!” Steven stood on the table, whirling his chain-whip sword over his head, blocking Bruno Illick’s arrows and then laying blades down on Roy Right. 

But the old beast grew out of his suit, growing bigger, bigger, until he wasn’t in his True Form, but he was the biggest Homo Draconis that Steven had ever seen. Midnight blue scales covered him, and he had two great horns sweeping back from his head. Those diamond eyes flickered with hellfire. Bone spikes rose from his skin across his arms, over his shoulders, even spitting out of ribs. The skin opened to allow them through. This was FleshForge, without a doubt. He looked positively demonic. He yanked Samael’s Lash out of Steven’s hands and threw it behind him.

Savedra finally got his teeth into his foe’s golden-maroon throat. The resulting chomp rained blood down on them, and Jem Osprey hit the sand, human and dead. The next wave took care of the corpse.

Savedra roared in victory until Roy Right’s midnight blue starbursts crackled into his flesh. Savedra, already shredded from his fight with Osprey, staggered back, turned human, and fell into the sand. His fingers worked at the sand spasmodically. He wasn’t dead yet, but that was only a matter of time.

Roy wasn’t happy that his coalition had fallen apart at the most inopportune time. He’d stolen Savedra’s energy and strength, and now the blue demon lunged to rip Steven apart.

Steven shouted, “Impetim!” and peppered the huge Homo Draconis with his spinning black stars. 

Roy staggered back.

Tessa ran and leapt onto the table. She must’ve cast Incanto to dispel Roy’s magic coils. She also had healed herself at some stage, though her T-shirt was still bloody.

Despite it all, the gunslinger and Steven were the only good guys still standing. The women of Steven’s Escort lay scattered across the chamber. 

Bruno Illick’s quiver was empty. He waded in to stand on the sand, a pale beast, breathing hard. He roared and pulled back on the bow; nothing was there for a minute, but then a shadowy arrow appeared between his fingers. The shadow became flame.

He fired at Steven. It went right through both Tessa’s shield and Steven’s. At the last minute, Steven called out “Incanto” to dispel the magical arrow. It sizzled away into nothing.

Tessa had her Peacekeepers trained on the Dragonsouls.

A white shield wavered in front of Bruno on their left. A dark blue force field protected Roy on his right. Then another Roy Right appeared, so there were two of them. Were they illusions? Or could the blue demon divide himself?

Steven wasn’t sure. All of them were breathing hard, wounded, and sizing each other up. Tessa changed her aim and trained her long revolver on the new Roy Right, standing there, his diamond eyes glimmering.

“I can shoot these fuckers, Steven,” Tessa said. “It might kill me, but I can do it.”

Both Roy Rights laughed in unison. “Kill me, child? If the Dragon Slayer failed, so will you. She took my eyes, but we fixed them with power beyond you. Beyond anything known to Dragonsouls. My brothers and I, we know the truth of you, Steven Drokharis.”

Steven ignored all that bullshit. “How are you going to do it?” he asked his Magician. His gunslinger. His first love.

“Magic and murder run in my family. I know how to slay dragons.” Her voice caught, and tears shined in her eyes, and yet she smiled.

“What do you know of the Dragon Slayer!” the Roy Rights thundered. “Your insipid bullets cannot pierce my shields. I have fought children like you before, and I have dined on their flesh! You will fall before me!”

Bruno pulled back on his bow, creating another one of his ShadowFlame arrows, and Steven could tell it was taking a lot out of him to do it. A lot of his Animus.

Steven could feel it, and he could feel Roy Right’s power. These things were old, as old as the Dragonknights. Maybe older.

“Magica Divinatio,” Steven whispered. He had mere seconds. Then again, peering through time and space would only take seconds.

He then muttered, “AnimusChain.”

The spells merged together, and Steven pulled from their cores even as he stared into minutes of their very long lives.

“Sir Brunor,” Steven said. “Mordred’s son. The Hellstring. Merlin’s gift. Then the Dragon Slayer came with a gift of her own. The pain of it, the horror of it, and the Dragon Slayer laughed while she did it.” He saw the cloaked figure. Green light flickered off her weeping woman mask, an ornate façade of a deep frown and hurt eyes. She held a flaming sword, and that was what she used to hurt Sir Brunor so grievously. 

“Shut your damned mouth!” Bruno screamed. He fired the ShadowFlame arrow, and yet, it vanished as soon as it left the Hellstring. 

Steven was stealing away Sir Brunor’s Animus, and the Hellstring could use Animus, yet it was painful, terrible, to create those arrows, and they did things to reality, bad things. It was a foul weapon, as dangerous to the archer as it was to his prey.

Bruno’s gleaming white shield remained in front of him.

“Incanto!” both Roy Rights screamed. 

It disrupted Steven’s AnimusChain spell, but it didn’t affect his Divination magic.

“Sir Bedivere.” Steven saw him with two blue eyes and in his armor. He was a Dragonknight, a noble Dragonsoul, a good man. But things changed. The world always changed.

The Americos Brothers. Good turned evil by fearful desire. They’d been Dragonknights but they’d betrayed their comrades, and then the Dragon Slayer came.

“Do not call me that,” the demonic Homo Draconis insisted, his face twisted, shaking his great horned head side to side. “Do not call me that. That is a name that is dead to me. Dead to me forever!”

Then Steven saw it clearly. The fearful desire.

“Do you know which Roy to shoot?” Steven asked his gunslinger.

“I know exactly which one,” Tessa said softly.

Then he saw the difference between the two. One was an illusion after all.

“What do you know of the Dragon Slayer!” Bedivere screamed again at Tessa.

“I’m her daughter,” Tessa whispered.

Both Sir Bediveres and Sir Brunor raced toward Steven and Tessa on the table. Their shields were up, and their hands glowed with power.

Tessa had her Peacekeepers out in both hands, both pointed at the incoming Dragonknights.

The runes on the barrels gleamed. At first the light glimmered pink, but then they got brighter, brighter, brighter. 

The smell of cherries was stifling. Steven could hardly breathe. 

Tessa guns weren’t just guns anymore; they cut through the room like IonClaws. He understood now what she was going to do.

“Tessa, don’t, we can...”

Tessa fired. Two HeartStrikes. Steven felt the wave of the energy hit, and from both barrels launched gleaming bullets as bright as the sun.

Both Dragonknights were blown off their feet, their chests ruined, their lives ended. The false Roy Right disappeared into so much midnight blue vapor.

Tessa laughed. And it was musical, and it was terrible, and it was cold. She lit up with a dark scarlet energy, and it poured out of her eyes, her mouth, her ears, and she became a woman made of living flame.

IonClaws. HeartStrike. What she had done should’ve been impossible.

“Tessa?” he asked quietly. “Are you all right?”

“The one with the crazy eyes,” Tessa boomed in a cackle. “I shot the one with the crazy eyes.”

And that had been the difference. One of the Bediveres had diamonds that were cold and lifeless. The other demon’s eyes had flickered with an insane light.

She stepped off the table and walked across the sand. The ocean water surged up the sand, but when it got near her, it evaporated in wisps of smoke.

She turned. “Are you coming, my Prime?”

Steven’s mouth hung open in wonder at Tessa’s transformation. He stood on the table, unable to move. The statues were just debris strewn across the sand, being pulled back into the Pacific by the relentless surf. “How can you be still standing after the HeartStrikes? Are you even still human? Are you even still Tessa?”

The barista lost the energy, the fire disappeared, and she smiled at him. “Yeah, it’s me, Steven. I’m Tessa Ann Ross, high school dropout, polyamorous sex fiend, pansexual barista. And I fell in love with the guy who mopped the floor of this coffee shop where I worked.”

“I do mop well,” he whispered.

Tessa took a step, then faltered and fell to the sand. “Oh, Mr. Drokharis, I’m not feeling so good.”

He went to her. She was on her hands and knees, pushing the revolvers into the sand, and then she fell to the side. “Oh, those HeartStrikes. Ouch.”

Tessa let out a shuddering breath and lost consciousness. He felt her pulse, and she was alive. He closed his eyes, checking her Animus, and it thrummed inside her, but her energy was all over the place. In the end, she was lucky to be alive.

He pulled her out of the surf, then cast Magica Cura spells on his fallen Escort.

Uchiko, Aria, Chastity, and Prudence moaned, coughed, and slowly came around. They rose to their feet, all in silence. Pru hugged Chazzie to her. The tough twins couldn’t hold back their tears.

Aria pulled Tessa onto her lap and stroked the barista’s hair. “We can contact the local authorities. They can dispose of the bodies. You own this Primacy now, Steven. They will do as they are told.”

Tessa opened her eyes. “Best. Bedtime story. Ever.” Aria managed to get the gunslinger up on her feet.

They heard a moan. One of their enemies wasn’t dead, not yet.

Steven retrieved Samael’s Lash. He was looking forward to feeling the surge of Animus from the kill. He’d been empty just a little too long, and he’d grown sick of stealing the life force of his Escorts.

* * *
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ABNER SAVEDRA STARED down the blade of Samael’s Lash. Steven Drokharis stood over him, ready to slide the tip of that ancient sword through Savedra’s throat.

“Tell me why I should let you live,” America’s most powerful Dragonlord demanded.

