
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary

 

Gather an escort. Acquire a dragon hoard. Build an empire …

Steven Drokharis knew that embracing his destiny as one of the most powerful Dragonsouls to ever live would be difficult, but he had no idea that he’d be pushed to his very limits.

Ten days after rescuing Aria and ending the life of an insane Dragonskin, Steven and his escort find themselves going toe-to-toe with Rhaegen Mulk—the deadly Dragonsoul responsible for the death of Steven’s parents. And Rhaegen Mulk doesn’t fight fair. He will pull out all the stops to end Steven before he can grow his escort and establish a primacy of his own. If Steven is going to win, he’ll need to level up his skills as a Dragonsoul, discover the next volume of forbidden Drokharis magic, and make friends with an ancient, half-mad Dragonsoul, who may be even more dangerous than Mulk.

Now it’s time to hit back. Hard. Mulk and his lackeys are about to learn an important lesson: Steven doesn’t fight fair either …
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Rhaegen Mulk liked coffee and sex before battle.

He stood outside of the Perk coffee shop in downtown Colorado Springs with a silver cup of coffee in his hand and evil thoughts brewing in his head. It was a warm spring day without a cloud in the azure sky. The Rocky Mountains were splendid to the west; Pike’s Peak led the charge, poking up like an accusatory finger aimed squarely at God above. Not that Rhaegen Mulk believed in any god other than himself.

Mulk sipped slowly from the silver cup taken from an antique Qing Dynasty tea set. Priceless. It was his favorite cup, and throughout his long life, he’d never lost or damaged it. It was with him always.

He glanced up at the Antlers Hotel, eyes squinted, brow furrowed. He was blocks away from the secret Aerie, but he could still see it on top of the skyscraper. He wasn’t sure who had owned it previously, but he knew it was the home of a new Dragonsoul—some punk kid who had power, off-the-charts power. Enough power that Mulk had no choice but to put him down. It was kill or be killed. Though in truth, Mulk didn’t so much mind the killing.

 Mulk had sent his top hit man, Edgar Vale, after the kid, but Vale was gone. The Denver Fire Department had to scrape him off the pavement in front of the Wells Fargo building. Luckily, Mulk’s Magician, Gideon Scaramanga, had cast magic to keep such battles hidden from the humans.

Humans. Such worthless things. His mercenaries had failed to bring down this Steven Whipp, but now the gloves were off. Mulk had underestimated Whipp’s powers. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. He took another long sip from the cup, savoring the bold flavor of the coffee.

His Escort, Judith, approached him on the street, hips swaying seductively as she walked. She had striking silver hair, which made men glance at her twice. Even though she was a hundred years old, she seemed ageless, tall and strong. She was nearly as tall he was, well over six feet. The crow’s feet around her eyes only added to her beauty—matured like good wine. She’d been the first one to believe in him. At the time, Mulk had been fifty and looking for a Prime of his own. 

Now he ruled the Great Plains Primacy and had the respect of Dragonsouls all over the globe. Because of the Drokharis incident. That and the way he’d kept his Prime despite any number of power plays and outright battles.

Judith spoke. “Rebecca, Denise, Hatsumi, Ashanta, Mary, and Sabina are in place. We will strike when you give the signal.” Her voice had a light Australian accent which had mellowed over time. She kissed him, and he enjoyed her warm, wet mouth. His Animus was full. Rebecca, Denise, Hatsumi, Ashanta, Mary, and Sabina had made sure of that.

He broke the kiss. “And the Terror Trio?”

“In place as well,” Judith assured him. She caressed his long, full beard. “Lana agreed to accompany the Trio and another batch of mercenaries. They are growing more expensive because—”

Mulk gripped Judith’s arm, hard, fingers digging in deep. “I know why we have to pay the humans so much,” he growled, low and threatening. “They are more scared of this Steven Whipp than they are of me. Once we murder him, we can renegotiate their prices.”

Judith paled. “You’re hurting me, Rhaegen.”

Mulk laughed lightly. “Hardly. You like our love play violent. This is nothing.” He gave her arm one more last brutal squeeze. There wouldn’t be a bruise. Judith was made of stern stuff.

Mulk drained the last of his coffee. He opened his suit coat, handcrafted in Italy, and slid his tea bowl into a secret pocket. Then he tied his long black hair into a ponytail.

Judith stepped away, out of his reach. She rubbed her arm where he’d grabbed her. “What is going on with you? You rarely hurt me unless I ask you to.”

Mulk grinned at the memories. Judith was insatiable. And she was smart. She knew something was bothering him, yet he didn’t want to talk about it.

Yes, Whipp’s power was troubling. Mulk had faced other young, energetic Dragonlings before and had come out victorious. This felt different. It reeked faintly of destiny. Of magic. Of old curses come home to roost. 

Twenty years earlier, Mulk had smashed the Drokharis clan, killing them all. Such power threatened him and his Primacy, though Stefan Drokharis had insisted that he had no ambitions of a Primacy of his own. Mulk hadn’t believed him. For two decades, he’d slept well knowing Drokharis was safe and sound, out of the way, rotting away in his grave.

And once Whipp was dead, Mulk would return to nights of peaceful slumber surrounded by his Escort.

“Talk to me,” Judith pleaded.

Mulk shook his head. “It is nothing.”

She sighed. Shrugged. “Fine. Have it your way. I’ve placed calls to all of our vassals across the world. If today doesn’t go like we planned, we will need to reevaluate, regroup, and then plan a counterattack.”

“This will be over today,” Mulk insisted, curling one hand into a tight fist. 

He walked down the street, crossed at a light, and didn’t look back to check on Judith. He knew she would be there, following him, like she always did. A hundred years of war and sex had removed all of their doubts about each other.

Unlike that bitch who had left him. Mouse. That pissed him off. It was bad enough that Whipp had attacked his Aerie and killed any number of his vassals. But to also run off with one of Mulk’s wives? That had been the final insult. That was unacceptable. Completely unacceptable. To add more salt to his wounds, Whipp had also stolen Aria Khat right before Mulk was to marry her. He’d been looking forward to breaking in a new, young, fresh wife. Aria was ripe for a good fucking from a true Dragonsoul. Most likely, she was regretting her decision while Whipp fumbled at her body.

Mulk walked to a skyscraper across from the Antlers Hotel and strutted up to the security desk. Judith walked up next to him.

Only one security guard was on duty—some fat middle-aged man with a receding hairline and pale skin. His uniform was the cheapest polyester. Mulk, on the other hand, was wearing a suit which would’ve been half a year’s salary for this poor bastard. Judith’s dress could take care of the other half. Both were clearly rich and powerful.

And the security guard knew it. He stuttered, “Uh, hey. I’m going to need you to sign in.”

Mulk waved a hand and whispered, “Magica Defensio.” Mind Wipe abilities fell under the Magica Defensio spell set. The Dragonsoul Prime of the Great Plains Primacy felt a small bit of Animus leave him. He hated magic. It unnerved him. Mulk had been created for battle and flight, not to murmur words or write silly inscriptions.

The guard’s eyes went blank and his mouth fell slack.

On the elevator ride up, he turned to Judith. “After we slaughter Whipp and his Escort, I plan on finding the Yellow Ronin and removing him from this world.”

“Liam Strider did provide us with valuable information,” Judith pointed out, one eyebrow cocked. “He told us where Whipp’s Aeries were and provided us with intel on his abilities.”

Mulk shrugged. “He failed us. And you know I don’t trust Ronins. Years ago, I offered that yellow bastard a chance to become my vassal. He laughed at me. Laughed. I thrashed him within an inch of his life. I should’ve taken his life instead. Strider can’t be trusted.”

“The Ronins should all be killed,” Judith agreed.

“There have been purges in the past,” Mulk said easily. “But now, supposedly, we live in more civilized times. Civilized.” He smirked. “It means we should embrace our weakness. When I grow my power more, darling Judith, when I own all of the American Primacies, there will be changes.”

“I want that as much as you do,” Judith said. “But first, the business of the day.”

The elevator dinged open and they walked through an empty office space on the top floor of the skyscraper. Some cubicle walls were partially set up, but most were stacked in the corners. Bare wire covered the walls. The penthouse suites of the Antlers Hotel lay across from them.

Mulk shrugged off his coat and loosened his tie with practiced ease. Judith let her dress fall from her to pool around her feet. In seconds, they were naked, standing on the industrial-gray carpet. They had to strip lest their clothes be ripped to shreds when they transformed into dragons.

He leered at his wife and noted her finer characteristics: her beautiful face framed by her silver hair. The muscles of her shoulders. Her pink-nippled breasts rising from a flat belly that ended in a dark patch of hair between her legs. Her hips. Her thighs. Down to her feet.

He’d used a bit of Animus getting past the security guard. No one was around. He could take her, right there, and top off his supply of the mystical energy.

Judith’s eyes locked with his. “I know that look in your eye. It’s 10 a.m., and your Escort is in position and waiting for your signal.”

He walked around her, admiring the curve of her ass and the dimples on her back above her butt. She was perfection. Any man would kill to be with her, and Mulk could have her as much as he wanted, as often as he wanted.

Mulk moved closer, one hand on her muscular stomach and the other cupping a supple breast. He bit her ear, hard.

She gasped.

“Let them wait,” Mulk growled and pushed her forward. She gripped a cubicle wall and spread her legs.

With how good she was looking, it might take a while. He wanted to enjoy her before he killed the Whipp boy. He’d had his coffee. And now he’d get his sex before battle.
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Steven Whipp, now Steven Drokharis, looked over at the clock next to his bed. It was 10 a.m. and he was the first one up. Tessa lay on one side of him and Aria was sprawled on the other. For ten straight mornings, he’d woken up with them in his bed, keeping him warm. That wasn’t the best part, though. The best part was turning over in the middle of the night to find Aria or Tessa awake. They’d share a kiss, a caress, before going back to sleep. There was so much warmth and love in their big bed.

It had been the best ten days of his life without a doubt. He’d quit his three jobs and dropped out of school. Tessa had also resigned from her job at the Coffee Clutch.

Despite not working, they had money to spare and enough food to last months. Their days were filled with sex, training, and studying the Drokharis Grimoire. Steven loved how much money they had. He had grown up worrying over every little penny. Now? He had no idea what anything cost. Aria’s credit card had been cut off, since she hadn’t married Rhaegen Mulk, but they had sold the mint-condition Corvette Stingray for fifty thousand dollars. And Aria had contacts that could move some of the priceless artwork he now owned. He’d been right back when he first saw the paintings in the Colorado Springs Aerie: he did own several Rembrandts and a few Van Goghs. 

Being the last scion of the Drokharis family certainly had its benefits!

Steven and his Escort—now including Mouse—went back and forth between the Lookout Mountain Aerie with its view of the city lights and the Colorado Springs Aerie, where the penthouse suite offered them an unfettered view of the Rocky Mountains, including Pike’s Peak.

The Lookout Mountain apartment was a modern apartment built into the rock of the mountain, complete with a hidden garage full of expensive cars and sacred caves filled with pools from underground hot springs. The Colorado Springs Aerie—nestled on a secret penthouse floor in the plush Antlers Hotel—on the other hand, was classic luxury with polished wood paneling, luxurious couches, and miles of bookcases.

Even though both places were gorgeous and comfortable, Mouse never stopped pacing, fretting, and drinking. Her real name was Melissa Craygore, and she was one of the daughters of the former Rocky Mountain Primacy’s Prime. She’d married Mulk to cement ties between the two Primes before her parents were killed. Brutally.

Mouse would sometimes look at Steven for a long time, but when he caught her, she would immediately run to another room. He wasn’t about to pressure her to do anything; even though she’d said she wanted to be a part of his Escort, she hadn’t made any kind of move to be romantic with him. 

Worse yet, Aria had no idea why Mouse was acting like she was. She’d severed her ties to Mulk, that much was clear—there was no going back. Not for her. So Mouse would drink and spend most of the time alone, and when she was around, she had a sarcastic mouth that could cut diamonds.

Steven didn’t know what to do about Mouse, but he didn’t want to worry about her on such a fine morning. He relaxed back into his pillow. They could sleep until noon if they wanted. They had no plans, and it was pretty clear that Rhaegen Mulk didn’t know where they were. The Aeries were secret. Edgar Vale had attacked them at the St. Vrain Aerie, but then that made sense: it was where Mulk had ambushed and killed Steven’s real father.

Like most mornings, Steven had a bad case of morning wood. He glanced over at Tessa. The covers had fallen down to reveal the pale skin of her glorious, full chest. 

She was a goth kind of girl: creamy skin, dyed black hair, partially shaved, hazel eyes, tattoos, and piercings. While she was a little short and thick, Aria was the opposite. Aria was sleeping on her side, so Steven could study her face, model perfect. She was from Mumbai, India, but now that she’d disobeyed her father, she was with Steven for good. Her long black hair tumbled in waves over the white of the pillow. Her scent was cinnamon spice, and he liked her human smell just as much as her dragon smell. Aria was tall with a smaller chest and hips than Tessa.

Steven loved how different they were, and he showed them his appreciation as often as he could. Which was at least five times a day. Every time they had sex, it gave Animus to them all. Steven wondered what it would be like to be with Mouse, who was tiny and blonde, with striking green eyes. The thought of Mouse in bed with them made his morning problem get even more problematic.

Lying on his back, he pulled the covers up to his chin. No, he was going to go back to sleep. That was the end of it. He’d made up his mind. His johnson, however, had other ideas.

He felt a hand drifted through covers to caress his stiff member. He wasn’t sure who it was, since both women seemed asleep. For a minute, he thought it might be Mouse. But no, she was in her own room and he would’ve heard her come in.

The mysterious hand stroked him up and down, and he felt his hips rise off the bed.

Tessa then kissed his shoulder. So she was the culprit. Aria was still sleeping. Or was she?

Another hand joined in the fun. Aria lifted herself onto an arm to kiss his lips. Then she pushed the bedding down to leave a trail of kisses from his chin down his chest until she took him into her mouth.

Tessa shoved the comforter completely out of the way.

None of them said a word. Tessa took over French-kissing his mouth, and Steven felt himself teetering on the brink. It didn’t get any easier maintaining control when Tessa offered him one of her large breasts.

He sucked on her while Aria sucked on him. Then she got excited. The former barista rose and lowered herself onto his face.

It was oral sex heaven until Tessa shuddered in pleasure. She glowed as she orgasmed. Her bliss triggered his own. While the pleasure was intense, he also felt Animus fill him like a drug. It was a hot feeling in his chest, and he remembered those first days after Aria had awakened his power. It had felt like he’d been walking around with lungs full of hot lava. That had been the Animus. Now, he’d grown accustomed to it, and even looked forward to the heat he felt when he either killed an enemy or had sex. Like Tessa, he also lit up when the Animus charged up his cells.

After Steven and Tessa enjoyed their climaxes, Aria lay on her back for her turn. Ever eager and adventurous, Tessa gave Aria an orgasm that left the Indian woman glowing and moaning, a light sheen of perspiration coating her chest.

They tumbled together in a pile of sweating bodies. Both of the women fell back asleep. Steven, however, slipped out of bed. 

After throwing on sweats and a T-shirt, he padded silently across the warm floor and into the hallway. That was where he found Mouse, leaning against the wall, arms crossed, her face a thunderhead. She was wearing a black nightgown that contrasted sharply against her blonde hair and pale unblemished skin. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail.

“Did you have fun?” she asked in a hushed voice.

Steven felt himself blush. “You heard. We tried to be quiet.”

“You were quiet, but my hearing is good, really good,” Mouse said, rolling her eyes. “Comes with being a fucking dragon.”

“Guess I haven’t leveled that high yet,” Steven said sheepishly. “My hearing is pretty normal at this stage.”

“For now,” she murmured. “The powers come slowly. But I’d trade them all to be human.”

That surprised Steven. “Why?”

 “Less rules for humans. Less family bullshit to deal with. You get to marry who you want.” Mouse started past him as she slowly shook her head.

He stopped her with a gentle hand. He noticed her scratching her ring finger with her thumb. That was where her wedding ring had been. Steven, with a little help, had pulled it off her finger. The ring had turned to dust. She was free of Mulk, and yet, it was clear that she still had a lot to deal with.

“Humans have rules, Mouse,” Steven said. “Marriage and divorce is hard on humans too.” He knew about that firsthand. His father had abandoned him and his mother. If only Joe Whipp had followed the rules.

Mouse shrugged. She seemed sober, and for once, she wasn’t drinking wine. Her eyes fell on his face. “So, are you going to kick me out since I’m not sleeping with you?”

Steven made a face. “Fuck no. Look, two weeks ago, I’d barely kissed a girl. And now I have two girlfriends who are basically wives. That’s enough for me. But, Mouse, I’ve seen you look at me. I’m thinking you’re as attracted to me as I am to you.”

She sighed. “That’s just it. That’s how it works. I’m drawn to you because of your power and because, well, you’re not just cute, you’re also sweet. That makes it harder. Don’t you see that?”

“I don’t,” Steven said. “If you think I’m cute and sweet, then what’s the problem?”

“Everything!” Mouse said loudly. “If I let myself actually care for you … when Mulk comes … if he kills you, then it will hurt. It’ll hurt far more than when I had to marry that fucker in the first place.” The minute the words were out her jaws clenched and tears shone in her eyes.

Steven took her hand. “We both know Mulk is going to come at us, but for now, we’re safe. Or at least I think we are. Once we get more training, we’ll go on the offensive. Mouse, I’m going to protect you. When I freed you, I promised you that, and I stand by my promises.”

Mouse stared at their entwined fingers. She lifted their hands and held his to her cheek. “I know you want to protect me. I know you want to be a good guy. But you don’t know the power that Mulk has. He has a dozen wives in his Escort, and most of them are high-level Dragonsouls. He also has hundreds of vassals. Three of them are the worst. He calls them his Terror Trio. They’re human, kind of. After years of collecting Animus, they’re now more like monsters. You met one of them in the Denver Aerie, the Warling Kai Charon. He escaped because he’s a smart fucker.”

“Tell me about the other two in the trio,” Steven said.

“The Magician is Gideon Scaramanga, and he’s like old-school scary. I couldn’t stand to be in the same room with him. All he cares about is power. And he’s done unspeakable things to get it. He doesn’t like sex. He kills to get Animus—kills, tortures, whatever, whoever.” She shuddered again.

“And the third?” Steven asked.

She nodded. “Rounding out the fearsome threesome is Karlos Butcher, a Morphling who can change shape at will. But he likes being a wereboar the most—huge, awful, long tusks. He sometimes puts poison on them.”

Steven nodded. “So a Warling, a Magician, and a Morphling.” He’d read in the Drokharis Grimoire that some humans could channel Animus to unlock magical skills. Tessa was an example of that; she was casting spells now, a low-level Magician, but every day she gained more power.

Mouse dropped his hand and pushed him back. “If the Terror Trio shows up on our doorstep, we’re fucked. We won’t survive. They’ll kill you, and I’ll be taken back to Mulk.” She shuddered. “And Judith.”

Steven had heard how sadistic Mulk and his oldest wife were. Mouse hadn’t told them everything, but she had admitted a little of what those sick assholes had done to her.

“Mouse, you forget, I’m also powerful. That’s why Mulk wants me dead. Well, he underestimated me, just like how you’re doubting me now. And not just me, but Tessa and Aria as well. We’re tough and we’re smart. If someone would’ve told you that two low-level Dragonsouls, with a novice Magician, could storm into Mulk’s Denver Aerie and take out one of his main vassals, what would you have said?”

“I wouldn’t have bet on you,” Mouse admitted. “I couldn’t quite believe it, and I was there. When I squared off with Aria, I figured she was toast.”

“Yeah and look what happened.” Steven waited for her to respond. Realization slowly crept across her face. Or was that acceptance? 

A single tear dropped down her cheek. She crossed the distance between them and held Steven to her trembling body. “I get so scared, Steven. The fear is so sharp. It cuts me. It cuts me every single minute of every single day.”

Steven had his own doubts, and he knew Mouse needed to hear a little about them. “I get scared too, Mouse. We’d be stupid if we weren’t afraid. But I also know that I’m not your typical Dragonsoul. Neither was my father. You know Mulk murdered the Drokharis clan because of our power. I have that power running through my veins. And when I get scared, I think of that. And I think about the shitty things Mulk has done. Then I get mad. I’m going to make him pay. Count on it.”

“Revenge is a good motivation,” Mouse said. She pushed her face into his chest. “I can get on board with that. I’ll try to fight the fear, Steven. Or maybe I can …”

Her voice fell away. She remained quiet while he held her.

“Maybe you can do what?” Steven asked.

“Maybe I can do some shit to help. But I don’t want to talk about that with you. Not yet.”

Holding her, smelling her almond smell, Steven couldn’t help but get excited again.

Mouse felt it. “Easy there, big boy. I’m definitely not ready for that. But I’m close. Do you know why I was out here in the hallway?”

“Tell me,” Steven said.

“I heard you guys having sex,” Mouse replied with a sigh. “I thought about going in there to join you. But then I had memories of Mulk and Judith. When you and I finally do get together, Steven, it has to be on my terms, and it has to be just us. Is that okay?”

Steven chuckled. “Mouse, I wouldn’t want it any other way. I’m just glad to see you not drinking.”

Another trembling sigh quaked through her body. “Yeah, about that. I’m going to lay off the booze for a bit. If I can. I had to drink when I was married to that abusive bastard. But now, I don’t need it. Or at least I don’t want to need it.”

“I’m glad to hear—”

An explosion ripped through the place, shattering windows, flinging shrapnel, and cutting off his words like a knife blade.

Steven had never been more ready for a fight. He was going to show Mouse that she hadn’t made a mistake by joining him. He was going to protect her, and if it was Mulk, he was going to kill him. Scorched. Fucking. Earth.

When Aria had first offered Steven a life as a Dragonsoul, she’d told Steven that a Dragonsoul’s life was sex and violence, love and battle.

The sex was over.

Time for the violence to begin.
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Tessa jerked awake at the sound of the ferocious explosion and the ring of battle floating through the air. Aria was up, already transformed into her Homo Draconis form. Half dragon and half human, sleek and scaled, Aria slid through the doorway and out into the living room like the deadly predator she was.

Tessa, though, wasn’t about to run out there naked. She fished a dress off the hardwood floor and flung it on. In a flash, she strapped on her holsters—two of them—with leather straps for her thighs. She’d had to put a few extra notches in the straps because she wasn’t the size of a twig-thin man, but a woman with thick thighs. She didn’t have time to cinch them, and so they dangled against her bare skin. She liked the weight of the big Colt Peacekeepers, nineteenth-century pistols that had been enchanted to hurt Dragonsouls. Runes had been etched into the silver barrels, but the secret was the bullets. They were what did the killing, after all.

Having leather and buckles against her skin wasn’t anything new to her. Though she was young, she’d had her fair share of experiences in the kink community.

She shouldered on the leather satchel that held their most prized possessions, the Drokharis Grimoire and the topaz pen. Steven was a sweetie, a real college student even, but when it came to studying magic, she’d left him in the dust ages ago. Every spare moment she had was spent reading that book. Unlike her entire experience with school, twelve years of public education, she couldn’t get enough. She loved studying magic as much as she liked coffee, and for a professional barista, that was saying something.

Before bolting out into the living room of the Lookout Mountain Aerie, she went to the window. The sun was shining down through the pine trees. The highway below was clear of people. She wasn’t sure who was attacking them. It didn’t matter. She was going to do her part.

Was this really her life? It felt unbelievable. Not two weeks before, she’d been working a dead-end job at the Coffee Clutch, wondering what she was doing with her life and why she felt special. Two weeks ago, she hadn’t been very special, and despite her love of sex and her open mind, there was nothing very unique about her. Now? She was a Magician, in love with two dragons, and readying herself for battle.

A green streak broke from the trees—a serpentine body, fifteen feet long, with wings the color of moss and a reptilian face. No beard. It wasn’t a male Dragonsoul. The female filled her wings with wind, paused, and then opened her fanged maw to unleash a sparking arc of lightning. This Dragonsoul was using her ElectroArc Exhalant. The energy struck the windows and they blasted inward, sparkling shards flying in a sheet.

At the last second, Tessa made a hand gesture, as familiar now as grinding coffee beans, and then she shouted, “Magica Defensio!” The shattering glass struck her pink shield spell, the sharp debris creating rose-colored slashes in the air. She was safe from the glass …

But not from the dragon. The emerald creature latched onto the window fame with her front claws, each one the size of a bratwurst. Her vertically slitted eyes locked onto Tessa. She lunged forward, jaws wide, ready to snap Tessa in half.

Instead, her head flew back in an explosion of pink. Thank you, shield spell.

Tessa snatched a pistol out of a hostler. She slowed her breathing—in through the nose, out through the mouth—and fired on the exhale as the muzzle dropped onto her target. Aria was surprisingly competent with a gun, and she’d taught Tessa the basics. The pistol kicked in her hand, the muzzle belching out bright green fire. A hole bloomed in the side of the Dragonsoul’s neck.

The female shrieked, hurled herself away from the window, and went soaring off over the trees, readying for another attack.

Tessa whirled and sped from the room and into the nightmare of battle. A dozen mercenaries in modern warfare battle gear filled the room, and the ropes they’d rappelled down dangled outside the windows. She thought of the countless hours she’d spent playing Call of Duty. These guys were covered in matte-black Kevlar and wielded sleek automatic M4s, like NPCs sent in as support.

The mercs weren’t the problem though. Steven and Aria could handle them without breaking a sweat, like so many times before.

No, what worried Tessa were the three men with them. These jokers had so much Animus she could almost smell it. They weren’t Dragonsouls, though; they were something else.

One, she recognized—Kai Charon, one of Mulk’s Warlings. He was medium height, with a shaved head, a slight beard, and sharp features. Garish in his purple suit, he wielded a glowing katana in one hand and a beefy .45 in the other. On Charon’s left stood a dark-skinned spark plug of a man with a huge beard falling down his barrel chest. He wore a West African dashiki shirt and cut-off denim shorts. On his feet were thick sandals that looked Guatemalan. Tessa had an appreciation for Central American footwear.

On the Warling’s right was a tall, gaunt man, almost colorless, he was so pale. Greasy, long white hair swept down from his head, though he was balding. He was a repugnant person with humorless eyes, hollow cheeks, and slim lips. Dirt smudged his face and his fingers were black with grime. A stained dress shirt hung off his skeletal frame, and his pants were slashed and gashed. He looked like a homeless person in need of meds, a bed, and a hot meal.

The three had already taken down Aria and Steven, both in their Homo Draconis forms. The two were on the floor, writhing in pain as bloody red chains of bright sizzling light bound their serpentine limbs together. Mouse still stood, barely, and she held the gleaming Slayer Blade in a defensive stance.

When Tessa burst into the room, all eyes turned on her. She did a little math. Steven’s force, four in all, were up against at least sixteen attackers, which included a Dragonsoul, three ultra-tough assassins, and twelve humans armed to the teeth.

Well, she had eleven bullets. Time to start evening the odds. Instead of drawing the left Colt, she hefted her right Peacekeeper with two hands, the grip resting on her palm. It was double-action, so squeezing the trigger pulled the hammer back and sent a bullet flying at the tallest of the trio—the skeletal homeless guy. Their Magician, if Tessa had to bet.

He raised a hand and spat out, “Magica Defensio.” There was a flare of crimson, and her bullet whined off his shield. The shield was made of the same bloody red light that had Aria and Steven pinned down. But when the Magician was forced to cast a spell to save his skin, it broke his other spell. 

Steven and Aria were free, but they were slow to get up. That binding spell must’ve hurt. Steven teetered up first.

At the same time, all twelve mercenaries turned their compact M4s on Tessa. The noise of the gunfire slammed into her eardrums. Gun smoke misted the air, filled with the stench of gunpowder. Her shield spell was still up, and those bullets created explosions of pink in front of her. Their bullets weren’t going to do shit to her. She still had four bullets to distribute. She aimed and fired, aimed and fired. Slow and steady, picking each shot.

Before her dad died, he’d taken her to the shooting range, so she knew how to hit a target, and with Aria’s extra training, she was spot-on. And after playing Left 4 Dead in her formative years, she knew to focus on headshots.

Pow. Pow. Pow. Pow. Four of the mercenaries dropped with big holes in their skulls. Tessa felt Animus fill her, their spiritual energy powering her. Good. She’d need to cast a buttload of spells before this was over.

“Butcher, take out the bitch with the gun!” the gaunt Magician snarled. “Charon, will you please chop up these two into dragon meat?”

The squat, dark-skinned man grew four times bigger even as his body changed. His hands solidified into hooves. His clothes and skin transformed into pink skin with dark bristling hair. Watching all that was horrible, but even worse was what happened to his face. Tusks, three feet long, ripped out of his mouth. His nose cracked out of his skull, becoming a snout dripping mucus. His eyes shrank until they were red dots, deeply recessed in his pig’s face. The barnyard stench of him struck her nose—a wet animal smell.

A wereboar. A big one. Butcher squealed and thundered through the couch, coming for Tessa. “Oh, fuck that action,” she hissed. She holstered her right gun, drew her left, and took hold of it with both hands.

Meanwhile, Charon blurred forward, raising his katana, ready to chop Steven’s head from his neck. Before his blade could come down, though, Mouse was there, moving like the wind given living form, easily matching Charon step for step. They were both using SerpentGrace—one of the many abilities from the Pugna side of the skill tree. Mouse caught the descending sword on the Slayer Blade. With a grunt, she drove a foot into the Warling’s gut, doubling him over as he wheezed for breath. That kind of raw power could only mean one thing: she’d charged up the blow with the DragonStrength ability.

Mouse shot straight in and brought her broadsword screaming down onto his back, but it bounced off, thanks to his DarkArmor skill. The newest addition to Steven’s Escort had her work cut out for her. The Warling was strong and well-trained.

But Tessa couldn’t think about that. Not now. She had worries of her own. Namely, a pissed-off wereboar.

Her shield spell snapped off, so she cast another one. Just in time.

She angled the pink force field to protect herself from Butcher the demon pig. But that dick was smart. He flung himself to the side, knocked against the shield with his flank, and then charged around. Hooves clattered across the stone floor as the boar outmaneuvered her shield and charged inside her guard.

A yellow tusk knocked her pistol out of her hand, and it went spinning away. 

Tessa clenched a fist and pulled her shield inward, sideswiping the beefy boar and sending him onto his side for a second.

She dashed for her fallen gun, but suddenly found herself facing three Kevlar-clad mercenaries. Two took aim at her with their rifles while another snapped open a battle baton that glowed a sickly green color. He feinted left then shot in right, baton ready to smack her across the face. Who knew what that magic stick would do to her?

Luckily, she never had to find out.

Aria was finally up and fighting. From out of her dragon’s mouth, she exhaled a spout of crimson flame that engulfed the three men. They cooked in their armor, flailing about, shrieking, screaming, crying. Aria had expertly guided her breath away from Tessa to only focus on the mercenaries. Over half of their human enemies had been killed. Only five of the mercenaries remained.

But then the Magician shouted, “Magica Impetim!” Red bolts of energy sizzled into Aria, making her howl in agony. Those missiles shimmered and changed, transforming into crimson chains of arcane power. In an instant, Aria was on the floor, writhing in agony, taken out of the fight once more.

The green dragon returned. Bad timing. The front windows of the living room showed nothing but green scales and bright yellow eyes. That mouth opened. Nothing good could come from that.

Tessa dove to the floor, came up with her pistol, and put another hole in the green worm. It shrieked and ducked away. She turned and fired at the oncoming boar. The Morphling was good. He dodged to the side to avoid the bullet, but that also gave her an out. She sped past him … or tried to. The war pig adjusted course at the last minute and lashed out with his back feet, kicking her legs out from under her. She went sprawling, hitting the ground like a bag of bricks. Her leg screamed in pain, bright jags of white dancing across her vision. It might not be broken, but it was pretty fucked up regardless.

Mouse and the Warling continued to fence across the battlefield, parrying each other’s attacks in loud clashes of ringing steel. Every attack and dodge was imbued with mystic energy.

“Tessa!” Steven called out. “Grab Aria and get out of here. Mouse, you need to go too. I can handle all of these fuckers!” She turned to see Steven crush a merc’s skull with his tail. He twirled like a top, ducking low as he lashed out with deadly ebony talons, carving through another’s belly. The Kevlar armor might’ve been able to stop incoming rounds, but it wasn’t made to withstand a force of nature like Steven. Kevlar parted and strands of gray gut slipped free along with a sheet of slick gore.

“You are out of your mind if you think I’m leaving,” Mouse returned, parrying a slashing blow before dancing left, then diving forward, thrusting the Slayer Blade toward the Warling.

Tessa agreed with Mouse. No way would they abandon Steven.

Another human with a green baton shot in from Steven’s flank and landed a solid blow. The baton seemed to hit like a Mack truck, and it brought along a surge of primal power with it. Some sort of electrical attack, not so different from a Taser. Steven went rigid, shaking in his Homo Draconis form until he managed to shake off the stunning blow. Clearly, the dude thought he’d delivered a killing blow. He was wrong. Dead wrong. The merc’s eyes widened, his mouth dropping open.

Steven growled, “Magica Defensio!” The next merc to attack was repulsed by Steven’s shadowy shield spell. But Steven didn’t stop there. He thrust both hands forward, palms up, and pressed the remaining humans against the wall until their screams stopped. He crushed them to death. Blood oozed out of their armor, and their skulls exploded in a rain of brains and bone that oozed down the face of the shimmering shield spell. 

Steven whipped the force field around, the air in front of him covered in gore.

“Magica Impetim!” the Magician called out. The red energy from the creepy fucker turned into three spinning swords in midair. Each sword struck Steven’s shield and went right through. The three blades sliced through his scales and sent him down to his knees. His tail shuddered from the attack, and he slumped over.

Was he dead? No, he couldn’t be. Never. No. But why didn’t Steven’s shield spell stop the magic swords?

No clue. But Tessa knew they had to run. They might’ve taken out the cannon fodder, but the three vassals and that green dragon outside were more than enough to kill them all. 

The wereboar stomped down on Aria, adding to her suffering, before wheeling around. He bounded across the broken furniture and smoldering bodies. Again, he raced toward Tessa. He lowered his head. He was going to impale her on one of those spear-like tusks. If at first you don’t succeed, try and try again …

She couldn’t worry about the persistent boar, though. She had to help her friends. “Magica Cura!” she yelled, flicking her free hand forward, trying out the next-level spell.

Her chest grew arctic cold as Animus left her in a rush of power. Pink flashes of light erupted from her hands only to slam into Steven, healing him. She felt her own energy falter, but the spell worked wonders since Steven was back on his feet a few seconds later and hardly looking worse for the wear.

He swayed for a moment, his eyes hazy and confused. But then he shook off whatever funk he’d been in and called out, “Magica Defensio!” once more. The wereboar thundered into the black shield and bounced away as though he’d run headlong into a brick wall. Butcher adjusted course quickly, though, wheeling about and lunging for Mouse, who’d gotten just a little too close for her own good.

Tessa thought she was safe for a minute, but then the green dragon returned. This time, the female Dragonsoul was ready to hit with her Exhalant attack right away. Fire raged into the room in a searing line of liquid flame. She was aiming for Tessa—a little payback for being shot by her, no doubt.

Tessa closed her eyes. Nothing could save her—

Except for Steven’s shield. But again, the spell failed. Tessa skittered to the side but her wounded leg caught the blast, frying in the unbearable heat of the Dragonsoul’s Inferno Exhalant. She screamed as her mind threatened to snap from the pain. How could that hurt so much? How could anything hurt that much?

“You fuckers need to be leaving! Right now!” Mouse howled. She grew from human form straight to her True Form, an amber-colored dragon, smelling like sweet almonds in a hot oven. Her sheer size filled the room, blocking the green dragon’s attack. She drove a claw into the wereboar’s head, pinning him to the floor. The Warling in the purple suit was thrown backward, and the awful gaunt Magician was eclipsed by her size.

Tessa tried to stand but her leg failed her. Steven, though, picked her up with ease. His tail shot out, slithering around Aria, pulling her across the floor until the magical red chains flickered off. Aria morphed back into a human, naked, raked with wounds. She was unconscious. They needed her awake to flee.

“Magica Cura,” Tessa wept, lifting one hand, which trembled like a leaf in a strong breeze. “Please, cure her … Aria … please.”

The cold froze her chest once more even while the burns on her leg howled as if they hated her for healing Aria and not them. Animus seeped away and gashes on Aria’s skin closed, flesh knitting itself with supernatural speed. She cracked her eyes and sat up, alert and ready for more ass kicking.

Mouse cried out in agony. Then she roared some more. She kept the pig on the ground, but that left the green dragon, the Magician, and Kai Charon there to hurt her, slicing, blasting, and biting at her huge body, which easily filled most of the room.

“We have to help her!” Tessa wailed. How could things turn to shit so fast? What had happened to them?

Mulk. That was the answer. He’d sent in his best.

“We can’t,” Steven whispered bitterly. He’d returned to his naked human form, a big chunk of his Animus gone.

Mouse roared again, exhaling fire. All around her, brilliant orange flames engulfed the bodies of the mercenaries and the other creatures attacking her.

Ammunition in the assault rifles went off, then another explosion rumbled through the annihilated Aerie—this one tremendously loud—maybe a grenade, maybe something else. 

By that time, Tessa, held by both Steven and Aria, had been carried through the glass doors and into the garage. Steven tucked her into the back seat of the orange Ford Bronco. Another earth-shaking explosion followed—definitely a grenade, she decided—and a hefty chunk of the roof fell. The piece of ceiling, easily half a ton of stone, landed squarely on the nearby Dodge Charger. Metal twisted and glass shattered as the car met its untimely end. 

Steven jumped into the cab and slammed the door with a grunt. Aria was beside him, riding shotgun. He gunned the engine and spun the Bronco around, tires squealing murder, as yet another explosion rocked the mountain. 

Flames from the fight inside reached the BMW roadster, and its gas tank ignited. The car was lifted up into the air, consumed by a ball of fiery destruction. Tessa glanced at Steven. He had laser focus as he drove the Bronco down across the pavement, making for the exit. But he misjudged the distance and metal shrieked across rock. They bounced over something, probably more debris from the crumbling ceiling, and then went speeding out of the secret entrance and onto the highway.

Sunlight and trees greeted them, unperturbed by the battle within.

Steven floored it. The tires whined on the pavement as they rocketed forward.

Tessa smelled limes and tequila, unmistakable. What the hell? Were they being attacked by a margarita machine?

No, it was that damn green dragon. The female swooped down from the sky, huge wings outstretched. Tessa could see its emerald scales through the back window. Then the dragon’s awful face leered in on them. She opened her fanged maw.

“Fuck that bitch,” Tessa hissed.

Colt Peacekeeper up, she fired and blew out the back window. Then she unloaded the pistol into the face of the green dragon. Shot after shot blew through the scales until a bullet found the female’s brain. She struck the highway behind them, a big pile of dead dragon meat, which quickly reverted back to her human form. Female. Naked. Dead.

Tessa closed her eyes, feeling Animus flow into her, warming her, but it wasn’t enough to keep her conscious.

Her last thought?

Mouse. They’d lost Mouse. The brave Dragonsoul had sacrificed herself so they could get away.
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Mulk stormed around the hidden floor of the Antlers Hotel in downtown Colorado Springs. In his Homo Draconis form, he clashed through priceless art, scorched ancient books with a gout of fire, and crushed the big dining table into kindling. He scratched gashes into the hardwood floor and ripped apart the starbursts of cherry wood set into the boards. Those damned starbursts were in the shape of that insipid Draco constellation that Stefan Drokharis adored so much.

Judith, arms slung across her naked chest, watched him. So did a half-dozen other women—all part of his Escort, and all accustomed to his storms of rage.

Mulk shifted back to being human and ran a hand through his hair, slicking it back. “I am going to find, kill, and eat Liam Strider. That yellow motherfucker! He said Whipp would be here. He said this was their main Aerie!”

Judith shook her head. “Yes, he thought this was their main Aerie, but then he mentioned the Lookout Mountain Aerie as well.”

“Yes, dammit, I know, but we could’ve ended this here. Now. And the Terror Trio are a bunch of worthless assholes. They didn’t fucking do their fucking job! We lost Lana as well. Those goddamn Colt Peacekeepers.” Mulk stormed up to Judith. Her beauty soothed him. He glanced over to the other women of different sizes, colors, and shapes. Rebecca, Denise, Hatsumi, Ashanta, Mary, and Sabina.

“You commissioned those pistols a hundred years ago,” Judith reminded him. “You used to love them. I was surprised you left them with Edgar Vale.”

Mulk ground his teeth together. “I’ll get the Colts back. And I will replace Lana. We will remember her and honor her memory.”

Judith shrugged. “Lana was never our best asset anyway.”

“Not on the battlefield,” Mulk conceded, “but in the bedroom, she did have her talents.” He turned to address his Escort. “Sabina, read the room. Let’s see if we can find something out about this upstart shithead.”

Sabina, a short Mexican woman, straightened. She wasn’t a Dragonsoul, but a Magician who had progressed far on the Veneficium branch of the skill tree. She raised her hands and whispered, “Magica Divinatio.”

Her eyes flared a deep lavender, glowing with otherworldly light. A mist of purple energy surrounded her outstretched hands. Not a second later, she cried out, “No. It’s impossible. Please. No!” She sank to her knees, hands suddenly clutched to her chest.

“What now!” Mulk thundered.

The rest of his Escort clustered around the woman, all trying to soothe her. All the women except for Judith.

“He knows!” Sabina cried. “The dead. Doorways. We must leave. He … him … the man … the Dragonsoul. A trap. A trap for us.”

Above Sabina, a shadowy circle formed, three feet across, rough and smoky around its edges. She looked up, and a drip of something red splashed down on her face. Not on her face … into her eyes. A drop in each one. She screeched.

The other female Dragonsouls pulled Sabina away. A torrent of molten red poured out of the black portal, hitting the floor with a sizzling splash. The flames started immediately. Other portals opened up, and more of the impossibly hot liquid gushed down. 

“Lava,” Judith said. “It’s portal magic, bringing lava in. We have to get out.” She clenched her jaw. “Now,” she finished coldly.

The lava quickly ate through the hardwood floor but then pooled there to cool. The magma wasn’t dropping down into the rooms below. Whoever had set the trap must’ve cast a spell to keep the molten rock inside the suite.

Mulk darted forward, scooped up Sabina in his arms, and wheeled. He took three long steps and shifted into his Homo Draconis form until he got to the landing on the east side of the Aerie. He heard Judith cast a hide spell, Magica Defensio, so the humans wouldn’t see them. How the monkeys would explain the molten rock in the hidden floor of the hotel, he didn’t know. Not his problem at the end of the day.

In seconds, the vast suite was lost in flame and hardening magma. Mulk, flanked by the rest of his Escort, all dragons now, flew to the office building across the way, where his clothes waited. Judith carried the inert Sabina in her claws, her gleaming eyes betraying no sign of her thoughts. Judith transformed back into her human form once she got close to the window. She walked onto the bare concrete with Sabina still cradled in her arms. All the other Dragonsouls followed suit, taking their cues from Judith, as she was their undisputed leader—after Mulk himself, of course.

Gently, Judith laid Sabina on the floor. Sabina had lost consciousness. Instead of eyeballs, she now had hardened rock. She’d taken twin drips of magma right into her eye sockets.

“Heal her,” Mulk ordered.

“I’ll try.” Judith bent, hands raised, and whispered, “Magica Cura.” The black slag disintegrated, and new eyes grew out of the dust. But they weren’t brown. No, the healing magic had removed the pain and dealt with the stone, but it didn’t grow her new eyes. Now, she had orbs of solid gray.

Sabina woke, blinked, and began to cry. “I can’t see, Rhaegen. I can’t see. Blinded. You’ll throw me away. You’ll cast me out. I can’t serve you. I can’t …”

Judith kissed the woman’s cheek. “Rhaegen will do no such thing. You’re part of his Escort.” She paused and glanced up at him. “We are faithful.”

Mulk didn’t like that his wife was so quick to make that decision. He liked Sabina all right, but he needed full-strength warriors in his Escort, now more than ever. He wouldn’t waste his time with a cripple. He dismissed her from his mind, once more turning to the problem at hand: The Aerie had been protected by portal magic. Portal magic was forbidden, and besides, there was no way the young upstart could do such a thing on his own. So the question was, whose Aerie was it? 

“Sabina,” Mulk rumbled, “you mentioned a man … a Dragonsoul. Who were you talking about?”

“I don’t know,” Sabina said, shaking her head. “There was so much power. I saw it all so clearly, him setting up the spell, warning me, but then he wiped my mind. That Aerie, it’s protected by sorcery that I can barely comprehend.”

“Dammit,” Mulk cursed, curling one hand into a fist, nails biting into his palm.

“Gideon might be able to help get that information out of her,” Judith said. She’d gone from soft caretaker to an unfeeling problem solver. There was a reason he liked her the most. She was as hard and utilitarian as he was.

“And he might be able to fix her eyes,” Mulk said. “If we get him enough Animus. And we all know how our Gideon likes to collect.”

One of his Escort, Hatsumi, a Japanese woman who was still soft, gasped. She was his newest addition, a marriage he’d arranged to solidify relations with Tokyo’s Dragonsoul Prime.

Mulk smirked. “Finding people for Gideon to kill has never been a problem.”

What he really wanted was to feed Steven Whipp to his Magician. With some luck, that would happen.

“Let’s get our asses up to Denver,” Mulk said. “I want to hear, firsthand, from our Terror Trio about this Whipp freak. Not two weeks as a Dragonsoul, and he managed to escape my very best.”

Mulk picked up his shirt. But he dropped it. “On second thought, I’m still pissed, and I need to relieve a little stress. So who wants me?"

Every single woman, including Sabina, raised her hand. They were hardly turned on, and while he enjoyed their lust, he found their fear and obedience just as satisfying.

“You are all such good girls,” he smirked.

He’d already had Judith that day. He chose Hatsumi. Her kisses started out cold, but she soon warmed up.

He was her Prime, after all.

 

***

 

Steven blasted the Bronco’s heater, but it didn’t do much to keep the chill out of the vehicle, not when they were missing the back window. Still, the Bronco took them away from the Lookout Mountain Aerie, and that was all that mattered at the moment. Steven avoided interstates because that kind of wind would freeze his balls off. He got on Highway 93, a pretty stretch of road edged by trees and big red rocks, all under a blue sky.

Aria had her arms wrapped around herself, shuddering softly. Only Tessa, sitting in the back, reloading her pistols, had clothes. Aria had checked her wounds. The burns were bad, but Aria didn’t think she needed a hospital. They’d found a medical kit in the Bronco, thirty years old. The antibiotic cream would probably do nothing, but they had some sterile bandages for Tessa. They’d wrapped her wounded leg and hoped for the best.

The former barista was in good spirits, if a little pale and weak. “So,” she said, “are we going back for Mouse?”

“We hardly have the Animus for another fight,” Aria murmured. She was bruised, burned, hacked, and magic missiled. She had bandages on her as well. They’d taken quite the beating.

“Okay,” Tessa said, “I’ll blow you both. Then we go back.” 

Steven chuckled at that. It hurt to breathe, and he felt as banged up as Aria looked. What was Tessa thinking? She could hardly stand.

“Tessa,” Aria said, “Mouse knew what she was doing. I doubt she could’ve survived that last explosion. She gave her life to save us. That whole Aerie is wrecked.”

Steven clenched his teeth and swallowed down his grief. “All we can do now for Mouse is avenge her.”

“I hate it that they caught us so unprepared,” Tessa complained. “Never again. I’m gonna magic up shit to warn us next time. And poor Mouse. Poor, poor Mouse. We didn’t see her die. She might still be alive.”

Aria didn’t respond to that. Knowing her, she was already planning how to prevent another ambush in the future. “We should’ve bought high-end security equipment. My father in Mumbai lives in a fortress.”

Steven shook his head. “My real father didn’t need it. He had his spells. I vote we do both. Magic and a high-tech security system. Overkill seems sensible these days. Besides, waking up to fight for your life puts a real damper on the day, so I’d rather avoid it if possible.”

Aria punched him. Her words came out angrily. “And you. I heard what you said. You were going to try and fight them all yourself. Steven, we are your Escort. You are the male Dragonsoul that holds us together. It is our duty to sacrifice our lives for you and not the other way around.” She paused. “Mouse did what any of your vassals should. I didn’t think she had a heroic bone in her body, and yet, in our hour of need, she was there, her duty bravely executed.”

Steven took a right and drove into Red Rocks State Park. He pulled off into a turnout. He needed a minute, and he had no idea where they were going. He took in a deep breath. “How about we take a moment of silence for Mouse.”

They all went quiet. A bird chirped through the pine trees. Another flew onto a huge red rock formation. Noise from I-70 filtered through the stone valley where they sat. Tessa sniffed at her tears. She had such a gentle, loving spirit.

Aria, though, was all strength and business. She sat stoically, staring out the window. And Steven knew she was going through a thousand scenarios on how to get out of the situation they were in.

After a few minutes, Tessa spoke. “We need to contact Mouse’s parents and friends. They need to know she’s gone.”

“There are none,” Aria replied. “Mouse made it clear that she was alone in the world. Her father, Cornelius Craygore, was the Prime of the Rocky Mountain Primacy but was killed by a young contender for the throne. Her mother died defending him. Mouse’s status fell, and she lost her friends. Being an unimportant wife to Mulk destroyed her. Hence, the drinking.”

“So sad,” Tessa mourned. “I wish I would’ve been nicer to her. She was so mean, though.”

“Agreed,” Aria said. “And yet, she gave her life to save us.” She paused, lips pursed as she surveyed the vast stretch of wilderness. “That is behind us now. We need to decide what our move is. And on that, I’m not certain.” They lapsed into an uncomfortable, tense silence. 

After a few minutes, Steven spoke. “So, it seems to me we need to drive down to the Colorado Springs Aerie, get set up there, and come up with some sort of warning system. We’re also going to need to be more aggressive on selling stuff. We need money and bad.”

Tessa took off her gun belt and retrieved her phone. Leave it to the barista to have holsters for her pistols and her phone on the same belt. “There might be a problem there.” She thumbed her phone screen and pulled up an urgent news story. “I set up Google alerts,” she explained, “and it seems like Mulk didn’t just attack the Lookout Mountain Aerie. He also hit the Antlers Hotel. The normal news outlets are saying it was some sort of freak fire on the top floor. The indie pages are talking about lava.” She faltered, worry etched into the lines of her face. 

“Looks like the Colorado Springs Aerie is gone.” Tessa gulped back a sob as she scrolled down on her phone. “And they found an unidentified dead woman on the Lookout Mountain Road … blonde, slender, short. That doesn’t sound like the Dragonsoul I killed. It’s Mouse. Has to be. She’s gone. Really gone.”

Steven felt his stomach drop into oblivion. Once again, they had nothing. The disappointment and dread he was feeling wasn’t new. Growing up on the edge of poverty, he and his mom had always worried about money. Every so often, they’d come up short. Steven would go around the neighborhood, asking to do chores for people, and his mom would go to a relative for a loan. They rarely gave her anything because her husband, Joe Whipp, had such a bad gambling addiction. 

Living so close to the edge, Steven had always felt desperate and powerless. Money had ruled his life. 

