
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary

 

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

Steven Drokharis finally has his own Primacy, and he will stop at nothing to defend it. 

Luckily, Steven has a new Magician in his Escort, and she’s as beautiful as she is powerful. And yet, they are still on a journey of vengeance: his now dead enemy, Rhaegen Mulk, wasn’t working alone. At the same time, Mouse wants her own form of vengeance against the Prime who now rules the Rocky Mountains. That’s a whole lotta hate, and Steven and his Escort need to unlock the forbidden magic in the third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire if they hope to stand against a world of dragons trying to destroy them. 

Disclaimer: Denver Fury (American Dragons Book 1) is a shoot-em-up, action adventure, urban fantasy novel which is not intended for readers under the age of 18. This novel contains swearing, violence, and a harem of beautiful shapeshifting women that the hero regularly sleeps with—and he does so gladly.
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Mouse slept behind him, an amber-colored dragon lying among the sagebrush, yucca plants, and harsh yellow grasses that marked the Great Plains. He would let her sleep.

She’d need all her energy for the coming battle.

In his human form, dressed only in jeans, Steven Drokharis stood on the edge of a narrow canyon, looking down at the green waters of Guernsey Reservoir two hundred feet below. The sides were sheer all the way down to the lake. He was on the top edge of the western cliffs; to the east, the sun was barely a red smudge on the horizon. Early June, and the air was already warm and dry. The murky odor of the lake wafted into the dry air. A light breeze tousled Steven’s midnight-black hair.

Aria and Tessa had spent the night in a tent on the eastern rim of the canyon. In a few hours, the boaters and water-skiers would come tearing through the canyon creating wakes and arcs of water. But there wouldn’t be that many. Memorial Day was a week ago, and the place wouldn’t fill up again until the Fourth of July weekend—a month away. Steven had been to the lake before, with a friend, during middle school. It was a popular destination for Coloradans willing to make the drive.

What would his life look like on Independence Day? He had no idea. It had been two months since Aria’s kiss, the kiss that had changed his life forever. He’d gone from a normal human to a Dragonsoul, and not just any dragon, but one with amazing power … because of his father, the great Stefan Drokharis.

Steven’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and saw a text from Liam Strider, the mysterious Yellow Ronin who’d become one of Steven’s vassals. The text said that Liam’s Magica Divinatio spell had worked, and he’d found the Dragonlord and his servants flying toward the remote lake in Wyoming. Steven’s newest enemy would be there in forty-five minutes.

A lot had happened since Steven had killed Rhaegen Mulk, the dragon who’d murdered his father on the orders of the Dragonsoul Conclave. Not much of it very good. Steven and his Escort had stayed hidden, living in the Jayco trailer Bud had bought for them. They drove from place to place, finding remote campgrounds and RV parks, staying under the radar.

Liam had cast magic to see if anyone was looking for them, and someone was. Liam had finally pinpointed who had been scrying them, a Dragonlord from Australia, from the Queensland Primacy to be exact. That was who was flying in on them. 

Steven was done hiding—it was time to be found and, in turn, to find some answers. Answers about Mulk and his business partners, and more importantly, about the folks who had played a role in the death of his family. Steven also wanted to get information on exactly how many dragons wanted him and his Escort dead. So, they’d scratched a line in Mouse’s tattoo, the hurricane circle on her chest that kept her hidden from scrying eyes. And just like that, with one little scratch, they were visible to the world again. 

Steven shed his clothes, so he wouldn’t ruin them. Then he cast a Magica Defensio spell to hide from any human eyes that might be around. Unlikely, since it was so early, and Guernsey Reservoir wasn’t exactly on Wyoming’s list of must-see attractions.

He shifted into his True Form. As a thirty-foot-long black dragon, he scooped up his jeans with a claw. Then he flung himself off the cliff and caught the wind in his wings as he hurtled toward the water. He shot across the surface of the reservoir and up the eastern side of the canyon. He wanted to do a little recon before he woke Mouse.

He flew over the pines and crags, wings pumping gracefully, until he found the orange tent where Tessa and Aria had spent the night. He’d slept peacefully as a dragon, curled up with Mouse, their bodies hot enough to blister the plants around them. Back when he started, shifting into his Homo Draconis or his True Form had been difficult and had taken a lot of Animus. But as he’d levelled, his ability to process the mystical energy had improved greatly. The thought made him smile. At one time, even a little Animus healed him. Now, his cells worked differently, and it took a lot more Animus to repair wounds. On the plus side, being in his True Form had become second nature to him. It was his favorite way to sleep. Unfortunately, unless he was out in the boonies, sleeping as a full-sized dragon was simply too dangerous. As a Dragonsoul, he had to stay hidden from the humans.

A light glowed inside the orange tent. That would be Tessa on her phone. Most likely Liam had texted them the warning, which was good. Liam was the most powerful Dragonsoul on Steven’s team, but he was also a strange one. He didn’t have an Escort and didn’t pursue battle, so he gained Animus slowly. Steven couldn’t imagine living that way. Liam mostly stayed in his Nebraska house, casting spells and recovering Animus—the mystical energy that powered dragons and some humans who had access to the dragon skill tree abilities. Like Tessa, their master Magician.

Rounding out Steven’s team was William “Bud” Novak, their consigliere and liaison to the world of lawyers, money, and contracts. Bud’s father owned a big-time law firm and had taken Steven on as a client. They were fighting to get Mulk’s fortune transferred over to Steven—as was his right—but were having issues. The Novaks found themselves in a legal war; Steven wasn’t exactly beloved by the Dragonsoul community, and someone was actively blocking them with a team of lawyers from all over the globe.

Steven wheeled away from the tent and checked the surrounding campgrounds, boat docks, and houses. Every one of them was empty. Good, he didn’t want humans around when the Australian dragon finally showed up.

When he returned to Mouse on the western canyon rim, the red glow of the rising sun painted her crimson. He landed next to her and nudged her awake with his fearsome snout. 

Her yellow eyes flickered open. “Why are you waking me up? For the love of biscuits, it’s practically still night.”

“We have about forty-five minutes until the Australian Dragonlord shows up. He’s flying in.”

Mouse shifted into her human form, suddenly naked and beautiful. She rose, stretching, her arms above her head. Her little breasts pulled tight. Her nipples hardened. Lust tickled Steven, giving him a few ideas on how he’d like to spend the few minutes before the battle.

Mouse was a slight woman, petite and slender, with long blonde hair and pixyish features. Behind her was a plastic box of supplies. She went over and dug out a little stove to boil water. She sighed. “Where’s Tessa when I need her? I totally don’t feel like making coffee. And yet I need it so.”

Steven dropped his jeans from his claws and shifted human. Naked, he got the stove working and soon had water boiling. Mouse, with a blanket over her shoulders, watched him.

He poured the hot water over Starbuck’s mocha powder. While he preferred his coffee black, when it came to instant, he might as well get something sweet. It wasn’t like the midnight espresso that Tessa was probably brewing up on her stove across the way.

He handed Mouse the cup, and she sniffed it. She took a sip, eyes closed, still trying to wake up.

“You seem to be pretty chill with this whole situation,” Steven said. “Are you sure you don’t mind being the bait in our little trap?”

Mouse pinched her brows together. “First you wake me up, and now you want to talk? Fuck me.”

“We have time,” Steven said, cocking an eyebrow suggestively.

Mouse smiled. “You boys, always so horny in the mornings. But to answer your question, I don’t mind being bait. After all, the Dragonsoul community has certain ideas about me … that I’m difficult, flighty, a drunk. That might have been true before you, Steven. Now? I’d like to think I’m a little easier to get along with.”

“And you do drink less.” Steven sipped his mocha. Not bad. Starbucks had done a good job on making instant coffee tolerable.

Mouse sighed. “Funny thing, I don’t miss it much. I have to say, I do miss all the money. Being rich your entire life kinda messes you up.”

“Being poor does too,” Steven said. “Bud keeps saying we’re close, but he’s been saying that for a month. Lucky his cryptocurrency gambles are still paying off. Not that I understand any of how that works.”

Mouse gave him a gentle look. “Steven, I didn’t mean to complain. The Jayco is comfortable. It’s good. We’re alive. You know I don’t blame you for anything, right?”

“I get that,” Steven replied. “And eventually, we’ll have enough cash to build the Infinity Ranch, and then I can really pamper you. I just need to know how many Dragonsouls are gunning for me. It seems like the entire world wants me dead.”

Mouse rose and walked over to him. She curled up against him. He loved how her bare skin felt on his.

“I know it might feel like that,” she said, “but I think if that were the case, we’d be up to our asses in dragons. We cut through the hurricane circle last night, and bam, we have one big bad wolf show up on our radar. Once this fucker shows up, we’ll pump him for information.”

Steven chuckled and pulled her closer. “I think there will be a lot of fighting and killing and not a lot of talking. But we can try. We’ve been practicing. Tessa figured out stun bullets for her Peacekeeper.”

“And I have my next Exhalant ability ready,” Mouse said.

Steven checked the dragon skill tree.
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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


After finally being able to use the Inferno Exhalant against Mulk, he’d leveled up not once but twice. He’d also unlocked two new abilities in the process: ShadowStrength from the Pugna abilities and Magica Impetim. He’d practiced throwing magic missiles, so he felt confident about that one. As for ShadowStrength? That one was far trickier. Liam was amazed at how fast Steven was gaining in abilities, but then the yellow Dragonsoul figured it was due to the Drokharis blood in him. Stefan’s power had been off the charts. 

Like father, like son.

Steven blinked and let the skill tree go. He knew he probably should meditate before the battle, but they still had half an hour, easily. And he had a big, stiff problem between his legs.

Mouse reached down and circled her hand around his shaft. “How about we make sure our Animus is topped off, huh? The coffee was fine, but I know a better way to wake me up.”

Before he could answer, she knelt in front of him. He quickly forgot about everything except for her mouth and her strong hand. His knees weakened at the bliss of it. Mouse knew exactly what she was doing.

The blanket slipped off her shoulders. Standing over her, he reached down to cup a breast in his hand. She was soft and warm, and he liked feeling the hard knot of her nipple against his palm. With his other hand, he caressed her blonde hair. He noticed she was caressing her own sex while she sucked on him. At one point, she stopped, held him, and shuddered through an orgasm. The smell of her, roasted almonds, filled his nose. Her skin glowed as a fresh surge of Animus flowed into her.

Then she went back to working on him. After a month of sex, she could anticipate his every desire, and she knew how close she could take him to the edge without pushing him over it. That was the amazing part, having her stop right before he erupted.

She finally drew back. “Oh, you are horny this morning, my Prime. But I want a little something as well.”

He laid her down on the blanket, then knelt to push her legs apart. She was glistening and pink.

“Should I lick you?” he asked.

“No, I’m ready,” Mouse gasped. “And you’re not going to last long, which is good since we have a battle to fight. I’ve already come once. If you do me good, I’ll come again.”

“But not with you on the bottom.” Steven loved how this next part would go.

“Good point.” She swung him around. He lay back on the blanket. 

Mouse liked it on top, doing all the work. She straddled him, and he slid into her warmth. She rode him until she was coming again, rubbing her special spot as she rose and fell. Watching her orgasm triggered his own climax.

The ecstasy was amazing, as was the Animus warming his chest. He knew he was glowing—burning like distant stars—they both were, but that was okay. The sun was up, shining down on them. No one would see the light.

Mouse fell on him, and she kissed him sweetly.

She said, “This Dragonsoul shit can be a pain in the ass, but I have to say, powering up through sex makes it all tolerable.”

Steven grinned and then turned serious. “Maybe someday we won’t have to power up to fight. Maybe I can change things so all we’ll have to do all day long is have sex and laugh and eat.”

Mouse rolled her eyes. “I don’t see that ever happening, Steven. But it’s a nice thought. And you’re sweet to think you can change fifty thousand years of Dragonsoul shit.” She paused. “But if anyone could do it, it would be you. You’re amazing, Steven, and I feel so lucky to be with you.”

She colored. Yeah, she’d gotten mushy, and Mouse hated being mushy.

She got off him, turned, and ran across the land, through the sage. She went from human to a dragon, smelling of almonds, fifteen feet long with wide wings and a slender tail. She launched herself off the ground and took to the sky.

Flying down to the water, she used her newest Exhalant, ArcticWind, to breath ice into a platform. Still a dragon, she landed on the layer of ice covering the reservoir between the sharp cliffs.

Steven heard his phone tweet. He’d gotten a text. He retrieved it from his jeans. It was from Tessa. She and Aria were in position on the other side of the canyon, ready for whatever shit the Australian Prime pulled. Now, all they had to do was wait for the guy to show up and play his hand.

Steven just hoped that in all the fighting he’d get a chance to talk to his enemy to see if he was only the first in a long line of dragons coming to murder the last scion of the powerful Drokharis family.
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Rahaab didn’t knock on the front door of Cassius Pine’s Aerie. No, too much had happened—he had no time for such human niceties. Even now, hundreds of miles away, Jaxon Wenck was going after Mouse, who’d finally appeared to the eyes scrying her.

Rahaab doubted that Melissa “Mouse” Craygore would be alone. No, the Drokharis child would be with her. Perhaps Jaxon could take care of the problem that Rhaegen Mulk had failed so spectacularly to fix. Perhaps. But the ancient dragon didn’t think so.

Rahaab flew down out of the morning sky as a silver dragon, fifty feet long, with white hair and gleaming white claws, which shimmered opalescent in the light. He landed on top of the mansion, which overlooked the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone in northern Wyoming. In the distance, a geyser exploded out of the earth. Steam and water gushed into the air.

Cassius’s Yellowstone house had a landing pad on the roof with a wrought-iron circular staircase leading down to an outdoor living room where a fireplace burned to fight the high-mountain morning chill. That was where Cassius Pine and his Escort currently lounged.

The minute Rahaab touched down on the roof, Cassius leapt up from the sofa outside and flung himself into the air. He transformed into a mustard-colored dragon with a long beard that started yellow but ended deep black. The smell of him was strong—a sweet lilac scent mixed with the bite of sulfur. 

Cassius soared around on creaking wings then dove toward Rahaab, claws first. Rahaab spoke two words, “Magica Defensio,” and froze the dark yellow dragon in midair. He lowered his hands, and Cassius went flopping down onto the landing pad, a wide swatch of polished mahogany marked by the weather and by the claws of countless dragons.

Cassius’s Escort took to the skies as well, but Rahaab’s wives took care of them like a brood of mother hens handling unruly chicks. They didn’t murder the other female dragons, of course, only subdued them. The women of Rahaab’s Escort were a force to be reckoned with: Bolour, a crystalline dragon hundreds of years old; Hwedo, a dark purple dragon from Africa; and his oldest wife, Shamhat, her green skin so dark that it almost looked like ink. While Cassius’s Escort outnumbered them two to one, they succumbed to the awesome power of Rahaab’s women. He knew that Shamhat would want to kill every single one of the Primacy’s females, but he had ordered her to stay her hand.

Rahaab turned into his human form, a tall, slender older man with white hair. “Cassius Pine, my name is Rahaab.” He paused, giving the other dragon a flat, even stare. “I’m sure you’ve heard of me.”

Cassius turned his head. “That can’t be. Rahaab is a myth. Try again, asshole.”

Rahaab put a finger to his lips. “A myth you say? I like the sound of that. Sure, I will be a myth. Perhaps only a myth could pluck you out of the sky. Perhaps only the wives of a myth could capture your Escort with such ease. I am Rahaab the mythical Dragonsoul. And I would have a word with you.”

“Over coffee?” Cassius asked.

“I prefer tea,” Rahaab replied. “The humans have done much with the plants of this world, but I would call their greatest achievement the steeping of various leaves in hot water.”

The mustard-colored dragon transformed into a human with long, thick blond hair and stubble across his chin. He was relatively young, yet compared to the years marking Rahaab’s lined face, he was but a babe.

Rahaab laughed lightly. “Why, you’re but a child yourself. Before you became a Prime, I believe you were a Ronin. Why the change?”

“I got tired of working for imbeciles.” Cassius moved past Rahaab and went to the stairs. “I knew I could do it better. And Cornelius Craygore grew weak with age and comfort. Ending him took some work”—he glanced back over one shoulder—“but I like work.”

He started down the stairs and Rahaab followed. The living room was sumptuous. Some human woman, a Magician by the scent of her, came out with her hands glowing. She quickly stopped the spell she was casting.

It was clear that her side had lost. Rahaab’s wives had bloodied Cassius’s wives. The six women that belonged to Cassius knelt on the stone. Bolour, Hwedo, and Shamhat paced behind them, eyes full of hate and promising violence.

Bolour was Middle Eastern, a beauty with striking white hair and flashing lavender eyes. Hwedo was an African woman, tall and proud, with teased-out hair and a face that men would kill to look upon. And finally, Shamhat, a porcelain-skinned, dark-haired queen, was thousands of years old but still striking and powerful.

Cassius tsked. “And I thought my bitches were tough. Oh well. Jasmine, get this mythical man some tea.”

“Not a man,” Rahaab corrected. “Not even Dragonsoul. I’m something else, something ancient, one of the first of my kind to grace the dirt of this blue-green jewel.”

“Yeah, cool. I’ll take a fresh cup of joe, Jasmine.”

The Magician retreated inside the mansion.

Cassius slipped on a robe. “I would offer your wives something to drink, but they’re on guard duty, obviously. So, Rahaab, why come out of the sky on this fine June morning? You looking to take my Primacy?”

Rahaab laughed at that. He ruled the Earth from the shadows. Why step into the light to oversee one stretch of elevated rocks? He moved to the fire and let the flames warm his skin. He might’ve been naked, but he knew his power cloaked him far better than the finest silk. “I’ve come to tell you that Melissa Craygore has been found, finally. She’s at some muddy pond on the other side of the state. At this point, she might be dead, but I doubt it.”

“I couldn’t care less about Mouse,” Cassius scoffed. “She’s a drunk—worthless, erratic. I was glad her old man married her off. It meant I wouldn’t have to deal with her nonsense. The minute Rhaegen Mulk ran into trouble, she jumped ship. No loyalty. Why bother bringing the news yourself?”

“Because of her Prime, Steven Drokharis. Right now, one of my friends is flying down to kill her, the Drokharis boy, and his Escort.”

Jasmine returned with a tray. She set it down on the table, gave the six wives kneeling on the ground a nervous glance, and then stepped back.

Cassius picked up his mug of coffee. “Again, so what? I heard Mulk was taken out, but this kid doesn’t have the resources to come after me. He’s been off the grid. Hell, he’s having trouble taking control of his own Primacy. Someone is funding a small army of lawyers to …” Cassius nodded. “That someone is you.”

“It is,” Rahaab said. “I’ve come to offer you a deal. If Steven Drokharis survives this fight against Jaxon Wenck, I want you to befriend the boy, get him to trust you, and keep me informed of his movements.”

“Be your spy?” 

“Yes.”

“Hard to spy on the dead.” Cassius sipped his coffee. “I know about Wenck, his land in Australia, and what he can do. But why would he bother dealing with American Primacies?”

“Why indeed.” Rahaab doctored his tea with cream and sugar, but it was still some American atrocity. Americans ate like animals, wanting quantity over quality. They were a disgusting people.

“Oh, because you sent him?” Cassius asked. “Come on, who are you really?”

Rahaab couldn’t stomach the wretched liquid in his cup. He flung it into the fire. “I didn’t send Jaxon Wenck. He went of his own accord, and he has no knowledge of my visit to you. You see, I don’t think Wenck will win. I believe he will be destroyed. And so, I am going to use a different tactic with the Drokharis child.”

Cassius wasn’t drinking his coffee. He had a troubled look on his face, and it wasn’t just because Rahaab had thrown away his tea.

“What is bothering you, Cassius?” Rahaab asked.

“Wenck is powerful, old-school, he’s been able to hold onto his Primacy a long time. And in Australia, they do things differently. It’s a brutal place. You really think this kid can go toe-to-toe with Wenck?”

Rahaab nodded. “I do. Steven Drokharis killed Mulk, and now Wenck will succumb to his destiny. And I believe that eventually the scion will come for me. Just as Mouse will come for you. You killed her parents, after all.”

Cassius took in a deep breath, and when he released it, he growled. “I hope she tries. I’ll murder her like I murdered her daddy. One less thing for me to worry about. And sure, I’ll go to Steven, get all buddy-buddy with him. But the thing is, the minute I show up, he’s going to be suspicious. And I might have to fight him, which would be kind of fun at this point. Being a Prime can get boring.”

“Which is why I don’t rule,” Rahaab said. “Except when I do. As for Steven, you will tell him you know where the third volume of his father’s grimoire is. The minute you say you can help him find it, he might not trust, but he will need you. And that is almost as good as friendship.”

“Don’t have a lot of friends, do you?” Cassius asked.

Rahaab turned to gaze into the fire. The coals ate the wood and the smoldering logs squeaked and popped as they burned. “No, I don’t have friends. When you are forced to kill those you love best, you see everyone you meet as dangerous, perhaps not to you, but to your heart.” Rahaab remembered the blood, the Animus, the screams, the fear, the horror of the betrayal. Though it was ages ago, that memory stayed with him. But it had been necessary. What was one life in the end?

Rahaab also remembered the deaths of billions. He himself had killed millions. But that one bit of slaughter would never leave him. So be it. He’d kept himself and his kind safe from horrors worse than fratricide.

In the quiet, Cassius finally spoke. “Why get involved? If you are who you say you are, I would’ve figured you’d be retired. Or that you’d have a dozen Primacies under your control. What’s your deal, Rahaab? My dad always said you’ll never understand someone if you don’t understand what they want. What do you want?”

Rahaab turned his gaze from the fire. “I want to keep our species safe. And I will do anything, anything at all, to make sure we never have to see the skies of this planet bleed.”

“And Steven Drokharis threatens all Dragonsouls?” Cassius asked.

“He would bring revolution,” Rahaab answered. “And I’m too old for revolution and too cautious. So he needs to die.”

Cassius still didn’t understand. “Why don’t you go and take him out? You disarmed me and my Escort easily enough. You should be able to kill one kid.”

Rahaab didn’t answer for a long time. When he did, his voice was deadly serious. “When you have lived as long as I have, you know that no fight is certain. With the Drokharis scion? Fate is on his side. I understand that. But I will undo his destiny, slowly, secretly, cautiously, lest I be devoured by it.”
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Mouse sat on the ice shelf she’d breathed upon the waters of Guernsey Reservoir. The ArcticWind Exhalant certainly was powerful. The snowy frozen water, several feet deep, stretched from one side of the narrow canyon to the other. The sun was in the sky, but it was going to take it a while to get high enough to shine down on her. As a result, the long, amber-colored dragon rested in the shadows. 