Savedra stared into Drokharis’s eyes. “I have spent my life fighting. I fought to leave Spain, and the cruel Castilian Dragonlords there. I fought for and won the Tasoguay Primacy on the South American continent over a hundred years ago. And when I lost there, I came to America and cut the SoCal Primacy from Osprey’s empire. I have fought and fought and fought. I am weary, Dragonlord. Slay me if you wish. But if you let me live, I will pledge my life to you and for what you fight for. In the end, if I’m not mistaken, you fight for our freedom, for all dragons to be free. Is that not true?”

“It is,” the Drokharis Prime said in a clear voice. His Escort was behind him, and how mighty they looked. From the half-dragon ninja with the sickle-chain to the dark-skinned woman with the lightning daggers to the pale gunslinging Magician to the infamous Texas machine-gun twins.

“Give me a war, my Prime, and I will win it for you,” Savedra said. And he’d never been more serious and truthful than he was at that moment. He would not betray this boy. For to battle Steven Drokharis was to court death.


Chapter Thirty
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MORTY FLINT WAS HAVING dinner at Don’s Lighthouse Grille in Cleveland when he heard the news. He, Lawrence Candler, and Tiano Helge were basically eating a whole pig, one set of ribs at a time. The humans in the restaurant chattered, drank, and acted very civilized in the flickering candlelight. Lake Erie, outside the windows, stretched out like a second night sky, a few ships out there, a few stars above.

In modern-day America, finding stars in the sky was a challenge. All the electricity, all the lights, all the humans, there were so very many of them. They complained about crime and violence, and that made Morty laugh. Very few would ever know true fear. Fewer would know want. The United States could very well be the pinnacle of human existence. The politicians liked to sow fear, but the crime rate was steadily falling.

No one in Don’s Lighthouse Grille was worried that bandits might be coming to kill them for their wallets. This was the twenty-first century. Obesity was more of a worry.

Speaking of which, Morty liked to eat with Candler. The fat man made him seem like a paragon of restraint and health. Better yet, Candler was clueless about most things and would prattle on, agree with Morty on everything, then have more beer.

Tiano Helge was smarter. He noticed the color leave Morty’s face after the owner of the restaurant told him Umbra wanted to speak to him. That she had news. There had been a battle on the West Coast. The casualties numbered in the hundreds. Before dinner, Morty had turned off his phone. He wasn’t the kind of Dragonlord to be chained to a device like that.

He went and talked to Umbra in the manager’s office. She had survived, miraculously. When she told him Sir Bedivere and Sir Brunor were dead, Morty’s sorrow surprised him. He hung up the phone and returned to his dining companions.

“Everything okay, Morty?” Helge asked.

“Yes, everything is fine. I just need some air for a minute.” He couldn’t tell these minor Dragonlords the truth. It would make him seem weak. They might question him. And already, Morty had stretched their faith with the Drokharis deals. It had been necessary, without a doubt. He knew that now more than ever.

He left the two dragons and made his way outside. The wind off the lake hit him like razor blades, but he didn’t mind it. He burned hot.

He walked to the edge of the dock, stared into the cold black water, and whispered, “My son is dead.”

* * *
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STEVEN WALKED DOWN the beach below Javier Jones’s Cabo San Lucas Aerie in his Baja Primacy. Savedra had offered them his Malibu home, but the weather was a bit too chilly still in California, and Steven’s Escort wanted some time in the sun to recover from the Thousand Step Beach battle.

After all the fighting they’d done next to the ocean, Steve would’ve preferred to go home to the Infinity Ranch, but the Wayne twins could be terribly convincing.

The warm water swept around his feet as he padded toward the twelve women in beach chairs soaking in the warm sun. At eighty degrees Fahrenheit, the weather couldn’t have been more perfect.

Twelve women. The Five Widows and his core Escort. Chazzie suggested the name Heavenly Seven, and while Steven didn’t exactly hate it, he wasn’t sold yet. Tessa hadn’t offered her suggestion, and she was the mistress of naming things.

The Five Widows sighed, laughed, and blew him kisses as he moved past them. Skylar, Teegan, Pretty, Michaela, and Abby Free. All in a row. Sweat trickled down the side of Pretty’s taut belly. It would taste delicious. She saw him looking, tipped her sunglasses, and smiled. She was safe. She was with her friends. And she loved her Prime. 

Steven hoped that the worst years of her life were behind her. They were, as long as he stayed strong. 

He walked by Chastity and Prudence and both waved pink fingernails at him. Pru’s final sacrifice had meant the world to her, as did her relationship with Sabina, who sat on Pru’s right. The Latina Magician and now Dragonskin gave him a knowing grin. Her eyes sparked with green light behind her sunglasses. Steven hadn’t anticipated a Prudence and Sabina love connection, but it seemed to agree with them both. He wondered when he might see the two together, but Pru said she was still getting her sapphic sea legs. And she and Chazzie were busy trying to find another M61 Vulcan so they could build another death machine. Losing Rat had been a tragedy. Luckily, Ducky hadn’t been hurt.

Mouse was in the tiniest, best, most delicious bikini he’d ever seen on a woman. The Slayer Blade was shoved in the sand to her left. Big sword. Little woman. “Hey, boss, I like giving you all my Animus and letting you do all the fighting. It sure is easier on me. Can we do that for every battle here on out?”

“It’s a deal, Mouse.” Steven moved past her.

Zoey’s bikini didn’t quite fit her, too large on the top for her little chest, too small for her hips. She didn’t need the sun because her skin was so wonderfully bronze. Her blue-green eyes bored into him. Her golden-brown hair was a fuzzy out of control halo around her angelic face.

Steven stopped, turned, and let their gazes lock. Sometimes, with Zoey, words didn’t quite do enough, and the two stared into each other’s eyes until the most beautiful smile spread across Zoey’s full lips.

“Brave?” she asked

“And alone,” he murmured.

They’d started calling it Zoey’s Charge. Her courageous dash had gotten them to the cave. Without it, they might have been killed on the beach. Zoey had come a long way, and he loved how strong she was, and yet, she kept near Mouse. In the end, Zoey wasn’t meant to be alone for very long. She was meant to be a strong part of a pack. Lucky he had one to give her.

Tessa and Aria were on the far edge, and they were holding hands. Aria would darken in the sun. Tessa would only burn. She was covered in sunscreen, and while she had a bikini on, she also wore a loose All American Nightmare T-shirt from the band Hinder. Her Peacekeepers, in their holsters, hung over the back of her chair. Tessa was still getting over the effects of the dual HeartStrikes she’d used to end Bedivere and Brunor. The healing, though, was going far quicker than he would’ve thought.

Aria motioned to the men standing in the rolling waves, each holding beers, talking. “They are waiting for you. Your Heavenly Seven will be here when you get back.”

Tessa lowered her sunglasses. Her hazel eyes sparkled. She’d dyed her hair black again, shaved part of her skull, and Steven loved it. She looked like she had when he’d fallen in love with her at the Coffee Clutch. “Don’t get me wrong, I like the Heavenly Seven, but it feels too on the nose.”

“You okay?” Steven asked her.

“After my Dark Phoenix moment? Thank you, Chris Claremont, Dave Cockrum, and John Byrne.” Tessa shrugged. “I’m not going dark side, Steven. I won’t. Yes, I like killing dragons, but I only like killing them with you.”

That was a lot to process. “You like killing dragons?”

Tessa thought for a long moment. “I better. We’re not done. Are we?”

“No, but...” Steven paused. “I still can’t believe that the IonClaws and HeartStrikes didn’t kill you.”

“IonGuns, you mean!” Tessa rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not sure I’ll try the dual Heartstrikes maneuver again. It hurt. But, my dude, do you realize how much Animus I got from Sir Bedivere and the psycho eunuch dragon assassin from hell? It was like I’d mainlined a solar flare. And remember, I’ve been leveling up my power, just like you. It didn’t wipe me out because I’m stronger. Just like you’re stronger.”

Aria was quiet while they talked. Steven had the idea she was thinking the same thing he was: Tessa wasn’t just strong, she was off the charts. Merlin’s daughter. 

Steven grabbed Tessa’s sandy big toe and wiggled it. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

“I’ll always be on your side, my Prime.” Tessa’s voice changed and grew deadly serious. “Until they pry my guns out of my cold, dead hands.”

Steven sighed. “But since you mastered IonClaws, you won’t get the other Pugna abilities.” He pulled up the skill tree and reviewed the skills she’d skipped over.
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PUGNA (Left Tail of the Dragon)

	DarkArmor

	DragonStrength

	SerpentGrace

	ShadowStrength

	IonClaws

	Locked

	Locked


Tessa knew the score. “I’m not a Warling, Steven. I’m your Magician. And with Sabina flying around, getting ready to breathe fire, I’m the only pure spellcaster you’ve got.”

“Are you ready to learn AnimusChain and FleshForge?” he asked.

“You know I am,” she replied.

Aria let out an exasperated breath. “Go. Those men are waiting. They’ve been waiting for you for nearly an hour.” She then relaxed back. “I would join you, but I am far too comfortable here. And speaking of this Dark Phoenix comic strip, in India, we have a long line of goddesses and demons that can sometimes be good, and who can sometimes be bad. For instance, there is one goddess, Sachi, also known as Indrani, who is the wife of Indra. She is both the goddess of beauty and jealousy. Even though she is a good girl, she can become evil given the right circumstances.” Aria didn’t stop there, but continued, to Tessa’s great delight.

Steven laughed and left them.

Javier Jones and Abner Savedra both stood in swim trunks, arms across their chests, Pacífico beers in their fists.