He’d thought he’d taken care of that with his newfound wealth. Now, that wealth was gone, either blown to bits in the Lookout Mountain Aerie or burned to cinders inside the Colorado Springs Aerie.

Lava. In Colorado Springs. Steven tried to imagine what would cause that. Had Mulk destroyed it out of anger? But they said lava, not fire.  Then he knew: a portal. His father must’ve put in a trap … a portal to an underground fissure of lava. Clever and devastating. Steven had avoided being hit by the trap because of the topaz pendant he had, now in the form of a mystical pen, which was currently attached to the Drokharis Grimoire safe and sound in Tessa’s satchel.

Aria sighed, breaking him out of his reverie. “It is always the same for our kind. It is what your father told you to do, Steven. Gather your Escort, acquire your Hoard, and build your Aeries. Let nothing stop you.”

Hearing those words undid the knot filling Steven’s stomach. They made him want to do wonderful, terrible things. “Yeah, you’re right, Aria. I thought I could skip over that whole ‘acquire your Hoard’ deal. But no, that’s part of being a Dragonsoul. I have my Escort—”

“The beginnings of one,” Aria interrupted. “Two females do not an Escort make. You need at least six.”

“Wow,” Tessa breathed. “That’s a whole lotta lovin’. Ae you up to servicing four other women, Steven?”

He felt himself get excited, and he smiled. “Uh, Tessa, that won’t be a problem. But you two have to know that you’ll always be special to me, no matter how many wives I have.”

Aria took his hand in hers. “I understand that. Do you, Tessa?”

“I do,” the barista turned Magician said. “But it’s not like there’s a limited amount of love. In fact, it’s like Animus—the more love there is among us and Steven, the more powerful it becomes. I love sex, and I love people, so I’m excited to see who else we meet.”

“And if you kill Mulk,” Aria added, “you’ll get his wives automatically. The transitions can be tricky, but when you are their Prime, they will eventually want you. It’s just the way it works.”

“I’m not sure I’m on board with that.” Steven shifted uncomfortably. His naked butt cheeks were sticking to the upholstery. “I want my Escort to be with me of their own free will. If it’s some kind of magic tying them to me, that doesn’t sound like love. That sounds like Stockholm Syndrome.”

“Yeah, that could definitely be a problem,” Tessa said. “But, Steven, you’re so sweet and giving. And hot to boot. You’re a nice package.” She stopped talking for a minute to let him blush. Then she went on. “I’m wondering if I could tweak the telepathic components of the Mind Wipe spells to lessen the effect of this Prime seduction magic. Or wipe it away completely. Then any new women you get can choose.”

Steven groaned. This was all becoming so complicated. “Wait, wait, wait. We don’t need to worry about my Escort. Let’s work on the Hoard part. We need money—or, at the very least, clothes. If you want to work on spells, work on finding a way to hide us. I’m wondering if Mulk’s Magician has some way to track us.”

“If he can, and if he knows who we are,” Aria said, “then he can go after your families. My people are back in India. But Steven, your mother might be in danger. And Tessa, your mother, your sister, and your brother could become targets.”

Steven slammed his hand into the steering wheel. “Aria is right. This changes everything. We need to remove the threat. We need to strike at Mulk directly.”

They all fell silent.

Tessa sighed. “I just wish we knew more about how spells worked. For example, I thought our shield spells could protect us against any form of attack. But the Magician hit Steven through his defensive barrier, and the female dragon breathed fire on me—though in theory the force field should’ve protected me.”

Aria nodded. “Magic was never my strength. Frankly, I’m as confused as you are, Tessa.”

“Maybe my magic sucks.” Steven frowned. “But I don’t care. I’ll kill Mulk with or without spells.”

It was tough talk, but right then, attacking Mulk seemed impossible.

A new fear crept into Steven, but then it changed into anger, a fury so powerful it made him want to tear out the heart of the world. He’d failed to protect Mouse. He’d broken his promise. And he couldn’t stand it. One thing was certain: he wouldn’t let Mulk get the best of him again. That bastard was going to pay in spades.
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Tessa was having a hard time breathing. Red Rocks State Park was beautiful, and she had a million memories of concerts, hikes, and lazy afternoons hanging out with friends there. Yet those happy days seemed like they belonged to someone else.

Her leg ached from the wereboar’s attack. Luckily, it didn’t feel broken, just pulverized. Her burn, though, sent screeching needles of agony through her nervous system.

The physical pain was bad enough, but she also hurt emotionally. She felt awful about losing Mouse, but even worse? Mulk might be going after her family. If anything happened to her mom, her older sister, or her brother, it would destroy her. Up until now, her family had been the most important thing in her life. Her brother, Jared, was diagnosed with childhood MS when he was five. He’d fought the disease, bravely, but at ten he’d found himself in a wheelchair. By the time he was eleven, he needed constant care. 

She racked her brains for who to call, for someone who could help them. For some odd reason, she kept thinking back to the guy who had helped them before. Without asking Steven and Aria, she scrolled through her contacts until she found Bud’s number, then thumbed the call button.

William “Bud” Novak had worked with her at the Coffee Clutch. He still worked there and went to the Metropolitan State University of Denver—Metro, to the locals. He’d been a total douche to Steven, but all that had changed when Steven had changed. During their final dustup with that psychopath Edgar Vale, Bud had helped them. Big time. Then they’d wiped his mind, so he knew nothing about the Dragonsouls. But, despite that, he’d proven himself valuable, reliable even … and besides, she had no one else. Not that could help with this.

Bud answered. “Hey, Tessa. Don’t invite me to any more parties. My dental work cost a small fortune. Luckily, my dad had no problem paying for it. What’s up?”

Tessa winced. “Sorry about that. It was a wild party. And you said it yourself. You can be a real asshole.”

Bud chuckled. She could practically hear his shrug through the phone. “Eh, I am who I am.”

“What the hell, Tessa?” Steven hissed.

She held up a finger. “Hey, Bud, we’re kind of in trouble. No parties this time. Can you meet us?”

“Who’s us?” Bud asked.

“Me, Steven, and Aria. You remember her, right? The foreign exchange student.” Tessa couldn’t believe she was calling Bud. Again. But her instincts were usually really good when it came to people.

“Yeah, I remember.” He paused. “What kinda trouble we talking about here?”

Tessa wasn’t sure what to say. Dragonsouls and their society were a closely guarded secret for any number of reasons. She was still learning about the dragons on Earth, but she thought it had something to do with the Zothoric, evil demons in the universe. That, and the old clichés about governments researching dragons, too much PR, and the headache of the paparazzi. For whatever reason, Dragonsouls were required to stay hidden. The penalty was death.

“Tessa?” Bud asked. “Are you still there?”

“Yeah. As for what kind of trouble—it’s not really something I can talk about. Not over the phone. But … Please, Bud. It’s about my family. Please, can you meet us? Please?”

Bud was quiet for a long beat. Finally, he sighed. “Man, am I gonna regret this. I just know it. But fine. Whatever. I’ll meet you guys. Where at?” 

“Coffee Clutch,” she said at once, “and seriously, Bud, thank you. Oh, and bring clothes,” Tessa added at the end. “For all of us. Steven and Aria are kind of naked at the moment and my dress is…I believe the term is battle-stained.”

“Yep, seriously gonna regret this. See you guys there.” The phone clicked, the line dead.

Steven had turned in the driver’s seat and gave her a long stare. He was clearly mad at her.

“Yes, I know, I know,” Tessa said. “But we’re in trouble. The less our families know, the better. I’m a girl who goes with the flow. Bud helped us save Aria the last time we needed help. And Aria said it herself—Dragonsouls have human vassals. I think we should bring Bud in. Something tells me he can really help us.”

“Bud is a total dick,” Steven said. “He bullied me for months on end. He’s like the required asshat you see in most teen flicks. Do you really think we can trust him?”

“If he betrays us, we kill him,” Aria said simply.

“Ouch,” Tessa muttered with a grimace. Aria, while superhot and phenomenal in bed, definitely had a brutal side to her. Tessa chalked it up to growing up in the constant warfare that permeated Dragonsoul culture. Primes were constantly fighting for territory, conquering other Primacies, and defending themselves from usurpers.

“We’re not going to kill Bud,” Steven said flatly. “Might punch him in the teeth, but I won’t kill him.” He dropped the Bronco into gear and cruised out of Red Rocks, heading for south Denver—Broadway—to their weird rendezvous at the Coffee Clutch.

Ignoring her pain, Tessa called her mom at work. On Wednesdays, Tessa’s sister, Abby, took care of Jared. According to Tessa’s mom, everything was just fine, no problems, nothing sinister. When she asked for more information, Tessa kept her answers vague. She hung up and called her sister. Abby also didn’t report anything suspicious. So far, so good, but she had a sinking feeling that wouldn’t last indefinitely.

Steven had her call his mom next. Getting her on the phone tended to be almost impossible. Thankfully, they got lucky. Florence Whipp was at her job, cleaning the Denver airport. And better yet, she was also okay. At least for now. 

Tessa hung up and frowned. “This is awful. I’m fine fighting Mulk as long as I know our families are safe.”

“You have taken well to battle and murder.” Aria nodded, though she kept her gaze fixed on the rolling foothills outside the window. “You killed those men who attacked us, and, yes, you weep, but you only mourn our fallen friend.”

“Not really murder,” Tessa breathed. “They were trying to kill us. We defended ourselves. It wasn’t like I poisoned their soup.” She thought for a second longer. “But I would. This is total war with Mulk, isn’t it?”

“It is indeed,” Aria said.

“And that’s just fine with me,” Steven murmured, knuckles going white on the steering wheel as he tightened his grip. “That guy already has quite the butcher’s bill, and I intend to see he pays it in full.”

 

***

 

Steven pulled into the back parking lot at the Coffee Clutch. The little restaurant was busy, and four out of the five spaces were full of cars: Subarus and SUVs, the vehicles of choice for Coloradoans. He parked. Tessa was trying to keep a brave face, but her leg obviously hurt her. She had access to the Magica Cura spells, but the healing magic only worked on other people, and unfortunately, Steven didn’t have the mojo yet to cast level-two spells. 

Maybe with more study. Maybe once he leveled up a bit. Maybe.

Steven pushed the thoughts away as Bud came ambling up, walking like a proud peacock who thought he owned the world. Seriously, the guy was six feet of douchebag, blond hair sculpted with product, wearing trendy jeans and a shirt that would’ve paid for at least one elective at Metro if not two. Instead of shoes, he wore hiking sandals. He carried a nylon bag from Whole Foods. Probably clothes for Steven and Aria.

“I hope he brought underwear,” Steven said.

“For you, maybe,” Aria answered. “I wouldn’t want to wear someone else’s undergarments.”

Bud walked up to the driver’s side. His eyes widened. “Dude, Cool Whipp, you been hitting the steroids or what? You’re ripped.”

Steven looked down at his flat abs. It was six-pack city, and he was the mayor.

He flexed a bicep. “You know I’m letting you call me Cool Whipp out of the goodness of my heart, don’t you?”

Bud paled and offered him a shaky grin. “Yeah, man. I’m good if you are. Look, Steven, I was a dick, I admit it. I’m sorry.” He then gave Aria a smile and stole a look at her naked body. “Hey, Aria.”

Aria dropped her arms to expose her luscious breasts, nice and tight against her chest. She had thick nipples that pointed to the sky.

Bud was speechless.

“Apology accepted,” Steven said easily. “Now, give us the clothes.”

Bud pushed the Whole Foods bag through the window, then stepped back. “I’ll give you guys a minute. I’ll be inside.”

He drifted off, shaking his head as though he couldn’t believe what he’d just seen.

“Do you really think this is a good idea?” Steven asked both women.

“We’ll see,” Aria replied. “If this doesn’t go well, I will wipe his mind and send him on his way.”

Tessa pulled off her battle-stained clothes. She wiggled into a tie-dyed dress, long enough to cover her legs. “Then he won’t remember seeing you naked, Aria. That was a huge deposit into his spank bank. A least a month’s worth.”

“Two months easy,” Steven said. 

Aria slipped on a red dress. “I don’t know what that means, and I’m not sure I want to know.”

“I understand that,” Tessa said. “Picturing Bud masturbating does nothing for me.”

Aria paused, made a face, and sighed. “Spank bank. As in spanking the monkey. Very inappropriate.”

“That’s me.” Tessa chuckled. “Ms. Inappropriate.”

Steven wiggled into khaki slacks, wickedly tight, and a polo shirt, also tight. No underwear. Which was good and bad. Bud had brought flip-flops for both him and Aria. They were going to look ridiculous, but hopefully it would only be for a little bit.

How could they afford new clothes? New supplies? He’d left every bit of their cash from the Corvette sale inside the Lookout Mountain Aerie.

Inside the Coffee Clutch, they found Bud at a corner booth. Eduardo, the manager and motherfucker in charge, waved at Steven and Tessa. Steven didn’t know why, but going back to a place where he used to work always felt a little awkward … like he didn’t really belong there. He’d moved on, but subconsciously he was preparing for Eduardo to toss a dirty towel his way and tell him to go clean the microwave in the back.  

Bud had ordered them all their usual drinks. For Aria, that was a chai tea latte. For Tessa, a soy mocha with an extra shot of espresso. For Steven, a large black coffee. Joe Whipp had taught his son to drink coffee-flavored coffee. Steven’s adopted father was fond of saying, “If you want a cup of cream and sugar, order cream and sugar, but don’t call it coffee.”

Bud had also bought food and filled the table with scones, some leftover breakfast sandwiches, and a few BLT’s—the Wednesday lunch special. 

“I didn’t know what kind of food you all wanted,” Bud said, spreading his hands apologetically. “So I got a little bit of everything.”

“We can pay you back,” Steven growled, so angry at being poor again. But he was savagely hungry. He gulped down two of the BLT’s. Now that he was a full Dragonsoul, his appetite was insatiable. He needed an insane number of calories to keep himself going.

“How much was it?” Tessa asked. “I have some cash.” From inside the leather satchel where she kept the Drokharis Grimoire, she pulled out a wad of hundred-dollar bills.

Steven looked at the money in wonder. “Where did you get that?” he asked.

Tessa shrugged. “You never keep all your cash in one place. I grabbed fifteen hundred dollars and stuck it away for a rainy day.”

“It’s not supposed to rain today,” Aria said. Then she rolled her eyes at herself. “An American idiom. Yes. I understand.”

Steven took a break from eating to kiss Tessa. “You’re amazing.”

“Ms. Amazing,” Tessa said. “I’m collecting names today.”

Bud interrupted them. “No, guys, this is my treat. Really. Y’all look terrible. Did you get in a fight or something?”

“Battle,” Tessa said. She then gave Steven a long look. “You’re in charge. Should we tell him?”

Steven finished off a blueberry scone. Eating, he felt better. Apparently being “hangry” as a Dragonsoul was a real problem. Tessa and Aria dug into the food while everyone waited on him. He stared at Bud, trying to get a sense of the guy. Then he remembered how Bud had volunteered to return to Mulk’s Denver Aerie at the top of the Wells Fargo Building with pizza. He had been the perfect distraction. That took guts; Bud went back knowing it meant another asswhipping, if not death. There seemed to be a brave, noble core underneath his shallow bravado.

“Bud, I have a secret,” Steven said finally. “If I bring you into that secret, and if you betray us or tell anyone, we’ll have to hurt you.” He paused, staring Bud dead in the eye, holding his gaze. “We might have to kill you.”

Bud laughed—though it was a nervous, uncertain thing—then threw looks at Aria and Tessa. He sobered instantly when he realized he was the only one laughing. The somber look on his face made Bud look older, more mature. “You’re not joking, are you?”

Steven shook his head. “Now, you can go back to your normal life, not knowing that secret, and we’d be cool. But if I tell you, you become a part of my crew. You become my vassal.”

“And you’re like a feudal lord,” Bud said seriously, once again glancing at Tessa and Aria, gauging their responses. “What the fuck is going on here?” he finally said, not angry, but genuinely interested. “Tell me.” 

“No, really, think about it.” Steven sipped his coffee. Damn, it was good … as black and as bitter as an ugly divorce.

Bud leaned back. “Look, man, you called me, naked, asking for clothes. You called me. I was a real asshole to you, and even Tessa got impatient with me, and she has the patience of a saint. You gave me a chance to do you a favor, even after our history together. I like that. And this new you, Steven, it’s so different. I’ve got to know. I’ve always said I wanted to live an exciting life. I’m thinking that if you tell me the secret, I’ll get all the adventure I can handle. Ain’t no way I’m going to walk away from that.”

Steven glanced at Aria. She nodded.

Then he told Bud everything, in a quiet voice, as people trickled through, no idea of the extraordinary things happening so close at hand.

When Steven was finished, Bud nodded and grinned. “No wonder I couldn’t remember that night. And I went back with the pizza? How awesome am I?”

“Stupidly awesome,” Tessa quipped.

“Obviously,” Bud said smugly, folding his arms across his chest. “Okay, but I’m going to want to see some proof. I mean, you have to transform into a dragon for me. That seems like the bare minimum.”

“We can arrange that,” Aria said. “But not here. Dragonsouls must be kept secret. That is our number one rule.”

“Gotcha,” Bud agreed, shooting her a finger gun. “Read you loud and clear. So, you guys need a safe place to crash, and you need money, and we need to protect your families. This Mulk motherfucker is hardly going to play fair. This is total war. I can respect that. Now, let me tell you a little about me.”

Steven listened as Bud opened up—really opened up—for the first time. Turned out, Bud’s father wasn’t just a lawyer but owned a law firm that did legal consulting for the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission. Bud, himself, had done well in the stock market, buying, selling, and trading. He was pre-law at Metro, paying for it himself. He didn’t like taking money from his father, though the two were close. He’d gotten a job at the Coffee Clutch as a hobby but also to finance his trading and to hang out in the center of Denver. He had an expensive loft near Coors Field in the lower downtown district. 

That made Steven raise his eyebrows. Bud was paying at least three thousand dollars a month for a place like that in Lodo. There was a lot more to William “Bud” Novak than first met the eye. Suddenly, Steven was immensely glad Tessa had listened to her gut—maybe Bud had been a douchebag of epic proportions, but now Steven was grateful to have him along for the ride.

“How much money do you have again?” Bud asked Tessa.

“Fifteen hundred dollars.”

Bud sucked in a breath and then talked a mile a minute. “Give me a thousand of that. I have Fortune 500 stocks that have dipped. They’re bound to go up and go up big. With your permission, I can then move that money around to work on building back your Hoard. You can stay at my place until you get back on your feet. As for your families, my dad’s law firm has a personal security force. I can hire two teams, one for Tessa’s family and one for your mom, Steven. We’ll call that an interest-free loan. The security teams can keep an eye out for any shady shit going down.”

Steven shook his head. “No, we can’t ask that much from you. I won’t accept charity.”

Bud rolled his eyes. “I’m your vassal, man. This isn’t charity. This is me investing in you and your company … er … Primacy. And if you get big, we can see about you hiring on my dad’s law firm. You’re going to need a team of lawyers. I guarantee you that Mulk has a legal team. You can’t do shit in this world without lawyers. We’re the glue that holds civilization together. At least human civilization.”

“Bullshit,” Tessa broke in. “What do you call a thousand lawyers buried at the bottom of the ocean?”

Bud finished the joke. “A good start. Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know. But you’re going to need contracts, a will, definitely a will, and a bunch of other legal stuff.”

“What do you get out of this?” Steven asked, eyes narrowing.

“A percentage of your Hoard,” Bud said like a lawyer. “And adventure, man. Fucking adventure.” He grinned and leaned forward, elbows resting on the tabletop. “This is just too awesome.”

“You worked at the Coffee Clutch as a hobby?” Tessa wondered. “What the hell?”

Bud smirked. “I wanted to see how the other ninety-eight percent lived. You guys have it rough. Believe me, it was educational. And the coffee was good.”

“Alright,” Steven finally agreed, “but we can’t stay at your place. If we go there, there’s a good chance it’ll be destroyed. I keep losing houses to Mulk. My apartment burned down. The Lookout Mountain Aerie was blown to pieces, and the Colorado Springs Aerie got hit by lava.”

“Lava?” Bud asked. “Like molten rock?”

Steven nodded. “Yeah. Portal magic. Don’t ask.”

“Okay, don’t really want fucking lava in my pad,” Bud said. “Then again, it’s only stuff. Stuff is temporary. But what you’re trying to build, Steven? That’s an empire. And empires last.”

Tessa reached out and took Steven’s hand. “We could crash in the loft upstairs. Donny didn’t pay his rent, right, Bud?”

Bud raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, poor Donny. Can’t get that monkey off his back. He took off a week ago. You could go up there. With three of you, it’ll be tight, but with your arrangement, you might like that. I’ll clear it with Eduardo.”

Tessa frowned. “I have to go home, Steven, to check on my brother. I know it’s dangerous, but it’s something I need to do.”

“You do that,” Bud said, “while I invest your money and take care of getting the security teams set up. But if Mulk hasn’t hit your families, there’s a good chance he doesn’t know about them. Either way, let’s play it safe.”

“What about seeing us transform?” Steven asked.

“Man, it’s pretty fucking clear you’re not playing with me. You’re a good guy, Cool Whipp. I can trust you. I have good instincts about shit like this.”

Tessa gave Steven a secret smile. “I have good instincts too. This is all going to work out fine.”

Steven wanted to believe that, but even with Bud’s help, they were still in trouble. And after forking over a grand for investments, they only had five hundred dollars to their name. How far would that go? Not far enough.

Steven closed his eyes. He needed to sleep, both he and Aria needed another healing spell, and they all needed a good dose of Animus.

Once the finished their drinks, they left the Coffee Clutch. Bud went one way, and Steven with his Escort went another. 

The sky was blue and hopeful.

But a storm was coming. Steven could feel it. They needed an edge to fight Mulk. But who, other than Bud, could help them?

And why had his shield spell failed during the fight with the Terror Trio? He just didn’t know. They all had a world of shit to learn but no time to learn it.
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Tessa took a turn driving the big orange Bronco when they headed to her house. She’d taken a buttload of Advil, so the pain of her burn was better, but her leg still throbbed in time with her heart. Keeping on top of it was getting harder as the minutes passed. Good thing that the tie-dye dress hid the bandages on her legs.

They pulled off the freeway and wound their way through the backstreets until she pulled up in front of the duplex in Englewood. A nice little red brick place with a quaint lawn—the grass mostly yellow—and neatly manicured bushes out front.

She was never more grateful for their neighbors. The other part of the duplex was owned by two huge police officers, Bart and Barry. On many a night, Tessa and her mom had called them to investigate strange noises.

Problem was, Bart and Barry would have no chance against even one Dragonsoul if Mulk decided to send in a hit squad. 

Steven rode shotgun and Aria was in the back seat, but she was leaning forward to talk with them. “There is a good chance Mulk will not involve civilians. He’ll have to explain any murder of humans to the Primes in surrounding territories. Yes, Mulk is powerful and has the Denver Police Department in his pocket, but civilian murders can get messy, especially in America. In India, it’s easier to make people disappear.”

Fear shook through Tessa. The idea of her family disappearing made her sick to her stomach. “I’ll go in quick. I just want to check on them. Make sure they’re okay, and that they know I’m okay. I’m so grateful to Bud for his security team.”

“Fucking Bud,” Steven said in wonder. “Who knew he had all those secrets?”

“Yeah,” Tessa agreed, “that was some Undercover Boss shit right there. I had no idea. I knew he came from money—you can’t dress like he does unless you have some seriously deep pockets—but him working at the Coffee Clutch as a hobby? Fuck me.”

“Later,” Steve whispered. “Park down the street.”

Tessa dreaded the walk in on her hurt, burned leg. But she pulled over anyway. She needed to do this. For her. For her family.

“I’ll stay and keep watch,” Aria said. “If you are attacked, I can take them in the rear.”

“He said we’ll do that later,” Tessa joked. “Jeez, Aria, you’re such a dirty girl.”

Aria was speechless for a second, and then she bubbled out, “I am not a dirty girl. I enjoy sex, and that doesn’t make me dirty. It makes me a Dragonsoul.”

“Good point,” Tessa breathed. “Sex positive! Come on, Steven, I’ll need to lean on you to get there.”

Steven helped her down the sidewalk past lawns still withered from winter. Green shoots were doing their best to break through the brown. 

The smells of her neighborhood greeted Tessa: the lawns, someone cooking a roast, and someone else had a fire in their fireplace—a plume of gray smoke drifted up from a nearby roof. For a minute, she wished for simpler days, when she’d been a normal girl growing up in a normal suburb. Now? Everything had changed. Nothing was simple.

Tessa kept an eye out for any strange looking characters, both on the ground and in the sky. She might not be able to see a dragon coming because she was human, and Dragonsouls had powerful magic to hide themselves. Steven would see, however. He would be able to stop them. And if he needed help, Aria was still in the Bronco parked just down the way.

Tessa keyed through the front door. In the living room, her brother sat in his wheelchair in front of a big TV, playing a video game. On good days, he had the muscular control to kick some ass playing any number of games from Mass Effect to Call of Duty to Fortnite. He liked them all right, but he enjoyed some indie games more. His favorites were Undertale, Little Nightmares, Inside, and Albino Lullaby. That was his favorite. It was so horrific and awesome and strange!

Jared had a tiny, withered body, but a large head with big expressive eyes and soft dark hair. When he smiled, it was like he smiled with his whole body.

Jared spun and paused the game. His eyes lit up when he saw his sister. “Tess! Well, you’ve finally come to visit. Sure, you get a boyfriend, a girlfriend, and a new life and you forget all about your long-lost brother.”

Tessa felt her eyes flood with tears, but she laughed them away. He was kidding. He was always joking around with her, but the idea of abandoning him, or losing him, made her get emotional. She kissed his cheek.

“Ugh,” Jared said. “None of that mushy stuff. Introduce me to your man-child.”

Steven walked up and put out a hand.

Jared took it and they shook. Then he cleared his throat. “And just what are your intentions for my sister?”

Steven grinned. “I think we’re pretty much married at this point. I can’t imagine my life without her.”

Jared did his best to look distant and unimpressed. “Uh huh. Now what of children? I would like a niece and a nephew, one of each. Can you make that happen?”

“Trying my best!” Steven said and then blushed. “Damn, shouldn’t joke about sex with my girlfriend’s kid brother.”

Jared chuckled. “Damn, probably shouldn’t curse either.” He turned to Tessa. “Well, Tessa, I like him. He just might be a keeper.”

“He definitely is,” Tessa said. “You two talk. I’m going to check on Abby.”

She had ulterior motives. She wanted to check every room to make sure no one was there. Yes, she was being paranoid, but this was her family.

Right then, Tessa knew they had to defeat Mulk. Jared wouldn’t be safe until Steven was the Dragonsoul Prime of the Great Plains. Then, with their Hoard and vassals, they could stop anything bad from happening to the ones they loved.

Tessa found Abby in the back of the duplex, in her sewing room, embroidering next to a window where sunlight shined down. The room smelled of the flowery air freshener plugged into the wall. Abby rocked back and forth in a rocking chair. Tessa sat down on a little colorful bench.

Abby was two years older and so pretty it hurt, though in a far more traditional way. While Tessa had liked getting tattoos and piercings, Abby went the conventional route with unshaved hair and bangs. She loved her boyfriend, and they had a very monogamous relationship that worked well for them. Abby and Tessa couldn’t have been more different, but they’d remained close, respecting each other’s decisions.

Abby looked up and a smile broke across her face like a sunrise, transforming her from beautiful to stunning. “Tessa,” she said, before standing up with a squeal and throwing her arms around Tessa, drawing her into a deep hug. After a moment, she pulled away, holding Tessa at arm’s length as she regarded her. “You look so good, sis,” she said, “but also different. Changed.” The smile slipped just a hair, then returned full force a second later. “It’s love, isn’t it? You met someone.”

Tessa only sighed—Abby always was good at reading her like a book. She dropped onto a nearby stool while Abby took the rocking chair once again. “Yes,” Tessa admitted rather sheepishly, “I met a boy. Steven.” She glanced down, fidgeting restlessly. “He’s changed my world, Abby.” Before she knew it, she was spilling the beans on Steven, on how cool he was. How sweet. How generous and caring.

“So, you’re really serious about this Steven?” her sister asked.

Tessa nodded, grinned, then tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Serious isn’t strong enough. It’s more than that. It’s like he’s opened a doorway into a whole other world for me. I’ve been studying … I’ve never been more focused. It’s like magic.” She had to smile at herself. Her life had literally become magical, and she’d seen doorways into other worlds on top of the St. Vrain Aerie.

“So are we talking marriage here?” Abby asked.

“Maybe,” Tessa admitted. “It’s only been a couple of weeks, but I already feel married. I feel like this is forever.”

Abby looked genuinely surprised. “That’s huge talk coming from you. You’re not exactly … the monogamous type. Would he be okay if you strayed?”

“That’s the thing,” Tessa said. “I don’t feel like I need to. And it’s not monogamy we’re talking about here … there’s another woman with us, Aria. Between the two of them, I can’t imagine I would ever feel unsatisfied. No, things are going really well.”

They were quiet for a minute, Abby searching her face. “There’s something else, though,” she finally said. “There’s something bothering you. Eating at you. Something big.” She frowned, the wheels in her head clearly turning. “You’re worried about us,” Abby finally said. “Are you in some kind of trouble? Are we?”

Damn she was good. Tessa had to edge around the truth. “Maybe. Abby, we don’t know yet. Just keep the doors locked, and if you see anything out of the ordinary, take it seriously.”

“See something, say something?” Abby asked.

“That’s right,” Tessa said. “And feel free to call Bart and Barry. You know how much they love to act manly around us poor, fragile women.”

Abby rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I know, I know. I think they both thought they’d be dating us not a month after moving in. At first I thought they might be gay, but no, not gay. They can’t stop checking us out.”

Tessa eased herself off the stool. Her burned leg screamed again, but she didn’t wince. She had to keep up appearance as best she could. She kept a straight face as she knelt and hugged her sister in her rocking chair. “Stay alert. I can’t say more, but keep Mom and Jared safe.”

Abby nodded. “I will. Now, let’s meet the boyfriend.”

Tessa watched proudly as Steven greeted Abby. They talked for a bit, even Jared did, keeping his game paused. That spoke volumes. Steven was confident without being arrogant, he was polite without being weak, and when he smiled, it was genuine. By the time they left, both Abby and Jared were smitten with him.

The door closed behind them, and Tessa fell against Steven. “Let’s get back to the Coffee Clutch. My leg … fuck … Steven, it hurts.”

She was feeling awful, but her family was safe. And soon Bud would have his security team keeping watch. Throw in Bart and Barry, and things might turn out okay.

Then again, with Jared’s disease, death had always been a threat. He was the product of a one-night stand after Tessa’s father died, so technically, Jared was her half-brother, but it never felt like that. Jared’s father was good with child support, but he couldn’t handle the responsibility of raising a special needs son, so he wasn’t around much. Sometimes, Tessa worried that Jared had too much “girl” around him, and she tried to butch it up when she was with him.

The reality was, even if Mulk didn’t attack her family, Jared’s disease would eventually take him away. It was hard to think about that. Every second with her brother was precious.

And she was determined to give him as much time as possible to enjoy life. Jared loved his video games, every flavor of ice cream, movies, and dogs. The entire neighborhood was required to bring their pets around so Jared could pet them. The look on his face when a cat curled up in his lap to purr was priceless. He’d already been dealt a crappy hand. She needed to keep him safe.

They had to end Mulk and his threat of violence. But how? That was the real question. They needed a secret weapon.

No. With the Terror Trio in the mix? They needed a miracle.

If only her leg didn’t hurt so much…
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Steven woke up in the loft above the Coffee Clutch. It was past midnight and the place was closed, but he smelled coffee. Rich, bold, enticing. Eduardo had been cool about letting them stay in the single-room apartment with a bathroom the size of a closet. The shower hung over the toilet and drained right into the floor. That sucked because now that they’d showered, the floor was wet, so when you went to the bathroom, you’d get your feet wet. Clammy cold feet in the middle of the night made you want to reevaluate your life choices.

But not Steven. Though they’d lost everything, including Mouse, he was determined to rebuild everything, bigger and better. This time, it would be his—not some hand-me-down from his dead father. And with Aria curled up next to him for warmth, he’d never felt better. It was a tight fit in the room and on the bed, but the three had been so tired, they’d made it work.

Steven reached for Tessa. She wasn’t there.

He slipped off the bed and knocked into a little table that held a microwave and a hotplate. Not much of a kitchen. The only sink was in the bathroom, and it was a tiny corner thing. The place was clean, though. Donny might’ve had a little drug problem, but he was the neatest junky there ever was.

Steven crept down the twisting staircase and into the storage room and then out behind the bar. Tessa was there, at the espresso machine.

He took a moment to just stare at her—appreciate her. She’d grabbed an oversize T-shirt to sleep in, and though it was basically formless fabric, he could see the curve of her hips and the poke of her nipples. Her calves were so shapely above her cute feet. Her toenails were painted black, but she’d decorated them with speckles like stars.

A chain of roses circled her left leg while on her right was the Ace bandage covering the burns. He could still see the Celtic patterns rising up from her ankle though. They curled up past her knee and ended at her hip. He hadn’t asked her yet what some of her tattoos meant. Ink was a very personal thing. Her hair was pulled up out of her face and he could see where she’d shaved it above her left ear. While she brewed up her coffee, she had the Drokharis Grimoire open next to her and was studying it intently.

Steven was brought back to all the millions of times he’d studied her while she worked, trying not to stare, looking at her and then glancing away so she wouldn’t notice. Now, he could lean against the wall and look as much as he wanted. He wore the khaki slacks, which he couldn’t button, but the zipper managed to hold them up.

Tessa turned. There were tears on her face.

Steven went quickly to her, taking her hand. “Tessa, what’s wrong?”

“I hurt,” she whispered. “I hurt so fucking much. I rummaged around for where Eduardo generally keeps his edibles, but he’s out. The Advil is stupid. I don’t want to wimp out, but there’s no way I can sleep with the burns on my leg.”

“Let’s take you to Denver Health,” Steven said. “They can give you something for the pain.”

“We’re hiding out,” Tessa said. “We don’t know if Mulk has contacts there. No, it’s safer if I stay here and just deal. I’ve been going over the grimoire. It’s a great primer, but I think there are other books. At least two more volumes. Your dad was smart. He wasn’t going to put everything in one volume. But the thing is, they wouldn’t really help if you didn’t have the grimoire. Also, where it talks about other books, there’s a blank passage. It’s totally strange. It’s like someone erased a whole paragraph.”

“I noticed that,” Steven said. “I tried pressing the topaz pen there, but nothing happened. Did you try?”

Tessa nodded. “I did. If only we could find those other books. It might solve the mystery of the missing paragraph.”

Steven listened intently. He was looking for a secret weapon against Mulk. Modern Dragonsouls shied away from magic and had chosen to embrace modern technologies instead. Except for Stefan Drokharis. And it seemed he’d paid the price for his rebellious spellcasting.

“Let’s have you sit down,” Steven said. “And no coffee for you. I know you think caffeine doesn’t affect you, but I’m not going to take that chance.”

“It was half-caf,” Tessa protested weakly. She walked around the bar and sat down at a table. She lifted her leg gingerly and rested it on another chair with a pained wince.

Steven grabbed the book and brought it with him. So far, he’d only been able to cast the most basic shield spell. The healing spells were still out of his reach.

But that needed to change. Now. Tessa was suffering—a member of his Escort was suffering—and he had the power to change it. 

First, he gently undid the bandage covering Tessa’s leg. The skin was bright red, blistered, and angry. Burns were an insidious type of injury because infection was always such a threat. 

Tessa turned her head. “This is so embarrassing. I feel so ugly.” She pressed her eyes closed as though she couldn’t bear to look. “If only I could heal myself.”

“We’ll get there,” Steven said. He thought self-healing was possible at upper levels. But he wasn’t sure. Just like he didn’t know why his shield didn’t work against the Magician’s magic missiles and the green dragon’s fire. Fuck, there was so much he still didn’t understand.

Steven grabbed a chair and slid it over. He opened the grimoire on his lap and skipped pages until he found the Veneficium section after taking a quick peek at the skill tree.

 

[image:  ]

 

The right wing of the dragon mapped out the basic spell abilities. Steven focused on the Cura spell. His Animus was low, though. He could manage a shield spell but not a new form of magic. He’d leveled up, which seemed to increase the amount of Animus he could hold and focus at any given point, but he wasn’t clear on how levels affected spellcasting. Or even if they affected spellcasting. For all he knew, a Level One could cast Porta spells, which seemed to be the highest class of spell. Sure, that was probably unlikely, but he couldn’t say with any certainty. 

“Hold on,” Steven said. He hurried through the coffee shop and back up to the loft. He bent and kissed Aria’s cheek. “I need you. Tessa needs you.”

Aria was awake in seconds. Her hand went between his legs. She expertly drew him out of the tight pants.

Steven sucked in a breath. He stood up as she shifted in the bed to take him in her mouth. Then it was heaven in her hand, in her mouth, until he found himself on the edge.

Aria stopped. “Is it her burns? Are you going to try and heal her?”

“I am,” Steven said.

“That’s powerful magic,” she replied. “Let’s go downstairs.”

Aria was naked, but Steven had to squeeze out of the khakis. Naked, both descended the stairs. Tessa had taken over studying the book, clearly trying to ignore her wounds. When she saw them, she smiled. “You both look so hot. I might be able to forget about the pain just watching you. Good idea, Steven!”

“It’s not just that. I have to heal you. Have to.” Steven led Aria to a table. She climbed on top of it on all fours. She stuck her ass into the air as a clear invitation.

Steven took a minute to admire her shapely curves and the hidden folds of her sex, which were getting warm, wet, and ready for him.

The shades had been pulled over the window, so no one would be able to see them. 

Steven pulled Aria’s thighs apart and licked her softly. In no time, he had her wiggling against him. 

Tessa maneuvered around so she could kiss Aria while teasing her breasts. Aria couldn’t wait. “Now, Steven. I’m so hot. I need it now.”

“Music to my ears,” he quipped. He helped her off the table, and she bent over it, legs spread.

Tessa was there, her eyes glittering like diamonds.  

Steven gazed into the barista’s face while he entered Aria, who gasped. “Yes, that’s it. I love you in me, Steven. I love it so much.”

“Powering up never felt so good,” Tessa said in a sultry voice. She sat down on a chair, pulled up her dress, and touched herself as she watched Steven slide in and out of Aria.

Steven’s chest was warming up as Animus swirled around them, from Tessa, from Aria, and from his own ecstasy.

“Stop for a minute,” Aria whined. “Stop and let me come. Go deep, grab my hips, but stay in me, deep, so deep, so good.”

Steven gripped Aria’s pliant hips and drove himself all the way into her core. Aria touched her secret spot, and a moment later, she was orgasming, shuddering. Her skin glowed, and she panted through her pleasure.

“Watching her come is so hot,” Tessa murmured. “So fucking hot.” She was the next to experience heaven. Light poured out of her eyes and mouth as she radiated with Animus.

Steven couldn’t help himself. He went back to pounding Aria, gripping her hips, eyes on Tessa’s hard nipples capping her big breasts, clearly visible through the T-shirt.

Then he fell into an orgasm. Every cell in his body ignited with the mystical energy. His chest felt like an oven, but he loved it, loved the surge of power and gratification he was feeling.

Still hard, he pulled out of Aria. He went to Tessa, sitting on a chair. He got between her legs and pushed himself into her.

Tessa lost her breath. He stopped breathing, too. He’d gotten so turned on licking Aria, then watching the two women kiss that he was given another batch of bliss right away. Again, the Animus heated his body.

He touched Tessa’s face. “Magica Cura,” he whispered, willing the spell to work, pumping all of the Animus flowing through him into the words. All doubts were forgotten. Like before, when he had trouble becoming a full dragon, it was simply embracing his true nature as a Dragonsoul. He was born to fight and fuck, to cast spells, to embrace his destiny as a part of the Drokharis clan.

“It’s happening again,” Tessa whimpered. “Oh, it’s happening. It’s all happening.”

He felt her center grip him and then release as she pulsated around him.

More Animus, a lot more, swept through him, but then he channeled it into Tessa’s body. They were both a supernova of love, lust, and magic.

Aria went around to kiss Tessa, the act both merciful and passionate. 

Steven felt dizzy, his head swimming, and his muscles ached because he was holding up his own body weight and Tessa’s—both balanced precariously on the chair. Thankfully, the owner of the Coffee Clutch hadn’t skimped on the quality of the furniture or they might’ve been in trouble.

But this was too much. He couldn’t control his mind nor his body. He felt himself falling, falling, falling.

But he didn’t hit the floor.

He found himself back at the center of the universe, where he’d gone when he’d become a full Dragonsoul in the sacred pools of the Lookout Mountain Aerie. For a split second, he wondered if the hot springs had been destroyed in the apocalyptic battle that had killed Mouse. Then the thought was swept away as his mind marveled at the power he felt and the place where he floated. Around him spun stars, planets, nebulas, and every kind of astronomical wonder.

He was dressed in a white robe, and he was glad for that because his father was floating there as well—and not the rambler, Joe Whipp. No, his real father, Stefan Drokharis.

The bearded older man wore the suit he’d been wearing in Steven’s very first vision. It was black with a sleek white shirt, no tie.

Stefan Drokharis smiled at him. “You’ve unlocked the next level of your powers, my son. I can only answer a single question … for those are the rules of life and death that bind me. One question.” He smiled, small crow’s feet forming at the corners of his eyes. “Think on it carefully.”

Steven had no idea what to ask. He had a zillion questions. Why had his shield spell failed? How did leveling match the skill tree? But really, any questions about magic came down to one thing. “How can I beat Rhaegen Mulk?”

His father’s smile deepened. “Yes, that is what you need right now. That is clear. The simple answer is to gather your Escort, acquire your Hoard, and build your Aeries. Let nothing stop you. I pray I have helped in some small way with that.”

“You have,” Steven replied. “Now, what is the more complicated answer?” He prayed he hadn’t wasted his one question with something so general.

The elder Drokharis nodded solemnly. “You have the Drokharis Grimoire, at least the first volume. But I had to split the books lest they fall into the wrong hands. Find allies, my son. Find the enemy of your enemy and seek wisdom from him. The power you wield is great, but it’s nothing compared to the Primacy you must build. Working together with friends old and new, lovers old and new, all will give you what you need. Dragonsouls are not meant to be alone, though some of our kind seek that state of unwise solitude.”

Before Steven could ask about the mysterious missing paragraph in his father’s spell book, the elder Drokharis did the unexpected. He embraced Steven in a bear hug. “I’m proud of you. Everything and everyone is against you, but you shall meet every challenge. The way will be difficult. In the end, however, you will be victorious.”

Steven felt a wave of emotion crash through him. It was every shade of love, sorrow, hope, pain at being separated from his true family. It was years of longing for a father and some kind of connection to a world that was so full of disappointment, chaos, and suffering.

An instant later, his father and their astral home were gone, faded to nothing, the Coffee Clutch reforming around him. He blinked and had that same feeling he had after a really good dream. It felt real and fake all at the same time, and he had to force himself to remember that he’d just talked to his father, his real father, who had embraced him for real.

Steven was on the floor with both Aria and Tessa caressing him, begging him to come back, worry in their voices.

“It’s okay,” he slurred. “I’m okay. I saw my father …” He couldn’t talk. Tears were in his eyes and his chest felt heavy. But the Animus, that glorious energy, still filled him.

He let the women help him onto a chair. “Water,” he whispered. “And something to eat. We can pay Eduardo back.”

“Perhaps, but that will cut into our Hoard of five hundred dollars,” Aria said sarcastically.

Steven took what she said hard, but now they had definite answers. He gulped down half a dozen day-old donuts and then drank as much water as he could.

“You saw your father?” Tessa asked in wonder.

Steven nodded. He glanced down. Tessa’s leg was completely healed. Now he could see that the Celtic pattern of her tattoo was actually a series of links in a chain. Yeah, he’d have to ask her about that … but later. First, though, he told them of his vision, reciting what his father said word for word. Aria and Tessa sat on either side of him.

Tessa nodded as he spoke. “The enemy of your enemy is your friend. Classic. But who do we know who hates Mulk?”

Aria had the answer. “Liam Strider—the yellow dragon who kidnapped me.”

“Him?” Tessa asked in wonder. “Uh, not sure if we’re thinking of the same guy, because last time I checked, that guy tried to kill us.”

“Yes,” Aria agreed. “But afterwards, after he failed, he was driven from his Aerie by Edgar Vale. There can’t be love between Liam and Mulk. All of Liam’s artwork was destroyed in the fight and fire.”

“Liam?” Steven shook his head, feeling jealous. “So you’re on a first-name basis with that yellow fucker?”

“He’s a Ronin,” Aria said simply, then shrugged one shoulder. “He has no allegiance. And he had no interest in me. He’s an odd one, but if anyone can help us, it would be him. He doesn’t have an Escort, for whatever reason.”

“Okay,” Steven said. “How can we find him?”

A buzzing sound echoed through the coffee shop. At first, Steven prepared for an attack—he had the Animus for it—but then he realized it was only a cell phone. Tessa’s phone.

She got up and retrieved her cell from its holster on her gun belt. It was hanging off a chair. Tessa was smart. She’d kept her weapons close.

She scrolled the phone on. Her eyes widened.

“It’s a text,” she said with a gasp. 

“From who?” Steven asked, hoping against hope it wasn’t news that her family had been attacked.

Tessa turned the phone so they could see. “From Mouse.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EIGHT

 

 

[image:  ]

 

 

Mulk grimaced. Humans. He was going to have to deal with humans, and not just anyone, but the mother of his enemy. It was a dishonorable move, he knew, and yet it was the next logical step. He sat in a Cadillac Escalade in the early morning hours with Judith and his Magician, Gideon Scaramanga. 

The Thornton neighborhood was just waking up, a few people walking their dogs, most of the humans inside their boxes scurrying around, getting ready for some tedious job. Pathetic. And yet the billions of apes on the planet had their uses.

“Are you sure you can’t find Whipp using your magic?” Mulk asked the Magician in the back seat.

The pale, gaunt man with his colorless gray eyes shook his head. He stank. He was sick. He was a sadist. However, Gideon could do things no other Magician could.

Mulk growled and pushed out of the car and walked up to the house. He wore his favorite silk suit and a wool overcoat, so he was warm in the chilly spring morning.

He knocked on the door. No answer. He could hear the woman, Florence Whipp, in the kitchen. Why wasn’t she answering her door? Was she deaf?

That name, Florence Whipp, seemed familiar, but Mulk shrugged off the feeling. It didn’t matter. She didn’t matter. And once he killed her son, he wouldn’t matter.

Mulk rang the doorbell.

From inside, the woman’s voice carried through the door. “Stop. Stop. I don’t want to buy anything. Go away.”

Triggering DarkArmor, Mulk transformed his right arm into a powerful, scaled claw. He drove the armored limb into the door, flinging it open. He stormed inside but not before changing his arm back. “Believe me, I am not selling anything, but I have come here to offer you a gift.”

The woman didn’t scream, didn’t run, but merely turned from the sink to dry her hands off with a purple plaid hand towel. “Well, now, aren’t you the impatient one?”

Florence Whipp was a thick woman with wild hair a variety of colors: blonde, the red of a dye, and the gray of age. Her jawline drooped, and crow’s feet collected around her eyes. Her hands were red and thick-knuckled, a worker’s hands. She wore the drab beige of a custodian. But she had clear, bright blue eyes.

She walked from the kitchen and into the living room. “You here to collect on some gambling debt my worthless husband promised you?”

Mulk shook his head.

Florence grimaced. “Oh, so it’s my son. I knew he was keeping secrets from me. He’s in trouble, clearly, dealing with a man like you.”

Mulk felt himself caught off guard. Why wasn’t she quaking with fear? Why weren’t there fucking tears?

“So Steven has told you about me?” Mulk asked.

“No. You want coffee?” the woman asked. “I have some. I put a little cinnamon in the pot to spice it up. I like it. You might not.”

Mulk found himself agreeing. “Sure. I’ll try your coffee.”

She poured him a cup, crossed the room, and gave it to him. “I won’t invite you in. I mean, I didn’t. And I want money for fixing my damn door.”

Something was off with her, some kind of mental illness maybe, Mulk wasn’t sure. He took the coffee and sipped it. It was cheap. But, begrudgingly, he had to admit the cinnamon did add a certain charm.

“You want to give me a gift, fine, give me money for my door,” the woman demanded. “But first, I suppose you want to get tough, threaten me, or swear you’ll kill me, Steven, my entire family. Is that about right?”

 She leaned against the entryway into the kitchen. “I’m waiting.”

Mulk found himself reaching for his wallet. Then he remembered his power and his position. “You’ll get nothing. My gift to you is your life. Tell me where your son is and I will let you live.”

Florence rolled her eyes, walked past him, and collected her coat and purse off the back of a sofa. She then walked out onto the small bit of concrete that made up her front porch. She turned and folded her arms across her chest. “Well, if you want to kill me, kill me out front.”

Through the doorway, Mulk saw a man walking a schnauzer on a leash. “Hey, Ed,” Florence said.

The man, Ed, raised a hand. “Hey, Flo.”

Mulk laughed softly to himself. This whole situation was ridiculous. She thought she could save herself with a man and his dog. The Dragonsoul Prime moved to stand next to her. “Clever. With witnesses, you think you’re safe.”

She sighed. “Look, I was married to a gambler for over ten years … actually, I’m still married to him, though he took off and left me. Do you think you’re the first dirtbag to come around to threaten me? Hardly. I don’t know where Steven is. His apartment burned down, and he came into some money, and he’s been living all over as far as I can tell. He’s not here. I have his cell phone number, but I’m not going to give you that. And if you want to kill me, get it over with. I have life insurance through my job. He’ll be taken care of.”

Mulk reached out and touched her wild hair. “What if I don’t kill you? What if I just hurt you?”

That bravery melted a bit and she paled. Fear clouded her eyes, but then she burned that away. “I’m fifty years old. Life has hurt me already and done it far better than you ever could. I want you to leave Steven alone. I want you to leave me alone. Or do what you’re gonna do.”

Mulk dropped his hand and sipped his coffee. It was bitter, cheap, worthless. He dropped the mug and it shattered on the concrete. “You mentioned something about kidnapping. I believe that is my next course of action. You are certainly a surprise, Mrs. Whipp. And living the life I do, I don’t like surprises. Your son will come to rescue you. And I will kill him. It is beneath me, but I will play the cards I’ve been given.”

“You don’t play your cards, you play the other players,” Florence said sharply. And yet that fear was back in her eyes. Mulk liked it there.

From the side of the house, a voice he knew well said evenly, “Rhaegen, we both know that nothing is beneath you.”

Out strutted Mouse dressed in a thick parka and tights. She wore no shoes. Her face was bruised and there was an awful wound on her neck, bandaged, but even with the bandages, he could tell it was infected. Her hair clung limply to her head. In her gashed-up right hand she gripped the Slayer Blade.

“Hello, Melissa,” Rhaegen said. “Gideon said you managed to escape him and the others during the battle. Your father did well in teaching you the fine art of explosives.”