She was rather surprised to find she wasn’t cold, but then, the adrenaline of the coming fight warmed her. Her father had raised her to be a warrior, like it or not, and Mouse didn’t like it. She wasn’t Aria. Nor Tessa, it seemed. Neither of them ever flinched, and they didn’t seem to mind the bloodshed. Mouse loathed it. She thought maybe it was her size; growing up small, pushed around, always on the weaker side, she generally wound up on the ground. Which is why she’d had to perfect her dexterity, fencing skills, and Exhalant powers.

Size didn’t matter when you were breathing a shitstorm of fire on your opponent.

She was proud that she’d mastered ArcticWind so easily. It was the Exhalant many dragons struggled with, but not Mouse. It was partly because of the second volume of the Drokharis Grimoire and Liam’s teaching, but mostly it was being around Steven. The word “impossible” wasn’t in his vocabulary. He’d never stop trying, and he’d never stop fighting.

Mouse took in a deep breath, spread her wings to stretch, and then nestled back into her body. The Slayer Blade, in its scabbard, dangled from her wrist like a bracelet. It was quite the sword, and she wondered about its history.

But she couldn’t ponder that for long. The ice on the lake wouldn’t last forever, and it would be pretty pathetic for the Australian dragon to show up just as she was sliding into the water. Yeah, so much for the badass upstarts of the Great Plains Primacy. She breathed out another layer of ArcticWind to thicken the ice.

Not a second later, a fat orange dragon, the color of an earthworm, landed on the rim of the canyon above. The smell of hot greasy smoke wafted down, like he’d been frying snakes on a barbecue. It wasn’t pleasant.

“So, Melissa Craygore, as I live and breathe,” the pudgy worm said in a thick Australian accent. “G’day, darlin’. I’m Jaxon Wenck. Is your boyfriend around?”

Oh, he was big and powerful; a yellow-orange beard dropped from his scaled chin. He’d been the Prime of Queensland for a long time, or so Liam had said. More than fifty years. Mouse was only twenty-five. So, yeah, Grandpa Worm wasn’t going to be afraid of her.

“I’m not Melissa. I’m Mouse,” she snapped back.

“And you bite,” Jaxon finished. “Yeah, Mathaal mentioned something about you saying that. Right bit of awesome, darlin’. Good on ya. Though I hear you’re a drunk and kinda slutty. Not that I don’t respect that in a woman.”

Mouse ignored all that bullshit. She knew who she was now. “You talked with Mathaal?”

“Not quite, but we got good information on that fight from a trustworthy source. Mulk’s dead. Good. I never liked that bloke anyways. A right bastard, he was.”

Mouse wasn’t sure where to go next. The plan was to lure in their enemy, but it was clear he hadn’t committed all his forces, and there was no way a Dragonsoul Prime would go into battle alone. That was why they had Escorts and vassals at their command. She was going to have to stall him until he either attacked or called in his backup. Either way, Steven wasn’t going to show his hand until then.

“Do I call you Jaxon or Mr. Wenck? Or Your Grand Primacy?” Mouse asked. “I’m terrible with Dragonsoul etiquette.”

“Aren’t we all?” Jaxon gazed about. “I don’t see him, but your boyfriend should be about. Oh, but I guess he’s a Prime now. Ha, fifteen minutes a Dragonsoul and he’s kicking ass and taking names. Respect. Too bad I have to kill him.”

“Because he’s a Drokharis?” Mouse asked, like she had no idea what was going on. Primes liked it when you played dumb—then they could do all the mansplaining they wanted.

“Right. Nasty family. I was there to take out the old man with Mulk, and it was a slaughter all right. But we had to keep our kind safe. You might not be much for Dragonsoul etiquette, but it’s kept us alive and well these past fifty thousand years, to hear Rahaab tell it.” The orange worm looked left, right, left. He sniffed at the air.

Mouse had to keep his attention and keep him talking. This was their opportunity to get the information they so badly needed.

“So every Dragonlord on Earth wants Steven dead?” she asked.

“Nah,” Wenck grunted.

“But the Conclave, twenty years ago, there was a vote.” Mouse didn’t sweat as a dragon, but this next part was critical, and she so wanted him to answer.

“Oh, you know about the super-secret Conclave?” Wenck asked. “Not surprising, since you have ties with the Yellow Ronin. I hear he calls himself Liam Strider nowadays. Don’t trust that bastard. If you knew what I knew, you’d keep yourself far away from him.”

Mouse couldn’t let him derail the conversation. “Yeah, so the Conclave was all the Dragonsoul Primes, right? They all voted to kill the Drokharis family. Do they all want Steven dead?”

Wenck rumbled laughter. “Primes only want one thing—to protect their territory and gather new primacies. Most of them could give a shit about anything other than finding a new hole for their peckers. But not all of us. Some of us have what you call vision. Twenty years ago, there were five of us … Me, Mulk—”

Wenck abruptly stopped talking. Mouse’s heart fell in disappointment. Dammit.

“Oh, I see what you’re doing.” Wenck growled laughter. “You’re stalling. So, maybe the boyfriend ain’t here or won’t show until I take the bait. Well, I’m gonna love me some Mouse meat. You say you bite? Well, I bite harder!”

He flung himself off the cliff and dove at her, opening his mouth. The dark inferno in his throat was pure hellfire.

ShadowFlame.

“Magica Defensio!” Mouse shouted. Though she was new to spellcasting, she didn’t cast a normal shield spell, but one that protected against all heat-based attacks. Another gift from Steven’s father’s spell book and lessons from Tessa and Liam.

She launched herself upward. The midnight fire swept around her shield, but she still felt it scorch her scales. Even though she was slender in her dragon shape, she wasn’t small enough. She could change that.

She transformed into a human, protected from the ShadowFlame by her shield spell. In the same moment, she unsheathed the Slayer Blade. Green flames flashed up the broadsword’s steel.

Riding the momentum of her leap, she lashed out with the blade, slashing through Wenck’s plump orange arm, severing it at the elbow. He bellowed and went to bat her out of the way with his tail. She dodged the blow, barely. Still, she rose above him. Jumping as a dragon and then turning human really kept her speed up.

Below her, Wenck’s wings were out, stopping his descent. She could take care of that.

Mouse morphed into a dragon and then unleashed a cold blast of ArcticWind, aiming for Wenck’s back. Bingo. A thick crust of ice covered the membranes of his wings, and in an instant, he lost his ability to fly. He fell toward the sheet of ice below and crashed into it, face-first. Her ice platform cracked but didn’t break. Good thing she’d added another layer of ice.

When Mouse went from human to dragon, she’d lost her grip on the Slayer Blade. It went streaking through the air and slammed down into the back leg of the orange worm, pinning him to the ice platform. He let out a roar that was part fury, part fear. Well, that was lucky.

Problem was, Mouse had used ArcticWind three times, and her Animus was low. Worse yet, half a dozen dragons broke from the surface of the lake, about fifty feet from the southern edge of the skating rink Mouse had created. Wenck’s Escort had approached underwater, waiting for their time to attack. One dropped a human onto the platform—a woman with dark skin, dressed in white robes. The other five shot through the air, breathing a variety of Exhalants at Mouse, who suddenly felt very outnumbered.

But she’d done her part. She’d drawn out the enemy and had even gotten him to confess a bit. If only he’d told her everything. For the love of biscuits, they’d been so close!

She just hoped she survived the next few minutes. And she needed to get her damn sword back. She’d grown to love the Slayer Blade.

She might not like fighting, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t wickedly good at it.

 

***

Steven couldn’t believe how fast Mouse had crippled Wenck. He was pinned to the ice, trying to get the Slayer Blade out of his back leg. He couldn’t shift into any other form because then the sword might sever the injured limb. But the Magician down there was healing her Prime, without a doubt. A blood-red Dragonsoul female stood guard while the woman cast the Magica Cura spell. The other five dragons converged on Mouse.

Steven was torn. Should he help Mouse or go after Wenck? From his hiding place in the crack in the cliff, he’d listened to the Australian Prime’s conversation. He was their true target, and they would never have a better chance to take him alive. Well, Steven planned to keep Wenck’s heart beating long enough for him to tell him everything. Then he would kill the orange worm. He’d admitted to helping Mulk murder his father. That could not go unpunished.

Gunshots cracked through the canyon. That would be Tessa’s Peacekeepers, evening the odds. A blue female, pocked with bullets, tumbled from the sky. At the same time, in a blast of cinnamon and a flash of crimson, Aria tore into the pack of Wenck’s wives.

Tessa, standing on the eastern cliffs, had both her guns blazing. Aria clawed her way through Wenck’s Escort even as she breathed fire onto their wings. The attacks were fast and brutal. Mouse joined in, exhaling a toxic cloud into the face of a green female reaching for her.

Steven would let his Escort mop up the females above. He would strike at the Prime with his Magician and red dragon wife below. It was three against one … Oh well. Steven was used to having the odds against him.

With his dragon wings out wide, he dropped down, brandishing his claws. He wanted the red female guarding Wenck to think he wanted to go talon-to-talon with her. She fell for his feint, attacking him with her wings straining.

At the last minute, Steven let loose his Inferno Exhalant, bathing the red dragon in flames. She let out a shriek. Steven didn’t pause. He transformed into his Homo Draconis form, letting gravity pull him down to the ice, where he landed with a thud like a falling asteroid.

The moment he touched down, he cast a shield spell. Good thing he did. Flashing red boomerangs spun into his force field. Sure, an Australian Magician would throw boomerangs. Most of the angled lights hit his shield, slamming home and sending up a wave of flashing sparks. Those that didn’t spun behind him to strike him in the back. Fuck! That hurt!

He lost scales, and his wounds blistered. Anger boiled inside his chest. He harnessed that power and struck back like a fucking hammer.

“Magica Impetim!” he roared. His own magic missiles burst from his hands in the form of spinning black stars. After fighting the ninjas in the Onari Guard, he’d gotten the idea of hurling onyx-colored throwing stars. He’d always wanted to be a ninja. Seriously, nothing was cooler than a ninja—except a ninja dragon. 

The Magician had a red-tinged shield spell up, but she’d thought he would come after her with his claws. Most Dragonsouls hadn’t mastered magic up to that level. Steven’s stars broke through her shield with pitiful ease and peppered the Magician, cutting into her, taking her down. She wasn’t dead. Steven didn’t feel a burst of Animus from her. Yet the woman was out of the fight for the moment.

Steven transformed back into his True Form. His claws gripped the ice underfoot so he wouldn’t slide around.

Wenck managed to get a claw under the Slayer Blade, and he yanked it out. He sent the sword clattering across the ice. He’d been healed by his Magician, so he faced Steven at his full strength, minus his left arm, that was, and the hole in his leg. Thank you, Mouse.

Steven triggered his newest Pugna ability, ShadowStrength. He sucked black energy from Wenck, leeching away the other Dragon’s Animus to power his own muscles. That was the secret of ShadowStrength, you weakened your opponent while at the same time gaining their strength. It was insidious and powerful, but also rare. Most Dragonsouls—even those with their own Primacies—didn’t have access to that kind of power. Steven was exceptional in that regard.

Wenck roared, spun, and whipped his tail at Steven. 

Steven caught the tail in his talons and used his attacker’s momentum to flip the orange worm around. He slammed Wenck back into the ice, stunning the beast.

Claws shredded Steven’s already wounded back. The red female was still smoking from his Inferno blast, but somehow she had mustered the sheer will to fight. Steven released Wenck’s tail. He swiveled and used his own tail to bash the female away. His tail landed like a wrecking ball, breaking bones and sending her reeling. Then—before she could regroup—Steven leapt off the ice and drove his claws, enhanced by ShadowStrength, into her belly. He ripped upward and opened her abdomen. Entrails spilled out and fresh Animus filled him. It made the victory all the sweeter.

Wenck belched out a toxic cloud of poison gas. Green mist filled the entire valley. His Magician let out a shriek.

Steven sucked in a breath and held it. There was a Defensio spell, WindShield, that could summon wind, but Steven didn’t dare try and say the words. Instead, he worked his wings, pumping them furiously, creating a steady wind to blow the Toxicity Exhalant away.

Wenck’s Magician wouldn’t survive that poisonous mist. He’d killed one of his own to try and get away. What an asshole.

The Australian worm went to fly away until pink blobs of light struck him. Tessa’s bullets, but these looked different than her normal rosy streaks. The blobs peppered Wenck, driving him back to the ice. He hit hard, the ice groaning, and lay unmoving.

Steven glanced up. Tessa was riding on the back of Mouse, a Colt in the barista’s right hand, another tucked away in the leather holster at her hip. She’d stunned Wenck with her new ammo. How Steven loved his Escort!

Steven landed next to the Australian Prime. The corpse of Wenck’s Magician lay in a heap. Steven took the Aussie dragon’s throat in his talons. “Tell me who else voted to kill my father. Tell me now!”

Wenck worked his mouth, blood drooling from his lips. No words were coming out. Tessa’s paralyzing bullets had done their job, perhaps too well. Mouse and Tessa landed on the platform. Aria followed. The two dragons and the Magician had defeated their enemies, but Steven couldn’t finish off the Prime before he got what he needed.

“Dead,” Wenck gasped. “Those who voted, all dead, except for one.”

“He’s lying,” Aria hissed out of her red-scaled mouth. “Not all of the Dragonsouls at the Conclave are dead. That’s impossible.”

Wenck choked down spit and blood, trying to speak. “No, sympathizers killed when Mulk attacked you. Back in time, twenty years ago, there was a cabal, inside the Conclave, five of us and the ancient guy—the myth. He organized us. He pushed us to murder … for the good of our kind. To protect us.”

“From what?” Tessa asked. She kept her pistol trained on the beast. And damn, she looked good. She was in jeans and a Florence and the Machine T-shirt, which showed off her tattooed arms. Sweat trickled down the left side of her half-shaved head. She’d dyed the tips of her hair a bright blonde color. The eyes above her pierced nose were focused and clearly dangerous.

“The Zothoric,” Steven said. “So there was a cabal inside the Conclave?”

“Fucking Dragonsouls and their fucking secrets,” Mouse complained. “Why does this not surprise me?”

The magic holding Wenck paralyzed was fading. His words came out stronger. “We pushed the other Primes into voting. They didn’t care. Drokharis was some American Ronin, and they didn’t give a shit. Rahaab did. Rahaab knew. He saw the demons destroy everyone he ever loved. You have to understand, we have to stay hidden. And the magic, the magic is dangerous.”

“What kind of magic?” Steven asked. “Portal magic?”

Wenck laughed. “Oh, you stupid fucking blighter. You think it’s just that? You think you have a chance? The five of us are dead, but now you have to face Rahaab. He is all-powerful. He took care of his brothers. And he’ll take care of you.”

Brothers … Mathaal, Icharaam, Rahaab. Steven put it together in his head. Mathaal had killed Icharaam, but now it seemed that Rahaab had also done a bit of fratricide as well.

Wenck wrenched away from Steven, though it shredded his throat to do so. Bright red blood splashed down on the ice. Wenck opened his mouth and the dreadful quiet that preceded the ChromaticFury Exhalant filled the air.

Before Wenck could breathe out the primal energy, Steven leapt on him, fangs first. He bit down on Wenck’s lower jaw and ripped it off his skull.

He spat it out and then breathed fire into the face of the Australian Prime. The flames blasted the scales and flesh off the orange worm’s skull. When he slumped over, only bone was left.

The heat from the Inferno melted the ice under him, and Steven fell into the water, his eyes closed as he enjoyed the feeling of the cold water on his body and the enormous amount of Animus filling him.

He sank to the bottom of the lake until he rested on the muddy bottom. He’d done it. He’d killed another of the Dragonsouls who’d murdered his father. There was only one left. Rahaab. The myth.

A chill swept through Steven’s long body. It wasn’t the cold of murk. No, it was a cold that pierced his very soul.

Rahaab was his enemy, and he had the idea that none of the mythical dragon’s enemies lived for very long.
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That evening Steven drove his Escort away from the Restway Travel Park in the brand-new Chevy Silverado that Bud had bought to pull the Jayco trailer. They still had the Orange Crush, an old Ford Bronco from the 1980s, just in case they needed an extra vehicle. They had it parked in a nearby field.

The RV park in Cheyenne was pretty nice, with a pool and its own mini-golf course. Aria couldn’t quite wrap her mind around the idea of mini-golf. Tessa had explained the best by saying it was a cross between an obstacle course and regular golf with less plaid and no spiked shoes involved. Steven wasn’t sure if that helped or hindered Aria.

They met Bud at T-Joe’s Steakhouse and Saloon, which was a redneck looking joint with wagon wheels above its sign and a long bar where locals drank and traded town gossip. Steven tried to keep a low profile, but that was pretty much impossible. He’d walked in with the most beautiful women most of these people would ever see.

Aria Khat had the face of a model, long dark hair braided down her back, and a body that wouldn’t quit. Her piercing green eyes were shocking against her dark skin. Tessa Ross was a goth beauty with a thick body and cleavage that went for miles. And to round out the trio was Mouse, in full makeup, with her hair teased to perfection, in a tight black dress that left little to the imagination.

Every eye in the place turned to them. Tessa drew close to Steven and took his hand. “I’ll never get used to this much attention.”

“You should,” Steven said. “They’re looking at you as much as they are checking out Aria and Mouse.”

“You’re sweet to say that,” Tessa whispered.

“I’m sweet.” Steven grinned. “But I’m also right. Trust me. You’re gorgeous.”

Bud swaggered up before the hostess could seat them. “Got a table in the back for us to celebrate and talk business.” Bud was in a suit, no tie, with a turquoise shirt that went well with the gray coat. Of course it did. Bud was all about dressing to perfection.

Steven took the rear as the three women moved through the chatter of the locals, travelers sitting at the rough-hewn wooden tables and comfortable padded seats. The place was gritty but had a certain roadhouse charm to it.

When some old cowboy looked a bit too long at one of the women, Steven stared him down. It was clear Steven wasn’t someone that could be trifled with, however young his face.

They had a corner table. Steven slipped into the back chair to keep his eye on the door. Mouse’s hurricane circle had been cut, so anyone with a divination spell could scry her location. It was one of the topics they had to discuss.

Bud sat between Aria and Tessa, keeping his distance from Mouse. Which made sense. Bud was clearly intimidated by her frowns and sarcasm.

“Okay, guys, let me get this straight,” Bud launched in right away. “So you got another Primacy?”

Steven nodded. “Queensland. It’s in Australia.”

Bud blinked. “Yeah, Liam told me. I looked it up. Second biggest province, third most populated, and the capital is Brisbane. It’s a big one, Steven. With all his property and holdings, it’s a fifty-million-dollar deal easy. Cha-fucking-ching. Bad news, we’re talking international law here, and the lawyers we contacted aren’t exactly excited to be dealing with Americans.”

Steven let out a long breath. “This is the game, Bud. I get territories and I rule them. Not sure how I can get over to Australia because I’m not safe yet. There’s still one more Dragonsoul after me. And he’s this mythical thing … this Rahaab.”

Aria jumped into the conversation. “I would like to think he’s just another Hanuman, but he seems real enough.”

“Hanuman whatsit?” Tessa wondered. “Hanu-what?”

Aria’s smile brightened. “Ha, see? See? You are always saying that this is like Gary Potter, or Lord of the Diamonds, or Star Tracking, and I don’t understand anything. Well, I’m going to give you all an education in Indian cultural references. Hanuman the Monkey God, Rama’s trusted friend and sidekick. He jumped from Sri Lanka all the way to Tamil Nadu.”

“I didn’t catch any of that,” Tessa said. “But I think it’s awesome. You go, Aria!”

Steven saw the love pass between Tessa and Aria and his heart warmed.

“I’m going to need a beer to get through this,” Mouse complained as she studied the menu. “Nonalcoholic. Don’t worry. I’m not going to get lit.”

“I’ll have your share of the booze,” Bud said. “I’m not driving back to Denver tonight. As long as you can get me to my Marriott, I plan on getting my drink on!”

“Sure,” Steven said. “So are we going to have problems getting money from the Queensland people?”

“Yeah, we are,” Bud said. “The same law firm, Boaz & Jessup, that’s complicating shit with Mulk is already giving us trouble with Wenck. They are blocking us every which way by literally flooding our offices with paper contesting every single aspect of the deals we’re trying to broker. My dad is pulling his hair out. These guys are good.”

“But you’re better?” Steven asked.

“Fuck yeah we are,” Bud said easily. “It’s just going to take a bit. In the meantime, I’m managing your investments. With the Denver real estate market on fire, I’m buying land, flipping houses, doing the deal. Even invested in a new dispensary so we can get a taste of all that dank marijuana dope money. We can totally start construction on the Infinity Ranch. You guys need a place to stay.”

“We do,” Aria agreed with a nod. “I have to shower in … public showers … at the RV places. I must wear shoes—shoes in the shower. It’s barbaric. I feel like Sita in the wilderness.” She laughed when their faces went blank. “Sita! Rama’s wife!”

“The monkey god’s buddy?” Tessa asked.

Aria nodded.

“Great,” Mouse griped. “Another whole set of stories from an entirely different country I can ignore.” 

Steven patted her thigh. “Easy there, Mouse. Go easy on us tonight.”

“I’ll try.” The blonde set the menu aside. “So we have some cash, which is good news, but I’m still a target now that every dragon dickhead can scry me.”

“We should get her another tattoo,” Tessa said. “I have a little vial of the enchanted ink from Liam. We could find someone in Cheyenne.”

Steven and Mouse exchanged glances. Both were thinking the same thing.

“I’m thinking we don’t,” Mouse said. “We need to flush out any enemies. If Liam continues to keep track of who’s coming for us, we’ll have some warning if any big, bad wolves show up wanting to blow our house down.”

Bud squeezed his eyes shut. “Dudes, dudettes, I don’t know how you can live like this. I mean, come on, can you really live knowing that at any minute, some demon might come smashing through your door?”

“As Dragonsouls, it is our fate,” Aria said seriously. “We must fight or die. It is kill or be killed.”

Tessa smiled. “Are you referencing the classic martial arts movie from 1980? Or the Western from 2015?”

“Neither,” Aria replied. “But you are amazing, Tessa.”