Steven hadn’t brought one along. Funny, he still couldn’t have a legal drink, at least in the U.S. His twenty-first birthday was still weeks away. He thought of Skylar, and how she had compared him to Alexander the Great. The Greek king had come to power at the age of twenty. And he went on to conquer the known world. Steven planned on doing the same.

Both Javier and Savedra waited for him to speak. “So, Javier, I still haven’t met your wives. They were at the Thousand Step Beach fight, right?”

He shook his head. “No, ese, they don’t come out much.” He laughed. “They are certainly not like your Heavenly Seven.”

Steven raised a finger. “That’s not their official name yet. We’re still working on it.”

“Is it okay to call them the Five Widows?” Savedra asked. 

Steven was still getting used to the network of scars splitting the hair on the man’s scalp, carving through his thickening beard, and crisscrossing his chest. “Yes, the Five Widows. And your men are the Willbreakers?”

Savedra grinned. “Only three of the Willbreakers made it through the fight alive. You might want to call your wives the Devil’s Seven. They fight like hell.”

“They do,” Steven agreed. “So no wives for you, Abner?”

The Dragonlord smiled wistfully. “Got my heart broken. Boyd, my Magician, keeps harping that I need to find love again. It’s been a hundred thirty years. Still trying to get over it.”

Steven thought of Liam Strider. The Yellow Ronin had lost his Escort fifty years prior. He’d stayed in Australia to keep the Three Queens safe and to help Finkfuss with the logistics of the legal battles. Bud’s law firm had the other two Australian Primes on the run. Those Dragonlords were undoubtedly pissed off, but they were so embroiled in the bullshit, they barely had time to sleep. 

And once they heard that Steven owned most of the United States? He wondered what that might do to their opinion of him. And there was this mysterious Paanga Komang to consider. Would such a powerful Dragonlord come to Steven like Morty Flint? It was possible.

Javier interrupted his thoughts. “Steven, I want to give you my Primacies. I will serve as your vassal. If you want a few wives, that would be fine, but I know that is not your way.”

“How many wives do you have?” Steven asked.

Javier turned sheepish. “I’ve forgotten, ese. Over a hundred, I think. I gave up trying to count them. How many do you have, my Prime?”

Those words, from Javier, meant something. Steven was his Prime now. Steven motioned to the line of women on the beach in their lounge chairs. “Twelve.” He then stopped himself. “Wait, no, there’s Matilda Janszoon in Queensland. Adelaide and Isla are still thinking about it.”

Javier and Savedra laughed lightly. “So thirteen?”

“Thirteenish,” Steven admitted. But then he’d just gotten more Primacies, which meant more women and more vassals for his growing army. Also, he’d forgotten to include Uchiko, who had left to return to the Onari Guard. Her goodbye kiss had sent his heart racing. She was so different now, so open. He knew her history, and he also knew her future: he would restore her and her friends.

Then Steven remembered Imogene Summers, who had asked to be a part of his Escort, so that meant it was fifteen at this stage. Others were requesting access to him. However, he’d told them all to wait. Instead of becoming wives, they were going to recruit new Dragonskins, once he, Liam Strider, Tessa, and Sabina cracked the true nature of the rituals.

Steven corrected himself. “Fifteenish. Definitely fifteenish.” He smiled.

“Any children?” Javier asked.

“No.” But then Steven remembered Cooper, Emma, and Aubrey. “Wait. No. Three.”

More laughter from the Dragonlords. 

“And Sabina spoke of Regina. Is she pregnant?” Savedra asked.

Steven let out a breath, then a chuckle. “I’m done answering questions. We’ve been moving fast. I have a lot of people. But I want to know what you want, Abner.”

Savedra raised his chin. “You can have the SoCal Primacy. You can have my men, my vassals, my contacts, and even my brothels, not that you need them.”

Steven thought of his holdings. He owned half of Australia. And he owned every single Primacy west of the Mississippi except for the Deseret Primacy in Utah. However, Eve Downfyre was talking to the mysterious Clete Sariah. With Javier joining him officially, he now had territories in Mexico as well.

The scarred Dragonlord continued. “Back in the cave, I told you what I wanted. I want a war. Can you give me one?”

Javier drained his beer, then smirked. “Abner, you haven’t been paying attention. This is Steven Drokharis. He was born for conquest.”

“Not conquest. Revolution.” Steven locked eyes with Abner Savedra. “We aren’t there yet, but soon, very soon, we will fight the war to free all Dragonsouls everywhere. Once I have the entire United States, once we find the Holy Grail, then we will make our move. And we won’t fight them here, no, we’ll open a portal to another world. That’s where we’ll make our stand.” He thought of the three locked doors on top of his father’s St. Vrain Aerie in Colorado. He knew, at some point, his path would lead there.

Steven continued. “In the meantime, every warrior we kill on this blue-green gem means one less soldier we have against the only enemy that really matters.”

None of them needed to name their true foe. The word was meaning less and less to Steven. He’d started to think of them how the Alpheros saw them.

The shadows of teeth and talon.


Chapter Thirty-One
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THE OFFERS FOR TREATIES and meetings poured into the offices of Novak, Boaz, & Jessup. Steven had even gotten Super Bowl tickets from Alonzo Mac Sterling of the Miami-Dixie Primacy. He’d taken his core Escort, his mom, and Tessa’s family to the big game in Atlanta. He’d invited Skylar and the other Widows, but Abby Free made a face. “Why would we want to watch American football? It’s so boring!” The Five Widows were all hope-to-die soccer fans.

The Wayne twins had rolled their eyes at the “wrong kind of football.” It was physically impossible for the Texans not to love the gridiron, the pigskin, and the Vince Lombardi Trophy.

Sterling’s suite at the Mercedes-Benz Stadium was fully stocked with wings, chips, onion dip, queso, and enough food for both football teams. Tessa’s brother, Jared, was beside himself with excitement. He vibrated in his wheelchair and ate nearly Steven Drokharis amounts of food.

Florence Whipp kept glancing at her son, smiling, and he knew all the money and power and luxury was lost on her. She would’ve been happy watching the Super Bowl with him in their little house in Thornton. At one point, she came over and asked him, “There is a woman who is visiting me. Her name is hard to say. Eunice? You-Cheek-Ee? You-Cheerios?”

Steve patted her hand. “Uchiko. Does she wear a mask?”

“Yes, she has a skin condition. She taught me how to play a game called Igo. It’s very complicated, but so very much fun!”

Steven got a lump in his throat. The ninja had come out of her shell.

Then his attention returned to the buffalo wings and another Patriots Super Bowl.

The game itself was tense, low-scoring, and in the end, painful.

The Kraft family supposedly owned the New England Patriots. However, the Dragonlord of the New England Primacy was Chosen Ben Tozier, and he definitely had something to do with both the company and the team. 

Abner Savedra was not happy his L.A. Rams lost. He called Steven to apologize. It made him laugh.

The Tuesday after the game, Steven and his core Escort were back at the Infinity Ranch, and he was still trying to get over his food hangover. Too much nacho cheese did terrible, terrible things to your digestive system. He woke up early but was in no condition to go for a run. He padded through the big rooms and then stopped at the big table in the dining room.

He picked up a card from Morty Flint, an understated congratulations that Bud had forwarded to him because the Infinity Ranch had no address.

Thinking of Bud made Steven smile. Denise and Fimi certainly were keeping him busy. Bud had emailed Steven, asking if he ever experienced any chafing. Steven hadn’t. Male Dragonsoul anatomy was tough, thank goodness.

Steven flipped open the card and read the note from Morty. 

Dear Steven,

Seven new Primacies in mere days. Congratulations. I do hope you look west in Australia before looking east in America. We should meet again to discuss your next steps.

Yours truly,

Morty Flint

He threw the card onto the table. Morty Flint seemed okay, but Steven wasn’t so sure he trusted the friendly Dragonlord.

A better bet was the reclusive Clete Sariah of the Deseret Primacy. His wife, Eve Downfyre, had asked for a meeting in Salt Lake City. Eve wanted to see Sabina again, and she was curious about this Magician, Tessa Ross. Steven wasn’t so sure he wanted to send anyone to meet with the Dragonlord or his wife, but he was considering it.

Steven let out a sigh. It was too early to think about Dragonlords, their games, their fears, their desires. He plodded up the steps to his study on the first floor of the central tower. 

He smelled coffee. Then he caught a hint of Tessa’s new cherry scent. She sat at the desk, the third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire on his desk. The green-shaded lamp was on, spilling a soft light onto the spell book.

He knew at once something was going on. “Tessa, what is it?”

“I had a dream,” she whispered. “The sketch on the encrypted page has changed. It’s a picture of a lake now, with an inscription under it. I think it’s where you went during our Galadriel vision.”

Steven pulled up a chair. Samael’s Lash was back up on the wall, and underneath it, the Angel Knife, the blade they’d pulled out of Nikki Angel’s reanimated corpse during the fight with Rahaab. Below that hung the white bow and one of the bone arrows that Bruno Illick had used.

At this stage, no one wanted to handle what Sabina called the Hellstring. There was some dark magic on it, without a doubt.

Steven leaned forward. The sketch of the lake was beautiful. Underneath it, in dragon script, were the words the Elf Queen had spoken. The Cross of Rock to the west, the Cold Ocean to the east. In the land of the songbird, capped in black.

That was where they’d go next, the first step on their quest for the Holy Grail.