“My father taught me a lot of things,” she said. “And I’m not Melissa. I’m Mouse. I’ve come to offer you a deal.”

With Mulk distracted, Florence walked off the porch. “Well, you two seem to have a lot to talk about. And I have to get to work. Close the door when you leave. The lock is busted, but we have to keep up appearances, now don’t we?”

“Don’t come back here,” Mouse said to the woman. “It’s not safe.”

Florence laughed. “I know that now. I have a place I can go. I’ve not been safe, ever. That’s what happens when you marry a gambler. Joe was a bad egg, but he did get me set up in case bad men came around.” She paused. “Nice sword.”

“Thanks,” Mouse murmured.

Neighbors were coming out of the houses now, to watch the drama. 

Mulk growled. It had all come undone, and dammit, it should’ve been a simple thing to intimidate a human woman, but he was learning that nothing was easy when it came to Steven Whipp.

Judith had left the Escalade and she stood next the vehicle, waiting to see what he would do, her face a cool mask of neutrality.

They couldn’t fight here, not with such an audience, no matter how plain the humans were. He could’ve had Gideon wipe their minds, of course, but what if he missed just one? Surely there were hidden eyes peering at them from inside the houses. It was too risky. And in the end, unnecessary.

Florence opened her garage door and drove off, going a little too fast. 

So Mulk had gotten to her after all. Good.

Now, to deal with his ex-wife. “Very well, Mouse. What is the deal you propose?”

Mouse limped across the driveway and up onto the porch. She was weak and weaving. And yet, he knew her skill with the sword. She looked like a trapped animal. If pressed, she would fight like one.

“Give up trying to kill Steven,” Mouse said. “He has no interest in usurping your Primacy. If you promise to leave him alone, I’ll come back to you.”

Mulk laughed. “You were never very important to me or my realm. I don’t want you back. Somehow, you destroyed the ring that bound you to me. We are divorced. You are disgraced.”

Mouse laughed. “Yeah, that’s all true all right. Divorced and disgraced, that’s me. But I don’t have parents anymore that would care. They’re dead. And I’m alone. Yeah, you got me, Rhaegen. However, I have information on the Rocky Mountain Primacy. I grew up there. I know how it works. You let Steven go free, and I’ll help you take over another Primacy.”

That made Mulk pause. Everyone had thought Cassius Pine, the current Prime of the Rocky Mountain Primacy, was a Ronin with no aspirations of power. Cornelius Craygore, Mouse’s father, had paid the price. Now Cassius was in power and Craygore was dead, along with a good number of his Escort, including Mouse’s mother.

“It’s an interesting offer,” Mulk said. “Surely you would love to avenge your parents. You would want to kill Cassius yourself, wouldn’t you?”

“You know it,” Mouse hissed. “But you have to swear on the soul of your father to let Steven be. No assassins. No power plays. Nothing. Do we have a deal?”

“Let us ponder this situation for a moment.” Mulk folded his arms across his chest. “Steven Whipp came into his power not two weeks ago. In that time, he stole one of my wives, he destroyed one of my Aeries, and he murdered one of my most promising vassals. He has eluded my efforts to kill him since and even escaped my Terror Trio. His power makes Cassius look like a pup. Whipp might not want my Primacy now, but in the future? No.” He shook his head slowly. “He must die. There is no other way. No deal to be made.”

He struck, darting forward like a striking cobra, using SerpentGrace to latch onto Mouse’s sword arm. He gripped her wrist until the Slayer Blade dropped into the coffee and mug shards on the concrete porch. 

“Magica Defensio!” Mouse screamed and sent an amber-colored energy field into him. It struck him in the face, bloodying his nose. 

Fucking magic. Mulk hated magic.

A black SUV with a decal on the side roared up the street and onto the lawn. The brakes squealed as the tires ripped into the dead lawn.

Two huge men in suits leapt from the SUV.

Mulk could read the decal now, Magnox Securities. It was a local security company the Denver elite used to protect themselves. Most likely, the two brawny men were ex-special forces, dangerous to humans, but only an annoyance to Mulk.

“Back off, asshole,” one of them growled.

Mouse picked up the sword and ran from the house. She darted around the side, disappearing from view.

The crowd of neighbors pressed forward. Most had their phones out. They’d be calling the police for sure—that or recording the incident with their blasted cameras. The odd collection of apes stood around, mouths gaping. They were afraid, they were angry, but they weren’t about to make the first move. Still, he couldn’t afford to be outed, and even one video recording could ruin everything. He was powerful, true, but the combined might of the Dragon Conclave was something even he dared not challenge. He would need to be subtle, and no killing. That would raise too many red flags.

Mulk growled, sped from the porch, and drove a fist into the gut of one of the Magnox Securities men. He doubled the man over with ease. The other one snapped out a collapsible rod and swung at Mulk. Mulk raised an arm, imbued with DarkArmor, and the metal bent around it. He drove his elbow into his attacker’s face, dropping him. 

In seconds, the men were on the ground, gasping in pain. Mulk kicked them both for good measure.

The neighbors went off wailing, shocked at the violence. Such monkeys.

Mulk marched back to the Escalade. Judith had slid in behind the wheel, so Mulk stepped into the passenger seat.

They drove off.

“The Whipp bitch works at the airport,” Gideon muttered. “We could get to her there.”

Mulk shook his head. “No. I don’t want to deal with any more humans today. We are going to break the magic guarding Whipp. We will find him. We will kill him.”

The cruel Magician chuckled. “I will need Animus for that. I will need to feed. Can you give me a dozen souls?”

“I want you to be fully satiated and at your best,” Mulk said. “I will give you two dozen. We have humans in the FCI waiting for your hunger, Gideon. There will be a prison riot today. And you will get what you need.”

Gideon squealed in delight.

Mulk smiled at that. He liked to make his vassals happy. If only he could feed Florence Whipp to his Magician. 

Something about her, about the name of her husband, Joe, tickled the back of his mind. There was a clue there, but what was it?

Who was this Steven Whipp really? 

Mulk knew that if he found the answer to that question, he would find the solution to all of his current problems.

“I might not be able to find Whipp,” Gideon said, “but I can track Mouse. If she goes to him, I will know.”

“Then I’ll kill that bitch,” Judith spat.

“And it’ll turn me on so much to watch you do it.” Mulk chuckled.

 

***

 

Steven woke in the loft of the Coffee Clutch. Aria and Tessa were curled up next to him. He lay there, smelling the coffee brewing below and listening to the hustle and bustle of a busy morning at the coffee shop. 

Mouse’s text had been simple. I’M ALIVE. I’M WORKING ON FIXING THINGS. KEEP MOVING. STAY ALIVE. LOVE, MOUSE.

He couldn’t believe she was alive, and yet, he was worried about her. What was she trying to do? How could she fix things? He imagined she was wounded and alone, but if Mouse was anything, she was a survivor.

The news must’ve reported on the dead female Dragonsoul that Tessa had shot. Their description, though, had been of a petite blonde woman. It had been a simple, dreadful mistake.

Tessa’s phone buzzed.

Steven was out of the bed in seconds. He picked up the phone. Another text from Mouse. It was eight o’clock in the morning.

YOU THERE?

Steven texted back. YEAH. THIS IS STEVEN. ARE YOU OKAY?

Mouse: NOT REALLY. BUT I’M STILL BREATHING. MULK WENT FOR YOUR MOTHER. I WAS THERE. SHE GOT AWAY. 

A sick fear invaded Steven. Dammit. Then relief swept the fear away. His mom was safe … for now. He’d have to call Bud and let him know. Was Tessa’s family okay?

Steven hit the call button, and Mouse picked up. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

She told him what had happened.

“Do you think Mulk knows about Tessa and her family?” Steven asked. “Do you think he’ll go for her?”

“I’m not sure.” Mouse’s voice sounded so weak.

Tessa called from the bed, “Steven, is that Mouse?”

He nodded. Then to Mouse, “Listen, we have to find Liam Strider. Would you know where he is?”

“Nebraska. Somewhere,” Mouse answered. “I can’t talk. I have to go. I’m not feeling … I know a guy … I just have to go. But watch out for Strider. He’s strange. I really don’t think we can trust him.”

“We don’t have much choice,” Steven said. “But, Mouse, Nebraska is huge. Where do we start?”

Mouse sighed. “Just start driving there. You’re safer outside of Denver. I’ll be in touch. Don’t try and contact me. I might not be safe.”

She hung up before Steven could ask what she meant. He stared at the phone. Then he called his mom at work. Like before, her super-unhelpful supervisor answered, and Steven left a message. Not that he had any faith at all that his mother would actually get it.

Tessa hurled herself from the bed, snatched up her phone, and called Abby. Just from the tone of the conversation, Steven knew that it was business as usual in the Ross household. That was another big dose of relief.

She then called Bud. When she got off the phone, Tessa burst into tears. “The Magnox Securities guys said they drove some rich asshole away from your mom’s house, Steven. But my house is quiet. I can’t leave them, Steven. I can’t leave my family, not when they might be in danger.”

“This is the price we pay for being Dragonsouls,” Aria said from the bed. “You both thought this would be a fun adventure, but no, it is war. Constant war.”

Tessa gave Aria a rueful look. “Not what I need to hear right now, Aria. Your family is in India. It’s different.”

Aria shook her head. “The minute I refused to marry Mulk, I lost my family. My father hates me now, and my mother has cut me off. I am dead to them both. You are my family now. And I will fight for you two and for the things you love. I will fight until I die.”

Steven didn’t like the tension in the air. And yet, they had a huge decision to make. Should they stay in Denver to protect their loved ones? Or should they take off for Nebraska to try and find Liam Strider?

Steven told them about his odd conversation with Mouse.

Tessa lowered her head and sobbed. Was there anything sadder than a naked woman weeping?

He took her into his arms and soothed her. Aria joined them on the floor. They held each other, and Steven felt keenly how much of a family they were.

“Okay,” he said. “This is what I think we should do. We have to trust that Bud’s security team will keep Mulk at bay for at least a little while. Our best bet is to find the yellow dragon.”

“Even though Mouse said we couldn’t trust him?” Tessa asked with a hitch in her voice.

Aria kissed her cheek. “Strider is the enemy of our enemy. We might not be able to put our faith in him, but we can put our faith in that.”

Steven rose. “We drive. We train. And we find the missing volumes of the Drokharis Grimoire. Then we come back and end this.”

Both women looked at him.

Then, impossibly, Tessa smiled. “Another road trip?”

Steven nodded. “And we leave clues for Mulk, to lead him away. It’s me he wants, not my mom, and not your family, Tessa. Eventually, if we get powerful enough, we might even lay a trap for him.”

“Him and the Terror Trio,” Aria said. “I like this plan. And I look forward to more NutCorns.”

“Corn Nuts,” Tessa corrected. “They go nicely with bad gas-station coffee and donuts.”

“Donettes,” Aria said with a mischievous little grin on her face.

It was settled then. They didn’t have an unlimited amount of money, and they didn’t know exactly where they were going, but it would feel good to get out on the road again.

Too bad the dark specter of Mulk’s treachery clouded their every move.
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That night, east of Denver, somewhere on the Great Plains, Steven sat meditating, leaning up against the Bronco. Sagebrush and weedy fields surrounded him. On his left was the dirt road that had brought them to the field. It was twilight.

The meditation was necessary to focus the Animus, to increase their spellcasting abilities. By now, the form was familiar to Steven: sit Indian-style, back straight, abdominal muscles engaged, with his hands resting on his lap, the back of the left hand resting on the palm of the right hand. Thumbs would always almost be touching but not quite. Aria said it was an ancient meditation pose that yogis in India had used for centuries. Yet she’d only lasted a few minutes before taking off.

Steven didn’t blame her. He, too, was having trouble keeping his mind focused. 

He stood up and knocked the dust from the back of his pants. The day had been warm but now that the sun was setting, there was a definite chill in the air. The sagebrush and weeds threw long shadows behind them. That sage smelled so good, so wild. He took a minute to enjoy the scent before he marched away, little puffs of dust kicking up with each step.

Tessa sat cross-legged, still concentrating on her spell work. While he’d plopped down on the dirt, she had placed a blanket under her. It was one of the many blankets they’d taken from the Coffee Clutch’s loft, with Eduardo’s permission of course. They had a few pillows in the back of the Bronco as well as a Styrofoam cooler filled with provisions. They’d stopped at a King Soopers for food. Both Steven and Tessa had found some coupons.

Aria had a hard time understanding the whole idea of coupons. She didn’t see the point. What was an extra ten cents going to do to help them? Tessa and Steven, though, knew all about scrimping and saving. They’d lived off budgets their entire lives while Aria had lived off credit cards.

So far, they seemed to have escaped Denver without a hitch. When Aria got tired of driving, they’d pulled over to rest. They’d found a back road off of I-76 and took it until nothing but open country surrounded them. They stopped at a wide spot in the road. Steven had checked the nearest farmhouse and it was deserted, so he didn’t think they’d be bothered this far out in the boonies. And if some good ol’ boys did come around, looking for trouble? Well, he’d give it back to them in spades. If it was the police? Most likely they’d only issue a warning. Then Steven would collect his Escort into the Bronco and they’d drive all night. It would save them a night’s motel.

Aria had walked into a nearby copse of cottonwood trees standing over a creek. That was where Steven went to find her. He took long strides. No Macy’s fancy pants for him. He was wearing jeans from the local Walmart where they’d picked up clothes and toiletries. They price-checked every single thing they bought. This was the exact opposite of their shopping experience before, when Aria’s magic American Express card gave them complete freedom to buy anything they wanted.

Funny, but the Walmart trip felt far more comfortable to Steven. Worrying over pennies had been the norm his entire life, so it was easy to slip back into what he knew so well.

After topping off the Bronco, they were sitting on about three hundred and seventy-five dollars. It would have to last them. Until when? Steven had no idea. He wasn’t sure he had very much faith in Bud’s stock market shenanigans.

The scent of cinnamon spice filled the air. That was from Aria. He found her in her True Form, as scarlet as a piece of cinnamon candy, swooping through the cottonwood trees, fifteen feet long, with wide wings, a long, slender face, and bright green eyes. The tips of her wings would barely scrape a limb of buds, enough to shake it, but not enough to break even a single stick.

She whirled, racing around and around a thick trunk until she broke from the top of the trees. Steven knew she had triggered her limited shield spell to keep herself hidden from any human eyes that might be around. However unlikely that was.

Defying physics, Aria filled her wings with air to hover. Her green eyes turned white as electricity arced around her, from the tip of her tail, along her spines, to her snout. She opened her fanged mouth and exhaled a single bolt of electric blue-white lightning. It fizzled before it could hit a dead branch on a cottonwood, where she’d obviously been aiming.

She roared in obvious frustration and went swooping over the fields. 

For a minute, Steven was dazed by what he was seeing: a dragon flying across the sagebrush of Colorado’s Great Plains in the twilight sky.

He checked his skill tree and saw that not only had he unlocked the Magica Cura ability, but he also had access to the Inferno Exhalant. Aria must’ve leveled up because she had definitely almost breathed lightning. That was the ElectroArc ability off the Exhalant branch of the skill tree.

Steven transformed into his own True Form. Unlike Aria, he was jet-black and twice her size, with the beginnings of a beard hanging off his scaled chin. His dragon scent, orange blossoms burning on a bonfire, filled the air.

He took three lumbering steps and launched himself off the Earth. The twilight breezes caught his wings, and he felt the wind thicken around him, keeping him aloft. Out of habit, he growled, “Magica Defensio” so he, too, would be hidden from human eyes. Not from Aria’s, though. He’d lost track of her. She was probably cruising her way through the cottonwoods, working on her flying skills and aerial dexterity. Aria wasn’t drawn to magic, but she loved her Dragonsoul abilities.

Steven pumped his great wings, climbing as high as he could—up, up, up into the darkening sky. He saw the lights of I-70 far in the distance along with the skyscrapers of Denver, now looking like toys nestled up against the snowcapped peaks of the Rocky Mountains painted red by the sunset. Lights were winking on in the toy city.

Steven flew over Tessa, who was far below, still sitting on the ground next to the Bronco. Dirt roads spiderwebbed through the sagebrush, most ending in ditches or fences, but some led to houses—a few lit up with life, others dead and decaying, like the gray-wooded home on the property where they’d stopped to rest and train.

Steven collapsed his wings in along the sides of his body and let himself drop, enjoying gravity’s inevitable pull. It was a maneuver he’d been trying to perfect, but this was the first time Tessa wasn’t there with a shield spell to help break his fall in case he couldn’t get his wings unfurled before he smacked back into the Earth.

Faster, faster, faster, the wind shrieked in his ears and beat against his scaly face, promising certain death if he fucked up. He hit terminal velocity a moment later. The forces at work were as amazing as they were thrilling. And he was experiencing them firsthand, flying like an eagle. Only a fraction of the people ever born could say they knew what it was like to fly. To really fly.

He wasn’t going to take any unnecessary chances, so he opened his wings early, giving himself at least a thousand feet to stop his plummet. The muscles of his back protested. The wind thudded into the membranes of his wings, threatening to shred them. He focused on keeping them open, but not too open. It was a slow process, using the air to stop himself, even as the unforgiving ground came closer and closer. 

The claws on his feet shredded a thick patch of sagebrush. Then he was the very essence of speed as he raced across the ground. In an open field, he saw an old car, rusting away—the perfect target for his Inferno Exhalant. It lay in a clearing devoid of plant life. He did not want to start a grass fire.

Focusing on flight even as he focused on the skill tree, he accessed the Inferno Exhalant. He opened his jaws. The warmth of the Animus rose up his chest. He inhaled deeply and then did his best to breathe a column of raw dragon’s fire on the jalopy. 

Smoke coughed from his fanged maw, his chest screamed in protest, and it felt like the worst heartburn of his life. Pain seared his tongue, his gums, the top of his mouth. It all struck him at once—his failure, the pain—and then a gust of air hit his wing wrong. The right side of him dipped, the left side rose, and before he knew it he was bouncing off the ground and ripping through sagebrush, creating a cloud of dust. He flopped across the earth, wings and claws, neck and tail, cartwheeling manically until he did one final roll and lay still.

Holy crap, but all that shit hurt like a motherfucker.

He lay there, coughing, burned, his chest on fire.

Aria slammed down on the ground next to him, still a scarlet-colored dragon, sleek and deadly. She chuckled in a loud, powerful voice. “And that is my Steven—trying to breathe fire while trying to improve his flying skills. One thing at a time, my Prime. One thing at a time.”

Steven grumbled, but didn’t change back to his human form. With a heave, he crawled to his feet, his tail curled back from his body. “Yeah, Aria, you’re right. Too much, too soon. I tried to breathe fire, but all I did was cook the inside of my mouth. Any suggestions?”

“Did you ever smoke cigarettes?” Aria asked.

“Once or twice.” Steven pushed away the pain of his botched landing. “But in the end, cigarettes were too much money, and I didn’t want to pay for cancer. What are you getting at?”

“When you smoke, you inhale the smoke into your lungs. When you use an Exhalant, you are adding raw Animus to your breath while exhaling. I always thought that smoking and breathing fire were similar.” Aria let her jaws fall open. Her gigantic fangs were exposed along with the slender pink tongue resting at the bottom of her mouth. She arched her neck and unleashed a gout of pure flame, which enveloped the rusted car. The metal heated up, and in some spots, melted completely into a puddle to collect in the sand. The smell of the superheated slag filled the air. “Now, you try.”

Steven rose up on his hind feet and took in as much breath as he could. His lungs expanded, his chest heated up, and he could feel the Animus burning in his center like a bonfire. Shifting his focus, he again hit the Inferno Exhalant option on the left wing of the dragon-shaped skill tree.

He coughed, he choked, and smoke leaked out of his mouth like an old chimney. Again, he burned the inside of his mouth … that damn smoke, it was like he’d eaten a smoker and was trying to barf it up. Tears leaked from his eyes.

Aria pounded him on his back, careful not to hit the obsidian spikes along his vertebrae. “Exhalants are tricky. I’m sure with your one or two cigarettes, you also did a great deal of coughing. You’ll learn. I have faith in you.”

She nuzzled up to him, and he found himself enjoying her long body against his. He felt ashamed he’d not been able to master the Inferno Exhalant right away. He wasn’t sure what he was doing wrong, but like Aria had said, he would learn. He was just glad he could cast healing spells at this point; it proved he was getting more powerful, and he needed every edge he could get. 

Steven trotted off away from the still-sizzling car and pushed through the cottonwood trees. He went to the river and washed out his mouth. The rancid smoke clung to the burned skin of his mouth, but after a number of huge gulps, he was able to rid himself of the ashy, charbroiled taste. Plus, the cold water felt good on his mouth. Like heaven, really.

He realized the air had gotten downright chilly, and yet he wasn’t cold.

Aria flew up and over the copse of trees. She banked around and came soaring between the trunks from the other side. She landed next to him. Her eyes twinkled in the gathering gloom, and her long scarlet body looked black. 

“Hey, Aria, I’m not cold at all,” he said.

“When we are in our dragon forms, we are a hearty folk,” Aria replied. “Feel free to drink the water from the creek. You won’t get sick. We burn up any bacteria in our bellies, and that is the fire that also heats us. If we didn’t have to worry about being seen by humans, we could sleep out here in the sagebrush, entwined in our True Forms.”

Steven liked the idea of that. He wanted to spend more time as a dragon, but there was Tessa to consider. “Let’s get back to Tessa. We should probably figure out where we’re sleeping tonight.”

Both flew from the trees and quickly found Tessa by the Bronco in the field, about to start a campfire. She’d cleared a spot, stacked rocks to create a ring, and had collected some old sagebrush sticks as well as the remnants of a pallet.

Tessa grinned up at the pair. They were huge compared to her. “Wow. I saw the fire in the distance and got cold. Did Steven breathe fire for the first time?”

“He tried,” Aria responded.

“Performance issues again,” Steven said.

Tessa giggled. “It happens to all guys every now and then. We understand.”

Steven didn’t. He transformed back into his human shape, very naked, and a bit cold. He wasn’t chilly for long, however. Aria exhaled through the nostrils on the tip of her serpentine nose. Twin flames washed over the wood that Tessa had collected, and in no time they had a nice blaze going.

Aria shifted to her human form. She retrieved her clothes from the back of the Bronco and then let out a gasp. “Tessa, you made a bed for us in the back of this car. Do you mean for us to sleep out here?”

“Uh, yeah,” Tessa said. “We could afford a motel, I guess, but we should probably save on money. It’s already late, and we’re out here. I was going to cook a hot dog over the fire and then crash inside the Bronco. We have plenty of blankets and pillows. It’ll be comfy. I promise.”

Aria let her red dress fall across her dark skin. “This is not something I have ever done. Live in a car? It is what the poorer people do.”

“I’ve had friends who’ve lived in their cars,” Steven said, shrugging one shoulder. “They said it was loud and they got dirty. Mom and I were able to keep our house, so we never had to live on the street, but it was a near thing more than once.”

“I lived in my car when I was seventeen,” Tessa said. “I got in this huge fight with my mom, and I was totally going to run away. I lasted a week. It is loud, but not out here. And we can find some cheap motel tomorrow night.”

Aria gulped and looked frightened. “A cheap motel? Oh, I’m not sure I can. I’ve heard stories.” She winced. “Sometimes they aren’t very clean,” she said in a whisper, as though confiding some great, previously unknown secret.

Steven and Tessa laughed. “We’ll be fine.”

Tessa found three wire coat hangers under the seat in the back of the Bronco. They were probably from Aria and her trips to the drycleaner. The barista untwisted the coat hangers, and they used them to roast hot dogs over the fire. For dessert, they cut up apples and ate them with raisins and some off-brand chocolate cookies. 

That night, Steven found himself exhausted, crammed into the back of the Bronco with Tessa on one side and Aria on the other. Steven hardly slept a wink. Aria shifted constantly, rolling about, shaking the vehicle. The poor girl was trying to get comfortable. At one point, she crawled on top of him. Yeah, she finally fell asleep, but then Steven had to lie there with her dead weight on his chest.

He watched clouds drifting through the cold night sky, eclipsing the stars as they flowed across the heavens. Between the cottony wisps, he found the Big Dipper, and underneath it, the Draco constellation—like a necklace of glimmering diamonds against a velvet backdrop. Seeing the line of stars put him at ease. His father wasn’t alive anymore, but Stephen Drokharis was still watching over his son. Steven could feel it in his bones. In his soul.

Their body heat warmed the Bronco, so though it was near freezing temperatures outside, in their nest they were safe and comfortable. 

He wanted Aria to get a little sleep, so he held off for as long as he could, an hour maybe, and then he gently rolled her off his chest and onto her side. She returned to wrestling alligators. 

Tessa, on the other hand, slept the whole night through. She woke refreshed and smiling. 

Aria hissed, “We will not be sleeping in this tin can again. If I have to rob a bank, I will, but we are finding money today, and we are staying in a motel.”

Steven couldn’t help but grin.
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They still hadn’t heard from Mouse—which was deeply troubling—but they kept on heading north. Tessa drove since she had slept the best. Actually, she insisted she hadn’t slept that well in a long, long time. 

When both Steven and Aria gave her a long, withering look, Tessa shrugged. “Look, I like sleeping close to people. So this was perfect for me. I love you guys. And I have to admit, I was afraid I’d obsess about Rhaegen Mulk finding us and killing us. Nope. Didn’t happen. I felt safe. I was with you both.” She shot the two of them a brilliant, thousand-watt smile.

That melted Steven a little. Aria leaned up from the back seat and kissed Tessa on the cheek. Then she promptly leaned back and fell asleep.

Tessa chuckled. “I know you guys are wimps, so you don’t wanna do another night in the Orange Crush, and I have a plan.”

“So we’re calling the Bronco the Orange Crush now?” Steven asked.

Tessa shot him a finger gun. “Heck, yeah. Go Broncos!”

He didn’t ask about her plan but leaned back and enjoyed the thrum of the highway, the perfect blue sky, and the coffee Tessa had brewed on the fire that morning in a little single-shot pot she’d scored from the loft of the Coffee Clutch.

They stopped outside of Fort Morgan, in a little dive bar called the Torchlight. It looked like a place the health board should’ve torched. A few Harleys sat parked next to the Budweiser sign. 

Steven woke Aria. 

Tessa launched into her plan. When she was finished, Aria didn’t look amused. “You know, it’s kind of racist.”

“Just play it like I tell you,” Tessa said.

“And if the con turns to hell?” Steven asked.

“It won’t,” the barista turned Magician insisted. “If things get dicey, we can always do a little Mind Wipe.”

“Why don’t we steal the money from the register and then cast the memory spell?” Aria asked.

“I might have a certain moral flexibility, but I’m not stealing from people like that,” Tessa countered. “This way, well, it’s a con, so there’s a little theft involved but not much. Just think of the soft bed we’ll get to crash in tonight.”

Aria rolled her eyes.

They left the Orange Crush and walked into the Torchlight through a door that cried out miserably, desperate for oil on its hinges. The glass in the door was so grimy, it really wasn’t a window anymore. They smelled the toilet from the door. Or was that the lingering stench of last night’s vomit?

Three burly, bearded bikers sat at the bar drinking beer and chasing it down with shooters of whiskey. Leather covered them from head to toe.

The bartender had wild hair that put the dirty in dirty blonde. She was at least three hundred pounds and braless. Clearly.

Tessa went into character immediately. She giggled and insisted, “Scott, Jasmine can make things levitate. She has the mystical powers of the East.”

They’d agreed on fake names. Steven was Scott. Aria was Jasmine. Tessa was Theresa. All nondescript names.

“No way,” Steven said. “I think you’re full of shit.”

Tessa wiggled up to the bar next to the bikers. “Three Long Island ice teas, please. And burgers, if you have them. And a big ol’ basket of fries.”

The three men stared at her, then at Aria, and then Steven. 

The bartender only nodded and grunted.

“You all believe in magic?” Tessa asked the bikers.

At first, all shrugged noncommittally. Then one with a scorpion tattooed on his neck shook his head. “Naw. Ain’t no such thing as magic. What kind of game you playing, bitch?”

Anger flooded through Steven. At one point in his life, he might’ve been intimidated as hell by these guys, but now he just saw them as human. And humans couldn’t do much to hurt him. He was bulletproof, after all. “You watch your mouth, asshole. Her name is Theresa. Show some manners.”

Neck Tattoo jerked himself off the barstool. He was easily over six feet tall and several hundred pounds of fuck off. “Junior, this is our watering hole. You’re just here passing through. Don’t make me make you regret coming in here.”

Steven didn’t back off. Suddenly money didn’t matter. He kept quiet and let the fury in his eyes do all the talking.

Neck Tattoo smirked. “Ah, shit. You come in here looking for a fight, Junior?”

Steven fought the impulse to activate his DarkArmor ability, along with DragonStrength, and rip this motherfucker’s heart out of his chest and shove it down his throat. “No. We came in for a drink and for something to eat. That’s it.”

Neck Tattoo barked out laughter. “Well, shit, bro. You should’ve kept on driving. Maggie here can’t cook for shit and she waters down the booze. So fuck you anyway.”

He turned and sat back down, his bulbous gut settling over the edge of his pants. All sat shoulder to shoulder, hunched over their beers.

Maggie, the bovine bartender, called over her shoulder, “Fuck you, Beef. If the Torchlight is such a shithole, why do you keep coming back?”

“’Cause yer so beautiful,” Beef sneered before taking a long pull from his glass.

Yeah, the guy’s name was Beef. Steven couldn’t help but think of the other two as Chicken and Pork.

Tessa maneuvered them down the bar. Maggie brought their drinks and then disappeared into the kitchen.

“So have you been to India, Scott?” Tessa asked.

“I’ve barely left Colorado,” Steven said, recalling his fake name. “So, no, I’ve not been to fucking India.” He sipped the Long Island ice tea and it burned all the way down. Despite Beef’s claims, it sure didn’t taste like Maggie watered down the booze—unless of course she was watering it down with paint thinner.

Aria tried her drink, made a face, and then sat silently.

Tessa, though, polished off half her glass like it was nothing. She talked loudly, like she’d come into the bar half-lit. “Well, some of the Hindus have magical powers. Like the yogis, right? They can lay on beds of nails and not get hurt. It’s about focusing their inner strength. It’s like Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom shit. Kali maa! Kali maa!”

Yeah, Steven had to agree. Their con was kind of racist.

Aria sighed loudly. Tessa widened her eyes, begging the woman to follow along.

“Lying on a bed of nails is one thing,” Steven said. “Levitating stuff? There’s no way.”

“How much do you want to bet?” Tessa asked.

The bearded bikers, Beef, Chicken, and Pork, were obviously listening. 

“I’m not going to bet you anything,” Steven said. “I don’t have any money.”

Maggie plunked down three plates and a big basket of fries. Steven looked at his big greaseball of a cheeseburger skeptically. Was that some kind of mystery meat? Had Maggie spit in it?

Then his hunger took over. He bit into the slightly squashed bun and enjoyed the juicy meat and gooey cheese. Sautéed onions? Yeah. Spicy pickles? Check that off the list. Fresh lettuce gave it a cool, crisp crunch. A tomato slice gushed flavor into his mouth.

Before he knew it, he’d devoured half the cheeseburger and found Aria and Tessa staring at him.

“Uh, you’re grunting,” Tessa said. Aria just looked disgusted.

Steven swallowed. “Those bikers are idiots. Maggie can make a good burger.” He addressed the bartender directly. “Maggie, that is probably the best cheeseburger I’ve ever eaten.”

A little light flickered on in her eyes. She patted her gut. “You don’t get my figure eating shitty food. Fuck those guys.”

Beef and the boys muttered amongst themselves.

Tessa picked at the fries. Shoestring fries, more grease than potato. 

Steven wasn’t shy. He polished off half of the fries until Aria punched him lightly in the shoulder.

“Do you believe in magic, Maggie?” Tessa asked.

The bartender gave her a long, bored look. “You think you’re the first person to come into the Torchlight to run a con? Hardly. You won’t get me. And you won’t get Beef and his buddies neither. Ain’t our first rodeo, sweet cheeks.”

“I’m not running a con,” Tessa insisted. “My girlfriend is visiting from India, and she can do magic. That’s all. I was going to bet my boyfriend here, but he doesn’t have any money. So, oh well.”

“Girlfriend? Boyfriend?” Beef asked, taking some interest. “So you three are together?”

“Yeah, we are,” Tessa shot back. “Scott fucks us so good. Last time we went at it, I walked funny for a week.”

Steven though she was laying it on a bit thick and vulgar. But then again, Tessa knew her audience.

“A lover and a fighter,” Beef growled. “Damn. Didn’t see that when you came in. Let me buy you a drink, Junior.”

“I can buy my own drinks,” Steven said sharply. “And I’m Scott, not Junior.”

Beef chuckled and shook his head. “You got some stones.” He then addressed Tessa. “Okay, I’ll bite. Let’s see this goddamn magic show. How about we give you a hundred dollars to disappear your top?”

Anger knifed through Steven. This guy was pushing him to the edge. “How about you give me a hundred dollars so I don’t kick your ass. Don’t you have any class?”

“Class?” Maggie harrumphed. “This is the Torchlight, Junior. You shoulda checked your class at the door.”

Tessa soldiered on. “Two hundred dollars for the magic act. And I only show the girls to Scott and Jasmine these days. I bet if you went to Vegas, you wouldn’t see the kind of magic Jasmine can do. And you guys have dropped that kind of money at a strip club, I guarantee it.”

Chicken and Pork grumbled laughter. 

Beef had to nod. “Well, you three certainly have made this afternoon interesting. Okay. Two hundred bucks. But you better impress us, or I’m going to beat the shit out of your boyfriend, and then you and I will renegotiate that titty deal.”

“I hope Jasmine’s magic turns out to be total bullshit.” Steven stared Beef down. “Because I’m in the mood for a good fight.”

“We’ll have to turn down the lights,” Tessa said. “And then Jasmine is going to raise that pool table in the corner a foot off the ground.”

“Two feet,” Beef said. “I want my money’s worth.”

Maggie lowered the lights.

Tessa stepped off the barstool, leaving half of her cheeseburger behind. She saw Steven looking at it longingly. She nodded at him that it was okay if he finished it. Steven snatched it up and sucked it down.

Aria moved next to Tessa. 

“Okay,” Tessa said. “Jasmine, do your thing.”

Aria sighed again and shook her head. She then raised her hands and rattled off a bunch of Hindi. The words sounded so out of place in the dingy dive bar.

As she spoke, Tessa whispered, “Magica Defensio.” The air in front of Aria flashed pink. It then disappeared. Tessa fisted her hands and then made simple gestures, so subtle that the men wouldn’t notice. They were staring at Jasmine anyway.

She was so amazingly gorgeous that she easily captured their attention. All the while, Tessa slid her shield under the pool table. One side jostled, then the other.

“Gonna have to do better than that,” Beef muttered. “Don’t know how you’re doing it, but I want to see more than a little shaking.”

Aria chattered away in Hindi, ignoring the bikers completely. 

An unearthly pink light lit up the bottom of the pool table, and slowly, slowly, it rose into the air. First a foot. Then another. Then another. Tessa lifted the pool table all the way to the ceiling.

Beef shot off the barstool and sped over. He walked under the table, touching the legs, the sides, all the while shaking his head in disbelief. 

“You might want to move out from under it, genius,” Steve warned the big biker. “She can’t hold it up like that forever.”

Beef stepped to the side. Tessa lowered the pool table until it was once again on the floor. The pink light winked off. Was the spell over?

“Maggie? Are you dicking with us?” Beef asked.

“Like hell,” the bartender grumped, eyeing the pool table and Aria in turn. “That’s some real magic shit right there.”

Beef stormed over. “How in the fuck did you do that? I want to know. You have wires there? You must have wires.” He went to shove Aria.

Instead, his hands hit a pink force field. Tessa had moved her spell. 

Steven let the anger sweep him off the barstool. Yeah, Tessa had protected Aria, but that big biker hadn’t known that, and he could’ve hurt Aria. He figured they were done with lunch, so he grabbed what was left of Aria’s burger and munched on it as he marched up to the biker, who turned and swung at Steven.

But not before the Dragonsoul accessed his SerpentGrace ability. He sidestepped the attack with ease and knocked the incoming blow away with a flick of his wrist, unbalancing the ill-tempered biker shithead. And then he supercharged his fist with DragonStrength. With one hand holding the dripping cheeseburger, Steven used his other to punch Beef in his diaphragm. He knocked the air out of the big bearded man, doubling him over, leaving him wheezing like an asthmatic after running a marathon. Steven’s chest filled with heat as Animus swirled into him from the brief bout of combat.

Beef clutched his oversized belly and dropped to his knees. Steven loomed over him, clearly victorious. Instead of driving his hand through the biker’s skull and into his brain, Steven tweaked his nose. “Yeah, you’re going to be talking about this day for a long time. I think you got your two hundred dollars’ worth.” He then ate the last of the cheeseburger.

“And our lunch,” Tessa added. Her face was sweaty from the effort of controlling the magic. “Are you guys okay with paying for our lunch?”

Chicken and Pork stood to fish out their wallets. Both were laughing a little. Ha, they sounded a little nervous.

Beef dropped onto his hands and knees, still trying to breathe, while his friends counted out their money.

“I got their lunch,” Maggie said. “I hope you all have learned not to mess with strangers. I knew they were trouble the second they walked in.”

“Trouble,” Tessa agreed. “That’s us. And I’m feeling charitable, so here’s my magic.” She scooped her hands under her shirt and pulled it up, along with her bra, to show them her very fine, full breasts.

“Them’re some nice titties,” Pork murmured. “Scott, you are one lucky motherfucker.”

Beef managed to raise his eyes to get a little view. Then he went back to wheezing.

Tessa dropped her shirt. “Thanks, guys. I know, tonight, you’ll be thinking of me. Come on, Scott, Jasmine. Let’s go.”

She collected the money and they waltzed right out the door.

Once outside, Tessa leaned up against Steven. “We have to find a motel and fast. All that made me horny as fuck.”

Steven could only nod. While decking Beef had given him a little dose of Animus, he wanted to top off the tank with Tessa and Aria.
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Tessa was wickedly frustrated. She’d wanted sex, right away, after their little encounter in the Torchlight. That wasn’t meant to be. Aria had wanted to get more miles in before they stopped, and so they had breezed through Fort Morgan, Brush, and Sterling and crossed the border into Nebraska. They stopped in Ogallala for the night.

Steven got his mom on the phone. She was at a safe place—with friends of hers that lived near the airport. She planned on staying there until the trouble blew over. Steven asked if it was okay if he told the Magnox Security team where she was, and after some argument, Florence Whipp agreed. Having an extra pair of eyes looking out for her couldn’t hurt.

Tessa checked in with her family, and it was still all quiet on the western front. She didn’t mention the security team that was guarding them. Saying that would only freak out her mother and her sister even more.

With their families safe, Aria drove the Bronco to the Marriott Fairfield Inn in Ogallala, but Steven argued against her choice. “Listen, Aria, yeah, we made a couple hundred dollars from those knuckleheads at the bar, but we shouldn’t blow so much money on one night. We should stay at a budget place to make our cash last. We just don’t know how long it will take Bud to grow our money—assuming he can.”

Speaking of which, they hadn’t heard from their new consigliere, and he wasn’t answering texts. Tessa thought that was a little strange, but she wasn’t going to stress about it. And she had to agree with Steven. Without a steady income, it was best to make any money you had last.

Aria frowned. “But I like comfort. These motor hotels don’t sound like they are very comfortable.”

“Better than the back of the Orange Crush,” Tessa offered with a grin. Her lust screamed that she was being stupid. If they just booked a room at the expensive hotel, well, the sex would come sooner. However, she had just enough control of her libido to follow Steven’s lead.

“Fine,” Aria conceded, folding her arms across her chest, a slight scowl painted across her face.

They found a crappy little motel on the outskirts of town called the Traveler’s Roost. The place needed a paint job and some serious redecorating. It was a ramshackle U-shape of rooms that badly needed to be condemned. And, the manager didn’t have many teeth, and the ones he had were a bright yellow. But … it was also only $39.95 for the night, which was a total steal. 

After putting on a little charm, Tessa got them into the room at the far end—and she managed to pay in cash without having to offer up a credit card or an ID. Not too shabby. 

A few grubby kids watched them go in, not a parent in sight.

Once inside, Aria sighed heavily. There were two double beds with thin mattresses topped with clearly stained bedspreads. A little bathroom was stuck off the corner. Tessa knew, from experience, that it would be a mold farm, a place where fungus went to die. And rot.

“First rule of a crappy motel room,” Steven said glancing around, “is not to look under the bed. And don’t take off your shoes until you’re actually in bed because feeling the grime in the carpet can be gross. Remember, we’re only here for one night.”

“Also, don’t touch the bedspreads,” Tessa added. “I’m just glad we don’t have a black light because this place would glow like a supernova.”

Aria looked like she wanted to ask Tessa to cast another spell, to levitate her off the carpet and then right up out of the room. Was that a bloodstain near the door? Steven was right. Best not to look at anything or think very hard about how underpaid the cleaning staff was. On the plus side, the place did have the sharp chemical stench of cleaner, which was better than the alternative.

Actually, that smell and the dilapidated room got Tessa going again. She’d dated a married couple for a while, nice people from Denver’s polyamory community. None of them had very much money, and the couple spent what they did have on babysitters for the night. Tessa had gone with the couple to cheap motels for their playtime. 

The memories and the day’s events sent Tessa’s libido into the atmosphere. She was out-of-her-head horny. She drew back the bedspread to find sheets that looked clean—though, again, best not to study them.

She then lay on her back. It was pretty clear what she wanted. She wiggled out of her jeans, not bothering with her shoes or shirt. Bottomless, she asked, “Who’s first?”

Steven drew Aria over to her. Aria gathered her dress up around her waist while Steven helped her out of her underwear. The thick tension of expectant lust filled the motel room.

Aria moved over to straddle the barista’s face. Tessa’s eyes were glued to the cleft between Aria’s slim thighs. For a second, Tessa felt like her desires would kill her. She couldn’t believe how lucky she felt, to be with this gorgeous woman and this incredible man. She thought of how easily Steven had put the biker down. That was why she’d flashed the men. She’d felt safe. And she’d felt a little bad for taking their money. Might as well give them a little extra for their trouble.

And she knew those guys would be jerking their gherkins at the memory of her. She loved being sexual! And she had the perfect partners to explore her sexuality.

She pleasured Aria while Steven kissed the Indian woman, both working on Aria until she was crying out in ecstasy. 

Then, much to Tessa’s delight, Steven stepped out of his pants and offered her his shaft. She’d tasted the woman in her life and now she could sample the man. At the same time, Aria tore off her dress. Still in her shoes, she slinked around the bed. Tessa had to take a break from sucking on Steven to admire the woman’s tight ass, one cheek rising, one cheek falling, as she walked. Aria’s heels made her calves look so sexy.

A fresh spike of lust hit Tessa. Was Aria going to return her oral favors?

She was. Tessa lifted her hips off the bed when Aria’s warm, wet mouth found her special spot. An instant later, she felt an orgasm sweep through her body like a hurricane. 

“She’s ready for you, Steven,” Aria said, cocking an eyebrow. “I made sure of that.”

“Yes!” Tessa cried. “Steven, I need you in me. Please, do it hard. I need it hard tonight. Being here, being in that bar ... I need you.”

Steven swiveled her around. And then he plunged into her core, filling her up. It was the perfect feeling, holding him deep inside her. Even better? The delicious friction of his pounding until both were satiated, full of Animus, and then it was Aria’s turn. Steven made love to her while Tessa watched, kissing them both, playing with all their bodies.

They went at it for hours until they collapsed on the same bed. But Aria, after her sleepless night, soon left to sleep alone on the other double bed.

Tessa curled into Steven’s arms and listened to his breathing, felt his heartbeat, and reveled in his warmth. She thought about her conversation with her sister. Was she becoming monogamous? Was she willing to throw away her wild life to settle down with Steven and Aria? She didn’t think so—she was just wired to love lots of people. Then she thought about the other women that would soon be joining them. Tessa knew that some of them, like Mouse, would want to sleep with Steven alone. Others, though, others would be open to group sex. 

How many? A half dozen? More?

Just the thought of other beautiful bodies and other quirky personalities put another spark in Tessa. Before she even tried to go to sleep, she gave herself one last bout of bliss. That probably wasn’t a good idea. Buzzing with Animus, she was wide awake and couldn’t seem to switch her brain off. Suddenly, she couldn’t help but think about the fact that they were still on the run, outgunned, and in the veritable shit. 

Next, her mind turned to her pair of Colts—the Peacekeepers. She needed more bullets for them. Luckily, they lived in the United States of America, so finding ammo wouldn’t be a challenge. Though, admittedly, finding magical ammo might be. But she’d craft bullets to keep her and her loved ones safe if that was what it took. That, in turn, led her to a new thought. Was it possible to imbue regular ammo using the magic of the grimoire? Quickly, she called up the skill tree, then envisioned the grimoire, focusing on the spell section, which happened to be her specialty as a Magician:
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Veneficium (Right Wing of the Dragon)

	Magica Defensio

	Magica Cura

	Magica Impetim

	Magica Incanto

	Magica Divinatio 

	Magica Porta


Magica Incanto—or sorcery to imbue items with magical power—came after Magica Impetim, which were definitely attack spells. Idly, she wondered if it was possible to leap over to a new ability in the skill tree. She wasn’t sure. Aria and Steven were sleeping, so she didn’t ask. 

Hell, she was going to try. Maybe if she couldn’t, she’d simply fail, no different from how Steven had trouble using the Inferno Exhalant.

She slid out of bed, got a scratchy thin towel from the bathroom, and put it down on the carpet in front of the bed. She then sat cross-legged in the meditation pose. Breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth, she relaxed and focused on the Animus filling her chest.

Then she whispered, “Magica Incanto,” triggering that ability from the skill tree.

Agony filled her. She actually felt her spirit tugging away from her body. Dammit. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

She remembered the segment “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” from the Fantasia movie. Messing around with magic came with dire consequences. Death loomed. Her heart rabbited away even as her mind snapped shut and perspiration broke out along her chest and back.

She was unconscious before she hit the floor.

 

***

 

Rhaegen Mulk walked into the holding cell to find his Magician, Gideon Scaramanga, literally the drinking the life’s blood of a now-dead convict from his butchered throat. The ground was littered with two dozen bodies, all tattooed men, all handcuffed, all glassy-eyed and dead. The fearful sweat and the mortal fluids of the men still stunk up the place. But blood on cement also had a specific, pungent odor.

They were deep under the Federal Corrections Institution in Englewood, Colorado. It was basically a concrete cube, buried in the heart of the earth. A place specially made for Mulk and the morally questionable things that war made him do. 

Gideon’s wooden-handled steak knife lay on the floor. The wooden handle was covered in gore, hiding the scorch marks on the knife. Mulk knew the history of Gideon’s secret toy. The steak knife had been part of a collection from Gideon’s family, who were all dead now, killed in a house fire. Gideon insisted that he hadn’t set the fire—that it had been a bizarre accident—but Mulk didn’t quite believe him. Gideon had grown up in Little Rock, Arkansas, but came west after being ejected from half a dozen foster homes.

For ten years, Gideon had floated from job to job until Mulk met him, a human who didn’t want to be human anymore. A greed for power dominated Gideon Scaramanga, and he didn’t care where it came from or what he had to do to get it.

He was the perfect specimen for Mulk, who found magic distasteful and a tad frightening. It wasn’t long before Gideon became his chief sorcerer and the unspoken leader of the Terror Trio. Speaking of which, Karlos Butcher, the Morphling, and Kai Charon, the Warling, both stood outside the concrete room. They were holding a terrified Sabina, still blind from taking twin drops of magma in her eyes. He’d brought her … just in case.

“Drinking their blood, Gideon?” Mulk asked. “Isn’t that a bit dramatic?”

Gideon rose from the dead man, his pale face red from his horrific feast. “Sometimes I like the blood in me, Master. Sometimes I think it gives me Animus. It doesn’t, I know, but I like how I feel when I drink the last of their essence.”

Mulk shrugged. He didn’t care about the theatrics. He just wanted results. “Fine. Now, find Steven Whipp. Tell me everything there is to know about him.”

“Magica Divinatio!” Gideon gibbered. The gaunt man’s eyes glowed a vicious muddy red like old blood clots. “Such power. Such magic, covering him, stopping him. Ancient magic. Portal magic. Dangerous. Forbidden. Stars. I see stars.”

“What does that mean?” Mulk demanded.

Gideon’s mouth hung open, a strand of drool slipping down. “I don’t know,” he muttered after a long beat. “Unclear. So unclear. Milky. Milky with stars. The infinite. It is what I have seen before. It’s not enough, Master. The souls of two dozen men are not enough.”

“Bring her in,” Mulk said. 

Butcher and Charon dragged Sabina forward. She curled up her nose at the stench, her lips trembling in fear.

“Yes,” Gideon hissed. “Her. Bring her to me. Her damage. Her blood. Her Animus.”

She yelped. Whimpered.

“Yeah, I know,” Butcher said. “It makes me hungry too.” Butcher had been a street fighter in Mexico City, but had run from the drug cartels to the United States, and finally Denver. Butcher had always considered himself an animal, so becoming a Morphling hadn’t been too far of a stretch for him.

Charon was silent. He was displeased by this act, Mulk knew, and yet, he’d follow orders, all the way to grave. Charon had been another lost soul, a disgraced mercenary who had been ejected out of the French military. Out of all the mercenaries that Mulk had worked with over the years, Charon had been the most willing to do whatever it took to get the job done. Even if it meant losing most, if not all, of his humanity.

“Cast the spell,” Mulk ordered his wounded Magician.

“Magica Divinatio,” Sabina murmured. Her eyes blazed with a white light.

“Hold her tight,” Gideon whispered. He bent, found his steak knife, and then grabbed Sabina’s wrist. He jammed the dull steak knife into her arm. White light leaked from the wound along with a fair amount of blood. That light swept around the room, turning pink and then red as it struck Gideon’s eyes.

“Yes!” the strange Magician uttered in a strangled voice. “Yes, the milk of the stars is gone. And I see. I see!”

“Not alone.” Sabina said the words, but it was Gideon’s voice that emerged from her mouth. “Not alone, Mulk. You weren’t alone when you destroyed Drokharis. It’s his magic, Drokharis magic, that held me at bay. This Steven Whipp. He is not the son of Joseph Whipp. He is not the son of Florence Whipp.”

That name, Joseph Whipp, hit Mulk like a hammer. He remembered a tall, thick man, always quick to laugh, throwing cards onto the green felt of a poker table. A gambler. Joe Whipp had gambled with them, with Mulk and Stefan Drokharis. For a bit, Mulk had enjoyed high-stakes poker games, but the novelty soon wore off. That was why the name had been so familiar. He’d met Joe Whipp, a human, definitely a human. Steven couldn’t have been his offspring. 

Both Gideon and Sabina spoke now, at the same time, with the same voice. “A secret child. A baby. The scion of a fallen house. Drokharis. Steven Drokharis.”

A strange new feeling filled Mulk’s belly. Was it regret? No. Doubt? No. 

It was fear. 

He hadn’t felt fear in a long, long while. His heart beat faster. It became hard to breathe. He hadn’t wiped the Drokharis filth away completely. There had been a baby. Well, that explained why Steven Whipp was so powerful.