Steven got them back on track. “At this stage, it sounds like Rahaab is the only dragon left who wants me dead. I talked with Liam, and he thinks Wenck was telling the truth. That little cabal inside the Conclave, those five, are all dead now. I killed two. The other three were taken out protecting their Primacies.” 

“So did the whole Dragonsoul in-fighting actually help us?” Bud asked.

“It appears so,” Steven sighed. “I’m just glad I don’t have to get revenge on every Prime that was in the Conclave. Any other dragons who might’ve voted to kill my family we took care of during the Mulk fight.”

Mouse gave him an uncertain glance. “You would’ve gone after them all, wouldn’t you?”

“Hell yeah, I would’ve.” Steven stared into her eyes. “The nice thing about you being bait is that it will flush out anyone else out that wants me dead. And maybe Rahaab will come to us directly.”

“You heard what Wenck said, though,” Aria put in. “He said that we’ll need special magic to kill Rahaab.”

Bud blinked. “Okay, okay, okay. Tell me more about this Rob guy. He sounds bad. Like end-of-the-world, grab-your-pearls bad.”

“It’s not Rob,” Steven explained. “It’s Rahaab. When I talked with Mathaal in the pit, he said he killed his brother Icharaam, but he also said another name. Rahaab. It was Wenck that helped me put it together. I think the three were brothers. Not sure if Rahaab helped Mathaal kill their brother, but it sounds like Rahaab put an end to Old Matchstick.”

“That’s so sad,” Tessa said quietly. “Brothers shouldn’t kill brothers.”

Steven couldn’t disagree. He also felt bad about Mathaal’s ultimate fate. The old guy had helped them, and in the end, he’d been another friend of his father’s.

The waitress came, and they all put in their orders. It was steaks for all, the best T-Joe’s had to offer. They went over the Wenck fight in hushed voices, and Bud kept shaking his head. “You all are tough, so tough.”

The steaks were thick and rare, with juices bleeding out of the red middle. Throw in some Texas toast, a mess of ranchero beans, green beans and bacon, and a pretty good salad drenched in Thousand Island dressing, and the celebratory meal went down easily. Bud drank the beers Mouse didn’t, but Steven was still underage. He was the youngest of them. Ironic. He wasn’t much of a drinker anyway.

Aria sampled everything, but she asked for another order of Texas toast. “It is a wonderful thing, this cowboy bread toast.”

They laughed at that. And it was churro sundaes for dessert.

Aria gazed at her churro quizzically. “Is it a stick of dough?”

“It’s basically a long Mexican donut,” Tessa said. “You haven’t had churros?”

Aria cut a piece off the sweet and swirled it through the ice cream before putting it into her mouth. When she did, her eyes fluttered. “Yes, these are much better than your Donettes.”

“Watch it now,” Tessa said good-naturedly. “Don’t be dissing my Donettes.”

Mouse only picked at her sundae. She wasn’t much for sweets. “Well, Aria, if you want to go full-on greasy, you have to have a funnel cake.”

“Those are donuts unleashed. Funnel cakes are the ChromaticFury of donuts,” Tessa said happily.

Steven thought about what she’d said. Yep. That about summed up how he felt.

“I will look forward to having a cake of funnel,” Aria said. And then she couldn’t talk because she was making quick work of her sundae.

Bud returned them to business. “I found a house for your family, Tessa. It’s in a gated community, really safe, and I hear Liam is working on some warding magic. Is that right?”

Tessa patted Steven’s hand. “Actually, Steven and I are looking into that. We’ve been going over the second volume, and we’ve found some cryptic stuff in it. It’s basically part of the Magica Defensio family of spells, but we need something called AnimusChain to make it work. Problem is—what the hell is AnimusChain?”

“We think we’ll find the answers in the third volume,” Steven explained.

“The third volume of a spell book,” Bud slurred. “Like magic and stuff. You’ve show me the shields and magic missiles. Damn, I can’t believe I’m involved in this. It’s so great. I love you guys. You’re just the best.” The guy had turned into a lovey-dovey drunk. No way was he driving anywhere.

Bud gave Steven a puppy dog stare. “And you, Cool Whipp, you’ve come so far. I still feel bad for being an asshole to you. You forgive me, right? Right?”

“It’s all in the past, Bud. We’re fine. I just appreciate all that you’ve done for us. We wouldn’t have come this far without your help.”

That put a smile on Bud’s face.

Steven paid the bill, and they helped get Bud to his Marriott. He’d get a Lyft back to his car the next morning.

Aria looked longingly at the hotel, but she didn’t suggest that she get a room. No, with Mouse still a target, she knew she had to stay to protect Steven and his Escort if they were attacked again. Aria and Mouse were in the back of the extended cab of the big Chevy truck while Tessa rode shotgun. There was plenty enough room for all. 

It was eleven o’clock at night, and Cheyenne had gone to sleep. The houses were dark, and only the streetlights flashed by. Steven turned pensive. All in all, Bud had brought them good news. Steven wasn’t a billionaire just yet, but he had enough money to get Tessa’s family a house and to start construction on the Infinity Ranch.

But Tessa talking about the magical protection made him wonder about AnimusChain and how that might work. He pulled up the skill tree to look down the Veneficium abilities, the right wing of the dragon.
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Nope, nothing about AnimusChain. Then he noticed he’d leveled again, which meant he could start trying out Magica Incanto powers. But first, he wanted to breathe lightning—the ElectroArc Exhalant. And there was still the IonClaws ability on the Pugna side. Those could come in handy, surely.

He remembered how the ShadowStrength skill felt when he cast it against Wenck. That extra power in his muscles had helped him take out the red female. More than that, Tessa’s stunner bullets had really put the big Australian on his ass. Maybe he could’ve shrugged off the attack if he hadn’t been in a weakened state.

“So your mom won’t move?” Tessa’s question pulled him out of his reverie. 

“No, not a chance.” Steven frowned. “She doesn’t quite get that everything has changed. Part of her thinks that I’m running some kind of scam and all the money will go up in smoke. My adopted father … Joe Whipp …” He smiled at the name, and the fact that the rambling gambler was not his blood relation. “Joe Whipp, well, he made my mom a skeptic. She is not going to move until she knows for sure I can afford it. On the plus side, she knows how to handle herself. She got away from Mulk and hid.”

“Yeah, my family is never going to be able to do that,” Tessa said. “I know they think I must be dealing drugs or robbing banks. My mom keeps texting me to ask if I’m all right. I tell her I couldn’t be better. That helps a bit, and they’re all excited to move. Especially Jared. He’s going to get the master bedroom on the ground floor.”

Steven nodded. Tessa’s brother was wheelchair-bound, suffering from childhood MS, which was rare. Jared was a fighter though, as tough as they came.

All their phones went off at the same time. A group text, either from Bud, telling them how much he loved them for the millionth time, or from Liam, warning them.

“What is it?” Steven asked.

Tessa reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a big Colt Peacekeeper. “There’s a Magician outside our trailer. Liam says it’s a female, but he doesn’t have much more information. Only that her power is off the charts.”

“No other Dragonsouls around?” Steven asked.

“He doesn’t think so,” Aria answered.

Mouse grumbled, “This is just great. Fight in the morning, fight at night, and you can bet that this bitch didn’t come alone. There are probably a fuck ton of mercenaries working for this Rahaab guy.”

“No,” Aria said. “If the rumors are true, Rahaab eschews the aid of humans.”

“What the fuck does ‘eschew’ mean?” Mouse asked. And none too gently.

“It means he doesn’t like them,” Steven answered. He thought of how Mathaal had called Tessa an ape. When had the three brothers landed on Earth? How old was Rahaab?

With his Escort getting ready to fight, Steven turned into the RV park and drove to their spot. The headlights hit a woman huddled in rags outside the trailer.

She sure didn’t look like trouble, but Steven knew that appearances could be deceiving, especially where Dragonsouls and their Magicians were concerned.
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“So much for a nice quiet evening,” Mouse grumbled. She and Aria had already undressed. They climbed out of the truck, nude and ready to throw down. “I like it better when I get naked for sex. Getting naked to fight sucks. And not in the good way.”

Steven followed, stripping off his shirt and dropping his jeans.

Tessa came out in front of the truck with a Colt Peacekeeper in her hand. “Magica Defensio,” Tessa said in a low voice. “I got you guys covered. No humans will be able to see you.” Then the barista cast a spell from the Magica Divinatio branch.

Mouse figured it was to see if the homeless woman was alone. A colorful, tattered shawl covered her face. She stood.

Mouse, Aria, and Steven all turned into their True Forms. Seeing three winged serpents standing tall among the RVs and trailers was quite a sight. Starlight gleamed on their scales and moonlight glowed through their wings. No dogs barked because any puppy around would instinctively know to keep quiet—dragons were about.

“Who are you?” Steven growled, his voice low and deadly. “What do you want?” 

Mouse shot forward. She wasn’t going to let the Magician cast a single spell.

The homeless woman was fast. She raised her hands and murmured, “Magica Defensio.”

Mouse screeched to a halt before she hit the green shield shimmering in front of her. There was something familiar about the woman, who was short and curvy. The shawl hid her face, but dark hair fell on her grimy dress. Her muscled legs were planted on the ground in front of the trailer.

“Mouse, wait,” Steven whispered fiercely.

It was too late for that. For all Mouse knew, this homeless woman was an assassin sent by Cassius Pine—the first strike in the inevitable war to come.

Mouse shifted into her Homo Draconis form and feinted to the left. When the Magician shifted her shield, Mouse rolled under it, curling her body into her tail. She was up in an instant, her claws around the Magician’s throat.

“No more spells,” Mouse hissed, “or I kill you. You get me, sister? We don’t know you, and we don’t think you’re alone.”

The homeless woman’s shawl fell away as she turned her gaze to Mouse, and Mouse fought the instinct to recoil. She was obviously blind; she didn’t have pupils; round white orbs were inside her eye sockets. But the rest of her face was striking—round, cute, with full lips and a nice curved nose. “Mouse, stop. Wait, please,” the woman pleaded, clearly desperate. 

Mouse knew that voice! She transformed back to her human form. “Wait, Sabina? What happened to you? What are you doing here?”

Aria slithered around as Tessa stormed to the Jayco trailer and flicked on the porchlight.

Steven, still a black dragon, approached them and looked Sabina over. “Do you know this woman, Mouse?”

“Yeah,” she answered. “She was one of Mulk’s wives.”

Aria shifted into her human form. “But we thought all of his Escort was dead.”

Mouse nodded. “I didn’t know many of Mulk’s women, but I knew her. Sabina was always nice to me. The others … um … weren’t. Total mean girls.”

“Ugh, I hate mean girls. I’m still traumatized by all my middle school drama.” Tessa shivered. She wasn’t pointing her pistol at Sabina, but she kept the barrel in her general direction.

“Can we go inside and talk?” Sabina asked.

“We can,” Steven said. “Let me get my clothes. When I turn human, I don’t want to get arrested for indecent exposure.”

Tessa keyed them inside while Steven parked the truck. Mouse took out a long peasant dress from her cabinet and slipped it on.

Sabina stood uncertainly in her rags, smelling none too good. Her left hand rubbed at long wounds on her right arm. Something about those scabs unsettled Mouse.

“Sabina, sit. Are you hungry? Can I get you something to drink?” Mouse asked.

Sabina only had the strength to nod.

Tessa knocked her elbow against a very naked Aria. “Wow, Mouse is being hospitable. It’s one of the signs of the apocalypse.”

Aria nodded. “She is like Amitabh Bachchan’s character in that old movie where he is unexpectedly kind to the poor girl. You know that movie?”

“Uh, no,” Tessa said. “But I’m totally going to check it out.”

Mouse ignored the banter. Tessa, though, went to the new espresso machine she’d bought in Cheyenne. “Would you like some coffee? I can make anything.”

“Yes, coffee would be good. I like it very sweet,” Sabina said.

Mouse found some leftover chicken tikka masala in the refrigerator and started heating it up. Aria went to the back bedroom to change.

Soon the Jayco was filled with the smell of coffee and the Indian food.

Steven climbed in, fully clothed once more. He sat on the couch across from the table.

Mouse wondered what had happened to Sabina. She sat there, not glancing around. If she were blind, how could she cast a shield spell to keep Mouse from chomping her to pieces?

“Tell us your story,” Steven whispered. “Why did you suddenly show up on our doorstep?”

Sabina swallowed hard and turned pale.

Tessa set a very sweet caramel latte in front of the Latina and then sat next to her, putting an arm around her. “Let’s not grill her, Steven. Let’s have her eat something. Then we can talk.”

Mouse brought Sabina some ice water and a plate of rice and spicy chicken. 

Aria returned, dressed, and they watched the woman gulp down the water, polish off the tikka masala, and sip the coffee. Her color was better, and she looked far stronger.

“You are kind to me,” Sabina whispered. “Why are you being kind to me? I was your enemy.”

“Not anymore,” Aria said. “By the rules of our kind, once Steven killed your husband, you became a part of his Primacy. You belong to him.”

Tessa rolled her eyes. “Ugh, it’s like she’s a piece of furniture or something.”

“It is what it is,” Aria insisted. “But why did you tarry in coming to us, Sabina?”

Steven knew. “She couldn’t find us. We’ve been off the grid, and she might’ve contacted Mulk’s legal team, but Boaz & Jessup would’ve stopped any communication.”

Mouse saw where he was heading. “It was only when I scratched the hurricane circle that she could scry me. Then she made her way up here. Is that right, Sabina?”

“It is, mi amiga,” Sabina said quietly. “I’ve been searching for you. I didn’t go to the lawyers, though. Everyone thinks I am dead. Because of … because of what they did to me.” She touched the wounds on her arm again.

“Magica Cura.” Tessa cast the healing spell, but the wounds didn’t close over.

Mouse was shocked. That shock deepened as the Latina told them about the portal that had opened in the Colorado Springs Aerie. Lava had dripped into her eyes. It was only magic that kept her from dying.

Then her story got even worse. Sabina talked about Gideon Scaramanga using his steak knife to wound her and get her Animus as they both cast the Divinatio spell. “He thought he killed me. I woke up in a field, surrounded by the corpses of the convicts he’d killed. Even Mulk thought I was dead—not that he cared much. I was ugly now, with my strange eyes. At least they aren’t stone anymore. Before they could bury me, I climbed from the dead men and hid, for weeks now, searching for you.”

“Why couldn’t I heal your wounds?” Tessa asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” Sabina shook her head sadly, dark hair flapping. 

Mouse was impressed with her strength. If their places had been reversed, Mouse would’ve been weeping rivers.

“But you can see a little, right?” Mouse asked. “When I attacked you, you were able to summon a shield right in front of you.”

Sabina closed her eyes. “I use the Magica Divinatio. It allows me to see, but sometimes I see the future, so fighting is difficult. And my heart is so tired in me. I have lived a very long time with very little Animus.”

Tears leaked down Tessa’s face. “This is so awful. I’m so sorry. But if you join Steven’s Primacy, things will be different. He’s not like Mulk. Steven’s a good man.”

“He is,” Mouse said. She gave Steven a long look, but he got shy and turned away. He hated when people praised him.

“Do you want to join us?” Steven asked.

Sabina didn’t answer for a long beat. When she did, she answered honestly. “I have no other place to go. My family is all dead, killed by Mulk. Five years ago, he made a play for the Sonoran Desert Primacy. I was given to him as a peace offering, and yet, that failed to stop him from murdering everyone I loved.”

“This has got to stop!” Tessa’s voice was fierce. “Steven, you want to bring revolution, and this is where we’ll start. No more trading women around like Monopoly property.”

“I got that reference,” Aria said absently.

“If you want, I can give you money,” Steven said. “You can live on your own. You’re human. You could live a human life. Is that what you want?”

Sabina shook her head sadly. “I do not know my own heart. I am troubled. I am sad. Sometimes I think Gideon did kill me, and I am but a ghost.”

“Let’s get you showered,” Mouse said. “We can rest tonight. After a good night’s sleep, the world will look different. I promise.”

Aria agreed. “Yes, sleep. Liam will alert us if any more Dragonkind show up.”

Instead of escorting Sabina to the community showers, they let her use the trailer’s shower, however cramped. She came out smelling far better, and she looked better—gorgeous even, despite her strange white eyes. Mouse knew why Mulk had accepted her as a peace offering. She was older, but that age had given her an almost regal beauty.

Mouse and Tessa combed out her hair until the dark curls were free of snags. Mouse could see the connection between Tessa and Sabina immediately, and she felt jealous of the barista. She made friends so easily; her good nature and inner beauty drew people in. If only Mouse had those qualities. Sarcasm and alcoholism hadn’t exactly made her popular.

Mouse eventually left the trailer to let Tessa and Sabina talk. Outside, Mouse felt better. The fresh night air helped clear her head. Thanks to Steven and the other women, she didn’t even think about finding booze. Mouse was changing, but there were times she still felt so alone. She gazed up at the night sky. Would she ever really fit in? She wasn’t sure. But like Sabina, she had nowhere else to go. The thought made her sad. And for the millionth time, she swore to be nicer. She felt like a snark addict.

She returned to the trailer and helped Tessa make the table into a bed for Sabina. All tucked in, the Latina fell right to sleep.

Mouse got into her own bed, exhausted. It had been a long, long day. She immediately found herself dreaming, trapped in a nightmare. Cassius Pine was outside, circling the trailer, scratching at the metal with his claws. “I’m coming to get you, Melissa. I killed your friends. I’m going to come in there and kill you.”

Mouse dashed into the back bedroom. The bed was a lake of blood with islands of bone. She couldn’t see anyone’s faces because they’d been mauled beyond recognition. She ran back to the front just as Cassius tore through the door and hurled her onto his bed. He was in his half-dragon state, his eyes glowing a hellish orange. His talons were unnaturally long, jagged, and coated with brains.

“I’m gonna make this hurt,” Cassius hissed. “I’m going to make you beg me to kill you.”

Mouse so wanted to wake up, but she couldn’t. She wanted to call out for Steven, but her throat closed.

All she could do was watch the blood-spattered Homo Draconis come closer as his claws grew ever longer.

***

Steven woke when he heard a soft sigh in the darkness.

A little light leaked in from outside, enough for him to see Sabina in bed with them. She was on his right, Aria on his left. But where was Tessa?

Then he saw her, at the foot of the bed, between Sabina’s legs.

The Latina gently caressed the barista’s head as she let the pleasure of her orgasm take over her senses. Her skin grew luminous as Animus flooded into her. Sabina then gently eased Tessa up until they could kiss, softly, sweetly.

Sabina left the bed to return to the front across from Mouse.

Watching the lovemaking had put a fire in Steven. He touched Tessa’s full breast, loving how the globe of warm flesh overflowed his palm even as her nipple stiffened. 

“Oh, good, you’re awake,” Tessa sighed. “When Sabina came in, she was so lonely and hurting. We started kissing, one thing led to another, and I asked if I could comfort her in a more direct way.”

“She needed the Animus, clearly,” Steven whispered. He didn’t want to wake up Aria. They all needed their rest.

“Problem is, I’m all hot and bothered now,” Tessa said. “Can you help me out?”

“Gladly.” Steven slid on top of her. Tessa’s body molded into his. They kissed, and Steven could smell Sabina’s essence on the barista’s face. That turned him on even more. “What would you like to do?”

“You know what I want,” Tessa said. “But we have to be quiet. So go slow.”

Steven slid into her warmth, so wet and welcoming. Tessa let out a gasp, and it wasn’t long before they both fell into ecstasy.

Sleeping should’ve been easy after that. It was for Tessa. She was out, snoring softly. 

Steven lay awake, wondering what he should do about Sabina. He didn’t want her joining his Escort out of necessity. And he didn’t want his own power as a Dragonlord to cloud the Latina’s judgement.

Consent was important to him. But how could he truly know that Sabina wanted him and wasn’t just drawn to him because of his dragon charisma?

They had to figure out that puzzle. Tessa was right. Dragonsoul culture had to change. His father had told him to bring revolution, and Steven was determined to do just that.

Steven was on the edge of sleep when a knock came from the front door.

“For the love of biscuits,” Mouse nearly shouted. “This place is like Grand Central Station. Who is it now? The ghost of Uncle Elmer?”

Steven went to the door, naked. He found he didn’t care as much about nudity, and he was inside his own trailer. “Who’s there?”

“Liam Strider,” the voice said.

Steven opened the door, and the huge man stood there, tall and bearded, his blond hair bright in the moonlight. He wore a bright yellow cowboy shirt with metal snaps. Jeans and boots completed the picture.

Steven ushered him inside.

Liam cross his arms over his chest. “I had to come in person, so I drove in. Cassius Pine called me. He wants to meet with you and you alone. It’s obviously a trap, my Prime. We must proceed with extreme caution.”

Steven gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to simply talk with the dragon who’d murdered Mouse’s parents. He wanted to see justice done. He’d gotten his revenge. Mouse deserved to get hers, too.
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The next day, in the evening, Steven flew down out of the skies to land on the stones of Turtle Rock. Huge boulders lay scattered over a ridge thick with pines. To the south, I-80 was a strip of black running west to east.  To the north, the high mountains of the Laramie Range were painted red by the setting sun.

Steven’s Escort and both his vassals, Bud and Liam, were at the picnic area off the highway, close enough that they could come flying in if Cassius Pine attacked him. However, Liam’s spells showed no one approaching them except for a single Dragonsoul. That would be Cassius Pine, coming in alone, as agreed.

Mouse had insisted that she join Steven, but the deal was a private conversation between the two Primes. Steven wasn’t sure if this was a duel or not, but fighting a single enemy would be a nice change of pace.

Aria assured them all that this was normal. When a Dragonsoul ascended to power, Primes from surrounding regions would often ask for a meeting to discuss terms and to feel out the newcomer. Funny, but Lawrence Candler from the Farmlands Primacy to the east hadn’t made a peep. But Liam said that Candler was a fat, old Prime who’d been in power there for a hundred years.

Steven had brought clothes, since that was also part of the deal. Cassius wanted to talk as humans. Steven put on his jeans and slipped on a short-sleeved button-down. He then waited.

From out of the sky landed a mustard-colored dragon that smelled like lilac mixed with sulfur. A long yellow beard, darkening to black, dropped from his chin. Cassius Pine, in the flesh. Or scales, rather. He was on another rampart of rock in the jumble of boulders. He changed into a human and stood there, naked. His hair was blond, long, and reached down his back. He was muscled, bigger and taller than Steven.

The two gazed at one another, Steven on his rock, Cassius on his. There was about twenty feet separating them. A shit-eating grin covered the blond man’s handsome face. He exuded vanity, arrogance, and humor.