Tessa sighed. “There’s something else, though. Something about me, Steven.” She let out another long, hurting breath.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” Steven prodded.

Merlin’s daughter narrowed her eyes. “It’s very important. It could change the very nature of our lives forever.”

Cold fear drained into Steven’s belly. “Is it about Spider Finger?”

Tessa shook her head. “No, we have nothing on him. He helped Carlo Bart with his magic, he did the Inception thing to Javier Jones, and he seems to be involved, yet Bedivere and Bruno weren’t working for him. Savedra confirmed it, and so did the twins. Spider Finger remains a mystery. But Steven, I don’t know if you’re strong enough to help me with my problem.”

“I can,” Steven insisted. “You know I can.”

She licked her lips. “Okay. I’ll trust you. I can... I can change the color of my magic. What color do I want? With AnimusChain, I can alter my very essence, I think. I like the cherry smell. I’m kinda leaning into it. Did you know Starbucks has a new cherry mocha? That shit can change your life. For real.”

Steven’s mouth opened. Then he closed it. “You little... I can’t believe... you can’t do that to me!” He got up, went to her, and pulled her off the chair. They toppled over, and she wound up straddling him. She kissed him with coffee breath. Totally worth it.

Steven thought a little morning love would be a great way to start the day. Then things changed.

Sabina rushed up the steps. “I too had a dream, Tessa. I want to make sure I’m not loco en la cabeza.”

The Wayne twins were behind her. They made such a clatter that Zoey came bounding up the steps as a golden-blonde wolf with Aria behind her. She had the Animus Daggers, lightning blades crackling.

Mouse came last. Grumbling. She pulled the Slayer Blade behind her like Christopher Robin dragging his Pooh bear. “For the love of biscuits, the next Escort I join will not have someone who can see into the future. This shit does nothing but ruin my sleep and freak me out.”

Sabina didn’t stop. She started whipping through pages, her eyes glowing. Tessa went to see what Sabina was looking for, while Steven stood. Pru stepped away from her sister to melt into Steven’s arms.

She nuzzled her head against his chest. “Did Chazzie and I do okay?” she asked.

He squeezed her. “You did better than okay.”

“I went full Mouse in that master’s chamber,” Pru whispered. “And I’d do it again.”

Mouse hissed. “Oh, great, so is that a thing now? I did the grand sacrifice play once, and now I’m gonna get shit for it forever.”

“Twice,” Aria murmured. “At the Lookout Mountain Aerie, when the Terror Trio attacked us, you were willing to die there so we could escape.”

Mouse closed her eyes. “Please help me, Lord Jesus, so I don’t slap a bitch. I’m going back to bed. Let me know if I have to stab something. Or if the Patriots are going to be in the Super Bowl. If so? I’m taking next year off.”

She left, trailing the Slayer Blade. 

Steven noticed the emerald on the hilt. He’d seen a sword like that before. But where? He wasn’t sure. He’d been having a lot of visions lately, and the Divination magic could be hard to follow.

Chazzie went to Tessa and Sabina. “Hey, Prudence, betcha Sabina’s dream is about the Dragonknights.”

Pru left Steven’s arms, and then it was Zoey’s turn. Bam, suddenly he had the naked bear girl against his chest. Best. Morning. Ever.

“Oh please, Chazzie,” Pru said. “I’ll take that bet, but you have to give me odds. I have a feeling our lives are gonna be nothing but Dragonknights for a while.”

“Ten to one?”

Pru crinkled her nose. “Sure. You say it’s Dragonknight related. I say it’s something else. We do have a lot of mysteries going on. Who are the Americos Brothers, and what’s up with their chambers? And what exactly is the Holy Grail? And I’d like to point out Chazzie, Sabina, and I solved The Mystery of the Bad Mojo Americos Chamber. Boom. However, you guys totally failed with The Mystery of the Dragonknights and Merlin’s Daughter.”

“We did,” Aria agreed. “That is why I will be hiring the services of Byomkesh Bakshi.”

“India’s greatest detective,” Tessa explained with a chuckle. Then to Sabina, “What are you looking for?”

The Latina Magician didn’t respond. 

The Texas machine-gun twins went and did their thing.

“We don’t know who Spider Finger is or how he plays into this.”

“And we don’t know what happened to Arthur and Merlin and the rest of those knighty-knights. If Bedivere survived all that time, hell, we could even meet Lancelot.”

“I won’t sleep with him. For one, he’s French. For two, I love Steven too much.”

“Amen to that, sister. But I wanna know who the Dragon Slayer was, is, or will be. Could it be the Shadow Archer?”

“Oh, girl, I’ve been talking to Cactus Bill about her. Seems like she had a hard-on for Bruno, and now that Sir Brunor is worm food, she might be pissed off enough at Steven to shoot her black arrows at him.”

“Like to see her try. I got a line on another M61 Vulcan. And have you heard of the Black Rifle Coffee Company? They did this thing with a Prius you won’t believe.”

Sabina spoke up abruptly. “Found it.”

Steven went to stand behind Sabina. He saw what had changed in the spell book.

There was a new ability under the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon. 

Steven read through the list. HeartStrike, AnimusChain, FleshForge, Enchantrix. And then, a fifth ability.

Sabina’s eyes faded. But her finger was still on the word.

StellarFlight.

The Texas twins weren’t sure who had won their bet.

As for Tessa, she whispered, “Hey, Steven, race you to the moon.”

Steven smiled as visions of space travel fired his imagination. “You are on, Tessa. And if I were you, I’d keep your magic pink. You are such a girlie girl after all.”

Her slaps were followed by hugs, then kisses, and then more.

Their love, their magic, and their adventures were only just beginning.
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Construct your dungeon. Summon your monster girls. Slaughter your foes.

WHEN THE INKOLANA CARTEL's experimental computer network comes under attack, they give white-hat hacker Clay Knight two hours to fix the problem.

If he succeeds, he'll be rich beyond his wildest dreams.

If he fails, he's a dead man.

But when Clay hacks the hackers, he stumbles into an ancient ritual that summons him to the dusty, forgotten world of Soketra. In this strange new land, Clay finds dungeons, monsters, and a fierce pride of beautiful cat women who believe he is the reincarnation of the ancient Dungeon Lord Rathokhetra. With a band of bloodthirsty dungeon raiders on his doorstep, Clay must master his new abilities and gather guardians for his territory to save himself and his army of warrior women from a fate darker than death.
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Chapter 1: Meltdown

SHE CROSSED THE BAR toward me with the lithe strides of a stalking tigress. Candlelight cast her face in shadow, but her eyes glowed with an emerald radiance that drew me to her like a barbed-wire lariat. Musical chimes tinkled against my ears with every step she took, and I wanted her the same way a man lost in the desert wanted water.

The good news was that she looked like she was just as thirsty for me as I was for her.

She didn’t say a word when she reached me. She tilted her head back and eased forward until our lips almost touched. Her breath smelled like honeysuckle and cinnamon, and the heat of it wrapped my brain in a warm, moist fog that made it all but impossible to think about anything but her.

I leaned forward to kiss her, and our lips met with an explosion of pain that dragged me out of the best damned dream I’d had in months. It took me a few seconds to realize why my lips hurt so bad.

It was the gun barrel a very unpleasant man had shoved into my mouth.

“You Knight?” the hulking shadow that loomed over my bed asked. He had to be close to seven feet tall and seemed almost as wide. A shaft of light through my open window fell across his heavily tattooed gun hand. The pistol was still pressed up against my lips, and my eyes crossed when I tried to focus on it, but I didn’t need to see any details to know it was big enough to turn my head into extra-chunky salsa if I made a wrong move.

I considered trying to convince the shadow he had the wrong apartment, but that seemed like a bad plan. If he’d wanted me dead, he wouldn’t have woken me up to seal the deal.

“That’s me,” I said and did my best not to flinch as my lips scraped across the gun’s muzzle. 

Neither of us moved for what must have been a thousand years. Finally, the gun moved a few feet away from my mouth, but its bore remained centered on my head. Still, I considered that progress.

“Gotta job for you,” he said. “Get dressed.”

“I don’t know—”

“This is a one-time offer, and it expires when I get pissed off.” The man’s gruff voice told me we were very close to that expiration. “You do this, you get a billion dollars. You fuck it up, or you lay there in bed like a slug for a few more minutes, and I’ll introduce you to one of Mr. Shooty’s bullet friends.”

He tipped the gun’s muzzle up so I could stare down the bottomless black well of its barrel.

I scrambled out of my warm, comfy bed and onto the cold hardwood floor like an electric eel had just tried to climb up my ass.  The freezing shock of the wood against the soles of my feet filled me with the sudden urge to empty my bladder, but there was no time for that. I grabbed the black sweatpants and matching T-shirt that I’d dropped on the floor before climbing into bed a few hours ago and practically dove into them.

“I’ll need my laptop,” I said as I tried to reach past the big dude to collect my bag off the dresser behind him.

“No.” He blocked my arm with his massive body. “We’ve got everything you need at the job.”

I wanted to explain to him that there was no way he knew what I needed. That laptop was loaded with tools I’d built or modified over a decade of security work. Asking me to do my job without that laptop would be like asking a carpenter to build a house without his hands.

“You don’t understand,” I tried to explain, but the big boy was having none of it. He abandoned the shadows for the rectangle of milky moonlight that spilled through my bedroom window and shoved his pistol into my ribs hard enough to leave a bruise.

But the gun wasn’t what freaked me out.