The twin voices rose to a fever pitch. “Almost there. From the grave. Stars in the grave. Stars in the grave.” Gideon cackled madly and then howled, like he was in excruciating pain. Sabina wept blinding white tears. “Our graves are in the stars. I have to see. I have to find him. I need more!”

The gaunt Magician stabbed Sabina’s arm again. Considering how much she was bleeding, he must have nicked a vein. More Animus poured out of her, filling Gideon. “There. Through the veil of stars. Into the secrets of the grave. Not alone. My master, you didn’t murder alone. I see him. I see Rahaab. I see what you did.”

“Enough of that,” Mulk thundered. “Do not look into my past. You will not speak of Rahaab. You will find Steven Whipp, now. You will find him, and then we shall kill him—this last Drokharis whelp.”

“There. Near Nebraska. Still in Colorado, but only just,” Gideon whispered, voice hazy. Dreamy almost. 

Sabina slumped to the floor, bleeding out, certainly, from the gashes on her arm.

Mulk couldn’t have cared less. “Can you find him again?”

“I have him,” Gideon said, a cruel smile spreading along his paper-thin lips. “I see him clearly. He is with his women, but we shall murder them. I will drink their blood. I will feast upon the heart of the Drokharis child.”

“Not if I get to him first,” Butcher mumbled in a low voice.

A final wave of energy swept through the room. Gideon’s eyes returned to their normal, colorless gray. His grin widened, showing off his army of yellow teeth. “This was a good night. And Master, what I saw, the name I spoke, I will not speak of it again.”

“You better not,” Mulk growled. But now that Gideon knew about the conspiracy, about all the players on the chessboard, Mulk wasn’t sure he could let the Magician live. Perhaps, once Steven Drokharis was dead, Gideon would have a tragic accident.

He didn’t need to worry about Sabina. She lay in a heap, just one more corpse surrounded by corpses. 

The price had been steep, but now he knew the true name of his enemy. 

Even better? Gideon and the Terror Trio could search him out and ambush him at their leisure.

“Do you know where Mouse is?” Mulk asked Gideon.

“Still in Denver, on the west side, in Arvada. She’s been in the same place for a bit. Should we kill her first?” the Magician asked with a hungry gleam in his eye.

“No, we can deal with her after we kill the Drokharis child. Find him, my Terror Trio,” Mulk said. “Take three of my wives, find Steven Drokharis, and kill him and everyone with him. No survivors, you understand?”

“Of course. But you aren’t going to join us?” Kai Charon asked. “I would think you’d want the kill.”

Mulk frowned. Things had grown infinitely more complicated now that the true identity of their prey had been revealed. “There is a matter I must take care of. And quickly. With even one Drokharis alive, our Primacy is in danger.”

“From only one Dragonsoul?” Butcher questioned.

“From the last of the Drokharis clan? Yes. And from the name Gideon spoke and the name you all will not remember.” Mulk’s very life depended upon his next actions. He’d thought he’d done the job well twenty years ago. However, it seemed that Stefan Drokharis had played one last, fatal card. But that was Stefan, always winning poker hands with some hidden hole card. Even from the grave, it seemed. Mulk had given up poker for a reason. He hated losing.
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Steven tossed and turned all that night. Something was off, and it wasn’t the ridiculously thin mattress or the chatter from people in the room next door. The walls might as well have been made out of cheap toilet paper. Every time any of the toilets flushed in the entire motel, he’d hear it. And could he smell it too. Best not to dwell on that. The mildew stink battling with the smell of disinfectant was odor enough for him.

In every dream, enemies drifted from shadow to shadow, sometime leaping out with their talons outstretched. Others threw swords at him: figures on dragonback, hurling blades from their serpentine mounts.

And in every dream, Steven tried to breathe fire but couldn’t. His throat and mouth would heat up, he’d huff out a plume of acrid smoke, and then he’d jerk awake with a burning in his chest. Turning, he would wonder why the bed felt so empty, but after his terrible sleep the night before, he was too tired to wonder much.

With dawn peeking in the window, he reached out for Tessa, but she wasn’t there. His hand found crumpled sheets and empty mattress.

That was what had bothered him all night. Tessa wasn’t in bed with him. And she wasn’t in the bathroom. He’d know.

He cracked open a red-rimmed eye and glanced about; all he saw was Aria, asleep on the other bed. Tessa was gone.

Or was she?

There. He saw a pale hand outstretched on the floor.

Steven hurled himself to his feet and knelt down next to her, heart pounding like a bass drum. Sweat glued her hair to her scalp. Her flesh was clammy to the touch. Cold.

What had happened? Had Mulk somehow gotten to her telepathically?

He patted her cheeks. “Tessa, wake up. Tessa, it’s Steven. What’s going on with you?”

He felt for a pulse and found one—thank everything good in the world—though it felt thin. Reedy.

His cries woke Aria. She rolled from the bed, landing on her feet like a cat, her lips pulled back in a snarl. She scanned the room, but when she saw no immediate threat, she joined them on the floor. Neither cared about the grime or the fact they were naked.

“Tessa!” Aria cried out, caressing one of her cheeks with a thumb. “Steven, what happened to her? What’s wrong?”

Steven was shocked when a single tear dribbled down Aria’s cheek. He’d figured Aria would know what was going on, but the fact that she didn’t slammed an added dose of fear into his heart.

“I don’t know,” Steven said. “I had trouble sleeping all night, and when I finally got up, I found her on the floor unconscious. But I’m going to help her. If I can.”

“How?” Aria asked.

She’d forgotten that Steven had leveled up.

“Magica Cura,” he whispered, holding Tessa. His focused his will, blocking everything from thought except Tessa. Black Animus flickered to life, washing around the unconscious woman, covering her in a thick layer of darkness. The mystical energy circled Tessa like a midnight whirlpool until the shadows collected around her face. For a moment nothing happened, and then Tessa gasped and drew in the Animus—inhaled it all through her nose. Her eyes shot open, and they glowed a blinding pink color. 

She yelped then relaxed, her eyes closing as quickly as she’d opened them. She seemed to be resting.

“Tessa?” Steven asked, giving her shoulder a gentle shake.

“Give me a minute,” the barista murmured. “That was a big dose of healing mojo, and I was so low on Animus, it actually gave me a little boost.”

Aria shoved Steven aside to cuddle Tessa. The Indian woman rocked backed and forth, holding Tessa to her chest. The women were so different: Aria was dark and slender, while Tessa was pale and more voluptuous.

“I’m okay,” Tessa mumbled eventually, stirring weakly against Aria. “It’s all good. Don’t worry.”

“Nonsense. And I am worried,” Aria insisted. “You looked dead when I first saw you. And the dreams I had … terrible dreams, of a skeleton man, on the back of brown dragon, riding down from the sky with lightning in his hands. I thought maybe he broke in and … and … killed you.” Aria sniffed and then hardened herself, steel covered in velvet. Her jaws muscles were clenched tight in sheer determination.

“No. Nothing like that. I’m fine now, really,” Tessa said, sitting, propping herself up on her palms. “Actually, this was my fault. I tried to play a little leapfrog with the skill tree. I wanted to make magic bullets for the Peacekeepers.”

Aria gasped. “The spell categories are in order for a reason. You are lucky you didn’t die.”

Steven choked in frustration. “The Drokharis Grimoire is great, but we need a teacher, a real teacher.”

Aria shook her head sorrowfully. “This is my fault. I should’ve told you. I should be your teacher.”

“It’s okay,” Tessa soothed her. “You’re learning as well. It’s not like you’re a hundred years old and all wise and shit. Now, kiss me. I need some Animus. If I’m right, once we get some bullets, I’ll be able to imbue them with magical powers.”

Steven checked the skill tree quickly and yeah, Magica Incanto came after Magica Impetim. Had Tessa really skipped a level? He wasn’t sure that was possible. Then he was caught up in watching Aria and Tessa kissing. It wasn’t long before they were all on the bed again, using sex to replenish their Animus levels.

Once they were done, they showered, used napkin-like towels to dry off, and dressed. Their clothes were dirty, true, but still leaps and bounds cleaner than the rest of the room. Besides, they weren’t exactly spoiled for choices.

Aria walked out of the bathroom, still trying to get her long, dark hair dry. Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen, not with the thin, soaked hand towel. “If we live and acquire a Hoard, I will not travel without my own towels again. This is all so primitive.”

“Good idea,” Tessa said with a nod and a grin. “A wise man once said, ‘A towel is the most the handy thing in the world—you should never leave your home without at least a hand towel or two.’”

“I can see the wisdom in this,” Aria said, bobbing her head. “Who said it, Kwame Appiah? Or perhaps Epicurus?”

“Douglas Adams—Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.”

Aria shot her a flat, deadpan stare. Tessa held up her phone for protection. “Sorry, don’t hate me. In other news, I got a text from Mouse. She said to head for a small town called Ash Hollow. It’s not far from here, on Highway 26. Let me find it real quick like.”

Steven touched her back while he looked over her shoulder at the Google map splayed out across the phone’s screen. Lake McConaughy appeared as a big blue space above the black line of the highway. The town lay near the Ash Hollow State Historical Park.

“Okay, let’s get some breakfast,” Steven said, “then let’s head there.”

Tessa shut off her phone. “Not before I get some bullets. I wanna get my gunsmith mojo working, and I feel bad for scaring you guys like that. It’ll be worth it if I can craft magic items.”

Aria sighed. She was still shaken, obviously.

Tessa texted Mouse and tried to call her, but they got no response. The only thing they could do was to check out and head toward Ash Hollow.

After a huge breakfast—thanks entirely to the money they’d conned from Beef, Pork, and Chicken—they stopped off at the Hatcher Gun Company, LLC. It was a boxy, flat-roofed building with gray walls and black iron bars over the windows. A drab, dreary place that reminded Steven of a prison, only in miniature. But the owner, Big Roy—a hulking son of a gun with a ferocious gray beard—was as friendly as a giant puppy. Tessa and Big Roy immediately got down to brass tacks, jawing about guns and ammo until the guy asked to see the Colt Peacekeepers. 

When Tessa brought them in, the gunsmith nearly choked on the toothpick between his lips. 

Big Roy offered them ten thousand dollars for the pistols, but Tessa wasn’t about to part with them. He simply sighed and nodded as though he expected nothing less but was sad about the outcome all the same. 

Big Roy pointed out that the pistols had been customized to accept normal .45 caliber bullets, which was good news for them. It was common ammunition. “You really should load your own rounds,” he said.

“Eventually I will,” Tessa said. “Thanks for the tip.”

They left with two boxes of .45 Caliber Federal American Eagle rounds—100 bullets total. Then, back in the Orange Crush, they sped north until they found the Highway 26 turnoff. 

Tessa pointed to a dirt road, a pair of tire tracks cutting through the high yellow grasses and juniper bushes, that would take them to the shores of the lake. “Let’s stop off there so I can cast some spells.”

Steven drove until he saw a massive mud bog blocking their way. He knew what to do. He’d had a friend whose dad loved four-wheel driving. Tessa read through the driver’s manual, which told them how to turn the hubs to engage all four tires. They churned their way through the bog, then up a steep, rocky incline. Big rocks clanked against the undercarriage.

The Orange Crush threw them around, but Steven didn’t care. It was just too much fun ripping through brush, splashing through rivers, and grinding over stones. He was careful to keep track of their clearance so they wouldn’t puncture the oil pan or wreck their differentials. The Orange Crush certainly was a beast. It handled everything Mother Earth threw at them.

They stopped at a cliff edge, a mixture of yellow grasses and marbled stone. A few shoots, green with spring, broke up the golden fields. The waters of the lake sparkled in the sunlight. To the west, storm clouds littered the sky, collecting themselves for an afternoon rain. Or snow. The temperature had dropped, so it could really go either way. They pulled on thrift store winter jackets to keep warm.

The Bronco’s engine ticked from the exertion of getting them there; the hot-oil engine stink mixed with the scent of mud and torn juniper. Steven felt like he was in a 4x4 commercial. 

Tessa lugged a toolbox to a flat stone where she’d set the bullets. Using an awl, she carefully—painstakingly—scratched runes into twelve of the bullets. Aria and Steven hovered over her, hands thrust into their pockets.

“Uh, step back a bit,” Tessa said.

Aria didn’t move. “We’re worried about you. Are you sure you’re up for this?”

Tessa stood and hugged Aria. “I’m fine. What’s going on? You’ve turned into a beautiful mother hen.”

Steven also wondered why Aria was acting so strange and overprotective.

The Indian woman finally stepped back. “When I saw you unconscious, I realized I can’t do this without you, Tessa. It’s not just Steven’s power that we need, but yours as well. Losing you would shatter our family.”

Steven nodded. “Yeah, it would. Tessa, promise us. From here on out, no more risky gambles. No more rogue skill tree hijinks. Promise?”

The barista rolled her eyes. “Worrywarts! It all turned out fine. And I have no plans to die anytime soon. I’m super curious to see what other hot babes Steven is going to bring over for me to play with.”

They all laughed at that, though the mirth didn’t entirely obliterate the nervousness Steven felt in the pit of his stomach. 

As the laughter faded and died, Tessa got serious. With all twelve bullets on the stone, she sat down on a blanket, legs crossed, eyes closed. Then she whispered, “Magica Incanto.”

Her eyes opened, revealing twin pink suns. The runes she’d carved into the bullets also glowed a rose color, brighter, brighter, brighter, until they blazed like an exploding star. Finally, after what felt like an age, the pink lights adorning the bullets winked out. As did Tessa’s eyes. Suddenly, she slumped to side and would’ve fallen into the dirt if Steven and Aria hadn’t caught her. This time, she didn’t go all the way unconscious, but she was sweating and breathing hard. 

A smile painted her weary face. “Uh, that felt pretty good. Those bullets are going to be downright lethal, I can feel it.”

“That’s good to hear,” Steven said, eyeing the storm clouds encroaching on the horizon as he helped her to her feet. “I have a feeling we’re going to need them today.”

Tessa loaded the Colts and strapped the pistols into place. Once that was done, they had a quick picnic of BBQ-flavored Pringles, string cheese, beef jerky, baby carrots, and some oranges. Oreos for dessert. Then it was back in the Bronco, and Steven retraced their path back to Highway 26. Once they hit pavement, mud pinged off their undercarriage. They’d caked the bottom from bashing through bogs.

Tessa was back on her phone. “Nothing from Mouse or Bud yet. However, I’m doing a little research. Ash Hollow is a pretty interesting place. It was on the Overland Trail, so a ton of pioneers stopped there because of some natural springs. And yeah, First Nation people loved it as well. We pretty much picnicked in a place that has a lot of historical significance.”

“Such a schoolgirl,” Steven quipped, feeling nervousness mount inside him. Yep, a fight was definitely coming for them. It couldn’t be a coincidence that both he and Aria had suffered from the worst dreams ever the night before. He could feel the battle coming, like he could feel the storm winds whipping at the Bronco. However, with Tessa packing heat, and with their Animus levels brimming, they were ready. As ready as they could be, anyway. Hopefully Mulk would show up in person so Steven could claw the life out of him.

“Yeah, I’m a schoolgirl now.” Tessa’s cute nose scrunched up as she smiled. “Studying when it means something is so much easier than studying for grades. I just couldn’t care about As, Bs, and Es.”

“Are there Es?” Aria asked. “I thought in American schools, they skipped that letter.”

“Small joke from the nerdy girl,” Tessa answered. “I got a lot of Es, as in ‘Exactly why do I need to learn this?’”

Steven smiled at that. For him, grades meant one less thing his mom would have to worry about, so he’d done his best.

They hooked left and finally turned into Ash Hollow—the town, not the state park. 

It was pretty much like any number of villages they’d breezed through on this little road trip: a single stretch of buildings on either side of the asphalt. There was a post office, fashioned to look like an old log cabin. In the town proper, there was a restaurant (Pretty Norma’s Eatery), a gas station (Conoco), and an antique store (Nadine’s Knick-Knacks) that had probably been the general store a hundred years ago. An Ace ’N Spades Dollar Store capped the end, but those dollar stores were all over the west, along with the City Market across the street, though that had been abandoned some time ago. Signs beckoning hunters and tourists were everywhere, including some that promised amazing tours of the Ash Hollow caves and Lake McConaughy.

Around the town, yellow grasses had taken over, eating away at pavement and dirt lots, so it was like an island of wood, concrete, asphalt, and brick in a golden sea of weeds.

A few cars ambled here and there but not many. There were no pedestrians. Ash Hollow was only a wide spot in the road, its best days far behind it. With I-80 running down south, the Overland Trail was only interesting to historians and baristas it seemed. The storm clouds swept over the town, flung there by an unforgiving cold wind.

Steven puttered into the gas station and killed the engine. When he got out, he saw a man standing in the middle of the street, watching them.

He knew the man. He knew the purple suit. And Steven wasn’t surprised to see him holding a glimmering katana, which looked like a fallen live wire.

The first raindrops dropped in big plunks, staining the pavement. One splashed down Steven’s neck, but his skin had gone so cold, he hardly felt it.

With Kai Charon standing there, Steven knew the other two members of the Terror Trio couldn’t be far behind.

Steven went to warn Tessa and Aria, who were still in the Orange Crush, but he never had the chance.

A torrent of flame washed over the gas station pumps from not one but three dragons that hovered about the doomed town.

The Conoco exploded.
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“Magica Defensio!” Steven screamed, creating a shield just in time to catch the shrapnel from the exploding gas station pumps. Tongues of flames licked at his skin, but he was tough, and a little fire wouldn’t hurt him. Besides, it was raining harder now, and the winds screamed. With those dark clouds, hail was on its way. A tornado could easily spin out of the apocalyptic sky.

Kai Charon, with his glowing katana raised, charged forward. As did the dragons—one brown, one pearl, and one a storm-gray color. All were females, beardless, fifteen feet long with wide leathery wings. Their various scents were hard to pinpoint, especially with the Conoco in flames behind him, spitting out char and smoke and carnage.

With four enemies converging on him, and more on the way, Steven didn’t go True Form; he didn’t want to give them that big of a target. 

He transformed into his Homo Draconis form—his body humanoid in shape, though covered in jet-black scales and sporting a long, whipping tail—then triggered his DarkArmor ability. His body thickened with extra scales until he felt like an up-armored tank. That wouldn’t be enough to stop the enchanted blade, so Steven doubled down on the armor ability, though it meant losing more Animus and slowing his movement rate down substantially. As a general rule, tanks were tough but slow as hell. There was always a tradeoff. Always.

Charon lunged in, sword flashing in a blur, aimed at taking Steven’s head from his shoulders. From his training with Aria, Steven knew to adjust his balance to let the sword glance off his arm instead of trying to stop the strike cold. The blade tinged away—golden sparks flying in an arc—and Steven danced back. He triggered SerpentGrace, narrowly ducking the incoming gray dragon. The jaws crunched in the air above him. If he’d been a second slower, he would’ve lost his head.

Steven spun on a heel and drove his tail into the Warling. The blow landed like a Mack truck, sending the purple-clothed man to the street. But Steven didn’t have time to watch the man flip and roll across the asphalt. He bolted left, then shot in, clawing into the throat of the pearl dragon as she lunged for him. His reinforced talons ripped through scales and shredded vulnerable flesh beneath. The pearl dragon let out a pained squawk and careened into an old truck—American made and badly rusted—parked outside the restaurant. The tailgate clunked to the ground.

However, his attack was a mere inconvenience to the dragon, not enough to put her down. The pearl dragon clambered to her claw-tipped feet, whirled around, and launched herself at Steven once more. 

By that time, the brown dragon unleashed another firestorm onto him. He thrust his left hand forward and quickly angled the shield, diverting those deadly flames toward the Warling. Aria had showed him a handful of jujitsu techniques, and one of the things she’d emphasized was that using an enemy’s own force against them was always the smartest way to fight if you could manage it. It would wear your opponent out quickly, while allowing you to remain fresh and ready.  

The fire struck a red force field. The shield spell saved Kai Charon’s life, but revealed that the Magician, Gideon Scaramanga, was somewhere, skulking around. Was Karlos Butcher there as well? Most likely.

Steven didn’t know where Aria and Tessa were, or if they were cooking inside the Bronco, bathed in flame by the burning Conoco. He desperately wanted to check on them, but there was no way. He had to deal with dragons and humans trying to kill him. He was their main target, after all.

Steven triggered SerpentGrace—burning through a sliver of his available Animus—and raced across the empty street, diving under the talons of the pearl dragon. He rolled and came up holding the fallen tailgate from the decimated pickup truck. With a roar, he sent it whirling through the air like an oversized Frisbee. The metal rectangle struck the brown dragon, breaking a wing with a vicious crack and sending her crashing to the pavement.

Now that he had some breathing room, Steven transformed into a full dragon. Still imbued with both SerpentGrace and two doses of DarkArmor, he stood a fighting chance. Steven dug his claws into the ruined truck and lifted it with a heave, using it as a club. He slugged the gray dragon like he was Babe Ruth aiming for the fences. The gray dragon went soaring through the rain and wind and into the glass front of the Aces ’N Spades Dollar Store. Glass shattered, and plastic junk vomited out onto the street.

Civilians were fleeing, dashing into the fields, running for their lives as they screamed. 

The pearl dragon—obviously using SerpentGrace—blurred toward him. An instant later, she dug her talons into Steven’s arm, pinning it down. The brown dragon, wing bent, whipped her tail into his jaw. A burst of white stars exploded across his vision as she drove him into the restaurant. The spines on his back crushed the wood, and his feet slipped on the tables and chairs inside. The greasy odor of the kitchen mixed with the fire and rain outside. Suddenly, he caught the scent of mint. That was the smell of the pearl dragon. 

The brown dragon, by contrast, stank of burning rubber.

Red, whirling scimitars—courtesy of Mulk’s gangly human Magician—slashed into Steven, dazing him with bright jags of pain. Thanks to his DarkArmor, they didn’t spike his innards, but they left him bleeding and weak.

Kai Charon raced forward and leapt into the air with preternatural dexterity. His katana arced toward Steven, slicing through the air. Most of the truck had simply fallen apart after bashing the holy living crap out of the gray dragon, but Steven still had the mangled remains of a truck door gripped in his left hand. He raised the door like a shield, but the Warling was fast as hell and as nimble as a fucking ninja. The purple-suit-wearing son of a bitch ran up the side of the door, flipped ass over teakettle like some sort of Olympic acrobat, and threatened to drive his blade into Steven’s throat.

At the same time, the gray dragon raced from the ruins of the dollar store, streaking through the rain to land a killing blow if Kai Charon failed to skewer Steven.

Steven needed to free himself from the pearl dragon, but her talons were dug deep into his right arm.

And he couldn’t forget about Gideon. The Magician stood on the main street, a pale, dirty man. He raised his hands to cast another spell.

Steven had done well to live thirty seconds against the Terror Trio and three of Mulk’s Escort, but it seemed he was done for. He was about to die—

Gunshots thundered through the rain and chaos. Pink flashes of light struck the pearl dragon, sending her reeling away from Steven. Bullet after bullet pocked her chest, parting scales and meat as though they were made of tissue paper. Red gored painted her pale scales. She fought to keep her feet—blood oozing down from half a dozen wounds or more—but finally pitched over onto her side. Alive, but out of the game. At least until someone healed her.

Meanwhile, a sleek scarlet dragon swooped in, lashing out with her tail in passing, flicking Kai Charon away from Steven like a bothersome gnat. Both the Warling and his sword were sent spiraling to the ground. The powerful scent of cinnamon washed over the scene as Aria pressed forward, slamming into the gray dragon. Then it was a midair bitch fight, the female dragons tearing at each other without mercy.

Yes! Aria and Tessa had survived the Conoco explosion!

“Magica Cura!” Gideon screamed. The pearl dragon’s bullet wounds closed. Hunks of metal plunked to the ground.

The brown dragon opened her mouth to breathe fire on Steven. His shield spell had protected him from the gas station fire, but he didn’t trust it against dragon’s fire. So instead, he went with good ol’ physical retribution. He hurled the truck door right into the brown dragon’s yawning maw. The door smashed into her muzzle, and she tumbled backward—right into the gas station inferno. The brown dragon must’ve rolled through gasoline at some point during the fight, because she went up like a torch.

Tessa zipped right, guns out and level, looking for a clear shot on the pearl dragon, but she never had the chance. A snake—or make that an anaconda—slithered out of the antique store. Karlos Butcher caught her in his scales, and her mouth fell open in a gasp. The Morphling would turn Tessa into jelly if Steven didn’t do something and quick, but that shithead Kai Charon had regained his feet and was angling to intercept Steven. 

Charon advanced, slashing at Steven, who batted the blade away. Tessa screamed, struggling frantically against the crushing coils of Karlos the Butcher. Steven knew he needed to do something—and do it now. He shrank himself down, back to Homo Draconis, just as the pearl dragon lunged to snap off his head. Eyes wide, he turned and dropped to the deck, avoiding yet another potential death sentence, but in doing so, he offered his back to that douche Charon. The Warling brought his enchanted katana down across Steven’s back, slicing him deeply and adding to his collection of wounds. Steven spun on instinct and drove his claws into Charon, shoving him back and shredding his purple suit at the same time. Blood poured down the man’s chest as he fell to his knees. 

His face had gone pale … he was near death …

Until Gideon cast another heal spell. 

Steven gained his feet in a blink and charged the Magician like a linebacker trying to sack the QB. At the same time, Steven inhaled. He needed to breathe fire of his own, and he needed to wipe that goddamn sorcerer off the face of the Earth. Steven triggered the Inferno Exhalant, but like before, only black smoke leaked out of his mouth.

That was okay. If he couldn’t burn Gideon Scaramanga, he could smoke that motherfucker like a pig in a pit. He got his jaws close enough to the Magician to temporarily blind the man with the plume of acrid smoke. Gideon shrieked in pain, clutching at his face. Guy was a pain in the ass, but clearly, he wasn’t too tough. At least not physically.

Charon got back to his feet, but Steven lashed out with his tail. Boom. Direct hit to the face. The Warling made a strangling sound, reached for his ruined face, and fell back down. The way was open to get to the snake-bound Tessa. Steven returned to his True Form, a thirty-foot-long black dragon.

The brown dragon stumbled out of the fire. Her wings were smoking, enflamed, and there was a good portion of her scales that looked like charcoal. Especially around her neck. It was the perfect place to strike.

Not fucking around, Steven shot forward like a jet and tore out her throat with his fangs. Hot blood gushed into his mouth, accompanied by a wave of fresh Animus. He spit out a gob of flesh and scale, shouldered his way past the dying dragon, and beelined toward the snake freak. The anaconda dropped Tessa, who fell unconscious to the pavement. The anaconda, at least twenty feet long and weighing several tons, slithered around Steven’s neck. That thing was slippery, fast, and deadly.

Steven felt this windpipe closing. The Animus from the dragon-kill coalesced in his chest. He managed to gasp out, “Magica Cura.” It was enough to heal Tessa, who staggered to her feet. She fished her Colts from the street, where they’d fallen, and took aim to blast the anaconda choking Steven. Naturally, the pearl dragon got in the way, blocking Tessa’s shot. 

A fresh gout of fire lit up the darkness of the stormy day. Steven didn’t know if Tessa was able to dodge the pearl dragon’s fire or not.

Black was closing in on Steven’s vision, and he knew it wouldn’t be long until he passed out. But then a brilliant idea hit him. Steven returned to his Homo Draconis form suddenly. So suddenly, in fact, the anaconda couldn’t adjust. Steven simply slipped right through the coils, got to his feet, and found himself facing a gigantic tusked boar, the snake gone. Boar-Butcher charged, huge hooves scrabbling at the asphalt.

From out of nowhere, a glowing green sword blade hacked into the monster boar’s back leg. Butcher went rolling across the ground in a spray of blood. Steven recognized the broadsword—it was the Slayer Blade, and it was in the hands of a very pale, very small looking Mouse.

She’d come to save the day, or at least a portion of it.

Hail pounded down from the sky. But no wind. The wind had dropped.

The pearl dragon took off, flying in an uncertain spiral as the hail hammered them all. Tessa was scorched, but she’d survived the fire blast. Charon was still on the ground, unmoving. Gideon limped off toward the dollar store, his face blackened where it wasn’t pink with the burns. One eye was sealed closed. Snot dripped down his dirty face.

Steven grinned. They’d either dropped their opponents or made them flee. Not too bad, considering how badly outnumbered they’d been to start with. Steven’s feeling of victory was short lived, however. He breathed in and found himself choking. A miasma of green mist boiled through the town, adding a fog to the clouds and the ice chunks plummeting from the heavens.

The green mist brought Steven, Tessa, and Mouse to their knees.

What kind of hellish fog could do that to them? Tessa grasped at her throat, coughing up blood. Mouse followed suit, eyes bulging, the Slayer Blade dropped and forgotten as she clasped her slender neck. Steven turned and puked. He couldn’t breathe.

A single word floated through his head. Toxicity. It was farther down on the Exhalant skill tree, and he was feeling the effects of the poisonous cloud.

A massive dragon stood at the other end of the town, exhaling out the putrid fog from its huge mouth. 

Mouse had come to save them, but she hadn’t come alone. It seemed she’d been followed … 
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Tessa had used most of her Animus on forging the bullets, which had worked well against the pearl dragon. If she had better aim and a tad more speed, she would’ve killed that bitch dead. Oh well. She’d just have to practice more. She still didn’t like the fact that her magic was pink. There had to be a way to change that shit.

But Tessa figured she might not get the chance. She was dying, suffocating in the cloud of green gas enveloping the town of Ash Hollow. She’d already coughed up blood and was worried that her lungs were next. That would suck. Her brother had studied World War I and told her about the effects of chlorine, phosgene, and diphosgene gases: soldiers literally coughed out their own lungs, piece by piece. If that happened to them, she would die, as would Steven and Mouse.

If only she could cast a spell, heal Steven, or summon a shield spell that could surround them completely and block out that noxious fog.

And who was the dragon at the end of town? It was bigger than a female but hard to see in the hail and mist, which was an odd combination. Ice pummeled her even as the fog thickened. The hail left streams of lines through the green mist, and Tessa thought of The Matrix movies, where the code for the Matrix descended down screens.

Was the dark green dragon Mulk? That was the best explanation. If Mulk had come, well, she had to put on her big-girl panties and heal Steven before she dropped dead. One last effort for the team, and then he could kick the ever-lovin’ shit out of that asshole.

But she was coughing and choking too hard to cast a spell. Even if she could utter the words, her Animus levels were dangerously low. Another spell just might kill her.

Another few seconds and she’d be unconscious … then dead.

A woman fell from the sky, her naked skin shredded and bleeding. Her body slammed next to Tessa with a meaty thud. It was so surreal, so unexpected, that Tessa found herself not coughing for a second. What was going on?

Then, from behind her, a hot wind swept through. A scarlet dragon, Aria, beat her wings in mighty sweeps, clearing the poisonous fog. Aria roared, “Tessa, kill the woman. Take her Animus and heal Steven.”

That was brutal. How could Tessa murder anyone in cold blood like that?

But the woman shifted into her half-dragon form, scales gray. It wasn’t a civilian, but the gray dragon Aria had been fighting. The Indian Dragonsoul had gotten the best of her but hadn’t slain her. Clever.

Tessa whipped out her left Peacekeeper and put a pink-tinged bullet in the gray dragon’s skull. Aria had taken most of the Animus during the fight, but landing the killing blow gave Tessa a heady rush of raw power. The Animus exploded out of the dead Dragonsoul and rushed into Tessa, who accepted it gratefully. Greedily. Like a starving prisoner getting a steak dinner. 

The storm wind returned, blowing out the remnants of the poisonous mist. 

Though her body was still wracked with damage, Tessa was able to mutter, “Magica Cura” as she lifted a hand and waved at Steven, who lay a few feet off. She hit Steven with the healing spell and then turned her formidable arcane power on Mouse. 

Steven blinked awake and propped himself up on his elbows, then returned the favor, whisking away the majority of her wounds with a simple word. And just like that, they were back in the fight.

The huge dragon, though, thundered toward them. It was a dark green color, and the scent of eucalyptus leaves became stifling. Her wings were outstretched, and the claw tips smashed through windows on buildings on both sides.

No beard, so it was a full-grown female, but how did she get that big?

“Judith!” Mouse shrieked. “It’s Judith!”

Yeah, that name meant nothing to Tessa.

And Aria didn’t seem to care either. The scarlet dragon flew over them to meet this Judith behemoth head-on. She never had the chance.

A wave of freezing cold blasted Aria out of the sky, sending her through the roof of the Aces ’N Spades Dollar Store. Before she disappeared from view, Tessa saw that ice caked her wings and parts of her were frozen solid. There was an ArcticWind Exhalant on the Dragonsoul Skill Tree, and this Judith seemed to have access to it. To all of the Exhalants, as a matter of fact, and clearly she wasn’t afraid to use them.

With Aria half-frozen and inside the dollar store, Judith turned her next breath attack on Tessa and her friends standing on the pavement. She exhaled lightning, which struck the wet street, arcing and filling the gloomy day with a brilliant wave of blue-white sparks. She was going for an AOE attack rather than singling one of them out.

Mouse thrust the Slayer Blade into Tessa’s hands, then transformed into an amber-colored dragon smelling like almonds roasting in the oven. She snatched up the barista in her claws. In a heartbeat, Tessa found herself swooping over the buildings, a sword in her left hand and one of her big gnarly pistols in the other.

Steven had also leapt from the ground to avoid being electrocuted. His black dragon body was barely visible against the storm clouds. But Gideon Scaramanga could see him. The Magician had crawled out of whatever hole he’d found during the gas attack to send his crimson scimitars screaming into Steven’s wings. The conjured blades mercilessly ripped through leathery flesh, and Steven fell from the sky. Somehow, he managed to scurry into the dollar store with Judith’s flames licking at his tail.

“Mouse, let’s regroup in the dollar store,” Tessa called out. “Take us over there.”

The hail had stopped, but the rain continued to fall. Even over the loud patter, Tessa heard the clatter of hooves. She watched as a giant boar sped across the roof of the antique store. Butcher leapt at Mouse, trying to gore her with his long tusks. Underneath him glowed a red platform—a force field thanks to Gideon no doubt.

Shit. How much Animus did the Magician have? He was still healing people left and right, casting magic missile spells and shield spells like they were nothing.

Instead of shooting the boar, Tessa shifted, raised her pistol and shot the Magician. This time, her aim was true, and the Magician winced as the bullet clipped him. His spell failed and Butcher the boar went smacking into the pavement.

Mouse ducked the pearl dragon only to crash-land in the dollar store, which had already been hit hard. The shelves were scattered. Plastic plates, knives, and spoons littered the place as did rolls of paper towels, key rings, water guns, underwear, hoodies, and rain ponchos. The place was a mess all right.

They found Steven holding Aria, both human. Both were conscious, but pale, and Aria couldn’t stop shivering.

“I healed her,” Steven said, “but she can’t get warm.”

“That’s from the ArcticWind,” Mouse growled, still a dragon. “It’s part of the effect. You take physical as well as more spiritual damage.”

Tessa put it in gaming terms. “I see. There’s the initial attack and then the aftereffects, so you keep taking damage.”

Aria’s teeth chattered. “I … I … hate … hate … being cold! I’m from India!”

They didn’t have time to chat. Their enemies were most likely already surrounding them. Tessa could only hope she’d killed the Magician—that at least would give them an edge. “Do we fight or do we run?” she asked, checking her chambers. She had three bullets left.

“We’ve taken out two of the dragons,” Steven said. “We should—”

Heat, unbearable heat, swept over them. The entire front of the dollar store became a black inferno. ShadowFire. Another Exhalant and a supremely powerful one.

Aria went from shivering to screaming in pain. Tessa smelled burning hair and realized it was from her. Then they were caught in a swamp of burning plastic. Just being so close to the black fire made everything melt or catch fire. 

Mouse, still an amber-colored dragon, leapt over them, curling herself around them, shielding them from the most intense portion of the blaze. She opened her mouth and breathed lightning that struck the wall of the dollar store. The electricity blasted a hole as wide as a fucking redwood. The ElectroArc lightning sizzled through the wall of the antique store as well.

Steven and Aria went Homo Draconis—some protection from the hellish inferno. Steven plucked Tessa up with ease, cradling her against his broad, scaly chest, then bolted toward the impromptu exit, leaving the burning dollar store and bursting into Nadine’s Knick-Knacks. Mouse followed, also in her half-dragon state. Once they were through, and away from the churning blaze, Steven set Tessa down and beelined toward the shop’s rear entry.

The only had half a heartbeat, however, before the attacks started falling once more. This time, sheets of lightning burst through the windows—first from the front then from the back—sparking off everything metal in the place and demolishing the scores of antiques lining the walls. Outside, the pearl dragon was hitting them from the rear while Judith pummeled them from the front. Son of a bitch!

Steven just kept moving, legs churning, ducking and dodging the wild lightning, the shelves toppling over, and the glass display cases exploding like deadly fireworks. An old-timey, upright piano was hit by skeins of electricity. Piano keys and piano debris went flying.

Steven simply barreled through the hail of ivory shrapnel, protecting his Escort from the worst of the damage, though staggering on unsteady feet from the damage. But they didn’t have time to stop. Seriously, they couldn’t afford to linger even a single second, so Tessa shoved him forward. From behind, Mouse exhaled another burst of crackling lightning, punching a hole through the other wall, creating a readymade exit. Too bad the Terror Trio were dead ahead, blocking their getaway …

Bad news there. But there was a glimmer of good news. The trio looked as beaten and bloodied as Tessa and her friends. At least they had given as good as they got. Gideon’s chest was red with blood, one arm hanging limply at his side—her pistol work, Tessa was sure—his face blackened and burned. Kai Charon’s nose twisted to the side, and he looked like he was wearing a mask made of bits of bone and blood. Butcher was also bloodstained, hacked, and shot.

Steven, Tessa, and Aria struck all at once. Tessa fired at Gideon to add another bullet to his collection. Steven cast a force field, and a dark square launched itself toward Kai Charon. Aria breathed fire on the Morphling.

Mouse, taking the rear, kept their flank protected.

Aria’s flames swept around Butcher. Half man, half boar, he cooked up like Carolina BBQ. Steven’s force field struck Kai Charon like a wall flung by a pissed-off frost giant. He was taken out of the equation, maybe permanently.

As for Tessa’s bullet, the pink flash struck Gideon on the upper left side of his body, knocking him back. Tessa waited for a blast of Animus to hit her, but it never came. How could that bastard survive being shot in the chest? Dammit!

No time to wonder. Most likely, she’d missed his heart.

Tessa and her friends burst from the ruined antique store, but then, every single building in Ash Hollow had been destroyed. It wasn’t a town anymore. It was a graveyard. The Conoco and dollar store continued to burn as merrily as a pair of yuletide logs; one burned with red and yellow flames while the other was lost in a shadowy, violet blaze that was midnight personified.

The pearl dragon came storming over, screaming, mouth open. Tessa stared down that encroaching fanged maw and didn’t blink. Not even once. She mustered what little strength she had left and threw the Slayer Blade to her left. Mouse, such an unexpected badass, anticipated the move and moved like the wind made flesh. The amber dragon morphed into a naked petite blonde and snatched the sword out of the air. With a flick of her wrist, she twirled the blade in a fanciful flourish before driving it into the heart of the pearl dragon. Mulk’s wife turned into a Japanese woman. A clearly dead Japanese woman. 

Don’t fuck with the Slayer Blade, or with an underdog who isn’t afraid to use it.

Tessa glanced to where the Terror Trio had been. No sign of the bodies. Impossibly, they’d skedaddled.

But the massive dark green dragon remained. Judith let loose a ferocious roar from the main street, one so powerful the ground quivered beneath Tessa’s feet.

“I’ll take care of Judith,” Steven called out, glancing over one shoulder. “You three need to run before the Terror Trio hits us again.”

“I’m not leaving you!” Aria spat in return.

Tessa had to agree. “Yeah, Steven, we’re in this together.”

“Not this time.” Steven slammed his force field spell into the middle of the alley, cutting them off. Then he took off running onto the main street, not even bothering to look back.

Aria and Mouse transformed back into dragons. The Slayer Blade clattered to the ground.

“What about me, guys!” Tessa yelled, cupping one hand around her mouth to be heard over the din of battle. Seriously, so not cool being left behind.

Instead of abandoning her, however, Mouse—in her amber dragon form once more—again gave her a lift up and over Steven’s shield spell. With three sinuous steps, Mouse launched herself into the air, wings pumping as they rose. They cleared the buildings and quickly found Steven in his True Form, going toe-to-toe against Judith. They were about the same size, a black dragon and a green dragon, surrounded by fire and carnage, duking it out on the main street.

Judith struck, but not before Tessa cast another shield spell. Steven still had his own magic barrier, so when the green dragon chomped at them, her nose smashed against the force fields, one black and one pink.

Aria and Mouse darted in, harrying the mighty creature from either flank, tearing into Judith’s wings and back. When she turned to bite at them, Steven latched onto her exposed neck, sinking his fangs in deep.

Which left Tessa. She took in a deep breath, leveled the remaining pistol in both hands, and took aim. It had to be a perfect shot. If she missed, there was a good chance she’d hit one of her three dragon friends. Inhale, exhale. Nice and slow. Wait for the moment. The opening. And then it happened. Judith shook Steven free and inhaled, clearly preparing to unleash another breath-based attack.

But in doing so, Judith also arched her neck back, offering Tessa a perfect shot—one right in the kisser. Tessa lined up her sights and squeezed the trigger. The pistol kicked in her hand and pink flashed from the muzzle. The round flew true, clipping the green dragon on the chin, tearing off a good portion of her jaw just as Steven ripped out her throat. Whatever horror Judith was about to breathe on them would remain a mystery. She slumped to the ground.

Steven, Aria, and Mouse transformed back into humans.

Poor timing. A Lexus SUV sped up, the doors open. Before they could stop him, Butcher, back to being a snake, swept his coils around Judith and pulled her into the vehicle. With Kai Charon driving, the Terror Trio sped away, leaving twin streaks of burnt rubber on the road.

The clouds broke at once. Sunshine streamed down.

Tessa covered her face with a hand. Dammit. They’d been so close to taking out a major threat.

“Ready, Aria?” Mouse asked.

Aria winced. “This is going to hurt.”

“Yeah,” Steven said. “But we have to do it.”

Tessa didn’t know what they meant. Then all three of them shouted, “Magica Defensio!”

All three sent out a wave of energy, wiping the minds of anyone still alive who might guess that Ash Hollow had been destroyed by battling dragons.

Tessa watched in wonder as all three fell to the pavement. The barista alone was left standing.

She sighed. Well, at least they were alive.
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Steven woke in the back of the Orange Crush. He’d been having wild dreams about being baked in a witch’s oven—some total Hansel and Gretel shit right there. Then he knew why. The Bronco had been basted and blasted by the Conoco fire, but it was still, miraculously, running. The body was scorched, the seats smelled like a campfire, but the old girl was still puttering along. Classic American engineering at its finest. 

Steven wondered what was on his face until he grabbed it and found it to be Mouse’s arm. He was caught in a tangle of women’s arms and legs, which all belonged to Aria and Mouse. They were in the back with him, along with Tessa’s leather satchel, which held the Drokharis Grimoire. And what hard thing was he lying on? Oh, yeah, he’d taken a nap on the Slayer Blade. Ouch.

Tessa drove. Her hair was shorter. Oh yeah, it had nearly been burned off by Judith’s ShadowFire. She seemed tired and a bit worse for the wear, but she was alive, and whatever damage had been done, he could fix given enough time and Animus.

With a groan, Steven eased himself from under the women and crawled naked into the passenger seat.

“You okay?” Tessa asked him, before stifling a yawn with one closed fist. 

He nodded. He was thirsty, hungry, and sore. Every inch of him ached. “Do you think we killed Judith?”

Tessa shook her head, keeping her gaze locked on the road. “I don’t think so. After I shot her, I didn’t feel the Animus from the kill. So she’s still breathing. They were tough, Steven. I shot Gideon in the chest, and it was like I’d only thrown decaf coffee on him. We were lucky.”

Steven shook his head. “No, not lucky. We’re tough too, Tessa. Really tough. Uh, where are you driving to?”

“We went through Lewellen a while back. I’m just driving, waiting for you all to wake up. They ambushed us, Steven. I don’t know how, but they can find us now.”

Steven thought about that for a minute. “Good,” he finally said, savoring the word.

“Good?” Tessa asked, exasperated. “We just destroyed a town, and Nebraska doesn’t have that many to lose. We were nearly killed back there. Or did you not notice since you were trying to be heroic?”

“I care about you guys,” Steven protested.

“We’re here because of you,” Tessa shot back. “If you die, what was the point of all this? It’ll kill Aria, I can tell you that. She loves us both. Like a lot. You saw how she was back at that crappy hotel room in Ogallala. Did you see that one, womanly tear? Ms. Tough actually cried.”

“That was over you, not me.” Steven fell silent. He wanted to keep his family safe, and that meant he had to take out anything that threatened them.

“Why is it good that Mulk can track us?” Tessa asked.

“If he’s tracking us, he won’t go after our families. He’ll go after us. And after killing three of his wives, you can bet he’ll come himself next time.”

“Kinda wondering why he wasn’t there today,” Mouse said from the back seat. She lifted Aria’s arm off her with some distaste. “Ugh, women’s bodies are so … so … not for me.”

“I’ll take your share,” Tessa offered.

“If we live that long.” Mouse squinted, looking at the fields flashing by. The storm was gone, blown west by the continental winds. “Where in the fuck are we? And if you say Nebraska I will lose my shit.”

“Good morning, sweetie,” Tessa said. “It’s nice that you’re so friendly when you first wake up. From there it’s all downhill.”

Mouse flipped her the bird. She then gave Steven a long, withering look. “Listen, Prime o’ mine, if you ever try that great self-sacrifice shit again, I’ll beat your ass ten ways from Sunday. Do you get me?”

“We all thought you gave up your life for us at the Lookout Mountain Aerie. If you can do it, so can I.”

“Listen, Prime, I’m part of your Escort. It’s my sworn duty to sacrifice myself for you. You have the penis, after all.”

Steven chuckled. “You’re right, Tessa. Mouse is such a doll first thing in the morning.”

“It’s three o’clock in the afternoon, and I’m not drinking. I can be a bitch. We need to go to Liam Strider’s place. Actually, we need to call him. He won’t like it if we pull up to his Aerie with Mulk watching our every move.”

Tessa gave Mouse her phone, and the petite blonde sent a series of texts. “He’s going to meet us in Lewellen, at a bar called the Blind Goose. We’ll need clothes. I’m not going to walk around rural Nebraska with my tits out.”

“But you have such nice tits,” Tessa said, pouting.

Mouse gave her another wave of her middle finger. Then the blonde put on a dress about a dozen sizes too big for her. Where they’d gotten it, Steven had no ideas. “I’m not even going to bother with a bra. Raisins are on the menu today.”

“Raisins?” Steven wondered.

“Her nipples,” Tessa explained. “Hey, Mouse, what happened? Where were you?”

“Exploring Denver’s Dragonsoul underground scene. I’d made some contacts with some Ronins and some humans who hated Mulk. They helped me heal, got me some Elftears, and then when I got my head on straight, I went to Mulk at Steven’s mom’s house. I tried to make a deal with him, but no, he’s all pissed off and manly. He was never going to take me up on my offer.”

Doubt filled Steven. “What kind of deal?”

“I promised I’d go back to him and help him take over the Rocky Mountain Primacy if he swore to leave you alone. He said no. Hijinks ensued. Did you hire those security guys?”

Steven nodded. “We’re getting help from Bud. Turns out, he has this whole secret identity as a poor little rich lawyer in training.”

“That guy is brave, if stupid. I’ll never forget his whole pizza-delivery bit. He was lucky Mulk’s mercs didn’t shove that pizza up his ass.” Mouse leaned forward and kissed Steven’s cheek. “Look, I had to try and do what I could to save you. You saw what happened back in that town … they nearly tore us to bits.”

Tessa tapped the wheel. “The news is saying that a tornado touched down and caused a fire. It seems your Mind Wipe spells did the trick.” She found a turnout and they spun around, heading back to Lewellen.

“Good,” Mouse said. “We don’t want other Dragonsouls coming after us. Mulk is enough for now. But Steven, once we kill him, you’ll own the Great Plains Primacy. After that, I’m going to want to kill the Rocky Mountain Prime. Cassius Pine murdered my parents, and I want to return the favor.”

The idea of lording over two Primes made Steven a tad uncomfortable. He hadn’t chosen the route of empire-building. In a sense, he hadn’t chosen anything. The whole strange situation had been thrust on him. Yet, he wasn’t going to run away, either.

Mouse frowned at his silence. “So you don’t like the idea?”

Aria stirred. “I told you, Steven, being a Dragonsoul means constant warfare. Mulk and his Primacy are only the beginning.”

“Maybe that’s why Liam Strider became a Ronin,” Steven whispered. “Maybe he just got tired of all this war bullshit and wanted something different.”

“Well,” Aria said, groaning a little as she stretched, “you can ask him. But why would anyone name their bar The Blind Goose?”

“Isn’t life just so mysterious?” Tessa quipped.

Steven sat back and pulled up the skill tree.
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His Animus was low, no real surprise there, but he hadn’t leveled yet. He was so close, but he’d only had one kill during the Ash Hollow fight. He remembered the satisfaction of chomping down on the throat of the brown dragon and the burst of Animus. Such a kill must’ve pushed him forward, but he wasn’t there yet. If only they knew more about how all the magic worked.

Twenty minutes later, they pulled into the parking lot of the bar. It was a big, square barn structure plastered with Bud Light signs, “Welcome Hunters!” signs, and a promise that every Sunday was Game Day, complete with pool, darts, and football on the big screen.

Downtown Lewellen was a carbon copy of Ash Hollow, only Lewellen hadn’t been destroyed by Dragonsouls. Steven put on jeans and T-shirt, while Aria only had a red dress better suited for New York City than a small Nebraska town. They were going to create quite a stir since Mouse looked like she was wearing her obese grandmother’s hand-me-down.

When they parked, a giant of a man stepped out of a Ford F-150 streaked with mud. 

“That’s him,” Aria said.

Liam Strider was close to seven feet tall, with a huge blond beard and long blond hair. He was dressed in jeans, boots, and a cowboy shirt, relatively subdued, but still a blinding pattern of various shades of yellow. He moved like a panther.

Steven got out and eyed the man.

Liam eyeballed him right back. “Last time we met, you jumped out of a speeding car to say hello. I hope your manners have improved.”

“And I hope we can trust you,” Steven said.

Liam took in Tessa, Mouse, and Aria. “You can trust me. But I cannot the trust the fashion sense of your Escort. Luckily, I don’t want us to linger too long in public.” He tipped his head to Aria. “Namaste, Ms. Khat.”

Aria put her hands in front of her. “Namaste.”

“I can’t wait until this yoga craze is over,” Mouse said.

“It’s only been around for a few thousand years,” Aria said. “I’m sure it will be gone by Christmas.”

Mouse rolled her eyes. “Anyway. Thanks, Liam, for taking us in. We’re going to owe you.”