But Steven wasn’t about to start laughing. “What do you want?” he asked. The air was clear, and his voice carried. The ever-present Wyoming wind had taken a short break, so there was no need to shout.

Cassius shrugged. It was obvious he didn’t care he was naked. “I want to talk. You killed Mulk. You’re my new neighbor. I came to say howdy.”

“Why don’t we just fight and get it over with?” Steven asked.

Cassius cocked his head. “That’s also what I came here to talk about. I know you have Mouse in your Escort. In her more sober moments, I’m sure she’s told you that I killed her parents. Obviously, she wants revenge. Kind of scares me since revenge is something you seem to be very good at.”

That almost made Steven chuckle. But he kept a straight face. “Yeah, revenge and I have become real pals. And so you know, Mouse has changed. She doesn’t drink anymore. I still don’t see why I shouldn’t hit you with everything I’ve got right now. Just end it. It’s bound to happen, anyway. There’s no way you’ll ever trust me, and I certainly won’t trust you.”

“Trust? No. Dragonsouls can’t trust much in this life and on this world. For example, I’m kicking back in my Aerie yesterday, with my bitches, and who comes flying down out of the sky? Give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count.”

Steven thought for a long time. There was only one real answer. “Well, I killed Jaxon Wenck yesterday. So it wasn’t him. There’s only one more name on my list. I’m assuming it’s the same dragon.”

“Better get out your eraser, Steven. Or better yet, tear up your list. Because there is no way on Earth you’ll ever be able to kill Rahaab. He brought me and my Escort to our knees in seconds. Seconds, you hear? Up until yesterday, I thought Rahaab was a myth—some old ghost story Dragonsouls tell their Escort when they tuck them in at night.” Cassius paused. “Funny thing, if I didn’t know better, I would swear that Rahaab is afraid of you. Now, how could that be?”

“You know the answer to that question,” Steven shot back. “Get to the point, or I’m out of here.”

Cassius nodded, chewing on his bottom lip. “All business with you. Glad I didn’t invite you over for dinner. That would’ve been a long fucking night. Okay, Mr. Business, Rahaab wanted me to get friendly with you. He wants to lure you in, make sure you are comfortable, and then cut your throat. You got that magic Drokharis blood in you, and it’s freaking his shit out.”

“Why tell me?” Steven asked. He honestly didn’t know. Nothing about the strange conversation was going like he’d thought it would. Why would Rahaab not fly in with an armada like Mulk had done? Maybe the answer was simple: Mulk and his dragons hadn’t flown out.

Cassius glanced around and inhaled. The scent of the evening pines perfumed the air. The few clouds in the sky were golden where they weren’t singed red. “It’s beautiful in the mountains, isn’t it?”

Steven didn’t respond.

The blond man went on, rambling. “I have to admit, when I was looking for a Primacy of my own, I didn’t much care where I went or what I had to do to get it. I might as well have wound up ruling the French Swamplands or the Sonoran Desert or the Deseret Primacy for that matter. I always liked Seattle, and so I thought about giving Liang Po a run for his money. Maybe try and take over the PNW—that’s the Pacific Northwest Primacy. And then you have the Northern California Primacy and the Southern, but those guys have been at each other’s throats since the great San Francisco earthquake. I wanted to stay in the west, you see, because I love the American West. My daddy was a drifter Ronin, working for whoever needed help. You get the West inside you, and there’s no getting it out.”

“I know the basic geography,” Steven said. “And it’s obvious you like to hear yourself talk.”

“I do,” Cassius admitted. “I really do. My point is, I love the Rocky Mountains, and I love my Primacy. I don’t want to lose it, and I don’t want some outsider, some foreigner like Rahaab, thinking he can call the shots in our territories. So instead of following orders like a good little soldier, I figured I’d tell you the whole deal. Then you and I can figure out what we want to do.”

“And I think everything you’ve said is complete bullshit,” Steven said with a smile. “You said trust among Dragonsouls is hard to come by. Why should I trust you?”

Cassius lost his own smile and crossed his arms. “The reality is this, Mr. Business. You’re young, too young to keep your Primacy for long. Yeah, you’ve done amazing things, but it’s only a matter of time before you find a fight you can’t win. I want to keep my Primacy, and I want you to keep yours, and for that to happen, we have to make a deal. Maybe the time for butchering each other has come to an end. Maybe we can break with the past. I hear you’ve had visions of bringing on some kind of revolution. That might be gossip, or it might be true. Either way, I say we join forces.”

Steven shook his head. “That’s not just complete bullshit. That’s complete and utter bullshit. My answer? No.”

“As it should be.” Cassius dropped his arms. 

A crow cawed from a tree and the sound bounced off the jumble of stones on the ridge. It then fluttered away as more crows joined it.

Steven waited for a second and then said, “So you’ve wasted both our time. I don’t see the point of that either.”

“Maybe. But Steven, what if I offered you a deal? What if instead of going for me, trying to get the revenge that Mouse so dearly wants, I offer you Rahaab instead. I get to keep on living in the mountains, as your peaceful neighbor, and you get your shot at Rahaab, in his Aerie, where he keeps all his books.”

For the first time, Steven thought that Cassius might be telling the truth. “What kind of books?”

“Spell books,” Cassius said. “Rahaab told me he has the third volume of your daddy’s grimoire. Quite the page-turner, or so the old guy said. As an act of good faith, I’m going to tell you where it is.”

“Will he be there?” Steven asked.

“Can’t say for sure, but he might. And you, creeping in with your bitches—”

Steven cut him off. “Don’t call my Escort that again, or I will bring hell down upon you. You might treat your women like shit, but I don’t.”

“Okay, cowboy.” Cassius held out his hands. “Sorry, but we all do things our own way. Fine. You take your wonderful women … and Mouse … ha … and you go there. If you’re lucky, you find Rahaab sleeping, because that is the only way you’ll defeat him. I’ve heard stories that those old-timey dragons can’t be killed by normal weapons, not even by Exhalants. Hell, not by any magic we know of. Only some special super-secret skill can end those old-timers. I don’t know about all that, but you might as well try, right?”

“I get the book, I kill Rahaab, and then I leave you alone?” Steven asked.

“Bingo, Mr. Business. If you live. If you don’t? Well, you become one less thing I have to worry about.”

“I can’t make that deal,” Steven said.

“That’s a shame.” He paused, rubbing at his chin. “Okay, how about this? How about you get the book back, and then you and I chat again. We’ll keep in contact through Liam Strider, since I know you’re still flying under the radar. Call this an act of good faith. We don’t have to shake on it now. We don’t have to agree. Get that book and have the Yellow Ronin call me. And then you’ll know I’m serious about us changing things.”

Cassius shifted back into a long mustard-colored dragon. “There’s a monastery, an old abbey, on the coast of France. I bet you’ve seen pictures of it. It’s called Mont-Saint-Michel. It’s a castle-church thing, Catholic or some shit. I don’t know. But I do know that’s where Rahaab’s library is, protected by magic, thick walls, and ocean tides for centuries. That’s where your daddy’s book is. Good luck finding it.”

Cassius leapt off the rocks and flew into the sunset, back toward the real mountains dominating the North American continent.

Steven didn’t fly off right away. Wyoming remembered its wind, and it blew across Steven’s black hair. He sat down, crossed his legs, and put his hands in his lap, one palm on the other, his thumbs almost touching. He took in a deep breath through his nose and let it out through his mouth. It was the mediation pose to perfect the use of Animus, but Steven had also learned to use it to calm his mind.

It took a minute to slow his racing thoughts. Then he went back through his conversation with Cassius. For the first time, Steven wasn’t being underestimated. Cassius hadn’t flung himself into battle. And neither was Rahaab coming, threatening his family, or appearing out of the sky like he’d done to Cassius.

No, both were playing it safe. Steven liked that. A lot. The world had learned he was a force not easily undone. It would keep his Escort and their families safe. Funny, he threw Bud in that category of family. He also thought of Liam Strider, and yes, the Yellow Ronin also needed protection now that he was one of Steven’s vassals.

The rhyme from the second volume came back to Steven:

 

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

 

“The mind lost to time” had been Mathaal. And “the heart without rhyme”? It made sense that it could be Rahaab, since Mathaal and Rahaab seemed to be brothers.

Mathaal had killed Icharaam, that much was clear. Had Rahaab helped him? In the end, that might not matter.

It all came down to whether he could trust Cassius or not. If Cassius had turned against Rahaab, giving Steven the location of the lost spell book made sense. He’d need help facing Rahaab and maintaining his independence.

And if Cassius was really working for Rahaab? Then Mont-Saint-Michel would certainly be a trap. That was the mostly likely scenario.

Well, Steven had survived other traps. He would get his father’s spell book, he would fight Rahaab with everything he had, and if he managed to escape?

He would return and avenge Mouse’s parents. He’d promised her, and Steven didn’t make promises unless he intended to keep them.
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Mouse paced back and forth, back and forth under the tall pines beside the picnic table. A carpet of copper-colored needles covered the rich black soil. Pollen from the trees fell on them in the gentle breeze. They had the place to themselves. Traffic noise from I-80 was hardly noticeable, since they were tucked away in the trees.

Liam was cooking again, grilling up hot dogs, hamburgers, and bratwurst. Tessa had requested veggie burgers. She was trying to eat healthier.

Yeah, what was the point of a veggie burger? Why not just eat some grilled zucchini with your beef? Separation of church and state.

Mouse so wanted to go off on a rant, but she stopped herself. It wouldn’t help the tension filling the air. Steven was still gone. What were he and Cassius talking about?

Maybe Steven was murdering the asshole, breathing fire down Cassius’s throat, like how he’d dealt with Mulk. Give him a big ’ol belly full of Inferno. Would you like some fries with that?

Sabina sat at the picnic table in jeans and a colorful blouse, sandals on her cute feet. Tessa had painted her toes. The Latina had a white cane they’d picked up in Cheyenne, to help her tap around since she was blind when she wasn’t actively casting a Magica Divinatio spell.

Sabina was a quiet woman, a little like Aria, but without Aria’s bloodthirsty streak. As for Bud, he talked enough for the two of them. He was off in the forest, bellowing into his cell phone about money and laws and business stuff. That guy loved his phone.

Aria and Tessa were busying themselves setting the table, getting salads out of the cooler, and generally being helpful. Mouse didn’t want to be helpful. She wanted answers. She wanted Steven back, safe and sound. Preferably with Cassius’s blood painting his claws.

A massive black dragon, wings beating, swooshed over them. That was Steven, unmistakable. His inky beard was getting longer. Aww, her man was growing up.

Steven wheeled in the sky and then came down to land on the road beside their vehicles: Liam’s F-150, Bud’s BMW, and their Chevy Silverado, brand-new and sparkling.

Steven changed into his human form, put on his jeans and shirt, and walked up to them. His face was dark.

Mouse rushed to him and grabbed his arm. “What did he want? Tell me everything. You told him we’re going to murder him, right? He killed my parents, Steven. That son of a cocksucker killed my parents!”

Steven took her into his arms and hugged her tight. Mouse wasn’t ready for such a display of affection. Then she realized she was shaking. She couldn’t control her anger. A million memories flooded her—her mother reading her bedtime stories, her father’s fencing lessons, evening meals with her father, his wives, their children. There had been a ton of fighting, and most of the time, Mouse had been on the losing side in the chaos of such a big family. She had never really felt like she fit in, but there had been some good times.

Until Cassius Pine.

“I’ll tell you everything,” Steven said. “It’s … interesting, to say the least. But let’s eat first.” He pressed his hand to his gurgling gut.

The seven of them crowded around the table full of food. They had bags of salt ’n vinegar potato ships, kettle-boiled and extra crunchy. Dip them in potato salad and they were delicious. Liam had made a three-bean salad and a coleslaw that was as sweet as it was creamy. For the burgers, they had homegrown tomatoes from Liam’s hothouse, fresh lettuce, pickles, raw red onions, grilled onions, avocado, mustard, ketchup, and mayonnaise. Sweet relish for the hot dogs. Sauerkraut for the brats.

Mouse took a hot dog, though she didn’t have an appetite.

There were only six places to sit on the benches of the picnic table, so Bud sat on a cooler at one end. He wasn’t too happy about it. The folding lounge chairs they’d brought were too low.

Bud smiled while complaining. “Sure, stick the money guy with the crappiest seat. Once I start bringing you millions of dollars, then you’ll treat me like the prince I am.”

Liam took a bite of his cheeseburger. He swallowed. “Tell me again, Steven, what are Bud’s powers? Can he breathe fire?”

“Better,” Steven said. “He can breathe money.”

“Hells yeah I can!” Bud exploded. “See, Liam, I may be the simple human in the group, but I gots the mad skillz! With a ‘z’!”

“I’m human,” Tessa protested.

“How many humans do you know that can cast spells?” Bud asked. “And when you kiss Steven, you glow. Yeah, I’m thinking you are something else.”

“She is,” Liam said. “Tessa’s magical gifts are considerable. I think she has some hidden history that we don’t know about, some connection to the Dragonsouls—maybe an ancient ancestor of amazing power.”

“Aww, I’m blushing.” Tessa grinned. “But if I am related to Harry Houdini or Steven Strange, I’d be the last to know it. As far as I’m know, I’m half American, half white trash, with a little Cherokee thrown in for flavor.”

Mouse lost her shit. She’d felt it slipping out of her hands, and now she was flinging it everywhere. “This isn’t just some fucking picnic. This is important. Cassius Pine is a murderous asshole, and I need to know what that fucker and Steven talked about. Can we cut the witty fucking banter for once?”

The awkward silence that followed was too much for her. “Oh, just never mind,” she snapped and stormed away into the trees, into the darkness. She wandered into a clearing of green grass. A huge moon gave her light, but it was cold away from the warmth of her friends. Once more, she’d exploded, and she knew that while the women were patient, she could strain their patience to the breaking point. She’d done it before.

She felt the tears come, and how she hated that, crying, alone, hungry. Everything had smelled so good, but she simply didn’t have an appetite.

Steven found her and handed her a plate. He’d added a little bit of everything. “I brought you some food. I’m so sorry. I should’ve told you what he said right away.”

“Yeah, you should’ve,” Mouse said in a weepy voice she hated. “Where can I sit?”

Steven stepped out of his clothes again and turned into his True Form. He thumped his tail on the ground, flattening the grass. “You can sit on me.”

Mouse agreed. She rested on his scales. His massive body warmed away the mountain night’s chill.

Steven told her the high points. Every word cut into her, but once she started eating, she couldn’t stop. Oh, she’d been hungry! That was why her mood had been so rotten.

When Steven finished, he let it all sink in.

“So what are we going to do?” Mouse asked.

Steven growled, and his tail thrummed under her. “We are going to go to France and get the third book. If we’re attacked, we know Cassius is a lying piece of shit. If he’s not, then we come back and pick a fight anyway. We won’t be joining with him, Mouse. Not after what he did. We simply can’t trust him. Not ever.”

Mouse let out a huge breath. It felt like she’d been holding it in for hours. “I’m so glad to hear you say that. But now that I’ve eaten, I can think a little more clearly. He really is offering us an olive branch. I guess we can’t just go in and kill him.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Let’s go back to the others. Let’s see what they all have to say. Okay?”

She nodded. She then flattened herself against his tail, giving him a hug. This big body under her, the warm scales, the power in it, made her feel safe. Finally, she slipped off him.

He shifted back, dressed, and they returned to the picnic spot. A big fire bloomed in the darkness. The meal had been cleaned up, but they’d left a platter of grilled meat for Steven, who took it and stuffed himself while he again went over his meeting with Cassius.

They all sat in folding lounge chairs around the fire, and Bud got the cooler once more.

Mouse sat with her arms folded across her chest. Tessa was across the way. Sabina sat next to her. The two held hands like a couple of young lovebirds.

When Steven finished, Tessa was the first to speak. “It sounds to me like Cassius is telling the truth. Why would he go behind Rahaab’s back to tell us about the third volume? Maybe he’s afraid of us. After our battle with Mulk, he knows we can kick some serious ass.”

“Tessa is right,” Aria said. “We are powerful, and the Primacies around us know it. Others will reach out to form alliances. If we partnered with Cassius, that would solidify our position. These are dangerous times for the Great Plains Primacy, as Steven is new to the game.”

Mouse wanted to shriek in frustration, but she kept her mouth closed. It took some effort … quite a bit of effort.

“And this is what the Dragonsouls do,” Liam said with a shrug. “They use a mixture of politics and violence to play their games. So far, Steven, you and your Escort have only seen open battle. But there is a constant cold war among our kind. It can be difficult to know who you can trust.”

“What do you think of Cassius’s offer?” Steven asked.

Bud, ever clueless, burst in. “That guy is trying to get into our heads. I say fuck him and the dragon he rode in on. Okay, he kinda rode in on himself, so that’s not quite right, but this seems all too convenient. He reaches out right after you kill the Australian guy? And let’s not forget you now own two Primacies. No, it’s a squirrely move. If he really wanted to form an alliance, he’d have reached out right away. No, we should—”

Steven cut him off. “Wait, Bud, I want to hear from Liam. Hold that thought.”

“Holding,” Bud said good-naturedly.

Liam let out a long breath. “We are not going to brashly rush into anything with Cassius. The third volume is a test, and it’s a dangerous one. We need to scry Mont-Saint-Michel to see if we can sense anything. And then we should proceed with caution. Rahaab is a foe we can’t face, not yet.”

“What do you know about Rahaab?” Steven asked.

Liam shifted in his seat, grabbed a split log, and threw it into the fire. Sparks washed up into the darkness.

“Mathaal was the only ancient dragon that I knew of … the others are only myths, mere legends. There was a story about three brothers, ancient dragons, that kept the peace in America for centuries, though they did it behind the scenes. Could that be Rahaab and his brothers? Possibly. There are many stories. For example, supposedly the father of all dragons is living on the Arabian Peninsula, and the mother? She is said to live in the Andes Mountains in Peru. But again, these are only legends. This Rahaab has kept himself hidden for millennia. Even during the Conclave, he manipulated the outcome using the secret cabal of Mulk, Wenck, and the other three Primes, now all dead. Could it be that Cassius is simply using the name of Rahaab to scare us?”

No one answered. Mouse raised her hand. Okay, this was going to take some self-control. 

Steven nodded at her. “It’s not school, Mouse, you don’t have to raise your hand to talk. Go ahead.”

“I thought I was next,” Bud pouted.

“Sorry, keep holding,” Steven said.

Mouse felt her brow furrow. “First of all, I’m sorry I was such a bitch earlier. This is all really hard on me. You guys still have families. I don’t … because of what Cassius Pine did. He killed my mother, my sisters, everyone in my family. A few of the wives he spared, but now they have to serve him. It’s … so fucked.” She swallowed hard and tried to keep herself from yelling or sobbing. “I can’t … I can’t stay with you guys if you join up with Cassius. I’d have to leave. I really don’t want to. But I can’t forgive him.” She exhaled. Nailed it. No tears. No screeching.

Steven nodded. “We’re nowhere near that, Mouse. And for the record, I’m on your side.”

“But if Cassius can help our cause,” Aria said, “we’d be foolish to turn him away.”

Tessa was the next to speak. “And at some point, if we really want to bring revolution to Dragonsoul culture, we’ll have to forgive sins. If people want to change, we should let them.”

Her words hurt Mouse. She so wanted to get up and storm away. However, she stayed in her seat, shaking. She couldn’t stop shaking.

Bud raised his hand. “Hey, it worked for Mouse. Can I talk now?”

Steven waved him on.

“Uh, fuck Cassius Pine.” Bud leaned back and folded his arms. “Okay, I’m done.”

They all laughed. Bud could be such a tool.

“What do you think, Sabina?” Steven asked.

Sabina rose from her chair. Her white cane fell to the ground. She reached out her hands and murmured, “Magica Divinatio.” Her eyes flashed a brilliant emerald green color. That gleaming light cast a strange luminescence across the ground.

“I see France. I see the coast, Normandy, next to Bretagne, and the ocean there. The tide is in, and the waters wash against the stone of the monastery … the castle … the walls, they are thick. People are there, praying, and I hear their supplications. Power is there, ancient power, and the books. A library, hanging between the sky and the Earth, buried in secrets and death. Dragons. Fire. A murder. Brother against brother. Blood on the ground, a volcano, not there, but elsewhere, on land not named by man or god.”

Mouse watched in fascination. So much Animus filled the air, it was like she could taste it. 

Sabina’s eyes flashed brighter. “Sorrow. The past is filled with sorrow, and now, there is regret, and through the veil of time, into the future. Death. I see a yellow dragon, rotting, but alive. An abomination. Mouse, Melissa Craygore, she will be a sacrifice. She will go willingly, despite her fear. The mountains are on fire. The ground boils. Death from the shadows, from the darkness, and Steven, wounded, riding the edge between life and death, victory and defeat, and no, no, it can’t be.” Her voice fell away. The terror on her face was evident, cold and pale. Sabina croaked out her next words. “Truth as sharp as a sword, sharper, cleaving through this world until the very shadows come alive to destroy us.”

Sabina’s face twisted in anguish. Tears leaked down her cheeks. She fell onto her hands and knees in front of the fire, trembling like a leaf in the wind. Tessa was the first to reach her, trying to soothe her. Aria joined them.

Mouse couldn’t move. She’d never been more afraid in her life. Was she going to sacrifice herself to save them? She had in the past, laying everything on the line, but would she have to do it again? It seemed so.

Steven and Liam stood over Sabina, Aria, and Tessa, who were all on the ground.

Mouse finally found the nerve to get up, but she wasn’t sure where to go. She ended up fleeing from Sabina’s prophecy. She opened the door to the Orange Crush and pulled out the cigarettes from the glove compartment. She lit one and took in a long drag. The smoke in her lungs soothed her.

The ride back to Cheyenne was quiet. Steven drove, and Aria took shotgun, which forced Mouse, Sabina, and Tessa in the back seat with the barista in the middle.

When Tessa took Mouse’s hand, Mouse let her.

“Do you hate me?” Tessa asked.

Mouse snuggled in next to her. It was true she wasn’t Mouse’s favorite person at that moment, but the petite blonde wasn’t going to let that truth cut them. “I don’t hate you, Tessa, you’re far too nice. Do you hate me? I’ve been kind of a pain.”

“I don’t,” Tessa whispered. “I can’t imagine ever hating you. And I can’t imagine what you are going through. My dad died when I was ten, after my brother was born, but before we knew Jared had MS. If someone had actually hurt my family? I’m not sure I could forgive them, no matter how much I wanted to. I can’t forgive death. And I can’t forgive MS. I hate them so much. But not you.”