The shadow man was a straight-up monster. His enormous head was as bald as a newborn’s ass, with a brow so heavy it looked like you could break bricks on it. His beady eyes perched above a spade-shaped nose lined with whorls and ridges of flesh, and a pair of cracked tusks jutted from the corners of a gruesome, lipless mouth.

To top it all off, the dude was a puke shade of green and smelled about the same.

“We were told you were the best, and that is why I came for you,” he said, his carefully enunciated words at odds with his bestial appearance. “But you have reached the limits of my patience, and I am about to move on to our second choice.

“After I kill you.”

If I’d had any doubts about his willingness to put me in the ground, they vanished after one quick glance into his eyes. I didn’t know what had happened to his guy, but whatever nightmare accident had wrecked his face left him looking like a Lord-of-the-Rings-style orc straight out of central casting. He also looked like he might eat me after he shot me in the face.

“Lead on,” I said. I’d spent more than my fair share of time in the gym, because if you spend all day pecking at a keyboard, you have to do something or you’ll turn into a wad of sugar cookie dough. But I had no illusions that my sparring matches and weight lifting would stand a chance against this legit monster. I was sure he wasn’t actually an orc, but he still looked as big and mean as one of Tolkien’s bad boys.

“Don’t try anything stupid,” he said and waved the pistol’s muzzle toward the door. 

I followed his directions and kept my hands well away from my sides as I left my bedroom. I didn’t have a weapon, but I didn’t want the orc lookalike behind me to think that I did and get antsy. 

Besides, there was an upside to all this. If I pulled off the job they’d kidnapped me for, I’d be a billionaire.

I kept that thought locked firmly at the front of my mind as we left my apartment. The orc steered me toward the elevator and made his gun vanish as soon as we entered the car. He didn’t so much as glance in my direction for the rest of the trip.

“Can I at least know what corp wanted me so bad they sent you to shanghai me?” I asked between floors twelve and eleven. “I don’t usually go on a first date without knowing a name.”

He mulled the question over until we hit the eighth floor and then said something that scared me even more than his ugly mug.

“Inkolana Syndicate,” he said, as if deciding it didn’t matter whether I knew who’d hired me. 

Well, that explained the guns and money. The Inkolana Syndicate had more of both than they knew what to do with, and they weren’t afraid to use either of them to get what they wanted. And what they wanted was usually a bigger slice of the drug business and for their enemies in various world governments to disappear into deep, dark holes.

But what the hell would the world’s scariest cartel need with a hacker?

I asked that question when we hit the ground floor, but the orc just grunted and clapped an oversized hand on my shoulder. He steered me through the lobby and out to the sidewalk where a black sedan waited for us. My kidnapper shoved me into the back seat, then slid in next to me without another word.

I scrambled to the other side of the car before he could smash me under his bulk. The dude didn’t have much respect for personal space.

The sedan’s suspension groaned in protest as the monster settled into position beside me, and the engine protested mightily as the driver slammed it into drive and punched the accelerator. We glided through the streets of downtown Dallas, and the lack of foot traffic and Uber drivers told me I’d been taken in the dead hours of the night between the time when the barflies buzzed away from their booze halls and when the early risers dragged their sorry asses off to their slavery in corporate hellholes.

“Put this on,” the cartel thug said. He slapped a burlap sack against my gut, and I grunted in surprise. My blood ran cold as I raised the hood to get a better look at it. The coarse brown cloth was exactly the sort of thing you’d put over someone’s head before you put a bullet through the back of their skull.

“I never touched an Inkolana system,” I argued in a desperate effort to save my life. Maybe they thought I’d hacked them and they were taking me somewhere to torture me for a few days before they shot me. A vivid image of my naked, mutilated corpse lying in a ditch with the bloody bag over my shattered head bullied its way into my thoughts. 

“It’s for your safety,” the orc said. “You don’t need to know where we’re going to do your damned job.”

The argument made enough sense to put my paranoid dread at ease, and I yanked the bag down over my head. The loose weave of the burlap made it possible to see light and shadow, but I couldn’t make out any details. 

We cruised along for a while longer but never hit highway speeds. That told me we’d never left downtown, but not much else. Dallas had exploded in size over the past couple of decades, and its downtown was littered with massive skyscrapers. There was no way for me to tell which underground parking garage we pulled into, and I hoped the cartel would feel the same way.

The car stopped, my kidnapper dragged me out of it, and a few seconds later we were inside an elevator. A few seconds after that we were zipping up so fast my stomach tried to convince me we were on a roller coaster. It was hard to smell anything but the rich, musty scent of the burlap in front of my nose, but I picked up a harsh antiseptic smell that only got stronger as the elevator went higher. It reminded me of a hospital or a doctor’s office. Something medicinal.

Why would they bring me to a hospital? Did they want me to hack into its systems and assassinate someone during an operation? I’d seen a movie with that plot once, and the whole thing had seemed stupid to me. There was almost no reason for a hacker to come on site to do a job like that.

The elevator’s doors dinged open after several minutes, and the orc muscled me out of the elevator. He waited for a few seconds, then yanked the hood off my head and shoved it into one of his jacket’s pockets.

I blinked and struggled to adjust my eyes to the harsh light. Everything around me was polished white that gleamed with a sterile perfection. There were no pictures on the walls, no carpet on the floor, not even the thin black grid of tiles. It looked as if the whole place had been molded from a single block of white acrylic.

The orc snatched my right arm in his iron grip and almost yanked me off my feet as he hauled me forward. I took a deep, surprised breath, and my nose burned from the chemical reek of cleaning agents and raw alcohol in the air. A faint bubbling noise grew louder over the slap of my soles against the smooth floor. It reminded me of an aquarium’s oxygenating pump.

Where the fuck was I?  

We rounded a corner and came into a square white room about thirty feet on a side. The only furniture was a simple black desk with a fancy office chair made of so much chrome and leather it looked like it belonged in the private room of a strip club. My babysitter hauled me over to the chair and tossed me into it. He spun my seat around to face the desk with a hearty shove and slapped his hands down on the chair’s back.

“This is your workstation,” he said. “We need you to stop an attack on our system.”

“What system?” I asked. The more information I had, the better equipped I’d be to deal with whatever enemy they’d put me up against. “And what kind of attack?” 

“This is the system,” the big boy said, and the white wall in front of me vanished to reveal an enormous aquarium that looked like it was at least as big as the room that held my workstation.

A sinister black manifold hovered above the surface of the yellowish fluid that filled the tank, and thick, wire-wrapped cables descended from the multitude of bulbous nodules that dotted its surface. Those artificial umbilical cords drooped into the thick fluid, where they were each connected to a brain. 

A whole bunch of brains.

The lumps of gray matter were surrounded by status lights that mostly glowed amber. Whatever the cartel had to deal with, it looked like it had already taken a toll on their vat of brains.

“I’m a coder, not a biologist,” I said. Something about this place creeped me out, and I did not want to get stuck messing around with a swimming pool filled with dead heads. “And I don’t think anyone can fix brains after they’ve been scooped out of their skulls, so I’ll just mosey on back home—”

I didn’t get halfway out of the chair before the orc slapped his enormous hands onto my shoulders like a raptor putting the death grip on a rabbit. He pressed me back into my seat so hard its springs squealed, and I was sure a couple of my vertebrae had been crushed to powder. The cartel freak shoved my chair forward to pin my legs under the desk so I couldn’t try that little stunt again.

“This is a coding problem,” the enormous monster declared. He reached past me to tap the mirror-smooth surface of the white desk he’d trapped me against. His cologne, a surprisingly delicate but somehow musky scent, flooded my nostrils.

“Hey, what’s that you’re wearing?” I asked. “It reminds me of my grandma’s bathroom—”

The cartel’s muscle squeezed my right shoulder so hard I was sure he’d crippled me for life.

“Shut. Up,” he said in a voice like a concrete mixer’s growl.

I recognized a network diagram before the holographic display the hit man had triggered could fully render. Pulses of red light swarmed through the digital schematic and collected at critical junctures like widowmaker blood clots headed for a soon-to-be-dead-man’s heart. If those red blips broke through whatever defenses had held them back so far, the network’s central cores would be shredded into packets and downloaded in the blink of an eye.

“Wow, someone really, really does not like you guys,” I said as I leaned in for a better look at the mess I’d been kidnapped to fix. It was a truly impressive clusterfuck, of the kind I’d never seen in the wild. “This is a DDOS, but not the script kiddie variety. They’re flooding your ports, but I’ve never seen a traffic pattern like this. Looks like a pair of adversarial AIs are running the actual attack. Could be Russian, most definitely military grade. This might be too big of a job for one hacker to handle. I need to call in a few allies to help me lock this down.”

“You will stop the attack,” the orc thug said and gave me a firm pat on my bruised shoulder. “And we will give you one billion dollars. You. Alone.”

“Sounds good,” I said, frustrated by his response. People with money always thought more money could solve any problem the universe laid in their path. Sometimes that was true, but sometimes even the best hackers needed some help. I knew just the right folks to carve this problem up and serve it to the cartel on a platter, but I also knew Mr. Orc Face wouldn’t let me invite my friends over to play ball. Frustrated, I lashed out. “Can I get a pony, too? I’ve never been to Disneyland. Throw in a chartered flight to the happiest place on earth and hire some strippers to give me a concierge tour of Mickey’s Secret Playground while you’re at it.”