Liam smiled. “Rhaegen Mulk wants me dead. I assure you, this is an act of self-preservation. Actually, I’m also curious to get to know the dragons that managed to deal with me so quickly and efficiently. I don’t like losing fights, and yet, I lost two—back to back no less. In the end, I might owe you for executing Edgar Vale. When I heard of his final fate as a wet spot on the pavement in downtown Denver, I must admit I opened up a bottle of Dom to celebrate the occasion.” The Ronin snapped his fingers. “Come with me. You can ride in the back of my truck since we are not going far.”

Steven frowned. “I’ll ride up front. To keep an eye on you.”

Liam shrugged, the very essence of ease. “Both eyes. Keep them on me. For I am the Yellow Ronin, and I am a shifty sort. I hope you four don’t mind, but I will need you to partake in the ancient art of Irezumi. I see one of you already has.” He bowed at the waist in front of Tessa.

Tessa blushed. “Irezumi, that’s the Japanese word for tattoos. And yeah, I’m not afraid of needles.” She climbed into the bed of the truck, as did Mouse and Aria. When Mouse bent over, Steven got a good look at her chest, and he remembered the kiss she’d given him. It had been pretty chaste, but it felt like a start.

Steven got into the passenger seat. They motored through the outskirts of town to where a tattoo parlor sat next to a liquor store; they shared a wall. 

Liam parked and they all crowded inside the tattoo parlor. 

The tattoo artist was there alone. He was all beard and belly, no hair, and dressed in biker leathers. His grin had gaps. He was shorter than Steven, far shorter. In fact, he and Mouse were about the same height, though the guy had to have a hundred pounds or more on her, easy. Steven couldn’t help but think the guy looked like one of Tolkien’s dwarves.

The shop had two chairs, sample tattoos on the walls, a beer keg, and an espresso machine. The place smelled vaguely of a mixture of beer, incense, and cleaner. Steven appreciated that last scent. He didn’t want to get hepatitis, though a quick Magica Cura might help with that. Which brought up a question: Could the healing magic cure things other than damage caused by combat? It was something to consider. With enough power, could they heal Tessa’s brother?

“Hello, BB,” Liam said.

“Like in BB gun?” Tessa asked.

The tattoo artist rumbled laughter. “As in bowling ball. I’m kinda shaped like one. The thing is, I hate fucking bowling. And I hate miniature golf. I hate any sport where you have to send a specific ball to a specific place.” He paused and canted his head to one side. “Softball is okay though, since it involves beer.”

Tessa smiled warmly at him. “I like softball too, but BB, it involves sending a ball to a specific place.”

“Nah, girl,” BB replied. “You can hit it into right field. You can hit into left field. You can put it down right in that sweet spot behind second base. Or you can aim for the fences. It’s all about strategy and reading the other team. And did I mention there’s beer involved?”

Tessa laughed and touched his arm. He didn’t seem at all concerned about their odd mixture of outfits or the fact that Mouse’s nipples were poking through her potato sack of a dress. Then again, BB had probably dealt with all kinds of people.

More than that, with the good-natured banter, everyone was relaxed and happy. Tessa had such a magical effect on people, taking an interest in them, asking them questions, and then really listening to the answers.

Steven felt a wave of love for the barista flow through him. He’d known she was awesome when they first met. And every day since she’d confirmed that awesomeness.

“All of this is very amusing, but we’re in a bit of a hurry.” Liam maneuvered them to the chairs. From the pocket of his jeans, he pulled out a vial. “I need four tattoos, but I need you to use this ink. Can you do it?”

BB nodded, smirking. “Yeah, Liam, that’s what I do. You can’t drink beer for a living. Trust me. I’ve tried. I’ll start with the veteran here.” He motioned to Tessa. “What do you want?”

Steven stepped in. “I’m not understanding what’s going on here. No one gets anything until I get an explanation.”

BB shrugged. “Hey, Boss, I’m just the ink slinger. Ask Mr. Yellow here.”

“And there is where you trust me,” Liam said. “The ink is special. I made it myself. It will give us a certain amount of spiritual protection. As for the pattern, a simple circle will do it, about two inches in diameter.”

“Circles for all four?” BB asked.

“Yes. Like so.” Liam unsnapped his shirt to reveal an ornate circle on his chest. The center of the circle was empty, but the lines had loops and swoops, like ocean waves or the inky winds of a hurricane where his skin was the eye in the storm.

“That’s amazing,” Tessa said. “Just do that to me.”

“Oh, darling,” BB said, “if you say something like that to me again, I just might have to excuse myself.”

Jealousy zapped Steven, but he knew it was all just banter. He wasn’t about to lose it, not when he was still getting to know Liam.

Tessa pulled off her shirt to stand there in her bra. The girls looked delicious, cupped in silk, and Steven felt a tingle in his nether regions. Tessa’s arms and legs were already covered in ink, but her chest and back were bare. She motioned to her back. “How about we put it on my shoulder blade.”

Liam frowned. “You’ll want to put it somewhere you can reach. If we need to find you, you’ll need to cut the circle.”

“Love that magic shit,” BB said, getting his needles ready with Liam Strider’s special ink. “I do the demon protection tattoo from that show Supernatural all the time.”

“Yeah, I like magic too,” Tessa said. “If only I’d gone to Hogwarts, I might’ve done better in school.”

“Fuckin’ Hogwarts would’ve been awesome,” BB said.

“Would you like to learn magic?” Tessa asked.

Steven didn’t like where this was headed.

BB snapped on blue latex gloves and then grabbed a bottle of rubbing alcohol. “Like real magic? You’re damn straight I would. I’m a total Hufflepuff.”

That made Tessa laugh.

BB studied Tessa’s body, looking for a good spot, or checking her out her chest. “Hey, I think I know a cool place for the circle.” He went to touch Tessa’s arm, where the talons of a red-tailed hawk stretched toward her collarbone. 

Like a cobra striking, Steven caught BB’s hand out of instinct. It all happened so suddenly that Steven felt ridiculous.

BB guffawed. “Damn, man, I get you love her. No need to grab me. And talk about fast. You’d be a killer third baseman with reflexes like that.”

Steven let go of the man. “Sorry. I’m a little on edge.”

“Might wanna switch to decaf,” BB said. “Or get off the meth.”

Mouse let out a strangled cry. “Ha, ha, ha, this is all just so much fun! We’re all just so fucking cute! And isn’t BB so nice and funny? Aren’t we all just so nice and funny?!”

She stormed out of the tattoo parlor.

Liam glanced at Steven. Who sighed.

“Yeah, I’ll go talk to her. Just get started on the tattoos. We need to stay hidden.” Steven went after Mouse, but he had no idea what he was going to say to her.
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Steven found Mouse around the back of the combination liquor store/tattoo parlor, sitting at a picnic table surrounded yellow grasses wet from the day’s storms. Spring on the Great Plains was completely schizophrenic. It was actually hot and humid, though the morning had been so chilly. The sun burned bright in the western sky while the colors around them had softened in the fading light. It was gorgeous outside—vast fields, a few trees, and hills in the distance. You just couldn’t focus on the cigarette butts littering the ground despite the coffee cans placed strategically at the corners of the table. Smokers were rebellious. Full stop.

Mouse sat sweating in the big baggy dress, looking miserable. 

Steven sat down across from her. “What was that all about?”

“Same old song from your Mouse,” the blonde said with a sad smile.

Steven’s heart leapt. Yes! His Mouse! He liked how that sounded. But he kept his face straight. “What’s the song?”

She sighed. “I’m afraid. So afraid. Here I am, terrified, and there you are, joking around. Tessa is so sweet, all smiley and happy, but at any minute Mulk could find us and kill us. Next time he comes after you, he’s coming full bore. He is going to descend upon you with his full army. We’re talking a dozen dragons, the Terror Trio, and mercenaries with automatic weapons loaded with dragon-slaying rounds. We took down Judith. That, more than anything, is going to stick in his craw.”

“I’m not scared,” Steven said. Then corrected himself. “Okay, I’m a tad nervous, but come on, Mouse, you saw us back there. We held our own and without very much official training. I’m hoping Liam can help us with that.”

Speaking of which, the yellow-shirted Dragonsoul pushed out of the back door of the tattoo parlor. He strode forward. “I think I heard you say my name. My new name at any rate. Liam Strider.”

“Lord of the Rings fan?” Steven asked.

“Something like that.” Liam sat down next to Mouse, facing Steven. “So, here you are, the new gun in town. Who are you, really?”

Steven glanced at Mouse. She rolled her eyes. “For the love of biscuits, Steven, we can’t NOT trust him at this point. Tell him the whole story. Don’t leave out a single detail.”

“But he tried to kill us,” Steven protested.

“For the love of biscuits?” Liam laughed lightly. “Mouse, you said that whole sentence without a single curse word. Steven might be having a calming effect on you … or at least on your vocabulary.”

“Fuck off, Ronin,” Mouse said sharply.

Liam sobered. “Yes, I was hired to kill you. I failed. I kidnapped Aria for some insurance and paid for it. I’m on the run as well. And I am a fucking Ronin, which is good for you, and bad. I won’t swear my allegiance to your cause, Steven, but I don’t serve any other masters. I need you as powerful as you can be so we can end Mulk’s reign. With him gone, I will be able to return to Denver and their vibrant art scene. We are partners in this.”

“How can I trust you?” Steven asked.

Mouse answered. “Make him swear on the soul of his father. Dragonsouls take that shit really fucking seriously.”

 “I swear on the soul of my very cruel father,” Liam said. “You see, he was a Prime, in Finland, three hundred years ago. He saw my power, and he would’ve killed me. I killed him first. Filicide, such an ugly word. But perhaps patricide is worse.”

“Three hundred years?” Steven felt a twinge of awe.

“Yes. I’ve aged very well. Because I don’t play the games of Dragonsouls. I learned early to gamble on myself and my abilities. They have served me well.”

“You used Magica Incanto to put protection magic in the ink, didn’t you?” Steven asked.

“Unlike more modern dragons, I am not afraid of magic. I’ve mastered all the spells on the skill tree, though I find myself less and less interested in the dark arts. Did anyone else think it was strange that BB considers himself a Hufflepuff?”

“If you talk Harry Potter shit, I’m leaving,” Mouse threatened, lips pulling into a scowl.

Steve, though, chuckled. “No, BB is a total Hufflepuff. I’m just wondering if Tessa thinks we should try and bring him in as a vassal.”

Liam shook his head. “Be careful, Steven, of who you tell our secrets to. We must remain hidden, from the humans and from the Zothoric.”

Steven paused to consider that. The grimoire had mentioned the Zothoric a handful of times—some sort of demonic creatures who hunted Dragonsouls—but it seemed they were more myth than reality. “Aren’t the Zothoric just boogeymen that Dragonsouls use to keep things static?”

“Tell me your story,” Liam said. “I don’t like talking about the Zothoric … or even pondering them, for that matter.”

Steven took in a deep breath, hardened his heart, and told the Yellow Ronin everything.

At one point, Liam stood and walked out into the weeds, to touch the wet blades of grass. When Steven stopped, the Ronin encouraged him to keep talking. He mentioned the strange missing paragraph in the Drokharis Grimoire as well as the two missing volumes of his father’s spell book.

When he was finished, Liam turned. There were tears on his cheeks. “So, you are the last of the Drokharis clan. Your father, Stefan …” He faltered. “Well, he was my friend, and I don’t make friends easily. You see, both of us rejected the games of power that Dragonsouls play. We studied together. For twenty years, I have wondered what happened to him. I’ve cast divination spells, weekly, to find answers, but the magic protecting the truth of his death is powerful. Only a sorcerer-dragon, thousands of years old, could stop me from seeing.”

“Mulk isn’t that old, is he?” Steven asked.

“He’s only about a hundred years old,” Mouse said. “But he’s sick with power. No, he’s just sick. One sick fuck.”

“But he killed my father,” Steven said. “If there is another ancient dragon in the mix, why would he help Mulk?”

“That is just one of the mysteries we are facing.” Liam wiped his face and sat back down. “Steven Drokharis. To think, I went up against you. If I had slain you and then found out the truth, it would’ve shattered me. I am so very sorry I ever tried to hurt you.” He glanced away. “Can you forgive me?”

“Nothing to forgive,” Steven said. “You didn’t know.”

They sat in silence, the three of them, listening to the sounds of the small town. A car door slammed. A bird, restless for night, twittered. In the distance, a big rig gunned its engines while another engaged its hissing air brakes. Tessa laughed inside the tattoo parlor. Aria let out a cry. “Ouch. Needles. Ouch. And people pay for this torture?” BB said something in a low voice that made Tessa laugh more.

Liam lowered his head. Tears dropped to the table. Steven was a little uncomfortable at the show of emotion. Where he was from, men weren’t so open. The Yellow Ronin then said in a choked voice, “I heard you want me to train you. But can I? Am I worthy? You might not understand who your father truly was … he was the best of us, and not just with his skill at sorcery. There was a goodness to him, a noble goodness, fearless. He, too, wasn’t frightened of the Zothoric. And his portal magic was unparalleled. Yet, I never understood why he would take such risks, opening the doors he did. He had a secret agenda that he kept from everyone. Even from me.”

Another long stretch of silence. Mouse couldn’t hack it. She got up. “Yeah, Tessa must be done. I’m after Aria. So, yeah, I’m gonna go and let y’all have your moment.” She walked slowly away from them.

Steven leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. “I need you to train me, Liam. There’s so much I don’t know. Like the Exhalants. I can’t even breathe fire. And our shields failed against the Terror Trio, and we don’t know why. Tessa nearly died by skipping ahead of one of the skill tree abilities. We need a teacher.”

Liam sighed. “She skipped a spell class? Which spell class did she skip?”

“The Impetim magic.”

“There is a good chance she will never be able to cast those spells again. You do need a teacher.” He reached up and ran a hand through his blond locks.

Steven caught his dragon scent, lemons and leather. If Tessa missed out on any of the spells, that could only hurt them. Steven shook his head. Dammit.

“So,” Liam said, “if you kill Mulk, you’ll get a Primacy of your own. You are so young, so full of power. What then? How will you wield your power?”

Steven had to be honest. “I don’t know. I really don’t. But in my visions, my father talked about a revolution. I think he wanted things to be different for our kind, and I think he was killed for it. And if there is an ancient dragon involved, well, first I want to take out Mulk, and then I want to talk to whoever is protecting that murderous dick.”

Liam again wiped his face. He raised his head but couldn’t make eye contact with Steven. “I know of one ancient dragon, but he’s ... Well, he’s not right. Time is cruel. It devours all things. It grinds stones to meal. It brings mountains low. And it catches up with even the most powerful of Dragonsouls.” Another long beat. “I will help you, Steven Drokharis. I will do my best to be the teacher your father couldn’t be. But if you see him again in a vision, if you get another question to ask him, ask about the secrets he kept from me. I long to know.”

“I will,” Steven said.

“I said before that I would never join your cause, Steven.” Liam nodded. “But you’re the son of my friend, and I will do everything I can to help for as long as I can. Even if it means giving up my life.”

“Thank you.” Steven wanted to say more but the words didn’t come. This powerful Ronin, it seemed, had become a vassal, even if it wasn’t official.

There didn’t seem to be any more to talk about, so the pair went inside. Tessa had brewed up coffee for them all, and of course, it was delicious. She showed him the hurricane circle on the upper left portion of her chest. It was as if the red-tailed hawk was trying to gasp the circle. BB was a true artist. Aria got her tattoo on her left forearm.

“Why there?” Steven asked.

“This is truly a tactical decision,” Aria explained. “If I need to break the magic, I can easily scratch it.”

Aria was a total warrior, and Steven could appreciate that.

Mouse sat naked in the chair and BB didn’t seem to care. Steven couldn’t help looking her up and down, from her cute feet, up her shapely legs, to the blonde patch of hair between her legs and just below her taut belly. And her breasts were so cute! Was he really going to sleep with her at some point? It seemed so.

BB was just finishing up inking the circle above her left breast. The ink contrasted beautifully with her pale skin. The result was striking.

“You’re up next, brother,” BB said. “We’ve been talking Harry Potter again. What house would you be sorted in?”

“I’m Ravenclaw, interestingly enough,” Tessa said. “I’m a schoolgirl now, and I thought I was destined for Slytherin.”

“That would be the house I would choose,” Liam said.

Mouse sighed heavily. “Fucking Harry Potter.”

Aria flexed her arm. “I’ve not read the books, but they say I’m Gryffindor. And I think you are too, Steven.”

“I’d like to think so.” When it was his turn, he sat in the chair. Like Aria, he chose to get the circle on his left forearm. 

Once it was finished, Liam whispered, “Magica Divinatio.” He then nodded. “Yes, it worked. I can’t see you four. We have our protection.”

BB grinned. “Glad I could do my part. I’ll be talking about this day for a long time. Y’all are an interesting bunch.”

“Please don’t,” Liam said. “People are looking for us. It’s best if you don’t remember us.”

Steven thought about casting a Mind Wipe spell, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to remove the memory from BB. It seemed unfair. No one else had cast a spell, so he kept his mouth shut.

Then he wondered … if Liam didn’t have an Escort, and if he didn’t seek out battle, how did the Ronin get his Animus? The question seemed important until Liam took out a wad of cash.

“No, we’ll pay,” Steven said.

“No, I’ll pay,” Liam answered. “And I insist. I still have a Hoard, despite all that has happened.”

Steven didn’t like accepting charity, but this seemed really important to the Ronin. Liam paid, and they headed out of the shop after a round of cheerful goodbyes with BB.

“Do we need to get groceries?” Tessa asked.

“No,” Liam said. “My Aerie is fully stocked.”

“Where is your Aerie?” Steven couldn’t imagine a grand palace being anywhere in this sleepy section of Nebraska.

“You’ll see,” Liam said mysteriously with a sly smirk. “You’ll see.”

At first, Steven’s old doubts about the Ronin resurfaced, but then he remembered Liam’s tears and his friendship with his father.

No, they had to trust Liam. They had no choice.

“I hope you have cigarettes,” Tessa said, “because after all the shit that’s happened today, I need a little treat.”

“Amen to that, sister,” Mouse agreed.
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Steven followed Liam Strider’s big truck in the Orange Crush. The three women with him were quiet. The events of the day were catching up to them, and they were all beyond tired.

Steven was just glad that the tattoos would hide them from Mulk’s prying eyes. Hopefully. Finding Liam seemed to be a blessing, and all thanks to Mouse, who had used her contacts in Denver’s Dragonsoul underground to win the Ronin’s trust.

Liam turned off the highway and onto a dirt track only a little better than the four-wheel path they’d taken to the edge of the lake. His headlights mirrored Steven’s as they tore through the weeds and flung mud out from behind their churning tires.

They bounced over a rock. Mouse hissed. “For the love of biscuits, I didn’t sign up for this. I’m two seconds away from getting out and flying.”

“Feel free,” Steven said.

“Low on Animus.” Mouse glowered at him. Which meant no casting a hide spell. She crossed her arms, still draped in the huge dress.

Steven thought about offering to help her with her situation once they got to Liam’s Aerie, but he didn’t want to pressure her into sex. Not even as a joke. Yes, she had a rough exterior. Inside? That seemed to be a different story.

Liam finally pulled up to a big three-story house surrounded by miles of meadows. The moon broke from the eastern horizon to cast a silver light on Lake McConaughy in the distance. The road circled the structure and kept going.

The house was huge, with broad eaves, shuttered windows, and a covered wraparound porch. It looked old and new, all at the same time. Steven grabbed his duffle bag from the Orange Bronco and then walked inside with his Escort behind him.

The light was soft and welcoming. Turkish rugs, ancient and intricate, covered polished hardwood floors. Velvet settees, gold-embroidered divans, long couches, and big brass lamps gave the place an art deco feel. Artwork hung on the walls—all masterpieces of the 1920s and ’30s. Steven knew this because of his Intro to Art History class over at Metro. Most were of New York, from the artist Thomas Hart Benton. But there were a couple of Picassos.

Liam caught him looking. “The Bentons are real. The Picassos are fake. I did the copies, and while they aren’t perfect, I am rather proud of them.” An easel with a blank canvas clipped to it stood by the window. Paint tubes were stacked on the table next to it.

“The copies are excellent.” Aria appraised each piece in turn. “You have real skill.”

“A hundred years of practice makes perfect,” Liam replied.

Tessa wandered around, mouth open at how gorgeous and unexpected the place was. Mouse kept her arms across her chest. Dark circles ringed her eyes.

Liam led them upstairs and showed them their rooms. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have a big

enough bed for you all. I suppose you could choose one room and throw mattresses on the floor.”

“I prefer my own room,” Mouse interjected promptly, letting everyone know exactly where she stood for the time being.

All the bedchambers were small, and they felt cramped because of the furniture stuffed into them. Four-poster twin beds, mostly, with ornate end tables on both sides. In one room, musical instruments hung from the walls—everything from guitars and lutes to banjos and trumpets. In one of the rooms, a huge golden harp dominated the space.

Steven chose a room with a fireplace. Wood was stacked to the side in a bronze carrier. Wait … no, not a bronze carrier. A bronze shield, ancient and Roman. Steven had a very Spartacus moment.

He collapsed on the bed and pressed his eyes closed, just for a moment. Or at least that was his intention. But he instantly found himself in a deep sleep.

He woke when Tessa climbed into the little bed. He tried to get up to start a fire, but his body simply refused to cooperate. Nope, not happening, his muscles seemed to shriek when he tried to move. Then he remembered he’d fought for his life the day before. That takes a lot out of a guy. Tessa curled up next to him, fingers tracing lightly over his skin as they both drifted off.

He woke again when Aria slipped into the small bed. There wasn’t room, clearly, but Aria had seemed so fragile lately that he didn’t point out that fact to her. Steven slept on his back with Tessa next to him and Aria pretty much slumbering on his chest. He’d gained muscle and Aria was so slight, it wasn’t that big of a deal. It was far more comfortable than being squished into the back of the Orange Crush. And unlike before, Steven was battle-weary. He could’ve slept with a Clydesdale standing on his sternum.

When the sun broke through the curtains, he didn’t want to move, he was so comfortable with his women around him. But Mouse. Mouse was alone. The thought of her stewing all by her lonesome troubled him deeply … but he wanted to sleep more than he wanted to worry.

Finally, the smell of bacon got him out of bed. Was there anything bacon couldn’t do?

Steven left Aria and Tessa and followed the smells downstairs to the kitchen. Yeah, no art deco there. It was a vast place of marble, the finest appliances, and even one of those refrigerators that blended into the wall. The Yellow Ronin cooked in style; Steven didn’t watch much TV, but he had caught one of those house hunting shows where they showcased the newest in everything. This place was better.

Seriously. Liam Strider had the ultimate kitchen. The broad-shouldered Ronin whisked eggs in a big silver bowl. “I figured I wouldn’t have to wake you. The bacon would do the job only too well. You seem like a young man who appreciates the simpler joys in life.”

Steven found himself annoyed. And just a wee bit defensive. “What does that mean?”

Liam stopped whisking. “You like bacon. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“I do, but that doesn’t mean I’m low class or whatever.”

Liam grinned. “No, the fact you are arguing with me about your class makes me wonder about your class. If you’d grown up rich and powerful, I don’t think we’d be debating about pork bellies at this point in our relationship. Yet here we are. Stefan hid you among the humans, and none that could be traced to him. I believe the term is humble beginnings.”

Steven had laugh. “Yeah, humble beginnings. That pretty much sums up my life up until only a few weeks ago. Now? Not so humble. I got used to the money fast. Is that normal?”

“Having money is like having underwear. You don’t really feel it unless you don’t have it. Can I get you some coffee, Mr. Drokharis?”

“You can.” Being called that still felt so foreign, and yet it felt so right, especially from Liam, who knew a little bit of the history behind the name. Still, it was clear most of what went down with Mulk’s murder of the Drokharis clan remained shrouded in mystery. Some Dragonsoul—maybe even some ancient entity—had wanted to keep it hushed. 

Right then, though, Steven had other concerns. “Do you live out here alone?”

“I do.” Liam filled a big cup with coffee for Steven, but he sipped a tiny cup of espresso.

“Tessa is going to be able to make you a better cup of coffee,” Steven said. “Wait until she sees your setup.” Liam had one of those espresso machines that was built into the water pipes of the house. It was several thousand dollars’ worth of coffee magic.

Liam gestured to a table outside. “Feel free to enjoy my porch. What would you like in your omelet?”

“Uh, surprise me,” Steven said. He took his coffee mug outside and sat in the shade of the eaves. There was a porch swing, various seats, and a long picnic table built into the deck. He looked out over the sea of yellow grasses, which were slowly being taken over by new greenery. The storms from the day before had coaxed spring out of the earth with every raindrop.

Sipping his coffee, Steven watched a herd of deer meander down the dirt track. They might be heading for Lake McConaughy to get a drink of water or to find shade in the cottonwood trees on the shoreline.

Liam came out with a Greek omelet, complete with feta cheese, spicy olives, tomatoes, and some sautéed spinach. He served it with three strips of crispy bacon and a pile of buttered toast. Not just regular butter, but a luxurious herbs and garlic creamy concoction. 

Steven motored through the breakfast and had to stop himself from licking his plate. It was delicious. The orange juice was freshly squeezed. To top it all off, Liam came out with homemade cinnamon rolls and more coffee. 

Steven felt like he was going to burst wide open, he was so full.

“What time did you wake up to do all that cooking?” Steven asked.

Liam shrugged. “I didn’t battle Judith yesterday. I didn’t need the sleep. You did. And being alone for so many years, I’ve learned that cooking for oneself has a simple joy to it, but cooking for other people is far more satisfying. Watching you eat was more fun than it should’ve been for a Dragonsoul my age.”

“Without an Escort, how do you get Animus?” Steven asked.

Liam gave him a long, slow, steady look. “Well, now, that is a pointed question. I suppose we might as well get started on your lessons. Where do you think Animus comes from?”

Steven shrugged. “Aria said we get it from sex and fighting. Any fighting will do, but the kill gives us the most power. Which is why we know we didn’t kill Judith. No one felt the burst of Animus we’d get from wiping her out.”

Liam sipped his espresso. He kind of looked ridiculous with the little cup in his big hands. “There is a vibrancy to life, all life, but especially in the organic soup we have on our little planet. Look at the solar system—the planets are made up of rocks, minerals, gases, and elements, but the only place that we have the vast amount of life is here on Earth.” He motioned to the fields. “If you ventured off our globe, you would have to travel trillions of miles to find even a single blade of grass. The energy at the very heart of life is what fuels us. The throb of life is the very heartbeat of our existence.”

“So, if I never fought again or had sex, I’d still get Animus?” Steven asked.

Liam nodded. “You’d need to attune yourself and improve your focus, but yes. It’s slower, yes, and it takes time. Hence, when I fought you and your Escort before, you had more power than I did. Yet, I had enough power to create the magic ink that is now hiding you from Mulk’s scrying eyes.”

Liam looked off into the distance, forehead creased. “We have life, and we have consciousness, and what a powerful tool that has been in the evolution of humans and Dragonsouls. We can think. We can enjoy. There is such magic in that. We find pleasure in sex, yes, but also in coffee, as your barista friend can attest to. And there is the power of friendship, in a good meal, in the sweat of work. Sex and killing are easy ways to refuel our souls, but you need to remember, all life is filled with Animus. There is such joy in the magic of the moment—this moment, where you and I use words to discuss ideas and power. We don’t know each other. Only we do. We all are so connected.”

Steven couldn’t help but feel he was having a very Dagobah moment. Only his teacher wasn’t Yoda, but a seven-foot-tall Viking dragon. He thought of the meditation pose, and he thought that was the secret to focusing his mind enough to pull in Animus from even the most mundane things. It would require a ton of practice, though. Maybe that’s why most Dragonsouls chose to have an Escort and engage in battle. In the end, it was simply easier.

“Why don’t you have an Escort?” he asked.

Liam set his cup down. “Another blunt question. Well, I suppose I can give you answer, though I don’t necessarily need to because in the end, it’s my business and not yours. In short, I had an Escort a half-century ago, and we were strong, and our love was deep. Before Cassius Pine and before Cornelius Craygore, the previous Rocky Mountain Dragonsoul Prime murdered them, and to tell you the truth, I haven’t had the heart to do much of anything since. I slew the Prime. I could’ve been the Prime. But I found all of it insipid. I’ve come to enjoy my solitude despite the Animus that friendship can give us. Being alone is a dangerous business. Once one gets a taste for solitude, nothing else will do.”

“I’m sorry,” Steven said. “That sucks. I think all of this fighting is pretty stupid as well, but my father, Stefan, he made it clear he wanted me to play the game. To become a Prime. To bring revolution. Though I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not really sure what that means.”

“Revolution,” Liam mused. “It’s a big, bloody word that is as much about sorrow as it is about change. I’ve seen revolutions come and go. Mostly, it involves murderers and idealists trying to bring order to chaos. Perhaps the vibrancy at the heart of life doesn’t care about order. Or maybe there is a pattern to the chaos we can’t see.”

Mouse came out with a mug as big as her head. She sat down heavily on the table next to them. She gazed out through heavy eyelids, barely open.

“Good morning,” Steven offered.

She held up a wait a minute finger. “Not yet,” she growled. “You just keep on talking and ignore me, and I’ll ignore you. Once the coffee hits me just right, I might be able to do the word thing.”

Steven patted her leg. She grabbed his hand and put it on his own lap. So, no touching either. Okay.

He turned to Liam. “So, Liam, I need help with my Exhalant ability. We need to know why our shields failed against the Terror Trio—at least in our first fight against them. I’m also not one hundred percent sure how the level things work, either. Oh, and then we need help finding the two lost Drokharis spell books. Finally, I also want to know more about this ancient Dragonsoul you spoke of. If he had anything to do with my father’s murder, I need to know.”

Liam frowned, and his eyes went distant. “Old Matchstick. Yes, we’ll get to him.” The Yellow Ronin looked scared, which put a chill in Steven. 

But Steven went on. “Last, but not least, we need a plan to kill Rhaegen Mulk. We might be hidden for now, but our families aren’t. He’ll use them against us, and we can’t have that.”

“No, you can’t,” Liam said, nodding sagely. “You have quite the list.”

Mouse sighed. “And their combat abilities suck ass, Liam. They need a full-on boot camp, and they need it like yesterday.”

“We fought well enough to kick your ass,” Steven said. His annoyance and defensiveness were back in full force.

Mouse, instead of taking offense, grinned at him. “Oh, Steven Drokharis, I like it when you get all fiery.”

“Fire,” Liam said. “Let’s start there.”
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Aria and Tessa stumbled out the door to the porch, literally. Both looked mussed, their hair wild. A red blush painted both of their cheeks. Steven knew exactly what they’d been doing, and part of him regretted leaving their bed. Bacon was good, but that good? He thought about it. And regretted nothing. Though he would have to satisfy his other hungers later.  

When Tessa saw the coffee cups, her eyes brightened. “Mr. Strider, you wouldn’t mind if I used that amazing espresso machine, would you?”

“It’s Liam,” the Yellow Ronin said, waving a hand through the air as though to fend off the offensive formality. “Feel free. I have various beans in the freezer and various milks in the refrigerator. The machine grinds automatically.”

“I prefer to grind my own,” Tessa said. “Do you mind?”

Liam stood. “I do not mind at all. I will show you where all the supplies are.”

The two left. Aria snuggled in close to Steven. She definitely smelled like sex and that put a rise in him. He checked his skill tree.
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He still had Animus from his kill the day before, but also, the sleep, the breakfast, and even his conversation with Liam had added to his supply, though it was far less than a battle or a round in the sack would offer. Still, he marveled at what that might mean.

He had access to the Inferno Exhalant and so he should be able to breathe fire. Why couldn’t he? Maybe he wasn’t as powerful as he thought. Mentally, he went through the other Exhalants. They were pretty straightforward. He’d experienced Toxicity firsthand, and he still remembered how the ArcticWind had nearly killed Aria. The initial icy blast was bad, but the cold effects lingered afterward, almost like a poison.

But what was ChromaticFury? He had no clue.

Aria kissed his arm.

He pulled her closer and dismissed the tree from his thoughts. “It was nice when you came into bed with us last night,” he said. “I was a little surprised.”

“I missed you both,” Aria murmured. “It’s happened, Steven. I’ve fallen in love with you and Tessa. I can’t bear the thought of anything happening to us. I grew frightened.”

“You don’t need to be,” Steven replied, lightly rubbing his thumb along her knuckles. “We’re safe for the moment.”

Mouse was still waiting for the coffee to kick in. But she stared at him and Aria with something like jealousy in her eyes. Or was it longing? Or was it fear?

It could be that Mouse wasn’t exactly looking to jump into that kind of all-consuming love. It came with definite risks.

Clearly, losing his Escort had shattered Liam. Fifty years later, he was still hurting.

From inside came the whoosh and sputter of Tessa steaming the milk. The smell of frying bacon wafted from the kitchen, hitting him in the nose. The delectable odor put a fresh round of hungry grumbles in his belly. That would be Liam, cooking up another round of food. Steven settled in for second breakfast—a very Hobbit-like habit, which was ironic considering he was a dragon. Once they’d all finished eating, Liam drove them down to the lake. 

On the muddy shore, under cottonwoods, he turned to them. “Okay, now, let me see your abilities.”

Mouse crossed her arms over her chest. For once, she was wearing a dress that fit her, though the pink stripes and frilly bows weren’t exactly appropriate for her age and general demeanor. Liam swore he had more clothes in the attic, but it would take him some time to find them. Mouse looked like the angriest third-grader in all of creation.

“I’m not a trained monkey.” Mouse raised her chin in defiance. “I’m not going to jump just because you tell me to.”

“Magica Defensio!” Tessa created a shimmering pink shield and sent it flying at Mouse. The blonde shrieked in surprise and instinctively transformed into her True Form. The shredded girly dress floated down in rags. She rounded on Tessa, clearly disgruntled, and let loose a river of fire. The flames shot through the barista’s force field like it wasn’t even there. Despite her bad temper, though, Mouse was careful to make sure that her Inferno Exhalant didn’t actually harm anyone or anything. The gush of fire washed across the lake and soon disappeared.

“Not funny, Tessa!” Mouse roared, casting a hide spell in the same moment. She beat her wings—gusts of air kicking up dirt and debris—and left them to soar across the lake waters. Her amber-colored body was visible to them but not to any humans that might be around. In the spring, during the middle of a weekday, there wouldn’t be any. The lingering scent of almonds remained with them but was soon eclipsed by the marshy stink of the muddy bank.

Tessa frowned. “I hope I didn’t hurt Mouse’s feelings. I wasn’t going to hit her with the shield.”

“She was being difficult,” Aria said. “Maybe she’s not meant to join Steven’s Escort. If she can’t get along with us, she’ll only bring trouble. We might have to ask her to leave.”

“No,” Steven said. “Remember, when we severed her ties to Mulk, we became responsible for her. We promised to protect her. As long as she chooses to stay with us, we aren’t going to kick her out. Ever.”

Tessa walked to the water’s edge. She was in jeans, so she didn’t venture out. Her T-shirt, which was just a tad too tight, clung to her body. On each hip was a Colt Peacekeeper. “I can’t see Mouse. Her hide spell is working. But I feel terrible. I was just playing around.”

“She’ll be back,” Aria said, “at least until Mulk is dead. Then we’ll decide how to proceed. I’ll go after her.” Aria took three running steps; her body flowed and expanded, assuming her serpentine, scarlet shape, which smelled of cinnamon. She went sweeping through the trees and out across the lake, powerful wings easily holding her aloft.

“Magica Defensio.” Steven cast his own spell, focusing on keeping his body hidden rather than creating a force field. The same words triggered the spells, but his intentions were what decided what kind of magic was made manifest. Now that he was hidden, he transformed into a dragon. He marched off into the water, enjoying how buoyant his big shape was in the water. He churned the mud at the bottom of the lake with his claws. It was so odd being in water as a four-legged dragon, thirty feet long. Waves from his motion lapped at the bank. “You see, Liam, Mouse’s fire went right through Tessa’s spell. Why?”

Liam nodded. “At lower levels, the shield spells can work against most things, like bullets, objects, and lesser Exhalants. This is why your shields worked against Edgar Vale and those who helped him. As you gain in level, you’ll also gain the ability to cast different kinds of shield spells. Some will guard against powerful Exhalants, while others will protect you from magic missiles or normal projectile weapons.”

Steven couldn’t help but think of card games like Yu-Gi-Oh! Different cards could guard you against different attacks.

Steven’s voice boomed through the trees. “This will make battle far more complicated. Can you overlap shield spells?”

“Yes,” Liam said. “And that is another reason why Dragonsouls have an Escort. Shield spells can be layered, but the process becomes cumbersome. Stefan claimed that he could change a single shield spell on the fly, but I find that hard to believe. Which is why you should rely on your agility as well as your SerpentGrace.”

Steven flapped his wings and sent ripples across the lake. “Yeah, my flying isn’t as strong as it probably should be.”

“Frankly, I’m surprised you can fly at all.” Liam kicked off his shoes and waded into the water. “It takes most fledglings weeks to even get off the ground.”

Steven wondered at that. He had no point of reference to know what he should be good at or how long it should take. “Is it normal that I can’t breathe fire yet?”

“How long have you had the ability?” Liam asked.

Steven faltered for just a moment, thinking. “Uh, about two days.”

Liam rumbled laughter and took his shirt off. He then dropped his pants. Steven looked away. He was getting more comfortable with nudity, but only with his own and his Escort’s. “Be patient, Steven. You are pushing yourself to do what it takes years for most Dragonsouls to accomplish. Years, if not decades.”

Liam’s words were encouraging, but the truth was, Steven didn’t have years. He didn’t have weeks. He needed power now.

Tessa stepped onto her shield spell. Her feet glowed pink as she drifted through the trees like she was riding a magic carpet. “Hey, Liam, can a single Magician cast multiple shield spells to protect against bullets, fire, and lightning? Like all that jazz in one fell swoop?”

Liam transformed into his Homo Draconis form. His scales were bright yellow. “It’s possible, but few have had that ability. Each spell takes more and more Animus. Most wouldn’t take the chance. They’d leave magic for their Impetim magic.”

Tessa patted a Peacekeeper. “Yeah, I’m a different kind of Magician. I have guns. And I can make bullets for them.”

Liam morphed back into human. “Are you serious? From what Steven told me, you’ve only just begun to study magic. Did you really skip the Impetim skill set?”

She shrugged. “Yeah. And it nearly killed me. But I think I can go back and focus on the Magica Impetim spells later on.”

The Ronin shook his head. “The skills build on one another. You cannot skip a set. I don’t believe it. At least not without serious repercussions.”

“Uh, believe it. I’ll make some more bullets today and show you.” Tessa was smiling proudly. Until she saw the troubled look on Liam’s face. 

“If you indeed skipped ahead …” He hesitated, then glanced away. “Well, I doubt you could go back. You might never get access to the Magica Impetim abilities. Ever.”

Tessa’s smile faltered. “Well, this is certainly like my school experience all over again. I messed up and studied the wrong thing in the wrong order. Story of my life. My brother got Montessori, but not me.”

Even though she was joking about it, Steven could see that it really bothered her. 

Steven couldn’t stand the disappointment on her face. He flapped his wings, harder and harder, creating lift. He launched himself out of the water and took wing. He was still hidden due to the spell he’d cast before. 

The water was a silver streak under him. His black scales soaked up the heat of the sun, but instead of getting hot, he simply basked in the warmth, enjoying every second of it. Besides, he was flying so fast, the wind cooled him off. But maybe he could use the heat to breathe fire. Should he even try? Liam had said that normal dragons didn’t just breathe fire the minute they had access to that Exhalant. That it took time. Practice. But again, time was the one thing he absolutely didn’t have. 

No chances, no rewards. 

Flying, he brought up the skill tree again, going over his stats. He was getting so good at flying, he could do both now, like driving a car and adjusting the radio at the same time. He struck the water with his wings, creating a pattern across the lake. He then whirled and went shooting up higher and higher until he leveled off.

He saw clouds over Liam’s house, so he flew toward them. He thought about what he’d learned so far, about the nature of Animus, shield spells, and how long it should take to learn how to fly and breathe fire. That, and Tessa’s mistake. If she had the Colts, did she really need magic missiles? Besides, her bread and butter had been the shield spells; both of them had used the force fields in creative ways. He remembered reading Marvel comics growing up, where Sue Storm from the Fantastic Four had been able to really save the day using her shields. He wondered if they could master an invisibility spell using the shields—maybe bend light in such a way as to trick the human eye. It was another question he could ask Liam.

He entered the cloud and was lost in the misty haze. It was cooler here, and it smelled so good, like rain on a hot day. He broke out of the clouds a heartbeat later, whirled, and dove back down, letting gravity take over. At the last minute, he extended his wings and swooped out over the house and back to the cottonwood grove.

Aria had returned as well. She was busy practicing flying in and out of the trees like a professional skier working at the slalom course. She was a scarlet flash against the white limbs and gray trunks of the cottonwoods. She was so good, she didn’t break a single branch. Meanwhile, Liam had transformed into a full-grown yellow dragon. He stood knee-deep in the water, the tips of his leathery wings drooping down and just barely breaking the surface. He opened his maw and inhaled a great lungful of air then promptly exhaled a brilliant gout of flame. Unlike with Mouse, Tessa’s pink shield saved her from being torched.

Steven splashed down in the water. A huge wave rushed toward Tessa, but the Magician quickly called up another shield to keep herself dry. Water dripped down the shimmering pink air in front of her. 

“Hey, Steven,” she called out happily. “What has two thumbs and can cast two shield spells at the same time? This girl!” She pointed at herself with those two cute thumbs, complete with chipped black fingernail polish.

“I’ve never seen such raw power,” Liam growled, blinking slowly in approval.

“You know,” Tessa said, “even if I can’t ever cast Magica Impetim spells, I think I made the right decision. We needed magic items, and I can make them now. And once we find the second secret volume of the Drokharis Grimoire, maybe there are spells that can reverse my mistake. Or maybe that missing paragraph will help me change my goddamn spell color. I hate this pink shit. I totally hate it.”

“The color doesn’t matter,” Steven said. “I mean, really. Only the results do.”

“I guess you’re right,” Tessa conceded with a lopsided grin. “It’s that whole Reservoir Dogs thing. Mr. Pink. Yeah, we can’t all have cool colors.”

Steven didn’t get the reference, but that wasn’t entirely surprising. Tessa seemed to know more about pop culture than just about anyone he had ever met. He turned to Liam. “Do you know what she said?”

“I think it’s an American movie,” Liam said. “But I only watch French films.”

“We’ll try not to hold that against you,” Tessa said with a smile. 

Aria cruised over Steven and Liam, going so low and so fast that they had to duck their heads or lose their skulls.

She curled her wings up, whirled, and transformed into her human form. She dropped to the ground at the edge of the water, pulling off a perfect superhero landing. She straightened. “Everyone knows that Bollywood movies are the best, if not in quality then definitely in quantity.”

Steven growled out laughter. It felt so good to be together with his Escort. And Liam wasn’t so bad, he supposed. And as far as Bollywood movies were concerned, he’d heard of them, but he’d never seen a single one. His life of constant work, school, and trying to make ends meet made entertainment a luxury he couldn’t really afford. Too much money. Not enough time.

Liam chuckled. “Yes, Aria, I can’t disagree.” He turned his massive yellow head to Steven. “On a more serious note, Steven, let’s see you try to use your Inferno Exhalant.”

Steven winced. He knew trying again wouldn’t do much, just burn his mouth and fill the air with smoke. However, this was why he had come, he reminded himself stoically. Still … “Any pointers?” he asked the Ronin.

“Inhale, fill your lungs with air, and feel the air. That is life in you. There is no life without breath for us. And then, there is the Animus in your body, igniting every cell. Exhale and channel that energy into fire.”

Aria took over teaching. “It is like when you cast a spell. You manifest the Animus through word and intention. For Exhalants, it is the same. Only in this way, instead of word and intention, it is breath and intention. Try.”

Steven nodded.

Tessa gave out a “Woo-hoo, Steven. You can do it!” Her eyes glittered. Her encouragement felt infectious. 

“Here goes nothing,” Steven growled. He stood up on his hind legs, spread out his wings, and filled his lungs. He felt the power inside of him. Yes, he could do this. He was a dragon, dammit, and fucking dragons breathed fire!

He snaked his head to the right, aiming for the water, and he exhaled, pushing the air from his lungs in one forceful push. At the same time, he concentrated on imbuing the air with Animus, transforming it into fire. At first, only smoke blew from his mouth. Again, he tasted ash, but this time, a citrusy flavor covered his tongue. His dragon scent was orange blossoms and fire, and he could taste both. Then … a thin flame, not six inches wide, spit from him to strike the water. 

He was so surprised, he coughed, choked, and then accidentally swallowed. The smoke struck his lungs. He coughed harder, slipped in the water, and grew dizzy. He went from badass dragon spewing smoke and a bit of fire into a coughing mess, tumbling down until he found himself underwater. His gums, his tongue, his throat, everything burned.

He sucked in water to clear his palate but, again, swallowed wrong. He ended up breaking from the water, thrashing about, choking in gasps of air, and wiggling around in the mud. 

To his chagrin, Liam, Aria, and Tessa were laughing.

Liam transformed into his Homo Draconis state. He still chortled. “Oh, Steven, that was quite the spectacle.”

Tessa wiped at her eyes. “Don’t worry, we’re not laughing at you. We’re laughing near you.”

Steven wanted to die from embarrassment. He flopped up onto the bank and then found himself on his hands and knees as a human, gasping. 

Aria came over, also human, and stroked his back. “Remember, you are trying to learn years of lessons in mere weeks. Be patient. But also, let us laugh. We needed to laugh. Things have been so very difficult for us these last few days.”

Steven got to his feet. He grinned despite the burns in his mouth. “I’m glad I could be a source of entertainment. But you did see the fire?”

“Dude, totally,” Tessa said. “You could legit light a candle with that, which could come in awfully handy under the right circumstances. I mean, if we need you to roast marshmallows, you could manage that.”

“A single marshmallow, yes,” Liam said, his lips curved.

The Ronin had robes in his truck and he passed them out. Steven put his on, grateful. It was made from thick, soft material. He grinned good-naturedly. “Yeah, you guys are right. I could make s’mores. So that’s something.”

Tessa nodded. “I know how we take out Mulk. Just feed him s’mores, and then let diabetes do the rest. He’ll be dead in a couple of years.”

“What’s a s’more?” Aria asked.

Tessa rolled her eyes then carefully took her hand. “Oh, sweetie, you might be an amazing dragon and so good in bed, but you have a lot to learn about American cuisine.”

They drove back to the house to find Mouse standing out front. She wore a gi—ivory-colored clothes that martial artists wore to train and fight in. She’d stuck the Slayer Blade in the dirt, but in both of her hands she had a wooden katana. Somehow, Steven knew they were called bokken.

Her face was dark.

“You guys go inside,” Steven said. “I’ll talk with Mouse.”

“No,” she said. “Steven and I are going to fight. And if I win, I’m leaving.”

Tessa gasped. 

Steven, though, nodded. “Go inside. And don’t worry. I’m not going to lose.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NINETEEN

 

 

[image:  ]

 

Aria drew Tessa into the house. Liam followed, stealing one final look over his shoulder. His expression was impossible to read. And just like that, Steven was left alone in the driveway with Mouse. He so didn’t want to fight the petite blonde. He was tired from the flying and his failed attempt at breathing fire, but from the look on Mouse’s face, it wasn’t the time to rest or ask for mercy. 

“Why do you want to fight me?” he asked.

She tossed him one of the wooden katanas. With some flare, he moved like a snake, snagging the sword from the air as though he were born with the weapon in his hands. 

“It’s my same old thing,” Mouse replied, her tone hard. Resolved. “I’m afraid, and I fucking hate it. I need to know I didn’t make a mistake joining your Escort. I heard what Aria said. Maybe I’m not supposed to be with you. Maybe it would better for everyone if I just left. But I can’t go, not until I’m satisfied you’re doomed.”

“Doomed?” Steven twirled the sword through the air. It felt right to him. Natural. 

“Yeah. If you can’t beat me, then you definitely won’t be able to beat Mulk. You and I have never really fought.” She strutted past him and into the yellow grasses surrounding the house. “This is your chance to show me you have what it takes. Or not.”

Steven followed her. The smell of the grasses in the sunshine filled his nose, as did the subtle scent of almonds. “I’ll do this, Mouse, but no magic. I don’t have the Animus.” It was kind of a lie. He didn’t have much Animus certainly, but maybe enough for a trick or two.

“I don’t have the Animus either,” she said. “Just swords. But I have to warn you, my father spent a lot of time with me. We didn’t really talk. But we did fence. Often. And unlike humans, who actually care for their whelps, my father firmly believed in education through pain, so he pulled no punches. You should know that I don’t intend to pull my punches either.” The second she finished speaking, she leapt at him. Her bokken arced through the air in a brutal overhead strike.

Like any kid, Steven had fought his friends with sticks, pretending they were light sabers, but he had no formal training at all. All the fighting he’d done in the past few weeks, however, had done a fair job in training him to avoid attacks, and it had honed his senses. He didn’t want to get a broken bone. And he didn’t want to lose Mouse. He needed every single one of his warriors.

Steven shot forward, bringing his sword up and canting the blade, hoping to divert the blow. But Mouse was ready. She’d anticipated his response and altered her attack in an eyeblink. She shot right, whipping the blade around in a tight arc, then lunging in, thrusting with the tip of the wooden practice sword. She was fast—deadly fast—and the blunt tip smashed into his gut, just under his diaphragm. A bright jag of pain radiated out from the impact point as the air in his lungs vanished.  

He wheezed and wanted to double over, but he fought his natural instincts. He wasn’t about to give up. If he dropped his guard, even for a moment, Mouse would beat him senseless. So instead he danced back into the weeds, buying time as he struggled to regain his breath.

She rushed forward, relentless. “My father, when he was alive that is, always told me that with western swords, the point kills but the edge wounds. Katanas are a slashing weapon. Maybe the Japanese didn’t necessarily want to slay their opponents, only wound them. That’s been my fucking life, Steven, walking around wounded but never slain.”

She feinted to the right. Steven saw it. But this time he didn’t fall for it. Instead, when she swung from the left, he was able to beat her blow away. Clack! The thrum of their swords clashing reverberated through his body. He stepped back, his head whirling. He managed to get a breath in. Instead of attacking, he retreated once more. 

“Mouse, I don’t blame you for your doubts. I’m not sure I would join my side either if I were in your shoes. But we’ve survived this far. We got you away from Mulk. We nearly killed Judith, and we did kill at least three of Mulk’s wives.”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Mouse spat. “I’ve heard all of that before. But can you beat me? My father also told me that fighting with the katana is a dance in one move. It takes one stroke to cripple your opponent. I’m coming for you now. Will you survive this dance?”

She ran toward him, a slender figure in ivory-colored robes, her sword gripped in both hands. She let out a cry.

Steven held his blade in his right hand, waiting for her to come.

She was far better at this game than he was, that much was painfully clear, which was why she’d claimed the Slayer Blade as her weapon of choice.

He dropped his sword.

That determination in the blonde’s eyes turned into hate, fury even. “Wrong choice, fucker. I’m not going to show you mercy. I’m going to break your fucking skull open.”