Mouse sighed in relief. She still had a family.

“It’s settled,” Steven said from the front seat. “We go to France. The reality is Cassius Pine can wait. We don’t need to make a decision about him.”

“I want a crepe,” Mouse said. “Before I die, I want a crepe in France. If this is a trap, well, fuck it, at least I’ll get something yummy before I die.”

To her shock, everyone broke into laughter, even Sabina.

“Crepes it is,” Steven said.
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Twenty-four hours later, Steven stood near a bonfire that Liam had built in the ruins of the Infinity Ranch. They’d driven the Jayco trailer there, and the Yellow Ronin had set up a tent. He didn’t complain, but Bud wasn’t about to camp. He was back in his hotel suite in Cheyenne.

Sparks spat from the roaring fire to drift up to the stars. The Yellow Ronin had spent the day eating, resting, and getting ready to cast the portal magic, which would sap most of his Animus. Steven made sure he and his Escort were powered up.

They were ready. Mouse, in an easily discarded blue dress, had the Slayer Blade strapped across her back on the adjustable belt. Tessa wore jeans, a ripped Halestorm T-shirt, and had her pistols on her side. The leather satchel with the two Drokharis grimoires was slung over her shoulder. The topaz pen with the sapphire feathers was also inside. Aria stood in a red dress, hair braided.

Sabina wasn’t there.

“Hold on a second,” Steven said. He saw something glowing green in the garden. That would be the blind woman using her Divinatio magic to see.

He approached her. The ground was black from the fire and smelled like an ashtray. Some weeds had sprung from the soil. The plants were bright against the blasted earth.

Sabina’s eyes shined a brilliant emerald color. “Steven, I’m sorry, I couldn’t help but come over here. I know we have to go but … the power here—the sadness, the madness. Mathaal’s battle. I can see him using his magic and his Exhalants. Even now, his ghost is here. He used a Defensio spell to pull a wall out of the house. It’s more like telekinesis than a force field. I’ve never seen such a thing.”

Steven nodded. “It was quite the battle. He saved us. Tessa hated that we used him as a weapon, but in the end, he forgave us. He felt bad for killing his brother. And he and my father were friends.”

“Stefan Drokharis had many friends, but Rahaab wasn’t one of them. I can see that as well. And yet, he has the third volume of your family’s grimoire. I don’t know why.” Sabina approached him and touched his face. She smiled, and it made her even more beautiful. “You will have a thick beard when you walk across the universe. That could be your future, if you are not killed. I see both possibilities. As for your past, three months ago, you were working so hard, going to school, being a good son and a good student. You were younger. The battle has aged you. And that is sad.”

Steven was blown away. “So you can see all of that right now?”

Sabina nodded. “Your past, your future—right now, it’s a swirl of images, but if I focus, I can tell which is which. And I know I will kiss you before we leave.” Tears trickled down. They sparkled like gems on her cheeks.

Steven used his thumbs to brush them away. “Why are you crying?”

“I feel ugly. I feel useless. Aria whispers to Tessa that I might not be able to fight. That I am a liability. Or she will say those things in the future. I wish I was whole. You are a good man, Steven Drokharis. Maybe I’m not worth your time.”

Steven paused to think. Aria would have her doubts. She was a tough one, and though she was not the jealous sort—not in the least—she could be brutally utilitarian. If Aria thought, even for a moment, that Sabina couldn’t pull her weight or would risk the Primacy, there could be trouble between them. But it was possible Sabina could hear things from the future, which demonstrated just how powerful she might be. And besides, she’d come to him looking for help. He couldn’t turn her away. Couldn’t.

He wrapped his arms around the blind woman and held her. She fit perfectly in his arms. Her head rested against his chest, and her sizeable breasts pressed into his body. She didn’t have a dragon scent, but she was wearing a light perfume that smelled so good. He kissed her head.

“We can make this work, Sabina,” he whispered. “If you can see into the future during attacks, you might be able to anticipate our enemies’ movements.”

He brought up the skill tree and looked over the Veneficium branch.

Veneficium (Right Wing of the Dragon)

	Magica Defensio

	Magica Cura

	Magica Impetim

	Magica Incanto

	Magica Divinatio 

	Magica Porta


 “Sabina, you’re a master Magician,” he continued, still eyeing the semitranslucent vision before him. “If we keep your Animus levels up, you can use the Divinatio spell to see while you cast Defensio, Cura, and Impetim spells. How good are you with Incanto spells?”

“I’m not terrible at them,” she replied, shrugging one shoulder, “but I don’t have much experience casting them. Mulk used me mainly for divination magic. I never saw much combat, but Tessa and I went over the shield magic from the second volume. I think I can cast those spells to keep you all safe. I will try.”

“You are worthy.” Steven gave her a little extra squeeze to emphasize his point. “We’re going to do great things together.”

Sabina’s spell ended, and the light faded. “Steven, my past, who I am … I can’t believe I will do anything great. I was hated when I was beautiful and young. Now I am old and ugly.”

He cut her off. “You’re not even thirty. Come on, you’re gorgeous. Any man would want you.”

She didn’t say more. Instead, she snaked her hand into his hair and leaned her head back. She then drew him in for the kiss she had prophesized. He tasted her for the first time. Her lips were thick and soft, and when she opened her mouth, he knew she wanted their tongues to touch. He’d had a fair amount of sex that day, but here was a new woman who wanted him. He grew stiff in his jeans.

Her hand caressed the bulge. “Steven, it will take me some time until we can make love. Is it okay? Is it okay that I have sex with Tessa and not you for right now?”

Steven laughed. “It’s more than all right. Tessa gets so hot with you that she comes straight to me. This will work out. I promise.”

“I hope you are right,” Sabina said. “There is something I want … but … no, I can’t ask. And we must go. They are waiting for us.”

He wondered what was on her mind, but he didn’t want to push her. She was still fragile. 

Who wouldn’t be? 

She’d lost her eyesight, the man who had supposedly loved her had thrown her away, and she had wandered through the world thinking she was alone. Despite that, he knew Sabina would heal. He didn’t know her past, but he did know her future. She would join his Escort, and he would keep her safe. If it took a while for her to join him in bed, well, he’d given both Aria and Mouse all the time they needed. He’d be patient. More than anything, he wanted Sabina to feel better about herself.

And if she could see into the future during a battle? She could stop attacks even before they happened. That could make all the difference between life and death.

Steven helped her navigate around the wreckage of the battle and back to the bonfire. When he pointed to where Mulk was buried, Sabina spat in the direction. He didn’t blame her.

Before they reached the fire, he asked her, “Sabina, when you were casting your divination spell, you saw Mathaal in the past. Do you know where he is now? Is he on the island in the Maldives?”

“No,” she said. “He is gone. I did not see him in the present. And I did not see him in the future. It seems he was killed.”

Steven gritted his teeth. Rahaab. Rahaab must’ve killed him, that bastard. He would pay. Steven would make sure of it.

They walked back to the fire.

Liam frowned. “Thought maybe you’d gotten cold feet about this plan,” he said, quirking an eyebrow.

Steven grinned and shrugged. “Nope. I’m going to get my book back, ambush or not. But I needed to chat with Sabina first.”

Tessa smiled widely. “Did your chat involve kissing?”

“Blow job,” Mouse said. “Totally.”

Aria stood with her arms crossed, her face pinched. Had she been talking smack about Sabina? It could be. Steven would have to pull her aside and make sure Aria understood Sabina wasn’t deadweight. Actually, he hoped their first battle would prove that fact.

Assuming they survived. 

“I don’t kiss and tell,” Steven said. “Suffice to say, Sabina and I talked. She’s with us, and if I’m right, she’s going to be a priceless part of this team. If this is a trap, we’ll need all the help we can get. Sabina is going to stay back and provide magical support. We’ll give her easy kills, so her Animus levels stay high.”

Sabina stepped forward with her white cane in her hand. “Don’t try and protect me. I will protect myself. Steven believes in me, and I hope you all will as well.”

Mouse laughed sharply. “Well, Sabina baby, Steven hasn’t lost anyone in his Escort yet. So that’s good.”

“Ooh, bad luck much?” Tessa asked. “Let’s not even put that out into the universe. I totally believe in the laws of attraction.”

Mouse opened her mouth, then closed it. Her face went through a whole range of emotions. It was like her inner filter was working overtime. “Yeah, Tessa, the law of attraction. You are so right.”

Tessa kissed the blonde on her cheek. “Now that was a heroic effort. Nice work!”

Mouse twirled a finger. “Let’s just get on with the trap and the fighting and the shrieking and the wounding and the healing. Maestro, please.”

“Yeah,” Steven agreed. “Cast the spell, Liam.”

“Magica Porta!” Liam thundered. He had his hands thrust forward. The smoke from the fire spun around in a tornado of flame. The fire twisted into a circle.

“So Doctor Strange,” Tessa murmured. “So cool.”

Steven agreed. 

Sabina gripped Steven’s arm.

The flame circle started small but grew and grew until it was three feet in diameter. On the other side was a rose-colored sky. A cool breeze brought them the smell of ocean and mud.

Liam was getting better. A five-foot opening, framed by spinning smoke and fire, stood in front of the bonfire.

Mouse strutted through, followed by Aria, and then Tessa, revolvers drawn and ready. 

Steven and Sabina went last.

“One hour!” Liam gasped. “For this sneak attack, you’ll have one hour, at the exact spot, and I’ll open another one. Good luck, Steven. Be careful.”

Steven threw a hand over his shoulder in a goodbye wave. It wasn’t about being careful. It was about being good and getting lucky. So far, his luck had held out. As for being good? The blood in his veins made sure of that.

The bonfire doorway closed behind him. 

They stood in green fields about a quarter-mile from the beach. The tide was in, so the ancient monastery of Mont-Saint-Michel was cut off from the mainland. The whole island had castle walls with a massive church at the top. The collection of walls, ramparts, buildings, and stone staircases was surrounded by waves. The rising sun painted the sea and stone red. The place looked like something out of a fairy tale.

Tessa sucked in a breath. “It’s beautiful. I can’t believe I’m actually in France. Dream come true. Bucket list item checked off. Hell, yes!”

“The crepe stands are all going to be closed,” Mouse grumbled. “Oh well. It’s time to kick ass and eat Nutella. And I’m all out of Nutella.”

“Just one more reason why we can’t die,” Tessa responded. “The dead don’t eat Nutella.”

“I think that might be a Western,” Mouse replied.

Aria stepped between them. “Yes, the witty banter, it is very nice you are both getting along so well.” She turned. “Perhaps Sabina can cast a divination spell to see what we are up against.” Not a question. No. A challenge. 

Sabina, in white capris and a white blouse embroidered with red and blue flowers, stepped forward in sandals with wide leather straps. “Magica Divinatio!”

Her white eyes burned green. “The monks, the brothers of Jerusalem, are up and praying in the church. There is an abbot getting ready for mass. Others, vendors, they are coming to set up the market for the day. We should hurry.”

“Any sign of Dragonsouls?” Steven asked.

“No,” Sabina answered. “And I don’t see any kind of real library. But then, Rahaab would keep his Aerie hidden. There is a spell in place, powerful magic on par with Mathaal’s.”

Steven stripped off his shirt and dropped his jeans, leaving them to mark where Liam’s portal would open in less than two hours. “Let’s get a closer look. There seems to be a courtyard up at the top. Let’s fly there.” 

Aria and Mouse also stripped.

“Magica Defensio.” Tessa handled the hide spell.

Mouse shifted, transforming into an amber dragon smelling of almonds. Aria’s cinnamon scent was strong as she melted into a scarlet dragon. Both took off with leathery wings beating. Mouse had shifted the Slayer Blade to its bracelet mode, so it dangled off her scaled wrist.

Steven, black as night and twice as big as either of the women, took to wing. He banked around and caught Sabina in his claws, making sure he picked her up gently. Mouse retrieved Tessa, and they soared through the air, shadows lost in the night sky.

The green fields were split by a main road that would probably be full of tourists in a few short hours. According to Liam, Mont-Saint-Michel was a place millions of people visited every year. Now, it was bare asphalt and empty parking lots. The ocean lapped at the beach and rippled around the ramparts of the fortified island.

Steven could see why people would want to visit. It was a striking place.

Cobblestone streets ran past colorful vendor stalls and expensive looking restaurants. Little chapels, churches, and stone buildings with ornate windows lined avenues. There were multiple sets of stone steps around the island. It was like a castle, a church, and a labyrinth all in one.

Steven flew up to the courtyard in front of the church. He dipped and gently placed Sabina there. Mouse dropped Tessa off next to her. Then the amber-colored dragon shifted into her partial form. Aria followed suit. Both dragon women stood ready to fight.

Steven ascended and took another turn about the skies. A strange staircase wrapped around the steeple of the church. It ended abruptly at a landing. Had it been built to service the roof? That didn’t seem right. They could get to the strange staircase through an iron gate near the doors to the church in the courtyard.

Steven flew higher. Though the air was clear, he felt himself pass through what felt like cold, wet clouds. He thought he could smell old books, but that scent was lost to the ocean breeze. It was an odd feeling, and he wasn’t sure what it meant.

He wheeled around one more time, going up and over the church. Again, he had the sense of flying through vapor. Conjured mist. Finally, he landed on the back part of the courtyard near the eastern wall. His Escort stood in front of him. The open space was about fifty feet wide and a hundred feet long.

Before he could shift, the doors of the church burst open.

A slender older man, balding, in a monk’s brown robes, burst forth and asked in exasperated, accented English, “I am the abbot. What are you doing here?” He was staring at Tessa and Sabina. Or so it would seem. “You must leave. Now.”

Sabina’s eyes glowed like emeralds. “Magica Defensio!”

Not a second later, a dozen arrows, burning red with magical flame, struck the force field in front of her, Tessa, Aria, and even Steven himself. The shafts broke against the flashing green magical wall.

Steven grinned. Already Sabina had saved them, and the fight hadn’t really begun.

His grin slipped when hell came storming out of the church.

The abbot wasn’t an abbot after all. His brown robes were shredded as he transformed into a scaled horror of mass destruction.
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Steven opened his mouth to cook the dragon before he could finish transforming. Steven unleashed his Inferno Exhalant over the heads of his Escort standing in front of him. But there must’ve been a Magician in the mix because Steven’s fire hit a glimmering silver shield spell, and his flames licked around the sides. The enemy Homo Draconis pulled a flail out of his tattered clothes. Three spiked balls hung from the thick chains connected to its handle. Wings burst from his back.

The monks behind the dragon man also wore brown robes, but clearly these motherfuckers hadn’t taken any kind of vow to turn the other cheek.

Their pale skin disappeared as scales appeared. In seconds, thick plates covered them from head to foot. Their round pupils turned into the vertical slits of snake eyes. A few toward the back held long bows, though most of them wielded long poleaxes—some hooked, others double-bladed, all deadly. Red flames leapt up the polished metal as huge wings sprouted from their backs.

These things weren’t Dragonsouls … no, otherwise Sabina would’ve detected them. These were Dragonskins, at least two dozen. Humans could go through rituals to take on some of the powers of Dragonsouls, but the process was long and painful.

These warriors seemed well-trained. Instead of attacking chaotically, the archers stood back while those with polearms charged forward. Steven and his Escort stood in a defensive line in the middle of the courtyard. Sabina dropped back as planned. 

From above, blue magic arrows streaked down.

“Magica Defensio!” Tessa deflected the energy bursts while raising one of her revolvers.

“Let’s keep it quiet,” Steven hissed. “Tessa, no guns. And let’s avoid using our Exhalants. That lightning shit is loud. We’re trying to sneak in unnoticed.”

“Epic fail there, boss, but okay.” Mouse ripped the Slayer Blade from its scabbard, transforming into a slight woman who moved in a blur. She was going to use her SerpentGrace to undo the heavy-armored Dragonskins. A Homo Draconis swung his poleax at her, but she flipped over it and came down hard, stabbing the monk through his heart. Mouse laughed as Animus filled her in a swirl of golden light. She dodged another attack and hacked through another half-dragon’s throat.

Aria went True Form and whipped her long tail into a Dragonskin, crushing his skull. A poleax glanced off the scales of her back, and she drove her claws through her enemy’s chest, ending him before he’d even had a chance to really fight.

An arrow bounced off Sabina’s shield before it could hit Steven. 

Off to the right, he noticed three guards standing near the iron gate. In the heat of battle, he would’ve expected them to throw themselves into the fray, yet they remained at their post. So that staircase was important.

A flash of movement to his left—

Blue streaks of light singed his scales, but again, Sabina’s shield saved him from the brunt of the damage. The attack had come from a pair of women on the church balcony—both human, both clearly Magicians. One let out a squawk of surprise at being seen, dropped down behind the thick balcony wall, then frantically tried to drag the other woman down.

The second woman was far too slow …

“Magica Impetim!” Steven, still a dragon, cast his whirling magic throwing stars. Several struck the monastery, chipping away the stone, while a handful more carved through the still standing woman. She was dead before her body hit the ground.

Sabina also called out a spell, sending long strings of sparkling green energy, like flung Fourth of July sparklers, into two of the archers. The blind woman’s eyes glowed brighter. Arrows, red with fire or blue with magic, filled the air, but Sabina kept them safe even as she attacked, hurling more sparkling lines of emerald light.

Mouse leapt and drove her sword into the heart of a Dragonskin towering over her. In a blink, she transformed into her True Form. She dropped her sheath and left her sword in the guy’s chest and flew across the courtyard. She snatched up two of the dragon men and flung herself over the side. Clutching her enemies to her chest, she breathed her Toxicity Exhalant into their faces even as they fell. Mouse then flung them away from her while filling her wings with wind. The Dragonskins coughed and spasmed as they plummeted. They were dead before they hit the water. The scent of bitter almonds filled the air.

The former priest, the leader—a dark scaled thing about ten feet tall with massive wings—soared over the battle, banked left, then dove at Steven directly. Three other Dragonskins joined the leader. All held hooked polearms, the blades covered in conjured flame. The leader’s whirling flail sparked with electricity that arced from the handle and down the chains, to swirl around the spiked spheres.

Steven figured he might as well take the battle into the air. He launched himself off the cobblestones and took flight. He spun to meet his attackers head-on. Four against one? He could handle those odds—especially since they were only Dragonskins and not true Dragonsouls. He cast a shield spell to protect himself against physical attacks. He wasn’t sure if these dragon men could cast spells, and the last remaining Magician was on top of the church, exchanging fire with Sabina.

Aria streaked in and chomped down on one of Steven’s attackers, her vicious fangs and powerful jaws biting the man nearly in half. Dead. Blood and gore leaked out from the man’s middle. Aria wheeled away, victim still clutched in her jaw, then dropped the very dead Dragonskin into the ocean spray far below. With her grisly task done, she pumped her great wings and raced back to help. She must’ve been using both SerpentGrace and DragonStrength because she was flying fast, almost supersonic.

Steven slammed his force field into a nearby Dragonskin maneuvering in the air to intercept her. The impact broke one of the Dragonskin’s wings, and he went off in an erratic flight. Aria descended on him a second later, tearing through his other wing, then ripping out his throat. He too was cast into the drink.

Two down, two to go. Steven pumped his wings and bolted around the top of the church. The leader and his lackey raced after him, catching up.

Steven soared upward, again, feeling like he was flying through … something. Vapor? Hidden clouds? What?

He turned as the lackey flew in to attack. Steven deflected the guy’s flaming poleax, and then sheared one of the dragon man’s arms off. Steven reached out and snatched the ax out of his remaining hand. With a twirl and a flourish, Steven brought the flaming blade down through one of the Dragonskin’s leathery wings.  The poor schmuck never stood a chance and dropped like a rock. This time Mouse did the cleanup. She caught him before he hit the ground, tore off his head, and quickly disposed of the body in the sea.

But the battle wasn’t over yet. 

The leader blazed in hard and fast, lashing out with his flail. The bastard was quick—too quick for a regular Dragonskin—which meant he’d probably unlocked the SerpentGrace ability from the Pugna section of the skill tree. His electrically charged flail smashed into Steven’s shoulder like a wrecking ball, driving a railroad spike of pain through his body. A surge of raw power followed, and he lost control of his wings. It was like getting Tased by an actual lightning bolt. For a long beat, all he could do was spasm from the attack. He plummeted toward the unforgiving rooftops of the buildings and streets below.  

Finally, the initial shock of the blast wore off, and his limbs started obeying him again—and not a moment too soon, since the ground was quickly rushing up to meet him. He’d practiced coming out of such falls, though it was always touch and go. He flipped over, arched his neck, and spread his wings. He reinforced his limbs with DragonStrength as he caught an errant gust of wind. And just like that, he leveled out, zipping across the church courtyard, close enough to the paving stones that he could reach out a claw and touch them. A damned close call.

He lurched back into the air, pumping his wings to gain altitude. Above, the priestly leader waited for him, his flail whirling. The priest shot toward Steven like an arrow, and his flail sliced through the air once more—this time aimed at Steven’s head. But Steven still had the flaming poleax clutched in one oversized hand, and he used it to block the incoming attack. The weapons smashed together with a clatter, tongues of blue and orange flaring as deadly magic met deadly magic. 

Steven swept his wings around, like he was flying away, but at the last moment, he whirled. Gripping the poleax with both hands, he cut through the wrist of the priest. The Dragonskin roared in shock and pain, his flail falling away, gripped by a scale-covered hand that was no longer attached to his arm.

The priest shrieked and went all in, using his remaining clawed hand to clutch at Steven’s chest. He sank the talons on his feet into Steven’s thighs to stabilize himself. 

The fool had brought himself into striking distance. Steven didn’t hesitate. He snapped his jaws forward. The leader’s scales were no match for Steven’s powerful jaws. Blood gushed into his mouth, followed in short order by a flood of delicious, life-giving Animus. 

With a grimace, Steven spat the dead leader out of his mouth. The Dragonskin’s corpse turned human and went tumbling from the sky, smacking into the ocean below. The body quickly sank underneath the waters, swallowed by rolling blue and white froth. Steven dropped the flaming polearm, letting it join the priest in the watery depths.

He banked hard left and swooped down, beelining for the courtyard. He touched down, surveying the beautiful medieval monastery turned gory battlefield. Sabina and Tessa had taken care of the last remaining Magician. Corpses of naked men covered the blood-spattered cobblestones. 

Steven turned into his human form. He gripped his wounded shoulder. The gashes on his thighs made walking hard.