The orc cleared his throat and doors opened at the corners of the room. Four more heavies who’d all come from the same factory as my kidnapper entered, and the doors slid closed behind them. They watched me like a pack of ravenous wolves ready to rip into their prey the moment their alpha gave the word. 

Maybe if I survived this, I’d remember not to run my mouth around people who could kill me without losing a wink of sleep.

Oh, who am I kidding? I hated getting pushed around, and I doubted I’d ever sit still while a pack of steroid junkies yanked my chain.

“Mr. Clay Knight,” the big man said from behind me. His voice was as tight as a choke chain around a lunging pit bull’s throat. “This is not a joke or a hoax. We brought you here because our people have heard you are the best when it comes to defending against attacks such as the one we are experiencing. When you stop the attack on my employer’s network, I will give you the access code to a numbered offshore account that contains one billion dollars. With that amount of money, you can purchase your own herd of pony-riding strippers.”

“What if I can’t do it?” I asked. “Whoever’s behind this came loaded for bear. They aren’t just hammering your network; they’re flattening a whole chunk of the internet to get you. It’s the digital equivalent of carpet bombing, and even someone as good as I am can’t just make that go away.”

“If you cannot resolve this issue in a timely fashion, I am authorized to terminate your employment,” the orc boy said in a tone tinged with dark glee. “Believe me when I say that termination will be an extremely painful process for you.”

That threat did wonders to clarify my thoughts. 

“How long do I have before you start hacking pieces off my body?” I asked. My eyes had already roamed across the schematic to identify the most endangered parts of the network and the attack vectors aimed at their digital skulls. 

The incoming hack was impressive, but I spied a glimmer of hope. It would be hard as hell, but I could isolate the weakened nodes and rebuild their defenses in an hour or two. That would hold off the bulk of the attacks that converged on a set of storage and processing nodes at the center of the network. Then another two, maybe three, hours, and I’d turn the denial of service right back on the assholes behind it.

“You must stop the attack before the raiders can reach the secured storage nodes,” he said. “Our IT staff believe that will happen within the next thirty minutes.” 

“That’s not enough time,” I said after I’d caught my breath from that gut punch of a deadline. My thoughts raced as I analyzed the hack again and tried to come up with a defense I could implement in the very narrow window I’d been given.

The bad guys had gone all brute force and launched the internet equivalent of a nuclear strike at the cartel’s brain machine. I could build a bunker inside the network that would protect the critical nodes while I looked for a solution. “I’ll have to take part of your network down and redirect all the attack traffic to a honeypot to figure out a defense.”

“No,” the thug said. “The system must remain operational. Our investors have entrusted us with critical functions for their businesses. We cannot restrict access to our system for any reason.”

I blew out an exasperated sigh and hoped it would take the tension building in my chest with it. The cartel had hired the best defensive hacker money could buy, but it was going to be hard as hell to fix their problem if they tied my hands behind my back with their ridiculous conditions. Thirty minutes to stop an all-out AI attack with no backup, and I had to leave the system online?

I was in hacker hell. 

I debated making a run for it, but the bad men positioned at strategic points around the room made that a loser’s bet. Their scarred and tattooed hands rested on the butts of enormous firearms strapped to their hips or chests, and they kept their dead shark’s eyes locked on me at all times. If I so much as farted too loudly, I’d catch a bullet. 

My only option was to get to work.

I focused my mind on the quiet burble of the brain tank’s filtration pump, and my meditation practice kicked in. My thoughts slowed, my muscles loosened, and my pulse pushed blood into every nook and cranny of my overtaxed brain. The problem-solving skills that had attracted the cartel’s interest and put me in this do-or-die situation burst to life. 

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s make a billion dollars.”

I cracked my knuckles and raised my hands over the white surface of the desk. Illuminated keys rose through the mirror-smooth surface and adjusted their spacing and slope to the positions of my fingers. I’d never touched a keyboard like this one, but the instant my fingertips brushed the grippy, concave keys, my geek obsession with keyboards reared its ugly head.

“This thing custom?” I asked as I tapped in a command to pull up the traffic log files. “I want one. Where’d you get it?”

The thug behind me grunted but said nothing. 

“Fine, be that way,” I snorted. “I’ll check Amazon after I finish cleaning up your mess for you.”

Before I could issue any commands, a terminal window flashed to life and a brief message scrolled up to greet me. 

****WELCOME TO DECS 2033

****ELEVATED ACCESS TERMINAL

****>>>

I poked around to see just how highly elevated this terminal’s access was. I tried to switch to the root directory, but it was locked down. A quick search did turn up an admin directory, however, and that opened up to me almost as fast as my prom date had. It only took me a few seconds to find the traffic logs that I needed.

I extracted the logs from the network’s storage drive, encrypted them into a tidy package, and opened a terminal window to shoot it off to my tools server. I could have analyzed the traffic in the clean room, but the sophisticated analysis package ready and waiting on my remote system could crunch through it in a fraction of the time it would take me to do it manually. I could have done it even faster if they’d let me bring my laptop, but I’d just have to make do.

My shoulders tensed when I started the transfer from DECS to my remote server, but none of the thugs reacted to my breach of security protocol. Either they had no idea what I was up to or they had orders to let me do whatever I deemed necessary to clean up their shitstorm. I hoped it was the former, because I really, really wanted to leave myself a backdoor on this system. I’d never seen anything like it, and there was no way I would leave it alone until I’d pried out every one of its secrets from the safety of the island volcano lair I would build with my billion dollars.

That is how supervillains come to be, folks.

While my analysis package did its work, I ran a “who” command to find any rogue operators rampaging through the system. The massive denial of service attack had created such havoc with the DECS network’s firewalls that a whole army of hackers could be balls deep in it by now.

“Do you have a list of users you expect to be using your network tonight?” I asked the orc. When he didn’t respond immediately, I turned in my chair and stared at him. “Do. You. Have. A—”

“Who do you think you are?” the monster snarled at me. 

The big boy looked pissed enough to chew out my throat and keep my skull for his new cereal bowl. He obviously wasn’t used to being talked to like this, but I was fresh out of polite. I had a job to do, and the minutes I had left before my fatal deadline ticked away much too fast for comfort. If I was going to succeed, these assholes needed to work with me.

“I’m the billion-dollar boy, tubby,” I said. “I know you want to kill me, but you know you can’t. When I ask a question, I expect an answer. If you don’t have an answer, you better fucking get one. The fact that you only gave me thirty minutes to solve this means there’s a deadline over your head as much as mine. Do you have the user list?”

My kidnapper ground his teeth in frustration and turned away from me with one hand pressed to his left ear. He mumbled something to someone and tapped his toe as he waited for a response.

I turned back to my terminal and examined the list of logged-in users. Some of the names were garbled strings of nonsense characters. Those most likely belonged to bots who’d used brute force algorithms to pound their way through the network’s login screens and make themselves at home inside the DECS network. I scraped all those user IDs into a text file and sent it off to the pattern-matching AI on my server. Once the analysis found the common pattern the bad guys had used to create those IDs, we could blast all of them off the network in one swift stroke.

“All of our verified users for this run have logins that start with DECS followed by unique hashes,” the orc hit man said through a jaw clenched so tight I was amazed his teeth hadn’t ground themselves to dust. “The hash list will take us longer to extract, but that is in process.”

“Thank you,” I said in a tone laced with enough sugary sarcasm to cause diabetes.

It only took me a minute or two to hack together a friend-or-foe script to identify the bad guys and terminate their processes. I double-checked my code to make sure I wasn’t about to bounce a bunch of billionaires off their private MMO server and then launched phase one of my counterattack.

I opened a second terminal window while my script ran in the main screen. Dozens of user names scrolled up the screen with a bright red word after each of them: TERMINATED.

“I just kicked a few hundred rogue users out of your system,” I informed the orc-faced freaks scattered around the room. “Which means whatever scrapyard firewall you had in place has already shit the bed and gone off to the happy hacking grounds. You guys probably should’ve hired me before your frenemies played hide the sausage with your fancy network’s balloon knot.”

None of the hit men responded to my status report. They looked bored, as if waiting to shoot me was the simplest job they’d ever had. Maybe it was. Half the orc boys looked like they’d been kicked through a meat grinder and had come out ready for another fight. 

My script kept on playing whack-a-mole with the intruders. Every few hundredths of a second it checked who was online, and any name that didn’t match the safe list I’d established got its ticket punched with extreme prejudice. My trick burnt up valuable processing cycles, but it gave the network a little breathing room. I checked the diagram that had been opened for me and saw my maneuver had already relieved some of the network’s congestion.

That was good, but it wouldn’t last. These hackers were determined, and I needed to track them back to their source and clip their wings for good. If I didn’t, they’d figure out what I was up to and nullify my makeshift defenses with some new shenanigans. 

My phone vibrated around my wrist, and I bumped it against the desk to kill the alarm before any of the orc thugs freaked out. The pattern it had throbbed against my skin told me that my tools package had finished part of its work and had some juicy information for me.

I punched in a command on the DECS terminal to check my private message system and saw two notes parked in my personal email box. The first one was the list of IP addresses and countries of origin from the traffic logs I’d beamed out for analysis. I took a quick peek at the results, and what I saw turned my smile upside down.

The data my analysis tools had parsed didn’t make any fucking sense. There were too many digits in every address segment, and where there should’ve been the names of foreign countries, the AI had spit out long strings of nonsense characters.