Steven didn’t have much Animus left, but he channeled the little he did have into SerpentGrace once again. Faster than fast, he shot in low, lashing out with his hands. She brought the sword screaming toward him, but he grabbed at her wrists. And then with a lethal agility he spun, using her pinned arms and frantic momentum to drag her across his hips as he flipped her high into the air. It was a judo move called O-goshi, which Aria had taught him, and holy shit did it work like a charm. She thudded down into the weeds, and if she’d been human, that would’ve been game over. 

Despite her current form, though, Mouse was far from human. She was up in a second, her feet fueled by her own SerpentGrace ability as she charged once more. 

But he knew she was going to do that. And he met her charge head-on with a rush of his own. He ran smack into her, dropping his shoulder as they collided. He was bigger, and probably a little more desperate than she was. She bounced off him like a rag doll. But not before he plucked the sword from her hand. He flung it away with a flick of his wrist then sped over to her in a blur.

Once more she leapt to her feet, and damn if she didn’t come up swinging with her fists. But in this, Steven had the advantage. Maybe he couldn’t take her in a duel with fucking katanas—at least not yet—but he’d been spending a whole lot of time with Aria on his hand-to-hand abilities. And that, combined with his sheer size and strength, gave him the edge. He diverted a jab, bolted left, then shot in low. In a blink he was behind her. He wrapped his arms around her in a bone-breaking bear hug, holding her tight against his chest.

“I have you,” Steven said, pressing her arms down against her sides even as she struggled uselessly. “I have you. Call this me winning, or call me a cheater for using SerpentGrace, but I have you, Melissa. I have you, and I don’t want to let go of you. Will you let me hold you?”

She struggled for another second, but then, once it was painfully clear she wouldn’t be able to break free, she simply collapsed in his arms. She went limp. He held her while she sobbed. There was a lifetime of pain in her. Pain from losing her parents. From having to marry Mulk. From her alcoholism and the sheer despair of being part of an Escort that she wouldn’t have chosen for herself. She’d become the spoils of war, a thing to be owned, and not a person.

Carefully, he turned her around and embraced her, hard at first, until it was clear their fight was over. Her face was pressed into his chest, and her body shook from her sobs. He just let her cry, holding her gently, with as much love and tenderness as he could muster. She was a troubled woman. Oh well. The world was a troubling place, bad enough for humans, but even worse for Dragonsouls.

Finally, her tears subsided, and she pushed away from him. This time, he let her go. Mouse sniffled and swiped at her nose, eyeing him through red-rimmed eyes. The grasses around them were trampled.

“You know what my father’s greatest lesson was?” she asked.

Steven shook his head, never taking his eyes off her. “Tell me.”

She turned. “He said, ‘Opening yourself up for an attack can invite death, but it can also bring victory.’ It’s what you did, Steven. You dropped your sword. And when you could’ve ended the fight by hitting me with the sword you took from me, you hugged me.”

“I did.” Steven grinned. “Yeah, I did all that.”

“And you fucking cheated,” she accused, squinting.

Steven clenched his jaws. “I won’t play fair. I won’t lose. I’m going to kill Mulk, and then you and I are going to kill the Dragonsoul Prime who murdered your parents. This isn’t a game, Mouse. I’m not playing, and I’ll use every weapon in my arsenal to win—even if it means bending rules or breaking them entirely.”

“You called me Melissa,” she whispered. “You held me and called me Melissa.”

“What do you want to be called?” he asked her. “Tell me. Do you want to be Mouse or do you want to be Melissa? Fuck, we could even go with Mel. Who do you want to be?”

All the fight was out of her eyes. Only a sad confusion remained. “I don’t know. I’ve wanted to be free all my life, and now that I am, I don’t know who I am.”

“I understand,” Steven said. “Three weeks ago, I was human. Now? I’m not. I was given everything I’ve ever wanted … money, girlfriends, a purpose, and yeah, it was hard, especially when the money was stripped away. But I made a decision. No matter what, I’m Steven Drokharis. I’ll never be Steven Whipp again. And I’m glad. I’m going to live the rest of my life as Steven Drokharis, and goddammit, I’m not going to look back. And like I said, I’m not going to lose.”

Mouse held herself, arms across her chest. “If I open myself up to you, Steven, it feels like I’m inviting in death …”

He nodded but didn’t speak. He’d let her finish her thought.

“But really,” she continued, “it just might grant me a victory I’ve never thought possible.”

Steven smiled. “Not just a victory for you, but a victory for us all.”

The petite blonde slipped up to him. She was trembling, but she was also radiating courage. She took his hand and drew him in for a kiss.

His lips brushed hers, softly, until she entwined her fingers in his hair. She actually growled. He smelled the heat of her, hot from their fight, and that sweet smell of almonds. She hungrily pushed her mouth against his, until just touching lips wasn’t enough. Her tongue found his, and the suddenness of her passion left him gasping. Lust tingled in his belly while Animus heated his chest. His cock stiffened and throbbed.

It was a kiss that wanted to be more. For a moment, he thought he would take her there, in the golden meadow, next to their cast-off bokken.

Mouse broke the kiss and backed up. “Oh, shit, that was intense. I’ve never felt anything like that before. Not even when Mulk and I were at our best. That was a kiss. Now that was a fucking kiss.”

“Do you want to do more?” Steven asked.

“Uh, fuck yes, Steven. Jesus. I’m soaking wet. I want you to grab me and fuck the shit out of me, but not yet. I … I’m not ready.” Mouse colored. “Is that okay?” She went from wanton sex kitten to a girl unsure of everything in her life.

He didn’t make a move toward her. He only nodded. “I want you to be certain that I’m what you want. Until then, I can wait as long as you need me to. I’m not going anywhere. And I don’t want you to go anywhere either.”

She let out a breath of relief. “Thank you for that. Thank you. You’re like no one I’ve ever met before.”

Steven couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”

“Can we hold hands and walk back to the house?” Mouse asked, blushing as though her request were silly.

“Of course.” 

Just holding hands felt so innocent, especially since the taste of her was still on his tongue, however burnt from his failed attempt at breathing fire.

Yet, he knew, he’d won her over. 

He’d done a lot of fighting in the past few weeks, but out of all the battles, his fractured sword fight with Mouse felt like it just might be the most important one yet. 
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Tessa stood at the window with Aria, watching Mouse and Steven walk toward the house, hands clasped, slight smiles adorning their faces. Like puppies in love, those two. It was seriously sweet. 

“Should we hide?” Tessa asked.

“Why?” Aria was clearly mystified at the thought.

Liam had already gone to start on lunch. He loved to cook. He said it gave him Animus, but Tessa didn’t see how that was possible. That wasn’t how the Animus game worked, was it?

She’d cast a few spells, but the kill from yesterday and her morning loving with Aria had her running near full. After they ate, she was going to pull Steven aside to make sure he had enough.

But first, she wanted to know about what had happened between Steven and Mouse. She was kind of disappointed when Steven shrugged and said something mysterious about Mouse showing him some fencing moves she’d learned from her father. Mouse couldn’t look her in the eye, and yet something was different about the blonde. She was quiet through lunch, which was raw vegetables, something Liam called a crudité. He’d also put out some fancy lunchmeat and cheese. The whole thing looked pretty simple, and Tessa wondered why he called it “cooking.” 

The Ronin hadn’t turned on a single burner. For Tessa, that certainly wasn’t cooking.

The smell of the fresh bread hit her. Then she dipped a stalk of broccoli into a cream sauce, which brought out every bit of flavor in the vegetable possible. It was a creamy, crunchy experience. Wow. Who knew that raw vegetables could taste so good? Then, the bread … Holy crap. And after that came the dry cuts of various spicy meats, but the best part? The cheese. Liam said he had a line on French imports, and that the cheese came from shops in Paris. Fromageries. Those were entire stores dedicated to one thing: the wonder and glory that is cheese.

The rest of the afternoon passed slowly—leisurely almost—which felt both wrong and amazing. Tessa made calls to check on Steven’s mother and her family. So far, everything was okay. No sign of Mulk or any of his vassals. Bud, though, continued to ghost them. What was that about?

Then later, when Steven was alone, Tessa pulled him out of the house. She fucked his brains out in the fields, on a blanket, underneath a sky that flowed with clouds. Every time she got too hot, a cloud would cover the sun, and the minute she got a little chilly, Steven would kiss her, make love to her harder, or a cloud would drift away to let the sun shine down on her skin.

Sex out under the sky had always been one of her favorite things in the world. Her mind would drift to all of the countless people who had enjoyed each other out in the open on the Earth. That was at least a hundred thousand years of screwing. She felt connected to all those people, just as she felt connected to Steven.

When he finished inside of her, both of their skin glowing and sweating, she gripped his hips. “Stay in me,” she whispered.

“Gladly.”

“This is nice,” she murmured, “just the two of us. I love Aria, don’t get me wrong, but being alone with you feels special. I love you, Steven. I love you like I’ve loved no one else ever. It’s kind of scary for me.”

Steven kissed her ear, then nibbled playfully on the lobe. “It’s not scary for me,” he said after a time. “It’s a dream come true. And I’ll always be with you. I feel it happening as well … this … bond. It feels unbreakable.”

“And that doesn’t freak you out any?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow.

He paused. He was up on his elbows, keeping his weight off her so she could breathe. He was so caring and kind. “No,” he finally said. “It’s what I’ve always wanted. To love someone and have them love me back, no matter what.”

Tessa melted. She’d known a lot of people with commitment issues, and she had a little of that. To be with someone so sure of their feelings was something amazing to witness.

Eventually, they napped, falling asleep right there under the shining sun. Once they woke up, she headed off to read over the Drokharis Grimoire, just as she’d done a thousand times before. There were more than just spells in there—there were histories. Lore. Poetry. It felt like reading Tolkien, except this fantasy was all real, and all hers. That night, Liam barbecued steaks on his grill along with whole bulbs of garlic and Brussels sprouts. He even had a deep-fat fryer where he fried up potato strips. Toss in a salad and thick potato rolls, sweet and fluffy, it was the perfect meal. 

“Well, we’re certainly not going to starve,” Tessa said, patting her swollen stomach once they’d finished. Aria and Mouse agreed from their seats at his huge wooden dining room table. Steven, though, sat with the grimoire on his lap, reading a section over and over. He touched the mysterious blank space. There should’ve been words there, but there weren’t.

Liam led them outside to a bonfire, ready to burn, surrounded by comfortable folding chairs. Once lit, the fire sent sparks up into the dark and cold sky. Stars washed over the heavens. And there, shining down on them, was the Draco constellation, so important for their adventures.

On a little cart, Liam had provided graham crackers, European chocolate bars, and a bagful of good ol’-fashioned marshmallows.

“S’mores!” Tessa squealed.

Firelight painted Aria’s frown. “What is this s’more dish you speak of?”

Mouse rolled her eyes. “It’s not really a dish. It’s like a dessert. S’more is short for give me some more. You’ll see why. Even I like s’mores, and I mostly drink booze.” She paused, lips pursed into a thin line, and glanced at Steven. “Or I did.”

“Give-me-some-mores?” Aria asked. “It sounds very American.”

“Totally. Like apple pie,” Steven said. He was already extending his roasting fork.

“Fancy,” Tessa said. “We generally used coat hangers. Like we did with the hot dogs on the first night of our run.”

They had to teach Aria to roast her marshmallows because she kept burning them to a lump of smoldering char. “This seems like a lot of work. If I were in India, we would have servants do this for us.”

“And that would take out all the fun!” Tessa showed the Indian woman how to sandwich the marshmallow and a single strip of chocolate between two graham crackers.

Aria took a tentative bite. Then she ate three s’mores in quick succession. “I would like some more.”

They all laughed.

“And that’s where we get the name,” Steven said, shooting her a wink. Then he got down to business. “Liam, tell us what you might know about the lost volumes of my father’s complete spell book. We think it might give us an edge against Mulk. And tell us about this ancient dragon you know. It seems he’s involved in this some way.” 

“May I see the book?” Liam asked, extending one hand.

Steven hesitated for a moment, but then nodded and handed the Ronin the grimoire.

Liam touched the book reverently, tracing his fingers over the leather binding and the runes set into the cover. “I can’t believe I’m holding Stefan’s grimoire. In life, he wouldn’t even let me see it. But here I sit, touching it.” He fell silent. They were quiet as he read. The fire popped and flooded the field around them with light. The house windows twinkled. The stars sparkled.

Finally, the Ronin spoke. “So, there is a missing passage here.” He tapped the section with a slim finger. “I’m wondering why.”

Steven sighed. “I tried using the topaz pen to write it in. It was the key, literally, that helped us to write the grimoire in the first place.”

“Can I see it?” Liam asked.

Steven showed him where the pen was tucked in a sheath of leather in the spine of the ancient tome.

“Maybe it’s like moon letters,” Tessa said. “You know, like from The Hobbit.” 

Mouse grumbled. “First Harry Potter, and now hobbits. Y’all are such dorks.”

“Queen of the dorks,” Tessa said proudly. She might deny it, but she couldn’t help but like Mouse’s return to sarcasm. Having her be so quiet and passive made Tessa a little nervous.

Liam pulled the pen out, and it immediately ignited in a flash of rainbow colors. The glowing topaz pen settled down onto the page, scrawling furiously. Tessa and Steven, the group’s Magicians, crowded around him.

The words on the page glowed in the same rainbow colors.

Tessa watched in wonder. They’d been destined to find the Yellow Ronin, it seemed. 
The pen had responded to his touch. Steven sat, smiling.

She read the scrawl:

The friends of old

The comrades of new

Two lost pages of ancient lore

Forgotten in the fires to be read no more

One to be found in a mind lost to time

One to be found in a heart without rhyme

 

“What does it say?” Aria asked.

Tessa read the words out loud.

Mouse didn’t just sigh but rolled her eyes. “Of course it just had to be a fucking cryptic poem. And of course it had to rhyme. Isn’t this some Hogwarts shit right there.”

Liam stood and dropped the grimoire onto his chair. “It was me. I touched the pen. It wrote the words. Stefan wanted you to find me. This is … After what I did to you … after all that happened ...” He paced back and forth in front of the fire and restlessly thrust a hand through his hair.

Tessa could feel his torment, but it wasn’t just about his past sins. No, something else was bothering Liam, and it was tearing him apart.

“Liam, what’s wrong? You know what it means, don’t you?” Tessa asked.

“Mathaal. Yes, I know, Tessa. I know. A mind lost to time. He somehow hid the spell book with Mathaal.”

“Old Matchstick,” Steven whispered. “That’s Mathaal. That’s the ancient Dragonsoul you talked about earlier. He’s the one who might’ve cast the spell to stop you from seeing the truth about my father’s murder.”

“Why does he scare you, Liam?” Tessa asked. Though maybe she could understand. Just that name, Mathaal, put fear in her heart. She didn’t know why.

Liam turned toward them. His face was a mask of terror.

“No, couldn’t be,” Mouse said. “Mathaal is just a myth. He can’t be real. All of the old Dragonsouls are long dead.”

“Not him.” Liam’s tone was deadly serious. “He’s very much alive, though I suppose he’d be better off dead. This world would be better with him gone. His name was Mathaal when he ruled a Primacy that covered most of this continent, and that was before it was colonized by the Europeans. But then he started to fail, and his power faded, and he became Old Matchstick. A legend. A curse. Perhaps a warning for all who would live too long.”

“We need to find him,” Steven said. “Do you know where he is?”

“I do.” Liam gulped. He turned to gaze into the fire. “I can help you find him. But I can’t go with you. No, I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Steven said. “We can handle him.”

“It’s not okay,” Liam said in a choked voice. “And no, you can’t handle him because Old Matchstick can’t even handle himself.”
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They talked late into the night, and Liam told him everything he knew about Mathaal, otherwise known as Old Matchstick. He didn’t know much. And what he did know wasn’t good.

Steven listened carefully, trying to ignore the bad feeling steadily growing in his belly.

Old Matchstick was an ancient dragon. One who’d snapped. One who’d destroyed entire cities. The entire Dragonsoul community—Primes from every nation on Earth—had united to wipe the minds of humans. Their attempts to capture Old Matchstick had been frustrated by the ancient dragon’s knowledge of sorcery, especially portal magic, which was at the far end of the skill tree. It seemed he was part genocidal serial killer and part Alzheimer patient. He’d disappeared, but there were rumors that the more powerful Dragonsoul Primes knew where he was and kept him guarded.

Liam was among the number that knew of Mathaal’s location, though he seemed to regret that knowledge dearly.

Steven tried to convince Liam to join them, but the Ronin couldn’t be persuaded. “I’ve lived three hundred years. I know I shouldn’t fear death, but I do. And Mathaal? He is death. And he’s too mad to know better. He’s like a force of nature now—a being of utter destruction and chaos that cannot be reasoned with. Besides, I will have to work the portal magic to bring you back. I don’t dare leave a gate open, not in these uncertain times. And while I might be able to open a gate on the other side of the globe, I might not. Here, in the seat of my power, I am more comfortable. I believe you would call it a home-field advantage.”

When the talking and planning for the following day was finished, his crew went to bed, but not before Steven made love to Aria, restoring their spent Animus. The next day, they would need every bit of the mystical energy they could gather.

In the morning, Liam made them biscuits and gravy, insisting they need a calorie-rich meal before facing a threat they could not beat. A threat they would be lucky to survive. 

Steven was tired of people telling him he was doomed in every fight. Aria had doubted him, then Mouse, and fucking Rhaegen Mulk kept underestimating Steven’s skills and the might of his Escort. He’d won each time before, and he’d find a way to win again, no matter what mythical shithead was standing in his way.

Liam led them out to the ruins of the fire, which he stoked to life, sending smoke skyward. Steven was looking forward to seeing an actual portal in action. Up until this point it had all been theory and stories. Not anymore.

“Are you ready?” Liam asked. He was pale, sweating even though the day was overcast and cold. Spring on the Great Plains—spin the dial, you might get hot and you might get snow, you never knew. The heavens swirled, as if disturbed by what the Ronin was about to do. “This is a simple portal, the only ones I can do. There are other spells that can summon people or create static gates. That is beyond me, however.”

Then he shouted, “Magica Porta!”

“This is fucking awesome,” Tessa whispered, nearly quivering in raw anticipation and excitement. She’d imbued another dozen bullets with dragon-slaying magic. They were tucked away in her holsters. Every loop on her belt was filled with normal shells. 

Mouse had the Slayer Blade on her back in a long leather sheath.

Aria didn’t need weapons. She was deadly all on her own.

Steven curled his hands into fists, ready to swing on anything that might come through the portal. Except ...

Nothing happened.

Liam sighed. “This magic is always so difficult. Let me try again. Magica Porta!” 

He thrust his hands forward, eyes slightly out of focus as he breathed rhythmically. Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale. Slow and steady. The smoke from the fire spun around, a tornado of heat and ash. At first, the opening of the gate was only about a foot across. The scent of saltwater burst through. Steven saw night and an ocean in the smoke. The opening widened, a round circle two feet across, then three, then four. The smoke whipped around the portal, creating a crude frame.

Liam gritted his teeth, eyes now closed. Sweat dripped down his face. “Hurry. And remember what I told you to do. You will have two hours. I’ll open the gate again. But hurry. Dammit, hurry. It kills me to be sending you to your death.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, dickweed,” Mouse spat. She strutted forward like a total badass without a single care in the world and stepped through the gate. Steven was next. Then Tessa and Aria.

Steven walked down onto rocks jumbled together—just a clump of rocks entirely surrounded by ocean. Where the hell were they, and more importantly, where in the hell were they supposed to go? A sliver of doubt and worry wriggled in his stomach, but he immediately pushed his fear away. Now wasn’t the time for doubt or questions. Now was the time to own his legacy and prove those who doubted him wrong once again.

The gate vanished behind them, closing with an audible whoosh of displaced air.

The four stood on the rocks. The air was warm, humid, and filled with the odor of the ocean. Aria touched his arm. “There, Steven.”

In the distance, maybe half a mile away, across a calm stretch of ocean, was an island. It was a flat except jungle of palm trees, a dark stain against the starry sky. The stars, they were different here. He’d gotten used to various constellations, growing up in Denver, but this night sky was alien to him.

Tessa had her leather satchel slung over her shoulder. It held the grimoire and the topaz pen. She held her phone in her hand. “Hold on a minute, and I can tell you where we are. Not only do I have magic, but I also hold the power of GPS! Boom. Score one for science, bitches.”

They waited for her phone to connect to the satellite. 

Mouse took out her own phone. “I’ll set a timer. We only have two hours, after all, and I don’t want to have to swim back to Nebraska.”

“Good idea,” Steven said.

Tessa frowned. “Do you guys know where the Maldives are?”

“In the Indian Ocean.” Aria tied her long black hair back in a ponytail. “We are actually off the coast of my country. Mumbai is that way.” She pointed to the horizon, where the black ocean met the milky light of the stars.

Tessa put away her phone. “Well, we could always make some cash selling tickets to anywhere in the world. That would make the airlines crazy.”

“And piss off every Dragonsoul on Earth.” Steven gazed at the island in the distance. That was where they needed to go. It was the only piece of land close other than the stretch of stone where they stood.

“I’ll take Tessa over there,” Mouse said in an annoyed voice. “Like always. You know humans. Wingless. What a literal drag.”

“Don’t bother, sweetie,” Tessa said good-naturedly. “Magica Defensio!” Her pink shield appeared in front of her and she stepped onto it. Then she drifted out across the water.

Steven grinned. He loved that barista turned Magician. He, Aria, and Mouse dropped their clothes. Mouse tossed the sheathed Slayer Blade up into the air and deftly slung it around her right dragon wrist when she took her True Form. Then they all flew off the rocks, heading toward the island. The jungle was dark, the trees obscured by a low-clinging ground fog. The white sands, however, reflected the light of the stars. There was no moon in sight—covered by a patch of drifting cloud cover.

They touched down on the beach.

Steven couldn’t believe he was on the other side of the globe. The very idea made him a little dizzy. He’d never left the United States. But there he was, on his first international trip, and without his passport to boot. Damn, but his life had completely changed.

The island seemed to be uninhabited—at least by humans—which made a certain sense. If Old Matchstick was as crazy as Liam said, he’d have already eaten every person in a fifty-mile radius. But then, much to Steven’s surprise, a voice broke out from the fog cover. The words were rapid-fire and foreign, but Steven had watched enough anime to recognize the language as Japanese. It wasn’t a man’s voice, but that of a woman, and it sounded human enough.

“English, please,” Mouse barked. “It is the international language.”

“The linga franca,” Tessa murmured.

“Nice,” Steven said. Again, the barista surprised him.

The voice paused, then said in accented English, “This island is off-limits to you. Leave now or die.”

“Yeah, we’re not much for the death thing,” Tessa quipped, slipping a Colt from its holster with the rasp of metal on leather. She’d shifted her shield so it appeared in front of them.

“We’re only here to talk to Mathaal,” Steven said matter-of-factly. His tone said no nonsense would be tolerated—or at least that’s what he hoped his tone conveyed. “We don’t want any trouble. And we’re not leaving.”

“Then die!” 

Green projectiles whirled out of the jungle. They hit Tessa’s shields in flashes of green mixed with pink. They plunked into the sand.

Steven bent and picked one up. They were Japanese throwing stars, a lot of them, at least several dozen. Had they all been flung by the same hand?

After the initial attack, there was silence. The water lapped lazily at the sand behind them.

“Well?” Steven said. “Maybe Tessa’s shield scared them away.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “Because I’m so awesome.”

“Time is ticking away, people,” Mouse said. “Let’s get this show on the road.” She transformed into her Homo Draconis form so she’d fit through the trees. 

“Hold up. Aria and I will run recon. We need to know what we’re up against and now big this island is.” Steven took a running step and launched himself into the air. He smashed into an invisible barrier over the tops of the palm trees. The whole island seemed to shake. Or was that him? Hard to tell. He’d hit it hard. He tumbled down into the sands.

Another projectile, this one long and slender, shot from the darkness of the tree cover. It struck his arm, stabbing through his scale. It was an arrow. First throwing stars, and now an arrow? What the hell?

More green shafts came flashing out. He was about to know how a pincushion felt when grandma got pissed when she sewed. It was Aria that saved him. She’d avoided the shield but then came storming from the sky to breathe fire onto the incoming attack.

The arrows turned to ash. Trees smoldered. Aria didn’t stop. The entire beach and the jungle blazed with a blinding light from her dragon fire.

Dozens of shapes moved, all human, all dressed in black. One word sliced through Steven’s brain. Ninjas.

He had to take a second to really understand that. Was he really seeing ninjas? Black, tight-fitting gis. Hooded masks. Swords, some long, some short, some a tad straighter than others. Steven also saw some of the dark shapes with bows; on the chests of others shined throwing stars. But one figure caught his attention.

She stood exposed in the firelight. Tall, slender, her hood was pulled back to reveal a face that was partially scaled. Half of her face to be precise. Long black hair flowed down across the beautiful human-half of her face. She wielded a kusarigama, a chain-sickle. A curved blade was attached to a chain that ended in a heavy weight. Originally, such weapons were used by medieval warriors to snare other soldiers. The warrior would entangle their foes in the chain, then hack them apart with the sickle. Her right hand gripping the sickle was human, but the claws gripping the chain was scaled.

Then Steven noticed, in that instant before Aria stopped using her Inferno Exhalant, that others were also not quite human. A man with a bow had a long tail trailing out behind him. Another warrior took to the air on wings that sprouted from the back of his robes. Others had slitted snake eyes. What kind of creatures were these? They didn’t seem to be full Dragonsouls. Could they be Dragonskins, humans that went through a torturous ritual to gain some of the powers of full dragons? It seemed so.

Then everything went dark. Which was home for ninjas, after all, however misshapen. Some of the undergrowth flickered with flames but it wasn’t enough to penetrate the stygian blackness of the jungle.

Steven knew they were about to be overwhelmed. And dammit, they needed to conserve their Animus to face Old Matchstick. Blowing their wad on a bunch of half-dragons was a bad idea. On top of that, they didn’t have much time. The clock was ticking.

There was something striking about the sickle-chain wielding woman. She just might be the key to getting them out of this mess.

He didn’t bother with trying to breathe fire. Instead, he burned through a fraction of his Animus, triggering his DarkArmor and SerpentGrace abilities. That was to balance his armor and his speed. He anticipated the incoming attacks and lashed out with his tail. He felt a satisfying crunch and a burst of Animus, which covered his combat boosts. A sword chunked into the scales on his back. It didn’t even hurt. That would be the winged warrior, coming in from above.

Tessa raced next to him and cried out, “Magica Defensio.” More Animus down the drain. But Tessa was smart. She poured the added magic into her existing shield, and a glowing pink rectangle appeared in front of her. Arrows clacked against the force field and fell harmlessly to the ground.

The double dose of Animus to the shield was giving them a rose-colored light to see by. 

Mouse deftly tossed her sword into the air but grabbed it when she turned into her sleek Homo Draconis form. She waded into battle, but the blade was whipped out of her hand by the kusarigama chain.

She turned. Lightning exploded out of her mouth and fried an incoming ninja. The skeins of electricity added to Tessa’s pink light. The ninjas fell back at the onslaught.

The Dragonskins were momentarily distracted, and Steven exploited the opening. He charged forward, legs pumping, then leapt with a grunt, aiming at where the kusarigama’s chain disappeared into the foliage. 

Bull’s-eye. He hit the Japanese woman like a freight train, and his weight and momentum drove her to the ground. She thrashed, frantically trying to free herself, and Steven lashed out with his fangs, hoping to put her down with one ferocious bite. But she caught his jaw, one hand gripping his upper lip and the other grasping his bottom. She must’ve been using a combination of DarkArmor and DragonStrength. She surged and hurled Steven away with a grunt of effort. Steven went smashing through the palm trees. Coconuts came tumbling down on top of him.

He gained his feet and whirled to meet her next attack. Her sickle-chain screamed through the air, on a crash course with Steven’s skull. Steven flicked out his tail and batted it aside. She sped across the ground, using SerpentGrace to close the distance between them. Well, two could play at that game

She slashed at him with the sickle, but he caught it on the thick scales on a forearm. Then she scampered up his own fucking body, leaping from his knee to his hip, then flipping over, attempting to land squarely on his back. The sickle gleamed a rose color in the light of Tessa’s shield.

Steven knew he couldn’t let her get on his back. If she landed there, she could use that sickle-chain to strangle him—it was certainly long enough to do the deed—or to cut his throat.

Too bad the half-dragon ninja hadn’t remembered he had a tail. He spun and swatted her out of the air. She slammed into the ground. Before she could get up and speed off again, restarting the cycle once more, he lunged and chomped down on the Japanese woman. Blood squirted across his mouth. Even though he wanted to bite her in half, he stopped himself. Instead, he bashed the squirming woman into the ground, let go of her, and then shifted into his half-dragon state. He put two claws to her throat. 

“Call off your people,” he said, “or I will kill you.” For a moment she didn’t speak, so Steven squeezed down, his talons penetrating flesh and scale with ease, drawing blood. “I mean it. You’re nothing to me. I won’t shed a single tear over your corpse. Call them off. Now.” Another ounce of pressure. 

She relented at last and barked out a harsh order in Japanese. Wings overhead fluttered away, and he heard the whisper of the shadow warriors falling back.

“We don’t have a fight with you,” Steven growled. “Let us pass. We have business with Old Matchstick.”

“If you call him that, he will kill you,” the woman snarled.

“Thanks, but I’m not here for advice.” 

Aria and Mouse, both in their Homo Draconis forms, crowded around him. Tessa kept watch, her shield spell giving her light enough to see.

“I came here to find Mathaal, and nothing is going to stop me. Not even a bunch of asshole, black-clad ninjas.”

“You do not understand,” she rasped. His claws were still pressed deep into her throat. “I am Uchiko, of the Onari Guard. We were given the task of keeping everyone, human and Dragonsoul alike, away from Mathaal. We will not fail in this task as we have failed before. We will fight you every step of the way if we must.”

He sighed, but it came out as more of a snarl. “Then we’ll have no choice but to destroy you all.”

Uchiko spit blood, her eyes narrowed in determination. “You will try, but you can’t fly above the trees, not with the mystic barrier in place. Which means you will have to make your way in the darkness. And my assassins will take you out, one by one. It is our way. Our duty. But we have no wish to kill you if you do not force our hand. Turn back now and live, Dragonsoul.”

Steven had a million questions about the Onari Guard, what they were, why they had failed before, and why they were given the task of guarding the ancient insane dragon. However, he and his Escort were under a time crunch.

“Just kill her,” Aria said. “You will take the Animus and we will have one less foe to face.”

“Uh, yeah, no-brainer,” Mouse agreed, bobbing her chin.

“No, you guys,” Tessa said. “They’re just doing their job. We need to think this through.”

Uchiko blinked. “It is not in the nature of Dragonsouls to pause in killing lesser creatures. We should mean nothing to you. We are only Dragonskins, after all.”

So that was it. Were they still in the middle of the rituals? Was that why they weren’t quite human and not yet dragons?

“Where is Mathaal?” Steven asked.

Uchiko didn’t answer that. She merely grinned, half of her lips human, half of them reptilian. Her nose was also split down the middle—one side had a nostril, the other a slit. “Pray you don’t find him. Pray he is still sleeping. Pray to whatever gods you worship while you can, for if you wake the beast, he will murder them after he murders you.”

“For the love of biscuits, she’s not going to help us,” Mouse growled. She’d retrieved the Slayer Blade and held it in her talons.

“Kill her,” Aria insisted.

Steven pressed down just a little more. With another ounce of pressure, he would pierce her jugular and end her life. Uchiko didn’t plead for mercy. She only waited to die.

“No,” Steven said. “I have a better idea. Tessa, get your guns out. You’re gonna get some target practice.”
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Steven told his Escort the plan. 

Aria wasn’t exactly convinced, and Mouse sighed, her eyes fluttering closed in annoyed disbelief.

But Steven didn’t care. He had a feeling that Uchiko and her Onari Guard might prove useful in the future. In the end, they weren’t their true enemies.

“Just keep your eyes out,” he said. He tightened the kusarigama’s chains around Uchiko. Mouse welded some of the links together with her Inferno Exhalant. She was definitely the best breather among them.

Uchiko didn’t fight them. He kept the sickle at her neck.

They found a stone path, carefully laid in the wet earth, overgrown with vines and creeping plants. The track led somewhere, and the island wasn’t all that big. Chances were Mathaal was at the end of that path, but that also meant the Onari Guard would be guarding it every step of the way.

Steven pushed Uchiko forward. He was in his Homo Draconis form with Tessa on his right. She kept her left hand up, fingers splayed back, maintaining the pink shield so they had some small measure of protection and a light source. One of her Colt Peacekeepers filled her other hand, the barrel outthrust and level. Ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

Aria and Mouse trailed behind, both in their True Forms—one scarlet and smelling like cinnamon, the other amber-colored with the odor of almonds. It smelled the like a damn bakery, and Steven felt his hunger keenly. The two dragons took special care to be vigilant of any attackers who meant to backstab them or flank them from the sides. Steven knew the Onari Guard would likely strike from behind, but to do it, they would have to get through his Escort’s Exhalants.

There was a flutter of movement overhead as a winged Dragonskin swooped down from the dense canopy. Tessa flung her left hand up, swatting him from the air with her shield. The magical barrier hit like a pretty-in-pink sledgehammer, and the Dragonskin toppled, unconscious. At the same time, a warrior leapt off a fat tree bough up ahead. He looked human enough except for his serpentine eyes peering through the black slit in his mask. The scales around those eyes were a bright green color.

Tessa fired her Colt and dropped him in a spray of crimson blood. Half of his face was simply gone, obliterated by the round. Steven knew it hurt her to do so, but they had no choice. That Animus would go into Tessa to refuel her so she could keep her shield spell up.

A throwing star, glowing green, spun out of the jungle. It would’ve struck Tessa’s skull if Steven hadn’t had an invisible shield protecting that side of the path. The star dropped to the ground in a flash of black.

Pow! Tessa spun and sent a bullet into the darkness from whence the shuriken had come. But she was aiming high, and the shot thudded harmlessly into a gnarled trunk.

“Tell them to back off,” Steven hissed at Uchiko. “We don’t want to kill them.”

“You can say that again,” Tessa agreed. “This sucks. Come on, Uchiko. Trust us. We’re the good guys. We just have to get to Mathaal. If he’s as bad as you say, we won’t survive him anyway. And you and your friends can go back to sitting around, swapping fashion tips. What goes good with black? Yes! More black!”

Half of Uchiko’s face paled. She was wrapped in her own chains, with the sickle to her neck, yet her mouth disappeared in a line of determination. Or was that doubt?

They continued to walk down the path. Another ninja warrior slid from the trees, hurling himself at them, wicked talons extended and ready to draw blood and rend flesh. Tessa swept her shield into him with a flick of her wrist and dropped his ass to the ground, just like the rest of his buddies.

At the same time, Steven maneuvered his shield to catch a spear flung at Tessa. Even with the attacks, they kept moving.

From behind, a lizard-tailed ninja leaped from the brush to roll across the ground. He came up with his bow, arrow nocked. He aimed at Aria, but Mouse was ready. She let out a flash of lightning to send him shuddering across the ground. He finally fell limp.

Mouse let out a chuckle. “Oh, that Animus feels good,” she practically purred. “Don’t tell your people to stop, Uchiko. Keep sending them on to the slaughter. I’ll gladly drink up every last drop of their energy.”

They stopped walking. They’d gone at least a half-mile, if not a mile. Were they halfway to the center of the island? That felt right.

“Why didn’t you kill me?” Uchiko screeched. “Why are you torturing me like this? We can’t let you pass. We’ve already dishonored our families. This was our way of winning back the favor of the Dragonsoul Primes in Japan.”

“Tell us more,” Steven said. “What’s your story?’

Arrows spat from the jungle, but Steven and Tessa took care of them easily with their shields. A warrior stormed forward with a spear, and Tessa was forced to shoot him. Her pink shield brightened.

It was odd that ninjas would be sent to guard anything. They should’ve been assassins, not defenders.

“Tell us your history,” Steven demanded.

“I can’t,” Uchiko breathed, clearly warring with herself. “I swore. I gave them my word I wouldn’t tell. And we were sent here. I don’t want you to kill any more of my people. But what choice do I have? What choice? This is madness. I will have to kill myself.”

“Or join me,” Steven offered. “I’m looking for vassals.”

Uchiko let out a howl of crazed laughter. “You? You have no beard. You would show me mercy. You are as young as you are stupid.”

Steven hooked her sickle into her throat and blood dripped down her chest. “I’m young but far from stupid. It sounds like I’ve put you in an impossible position. Call off your friends. You all will walk away from this alive, and if you ever need protection, you can come to me. I’m Steven Drokharis, and I’ve come to bring revolution to the Dragonsouls.”

He wasn’t sure what kind of revolution, but it felt right to say.

“Impossible,” Uchiko hissed. “You lie!” And yet she called out in Japanese. They heard the sound of dozens of bodies slipping away in the darkness.

Then she turned to face him. She was beaten, bloody, full of doubt, and tortured by having to break her word. She gazed on him in wonder, though wonder tinged with fear. “Rhaegen Mulk wiped the Drokharis clan from the world. They are all dead. They have to be dead.”

“Why?” Steven asked.

Uchiko blinked, her mouth working. “They would bring doom upon us. Stefan Drokharis was delving into forbidden magic. In Nippon, we heard dark whispers of him, and we knew he had to be killed. The entire world of Dragonsouls wanted him dead.”

“And now they’ll want me dead,” Steven said. “Because I’m not stopping. First things first, though. Uchiko, if I let you go free, do you swear not to hurt me or my Escort?”

“You have a Primacy?” Uchiko gasped.

“Not yet,” Steven said with a wry grin and a wink. “But I’m working on it. I’m offering you mercy, and mercy to your people. But I need to know you won’t return to stab us in the back. Swear to me.”

Uchiko closed her eyes. The ache of her sadness was clear. “That’s just it, Dragonsoul, after this, my word will mean nothing. Yes, you didn’t kill me or my friends, and yes, we live, but you have damned us as well.”

Steven didn’t know what to say, but he knew he need to find Mathaal no matter the cost.

Tessa did though. “Uchiko, this island is your home, right? But really, it sounds like you were exiled here. Who told you to guard Old Matchstick?”

“Twenty years ago …” the woman whispered. “Yes, we were exiled here. Dragonsoul Primes are constantly warring, but every so often, they come together in peace. We call them Conclaves. A Dragonsoul Conclave met in Tokyo, and our fates were decided. We were Dragonskins who failed the final rituals, and while most wanted death for us, for our failure and our dishonor, a few of the Primes suggested we be sent to keep Mathaal safe from outsiders. They didn’t want anyone waking him, for obvious reasons. Most of the time he sleeps, but sometimes he wakes, and that is when we know the true meaning of fear. He is insane. He is all-powerful. If you go to him, you will all die.”

“Broken fucking record,” Mouse growled. She and Aria switched to their human forms, naked now, not that anyone cared. Steven sure didn’t. “We get that Mathaal is bad.”

Aria stood tall, her face troubled.

Tessa couldn’t hold back, and a single tear tracked down her face. “I’m sorry I had to shoot your friends. You failed the Dragonskin rituals, and now you failed this one task. But come on, Uchiko, living here, on this island, guarding a monster? No way is that ideal. It’s barely living. What about healing you so you’re human again? Or maybe we can find a way to complete the ritual. The magic might be complex, but Steven and I kick ass at magic.” She paused and stole a sidelong glance at Steven. “Though I’m better.”

“Whatever,” Steven mumbled. He kept his focus on the Japanese woman, who was so strange, half in the world of the Dragonsouls and half out of it.

“There is nothing that can be done for us,” Uchiko said. “We are damned. And now we are doubly doomed. We didn’t have much on this island, but at least we had each other. We grew close, as close as any family could be. Which is why I couldn’t watch you murder my friends, my lovers, my people.”

Something about what she was saying disturbed Steven. Who gave the Dragon Conclave the right to decide the fate of people? And knowing modern Dragonsouls, they’d been so scared of magic that they didn’t even try to help these poor Dragonskins. They’d created this bullshit Onari Guard and stuck them out in the middle of the Indian Ocean. Such bullshit.

“Why ninjas?” Steven asked. “How did that come about?”

“It was I,” Uchiko said. “I taught them the art of assassination, moving silently, using Animus to improve our reflexes, harden our skin, and give us strength.”

She had fought like a demon all right, but Steven had the idea she was more of a Warling than anything else.

“And who taught you?” Aria asked suspiciously.

“My story is long,” Uchiko said. “And it is my own to know and no one else’s.”

“Poetic. Cryptic. I’m just so curious.” Mouse couldn’t have said any of those words more sarcastically. She stood naked, with the Slayer Blade slung over her chest … a chest Steven had a hard time keeping his eyes off.

Aria was just as impatient. Standing next to Mouse, Aria seemed like she was eight feet tall. The two were as a different as peanut butter and palak paneer.

Steven took the chains binding Uchiko and broke the welds Mouse had created. “Tessa, would you mind healing her, please?”

Uchiko’s eyes widened. “But why are you doing this? Why would you heal me?”

“Magica Cura,” Tessa whispered.

Steven shrugged. “We didn’t come here to kill anyone. We only needed to get to Old Matchstick.”

“Yeah, Uchiko, and we’re sorry,” Tessa said. “After hearing about your whole experience with the Dragon Conclave, being sent here, becoming such a tight family, well, now I feel awful.” The barista’s eyebrows were furrowed.

Steven let out a long sigh. How many of the Onari Guard had he killed? He didn’t know. He was just glad he hadn’t gone along with Aria’s and Mouse’s suggestion to cut Uchiko’s throat. At least she was alive, and she had called off her ninjas.

Hope sparkled in her eyes. “You truly are a different sort of dragon. It is unfortunate that you will most likely die if you go forward. Yet then the Dragon Conclave wouldn’t know about our failure.” She faltered, chewing on her bottom lip. “Why is it you seek Mathaal?”

He answered, “We think he has information about my father’s murder. And he just might have another volume of the Drokharis Grimoire.”

“Mathaal might,” Uchiko said, nodding slowly. “His library is vast. He hoards knowledge above all else. Yet now he slumbers. You might be able to steal away with a book. But if he awakes, you will not survive. And we might also die. Should he wake, he will try to leave, but that is impossible. There is a shield spell stopping any flight on this island. I saw you feel the effects of that.”

He rubbed his bruised chin. Ouch.

Uchiko continued. “If Mathaal falls into a murderous rage, he will devour every tree, every animal, everything within reach. That will include the Onari Guard and me. Promise me that won’t happen. Promise.”

“I can’t,” Steven said. “But I will say we will do our best to put him down if he loses control.”

Uchiko laughed. It was a surprisingly musical sound. “And I thought you might not be young and stupid. Go forward. I will not stop you. But I may mourn you. I just may do that.” She gave him a long, slow look. One eye was brown and human, with a round iris. The other, on her serpentine face, was a bright yellow color with a vertical slit up the middle. In both eyes, there was some heat. Of course. She was a woman, and she was being drawn to him.

He wasn’t about to invite her into his Escort, but he did pick up her reptilian hand. It fit nicely in his own. “Thank you, Uchiko. I’m sorry for what we had to do to your friends. It seems to me they died honorably. And when you called off the other warriors, they had honor as well because they followed your orders. If I’ve learned anything, it’s that some rules are made to be broken. Especially when you’re in a fucked-up place like this.” He let go of her hand.

She gave him a nod. Then, quick as a wink, she disappeared into the darkness of the jungle.

Tessa sighed. “If we can, we’ll have to come back and help them. She could’ve sent every single ninja after us, and we’d have burned through Animus protecting ourselves. She gave us a gift even though it hurt her so much.”

“Cry me a fucking river,” Mouse spat. She inhaled deeply. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. I’ll try to be nicer. But come on. We didn’t kill her, which turned out to be a really good decision. Tessa was right. Fighting through hordes of ninjas would’ve sucked hard.”

“Like in gaming,” Tessa said. “Sometimes it’s fun to be a murder-hobo and murder your way through levels, but sometimes, especially if your ammo is low, it’s best to use your brains and not your bullets. And you get to make friends that way, and those friends can help you later.”

“Ugh, video games.” Mouse rolled her eyes. “Anyway, Uchiko is alive. Yeah, her life probably just got harder, but oh well. Anything that has to do with Dragonsouls means bloodshed and bummer times. Whatever. We have less than ninety minutes to chat with something that has freaked the shit out of everyone and everything on the planet. How about we get on with it?”

“Weren’t you going to be nicer?” Steven asked.

“I wasn’t being nice?” A surprised lilt filled Mouse’s question.

Tessa shook her head. “Not really. There was that whole ‘ugh,’ eye-roll thing. Not nice.”

A wince from the blonde. “Sorry. I’ll try harder.”

“I agree with Mouse. But I will agree without having to curse or use sarcasm,” Aria joked.

Tessa unloaded her guns, taking out the normal bullets and sliding in the new ones. The moon had come out, and since the Onari Guard had stepped aside, the way was clear. They walked across stones, now silvered with moonlight, until they reached a clearing.

In front of them was a pit at least five hundred feet in diameter. It went straight down. The stone path became a circular staircase hugging the rock edges. Water dripped from the jungle to fall in little waterfalls down into the depths. A terrible stink wafted up from the edge of the hellish hole gouged into the crust of the Earth. Steven had never seen such a thing … had never smelled such death and decay.

“So, that’s where Old Matchstick lives,” Tessa whispered. “He might be, uh, big. Do Dragonsouls get bigger as they age?”

Aria was breathing harder. The fear was catching up with her as well. “Who knows what powers this ancient being has. We usually don’t live long enough to grow more than our adult size. Then the stories turn into myth and then into legend. I will say this.” She paused. “I believe it is in our best interest to refer to him as Mathaal. I do not want to die just because of a rather insipid on-the-nose nickname.”

Mouse bent over laughing at that one. Steven knew it was to cover up her own nervous terror.

He couldn’t imagine what they would find at the bottom of that dismal, awful abyss.
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Steven didn’t want to use magic to get to the bottom of Mathaal’s lair. They had plenty of Animus, even after their encounter with the Onari Guard, but he didn’t want to waste any more. He also wasn’t confident in his ability to fly down. Aria and Mouse would be fine, but he didn’t want them out of his sight.

So instead, as Homo Draconi, he, Aria, and Mouse crept down the slippery stone steps followed by Tessa. Someone … or something … had carved the circling staircase into the igneous rock of the island. The walls were porous, black, and filled with life. Spiders of every size scurried underneath the leaves of vines and other growth. Mossy patches of green splotched the stone here and there. Everything was wet from the rains and humidity. The deeper they went, the heavier the air grew, and the stench worsened.

It was the smell of the Denver sewer on a hot day. It was lawn clippings left out in the rain and baked to purification by a merciless sun.

Steven sucked in the hot air. He had scales, so he wasn’t exactly sweating, but he was hot and uncomfortable. 

Tessa’s pink shield gave them light, though she’d changed the size so it was only about a foot long and a foot wide. Her face glowed with perspiration in the weak light. She kept her voice down to complain. “It’s like walking on the sun in the rain. Only, the sun is made out of a garbage dump where giants have pooped after too much Mexican food. This is wicked gross. And Uchiko wanted us to stay away? Damn, she should’ve just let us smell the place. Anyone with any sense would’ve skedaddled.”

Aria turned. She held a talon to her lips. “Shhh, my love. We don’t want to wake the beast if we don’t have to.”

Tessa nodded. Some small part of Steven, however, knew they couldn’t walk out of the pit without first interrogating the ancient dragon. What secrets might he have? 

Three hundred feet down, they came to strange set of copper awnings that jutted from the walls, encircling the edge of the pit. Five-foot long eaves, greening from oxidation, created an overhang, protecting the walls below. At first, Steven couldn’t see what the awning was protecting, but when they opened a metal hatch leading down, he saw that the steps had become wooden.

And the eaves? They were protecting books. Though not very well.

Bookshelves lined the wall, and crammed into them was every kind of book in every kind of language. A good number of them had swelled to three times their size. Some had broken out of their spine or their covers had long since rotted away.

Steven recognized a few different languages: Japanese kanji, Chinese hanzi, Korean swoops, Thai scrawl, the loops of Arabic—even the Cyrillic alphabet of Russia and Greece.

The bookcases had been built to accommodate the stairs, so they continued their descent. Steven caught some titles that were in English: Moby Dick, On the Origin of Species, T.S. Eliot’s The Wasteland, Finnegan’s Wake, a whole series of law books, and on it went on every subject. The moss, vines, and spiders were still present, but now the spiders had homes in the pages, as did worms and any number of moths. A bat rushed out of a little nook he’d made in a copy of The Brothers Karamazov. He squeaked and wheeled away.

“Amazon ain’t got nothin’ on this place,” Tessa whispered, eyes wide. “Looks like our boy Mathaal is quite the reader.”

As they descended, the air grew drier. They came to another copper roof overhanging the next section of books. These tomes, farther down and protected, were in better condition. Also, they took a definite turn into the occult. Steven recognized books that were referenced in the Drokharis Grimoire like The Picatriz and the Liber Juatus.

But he also saw titles about American and European folk magic: The Cunning Man’s Handbook, The Long-Lost Friend, Discoverie of Witchcraft, Deum’s Herbal Manual, The Black Pullet, and a nine-volume set of Key of Solomon.

Oddly enough, mass market paperbacks filled in the spaces between the magic books, everything from Stephen King to Sherrilyn Kenyon to Louis L’Amour. There was even a complete set of the Travis McGee novels by John D. McDonald.

Tessa’s pink light could only reach so far, but straining his eyes, he saw that the bottom of the hole was rapidly approaching. Around and around they went under the bookcases until Steven stopped, not wanting to get too close to their quarry. His Escort stopped with him.

The stink was better for a minute, but then something big, something with massive lungs, exhaled. And that smell swept up to them. An inhale, long and slow and deep, then an exhale. Mathaal indeed seemed to be sleeping. That breathing was rhythmic, in and out, like an ocean tide of stank breath.

“Tessa, lower your light down,” Steven said in a hushed voice.

She swept her pink square down until it hovered over the room below, about twenty feet down, at the end of the sloping steps they stood on.

This was the bottom of the hole and the lair of Mathaal. It was just a giant single room, the floor made from smooth stone, worn down from age and use. There was furniture ringing the walls—more bookcases, sofas, chairs, end tables, chests, dozens of beds—but all were worn and rotten. The Dragonsoul himself was resting in the middle of the room on a sea of mattresses, blankets, bedspreads, and pillows, which would’ve cost a fortune. It was one giant, filthy crash pad.

Mathaal was in his True Form and one hell of a sight to behold. He was a monstrous bone-white beast, and his long beard rested in a forest of matted pearly whiskers under his chin. He was fifty feet long if he was an inch, about twenty feet longer than Steven when he was in his True Form. Old Matchstick would dwarf Aria and Mouse. The talons on his hands and feet were a sickly yellow color, like the teeth of a three-packs-a-day smoker with lung cancer. Ivory barbs covered his tail. 