“Magica Cura,” Sabina whispered. She hit him with a powerful healing spell, and it fixed him right up. His new Magician certainly was powerful, no denying that.

Aria and Mouse touched down but stayed in their dragon forms. Streaks of blood covered the scales on Mouse’s chest. Aria might be bloody, but her scales were already so red that it was hard to tell. He thought of the old Deadpool joke. No wonder the monks had worn brown robes to the fight.

They stood silent, waiting for another attack. Gulls called in the distance, accompanied by the steady churn of the ocean against the rocky shore. Far below, on the streets, vendors were setting up their stalls and getting their wares out. Other than that, it was silent up by the church. It seemed the priest and the monks had been the only guards. Which was strange because they hadn’t been that tough.

Tessa toed a dead man. “Well, we might have gotten all of the guards. Uh, we should probably clean up. Nothing says sneak attack like a bunch of dead bodies.”

Steven took charge. “Tessa, Sabina, drag the bodies to the edge. Mouse and Aria can dispose of them in the ocean. I’ll see what I can do about all the gore. We might have gotten all of the Dragonskins, but we’ll still want to hide the evidence from everyone else.”

The two Magicians gripped a body and dragged it to the edge of the courtyard.

 “I’m having a very Hitman moment,” Tessa quipped.

“Movie?” Steven asked. “Video game?”

“Both,” Aria responded. She picked up a naked corpse in her talons and launched herself off the courtyard in a flurry of wingbeats and the scent of cinnamon oil.

“How did she know that?” Steven wondered.

“Our little Aria is growing up,” Tessa replied. “But I like her Indian pop culture references better.”

Once the courtyard was empty of the dead, Steven turned into his partial form and breathed out a big batch of flames. Soot covering the stones was better than blood.

He was joined by his Escort, and they headed over to the iron gate. The stairs leading up were steep and narrow.

Mouse shifted human, collected the Slayer Blade and sheath, and caught up with them. “I saw those steps. It’s some Winchester Mystery House bullshit. They don’t go anywhere.”

Steven nodded. “Yeah, but when I fly above the church, I feel something in the air. And remember Sabina’s vision? She said something about a library hanging between the sky and the Earth. Just humor me.”

“I live to humor you, my Prime, and to love on you.” Mouse grinned and blushed. “Oh, got myself a little excited saying that. We might need to take a moment together if we find this library. Books get me so wet.”

Tessa blinked and then laughed. “Oh, my. You saying that gets me wet. I get Steven after you, Mouse.”

Sabina slid up behind the barista and put her arms around her. The blind woman kissed her ear. Tessa moaned a bit.

“I’m third,” Aria murmured.

“I would get sloppy fourths,” Sabina said. “I think that’s what you would say in English—if you were in high school, and if you were being vulgar.”

Steven grinned, then sighed. As appealing as the idea of sex was, they had other things that needed to be done first. “Okay, okay, we have to focus. Fight now, sex later.” He went to open the gate, but it was firmly shut. Even though he was bulked out in his Homo Draconis form, the gate held.

“Magica Divinatio,” Sabina murmured. Again, her eyes filled with an emerald light. She stepped away from Tessa and cautiously approached the iron gate. “There is a powerful enchantment here. Ancient magic. Let me see if I can open the door. Magica Incanto.” 

Sabina let out a gasp and fell to her knees and then onto her hands. Her eyes were pinched shut, but even closed her eyelids gleamed green.

The lock on the iron gate clicked open.

Steven glanced up. He was left breathless. Above them appeared another stone structure, another church, the inverse of the abbey at the top of Mont-Saint-Michel but even bigger—almost as large as the entire island of Mont-Saint-Michel. The upside-down church and the real church shared the steeple. The stone steps went up into the sky castle above them. Stained glass windows reflected the dawn’s light.

No wonder Steven had felt something when he flew over the island. He’d been flying through an impossible structure that defied physics.

Steven and Tessa helped Sabina stand. She was blind again, weak, and a little wobbly on her feet. Clearly, casting the Incanto spell had taken a toll on her.

“A library, hanging between the sky and the Earth, buried in secrets and death,” the blind woman quoted her own prophecy. “But how can this be? How can such a place even exist?”

Tessa jumped on the question like a dog on a bone. “If the Dragonsouls can do portal magic, maybe they can create pocket dimensions. It’s powerful stuff, sure. And I’m thinking this might be third-volume shit. Maybe Rahaab did a little extra studying one night.”

Aria took off and flew up, wings beating. When she hit the upside-down church she passed right through it and then spun around to come drifting back down. She landed. She kept her great voice soft. “So Sabina’s spell allowed us to see it, but how can we enter it?”

“Let’s try the steps.” Steven hooked a thumb toward the strange staircase. He wondered at the power they were dealing with. This was beyond anything they’d seen before. Rahaab certainly wasn’t a normal Dragonsoul. Not by a long shot.

The iron gate swung open. Untouched. As though ushering them forward.

“Well, that’s an invitation to a horror movie,” Tessa whispered.

No one disagreed with her.
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Steven led the way up the stairs that wound around the church … the one sitting on the island, not the one floating in the sky. The closer they got, the more the stone above seemed to grow sharper and more distinct.

The ocean around the island was still bright in the morning sunlight, and the air was cool. Of the five of them, only Tessa and Sabina had clothes. Steven, Aria, and Mouse were naked. The stone was smooth against the soles of his feet. The smell of the water and the stink of exposed mud rose up to them on a gentle breeze. Clouds gathered in the distance. It seemed like rain was on the agenda for the day.

The tide was going out. When it did, the bodies would be exposed on the long stretch of murky land, so they had to hurry. It wouldn’t be long before someone found a corpse and called the police. That would most likely alert Rahaab that his guards had been killed … that was if the legendary beast wasn’t already home and waiting to ambush them.

And it wasn’t just the bodies being found. In less than forty-five minutes, Liam would open the portal again, and they had to get through it or be trapped halfway across the world from their Wyoming base of operations.

Steven and his Escort reached the landing near the steeple that joined the two churches. He stopped. The spiraling staircase rose up without any kind of structure holding it up. To make matters worse, the rock was transparent, hazy, as though it were a thing of air and dreams. 

Steven squared his shoulders, steeled himself for whatever might happen, and stepped onto the first step, ready for his foot to go right through. But it became solid rock under his bare foot. Cautiously, he put more and more weight onto the step. All good. He walked up the impossible stairs. Above was an entryway into the sloping roof of the upside-down church. There weren’t shingles there, since obviously, no rain was going to splash down.

“Well, this is all kinds of Dr. Seuss,” Tessa said from behind him.

“I got that reference,” Aria murmured. “I read those books as a child. Those staircases didn’t have any real architectural support.”

Tessa snorted.

“Yeah, I so wanted more architecture in my Dr. Seuss,” Mouse said sarcastically. “This is a strut, you nut, and this is a blueprint, you stupid prince.” Before anyone could say anything, Mouse laughed at herself. “Okay, worst rhyme ever.”

Steven climbed the spiral staircase until he was high enough to touch the bottom—or was it the top—of the upside-down church. The stairs corkscrewed up through a passageway cut through the stone.

Steven had to press himself against the smooth walls as he continued the upward climb. He walked up and into an antechamber covered in a thick carpet, ten feet by ten feet. Topping the stairs, he touched the half-circle iron railing that topped the steps. Tapestries hung from the walls. Images were sewn into the fabric. 

One tapestry displayed three dragons: one silver, one gold, one white platinum. They descended from the stars to rest upon a green garden of thick foliage. Humans, naked except for well-placed leaves, gazed at the dragons in wonder. In another tapestry, several naked women surrounded the three dragons, and in the next panel there were Homo Draconis, part human, part dragon. 

Steven’s Escort pressed into the small room. Tessa gasped as she put together the story around them. “Guys, do you know what this is? It’s the freaking history of Dragonsouls! Look.” She waved a hand at the first tapestry. “So the three brothers flew down onto the Earth and intermarried with the humans—well, at least mated—and produced the Dragonsouls. The white platinum one must be Mathaal. I’m guessing Rahaab is the silver one, and the last brother was gold. What was his name again?”

“Icharaam,” Steven said. “Mathaal killed him. Maybe Rahaab helped. Not sure.”

“So the three brothers were space dragons?” Mouse asked. “Is that a thing?”

“Seems so.” Steven drew back a tapestry. “There’s a door here.”

Aria found another covered door across the way. “One here as well.”

Two doors led out of the room. Which one should they go through?

“Wait,” Tessa said. “Let’s go back to space dragons. On the skill tree, there’s nothing about flying through space. Maybe there’s a Defensio spell to create a suit to protect you.”

Mouse grumbled. “Oh, great. We can all take a trip to the moon. Do you guys see anything odd in the tapestry?”

Sabina pointed. “Sí, there, under the trees. What did I say before when I had my vision? Sí, ‘until the very shadows come alive to destroy us.’”

Steven shivered. Nearly imperceptible, eyes, teeth, and claws were woven into the dark material. “The Zothoric,” he whispered. Those were the demons that the three brothers fled. And from what Mathaal had said, the demons had massacred nearly all the original Dragonsouls. It was why the dragons remained hidden from the humans and feared using portal magic. It was why Icharaam had been murdered millennia before. It was why, in the end, the secret cabal, led by Rahaab, had killed Steven’s father. Both Stefan Drokharis and Icharaam were powerful and didn’t fear the Zothoric. 

The upside-down cathedral wasn’t a doorway but simply a building that shifted between dimensions. Rahaab would’ve made sure his Mont-Saint-Michel Aerie wouldn’t have caused the Zothoric to notice it. 

Steven tried the handle of the door he was by, and it opened with a click. Stairs led up into a massive space—the inside of the church. But it was more library than church. Bookshelves lined every single wall that stretched upward. He recalled Old Matchstick’s prison pit; it had basically been a circular abyss of bookshelves. This place was similar.

He walked up the stairs to stand on a landing where the steps split. The place had a very M.C. Escher feel to it. A tangle of staircases led to platforms where lamps glowed over rich sofas and overstuffed easy chairs. Multicolored light from the stained-glass windows splashed across every kind of book and scroll. Stairs met ledges on the sides of the vast room where rolling ladders could be moved across tracks to gain access to at least ten stories of books. It was a reader’s paradise and an architect’s nightmare. Without magic, the place simply couldn’t exist.

Everything about it was impossible. The huge library made Steven grin. It was amazing, strange, and beautiful.

“Wow,” Tessa said. “Lots of books but no Xboxes and not a PlayStation in sight. So what’s the point?

Aria hissed. “Really?”

“No one else was going to make the required video game joke,” Tessa explained. “I take my duty very seriously.” She pulled a Peacekeeper out of her holster. “And this time, if we get attacked, I’m thinking it won’t be Dragonskin underlings. It’ll be the real deal, so we don’t have to be quiet.”

‘It doesn’t feel like a trap, and we haven’t been ambushed yet,” Steven said. “Maybe Cassius Pine told us the truth.”

“You can give him a big ol’ hug right after you pull my Slayer Blade out of his ass,” Mouse snapped. 

Steven made his way up to a platform covered in rich red carpet and then to another one. At the very top was a balcony that led to rooms. He wanted to make sure they were alone in Rahaab’s Aerie before they started to search for the third volume. And something was odd about the bookcases. They seemed to flicker in and out of existence.

His Escort followed him up ten flights of stairs. At one turn, he glanced over his shoulder to see Tessa had pulled the topaz pen out of her leather satchel. Rainbow didn’t spill from the magical pen. That was how they’d found the second volume of the Drokharis Grimoire, by following the pen. 

At the top of the room, on the balcony, he and the four women looked down at the library. They had a bird’s-eye view. The sides of the huge space grew narrower until they ended at the antechamber far below. That made the sense. The island fortress of Mont-Saint-Michel had a wide base and rose to a point. The impossible library above started at a point and widened.

Steven noticed something. The walls of bookcases disappeared, and blank yellow stone took their place. Yet, slowly fading into view, another set of books appeared. 

“Did you just see that?” Mouse asked. “Or am I tripping hard from that time I drank the bad absinthe?”

“No,” Tessa whispered in awe. “The bookcases are shifting in and out of reality. Kinda the ultimate bookcase. Potentially, you could have an infinite amount of shelf space.”

“What magic could do this?” Sabina cast another Divinatio spell. “I see him. Rahaab, the silver dragon of myth. When Samael fell to him, he made this place. I see him raise the Lash.” The blind woman shivered.

“We’ve got to get this bitch a tarot deck.” Mouse rolled her eyes. “Who the fuck is Samael?”

Sabina went on. “There are two spells that Rahaab used, Enchantrix and Magica Defensio, to hide the library, so it’s safe from the shadows. This isn’t portal magic per se, but ancient spell work from a vanished time. His fear makes him hoard his knowledge. But I see two heads on the dragon, and there, AnimusChain, HeartStrike …”

Steven and Tessa locked eyes. “AnimusChain.” Both said it at the same time. 

It was the magic they could use to build wards to keep their families safe. 

Two heads on the Dragonsoul skill tree? Was that even possible? Steven wasn’t sure.

Sabina gulped in a breath. “Three Dragonsoul females. A trinity of death. Crystalline, dark purple, dark green, and we will not be able to withstand them.”

The green light faded from Sabina’s eyes.

Steven wondered how much of that was in the past and how much was the future. Either way, it was probably best if they didn’t tarry. “Let’s just finish looking around. Tessa, you and Sabina stay here and look for the book. Aria, Mouse, you’re with me.”

“Leave the blind girl to do the searching,” Mouse said with a look of displeasure. “That’s smart.” She winced. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. I’m such a snark addict.”

Steven pulled her in and kissed her. Her naked skin felt so good on his.

They turned and walked down the balcony. They found multiple bedrooms, each more lavish than the next. Every single one faced the eastern ocean. Instead of a wall, that side was open to let the air in and to give each a room an amazing view. The clouds had taken over the skies and a misty rain fell. But that rain fell against an invisible force field that kept the elements out.

Steven walked over. Since the upside-down church tapered to a point, and he was inside a room at the wide base, he had an unimpeded view of the ancient abbey and the ocean surrounding the island. Breathtaking. Finally, he turned away from the amazing views. As much as he wanted to, he didn’t have time to enjoy the scenery. He glanced around, scanning high and low for the book—or any other insight that might help with his inevitable battle against Rahaab.

The beds were ornate pieces of art. Fountains burbled in the rooms, probably fed by a cistern that captured the rains. There were fireplaces as well for when the weather turned cold.

Every room was deserted in that impossible library in the sky. No dragons. No humans. But he did find the master bedroom where Rahaab most likely slept. Next to the giant oak canopied bed frame, on huge nightstands, lay piles of coins: copper, silver, gold, and platinum. Steven walked over and picked up a gold piece to inspect. A face was imprinted on it along with Latin script. Ancient gold coins, just lying around?

He walked around to the front of the bed, where there were two small coffers and a big chest. Inside, more coins, some new American Eagle coins with liberty on the front. Steven turned into his half-dragon form and picked up one of the coffers. He was already stealing a book. Might as well take some gold as well. Rahaab already wanted him dead. Adding more fuel to the fire wouldn’t matter.

He walked by the bathroom, which was a sea of marble around a tub that could accommodate at least three people if not four—assuming you got a little creative. A metal staircase wound up to the roof. Steven would’ve liked to go up there and check out the views, but he had the third volume of his father’s spell book to find, and they were running out of time.

There were three rooms for women: bottles of perfume, mirrors, makeup, closets full of clothes, and books scattered here and there.

Sabina had mentioned the trinity of death. Well, Steven and his Escort had fought a Terror Trio before. What was one more?

Bottom line, the floating palace was deserted. The guards were dead. Now, all they had to do was find the book and get out.

Back on the balcony, Tessa held the pen over her head.

A bookcase slowly faded into existence on the wall across from them, near the bottom of the library near the antechamber. A book blossomed with rainbow light that matched the pen as it grew luminous in Tessa’s hand.

Steven let the coffer of coins drop to the floor. He flung himself off the balcony, becoming a dragon in midair. The cathedral was wide enough to accommodate his wings with room to spare, but the staircases were everywhere. He would have to do some seriously fancy flying. And shifting.

He turned human to fall through a latticework of steps and then was back in his dragon shape to weave around a platform. His wing brushed a lamp, and it fell on its side. He was then at the bookcase. He transformed into his human form and latched onto a ladder near the book, which radiated rainbow light.

He plucked the third volume out of the bookcase, a surge of joy and fierce pride washing through him. 

Right until three women emerged from the antechamber. A woman with black skin, a woman with brown skin, and a woman with skin like porcelain. All had dark hair. All had expressionless faces.

No surprise. No hatred. No fear.

Just cool dark eyes that fell on the intruders like a hammer blow.

The Trinity of Death had arrived. And they looked far more deadly than the Terror Trio ever had.

Worse, they hadn’t come alone. Dozens of Dragonskins charged out of the bedrooms to attack Steven’s Escort on the balcony.

Steven turned into a dragon and flew off the ladder. He hurled the book like an outfielder throwing out a runner at third base. “Tessa! Catch!”
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Mouse was amazed at Tessa’s catch. The barista plucked the book out of the air. In the same motion, she stuck it into her leather satchel like the smoothest of criminals. Or a Colorado Rockies shortstop—one that would be traded to a better team once the season ended. Such was the fate of all good Rockies players.

Mouse, Tessa, Aria, and Sabina found themselves surrounded by Dragonskins. The Trinity of Rahaab’s wives down below looked tough, but first things first—she had to deal with the monstrous dragon men. They must’ve come from the roof of the upside-down library.

“Fuck this shit!” Mouse drew the Slayer Blade—the sound of metal rasping against leather carried in the air. Little blonde woman. Big fucking sword.

The Dragonskins around them were different than the lackeys they’d fought before in the courtyard of the church. These had thicker scales, beefier tails, longer talons, and more pronounced snouts overflowing with teeth. Each had a polished leather band across their chest with a symbol on it—a stylized red cross inside a white circle. They wielded a collection of medieval weapons from lightning flails to flaming polearms to morning-star maces that exuded a poisonous green mist, and each weapon was imbued with Exhalant-type powers.

Mouse, Aria, and Tessa all backed up against Sabina, ready to shield the blind woman against the incoming dragon dickheads.

“Fuck this shit!” Mouse yelled again.

“What about your biscuits?” Tessa shouted.

“Fuck my biscuits.” Mouse hurled the Slayer Blade, and it slammed into the chest of an encroaching Dragonskin with obsidian fangs. A swell of Animus filled her from the sudden and brutal kill. She turned into her partial dragon form, then opened her mouth wide to bathe two more in lightning. Scales blew off their bodies and they danced a jig, jolted by her ElectroArc Exhalant.

Tessa fired her Peacekeepers into the oncoming mob of Dragonskins; the dragon-slaying bullets flashed pink as they left the muzzle.

Aria, in her partial form, whipped dragon men back with her tail. She clawed through another before letting out a lungful of flames. She fried up two Dragonskins in front of her like they were chicken wings left too long on the BBQ. She’d cleared her attackers in seconds. “I’m going to go help Steven.”

Before anyone could argue with her, Aria leapt off the balcony, wings flaring wide. She was their best flier, hands down, so she could maneuver around the staircases and platforms with ease. Also, she was slender, so she could thread her way through the obstacles.

Mouse left Tessa to protect Sabina and rolled across the floor. The blonde pulled the Slayer Blade out of the dead dragon man, dark crimson glistening on the blade. Whirling, she cast an amber-color shield spell just as an arrow threatened to strike her in the face. Wow, casting spells while fighting. She had leveled up.

The shield stopped arrows, but not a dagger-like red missile, which broke through her forced field as though it were made of gas-station toilet paper. The magic knife sizzled into her side, cutting through her scales. Great, these fuckers could cast spells, too. Figured.

 	“Sabina!” Mouse thundered as she beheaded one Dragonskin, dodged the jagged tip of a burning spear, then hacked off an arm of an attacker. “I need shield support.” Another arrow clattered off Mouse’s shield, as did a wicked half-moon battle-axe, but a second glowing knife of crimson energy slammed into her thigh. “And I need healing!”

“I’m low on Animus,” Sabina yelled. “Sorry!”

Tessa had emptied one pistol and pulled the other one. She thrust it into Sabina’s hand. What the hell? Giving the blind girl a gun?

“Bad idea!” Mouse shouted. She danced around an incoming sword blade, narrowly deflected the thrust of a razor-tipped spear, then dove beneath a horizontal axe slash. Shit, there were just so many attackers.

A gunshot filled the air.

Mouse whipped an axe-man back with her tail. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

“Lower to the left!” Tessa shouted while simultaneously firing a trio of rounds from her own piece.

Another gunshot. Great, Sabina was using the big revolver. At least it was a target-rich environment.

“Higher!” Tessa directed.

Pow! Pow! Pow! Three more shots. Waste of ammo, but if you were going to fire blind, you might as well go all in.

Mouse found herself overwhelmed, so she hurled herself off the balcony. Below, Steven and Aria were engaging the Trinity of Twats or whatever those bitches called themselves. Mouse transformed into her True From as she plummeted. Wings beating, she poured an inferno down upon the Dragonskins on the balcony. The blaze was deflected by a shield spell. Mouse continued to flap her wings, hovering near the balcony.

Sabina fired until she got lucky and blew a hole in the chest of a Dragonskin. A second later, “Magica Divinatio!” Bright green light lit up her eyes. Animus.

Tessa now had two shields going, shifting the energy to protect them from both physical and magical attacks. Damn, she was a good spellslinger—better than Mouse would ever be. Already, bodies were piling up. One of the dragon men spewed fire at Tessa, but she ducked behind Sabina’s well-placed force field. Of course it was perfect. She could see into the motherfucking future.

Mouse flew up to the balcony, grabbed a Dragonskin in her jaws, and crunched down. She spat out the ruined remains. “Wrong shield for my bite, you fuckers,” she growled, her voice dusky and deadly. 

Tessa slammed fresh bullets into her revolver. A Dragonskin lunged at her, and Tessa promptly put a hole in his head. She ducked beneath a tail and shot the owner twice in the throat. Meanwhile, Sabina cast Impetim magic; bolts of jade energy sparklers exploded outward, crackling into her enemies. Her eyes glowed brighter as more Animus filled her from the kills.

A Dragonskin wielding a broadsword broke past a shield and drove his blade into Tessa.

Mouse’s heart leapt into her throat. Tessa couldn’t survive being impaled like that.