“All right, these bad boys were smart enough to cover their tracks and spoof their IP addresses,” I said to the room. “If your boss has any idea who might be behind this or where they’re sending the attack from, now would be a good time to get straight with me. It will be a whole hell of a lot easier if I know where to look for these assholes.”

While the leader of the orc kidnapping ring mumbled into his phone, I checked the second message through the terminal. This was a list of unique usernames and my AI’s best guess at the randomized patterns their attack used. I gave it a quick command to search for any of those user IDs in the usual places and hoped it might come up with a hit. Some hacker groups were stupid and liked to hide cute little signatures in their work.

Don’t do that, kids. That’s how you go to jail.

I was surprised to find that the list of usernames was short. There were a few dozen different handles, less than that if you cut off the alphanumeric strings that seemed to have been appended to them at random. If the attack had truly been brute force, there should’ve been thousands of those bogus login attempts. 

Weird.

But even weirder were the strings of names that I could actually read.

Kezakazek||Drow||Sorcerer||????

Ristle||Gnome||Cleric||####

Sheth||Norisk||Warrior||####

Peska||Half-Demon||Rogue||####

“Cute,” I said sarcastically. “Maybe it is just script kiddies. The list of usernames in here looks like somebody’s D&D game spurted all over the place.”

I read off a few of the names to the orcs and asked, “Do any of those handles ring a bell for you boys?”

It was a long shot, but it certainly would’ve been nice if those names had been the aliases of the cartel’s most hated foes. Then Orc Boy Joe and the Gun Bunnies could’ve scampered off to solve the problem with bullets, and I could go home and get some damned rest.

After I collected my cool billion for helping them settle their shit.

“Checking,” the hit man said. “And the boss says we have too many enemies to count. This could be coming from anywhere.”

“Super,” I said with the same kind of fake good humor you get from the kid at Mickey D’s when you ask for a plain cheeseburger and fresh fries with no salt. “How long do I have left on my clock?”

“Twenty-five minutes,” the orc leader grunted. “Less talking. More work.”

“Fuck off,” I muttered and turned my attention back to the monitors.

The bad guys had been smart enough to hide their IP addresses, so a direct attack was out of the question for the moment. It was time for a different approach.

No one had thought it necessary to give me the details on how DECS was set up or where I could find important pieces of information like the firewall configuration schema. Fortunately, I was really good at this. It only took me a couple of minutes to find the firewall and set up a blacklist based on the IP addresses my AI had extracted from the traffic logs.

The firewall was a piece of shit. That was obvious by the fact that it had failed so spectacularly. I didn’t trust that it wouldn’t fail again, but the blacklist I fed to it would make its job so simple even a one-armed monkey with a bad weed problem could handle it. All the software had to do was check the IP addresses against the list I’d given it, and when it found a match, it would deny them even a single attempt to log in.  

While the firewall itself wasn’t worth a plugged nickel, there was one silver lining. The cartel’s otherwise incompetent IT boys had set up reciprocal blocking agreements with a few dozen firewalls owned by other companies in the same area. The IP addresses I’d added to the DECS blacklist would be shared with the next set of firewalls in this block of the internet neighborhood, and they’d share it with their partners, and so on, and so on. Before long, those masked IPs would be blocked by any system they tried to access.

A red border flashed around my primary terminal window, and I raised an eyebrow as I took in the status report from DECS. My script had killed most of the illegitimate user sessions, but they hadn’t been able to block them all. Kezakazek and her little pals were still loose in the system, and they were eating up bandwidth like nobody’s business. They were still digging in toward the core, but they were also transmitting an alarming amount of information back out of DECS. 

What in the hell were they up to?

I hammered in a quick string of commands to terminate Kezakazek’s session, but nothing happened. The command didn’t kick back an error message or shoot me a status report. I wondered if my keyboard had become disconnected, but, no, I could see the command on the terminal. The system just hadn’t bothered to respond to me.

That was very, very bad.

“What are the odds you have a mole in here?” I asked. “Someone with elevated privileges like the ones on this terminal?”

“Not possible,” the orc said. “And we don’t know anyone by those names you gave us earlier. Keep working. You have twenty minutes.”

Fuck. This just kept getting worse.

If the intruders had already given themselves download privileges, they might have also made themselves immune to my systematic purge. I needed to figure out what they were up to before I could launch another counterattack.

I took a quick peek at their activity logs, and my heart sank. They’d yanked gigabytes of data out of the system and injected gigabytes more. I tapped into the Kezakazek stream, and a flood of hexadecimal garbage splashed across the terminal. I grabbed a couple of lines of the middle of the stream and bashed together a one-liner program to translate the gibberish into ASCII.

****Kezakazek|| Chill Touch|| Wahket Commoner||3||Wound

What in the actual fuck was that all about? It reminded me of the readouts from the old online role-playing games I used to play on my iPad before everything went to augmented reality. I translated a few more lines, and they were all variations on the same theme.

If a gamer clan had hacked their way into DECS as some sort of prank or a way to gain an edge in some online role-playing game, this whole job was about to get incredibly messy.

Because these cartel assholes didn’t care why their system was shitting the bed. They’d kill whoever was responsible for their problem, whether that was another criminal syndicate or a bunch of otherwise innocent kids. And, even if it were just a stupid prank, I was still a dead man if I didn’t solve the issue before the clock ran down.

I glanced over at the firewall configuration terminal screen and cursed when I saw the red border flashing around it. I pivoted my attention to the alert and bit back a shout of frustration. 

The firewall had failed at the very simple job I’d given it. The masked IP addresses didn’t conform to the international standard, and the truly shitacular software the cartel had trusted to defend their system couldn’t handle any nonstandard inputs. The connection requests I’d counted on the firewall to deflect still battered the system, and DECS was getting closer to a catastrophic failure with every passing second.

Speaking of minutes, I had about fifteen of them left. Fifty percent of my work time had evaporated in what felt like thirty seconds. The shot clock had ticked down into the danger zone, and the time for playing defense was over. If I wanted to live, I had to get aggressive.

“All right, dickbags,” I whispered under my breath. “If I can’t keep you out, let’s see if I can get in.”

I switched back to my AI tool suite and commanded it to find the single most common IP address used by the attackers. It churned for a few seconds and then spat out three addresses that had each been used close to a million times.

“Here goes nothing.” I fired up some attack programs on my tools server and fed all three IP addresses into my attack.

Nothing happened for what felt like a few hours, and beads of sweat trickled down my spine as my nerves tried to push me into full-blown panic mode. There was every chance this wouldn’t work. But if it did...

***CONNECTING.

***CONNECTING..

***CONNECTING...

The inside of my lower lip was raw from where I’d anxiously gnawed on it. If I could catch one lousy break, I could wrap this fucking mess up and collect one billion goddamn dollars.

I checked the timestamp on my attack suite. Five seconds had passed. My head throbbed, and my pulse pounded in my ears as I waited to see if I’d get lucky.

***PLEASE ENTER LOGIN CREDENTIALS.

***>>>

“Holy shit!” I shouted and immediately regretted my exclamation.

The cartel’s gunmen jumped at the sudden sound and drew their weapons. Their eyes were like hard chips of flint as they burrowed into me, and every gun in the room was pointed at my head.

I lifted both hands off my keyboard and slowly turned in my fancy office chair to make sure they could all see I meant no harm. When they eased their pistols back into their holsters and crossed their arms over their chests, I finally spoke.

“Geez, jumpy much?” I asked with a cool-guy tone that I hoped masked my nerves. “That was just me celebrating the stupidity of the bad guys. They made the same mistake your dipshit IT guys did and didn’t defend themselves very well.”

“Twelve minutes,” the muscle said. “In twelve minutes, you’re either a billionaire or a corpse. Your choice.”

“I’ll only need five,” I said with a cocky exuberance that smoothed over the jangled snarl of barbed-wire nerves in my belly. “You did kidnap the best, after all.”

I spun back around to face the terminal and fired off a port scan. My eyes widened as I realized the attacker’s system had no firewall of any kind. I didn’t have a good user ID or password, and there was no time to run a brute force attack on them. But the port scan showed me that these dummies had left several ports open. Those would give me an angle of attack.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here.” I scrolled through the open ports. Port eighty-eight? That was probably a security camera. This could be interesting.

I accessed the open port, and a janky webcam interface of a type I’d never seen before opened in my terminal window. Someone had overlaid a crusty low-res sandstone texture across the whole thing and added an ugly drop shadow to make the words and text-entry boxes look like they’d been carved into the fake rock.

“How very late twentieth-century GeoCities of you,” I grumbled. 

One of the first things you learn as a hacker is that people are terrible about their own security. I typed “admin” and “password” into the appropriate boxes and tapped the enter key.

The interface flickered for a moment, and then a red ACCESS DENIED message flashed across the screen.

I changed the user name to “Admin” and tried again.

“Bingo,” I whispered as a green ACCEPTED banner flashed and the sandstone blew away with a surprisingly realistic animation. Static flickered on the terminal’s screen, but my monitor held a black square where I’d expected the video feed to appear. I wondered for a moment if I’d stumbled onto an ancient and forgotten security camera tucked away in an old basement storeroom. That wouldn’t do me any good at all. I needed to see some faces or at least some populated background scene to narrow down the attackers’ location.

The camera’s terminal window fuzzed out into gray and black static that slowly resolved itself into a recognizable image. The ambient lighting in the camera room was dim, and the walls looked like they were made from blocks of stone. The perspective seemed strange, and shadows stretched and shrank across the wall. It took me a few moments to realize the camera wasn’t aimed at a wall. It was pointed up to the ceiling.