Teetering precariously around him on his odd “bed” were stacks of books … quite the To-Be-Read pile. Steven squinted, studying one particular section of wall that seemed different … off. Between several bookcases were splotches of igneous rock. Nothing odd about that, exactly. But the igneous rock was pockmarked with odd black spaces. They looked almost like holes, but holes into nothing. And those odd holes were damn near everywhere. He craned his neck forward. Seriously. What in the hell were those? Steven just couldn’t tell.

“Tessa, hand me the topaz pen.” He reached out for it.

The barista put the magical pen into his hand. He lifted it up to see if he could find his father’s second spell book. It glowed a rainbow color, and he searched the walls, but there was no corresponding light. He had no choice but to go down and face the beast.

“Stay up here,” he told his Escort. “There’s no way we can find the second volume in all these books. I’m going to have to wake Mathaal and talk to him.”

Tessa took the pen back and nodded. “Yep, stay up here. I hear ya. Great. I’ll just grab something to read.” She stood next to a section of the bookcase that held mostly scrolls curled up into tubes. She pulled one out, but a spider the size of her fist hissed at her from the hole. She slid the scroll tube back into place. “Probably wouldn’t believe me, but it turns out I already read that scroll. It was too scroll-y. Besides, the main character was too much of a punk. I like to read about real men.”

“Steven, you can’t go alone,” Aria said.

Mouse intervened. “I think I know what he’s planning. We’ll stay.”

Steven nodded. “Yeah, you stay here. If I can talk to Mathaal, we won’t have to fight. If we do have to fight, you three can jump out and surprise him. Tessa, Mouse, you attack from the rear. Aria, I want you to distract him. Get in his face. But all of you, don’t die.”

“We can die if we want to, but you can’t,” Aria said. “You are our Prime.”

“Not yet I’m not,” Steven replied. “But I’m working on it. When I get to the bottom, douse the lights, Tessa.”

She blew him a kiss. Her face was pallid, and she swallowed hard. They were all giving him a brave face, but he knew the truth. Every one of them, including himself, was close to panicking. This was Bilbo and Smaug shit.

He padded down the rest of the way. Once he hit the bottom of the steps, he changed into his human form.

Tessa’s pink light winked off.

A strange light drifted out from the walls, moving, shifting, warbling. Then he saw what those strange black spaces were. A multitude of tiny windows had been crafted into the rock, showing the water deep under the Indian Ocean. Lights flickered on the outside—magic lights it seemed—giving the place a ghostly glow. When schools of fish swam past, they threw shadows, as did the waving fronds of plant life at the bottom of the ocean. It was like being in an aquarium at night.

The Dragonsoul Conclave had fashioned a prison for Mathaal, but they had tried to make it comfortable and interesting.

Steven walked across the smooth stone floor until he came to the odd mega-bed. It squished under Steven’s feet. Something shuffled over his bare foot, something big, hairy, and with lots and lots of legs. Yeah, this place was awful no matter however interesting. 

The shifting light reflected off the ancient Dragonsoul’s scales, but he was so old, there were patches of his body that were bare. Under them was pale flesh, vulnerable. That might come in handy if they had to fight. Too bad they hadn’t brought Bard’s black arrow from Laketown.

Steven moved closer to the ancient dragon and took up a position by Mathaal’s head. “Mathaal,” he said in a booming voice. “Wake up.”

Old Matchstick’s eyes fluttered open. They were white, covered in thick cataracts. “Who’s there?” the dragon asked in a weak voice. “Who has come? Uchiko?”

“No. I’m Steven Drokharis, the last of the Drokharis line. I’ve come for my father’s spell book. And I need help, Mathaal, and I think you might be able to give it to me.” Steven, as a human, and a naked human at that, felt like an insect compared to the might and power of the thing in front of him. However, he kept his voice strong.

“Stefan Drokharis? Is that you?” the ancient dragon asked in a creaking voice. “Come for one of my portal scrolls? You always did like my writing.”

“He’s dead, Mathaal. My father is dead. I’ve only come to collect what I think he might’ve given you. And to ask you a few questions.”

“Death. Dreams of death. The dead dream of kindness denied them in life.” Old Matchstick tried to say something else, but his voice failed him. Then he gasped. “I long for release, and yet I’m afraid. For if I fall into a nightmare when I am dead, there will be no waking. Rahaab knew. Rahaab? Is that you?”

“No, not Rahaab and not Stefan. I’m Steven. I’m a new Dragonsoul.”

Mathaal sniffed. “Young. You have the stink of youth on you. And there’s a human about. I can smell those stinking apes. Came down from the trees to take over the world? Ha. In our infancy, we traveled between stars. Until the Outsiders. The Beyonders. The demons of which I will not speak. We found it, the three of us, a blue-and-green gem pressed into the velvet darkness. A yellow sun gleaming. Sunrises and sunsets. Can you feel the spin of the world, boy? Can you feel the spin of the galaxy? I can. I can.”

Steven sighed. This was going to be harder than he thought. It was going to be a chore to steer the conversation away from the past to the present. But Mathaal’s words were interesting. He took a chance and walked out in front of the dragon’s eyes. He didn’t want the old guy to turn to sniff for Tessa, because that was who he was smelling, obviously.

Steven waved his arms to get Mathaal’s attention. “I was human up until a few weeks ago, hidden from the eyes of my enemies. My father hid me before he was murdered.”

“Murder. We killed Icharaam. I remember his cries for mercy. He wanted to fight. But there was no fighting, only dying. Stefan, it’s you. I know you. But you are young. Am I young? Can I be young again?” The old dragon’s voice broke. Tears leaked down his face to splash onto the already soaked bedspread, wretched from rot.

“I’m sorry, Mathaal. I’m not Stefan. I’m his son. Did Stefan give you a book?”

Mathaal sat up, back onto his legs, raising his gargantuan body up. Buried in his chest were more books, pushed into his flesh where his scales had sloughed off. If he turned around, he would see Steven’s Escort hiding against the wall on the steps.

Steven had to keep the ancient dragon’s attention. “Mathaal, here I am. In my human form. But my True Form is that of a Dragonsoul.” Steven triggered his ability and grew into a thirty-foot-long obsidian dragon with only the scruff of a beard.

That was something the old dragon saw right away. “Ah, you are but a pup. A child of a dragon. You haven’t even a proper beard. What are you doing in my hole? Why are you here, pup?”

“Did you cast any magic to keep the murderers of Stefan Drokharis hidden?” Steven asked.

“Stefan has been murdered?” Mathaal croaked. He was missing teeth. Some had been rubbed to their nubs. “Stefan was my friend. But he was like Icharaam. He was like my brother, but this time, I wasn’t going to let my fear get to me. Still. Stefan was murdered? By whom?”

“Rhaegen Mulk.”

Mathaal threw his head back and sent an ocean of black fire skyward. The walls were far enough away that the books weren’t destroyed. That Exhalant, that was ShadowFlame, and the heat was incredible. “Mulk. The secret Conclave. They put me here! Gave me my library, as if that would placate me. They murdered Stefan Drokharis, and they put me here! The vote. The vote. The vote. Three times for three pieces of treachery. The Onari Guard. Stefan Drokharis. And me. All those Primes, comfortable in their power, and yes, I ripped out Icharaam’s throat and drank in his Animus, but it was a mistake. We are stellar creatures of the heavens. We were not meant to cower among the apes.”

The information blasted through Steven’s brain, and he felt the world reel beneath him. 

What? If what this creature said was true, then it wasn’t just Mulk who was responsible for his family’s death … there were a whole slew of Primes who would need to pay. It was crushing news. But it was clear that the ancient dragon hiding the true nature of the Drokharis clan’s slaughter wasn’t Old Matchstick.

Mathaal whirled on Steven. Before he knew it, the dragon had his talons around Steven’s throat. “Why are you here, pup?”

Steven was too close to an answer to ruin it by fighting. “I’m here for a missing part of my father’s grimoire. Did Stefan Drokharis give you a spell book before he was murdered?”

Mathaal yowled. “My books. Ruined. My books, here, twenty years. My eyes. I can’t read. I can only remember. Rahaab! Why did you betray me? Why? I’ll kill you. I will kill everything!” Mathaal’s claws closed around Steven’s throat.

In his madness, Old Matchstick was about to murder the son of his friend. And Steven still didn’t know if the second volume of the Drokharis Grimoire was in the strange prison library of the ancient Dragonsoul.
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Steven couldn’t breathe fire, but dammit, he could breathe smoke. He triggered his Inferno Exhalant. Smoke boiled out of his mouth and into the face of the ancient Dragonsoul.

Mathaal gasped in, coughed, and swept his body back from Steven, who took advantage of the break. He didn’t trust himself not to fly into a wall, and like the ninja above, Mathaal wasn’t their enemy. Actually, his hatred for Mulk and the rest of the Conclave made them allies in a strange way. However, Old Matchstick was too far gone to be trusted.

He breathed out another batch of ShadowFlame, this time into the floor where Steven stood. Steven triggered SerpentGrace and streaked away, narrowly avoiding the sheet of flame, which liquified the stone floor. The molten rock boiled as the bedding, the books, and everything not stone caught fire.

Some errant bit of heat must’ve hit one of the windows. The glass cracked, and ocean water gushed in.

At the same time, Aria swept around him, raking a claw across Mathaal’s snout. Mouse brought up the rear and hit the old dragon with a blast of lightning, right into his backside. But these weren’t meant to kill. They were just giving Steven a chance to escape. However, he wasn’t going anywhere without the second volume of the Drokharis Grimoire.

The topaz pen hadn’t shown them anything, but deeper down, he might see something. “Tessa! Try the pen again!”

Mathaal whirled and slapped Mouse out of the air with his tail. She went crashing down into the rising water, which threatened to drown them all. As for Aria, Mathaal struck with one hand, grabbing her by the tail, then flinging her into a wall with bone-breaking force.  Thankfully, in her True Form, Aria could absorb a lot of damage. But before she could fully recover, Mathaal opened his jaws wide and unleashed a torrent of ArcticWind, freezing the shattered window closed while at the same time trapping Aria in layers of ice.

Steven scrambled up the huge dragon’s body, ripping off scales as he went. He was going to go for Old Matchstick’s throat. It was either them or the ancient Dragonsoul, and the dude did long for death. Well, Steven could give it to him. Better that than watch his friends perish.

“Magica Incanto!” Mathaal shouted.

That move puzzled Steven. What was he imbuing with magical power?

Then he saw it. 

Books shivered off the shelves, stacking themselves into creatures resembling Homo Draconi. Scroll tubes acted as joints to hold the books together to form legs and arms, even tails. Holy shit … book golems. A small army of them. Steven definitely hadn’t seen that one coming.

Tessa’s Peacekeeper roared. Pink light flashed as she took down one of the new book golems, but there were dozens of the things.

Steven shifted and reached out a claw. “Magica Cura!” He healed Mouse, who leapt to her feet and breathed fire onto the ice trapping Aria. That was going to piss her off. She hated the cold.

Then Steven was overwhelmed by a platoon of the book golems. The shapes bombarded him from above, leaping from the staircase to strike him off Mathaal’s back. He hit the floor, which was now a mixture of cooling lava, saltwater, and magically conjured ice.

His arm struck molten rock, and pain sizzled into his brain.

Mathaal stood over him, claws raised. Those yellow spears he called fingers would gut Steven like a fish.

But something caught Steven’s eye: A book, embedded in the ancient dragon’s chest. It gleamed with a rainbow light. The pen in Tessa’s free hand glowed with the same light.

“Magica Defensio,” Steven called out, whipping one hand forward.

Mathaal’s claws crashed into his shield. That force field was no match for the sheer fury of the enraged beast. The shield disintegrated, but it had been enough of a deflection to save Steven’s life.

A book golem dove into Steven’s mouth, trying to wriggle down his throat. Steven spit it out, gave himself another dose of SerpentGrace speed, and darted beneath Mathaal’s grasping talons until he was inside the ancient dragon’s guard. With a flick of his own claws, he pried the book off Old Matchstick’s chest. It went tumbling to the floor. But not before Steven swept his tail around to knock it onto the steps, where it continued to glisten with a multicolored light.

Tessa’s Peacekeeper roared three more times—pop-pop-pop—knocking book golems off the staircase and clearing her way to the tome they’d come in search of.

Mathaal breathed out another wave of ArcticWind, trying to freeze Aria and Mouse in their tracks, but both were exceptional flyers, and they dodged the blizzard blasts, swooping, wheeling, and rolling. Aria would still be feeling the effects of the initial cold attack, and yet you’d never know it. She was as tough as nails.

A sheen of icy frost coated the walls, the bookcases, and even some of the golems—trapping the strange creatures in place.

“Enough of this!” Mathaal boomed like a clap of thunder. “I don’t know who you are, but I will not be bested by three dragonlings and an ape.”

Those words both hurt and infuriated Steven. This poor thing didn’t know why he was suddenly fighting, and that was a sad thing to ponder. However, he’d called Tessa an ape, and Steven wasn’t about to sit back and let that shit go unpunished.

“Magica Defensio!” Steven shouted. He brought his shield down on top of Old Matchstick. He then took to the air and drove his body weight down onto the shield. Aria and Mouse joined him. They had the ancient Dragonsoul squished under their weight, but he was bucking and thrashing like a bull crossed with a boa constrictor.

Steven ducked the spiked tail.

Aria was nearly thrown off, as was Mouse, but somehow they held on, their combined weight keeping Mathaal down.

Right up until Old Matchstick spewed poison gas from his mouth. Noxious green fog rolled out from his terrible jaws, clinging to the ground in a circle around him.  

Tessa, wheezing from the attack, scooped up the book and quickly darted up the stairs. Unfortunately, a fistful of golems blocked her way.

“We need to leave!” Steven yelled. “Now!”

Mouse’s shout echoed his. “Tessa, jump, and I’ll catch you.” Mouse launched herself off the shield, taking wing like the pro she was. Tessa, without so much as a moment of hesitation or fear, leapt off the staircase just as the golems rushed her, their legs churning, paper arms outstretched. Mouse swooped in, catching the barista in her claws, then pumping her wings as she soared up, up, up—toward the night sky overhead and the safety it offered. And best of all, they had the tome.

Steven held his breath, as did Aria. The poisonous gas had completely filled the bottom of the hole, and writhing tendrils of green were clawing their way upward. Mathaal seemed completely immune, but Steven knew he and Aria wouldn’t be half so lucky. He needed to do something, and he needed to do it yesterday.

With a grunt of sheer will, Steven slammed down on the shield one last time, then used the magical platform to push off, taking to the air, his wings flapping. Aria followed close on his heels. Dragons weren’t helicopters, so they couldn’t rise straight up. But by banking in a continuous flight, they could spiral upward. Problem was, Mathaal’s toxic gas was gaining some real momentum and rising just as fast. Steven had the idea that if even just a bit of that poison managed to get into his lungs, it would kill him immediately. 

Judith might’ve been powerful, but she was nothing compared to the forgetful fiend below.

Steven banked hard right, dodging the first copper awning, as did Aria, but Mathaal merely smashed right through it. He was howling, beyond words, screaming and screaming and screaming. Then he fell silent.

The next sound started as a mutter, then a growl, then an odd reality-bending whomp followed by a split second of eerie quiet. Then a strange sound filled Steven’s stomach with absolute dread. What fresh hell was this crazy asshole summoning now? 

His question was quickly answered as a beam of eye-searing light as thick as a redwood erupted from the bowels of the hole. Steven glanced down, just a peek. No, that light didn’t come from the hole, but from Mathaal’s open mouth. The beam was breathtaking—filled with every color and none at all. That blast was ice and fire, poisonous gas and lightning, and a terrible unearthly power that defied all reason or logic. To be hit by that much energy would melt the flesh from his body, turn his bones to ash, and then scatter those ashes to the four winds.

ChromaticFury. Had to be. 

The deadly energy beam carved through the air in wild arcs, smashing into walls and stairs. The only thing that saved them was the fact that Mathaal was mostly blind and thus couldn’t aim for shit. That and pure, stupid luck. 

Mouse and Tessa reached the top of the hole, and Mouse immediately turned into her Homo Draconis form. She’d remembered Uchiko’s warning about using flight on the island.

Aria reached the top next, then Steven, and they too went from winged beasts to half-dragons, dropping down onto the loamy earth of the island. Without missing a beat, they all sped away from the lip of the hole, darting into the cover and concealment of the dense jungle. The sound of the ChromaticFury still rang in Steven’s ears. He continued to feel that world-ending energy prickling his cells.

Uchiko stood dead ahead, blocking the path. She had another kusarigama in her hands.

Would they have to fight their way past her again?

“Go!” the Japanese Dragonskin said, surprising the absolute crap out of Steven. Finally, a break. “I will talk to Mathaal,” she said, steely gaze fixed on the mouth of the pit behind them. “I’ve been successful before, calming him.”

Steven turned to look over his shoulder.

Mathaal emerged from the terrible pit, but he didn’t change shape. However, the minute he got more than a dozen feet off the ground, he struck the same force field that Steven had hit on his way in. Mathaal slammed down onto the ground, transforming into his Homo Draconis form, as white, wrinkled, and aged as his True Form. The dude’s beard drooped all the way down to his groin—a small miracle that, since he was naked—but Steven was surprised that the guy was pretty fucking ripped for being a geezer. 

Mathaal drew himself up and breathed out a line of ShadowFlame. Trees all around him burst into bonfires.

Uchiko sped forward, swinging her sickle-chain. “No, Mathaal, these are not your enemies. I am not your enemy. It is I, Uchiko of the Onari Guard. I will help you back to your home. I will help you repair the damage. This is all just a terrible mistake. You’ve forgotten yourself again.”

Steven faltered, watching the odd scene unfold even though he knew he needed to run like a maniac. Mouse, Tessa, and Aria kept right on going, though. “Almost out of time, Steven,” Mouse called back. “Our gate back to Nebraska opens in less than ten minutes. Move your ass!”

Right. The timer. Liam Strider would be creating another portal, and if they weren’t there, they’d be trapped on the other side of the globe. Steven shook his head, then turned away from the old man with his awesome power and made for the path. He triggered SerpentGrace, quickly catching up with his Escort despite them having a significant lead. After a few minutes of balls-to-the-wall sprinting, they broke out of the underbrush and onto the sandy white beach. Without stopping, they all transformed into dragons—the three that could, anyway—and Mouse carried Tessa over to the rocks in the middle of the ocean.

The gate was already open, sending out a buttery yellow light across the dark waters of the Indian Ocean. But that portal was closing, getting smaller, smaller, smaller.

Mouse launched Tessa through the portal and then flew off to get another run at it from the right angle. Aria folded her wings in along the sides of her body, soaring toward the portal like a cruise missile on a crash course. She transformed into a human at the very last moment and sailed through the opening with ease, though her landing was going to be rough as hell. 

Steven knew he couldn’t slow down. No, he was going to have to hit that Nebraska dirt hard. Oh well. Following Aria’s example, he tucked his wings in and threw himself into an insane dive, a humid wind pounding at his face. Five feet out from the portal, he went human and tucked himself into a ball, saying a silent prayer for the best. He soared through the portal unharmed but hit the ground like a cinderblock tossed out of an airplane. He bounced and flopped and rolled, and with every fresh hit it felt like every bone would snap. He’d be lucky to have skin when he was done.

After taking the pummeling of the century, Steven eventually tumbled to a stop. He was on his back, one arm twisted up beneath him. Not broken, but holy crap did it hurt.

Liam was on his knees in front of the portal, twenty feet away. Blood poured from his nose, from his ears, from his eyes. He looked like the effort of opening the gate and keeping it open would kill him.

Steven couldn’t breathe, but pushed through the pain and propped himself up on his elbows. He squinted and searched for his escort. Tessa and Aria were already back on their feet, but what about Mouse? The portal, built out of the smoke of the fire, was only about two feet across.

Luckily, she was a tiny woman. She came barreling through, feetfirst, and landed like the superhero she was, using her legs to brace her fall. She stood up, naked except for where the strap of the Slayer Blade crossed her chest. “Well, that was certainly exciting.”

Tessa raised a book into the air. “We fucking got it. Holy shit, we got it.”

They were triumphant. However, Steven couldn’t help but wonder about Uchiko and her friends. Had she been able to calm Mathaal, or had the ancient Dragonsoul unleashed his ChromaticFury on her as well?

 

***

 

Rhaegen Mulk sat next to his wife while she slept in their bed at the very top of the Wells Fargo Building in downtown Denver. He’d had construction workers working constantly to repair it after the Edgar Vale disaster … No, Steven Drokharis was the real disaster. But he wouldn’t be around much longer.

Denver’s lights twinkled through the wall of windows. Candles flickered about the room. The soft scent of incense wafted across the expensive sheets and luxurious furniture. He was a Dragonsoul with a Hoard and Aeries across the state. What did the Drokharis whelp have? Nothing but a slow, painful death on the horizon.

While Gideon Scaramanga couldn’t find the Dragonling and his Escort, Mulk knew that Steven would reappear on his radar. But he couldn’t help but wonder why they had gone to Nebraska. There had been rumors that was where Liam Strider had run off to. Was it possible Steven had sought the Ronin out? Mulk certainly hoped the pair would become friends and stay close to one another. Murdering them both at the same time would be very convenient.

Not to mention satisfying.

Mulk sipped coffee from the silver cup. He’d added a little cognac to it, to ease what he had to do.

A knock on the door.

“Come,” Mulk said. 

Gideon Scaramanga stepped into the room. In his hand was the wretched, scorched steak knife. “I am ready, my Prime,” the Magician said solemnly.

Judith opened her eyes. Gideon had healed her, but he couldn’t fix the skeletal damage the magic bullet had done to her face. Her beauty was gone. Half of her face was bone and scar tissue. She might be able to regain some of her motor functions, but she’d always walk with a limp from her battles. It had been a miracle that she’d lived through the onslaught at all. Not even Elftears could help her.

But Animus still clung to her soul. And it might be Animus that Mulk could use.

Judith turned to Mulk. Tears shone in her one good eye. The other eye was gone, lost to her destroyed face. “Rhaegen, we knew that it might one day come to this. I believe in you, in your Primacy, and with my blood, you will find the last of the Drokharis clan and destroy him. His death will keep all Dragonsouls safe. The Conclave need never know.”

And Mulk had made sure that they didn’t. Gideon had been casting protection spells, wiping minds, and keeping the secret hidden. At the same time, Mulk had found more than a few allies to help him end the Drokharis threat. The next time he hit Steven Whipp, they would have dozens of Dragonsouls fighting with him and the Terror Trio. Throw in the last of his human mercenaries armed with magic weapons, and Mulk would finally have the victory that should’ve been his from the beginning.

There was only one last piece to suss out … the exact location of their enemy.

Gideon thumbed his steak knife. “I can’t guarantee that, with her Animus, I will be able to find the Dragonling. With Sabina, our spells intertwined, and we overcame Stefan Drokharis’ spells. What is protecting him now? I can’t say. But I think it is weaker, far weaker.”

“It’s a chance we have to take.” Mulk stood and gripped Judith’s hand. She had been such a fine member of his Escort—the very first woman to believe in him. And now, he was going to sacrifice her. Strangely, he felt nothing. He would replace her. He would continue to fight. She was a casualty in a war with no end. Besides, he couldn’t keep her alive. Her ruined face would always remind him of her failure. A cruel fate for both.

“I could leave,” Judith said suddenly. Fear glimmered in her one good eye. Clearly, she was having second thoughts. “I know seeing me like this must be difficult for you. I could live out my days in exile.”

Mulk shook his head. “Marrying me is forever. You know that.”

She closed that eye for the final time. “I understand.”

“I loved you, my Judith,” he said mechanically. “Farewell.”

He nodded at Gideon. Who plunged the steak knife into her heart.
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Steven sat outside the house, in the dark, watching bats fly through the air. Tessa had healed the burn on his arm and the scratches on his neck, but it had done nothing to soothe his troubled heart. He sat in jeans, no shirt, enjoying the cool air and the hypnotic droning of night bugs.

For weeks he’d thought he knew exactly who’d killed his real father. He had one enemy, Rhaegen Mulk. Come to find out that an entire collection of dragons had agreed to murder the Drokharis family. Shit, maybe all of the Primes had been in on it. There was no way to know just how deep this conspiracy went. Not at this point. Best-case scenario? It had only been a secret cabal of uber assholes, not the entire Prime Conclave. But that still meant the next time he squared off against Mulk, he’d probably be battling dozens of other dragons too. And that? There was no way they could survive that. None.

But what were his options? Run away? Become a Ronin? Forget that Mulk and his lackeys had murdered his father and mother?

No. Steven had to protect his Escort and their families. Good news there, Tessa’s family and Steven’s mother were still okay. He wasn’t sure if Bud’s security team had done the trick, or if Mulk didn’t want to dick around with humans. Either way, Bud might be ghosting them, but their families were safe.

Steven thought again of what Aria had said the night she’d first kissed him. Her words echoed out of the past.

But I must warn you, this kiss might destroy us both. This one kiss might change everything forever. If I am lucky. If you are damned.

He’d felt both lucky and damned, for weeks. Yes, being a Dragonsoul meant war, but it also meant love. He couldn’t imagine his life without Tessa, Aria, and yes, even Mouse. While the blonde could be infuriating and snarky as hell, when it came down to it, she’d sacrificed herself over and over. She was a team player even though most of the time she hated the team.

That was some irony there.

For once, they’d had to cook for Liam. Opening that gate had wiped him out. He didn’t have an Escort to resupply him with Animus, and there was no killing to be done, so Liam would have to collect Animus slowly. Steven couldn’t imagine living like that, not with the life he had to lead and the battles he had to fight.

Yet if the battles ended? If Dragonsouls could live in peace? Then love and sex would be the only optimal way to get Animus. Steven liked the idea. Yet how could he change the Dragonsoul culture that was thousands of years old … maybe older? Mathaal had talked about the apes coming down from the trees. How long ago was that? Who were Icharaam and Rahaab? So many unanswered questions …

Or maybe Old Matchstick was simply insane and nothing he said meant a thing.

Twenty years would be a long time stuck down in that hole. 

When Steven had asked Liam about the Conclave, Liam thought the idea was ridiculous. Dragonsoul Primes did not mix with each other in any meaningful way. There might be a truce now and again, but a full-on council to decide the fate of rogue dragons? Liam wasn’t sure he believed any of what Mathaal had said. The Yellow Ronin had known the location of the ancient beast, he knew of his power, but he had no knowledge of the actual details concerning Mathaal’s captivity.

Steven, though, knew Old Matchstick had been in his right mind about the Conclave. And Uchiko had backed up his story with her own history. He thought about going back and trying to enlist her and the Onari Guard in his fight, but he couldn’t imagine that would be a possibility. Their honor ran deep, and he doubted he could convince them to break their vows again.

Mouse came out and sat next to him. She was in a button-down shirt and cut-off jeans. He wasn’t sure where she got the clothes, but they hugged her curves just right. The rest of the house was dark and silent. 

They didn’t say anything for a long time. Eventually, it was the blonde who broke the silence. “Do you think of me as Mouse or Melissa?”

The question caught him off guard. What was she talking about? Then he remembered the conversation they’d had when they’d fought with the bokken.

“What I think doesn’t matter,” Steven said. “You get to name yourself.”

She stared off into the night. “Everyone has always told me who I should be. I’ve never really cared what people call me … half the time, I was just glad to be noticed. The other half, I was drunk.” Her eyes shined with unshed tears.

Steven went to speak, but she shushed him. “If I asked for my freedom, would you give it to me? If I wanted to walk away right now, would you let me go?”

Steven made sure she was looking directly into his eyes when he gave her his answer. “I need every gun in this fight. But if you don’t want to be here, you are free to go. I don’t believe in this bullshit about how all Dragonsoul women need a Prime. You are your own person. If you wanted me to call you Priscilla, I would. And fuck, you don’t need my permission to leave. You’re a badass, Mouse, Melissa, Priscilla … whatever.”

Mouse laughed. “Not Priscilla. Not sure who I am, but I do know one thing. I want to fight with you, Steven. I want to be by your side. But I’ll keep asking if it’s okay for me to go. I need to know there are no chains.”

“None. Never.” Steven breathed in the night and held his breath. “But this might not matter. It’s not just Mulk who wants me dead. It might well be that every Dragonsoul Prime on Earth agreed to the murder of my family. Which means everyone will be gunning for me and anyone associated with me. We can’t win this fight. If you stay, if Tessa and Aria stay, most likely, you’ll wind up dead. I keep thinking we should run and hide, but that doesn’t feel right. That’s not what my father would’ve done. But come on. Us against the world? It’s so stupid to think we won’t be slaughtered.”

“This Conclave—assuming it exists, which I’m not certain of—doesn’t know about you, Steven,” Mouse said in a strong voice. “Mulk would keep his failure a secret. He will have allies, though. He won’t be coming alone. But when you finally go up against him, you won’t be facing all the Primes.”

His heart leapt at her words. “How do you know?”

“Because Mulk is too proud. And if this supposed Conclave did know about his failure, they would punish the shit out of him. Fuckers like Mulk are all about their reputation. No, he’d want to keep everyone clueless about you.”

“Then we have a chance!” Steven made a fist. “And that’s all I ever needed.”

Mouse stood and straddled him. Their faces were inches apart. Her blonde hair hung on either side of their faces in a fragrant curtain. “I don’t know who I am yet, Steven. Freedom is a strange thing. Like a kite without a string. But I do know this. I want you. Now.”

“Are you sure?” Steven asked.

Mouse kissed him. It was wet and warm, and her tongue was soft and delicious. His heart took off in his chest, and he felt himself stiffen.

Mouse shouldered off her shirt. And for the first time, he kissed her breasts, teasing her nipples and making her gasp. “Oh, fuck, why did I wait so long? I feel crazy in lust with you.”

She pulled him up so they could kiss, and then she offered him her breasts again. “I’m so wet.”

He glanced up at her and grinned. “Those are probably the best three words I’ve ever heard in my entire life.”

She was a muscled, powerful woman, however small, and he was surprised how heavy she was when he swung her off him. He put her on the chair. He kissed her again, then moved lower, leaving a trail of licks and kisses over breasts, down her stomach, to her cutoffs.

“Oh, I can’t wait to get these clothes off me.” She went into her Homo Draconis form, but only for a second, to rip the shorts into ribbons. She shifted back to human.

He chuckled and swept away the tattered denim. She spread her legs. She shaved down there, so he could see all of her. And he could see just how excited she was.

“Aria and Tessa don’t shave,” Steven whispered. “This is kinda cool.”

“Sometimes I do, and sometimes I don’t. But I thought maybe I would for you—for our first time. But, don’t get too used to it. No promises.” Mouse had a delirious smile on her face.

“I don’t much care.” He then drove her even more crazy by kissing her slim thighs, moving closer and closer to her center. When he licked up her sex to her special spot, she caressed his head. It didn’t take long before she shuddered, making the sexiest whimpering noises he’d ever heard in his life. Her skin glowed as she drank in the mystical energy that powered Dragonsouls.

When she came down, he moved up her body. “Are you ready for me? Do you want this?” he asked.

“Fuck me stupid,” she hissed.

“No one could ever do that,” he said. “But damn, I’m going to give it my best.” Removing his jeans was a bit of a chore, since he was hard as a telephone pole. But he finally threw them off the porch.

Mouse giggled. “Just don’t call me Priscilla.”

“Never.”

She gasped when he entered her. Using his arms to hold himself up, he went slow at first, letting her get used to him. Then he pounded into her, making her whimper again. She lit up the night as she drank in his Animus.

“Let me get on top,” she said, breathing hard, chest heaving in interesting ways.

Steven sank back onto the wood of the deck. He watched in fascination as she planted her legs on either side of him. Then it was a heaven of anticipation as she lowered herself onto him. 

He knew he wouldn’t last long when she got going, using her legs to work herself up and down.

In the end, he didn’t. And that was okay.

Steven was still a little dizzy when he kissed Mouse goodnight. He wasn’t sure which name she’d eventually choose, but he would love her no matter what she called herself.

He thought Tessa and Aria would be asleep, but he found them both in their room, which was crammed with musical instruments. Both wore old-timey nightgowns. A goth girl in flannel was kind of funny. As for Aria, she could make any outfit look like it was meant for a runway in Milan. Aria strummed a guitar while Tessa studied the second volume of the Drokharis Grimoire. Beside her was a scroll, still in its leather tube. It definitely had come from Mathaal’s library. Wow, Tessa had done some light shoplifting.

She flashed him a sly smile. “Mouse sounds adorable when she comes. Between that, the giggling, the moans, and the light show, no way could Aria and I sleep.”

“So we had our own fun,” Aria said, playing a little run of chords that sounded suspiciously like Pink Floyd’s “Wish You Were Here.”

“That we did,” Tessa said, shooting the other woman a wide and telling smile. “Then I got back to work. I think I found something. I think we might have our ace in the hole.”

Steven wandered over and plopped down beside her. He’d spent a good chunk of the day reading the second volume. It expanded on the Drokharis Grimoire and offered ancillary spells connected to the six main spell families on the skill tree. There was an advanced shield spell that the caster could alter to protect themselves from a variety of attacks. This was next-level shit, no doubt.

And there was a section on breath control. Steven had nearly memorized the passages that might best help him master his Exhalant powers. Still, when he tried, all he got was smoke. He was getting better and better at mimicking a BBQ burning chicken thighs.

The information they found, however, helped Aria perfect her ElectroArc. She nearly started a grass fire with electricity. And Mouse had even attempted a toxicity spell, though using poison gas was a dangerous proposition. Talk about friendly fire. A mere breath could prove lethal or at least incapacitating.

However, the information on Magica Porta was slight. He knew the third volume would have the most about creating gates. That made sense—it was probably why Stefan had been killed in the first place. Dicking around with the space-time continuum just might bring the Zothoric from wherever those bastards were hiding.

He recalled what Old Matchstick had said about the Outsiders, the Beyonders, the demons. There had been real fear in his voice, and that was saying something since that guy was as powerful as any Dragonsoul Steven had ever seen.

Tessa had become obsessed with the Magica Incanto spells. Mathaal had used that part of the skill tree to create his own personal golems made out of books. Tessa, though, was trying to come up with bullets that might mimic the Exhalant powers. She wanted to fire rounds from her Peacekeepers that would freeze her enemies in a cage of ice. It was a cool idea, but she didn’t have enough power. Not yet, anyway.

The second volume also went into more detail about how Animus worked with leveling. As you leveled, you could absorb and retain more Animus. It was like in video games where you could increase the amount of spell energy you could use. The tome also offered a sternly worded warning that skipping steps on the skill trees could have dire consequences. Yes, you might have the Animus to cast a Magica Porta spell, but if you didn’t master the Magica Divinatio spells first, you could fry your soul. If only Tessa had known that before she jumped from Magica Cura to Magica Incanto.

Steven checked his stats and found he’d leveled up again. Fighting an ancient, insane Dragonsoul had definite benefits. And he was getting more skilled at his mediation practices. 
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Transformatio (Head of the Dragon)

	Partial Transformation

	Homo Draconis

	True Form (Dragonsoul)


Pugna (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


He thought about trying out Magica Impetim, but he wasn’t sure. There was also IonClaws to consider. However, he didn’t want to risk any new abilities until he mastered his Inferno Exhalant. 

Steven blinked away the skill tree and picked up the scroll tube. “I see you borrowed something from Mathaal.”

“Uh, yeah,” Tessa said. “I grabbed a bunch but lost them all except that one during the fight. I figured it was like the world’s oldest lending library. I’m going to return it because, dude, I had a bad experience with a Nazi librarian when I was in the third grade. Who knew Harriet the Spy would traumatize me so?”

Aria played a C chord. “I didn’t understand any of that. I’m getting used to it. Maybe someday I will make jokes from India that you will not understand.”

“That would be awesome!” Tessa said happily. Then she sobered. “Small problem with the scroll, it’s a-one-and-done type of deal. So, bummer. I’m gonna have late fees. Mathaal won’t be happy.”

“It was sad to see one of our kind like that,” Aria murmured. “We desire a long life, and yet to see him confused, sad, alone … I think Uchiko is truly serving our kind by offering a gentle hand to Mathaal.”

Steven nodded. “But Tessa, what about our ace in the hole?”

She smiled and told him what she’d found.

A plan formed in Steven’s head. It was perfect. And in the end, justice would be served for all involved, not just him. Rhaegen Mulk would pay, and pay dearly, for his role in the death of Steven’s family.

Tessa’s phone buzzed, and she grabbed it from her gun belt. “It’s a text from Bud.” And by the look of her face, it was good news.

 

***

 

Rhaegen Mulk looked out the window of the Denver Aerie at the humans scurrying like ants below. Gideon Scaramanga had failed him. Even with Judith’s powerful blood, the Magician had failed to find Steven or his Escort. And Mouse must’ve disabled the tracking app on her phone was well as the GPS.

It had been days and days, sending out spies, casting spells, and waiting. Mulk hadn’t been idle, however. He’d drawn in allies while keeping his enemies at bay. So far, the only people from the Conclave who knew about Steven Drokharis were willing to help Mulk end him. As far as he knew, all the others were still in the dark.

The time for waiting was over now. Mulk had no choice. He’d have to go after their families, bleed them, and then draw in his prey. He’d done such things before. It had worked. And yet, he found it distasteful and beneath him. He was a Dragonsoul, the culmination of millennia of culture and battle. Torturing humans besmirched his great heritage.

And yet, there was nothing else he could do. Steven Drokharis needed to die.

A knock on the door.

“Come.”

Gideon entered, stinking in his tank top and jeans. “My Prime, again, I apologize in failing you.”

“No matter,” Mulk said. “It seems you and the rest of the Terror Trio will need to pay a visit to Tessa Ross’s family. Take them, hurt them, and we’ll draw the Drokharis boy to us.”

Saliva dripped from Gideon Scaramanga’s smiling mouth.

While Mulk himself didn’t like torturing humans, his Magician certainly did.
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Two days later, they left the safety of Liam’s secret Aerie. It had taken that entire amount of time for Liam to get his mojo going, and even then the big man was still pale and weak. The lesson was obvious: maybe it was possible to get Animus in ways aside from battle and sex, but it wasn’t quick, and it wasn’t easy. 

Tessa was happy to be on the road again. They were on their way to Cheyenne, Wyoming, a three-hour drive from Liam’s secret house near Lake McConaughy.

Steven drove the Orange Crush. Tessa rode in the back with Aria, which kind of bummed out the barista. Mouse had called shotgun. Nice thing about traveling with someone from India, they didn’t know the very finely tuned rules of shotgun.

Liam Strider followed them in his F-150. He’d wanted to drive alone, which made sense; he was a lonely sort of Dragonsoul. Tessa understood the basics of gathering Animus from life itself, and she understood why he didn’t have an Escort. Steven had told them that Liam had lost his Escort fifty years ago, and that the love he felt for them still ran so deep he couldn’t bear to be with anyone else.

Tessa couldn’t quite picture herself becoming celibate, but every time she made love to Steven or Aria or both, the emotional chains connecting her to them grew thicker. If something happened to them? It might just kill her. Or maybe she’d want solitude like Liam did. Hard to know how you would react in a situation like that without it actually happening. She wasn’t religious, not really, but she said a silent prayer that she would never have to find out. She shook those thoughts away and returned to reading the second volume and the scroll, fine-tuning Steven’s plan and making sure she could swing the magic.

Aria sat next to her, her legs tucked under her, her hands in the meditative position. Tessa thought about joining her, but instead put the book aside and picked up her phone. She read over the text messages from Bud. She couldn’t quite believe them.

The first one said he’d lost their money. All of it. And he’d felt so bad that he didn’t answer their texts or return their phone calls. It seemed that Bud was more douche bag than Wall Street whiz.

Tessa had grown up with an uncertain money situation, and sometimes you were rich and sometimes you were poor. 

Get a job? Flush with cash!

Lose the job? Dammit! Then it was a month of Top Ramen and canned food from the local church serving the community’s poor. More than once, Tessa had dined on the charity of wealthier folks. She’d learned to make a mean pumpkin soup because rich people seemed to have a surplus of canned pumpkin.

Okay, no more money from Bud. Oh well. At least Tessa’s family and Steven’s mother were still safe.

Then the next message came. 

He’d taken his own money and invested in some new cryptocurrency start-up out of the Cayman Islands. Which was like going to Vegas, heading straight to the roulette table, and putting every penny you had on Black 17. Bud got lucky once, then again, and again, and again. He’d found other investors, added to the money, and now their horde was sitting at fifty thousand dollars.

Steven had called Bud, who finally fucking answered, and the two talked for a long, long time.

Steven needed a piece of property. His father had told him to focus on the basics: gather an Escort, acquire a Hoard, and build Aeries. But Steven and Tessa had another plan. And part of that plan involved a hunk of land in the gusty Wyoming plains. Bud—ever the surprise—had contacts within the greater Cheyenne, Wyoming real estate market. He was turning out to be a pretty good vassal, and a damned fine fixer to boot. He’d found them an old ranch, on the far outskirts of town, on the way to Wheatland.

They’d got it for a song, but then, that was Wyoming. It was the only state in the union that was actually losing population. They’d also hired contractors and a landscaping company.

“Why Cheyenne?” Mouse asked from the front seat. She was actually in a nice outfit for once—a black blouse and a cute patterned skirt they’d picked up in Ogallala. “I’m still not getting it.”

“It’s on the Great Plains,” Steven replied, one hand on the wheel, the other entwined with one of the blonde’s hands.

Tessa felt a little jealousy creep in, but being polyamorous, she knew how to deal with that green-eyed monster. It had nothing to do with Steven and Mouse. The jealousy had to do with her, and her deep love for him. She reminded herself that humans had an almost infinite capacity for love. Just because Steven had feelings for the blonde didn’t mean he loved Tessa or Aria less.

“Yes, Cheyenne is on the Great Plains. Geography is so much fun,” Mouse said sarcastically. “I still don’t get it.”

Tessa tried to help explain. “This ranch is secluded, no prying eyes. And no civilian casualties. Once we get everything set, we’re going to lure Mulk in and then fight him to the death.” That word, death, sent a spike of fear through Tessa. She’d always thought she’d die in Denver. Taking her last breaths in Wyoming felt kind of unfair.

“And when we win,” Steven said forcefully, “I’ll need an Aerie in the Great Plains Primacy. Aria agreed that there would be a lot less drama in Wyoming than there is in Colorado.”

“And more sheep.” Mouse sighed.

They stopped at a diner off I-80, ate greasy highway food until they almost burst wide open, and then got back into their vehicles. Liam ate little, turning his nose up at the homespun American food. Tessa liked him all right, but he could be a snob at times. He was an art collector by nature, though, and a couple hundred years old, so she could forgive him a little snobbery.

They skirted Cheyenne and turned off the state road at around 3 p.m. The entrance to the Double-Circle Ranch was a stretch of barbed wire hooked onto a fence post. Tessa got out, lifted the post connected to the barbed wire, and let the Orange Crush and Liam’s F-150 through. She then replaced the gate.

The road was two strips of dirt in the grass, growing ever greener thanks to the afternoon thunderstorms. Clouds gathered in the west, promising them more rain. She could smell the ozone in the air, and that elusive scent of moisture that made the grasses sigh.

It was another twenty minutes of bouncing over the unmaintained road before they pulled into the gravel driveway.

The ranch itself was a single level of rambling rooms. A few of the windows had been boarded over. The blasted gray siding needed paint. Really, if she were being honest, the entire house needed to be burned to the ground and replaced. However, it did have a nice garden in the back. Stone retaining walls were overgrown with weeds and cactus. The minute Tessa saw the back garden, she nodded. It was perfect. They’d need to fortify some of crumbing walls and they’d need to add some cement, but it would do nicely for what they needed.

All the official “ranch” buildings were in ruins. There had been a barn, but now it was mostly moldering, weather-beaten boards and bare beams. The wood might’ve been red at one time, but now it was all a dull gray. A few aluminum sheds were clustered around the corral, but heavy snows had collapsed their roofs, and the corrugated metal was heavily rusted. A John Deere tractor leaned heroically against the wind, but the green paint had long ago faded.

Tessa called the landscapers, but the ceaseless wind made talking difficult. She finally huddled next to the house, on the front porch, to coordinate their schedule. They could come the next day, and with the amount of money promised, they said they’d bring their full crew and hire outsiders to help.

The real estate agent that had brokered the deal gave Steven the combination to the lockbox, and he got them inside. While humans hadn’t lived in the house for quite a while, the rodents of the region had made themselves at home. Mouse droppings were thick in the corners.

Aria and Mouse frowned at the interior.

Mouse let her sarcasm flow. “‘Join my Escort,’ he said. ‘I have the entire Drokharis Hoard,’ he said. ‘You’ll live in the style and comfort you’re used to,’ he said.” She rolled her eyes. “Steven, I’m glad you’re good in bed because you don’t have much else going for you.”

Aria remained silent.

Tessa walked by Mouse, but not before kissing her on the cheek. “Oh, sweetie, just you wait. Steven is going to make this work. You’ll see.”

Aria’s frown deepened. She looked like she wanted to bolt, sprint south, and find the nearest five-star hotel.

Liam came in, but immediately sank to the floor and pushed his back against the chipped drywall of the living room. “I would be surprised if this house survived the coming fight. Until then, I’m going to pretend I’m back at home. Luckily, I have a good imagination.”

Tessa found Steven in the master bedroom, which had a glass door that led to the backyard’s garden.. He looked out over the weeds and stone walls. “This couldn’t be more perfect.”

Tessa walked up and held from him behind. She stroked his strong, muscled chest and kissed his ear. “The Double-Circle Ranch. It’s the sign for infinity. We’re supposed to be here. I can feel it.”

“I can too,” he murmured.

They spent the rest of the evening unpacking supplies Liam had brought, stocking the kitchen with food, and getting the pumps to the well water working. They had power, so they had light, and the ranch had a septic system that had just been cleaned. There wasn’t another house or human settlement for miles and miles. Like Steven had said, they couldn’t have asked for a better location.

If only Tessa didn’t screw up the spells. And that was a big if.

Liam and Mouse bedded down in sleeping bags in the spare rooms, while Steven, Tessa, and Aria slept on the floor of the master bedroom. Not exactly the lap of luxury, but Tessa had hunkered down in worse places than this more than once. Not long after high school, after still another fight with her mom, she’d ended up sleeping under the 31st Street Bridge near the South Platte River, just outside of Denver. Compared to that, this was heaven. Plus, she had Steven and Aria with her. 

Tessa’s dreams that night were intense—lots of fire, shouting, and holes that opened in the night sky, breaking through the stars. Dragons poured out, and none of those dragons were friendly. In the nightmares, the winged serpents descended upon the gray house like flies to a corpse.

She was jerked awake, sweating, throwing punches at the air. She reached for her gun belt; the feel of the leather soothed her. She touched Aria, who was asleep, but when she reached for Steven, he wasn’t there.

A moment of panic, and then she saw him standing out on the porch, looking at the garden.

She slid open the glass door. The air was chill, but Steven didn’t seem to feel the cold. He was dressed in jeans, but that was it. When she huddled into his arms, they were fire around her. Curled up against him, the cold wind felt like a mere nuisance at most. 

“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked.

“No, I couldn’t. If we survive, I’m going to call this place the Infinity Ranch. We’re going to do great things here, Tessa.”

Feeling him talk, listening to his words, soothed away her nightmares.

He continued. “I like the idea of building my own Aerie. Being given my father’s wealth, so easily, well, it never sat right with me. I never liked charity, and that’s what it felt like.”

“I never minded charity,” Tessa murmured. “It kept me and my family fed. It’s like with Bud. He wanted to help us, and I think that’s cool.”

“He’s going to drive up in a couple of days,” Steven said. “I told him to stay away, but he insisted. I’m hoping he’ll get here when the fighting is over.”

“Knowing Bud, he’ll get here at the worst possible time, do something stupid, and wind up helping us.”

“That guy,” Steven mumbled, a rueful grin stealing across his face.

Tessa laughed. “Yeah, that guy.” She paused. “I know something we could do to help us sleep.”

“Read some more of the second volume?” Steven asked playfully.

“While I love the second volume of the illustrious Drokharis Grimoire, I have something else in mind. It involves less page-turning and more bodily fluids.” Tessa felt herself getting excited at the thought of having Steven again, all to herself, outside under the stars.

Steven chuckled. “I think I could get on board with where this is heading.”

They made love on sleeping bags they pulled from out of the master bedroom. Tessa’s doubts were wiped away in the heat and sweat and the Animus coursing through their bodies.

This was life. This was their castle. And they were damn sure going to defend both. After they finished, she fell asleep, too exhausted to dream. To worry.

The next day was a flurry of activity. 

An armada of workers came, pouring cement, painting the house, and doing repairs. Steven and Tessa directed their activities, and though the last of the men didn’t leave until after dark, they’d gotten everything ready.

Liam was looking a little better as he cooked them dinner—polenta and vegetables. The main course was eggplant stuffed with a spicy pork mixture. Liam might’ve been a little stuffy at times, but one thing was certain: that Ronin could cook.

Another night of fitful sleeping as they waited for the cement in the garden to dry. The workers had cleared most of the weeds, and what was left was a labyrinth of low walls. A few of the guys had built a little shack out of the barn wood. They had special plans for that. The house itself looked better with fresh paint, though the siding was so dry and dilapidated the light blue paint was spotty in some places.

Tessa, though, knew that when Mulk attacked, he wouldn’t be worried about the house. Nope. She couldn’t help but grin. He would have other things to worry about …

 

***

 

The next morning, Steven held Mouse’s phone. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and focused on the Animus warming his chest. This was it. He stood in the center of the garden. The concrete was set. It was time. His Escort and Liam Strider stood on the back porch, watching him, a mixture of emotions warring across their faces. Fear mingling with determination. Sadness waltzing with hope.

He turned on the phone’s GPS function and called Mulk.

Mulk answered immediately. “Melissa, what deal do you want to make with me this time?”

Steven laughed. “Sorry, pal. Melissa can’t come to the phone right now. This is Steven Drokharis. I want us to meet, somewhere private, where you and I can end this. You against me. No one else. Settle it like men. Like fucking Dragonsouls.”

Mulk was silent. He then laughed sharply. “Oh, no. I am going to bring hell down upon you, boy. I am going to eviscerate you and your Escort. I am going to make boots out of your skins.”

“Tough talk. Maybe you’re scared to face me alone.” Steven made sure Mulk could hear the smile in his voice. “Time and time again, you’ve underestimated me. You name the place, and we’ll be there. If you want our armies to fight? Fine. Let’s do it.”

“You will die. I was going to murder your mother and your bitch’s family, but now I don’t have to. Now you can feel my wrath directly.” Mulk’s voice was soft and hateful. “Tomorrow, I’ll meet you at sunset at your father’s St. Vrain Aerie. I might as well kill you in the same place where I killed him.”

Steven pressed the phone against his ear, fingers curling, threatening to crush the device as fury filled him. “But it wasn’t just you, Mulk. It was the Dragonsoul Conclave as well. You know, I’ve thought about contacting other Primes, to let them know how you fucked up by not killing Stefan’s son. What would they do to you then?”

He could almost taste Mulk’s surprise. But the old Dragonsoul recovered quickly. “Your family was a blight on all dragons. Sure, we all wanted the Drokharis clan dead. Does it gall you to know that your own kind hated your father? That we all reveled when we spilled his blood across the earth? You are simply a piece of forgotten business that I will take care of tomorrow night.” 