But Sabina had it under control. She whirled her emerald-colored shield into the swordsman, snapping off teeth, squashing his face, making him bleed. She then healed Tessa. The barista, in seconds, was blasting the shit out of the Dragonskins. Crimson knives bounced off shields, both hers and Sabina’s. The Magicians were holding their own.

Mouse turned to leave the balcony, to go help Steven and Aria, but a mace smashed into the side of her head. Poisonous gas filled her lungs, and she couldn’t stop coughing. Flying was impossible. Before she knew it, she was falling, darkness creeping in at the edge of her vision.

Even as she plunged downward, she heard a Dragonskin growl, “Magica Cura.” Uh oh, if too many of the Dragonskins were healed, Tessa and Sabina might be in trouble.

There was nothing that Mouse could do, however. Breathing wasn’t an option. Neither was flying or even thinking. Finally, she lost consciousness.

 

***

Steven shifted into his True Form and floated above the bottom of the library. With a thought, a murmur, and an effort of will, he brought up two shields as the trinity of women on the steps transformed into dragons. A tight knot of worry formed in his stomach as he surveyed this new threat. Damn, they looked like some bad bitches. One was a crystalline beast with scales that sparkled like diamonds. Another was a deep purple, nearly the color of a mauve midnight. But the most surprising creature was the forest green Dragonsoul.  She was female, no beard, but dammit, she was almost as big as Steven.

White starbursts shot from the hands of the crystalline dragon, the purple one threw spears of mystical energy, and the green hurled curved swords of light.

Steven gritted his teeth, hardened his will, and caught the magical attacks on his dual shields. Then, instead of retreating like the fear in his stomach demanded, he dove toward them and bathed them in flame. Books caught fire and bookcases smoldered as a choking smoke filled the room. He triggered both ShadowStrength and DarkArmor, aiming at the crystal beast. He tucked his two shields tight to his sides. Lucky he did, as Dark Purple flung more spears while Big Green tried to slash him with her tail.

Nope, he was protected.

The crystalline dragon lashed out with wicked claws, but his scales were thick enough to stop the attack cold. And then—thanks to the power of ShadowStrength flowing through his veins—her raw strength surged into him like he’d been plugged into a nuclear power plant. In her weakened state, he thought he could take care of her easily. However, even with the added strength, his talons couldn’t penetrate the thick crystals of her skin. 

New idea … 

He pressed in—got right up in her face—and breathed lightning. He was new to the ElectroArc Exhalant, and yeah, he couldn’t melt steel like Mouse, but it was enough to blind the crystal creature for a minute.

He whirled and hurled his black stars into the forest green female. A pulsing green shield blocked his attack. There was a flash of movement on his left. The purple dragon darted in and snapped at him; he brought his shield down on top of her like a sledgehammer of force. Steven shot upward, using the ShadowStrength to really pump his wings. He was careening toward a staircase, but that was okay. He simply lowered his head, triggered DragonStrength, and bashed through it. Stone steps went flying. His DarkArmor had saved him again, but it was also slowing him down.

Mouse shrieked something above, and Tessa’s Peacekeepers erupted, throwing lead. He caught a glance of Sabina. Alive. Good. And then he put his Escort from his mind. He had to deal with his own problems. Specifically, the Dragonsoul females hot on his tail—Rahaab’s Escort, no doubt about it.

Steven spun in midair, bringing forth his two shields once more. He couldn’t slash through the crystalline dragon’s scales, but he still had ShadowStrength suffusing his muscles with stolen power. Dark Purple or Big Green had to be easier to deal with. Crystal slammed into his shield as did Dark Purple. Both were out of the fight for a minute. Steven dropped down onto Big Green, his claws ready to rend her into dragon jerky.

But the green female had tricks of her own. Her claws ignited in a blinding light. IonClaws … Steven had never seen anyone use them before.

He brought both of his shields around, but Big Green’s flashing claws shredded through them like they were a wet paper bag. Terrible, mind-numbing pain and agony filled his leg as the IonClaws bit into his flesh. But he was close. So close. He pushed through the hurt, opened his jaws wide, and jettisoned a gout of fire directly into her face. She blew cold. Fire and ice struck in a cloud of steam, blinding them both. 

Steven spun and beat his wings in a great sweep of sinew and leather. He crashed through another platform. A new wave of pain from his tail fired into his brain. Wow, yeah, he had a tail. Kind of weird to feel it hurt so much. Big Green had grabbed him, and she wasn’t letting go. However, she’d cut through her own palms to hold him. That, it seemed, was the danger of IonClaws. If you have something that can cut through anything, there’s a good chance it’ll cut you, too.

Fighting the pain, shredding his body further, he pulled his tail out of her dagger-like nails. 

“Magica Cura!” Dark Purple thundered, healing Big Green in a flash of primal magic.

Crystal shot toward Steven, followed by a pissed-off Dark Purple. He triggered DarkArmor again, to toughen his hide. There was no escape. He was going to have to scrap his way out before the chick with the IonClaws carved him up like a Thanksgiving turkey. And Mom had the electric knife out.

Crystal laid into him with her formidable talons, but she was weaker due to Steven’s ShadowStrength skill. Which meant he was stronger. He slashed through Dark Purple, opening a jagged wound across her chest, leaving deep furrows in his wake. Steven lowered his head and breathed fire onto the exposed skin. Dark Purple shrieked in pain, wings flailing, tail thrashing wildly. Good.

Aria arrived just in time to help. She landed on top of Crystal and slammed her down onto a platform. Aria breathed lightning, catching Dark Purple square in the chest. First ripped open, then blasted with fire, then electrocuted. The purple dragon slumped, still breathing, sure, but not looking so hot.

Unfortunately, they were still badly outnumbered. Spinning forest green scimitars struck Aria—though, thankfully, they were only glancing blows because she was moving, snaking her way around staircases. 

Flying backward, working his wings, Steven tossed out his Impetim magic, spinning stars of black magic. They struck Big Green right in her big stupid face. Direct hit. Boom. Eat that. He put out at least one eye. Below, Crystal still appeared to be dazed from Aria’s attack. The enemy dragon was fighting to get to her feet. Steven put an end to that; he brought his flickering shield spell down onto her back. The blow landed, but the majority of his force field had run out of juice, so it only did a fraction of the damage it should have. 

Crystal managed to shrug off the blow. “Magica Cura!” the Crystal Dragon roared. And just like that, Crystal healed Dark Purple. Who returned the favor. They also healed Big Green. That would fix her smaller wounds but wouldn’t repair her eye.

Either way, they were coming after him, and it was time to get the fuck out of there. He’d thrown the book to Tessa. And what had Sabina said? That the Trinity of Death would be the death of them. Or something like that. They’d given it a shot, but these three—especially with their army of reinforcements—were out of their league. At least for the time being. Sooner or later, Steven was going to put these three down like rabid dogs, but today wasn’t going to be that day. 

Aria dive-bombed, harrying the other females—claws flashing, teeth gnashing. “Steven, fall back! Get the others and go!” 

Yeah, like that was going to happen. He might retreat, but he wasn’t about to leave one of his own behind. Not a snowball’s chance in hell. Big Green took off to kill Aria, but Steven dropped down from above—exploiting her blind spot—and smacked his tail into her one remaining eye. By that time, Aria had clawed up Dark Purple, and Crystal had gotten a taste of Aria’s lightning to boot. 

The Trinity would be up and swinging in no time, but the play had bought them precious seconds. Aria and Steven raced upward— 

Only to find Mouse falling. She was still in her True Form, her leathery wings fluttering uselessly as she plunged. Aria couldn’t catch her—too small—but Steven could.

He threw every bit of muscle he had into his wings, his shoulders and back burning under the strain. With his DarkArmor and Mouse’s weight, he’d need the momentum. Lucky she was so slight.

He caught her and then rose up onto the balcony with a heave of sheer will—

Only to come smashing down on a Dragonskin. He crushed him under his feet, and fresh Animus filled Steven.

Tessa’s ammo belt was nearly empty. She fired at a grinning Dragonskin and missed. The guy wasn’t grinning for long. Aria clawed him in half. His entrails slopped across the already bloody floor.

“We’re leaving! Now!” Steven thundered. They had the book. It had been an hour. Liam would be there to open a portal to bring them home.

Sabina’s eyes were twin suns of emerald flame. “Magica Incanto!” she shrieked, hands outthrust toward the bookcases below. The shelves exploded outward in a rain of paper and wood. The blind woman had shattered at least a portion of the impossible library with her magic. A hole appeared there, big enough for them all to fit through as long as they weren’t dragons.

Sabina slumped, blind once more, clearly exhausted from her magical exertion. 

“Magica Cura,” Steven whispered, healing Mouse. Her eyes flashed open.

A thunderous roar shook the air, and a glance over one shoulder revealed the Trinity of Death up and careening straight toward them. Shit! But so long as they could get to Liam’s portal, they’d be okay. They just needed to get back to Wyoming, power up, and consult the third volume, and then they could show the Trinity of Death what death really meant. But on Steven’s terms. 

Steven picked up Sabina and the coffer of plundered coins. Mouse picked up Tessa. And then, almost as one, they bolted for the impromptu door Sabina had blasted through the wall. The hole wasn’t big enough to accommodate their True Forms, so they slipped through one at a time, all very human. Aria went first, followed in quick succession by Mouse and Tessa. As the barista turned spellslinger went through, she screamed like a banshee. 

“Holy shit!” Tessa wailed. 

Steven darted through behind her with Sabina in tow. He found himself in free fall, a thousand feet in midair. Wind and rain whipped at him. The air screamed in his ears.

With a trickle of Animus, Steven shifted back. He caught Tessa in one claw and held Sabina in another.

They flew over the island. The sea had dropped twenty-five feet easily, and large sections of beach were now exposed. And so were the brutalized corpses from the battle against the false priests. 

A hollow boom, like the report of a Howitzer, filled the air. Steven glanced behind him and saw the three dragons emerge through the hole, which was now significantly bigger.

Tessa twisted in his claws. She pointed. “Liam has the portal open. Hurry!”

Steven was weighed down by his armor, the two Magicians, and the chest of coins—an awkward load to be sure. Aria and Mouse were much faster. There, on the field, was a dark circle standing in the middle of the greenery. Of course it was dark. It was still night in Wyoming. 

Aria and Mouse landed, turned human, and sped through the circle.

Steven dropped the coffer and his Magicians to the ground. Tessa grabbed Sabina’s hand and hauled her toward the round doorway of fire and smoke, moving as fast as she could given the circumstances. Steven shifted, scooped up the chest, and stumbled after them. The girls were less than five feet away from the portal—away from the safety of the Wyoming plains—when the circle snapped shut. Bam! Gone! All in the blink of an eye. 

Steven turned. A lump formed in his throat and traveled down to the pit of his stomach.

The three female dragons were hauling ass, and almost on them. Rain pelted their leathery wings and thick scales. They were healed up and ready for another round.

Mouse and Aria had made it to safety. That was something, he reminded himself while his mind raced, searching for something, anything, they could do. 

“At least it’s three against three,” Tessa said grimly.

“More like two and a half against three,” Sabina griped. “I can’t see shit.”

Steven let out a sigh. Shit. How were they going to get out of this one? 

Then he smiled. It was a long shot, but they might just have an ace in the hole …
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A last wave of rain splashed down on Steven, Tessa, and Sabina before subsiding. The three female dragons shot down from Mont-Saint-Michel and the inverted pyramid shape of the hidden library. Now that they could see Rahaab’s secret Aerie, the island had become an odd hour-glass structure joined by the steeple.

Steven wheeled on the barista. “Tessa, kiss Sabina. Kiss her with everything you’ve got. Our very lives depend on it.”

“No pressure. So that’s good,” Tessa said nervously. She pulled the blind woman to her.

Steven snatched the third volume out of the satchel and whipped it open. The grimoire was a weather-beaten thing, the vellum soft, the leather cracked. Aged papers, yellow and stiff, had been stuffed into the book. He found the diagrams for portals, histories of dragons, and then a skill tree that had not one but two dragon heads. Above the image, in flowing script, were the words Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon. It was like what Sabina had prophesized.

No time to really study it. He needed portal magic like fifteen minutes ago. But not him. Sabina. She was their most powerful Magician by far. Hastily, he flipped through the dusty tome until he found a section of pages discussing Porta spells and their many applications. A piece of parchment came loose. There was a complicated drawing on it.

Tessa had Sabina moaning, writhing against her body despite the craziness going on all around them. The two were wrapped in an embrace, their mouths locked. It wouldn’t be a ton of Animus, but it would be some. Hopefully, enough. “Sabina, I need you to work a portal spell. Get us out of here. Anywhere. Tessa, help her!” He thrust the open book into her hands.

Sabina gasped “¡Madre de Dios!” 

Steven morphed into his Homo Draconis form. He found an old length of wood, half buried in the field. With his talons he shredded the board, flung it down, then lit it up like a torch with his Inferno breath. He really turned on the juice to get it smoking. The stink of the wet wood—a dark, mossy smell—filled the air, but so too did dancing tongues of orange flame.

Tessa let out a yelp of glee. “Here”—Tessa plucked the mysterious piece of parchment out of the book—“this one is like the one we used to pull Mathaal in. Only I think it can get us out!”

“Do it!” Steven transformed, donning his human form in a beat. He scooped up his jeans and T-shirt, since there was literally no telling where they might end up. Then, he wrenched a revolver out of Tessa’s holster. He snapped open the cylinder, made sure there were bullets, and snapped it closed. Steven stood next to the coffer of coins. He placed the butt of the gun on his left palm while gripping it with his right. He had to give his Magicians time to work the magic.

“Sabina,” Tessa said, “I can cast the spell, but I need your help.”

“I think I know,” Sabina muttered. “It’s coming back to me. I saw us do this. Or dreamed it.”

Hopefully they could figure it out fast as hell, because the Trinity of Death were finally upon them …

Big Green darted forward like the Grim Reaper with a score to settle. When she opened her maw, a blinding light filled her throat. The air grew tense and a weird silence took over … she was going to hit them with ChromaticFury.

“Magica Defensio.” Steven put the shield spell in front of them. It most likely wouldn’t stop her ultimate Exhalant, but it was worth a try.

“Magica Porta!” Sabina called out. The parchment she was holding burst into flames and turned to ash. The blind woman was holding Tessa’s hand, and the pair stood in front of the smoky fire. Both women reached forward and worked their free hands together into a rough “O”; before them, a circle took shape in the smoke and fire. It wasn’t night on the other side, but a cloudy day. No time to question where they’d end up.

Steven fired six shots, emptying the gun at the oncoming Dragonsoul. Pink-tinged flashes of light streaked toward Big Green. One round struck her side, but she dodged the rest with uncanny ease and grace. Something that big shouldn’t have been able to move so fucking fast and gracefully. Still, the shots made her pause for just a second.

And a second—a heartbeat—was all the time they needed. 

Tessa shoved Sabina through the portal. The barista followed hard on her heels.

Big Green struck with her hellish attack: ChromaticFury. Fire, cold, poisonous gas, darkness, and death shot toward them in a beam of twisted rainbow light shot through with streaks of silver. It hit Steven’s shield and ate away the edges until nothing was left.

But by the time it had finished demolishing Steven’s shield, he had the coffer and was leaping through the portal. The circular doorway of fire vanished in a shower of sparks, and not a moment too soon.

Sparks landed on Steven’s bare shoulders, but an ocean wave put out the fire and instantly eased the burns.

The surf rolled in again. He was knocked back onto mud. The water was only a couple of feet deep, less than that when the tide drew back.

The sky above was gray, the water cold, and some kind of stone fortress lingered in the distance. The spire of a church reached up to the heavens. Not a fortress, Steven realized after a moment—a walled city. A black wall stood over the long white beach in front of it. Where they still on Earth? The sand in front of the ramparts seemed empty … No, wait. He paused and squinted. There were people there, on blankets, children playing. Maybe a half-mile away.

Tessa held Sabina to her as another wave hit them, ocean spray kicking up in a cool cloud. Steven slipped on his T-shirt and got his wet pants on. With that done, he took up Sabina in his arms, then lumbered over to the coffer and pulled it from the surf with one hand. Thanks to his Drokharis blood, he was strong enough to carry both woman and chest—even in his human form.

Tessa took her revolver back and put it in her holster. She held the leather satchel aloft so the books inside weren’t ruined.

Another wave sloshed into them.

“Uh, do we have any idea where we are?” she asked, glancing around, one eyebrow cocked.

“You cast the spell. I was hoping you’d know.”

“Sabina did most of the work.” Tessa let out a long breath. “That kiss was a good idea. But I’m nearly done. I feel like a Ford Pinto without any gas. Like, no gas. And a Pinto. Did I mention that part?”

“When did you have a Pinto?”

“Not mine. A boyfriend’s. Eddie. He was a douchebag. A douchebag with a terrible car.”

Steven grinned. “Well, good thing Eddie isn’t around. I’d kick his ass.” He touched Sabina’s face and whispered, “Magica Cura.”

Her eyes blinked open. White, no pupils. She closed them and was out again.

“I don’t think she’s hurt per se,” Tessa offered, glancing at the woman. “It’s more like she pushed herself too far. We’ll have to carry her. And when I say ‘we,’ I mean ‘you.’”

Tessa stopped and took off her gun belt and stuffed it into her satchel, which was overflowing thanks to the addition of the new grimoire. Yet they couldn’t very well walk around with her guns showing. Not unless they were in Texas, and last time he checked Texas didn’t have any ancient walled cities.

They slogged their way through the water and up onto the beach. They seemed to still be on Earth, so at least there was that. Above the stone walls, modern cars drove through normal streets and stopped at stoplights. Another good sign.

Families gave the odd threesome long, worried looks. A woman stood topless. Okay, they weren’t in America. That was clear.

Then a three-year-old boy said something in what sounded like French.

An older man came up to them. He was in a speedo, which embarrassed them all. He started off in French, saw their mystified looks, and switched to English. “Do you need help, maybe? Is your friend hurt?”

Steven didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t very well say that Sabina had been nearly killed by fiendish dragons and that she might’ve cast a spell that had irreparably damaged her.

Tessa jumped in to rescue them. “She had a bit too much to drink. We’re American college kids. We lost our group. How far are we from Mont-Saint-Michel?”

The old guy chuckled. “Oh, to be young! Yes, you are about fifty kilometers from Mont-Saint-Michel. The walled city in front of us is Saint-Malo. It used to be for pirates. You can find a place to sleep there. And maybe drink some more?”

“I could use some wine,” Tessa said. By the tone of her voice, it was clear she was being very serious.

Steven left Tessa and Sabina on the beach while he walked into the city in wet clothes and bare feet. He left the coffer with them.

Saint-Malo was everything he could ever want in a medieval city. Narrow cobblestone streets, amazing houses with flower boxes in front of each window, canyon-like alleyways, and ornate churches. A lot of it was touristy, with vendors selling crepes, plastic crap, and beach stuff. Other shops looked to be old and established. One had a stone gargoyle connected to the gutter so during a storm the monster vomited rainwater.

Steven got his cell phone out, but unfortunately it had been soaked by their time in the ocean. Also, most likely they didn’t have a plan for Europe, so he couldn’t call Liam, Mouse, or Aria. Or his mom. 

Well, at least he had money. But would a normal hotel take gold coins? That seemed unlikely. He did have an emergency credit card, but the limit was low—less than a thousand dollars. That would be enough for a room. Problem was, if Rahaab had any connections with the global financial systems, he would be scanning for Steven’s account activity. Most likely, Boaz & Jessup, the law firm stopping Steven from getting his spoils of war, could track his financial activity. 

Steven didn’t want to risk it. So he’d have to find a place that took ancient Roman coins.

Eventually, he found a small hotel on the edge of the city wall, overlooking the ocean, that looked promising. 

Steven ducked into the lobby, which smelled like the cologne the thin guy behind the desk wore. Glass tables and black leather chairs clustered together next to a fireplace.

The place was perfect, near a little market next door, and not in the loud rush of the more touristy sections.

Steven approached the desk. “Hello, do you have any rooms available?”

The man gave him a frown, his forehead creasing in annoyance. “How do you know I speak English? You are in France. Maybe you should speak French.”

Ugh, this guy was the worst. “Sorry. I’m new around here. American college student. Do you have a room or not?”

“We have our suite.” The guy’s eyes dropped to Steven’s bare feet. “But I must warn you. It is expensive. Not really for your type.”

“I can pay,” Steven said. “Can I book it?”

“I would need to see your passport, and I would need proof you could pay.”

Passport. Now that was going to be a problem. Steven had his wallet, his driver’s license, sure, but he didn’t have a passport. Never had one at all. And if he talked about gold coins without proof, this dickhead would only give him attitude.

“No problem,” Steven said with a shrug. “I’ll be back with some friends.”

Steven threaded his way through the city once more. If he knew one thing about the world, he knew a pretty face could get you far. Tessa was as beautiful as they came, and with her easy demeanor, he was sure she could worm her way into the hotel clerk’s cold, dead, snooty French heart. A fistful of gold coins would probably help, too.

He found Tessa sitting in the sand with Sabina’s head on her thigh. The barista caressed Sabina’s dark hair. The blind woman was still unconscious, which concerned him to no end. What if she never woke up? What if the portal magic had damaged her beyond repair?

Steven told Tessa their problem. Tessa’s face lightened up. “Saint-Malo sounds amazing. And I can deal with Mr. Customer Service behind the desk. I tried my phone. No dice. So we’re incommunicado. The money, though, that’s not going to be a problem.” She opened the chest and took out a pile of gold coins. “And Bud gave me his credit card if the coins don’t work.”

“What? Why?” Steven asked, a little suspicious.

Tessa smiled wearily. “We knew this might happen, and Bud has always been sweet on me. But don’t worry, no chemistry between me and Mr. Novak. And with Sabina joining us, I got my fix for some ‘strange.’ Know what I’m sayin’?” She winked at him and shed an easy grin.

“You seem to be taking this well,” Steven said, kind of surprised.

“We’re alive. I’m with the man I love. I’m in France. That city is gorgeous. And I feel like cheese is in my future. A lot of cheese. Girl can’t ask for more than that. Not without being excessively greedy.”

Steven picked up Sabina and carried her to a deserted entrance into Saint-Malo near their hotel. Tessa went into the city alone while Steven waited. He sat on the sidewalk with his back to the wall, the coffer next to him, and Sabina’s head on his lap. It wasn’t raining, but clouds ruled the sky.

A few people walked by. Some stared. Most kept right on going, dismissing the pair of them as beach bums or American backpackers.