Apparently, I was not going to catch the break I so badly needed.

The faint scent of cinnamon and other spices I couldn’t identify wafted through the clean room on a hot breeze. Other scents—hot wax, the faint sulfurous aroma of a spent match, and the warm, thick smell of honey—filled the room in a perfumed cloud. 

“Check the doors,” the orc who’d kidnapped me barked, and one of the overgrown muscle men hustled out of the room with his gun drawn.

“I’m going to need a raise if this gets shooty,” I said to the orc. “Hazard pay.”

“If there’s shooting, you’ll probably be the first one to catch a bullet,” he responded. “For now, concentrate on fixing the problem.”

“Wow,” I said. “You’re a fucking peach.”

I dragged the camera’s window up to the left corner of the holographic display and focused on the terminal window through which I’d launched my attack.

I might not have found anything useful through the camera’s naked port, but I was inside their network now. That gave me the opening I needed to crush them. 

I set up a quick script to grab the attacks the bad people sent at DECS and boomerang them straight back to their source. That flurry of attacks would overload the camera’s connection. If there was a god in heaven, that downed node would spread its pain to the rest of the network and melt the enemy attack into digital goo.

“Ready or not,” I said as I executed the attack command. “Here I fucking come.”

A high-pitched scream ripped through the room. The muscle boys ducked for cover and trained their weapons on the door their buddy had recently headed through. The chief orc clapped a hand on my shoulder as he positioned himself between my seat and the doorway.

“Keep working,” he said. He might not have liked me, but he put himself right in the path of any bullets that might head my way, and he did it without hesitation. “You will not die until your deadline is reached. You have my word.”

The other two gunmen took that as their key to put their bodies in the same path. They were assholes, but they were assholes with the dedication to lay down their lives in the line of duty. I had to respect that.

Especially when that duty was to keep my fat out of the fire.

The redirected assault pounded against the attackers’ network, but that did not stop the raiders already inside the DECS system. Kezakazek and the other unauthorized users were clawing their way closer and closer to the main data cores at the heart of the network. If they reached their target, they’d suck DECS dry in no time.

“And that’ll be the end of me,” I grumbled. “Not gonna happen today.”

I reached into my bag of dirty black hacker tricks and tapped into a zombie botnet I’d had on the back burner for a couple of years now. A quick-and-dirty script added all three thousand computers in that botnet to the attack on the raiders’ system, and a warm, happy feeling spread through my chest as I watched billions of port requests slam into my target like a swarm of torpedoes into the hull of a defenseless cargo ship.

“Are you there?” a woman’s voice whispered from the holographic display. “Lord Rathokhetra, is that you?”

A shadow obscured the webcam’s view for a moment, and then a woman’s blurred face appeared on the hijacked terminal’s display. Her eyes were the same vivid emerald green as those I’d seen in my dream just before the orc nightmare had so rudely shoved his pistol into my mouth. The spicy perfume I’d smelled earlier intensified and tickled my nostrils with its exotic mystery. Just like in my dream, those eyes melted my brain and made it almost impossible for me to think about anything else.

“Who are you?” I whispered back. My babysitters hadn’t noticed this new weirdness yet, but I didn’t want to draw their attention from whatever had happened outside the clean room. “You need to stop this attack on DECS, like, immediately. These guys aren’t your run-of-the-mill corporate security goons. This is a cartel network. They will kill you if you don’t knock it off.”

While I thought it was an extremely generous gesture on my part to warn this chick off her attack against the worst people I’d ever met, it was not an entirely selfless move. If I talked her into shutting down her system, I’d get out of this alive.

“Cartel?” she asked, and another scream caused her to look over her shoulder. Had the orc’s friends already found her hideout? Shit, I needed to finish this before the hitman killed all the enemy hackers and denied me my bounty. Before I could plead with the mystery woman on the monitor to knock it off, she turned back to the camera. Her face was still out of focus, but there was something else wrong with its outline. Her head had a strange shape, and she seemed to have horns on top of it. “You mean the Raiders Guild?” 

“What are you even...” I let the words die out. This hacker was clearly insane. She’d never see the sense of what I’d told her. I would just shut her down the old-fashioned way.

I’d kept the port scan running the whole time, and it kicked up some delightful bounty. The barrage of attacks I’d launched had overloaded the enemy system’s defenses and knocked more ports open. My AI reported that several of these were network storage devices, a couple were routers, and the rest were a rat’s nest of general-purpose computers.

“You have to complete the ritual, Lord Rathokhetra,” the woman pleaded with me. She pulled back from the camera as some noise attracted her attention, then stared back at me with those mesmerizing eyes. “Please. The dungeon raiders are killing us all!”

The static cleared for a moment, and mystery girl’s face was in full focus for the first time. My heart skipped a beat at my first glimpse of the enemy hacker.

Her eyes were far too large and burned with an emerald intensity that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. Three tawny stripes of short, sleek fur swept back from each of her plump cheeks like a tiger’s stripes. Her nose had an upturned tip that was a vivid pink, and her lips were full and blood red. And those things on top of her head weren’t horns; they were pointed ears covered in fur the same color as the stripes on her cheeks. Her skin was a deep bronze that seemed to glow with vitality.

I didn’t know how it was possible for my dream girl to have intruded on my job, and I didn’t care. I wanted her to survive this. I wanted to meet her when all this was over. We could retire to a nice tropical island somewhere without acid rain and bedbugs. Hell, I’d even take the bedbugs if she was part of the package deal.

“Is this some kind of joke?” I choked out. That got the orc’s attention.

“You have eight minutes left, hacker,” he spat. There’d been no further screams, so he’d turned back into an asshole.

“This is no joke,” the cat girl whispered. She had hunkered down so close to the monitor her face was lost in shadows. She reached forward to wrap her hands around either side of the device as if she were trying to clasp my cheeks. “We need you, Lord Rathokhetra. Awaken from your slumber and save us!”

Her eyes burned into me, and I felt a desire to save her from whatever the hell was happening to her. There was something about the woman that plucked at my heartstrings, despite the fact that we were on opposite sides of this fight. 

“Are you Kezakazek?” I blurted out.

“No!” she exclaimed, her face twisted with shock. “Kezakazek is leading the attack on your tomb! She is the one killing your faithful wahket.”

That wasn’t at all what I’d expected. Maybe we weren’t enemies in this battle after all. Maybe we were both getting dicked over by this rogue band of hackers. Even if the cat girl was nuts, she might have information I could use.

And I really, really wanted to save her.

“How do I complete the ritual?” I asked.

“You must open your Ark, my lord,” she whispered. “But hurry, there is little time.”

I launched a search for file names or directories with “Ark” in the name and crossed my fingers. My heart pounded in my chest as the seconds ticked away. If I followed this lunatic cat girl’s advice and it failed, I was a dead man. 

Directories scrolled up my screen, and my heart caught between beats as I read the list of directory names.

***Ark of Arukanaten

***Ark of Baasrek

***Ark of Inkolana

***Ark of Panakaneket

***Ark of Rathokhetra

***Ark of Thet

She’d called me Rathokhetra, so that must be the one I needed. My fingers flew over the custom keyboard as I dove into the directory. I wanted so badly to peek at the Ark of Inkolana, but there was no time for that. Maybe there’d be a few seconds to slip in a backdoor for later.

There was only a single file in the Ark of Rathokhetra directory: Ritual.exe.

“Well, that’s a pretty fucking obvious trap,” I grumbled. The safe thing to do was scan it down to the subatomic level, but there wasn’t time. 

Fuck it. You only live once.

I executed the ritual.

The hologram flickered and jittered like a monitor tuned to a scrambled network channel. The smell of cinnamon flooded my nostrils and filled my head with visions of a strange desert land.

“Yes!” the cat girl cried, and her voice was so clear and pure I whipped around in my chair to see if she’d appeared behind me.

A progress message flashed across the terminal.

***50% complete......

***60% complete......

***70% complete......

***Ritual.exe terminated. Out of memory exception.

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” I snarled. 

“Three minutes, keyboard cowboy,” the orc said. He and his pals had returned to their positions in the clean room, and all of them looked ready to shoot me full of holes.

Out of memory? Fuck that. I had access to a system with memory to spare.

I held my breath and copied Ritual.exe over to DECS.

It took less than ten seconds to copy the file into a temporary directory on the system I was supposed to save. For all I knew, I was about to trigger a virus of truly epic proportions.

And I didn’t care.

If it let me save this woman, I’d take the risk. 

I offered up a silent prayer and then executed Ritual.exe.

An explosion of gibberish covered the holographic display, and an eerie chorus of harps burst from the sound system. The smell of incense grew so thick in the air that I half-believed I saw wisps of smoke curl up from the tiled floor around me.

“What did you do?” the orc kidnapper barked. “What have you fucking done?”

“I’m saving your ass!” I shouted over the harps as they swelled to a crescendo.

The characters on the terminal transformed from scrambled ASCII nonsense to pictograms that glowed with golden light.

No, not pictograms.

Hieroglyphics.

My eyes drooped as the strength fled my limbs. My heart thudded slower and slower, and my blood grew cold in my veins. The golden glow faded from the glyphs, leaving behind what looked like dead, gray stone.

“He comes to us!” the cat girl shouted, her voice ecstatic.

And then a gunshot punched through the harps’ wails, and the world went black.
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