Mulk didn’t stop. He was in full-rant mode. “And call other Primes. The minute they know of your existence, I might be punished, but they will stop at nothing to end you. You and your pathetic Escort are alone. Four against fifty of us? You will die, Steven Whipp. You will die, and I will drink the blood from your veins.”

“It’s Steven Drokharis, asshole. And I’ll see you tomorrow night. There, I will avenge my father and send a message to every Dragonsoul that thinks I’m going to be easy game.” He hung up. Adrenaline coursed through his veins. Again, he checked to make sure that the GPS was turned on and that the tracking app was fully functional.

Mouse said that Mulk tracked all his wives, all the time.

Steven was betting on it.
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The day dragged. No word from Bud, but he was probably on his way, which was a shame. However, Steven couldn’t worry about that. He tried to eat, but nothing tasted good. He wanted the fight over and done with. Problem was, they had no idea when Mulk would show up with his army. Mulk had said it would be his fifty against Steven’s four. He didn’t know about Liam Strider, which was definitely a good thing.

All that was left to do now was wait. 

Steven found an old lounge chair, and he set it up on the driveway, in the gravel. Clouds swept through the sky, driven eastward by the winds. A few raindrops dropped, but that wind was too intent on cleaning up the heavens to let any real moisture fall.

The sun crossed from east to west until the shadows grew long.

Still, Steven sat in his chair. He knew Mulk would attack before he left for the supposed St. Vrain Aerie rendezvous. Mulk, no doubt, would think he had the element of surprise. But that motherfucker didn’t know the meaning of the word.

Steven, Tessa, Aria, and Mouse were all at full Animus. Liam, though, was still low. That would change soon enough.

Steven’s Escort was in the house, patiently waiting in various locations, while Liam was … elsewhere.

Steven didn’t think Mulk would show up in cars. No, he would descend upon them from the air—an army of scaly dragons with him—and he would try and end the fight quickly. He’d commit all his forces right away, Steven was sure of it. Mulk wasn’t subtle, and he also vastly overestimated his own abilities while underestimating Steven’s. Besides, he wanted Steven dead as soon as possible, if only to keep his failure a secret from the Conclave.

Aria came out of the house, gaze fixed upward. Clouds littered the skies but nothing else was there. She came over and ran a hand through his hair. “I wanted to ask you a question, Steven.”

He leaned back into her touch. “What’s going on, Aria?”

“Nothing,” she said softly. “But I have to know, with this next challenge facing us, do you regret our first kiss? It was that kiss that brought you into this and to this moment. Would you change it if you could?”

Steven got up from the chair and took Aria into his arms. She was so tall, they were about the same height. He felt the muscles on her back and then dropped his hands to touch her hips. “Before that kiss, Aria, I was working three jobs, going to school full-time, worrying about money, and wondering when the lack of sleep would kill me. I never had time for anything. It was brutal.”

He grinned. “Mulk is going to hit us hard. This is going to be tough. Would I trade in this life of violence and adventure for my old, boring deal? Nope. Not a chance in hell. To borrow from Mathaal, I’m a stellar creature of the heavens. I’m a Drokharis. I haven’t lived like one, but now? I will live and die as a Dragonsoul Prime. Because that’s what I am.”

Aria pressed her lips against his, sighing. He knew she’d been worried he might blame her. Never.

Shadows raced across the ground. From out of the sky, tearing through a cloud, came Rhaegen Mulk and his vassals. There were two dozen dragons, and each one had a rider on its back. Most of the riders were Kevlar-clad mercenaries, but he recognized three men: Gideon Scaramanga, Karlos Butcher, and Kai Charon. That last one was hard to miss, dressed in purple.

There were a couple of male dragons, sporting whiskers from their scaled chins, but the biggest one by far, with the longest beard, was a dark blue color, almost black. That was Rhaegen Mulk. He alone didn’t have a rider on his back.

Steven leapt from his chair and immediately unleashed a burst of raw Animus, morphing into his True Form. He roared, “Magica Defensio,” and cast the new shield spell he’d learned from the second volume. The black-tinged force field shimmered in front of him.

Aria fled back into the house. As planned. Good.

Steven took three great strides, then threw himself from the ground, wings beating furiously as he gained altitude. Time to go greet his guests ...

The men on the back of the dragons opened fire. Green streaks of enhanced bullets marked the air. The first struck Steven’s shield and broke through but only clipped the very top of his wing. He shifted the shield to protect against magical attacks. 

Good thing he did. Gideon’s scarlet scimitars whipped through the air but bounced ineffectively off Steven’s upgraded shield. The next round of green bullets from the assault rifles fared no better, dissipating as soon as they hit his shimmering barrier.

A rust-colored male turned and let out a blast of lightning. Steven triggered SerpentGrace and hurled himself into a blazing-fast barrel roll, wings tucked in against his sides. He dodged the bright skeins of electricity by inches, then dropped at once, narrowly avoiding a rain of fire, which came courtesy of an emerald-green Dragonsoul dead ahead.

An orange female swept in from the right side, and a tan dragon came in from the left. Steven leveled out—his wings catching a strong air current—and shifted his shield spell back to protect against melee attacks. The orange female slammed into the force field. It was like watching a runaway semi hit a brick wall. Her neck cracked, and her eyes rolled up into the back of her head as she went unconscious, dropping out of the sky. She wasn’t dead yet, but if she hit the ground, she would be. 

Steven, powered by mystical speed, whirled and drove his fangs into the tan dragon’s throat. At the same time, he caught her claws as she went to shred him. He didn’t chomp down through her jugular but let himself fall. He was twice as heavy as the female. With their combined weight, she couldn’t keep aloft.

Wind whistled through his ears. Some of Mulk’s forces went to save the orange female. Others stayed on target.

But Steven still had his shield. He shifted it again to protect himself from the magic missiles and the conjured bullets of his foes. Mulk swept in and breathed out a blinding blizzard of ArcticWind. Steven simply twisted the tan dragon around so she took the brunt of the attack. And then he threw her to the ground right next to the shed the workers had built the day before.

Steven fully opened his wings and swept across the ground, inches above the sagebrush. He headed toward the house. The dragons, the mercenaries, and the Terror Trio were all converging on it. They’d seen Aria flee inside. Good news. That could only help their plan.

Mulk, however, had other ideas. He put on an incredible burst of speed and slammed down onto Steven’s back, driving him into the ground. Luckily, Steven had a second to activate DarkArmor, thickening the scales on his chest. He slid through the sagebrush and weeds, taking minimal damage, but Mulk’s claws shredded his back.

 Dammit. The plan relied on him surviving the initial attack. That didn’t seem like it was going to happen. Steven, however, wasn’t going to die alone. He was at least going to take Rhaegen Mulk with him. 

 

***

 

Tessa, inside the house, ran to the window to see Steven strike the ground with Mulk on top of him. The big dark blue beast was tearing into the black dragon’s back even as they both careened through the brush.

“Motherfucker!” Tessa screamed. A bearded, aquamarine dragon flew down to aid Mulk. Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen—not on Tessa’s watch. She stood at an open kitchen window with the screen removed, a Peacekeeper in both hands. She put her sights on the chest of the bearded dragon. She wouldn’t risk shooting at Mulk, but anyone coming in to help was fair game. She pulled the trigger, and the Colt thundered, a pink slash dashing out of the muzzle. Her aim was true. A hole bloomed in the chest of the aquamarine male and he stiffened, clawing at himself, his head lolling backward. Tessa hissed at the feeling of fresh Animus filling her.

Bullets streaked the siding and shattered the window. A plum-colored female hit that window with a gush of flames that licked inside the kitchen.

“Magica Defensio!” Tessa cast a new spell, WindShield, and a gust of air came out of nowhere to push those flames back outside. Two mercs, creeping up, were caught in the inferno. They let out shrieks as the Kevlar cooked into their skin. More mystical energy for the barista turned Magician/gunslinger.

Aria sped off to the master bedroom, where she would exit the house once the time was right. Mouse, though, was nowhere to be seen. But not to worry—that was all part of the plan. Keep the dragons busy and lure the mercenaries inside. That would free Steven to deal with Mulk directly. 

Tessa raced to the living room window. There was one nice thing about having a shit-ton of enemies to fight: lots of targets. She fired the Colt twice more and wounded a lime-green male. Didn’t put him down but she was drawing them in toward the house like flies to shit. Which was an appropriate metaphor since things were about to turn into a colossal shitstorm. She leveled her pistol and fired at Kai Charon, but he was so fucking fast, dodging and ducking her pink-tinged shots with contemptuous ease. Asshole.

She shoved her spent pistol into her holster, drew the other one, and sprinted back to the kitchen. She remembered the final gunfight scene in an old Western; she was certainly having an Outlaw Josey Wales moment.

Thunder boomed overhead as dragons breathed lightning down onto the house. But they’d had the workers install a series of lightning rods to ground the place. That, and some added insulation to try and keep the house from burning down during the battle.

Back in the kitchen, the plum dragon stuck her head through the ruined wall.

Tessa shot her in the face. Two rounds right between her mauve-colored eyes. The Dragonsoul died and slumped to the side, giving Tessa another dose of Animus and a view of the battlefield outside. She was running low on ammo, so she flipped out the revolver’s cylinder, smashed down on the ejector rod—brass empties rained down—slid home the fresh rounds, then pushed the cylinder shut, locking it in place with her thumb. 

Outside, Steven had turned on Mulk. Her Prime was on his feet now, holding Mulk back using a shield spell, but Mulk was gaining ground, his claws gripping and clawing at the force field. Those talons were dangerously close to Steven’s throat.

A boar the size of a Clydesdale shot in from the side, colliding with Steven, spearing him in the side with a long tusk. Tessa flung out a hand. “Magica Cura!” Pink light flared. 

A healed Steven roared, picked up the boar—obviously Karlos Butcher—and hurled him into Mulk. At the same time, Mulk was lost in a curtain of flames.

Liam Strider, in his full yellow dragon form, breathed hell upon their enemies. Blood from murdering the tan-colored dragon coated his chest. That had been Steven’s first objective, to make sure Liam had an easy kill to replenish his Animus.

And now, the yellow dragon was running and gunning. He whirled, deflecting bullets with a shield spell, and then with a sharp cry of “Magica Impetim!” sent yellow spears of arcane energy into the chest of an incoming violet dragon, probably one of Mulk’s wives.

Gideon Scaramanga, on foot, reached out and healed her before Liam’s spells could put the dragon down for keeps. Liam took to the wing. With a flick of his claws, he opened the throat of an azure male. Tessa could almost see Animus passing into the Ronin. More fuel that Liam could use to cast spells and kick ass.

“Take the house!” Kai Charon bellowed, clearly flustered at how bad their side was doing. No doubt Mulk and his thugs had come expecting to surprise them. Yeah. Not so much. “We’ll deal with the dragons outside!” he screamed. 

The front door cracked and buckled inward as a wave of mercenaries flooded the house. As expected. That was Tessa’s cue. She climbed onto the kitchen cabinets and hurled herself out of the window onto the dragon she’d killed.

But right when she needed the dragon to ease her landing, the fifteen-foot-long corpse turned into a dead Japanese woman. Tessa came crunching down onto her battered body, still warm. Tessa’s ankle twisted. She lay gasping on the ground, huffing wind and trying to think through the pain. She couldn’t heal herself, and everyone else was too busy fighting to cast a heal spell.

If she couldn’t walk … fuck … that was a definite problem. She had to get to the garden with the scroll. And once there, she had to get away. But running wasn’t happening. There was only one answer. She was going to have to crawl.

Behind her, the mercenaries stormed the house. She heard boots thudding on creaky floor boards and the scream of wooden doors being kicked in.

“Mouse! Now!” Tessa shouted with every ounce of breath in her lungs. She could imagine the blonde, in her Homo Draconis form, in the master bedroom, breathing out her new Exhalant ability, Toxicity.

Horrified screams filled the air a heartbeat later. A foul green mist poured through the broken windows and the open doors like someone was burning chemical waste inside. The men inside were caught in the poisonous gas, with nowhere to run and no way to hide.

Mouse’s poisonous gas smelled like bitter almonds. Cyanide had the same smell.

The screams shortly cut off, replaced by coughing, wheezing, and choking. Soon those sounds died too, which made Tessa smile. Maybe it shouldn’t have, but it sure did. Fuck them.

Animus swept from the house. Most of it would end up in Mouse’s cells, but Tessa got a little backlash, which was good.

Tessa tried to get onto her good foot, but someone kicked her leg out. Ouch. Now that one hurt too!

She turned, and Gideon Scaramanga stood above her, an old steak knife in his hand. What in the hell? He was pale, sweating, and wearing a filthy wifebeater tank top that was caked in yellow vomit. His greasy jeans hung off his hips.

He smiled with yellow teeth.

She raised her Colt, but he lashed out like the slimy snake he was, slashing her hand with the steak knife, making her drop the pistol.

“Magica Defensio!” she shouted, bashing him back with a shield spell. She swept the force field around and climbed onto it. She focused on moving it with her.

Fresh pain blossomed in her leg, so intense it was nearly blinding. It felt like someone had just shoved a red-hot poker into her thigh. She clutched her jeans and her hand came away bloody. The hell? She felt woozy. Light-headed. She glanced away from her hand to see Kai Charon with a compact Glock in his hands. That purple-suited bastard was grinning, happy that he’d finally been able to hit something. And she’d been worried about her ankle.

No time to think about her wounds. Tessa willed the shield spell under her to fly across the ground to the garden. Everything depended on her getting there. But she felt so weak, and her leg throbbed like fire, beating in time with her pounding heart. Still she pushed, flying above the sage fields on her pink magic carpet.

Ahead, Liam landed in the garden and balanced on a brick wall, fighting off three female dragons. Aria was being pursued through the air by two big males, the air cackling with their lightning. Aria was able to dodge most of it, but a finger of electricity struck her wing and she went down.

Mouse emerged from the house, a naked woman with a sword and scabbard in her hand. She then transformed into her True Form and wore the sheathed sword like a bracelet around her wrist. She was about to take to the skies, when two female dragons—one a pale rose color, the other cerulean—came crashing down on top of her. Everything was going to shit. And Steven wasn’t doing much better. As Tessa watched, Mulk hurled Steven down into the middle of the garden. Poor guy hit like an asteroid; he was a bloody, beaten mess, though a fire still burned in his eyes.

Tessa steeled herself, knowing what she had to do, and knowing it was going to hurt. She floated up a few more feet then dismissed her shield with a flick of her wrist. She plunged ten feet, landing on top of the black scaled body of her Prime. Hitting him sent a renewed wave of agony ripping through her wounded leg, and for a moment, black invaded on the edges of her vision, threatening to drag her into unconsciousness. But no one had time for that shit. 

She pushed the encroaching black away. “Magica Cura!” she whispered, a flood of Animus rushing out from her, seeping into his body, healing his army of wounds. A fresh wave of dizziness invaded her head, but her work wasn’t done. Not yet. With trembling fingers, she reached for the scroll tube. So hard to focus. To think. Blood loss for sure. The blackness had been replaced by white dots, which obscured her vision. And breathing … every lungful of air felt like a fucking chore. 

“Well.” She gave Steven a weak smile. “We took out their mercs. Gassed those fuckers.”

“And ten of their dragons,” Steven agreed. His long mouth was curled into a smile of his own.

Aria and Mouse were in the garden, along with Liam.

Tessa stayed on Steven’s back. Her legs were fucked, but she loved feeling of his heat under her.

“Magica Incanto!” Gideon yelled.

The two men who’d been cooked in their Kevlar rose to their feet. From inside the house, gas swirling around them, stumbled mercenaries. The gross Magician had turned their mercenaries into zombies, and those walking corpses came weaving toward them.

Kind of overkill. Tessa, Steven, and the rest were already surrounded by fourteen dragons and the Terror Trio.

Karlos Butcher pawed a giant hoof through the dirt.

Mulk rumbled laughter. The giant dark blue dragon stood over them. “And now, Drokharis whelp, you shall die.”

The air shimmered around him. Muttering started, then growling, and Tessa knew what that meant. Mulk was about to obliterate them with ChromaticFury. His dragons, his Terror Trio, and his zombies would be there to clean up what was left.

They’d lost.

Or so Mulk thought.

Shaking badly now, Tessa unraveled the scroll and read the single word that would trigger an ancient magic, lost to time—but not lost to a certain insane Dragonsoul who had a passion for books and magic.

“Mathaal,” she said quietly, picturing the gnarled, ancient dragon in her head.

Reality bent around them. Then the world broke open as Old Matchstick was sucked from his island home in the Indian Ocean onto the Great Plains of the North American continent. The scroll she’d managed to pilfer had been a summoning spell …
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Steven latched onto Tessa, uttering, “Magica Cura,” as he lifted in the air, banishing some of her wounds with a fistful of primal Animus. Her wounds knit themselves together, but she was still passed out completely. The summoning spell had knocked her unconscious—well, that and the massive blood loss from the wounds she’d suffered. 

He glanced down at her. She was breathing softly, steadily, though he couldn’t help but notice that her hands were empty. The scroll had disintegrated to dust the minute she said that one deadly name. Steven hadn’t been sure they’d gotten the pattern right for the spell, and he’d been afraid the cement hadn’t set. Nope. Turned out, they’d copied the symbols off the scroll perfectly, though they’d probably never be able to use the giant summoning circle again. Too bad.

He climbed higher into the air, then banked sharply right. The sun lit up the western sky, casting a red glow across the clouds as it sank into the horizon. It would be dark soon, and Steven prayed they’d live to see the stars.

He twisted around to see the battle below him.

Mulk unleashed his ChromaticFury.

“Magica Defensio!” Liam cried. Aria echoed him. Both of their force fields crumbled in the gleaming power of Mulk’s Exhalant, but it was enough to stop Mathaal from being turned into cinders.

Still, more than a few white scales went flying. Then the old dragon recognized who had hurt him. “Mulk! Rhaegen Mulk!”

Steven circled the northern garden, continuing to survey the conflict.

Old Matchstick seemed to have aged even more. His skin drooped from his neck, his eyes were covered in thick cataracts, and he’d lost some claws, either in his flight out of his prison, or from being plucked from his island. Bloody holes tipped those fingers. But Mathaal—even old, senile, and insane—was not someone to be taken lightly. Mostly because of the insane part. 

“Magica Impetim!” Mathaal peppered Mulk with white starbursts of blinding light.

“Magica Cura!” Gideon yelped, healing his Prime.

A male dragon descended on Old Matchstick, going for the old dragon’s throat. Mathaal speared the dragon in the heart with a long spike on his tail. With the added Animus, Old Matchstick’s cataracts faded. Purple eyes, batshit-crazy with rage, widened.

Zombie mercenaries stumbled forward, and Mathaal turned them into living torches with his ShadowFlame breath. The house caught fire, and no amount of wind was going to extinguish those midnight flames. The added insulation the workers had added might stand up against a normal blaze, at least for a little while, but not something as diabolical as Mathaal’s penultimate Exhalant. It was like the very shadows were burning.

“Magica Defensio!” Using his mind, Mathaal ripped out a wall, now dripping purple fire, and smashed it into the orange female. Wow, instead of a shield, he’d used some kind of telekinetic ability. Why hadn’t Old Matchstick used it on Steven during the fight on the island? He’d probably forgotten he could ...

A smoldering two-by-four, controlled by Mathaal, skewered the orange dragon through her heart. She went down, thrashing. More Animus spun into Old Matchstick. The crotchety old bastard seemed to revive by the second. He opened his mouth and let out a lightning storm that arced from dragon to dragon to dragon. It was the AOE attack Judith had used against Steven and his friends.

The Dragonsouls shuddered and danced in midair. A few blackened, not able to withstand the electrical attack.

With the enemy dragons held at bay for a moment, Mathaal turned on Steven’s friends. He whipped out his tail and struck Liam directly in the face. The Ronin went down, head over heels into the high grasses nearby. At this point, Old Matchstick was out to destroy anything near him, friend and foe alike. He’d become a senile berserker with almost infinite power.

Aria and Mouse stumbled away into the sagebrush, heading north and escaping Mathaal’s rage.

Good thing they did. Not a second later, terrible sound—part silence, part murmur, part growl—rolled through the air. A whomp followed, and the thunder of Mathaal’s ChromaticFury lit up the twilight like a second sun. Several dragons caught in the blast went from being iced down to being gassed to being electrocuted, until a final roaring fire ended them, burning them to ash.

Mulk reeled away. The Terror Trio backed up along with him, heading for the south part of the house, the driveway, and the highway. Steven did another circle and then flew toward them. This was it. The final battle.

Tessa stirred in his arms, finally coming around. She wasn’t at one hundred percent, but her eyes were open, and she seemed to be ready to throw down. 

“Holy crap,” she said, fishing the remaining Colt from the holster riding her hip. “I can’t believe it really worked.” She glanced from Mathaal to Steven, then offered him a tired grin. “We might just do this yet.”

Steven smiled back, fierce and proud. “Thanks to you. Now let’s go put down Mulk like the rabid wolf he is.” He dove and gently set Tessa down near smoldering remains of the house, though far away from the still raging Mathaal, then took to the skies once more. 

Below him, Aria glided awkwardly over the house. One of her wings was ragged, the leather folds tattered, but she was still, miraculously, airborne. And she had Mouse clutched firmly in her claws. For some reason, the blonde was now human, very naked, and had the Slayer Blade on her back. 

Mulk and his Terror Trio stopped in the field between the driveway and the highway. They looked ready to make their final stand.

Aria swooped low then opened her mouth, unleashing a blast of lightning at Mulk.

Gideon cast a shield spell to block the lightning. The leftovers of Aria’s spell crackled around him, filling the air with the sharp reek of ozone. “Magica Incanto!” The filthy Magician raised his skinny arms. Blood gushed from his nose, dripping onto his stained tank top.

A forest of enormous rocky spears erupted from the earth, accompanied by a crash of thunder. One of the jagged, earthen javelins smacked into Aria, tearing through her remaining good wing. With a roar of pain, she dropped Mouse and went spiraling down into the ground. Kai Charon sped toward her, ready to make the kill. His katana glowed green in the fading light.

“Aria!” Tessa shrieked, sprinting toward the downed Dragonsoul, pistol drawn. But then Karlos Butcher’s big boar body slammed into her, and the barista was trampled underfoot. And just like that—in a single eyeblink—she was bleeding, broken mess. Aria and Tessa were out of the fight, as was Liam. They might be dead. Steven’s heart fluttered, fear pressing down on him like a weight.

But that fear quickly turned to rage. An uncontrollable force he simply couldn’t contain. He let out a cry of pure fury and hurled himself at Mulk, who’d stopped retreating and stood behind his Terror Trio. But then another slab of stone ripped upward, and Steven hit it, face-first, and he went tumbling to land on the ground, right under Mulk.

He turned to see Mouse walking toward their enemies, and she’d never looked more beautiful or deadly. She seemed like an ancient goddess of war coming to exact revenge for being wronged.

Mulk laughed. Sizzling-hot spit leaked from his mouth and hit the ground. Dry grasses burst into flames from the heat of his saliva. “You picked the wrong side, Melissa.”

“I’m Mouse,” the blonde said. “And I bite.”

In one smooth motion she reached back, drew the Slayer Sword, and hurled the broadsword into the guts of Gideon Scaramanga.

“Magica Cu—” Mulk tried to say, but Steven sprang to his feet and slammed a scaled fist into the blue dragon’s face. All of Steven’s outrage and determination to win was in that one punch.

Mulk’s healing spell was spoiled. Ha, and that bastard said he thought spells were beneath him.

Rhaegen Mulk staggered back. Gore poured from his mouth, extinguishing the flames in his throat. The whites of his eyes turned into a scarlet network of busted blood vessels. 

In that moment, Steven knew they were going to win.

 

***

 

Tessa sat up using muscles she didn’t know she had. Steven had healed her—which had lasted all of about two seconds. Sometimes she really hated how fragile she was as a human. One leg was clearly broken. Hell, both legs felt like they’d been hit with sledgehammers. Her right arm was out of action, her elbow a swollen, smashed mess. Every nerve ending cried out for mercy. The pain was hideous, and yet Tessa had watched her little brother fight his body every day of his life. From the minute he woke up to the minute he went to bed, Jared pushed himself. Any other kid would’ve given up long ago.

Tessa was wrecked, sure, and would probably die, but like her little brother, she was a fighter, and as long as she had breath, she had battle within her.

Mulk and Steven exchanged blows on the other side of the rocky spears Gideon had summoned from the earth.

Speaking of the Magician, he was trying to yank the sword out of his stomach before he lost consciousness. But by the color of his skin, he wasn’t going to win that race. Tessa put that son of a bitch’s head in her sights and pulled the trigger. The gun kicked in her left hand, the muzzle vomiting out a pink flash of light. His skull melted in the satisfying thunder of her perfect shot.

Terror Trio? Yeah, fuck that. It was the Douchebag Duo now.

Animus filled her, and yet her body remained broken. 

“She lives,” Karlos Butcher’s voice whispered behind her. 

She turned and fell down onto her right side, managing to land so that her right arm was in front of her. More pain knifed through her, and she struggled to stay out of its grasping tendrils. A new batch of adrenaline flooded her system as a gargantuan anaconda slithered toward her along with a dozen shambling burning dead men. The sweet smell of their cooking flesh filled Tessa’s nose. But that wasn’t normal flame eating them, that was ShadowFlame, and it gave the walking corpses a ghastly spectral glow.

How were they still walking? Their summoner was dead. She figured that the zombies would continue to fight until the duration of the spell ended. Powerful magic. Good thing Gideon Scaramanga was gone.

On her side, she fired and missed. Her hand was jiggling, and her vision was closing in again. The anaconda appeared in an ever-shrinking tunnel of darkness. Four bullets left. She fired twice more. Streaks of pink flashed long lines on either side of the snake’s head. Two misses. She was down to two bullets.

Butcher slithered up to her and took her broken legs into his mouth, which was his mistake. He was fast. Tessa was faster. She stuck her pistol between Butcher’s eyes and pulled the trigger.

He wasn’t going to heal a bullet to his brain.

And yet Tessa was nearly done for. She collapsed onto her back. Was she still holding the Colt? She wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure of anything.

A corpse with a blackened face leered down at her. She noticed that his teeth were very white surrounded by the crispy-charred skin.

 

***

 

Steven blocked a slashing claw from ripping out his eyes. Mulk had gone all in, and the two were battling on the ground like starving dogs brawling over a soup bone.

From the corner of his eye, he saw the zombies converging on Tessa. She’d been firing her Colt, but now it was silenced.

Aria lay in her human form, unconscious. Kai Charon was going in for the kill. But before the purple-suited bastard could sweep his katana into her, Mouse, back to being a dragon, hit him with her ElectroArc. He dodged most of it. That Warling was fast and lethal. Mouse took to the air to avoid his pistol shots, but she soon came around again for another attack.

Kai Charon fired three times with his Glock. And Mouse was hit, three times. She tumbled out of the sky. Steven’s heart lurched once more. If he didn’t end this fast, his whole Escort was going to perish, and that? That he couldn’t allow.

Steven caught Mulk’s right talon, then his left, and they were face-to-face, glaring into each other’s eyes. Both were on their hind legs, their front arms locked. Mulk flapped his wings, trying to knock Steven off balance. If he went down, Mulk would kill him. Steven beat his own wings, staying upright, but this Dragonsoul was strong and powerful, at the height of his powers.

Steven couldn’t beat him in a straight-up fight. He had to end the battle, but how?

“Your father begged for mercy,” Mulk hissed. “He wept like a child. Are you going to cry like your daddy, boy? Are you going to beg me for your life?”

Those words got into Steven’s head. How could he win against an enemy that had killed his father? How could he beat a Dragonsoul Prime at least a hundred years old? Probably much older. Steven grimaced. He was losing ground. Mulk was going to put him on his back and rip out his throat.

And still the blue dragon taunted him. “When I’m done with you, I’m going to own your Escort, what’s left of them. I will make them know pain. I will humiliate them in every way imaginable.”

Mulk couldn’t rape them, that would kill him because of the Animus involved. But there were other things he could do to Tessa, Aria, and Mouse.

The very thought of the women he loved being hurt put fresh power into Steven. No, this was his time to avenge his father and protect his Escort. This was his chance to win the Great Plains Primacy.

He thought of Mouse’s lesson, something her father had told her during their fencing lessons.

Opening yourself up for an attack can invite death, but it can also bring victory.

And that was the key. Steven didn’t have enough Animus for much, but he did have enough for one last gambit.

He dropped his claws suddenly, so suddenly that Mulk didn’t come for him right away. It was the last thing the Dragonsoul Prime expected. In that split second, Steven reached and grabbed Mulk’s head, leaving himself open.

Mulk ripped into his chest and stomach with his razor-sharp claws. The pain sparkled in Steven’s brain.

Steven inhaled deeply. If he couldn’t manage an Inferno Exhalant, he’d die.

But Liam’s teachings and the lessons from the second volume had taught him what he needed to know.

Breathing fire meant breathing in life and exhaling death.

Steven pried open Mulk’s jaws, even while the other Dragonsoul savaged his chest. Mulk’s mouth was pink, his tongue red, his fangs white. Steven focused on the back of his enemy’s throat.

And he unleashed a wind of fire right down Mulk’s gullet. This time, there wasn’t smoke, only wicked flames.

That Inferno fried Mulk’s mouth and kept on going, down his esophagus, into his belly, and right out the back of Mulk’s body.

Rhaegen Mulk’s eyes went wide. Then they rolled back in their sockets.

Steven kept on breathing until every ounce of oxygen was out of his lungs. He stepped back.

And his father’s killer slumped to the side. His insides had been flash-fried, and there was no coming back from that, not with his Magician dead on the ground.

The Animus that filled Steven was so sweet, so wonderful, that Steven had to fight back tears. He’d done it. He’d won.

However, he couldn’t celebrate yet. Danger still haunted the battlefield. Smoke and fire boiled out of the doomed house, and what remained of the zombies were converging on Tessa. 

Steven was leaking blood as he took to the wing, and in midair, he whirled, striking the walking dead away from Tessa. They stumbled back. Steven landed, and with a series of strikes, he beheaded the corpses. He burned his hands doing it, thanks to the ShadowFlame clinging to their undead bodies, but that was a small price to pay.

“Enough!” Kai Charon called out.

He alone stood, holding Aria to him. She was bloodied and weary, but she was conscious. Barely. The Warling had sheathed his sword. He held his pistol to Aria’s temple. 

“I’m leaving,” he said. “It is very clear you have won. All I want is my life. If you let me go, I will not kill her. Do we have a deal?”

Steven grinned, showing the Warling his fangs. “No. You will die. If you kill her, you will die slow. If you drop her, I will end your miserable life as quickly as I can.”

Aria swung an elbow back, right into Kai Charon’s breadbasket. He stumbled back while Aria dropped to the ground.

From behind Steven came the thunder of a single pistol shot. A flash of pink whooshed by Steven and opened a hole in the Warling’s forehead. Right between his eyes. He blinked, shocked to find himself dead, and then he too fell, the last of Mulk’s vassals defeated.

Steven returned to his human form, clutching the wounds on his stomach and chest. Damn, but Mulk had gashed him good.

With bloody hands and weakened legs, he stumbled to Tessa, who lay on her back, half of her body still stuffed into the giant anaconda’s mouth. Steven dropped to his knees beside her. “Magica Cura,” he whispered, tracing one hand along her cheek. The Animus from Mulk left him as he healed as much of Tessa’s broken body as he could. Her right elbow went from a purple knot back to normal. Some of the gashes on her face closed over.

Tessa blinked. “Right back at you, my Prime. Magica Cura.”

They traded healing spells until both could walk. They then used the last of their magic to help Aria and Mouse back to their feet. All were still wounded. It was going to take a lot of rest and spells to get them well.

The four walked around the burning house to the garden.

Mathaal blinked. The ancient dragon, glowing white, stood in the middle of over a dozen dragon corpses. Some had turned back human, but most lay dead in their True Forms. It seemed that death sometimes altered the bodies of Dragonsouls, and sometimes it didn’t.

When Old Matchstick saw Steven, he growled and opened his mouth to unleash more hell on them.

Tessa let out a weepy sigh. “Uh, I’d like to get off the roller coaster now. It’s been fun and all, but I’m kinda done.”

It seemed their war wasn’t over yet. Not quite.
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The sun was gone. Stars twinkled in the warm night sky, but a wind was bringing in bright white clouds from the west. The only light was from the fire burning down the Double-Circle Ranch. The air was heavy with the scent of the fire and the blood of the dead. The various odors of the dead Dragonsouls dissipated fast.

“Mathaal, it’s me, Steven Drokharis.” Steven waved his arms. “Rhaegen Mulk is dead. We have our revenge, my friend. We don’t need to fight.”

The old dragon closed his mouth and glanced around, blinking slowly. “Stefan, you are young. Have I gone back in time? I don’t know … I don’t know these dragons I slew. Were they friends? Have I done something horrible again?”

Steven smiled. “No, they were our enemies.”

“Most of them,” Mouse murmured. She left them to go to Liam Strider, who lay unconscious on the ground. He was back to being a yellow-haired human with a long blond beard, which was matted with blood from getting smacked in the face by Old Matchstick’s tail. Still, he was clearly alive, which was a tremendous relief.

Mathaal blinked and great tears dropped from his purple eyes. The cataracts were gone, but his mind was still uncertain. “Steven Drokharis, the last scion of that great family. You came to me, in my prison. I remember. You weren’t alone. There was a fight. You took back the book that I told Stefan I would guard with my life. Your father, who showed me such kindness.” The ancient dragon glanced at Tessa and Aria. “Your Escort is very beautiful. You are lucky. Even the ape isn’t too disgusting.”

Tessa laughed. It sounded so good, ringing out. “Well, Steven, if you ever have any doubts about me, you can always remember that I’m not too disgusting.”

Steven squeezed her hand. He left her to approach the great white Dragonsoul. “I’m sorry for pulling you into the fight. But we needed you. You saved us.”

“I … saved … you.” More tears leaked out of Mathaal’s eyes to splash on the ground. “I still have some use after all, it seems. Thank you, Steven, for the great honor of helping you. You will do great things. I can see that.” He paused. “Where is Uchiko? Where are the Onari Guard? Are they here?”

“No, they are back on the island,” Steven said.

“I would return,” Mathaal whispered. “It is my prison, but oddly enough, it has become my home. Do I have your leave to return there?”

“You do.”

“Magica Porta!” Mathaal called out. The smoke from the burning house swirled until it became a circle large enough for the ancient Dragonsoul. He took off on his great white wings and flew through the gate. Once his spiked tail disappeared through the portal, the circle closed with a flash and a barely audible pop.

Steven was left alone with his Escort. He didn’t have the Animus to heal Liam, and neither did Tessa, so they dragged him back to the Orange Crush and the F-150 still parked in the driveway. Both vehicles had somehow survived the battle.

They got blankets from the trucks and wrapped themselves and the Ronin up.

They leaned against the cars, watching the house burn, in silence. The black smoke reached up to the cloud-strewn sky. A fat raindrop struck the ground next to Steven. Only one. 

A million thoughts went through his head. He was now the Dragonsoul Prime of the Great Plains Primacy. He’d been a dragon less than a month. How could he have done so much in so little time?

The answer came immediately. The Drokharis blood in him ran true and strong. More than that, though, it was thanks to his Escort, the three brave women at his side. And he’d acquired powerful vassals—both the reluctant Yellow Ronin and William “Bud” Novak.

“Thank you,” he said to his Escort.

“You are most welcome,” Liam muttered. He pulled himself up. “So did we win?”

“We did,” Tessa said. She shrugged. Smiled. “It wasn’t even that hard.”

There was a beat of shocked quiet. Then Mouse erupted. “What the fuck, Tessa? We had to use every trick in the book, and still it could’ve gone either way. For the love of biscuits, that wasn’t easy. I’m not sure I’m up for another fight like that. Ever.”

“I am,” Aria said. “And I do love biscuits. Speaking of which, I’m famished. We probably should’ve kept some food and water in the cars. The house was doomed from the start.”

Steven felt his hunger keenly. He would’ve eaten anything at that moment. He eyed Karlos Butcher’s snake body. That wouldn’t be too much like cannibalism, would it?

Gravel crunched behind them. Lights flashed through the weeds of the rough road.

They all turned into dragons—except Tessa, obviously, though she was already loading her Peacekeeper—and twirled as they prepared for whatever fresh hell was headed their way. A Chevy Silverado puttered up to them pulling a Jayco camper, a big ol’ unit that could house a small family easily.

Steven tensed, mind spinning. What the fuck?

The Silverado stopped, and Bud stepped out of the truck. He glanced up at the four dragons peering down at him. “So, wow, yeah, dragons. I knew you weren’t bullshitting me. But, guys, aren’t you supposed to stay hidden? I mean, isn’t that a thing?”

Steven shifted back into a human, as did his friends. 

Tessa holstered her gun, ran to Bud, and hugged him. “Oh, Bud Novak! You missed this huge fight, which was probably a good thing. We thought you’d come at the exact wrong time and we’d have to save you. Again.”

Bud shrugged. “That’s me, wrong place, wrong time. My timing is usually impeccable.”

“Tell me you have food in that trailer,” Steven said. He walked over and shook the guy’s hand. He didn’t care he was naked.

Bud, though, got uncomfortable. “Dude, I know I’m your vassal and all, but I do not want to be looking at your unit. I brought some clothes, and yeah, the camper is fully stocked. Because, me, yes, I’m awesome.”

Weather on the plains changes quickly. The sky, now loaded with clouds, let loose rain that dropped in sheets, driving them inside the trailer. The storm was a blessing. It would put out the house fire and stop the flames from spreading. Also, the fire department wouldn’t be coming to break up their little victory party.

Liam knew how to turn on the generator. Bud was clueless. It seemed he’d bought both the truck and the trailer that day in Denver. He said he wasn’t a camper, and Cheyenne had some nice hotels, but he wasn’t going to take any chances.

They pushed out the slides and took turns using the shower. Steven had never loved hot water like he did that night as he soaped his bruised body. Tessa had healed him, but his skin was still a network of wounds. However, he took such satisfaction knowing that Mulk’s days of clawing up anyone were over. He’d avenged his father. He’d beaten the odds and kept his Escort safe.

When Steven finished showering, he found Liam standing at the stove in CSU sweats, green and yellow. Most of the clothes that Bud had acquired were Colorado State University gear. That was okay.

The giant man cooked using every single propane burner. Rain tapped on the roof, and that was their dinner music. Bud’s people had filled the Jayco trailer with food, but he had no idea what they had. Steven expected another gourmet meal, but instead, Liam made chili dogs. Steven went to town, shoveling the food down until he’d eaten every single bite. He ate a whole watermelon by himself.

Aria picked at the food, but she wasn’t so sure about it.

Tessa tapped her shoulder. “Welcome to America, Aria. They say apple pie is the great American food, but I could totally make an argument for chili dogs.”

The barista then took her turn in the shower. She came out smelling clean in a terry-cloth robe, toweling off her hair. She limped around. Her bones might not be broken anymore from being trampled by the boar, but her muscles would take longer to heal. She smiled. “Is Steven still eating?”

“Watching him eat is better than Netflix.” Mouse grinned. She was sipping from a Coors, one of their non-alcoholic brands.

He remembered what she’d said during the fight. I’m Mouse. And I bite. It had been so epic. Steven took a minute to feel his love for her. She’d come a long way. Yes, she’d doubted him, but those doubts were gone. He was a Prime now, with his own territory. He’d thought it would make him uncomfortable, but no, it felt like he’d come home at long last. It was his destiny as a Dragonsoul to rule.

“So, I’m the Prime of the Great Plains Primacy,” he said as they sat around, drinking beer. With the slides pushed out, they had plenty of room: a large table with four seats and a couch across the wide aisle. “How does this work?”

Liam cleared his throat. “We’ll contact Mulk’s legal team. The paperwork will be immense, but you now own every single one of his assets. His vassals, those that weren’t in the fight, will come to you, pledging their loyalty. Now, however, his enemies are your enemies. All the Dragonsouls in the neighboring Primacies will be testing you to see if you are weak enough to conquer.”

“Cassius Pine will be leading the charge,” Mouse said. “That fucker is probably wetting himself in excitement.”

It took a second for Steven to remember that Cassius Pine owned the Rocky Mountain Primacy. “We’ll take care of him. That was the deal. First Mulk, then Pine. You’ll get your revenge, Mouse. I promise.”

Steven knew that he’d have to face Pine, but he also knew that the Dragonsoul Conclave would be coming for him as well. Mulk hadn’t been their only hitman. That council had a lot to answer for: conspiring to murder the entire Drokharis family, locking away Mathaal, and exiling Uchiko and the Onari Guard.

Bud perked up. “Legal team? Assets? That sounds like contract work. I think I might’ve just wet myself a little. I’ve talked to my dad about taking you on as a client. Yeah, my old man wasn’t so sure. He doesn’t go for any kind of deal that doesn’t involve at least seven zeroes. How much is Mulk’s estate worth?”

“Millions, easily,” Aria said. 

Tessa tittered. She’d gotten a little drunk from the beer. “Rags to riches to rags to riches, the Steven Drokharis story. We’re rich again?”

“Very rich,” Aria agreed. Her eyes also twinkled from the beer. Steven saw a gleam there, and he knew she was thinking about what they’d do that night to regain their drained Animus.

“Speaking of rich,” Bud said, “I have far too much money to squeeze myself onto one of these beds. I’m gonna drive back to Cheyenne and find a nice suite.”

“Do you mind if I join you?” Liam asked. “I think our Prime needs some time alone with his Escort.”

“Sounds good,” Steven said. He’d been wondering how he’d get any loving done with Bud and the Ronin around.

The two men left to brave the storm back to Cheyenne, leaving Steven alone with the three women.
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Rahaab walked down the steps into the ruins of his brother’s home. While Mathaal had faded with age, Rahaab had been gifted with greater longevity of mind, body, and spirit. He still had his strength and his wits. He was a tall, slender older man with white hair in a ten-thousand-dollar suit.

His vassals had stayed above, on the island, to interrogate Uchiko and the rest of her malformed Dragonskins. He should’ve had them all killed. That had been his vote during the Conclave, but other softer, stupider Dragonsouls had disagreed.

At the bottom of the pit, he found his brother sleeping in squalor. One of the windows was caked with ice. The scent of ocean filled the air as well as the odor of burned books and mold. He’d have his vassals—and there were a huge number of them—come and do repairs and some cleaning. His brother, however senile, was still royalty.

“Mathaal, wake,” Rahaab said. “I know you’ve been about tonight, casting forbidden spells and helping our enemy.”

The old dragon’s purple eyes flickered open. “Icharaam?”

“No, brother, we slew him millennia ago.”

Mathaal closed his eyes. “Yes, a long time ago. I forget. I forget everything now. I saw Stefan Drokharis. You failed to kill him.”

“No, Stefan is dead. His son, Steven, however, is still alive. His rise to power has been meteoric.”

“Meteors,” the old dragon whispered. “I remember meteors. I remember racing comets through the galaxy. I remember bathing in the fire of stars.”

“Those days are behind us,” Rahaab said. He touched his brother. “And we both know why. Icharaam might’ve had odd ideas about our destiny, but you and I knew the truth.”

“Icharaam? Will he come to visit?” Mathaal asked.

“No. He is dead.”

“Why am I not dead?” Mathaal asked. “Why spare me? Why let me go on living in his madness?”

“Because you are the only family I have left,” Rahaab said. How many times had he considered cutting his big brother’s throat? Too many to count. “Why did you help the Drokharis scion? He will have inherited his father’s magic and his foolishness.”

“Help? Did I help him?” Mathaal asked. “There was Mulk, and I wanted to murder him, but there were so many dragons there, hurting me. I fought to save myself. I didn’t want to help him. Or did I?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Rahaab murmured. “I’m going to finish this myself. Steven Drokharis must die. Surely you can see that.”

“I see fire,” Mathaal said. He shifted and turned his gaze on Rahaab. “I see revolution. And you, my brother, will not be able to stop it.”

Rahaab laughed and laughed. “Perhaps, brother, but you will not be around to see it.” He wouldn’t kill him. Never that, despite how convenient it would be. But there were other ways … Rahaab was ancient and resourceful. He cast a spell to make sure Old Matchstick wouldn’t trouble him or anyone else ever again …

 

***

 

Steven got off Aria, who lay gasping on the bed in the back bedroom of the trailer. The camper stopped rocking. Rain continued to drum a tattoo on the roof. A very naked and sweaty Tessa kissed him. Then she bent and kissed Aria, who hungrily drank in the barista’s mouth.

“Magica Cura,” Steven whispered, trailing a finger down Aria’s thigh. They’d been having sex and casting healing spells for hours. While he should’ve been tired, he couldn’t stop himself. It all felt so delicious now that Mulk was gone.

“Go check on Mouse,” Tessa whispered. She reached down and touched Aria between her slick thighs.

Aria arched her back and hissed, “Yes. More. Yes, Tessa, yes. Touch me. Make love to me. Devour me.”

“As you wish.” Tessa kissed her a final time and then started her way down Aria’s body, pausing to suck on her breasts.

That sight put a little tingle through Steven. But Mouse, Mouse had been waiting patiently. It was her turn now.

He went to her on the sofa that folded out into a bed. At first, he thought she was sleeping, but when he drew close, she threw off her blankets, grabbed him, and threw him down on the mattress. She was naked.

She slid on top of him. She was wet and ready.

In seconds, he was inside her, and she leaned back to touch herself. Lightning flashed. Her nipples were hard on her pert breasts. Those were wonders of nature, certainly, but he didn’t like the three dark bullet wounds decorating her chest.

“Magica Cura,” Steven whispered and watched those wounds become pink flesh, pale and healthy. The hurricane circle tattoo was a black splotch on her upper left chest.

When he healed her, she orgasmed, gasping, and then she got her legs under her so she could really enjoy the ride.

“Listening to you three in the other room was making me crazy,” Mouse hissed. “But I knew you’d come to me. I know you love me.”

“I do, Mouse,” Steven said. He reached out to touch her breasts. “I love you so much. I’m so glad you joined us.”

“I can’t imagine my life without you,” she said. 

And then both couldn’t talk as she moved up and down him until the ecstasy was too much, and they were overwhelmed by it …

 

***

 

Steven was up first the next morning. They’d slept through the sunrise and it was nearing noon when he finally let himself out of the camper. The sky was a spotless blue, a dome of perfect azure. Big sky country indeed.

The scent of the drying sagebrush gave him a sweet perfume.

The house, what remained of it, was a jumble of wet black wood and skeletons. The dead were all around. During the night, all of the dragons and the Morphling, Karlos Butcher, had returned to their human forms. Interesting. So, it seemed Dragonsouls all became normal corpses after varying lengths of time. 

He walked over to the new geographical feature that Gideon Scaramanga had pulled out of the ground. The stone spires remained, giving a texture to the eastern side of the Infinity Ranch. It wasn’t the Double-Circle anymore. That old house was gone.

He’d rebuild, something grand, something with fortifications, and he’d make sure that the pattern of the concrete in the back garden remained untouched. They didn’t have another scroll to open a portal, but who knew? Maybe they would visit Mathaal and ask for a new one.

That didn’t seem like a good idea. That island was a trap now. Most likely, the Conclave would make sure no one else bothered the ancient Dragonsoul captured there. Was he imprisoned? Or had he found a home with Uchiko and the Onari Guard?

Steven hoped it was the latter. Mathaal deserved kindness and rest after his long life.

He circled the stone monoliths and saw something glittering on the ground beside the house. He walked over and found Tessa’s missing Colt next to a charred steak knife. What was that about?

He picked up the pistol, tucked it into the back of his sweats, then meandered to where Mulk lay dead, stiffening in the dirt. Steven looked down on his enemy. They’d make another fire, and they would burn the bodies, and he would be done with that chapter in his life.

With a content sigh, he turned away from Mulk and backtracked toward the camper. With a thought, he pulled up his skill tree, checking it over as he walked in the cool morning air. He saw he had leveled up. He bet every one of his vassals had as well—even Liam Strider. The battle last night had been epic.

 

[image:  ]

 

He grinned at the Inferno Exhalant. Hell yeah, he’d mastered that. But what really excited him was the fact that he now had enough Animus to use the Magica Impetim spells. His eyes went to the IonClaws skill on the Pugna tail of the dragon. So far, he hadn’t seen those in action, and he wondered why none of the Dragonsouls had used them.

Tessa walked over to him holding two coffee cups. Every Dragonsoul should have at least one barista in their Escort. She was squinting against the glaring light. 

She offered him a cup. “Hey, don’t blame me. It’s instant. Like with flavor bursts or some shit. I’m kicking myself for leaving my coffee supplies in the house. But, really, Bud is to blame. He screwed up. Big time. I think you should fire him.”

“Can I fire vassals?” Steven asked. He sipped the brew, and indeed, it was instant coffee and hideous. “Or do I have them killed?”

“Good point,” Tessa said. “Just wanted to let you know, I called our families,” she said after a moment. “My sister, my mom, my brother, they’re all okay. They had no idea their lives were in danger, which is awesome. I also called your mom and told her it was okay for her to go home.”

“I see tattoos in their future,” Steven said.

“Jared would love that.” Tessa paused. “We’re going to have to move them to more secure houses, though. You get that, right?”

Steven nodded. “For your family? Definitely. My mom won’t move. However, you know that passage in the fifth chapter of the second volume? It talked about warding spells. I think the third volume is going to give us what we need to protect them.”

“Big time magic.” Tessa’s smile was as bright as the sun, and though she hadn’t cast a spell, Steven felt healed by it.

“You’re beautiful,” he said.

Tessa blushed. “You just like me because I like you so much.”

“No,” Steven said seriously. “I love you because you’re you.”

Tears crept into her eyes. She motioned to her cup. “I’m not crying because of what you said. I’m crying because the coffee is so bad.”

Aria and Mouse joined them, and they walked out into the sage. The world seemed so big, an eternity of sky and plains, and then Steven realized that in a very real way, he owned all he could see.

They joined hands and stood there, looking at the horizon, where the plains met the sky.

“We’re together,” Mouse said. She was holding Tessa’s hand. 

Steven couldn’t believe what he was seeing when the blonde kissed Tessa’s hand. “Let’s always be together,” Mouse said. “And let’s always win. Us against the world. And the world should be scared as hell.”

Steven couldn’t have said it better himself.

Mouse moved and hugged Aria. “I know you wondered if I belonged in Steven’s Escort. For a while, I wasn’t sure. But now I am. Will you be my friend?”

Aria stepped back. She smiled and nodded. A single, womanly tear drifted down her cheek.

They returned to holding hands.

Steven knew they still had enemies coming for them: Cassius Pine, the Dragonsoul Conclave, and another ancient Dragonsoul who had tried to keep the Drokharis murders a secret. Mathaal hadn’t cast the spells that blocked Liam Strider from learning the truth. So who had? Another mystery to solve, though a name drifted up from the recesses of Steven’s mind. A name he’d read somewhere or had heard, though he couldn’t quite remember from where. Rahaab. It sent a chill through him, but then the sun, and the love of his Escort, melted the fear away.

Steven Drokharis knew in his heart that nothing could stop them. Mouse was right—the world should be scared as hell because Steven was coming, and he was bringing revolution with him …
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