Steven wondered about the portal scroll that had saved them. The magic must’ve randomly picked a location close by. In the end, it didn’t much matter. They’d survived their first fight with Rahaab’s people. Yet Steven was troubled. How could they get back to America? They might have money, but they didn’t have passports. And Mouse was exposed—her hurricane circle tattoo wasn’t protecting her from scrying eyes.

Okay, Liam would be able to open another portal, but it would take him a long time to get enough Animus for the spell. Maybe he and Tessa could figure out Porta magic.

He pulled up the skill tree in his mind. Except this time the familiar image struggled to take shape. He grunted and sharpened his focus, forcing the tree into place, but it flickered wildly, flashing in and out of existence. And then, in a single crystalline flash that left a purple afterimage stained across his vision, the old tree vanished, replaced by a new one. Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon.
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	Holy shit. He could hardly believe it. He noticed immediately that he’d leveled up, but that hardly mattered considering he was staring at a brand-new skill tree—one with a dragon that had two heads and two tails. All the skills on the original tree were still available to him, and he considered which power he wanted to focus on next. He should probably improve his ElectroArc ability. But he also wanted to try IonClaws. Or maybe Magica Incanto?

	However, it was the blank orbs on the new head and tail that intrigued him most. There were clearly new orbs of power displayed on the tree, but no skill names loitering below. They were locked. Mysterious. Steven wanted to know about those. Needed to know about them, even. Yet unlocking those new skills would take time and probably an ample amount of study. Right now, he just didn’t have time for that, no matter how curious he was. No. If Steven wanted to get home and reunite with his Escort—which he very much did—he needed to focus on Portals.  

Magica Porta was at the very pinnacle of the Veneficium branch of the skill tree—located on the right wing. Sabina had mastered the Magica Divinatio spell, which allowed her to see at least for a time. Tessa had learned how to cast divination spells as well. Maybe together they could work up a portal like they had with the parchment. Or maybe one of the other papers stuffed inside the third volume could help them. Maybe they’d even find a real teleportation spell. 

Tessa came back with a triumphant smile on her face, interrupting his concentration. “There is nothing more powerful than oral sex!” she declared.

“You didn’t … you didn’t…” Steven couldn’t finish his sentence.

“Blow him? No.” Tessa laughed easily. “But did I touch a pen to my lips? Did I flirt shamelessly? Did I lean over and show him the girls? Why yes, yes I did. Even the mere suggestion of oral sex is powerful. Pierre was putty in my fingers. I’m a Magician, after all. He’s fine with me checking in without the passport thing. I gave him my driver’s license. When I showed him the gold coins, he googled the exchange rate, and yeah, he knows someone who can confirm that they’re real. He let me log into my email account on his computer so I could let Bud know we’re alive. He’ll let Liam, Aria, and Mouse know we’re okay. We’re set.”

Steven felt himself ease up. “His name is Pierre?”

“How could it not be?” Tessa said with a smirk.

Sabina opened her eyes. She smiled. “I’m alive, but so, so tired. I need Animus.”

“Steven and I can help with that,” Tessa said.

Steven felt desire zing though his body. Hell, yes, he could.

When he walked through the lobby with his arms around Sabina and Tessa, he gave the clerk a nod. Pierre nodded back, frowning. Then he saw Steven with the two girls, put it together, and a dazed smile lit up his face. He gave Steven a thumbs-up. Steven gave one back.

They had to climb five flights of stairs, but it was worth it. The room at the top had old-world charm, lots of polished wood furniture, a creaky floor covered by an ornate Persian carpet, and baroque accent lamps. The windows were open, letting in the salt-scented breeze.

Sabina kicked off her sandals, found the big bed, and flopped down on her stomach, still in her wet clothes. She was out in seconds. At least she’d woken up long enough to get to their room.

Tessa picked up the phone and dialed the front desk. “Pierre, yes, this is Tessa. Can you find someone to get us wine, cheese, and whatever other delicious French things you have in this beautiful city? Oh, you’re sweet. And of course, you’ll get a nice gratuity. That’s a tip. We’re Americans. We tip. Yes, mercy buckets.” Her laughter was musical. She hung up.

Steven gaped. How did Tessa do it?

“What?” the barista asked innocently.

“So he’s a dick to me. You come in and win his heart, and yet he still saw me with you. He must know there’s no chance with you.”

Tessa rolled her eyes. “You have no understanding of how guys work. He thinks you are banging us both, and he’s happy about it. Everyone loves the idea of a ménage à trois. That’s French. He’s French. Voila! Also, a part of him thinks if I’m slutty enough to share you with Sabina, then he might have a shot. It’s kind of a different aspect of slut-shaming. We’ll call it slut-celebrating. Hurray for me.”

Steven glanced at the blind woman sleeping on his bed. “I don’t think Sabina’s ready to sleep with me.”

“That’s okay. I’m ready. And she will be too. Eventually.” Tessa edged up to him and ran a hand down his chest. “Just give her time.” 

Steven wasn’t so sure. But he pulled Tessa close. Her kiss electrified him. And they were down on Animus.

They made love on the floor in front of the window. After the violence, the running, and the fear, the release was sweet and they both glowed from the magic of the sex.

Tessa got into the shower, while Steven watched Sabina sleep. He was touched by her beauty. She was worth waiting for.

“Come and join me!” Tessa called.

Steven padded toward her. That hot water was going to feel so good.
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Rahaab relaxed into the bubbling mud pit. The heat felt good on his scales and every inch of him relished the feeling. Darkness surrounded him; the only light was the electricity arcing through the heavens. A massive thunderstorm had swept into Yellowstone with crackling lightning and a soaking wind. He’d found the pit in the middle of the forest near the gravel road that led to Cassius Pine’s Yellowstone Aerie. Tall pine trees ringed the expanse of burping mud heated by the geological forces threatening to destroy Wyoming, if not the world.

Rahaab grew warm, so he slithered out of the mire and relaxed on the grasses surrounding it.

Going from the heat to the cold was exhilarating. His long white beard was washed clean, as were his silver scales. Lightning flashed again, and thunder drummed. This world. This vibrant place of life. It was similar to his home world, and yet so very different in so many ways. For one thing, on Earth, the mammals had won the evolutionary game: their fur, their milk, their pregnant bellies, their dreaming minds, and their ability to adapt to changes in climate. Icharaam had been interested in them. Mathaal had more sense, though he’d proved he’d become enamored with the Dragonsouls—the half-breeds—especially the Drokharis clan. Inexcusable. 

But then, Mathaal’s sins had been punished.

As for Rahaab? He found humans disgusting. They were lower forms of life. Might as well fall in love with ants. And Dragonsouls were little better. Only a shadow of the former glory of his race.

Rahaab grew chill, so he returned to the mud pit. His wives were in France, testing the mettle of the boy dragon, the unlikely messiah, that fool Drokharis. The boy wanted to visit doom on this gem of a planet. If only they knew how fragile the biosphere was. Or the things that wanted to feed on them.

Cassius Pine flew down from his Aerie and stood before him in his True Form, thirty feet long with a yellow beard that looked like it had been dipped in ink. He pulled dead trees from the forest with his massive claws and piled them together. Even wet, they burned when he exhaled his ShadowFire onto the hastily made bonfire. “I figure you and I should have some light while we talk.”

Raindrops sizzled into the ghostly flame, which was part fire, part shadow, hot enough to easily dry the wood while burning it.

Rahaab’s Knight Templars, led by Priest, a Dragonskin a hundred years old and counting, dropped from the night sky. The Knight Templars had been useful, and Rahaab had enjoyed watching the monkeys play at being dragons. He’d started using them in Europe, after he slew Samael and took over the Holy Roman Primacy, nine hundred years ago.

A dozen of the templars landed. Two held humans in their grip, a man and a woman, both naked. Their eyes were cold.

Seeing the monkeys pale and shivering made Rahaab sick to his stomach. Worms. He’d had to mate with worms back in the day. Fifty thousand years later, Bolour, Hwedo, and Shamhat weren’t so bad. They were the best of the best of the Dragonsoul females he’d met. Still, they weren’t Alpheros—True Dragonkind. Even though their bestial stink was mostly covered up by the perfume of their half-perfection, he could still detect the reek of their humanity every now and again.

The monkey man and monkey woman fell to their knees at the edge of the pit. The wind gave a last gust, a last splash of rain, and then the storm moved farther east. The bonfire blazed higher.

Priest kept silent. He wouldn’t speak unless spoken to. That one, at least, was well trained, even if he was a vastly inferior being.

Cassius Pine had no such manners. “My Magician found Mouse. She’s back in Wyoming. Her trip to France was cut short. I figured you’d want to know.”

Rahaab lifted his head from the burbling bog to grumble, “I already know much of what is happening. Steven Drokharis is still in France with two of his Escort. Where, exactly, is a mystery. But a small matter. I’ve split up his forces. And I’m testing him, testing his limits, seeing how much destiny he has on his side. So far, it would seem he has a great deal of it. So this shall not be easy.”

Cassius shifted into his human form, which was a waste of time. Yet the Dragonsouls liked going back and forth. As for Rahaab, he found it useful at times to appear human. In the end, however, Rahaab wasn’t a Dragonsoul. He was Alpheros, one of the last in the universe.

Cassius walked to the edge of the boiling mud. “I don’t see why you’d let him get access to the third volume of his father’s spell book. How does a move like that make any sense?”

“He will read what I want him to read. And he will know fear. Fear is a great weapon, perhaps the greatest weapon, to use against your enemies. You should learn that. It will save you a great deal of bloodshed and scheming.” Rahaab blew mud out of his huge nostrils. Some flecked Cassius’s chest. “Do you still serve me? Are we still of the same mind?”

“Kill the little fucker?” Cassius grinned. “Yeah, we are. Kill Stevie. Kill Mouse. And then I acquire his Primacies and his bitches. Lucky me.”

“You don’t mind serving me?” Rahaab asked. He wanted to watch this worm lie.

Cassius shrugged but kept his eyes locked on Rahaab’s. “You’re a legend. You’re a badass. I don’t mind at all.”

Rahaab nodded, swirling his beard in the mud. “I will send Priest to take care of Steven’s Escort on this side of the Atlantic. If they can, they will kill some of the vassals. At some point, when the battle has been decided, you will show up. You will save them. Do not kill Priest or any of my forty-seven Templars, but drive them off. I’m sure you’re capable of such theater.”

Priest still did not move. Did not speak. He stood tall above the kneeling humans. In his talons was his lightning flail. Behind him, two of the other Templars carried a long lacquer box with mother-of-pearl and gold inlay. 

“You’re the boss, boss.” Cassius Pine’s laughter echoed through the trees. “I’ll get right cozy with the kid. Hell, he got his daddy’s book back. That should make him and me real good friends.”

Rahaab slithered out of the bog once more, forcing Cassius back, and he shifted into his monkey form. As an Alpheros, he could take any shape he wanted. Might as well ape the apes. Now there was no rain to wash him. His hair clung to his head, and mud streaked every inch of him, including his stupid, dangling genitalia.

He reached out a hand. Two of his templars opened the lacquer box. Inside was a hand-and-a-half sword made from dragon scales sharpened to an edge and then augmented with steel and magic. Priest took the bastard blade and brought it to Rahaab, who swept the weapon through the air.

“This is Samael’s Lash,” Rahaab said to Cassius Pine. “Samael ruled the Holy Roman Primacy a thousand years ago. He took over various other Primacies, and when he slew the Primes, he took the Dragonsouls’ scales and kept them. In the end, he made this weapon. I took it from him after I murdered him. Him, his wives, his children. He thought to rule the world, and I knew his thirst for conquest would not stop with this planet. He’d court battle with the shadows, and the shadows have teeth.”

Rahaab approached the naked man. “You have failed to pass the Dragonskin trials. You are not fit to live.” With a quick, clean, effortless flick of his wrist, he hacked off the man’s head. The severed neck spurted blood as the head rolled into the mud.

Rahaab sighed as the Animus filled him. It was life. It was a bit of the eternal spark that all creatures shared, from bacteria, to leeches, to sloths, to Dragonkind. 

The woman’s eyes turned furtive. She was going to bolt. Tears covered her cheeks. The conflict was clear: if she stayed, she’d die. If she ran, she’d be tortured and perhaps exiled. She’d witnessed others who had failed and run. If only Rahaab could find the failures who made up the Onari Guard. They were walking abominations; the idea of such half-dragons made him nauseous. Especially that bitch Uchiko. In time, he would make sure that one paid dearly. 

Rahaab touched the blood coating the scales on his sword. “I hear human children pull the wings off butterflies. And they do it for no reason. We all find violence so fascinating. As children, they don’t understand the horror of what they do. As we grow, we understand the horror more. The horror of living and eating. We must murder. And if our desire is to torture, we torture. And in the end, we all die. Maybe children kill because they sense their own mortality. And if they are to die, then anything smaller than them should die as well.”

The woman leapt to her feet and ran right into Cassius. He was in his Homo Draconis form. He bit off half her face. When she spun, her skull exposed, the blond man shoved her back toward Rahaab.

Another schwick. Another head rolled. She slumped over, and Rahaab breathed in her essence. Yes, it was sweet—sweeter than when he made love to his wives, though that also had its benefits. But he never took them as a human. He mated with them as an Alpheros, biting them to hold them in place, and then latching onto them with his hemipenes, which most of the time were tucked into his scales, invisible.

“These two failed me, Priest,” Rahaab said. “But you have others to join the Forty-seven, do you not? We took heavy losses at my Mont-Saint-Michel Aerie.”

Priest nodded. “Yes. The best of the best. Not failures like these two, but true Dragonskins who will serve you until their dying breath.”

“Holy shit,” Cassius breathed. “Why forty-seven?”

Rahaab didn’t answer. He didn’t need to respond to this blond worm who would betray him at the first opportunity.

There were other Dragonsouls that were worthier, but Cassius was easily manipulated. Rahaab wouldn’t kill him if he didn’t have to. He’d not taken the kill for himself but had let Rahaab strike the killing blow.

Rahaab might not like Cassius, but in the end, he wasn’t fighting for himself, but for the remnants of Dragonkind, however polluted. Better that Steven Drokharis die in his claws than be devoured by the unspeakable evil of the Zothoric. Anything would be better than that.

“Fine,” Cassius muttered under his breath. “Don’t answer me. And I won’t even ask why you call your fucking sword a lash.”

Rahaab chuckled. “I heard that, Mr. Pine. Pray you never find out.” He turned. “This planet is an amazing place, you know. While my methods are brutal, in the end, I do it to save you, the monkeys, the trees, all of it. That has been my singular mission for fifty thousand years. And I will let nothing stop me. Not family. Not morality. And certainly not some upstart whelp.”

Cassius went silent.

Rahaab took that as a good sign. “Now, let us be about our business …” 

 

***

 “Fuck!” Mouse flung the Slayer Blade down. “This is fucked. This is unacceptable. This should not be happening. For the love of biscuits, we need to get back to them. Or get them here. Or do something! They could be dead!”

Aria stood with her arms crossed over her chest. She frowned, and her eyes were hard.

They’d just stepped through the portal near the bonfire in the ruins of the Infinity Ranch north of Cheyenne. It was midnight in Wyoming, and stars filled the sky, but it was morning in France, where Steven, Tessa, and Sabina were. Trapped. Fucking trapped.

Liam Strider teetered over to lay on his side. Blood covered his face from the sheer effort of casting the portal spell. It was clear he was completely out of Animus.

A full moon shone overhead, but there was a thunderstorm coming in from the west. Yellowstone was probably up to its mountaintops in rain and lightning.

Mouse, naked, sped over to Liam. She triggered DragonStrength, and that was the fucked thing: she’d killed a ton of those Dragonskins and was full of Animus. If only she could cast the portal magic, but she couldn’t.

She rolled the Yellow Ronin onto his back. She straddled his legs and attacked his belt, buttons, and zipper. “Okay, Liam, I’ll suck you off, you’ll get some Animus, and we’ll have you redo the portal. Hell, if you have trouble getting off, I’ll even give you a show with Aria.”

Aria had other ideas about that. “Uh, no. It’s pretty obvious you are straight. And you are not my type.”

Mouse nearly snarled in frustration. The Yellow Ronin wasn’t getting any wood anyway. What was his deal?

Liam knocked Mouse’s hands away. “That is not happening. I couldn’t … not after … not with the memories of my Escort still fresh in my head.”

Mouse stood up. “That was fifty fucking years ago, Liam. It’s time to get back on the saddle. It’s Steven we’re talking about. It’s Steven!” Mouse felt the tears come and those felt unfair. Why was she crying? Why wasn’t she tougher? “You think I want you? Not on your life! But I’ll do anything for him. Anything!”

She stomped off across the sagebrush. She was barefoot. Fuck! Her heel came down on a cactus. The pain was sharp but welcome. Feeling something other than frustration and despair felt good, however bad. She turned into partial from and kicked the prickly plant out of the dirt.

Her mind raced through their options. At her top speed—and that was using shit off the Pugna branch of the skill tree to fuel her muscles—she could fly a hundred miles an hour. Problem was, France was thousands of miles away. At least twenty hours probably. They had the funds to fly, but that would probably take just as long. Steven, Tessa, and Sabina needed their help now. How could they fight those Trinity twats alone?

Aria approached her. Of course she did. “Mouse, listen, I’m scared too. But we need to think. Liam isn’t going to have sex with us … Nor do I think Steven would approve. We must hope Steven and the others survived. We must trust in his ability as a Prime.” She paused, jaw going tight. “But we must also find Liam a kill. Your hurricane circle is still cut. Perhaps we’ll get lucky and someone will attack us.”

“I was thinking about that,” Mouse said. “I’m a little nervous being out in the open, but then again, if anyone attacked me right now I’d fucking cut their colon out with the Slayer Blade.”

Aria paused. “It doesn’t have to be an enemy. Anyone would do. We could find a homeless person, perhaps …” She trailed off.

Mouse turned. “Damn, girl. That’s cold.” 

“Like you said. Anything for Steven,” she replied, her voice a sharpened blade wrapped in velvet. 

“Well, we don’t need to do that—which, by the way, is another little something Steven would never approve of. There’s plenty of dragons I’d love to feed to Liam. All we need to do is drive west. I know a bar in Hooper, Montana, where Cassius Pine’s mercenaries hang out.”

“Dive or fly?” Aria asked, a dangerous glint in her eyes. She was raring to fight. 

“I think we’d have to drive. Liam is in bad shape.” Mouse clenched her jaws to keep her fucking tears trapped in her fucking eyes. “But, Aria, what if they’re dead? What are we going to do? You and I will have to go to this Rahaab prick. He’s probably a million years old and smells like mothballs and Ovaltine.”

“I don’t know what that is,” Aria said. “Ovaltine, I mean. But I do know that Steven Drokharis is the most powerful Dragonsoul I’ve ever seen. The things he can do … his fight, his will to win, his sheer determination. I don’t believe he’s dead. Not in my heart. I think he either found a way to escape or he defeated Rahaab’s wives.”

Mouse remembered how tough they’d been. Hell, even the Dragonskins had been a nightmare to fight. And what was that symbol on their leather sashes? A red cross inside of a white circle? 

She sighed, getting a grip on her emotions. Which wasn’t easy without vodka. “Okay, so we go to Hooper. We pick a fight and then get Liam to open some veins. He’ll get Animus and then we’ll cast another portal spell.”

Aria nodded. “I’ll get my phone. I left it in the trailer. I’ll call Bud and let him know about our situation. He can monitor things to see if we can find a trace of Steven. Who knows? They might have called him. We must believe in Steven, like we’ve been doing for months now. I’ve bet everything on him, time and again, and he’s never let me down.”

Mouse closed her eyes. Dumb tears. They trickled down her face. “I’ve never felt this kind of love for anyone, Aria. It’s scary. It’s so scary. For Steven. Even for Tessa. Hell, I’m even growing fond of you and Miss Blind Mexico, 2018.”

Aria wasn’t the hugging kind. Hardly. She’d suggested they find some hobo and sacrifice him. But the Indian woman did take Mouse’s hand. “I know your fear. I’ve felt it. The love we have is special. It makes us strong even as it makes us weak.”

“I’d sacrifice anything for you guys,” Mouse whispered and meant it. Right down to her bones.

“I know. So would I. But it has not come to that. Now, let us find someone to feed to Liam so he can bring our Prime back to us.”

Mouse let out a frustrated grunt. “And I didn’t even get a crepe. Worst. European vacation. Ever.”

Liam’s phone tweeted. He’d wiped the blood off his face and was grinning. “They’re alive,” he whispered.
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Steven sat on the bed with the third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire in his lap. The extra pages that had been stuffed in the book lay next to him. He couldn’t make much out of most of them: graphs, charts, schematics for a door, that kind of thing. Two pieces of parchment were definitely useful. The first was a scroll that would let them imbue an object with magical powers, while the second was an invisibility spell riffing off a Magica Defensio charm.

As for the book itself, Steven was baffled by it. It didn’t make any sense. None. Zero. 

Tessa and Sabina were getting ready to go out. It was a frenzy of perfume, clothes, makeup, and hair braiding. Giving Pierre the gold had done wonders. He basically had sent in a team of his buddies to take care of them. They were all young guys, and whenever they got around Tessa and Sabina, they’d get shy and tongue-tied. One had a girlfriend, and she brought in the clothes. The girlfriend was studying fashion design in Paris, so she knew about clothes and sizes.

Steven had eaten every bit of cheese, sausage, cured meat, and bread that their personal concierges had brought in. Say what you will about the French, but they knew everything there was to know about food—cheese especially. He’d devoured hunks of something called mimolette. The fresh bread? That shit went down smooth. As did the morbier, which had a line of ash in the middle. Eating cheese that had ash in it seemed fitting for a dragon.

Steven turned a page in the third volume.

Not that he was a full dragon—that was one thing, at least, he’d learned from the book. 

It seemed that in essence, he, Aria, Mouse, and Liam Strider were all half-dragons—offspring from when the ancient, spacefaring Alpheros had mated with Homo Sapiens. That was a new word to him: Alpheros. They’d been the dragons that they’d seen on the tapestries in the antechamber of the hidden library. The three brothers—Rahaab, Mathaal, and Icharaam—had escaped the Zothoric Horde and come to Earth fifty thousand years ago. Icharaam fell in love with a human woman, and the first Dragonsoul was born.

Which meant Steven was the long-lost descendant of one of the three brothers. 

Steven had read through the history section several times, since that was the most straightforward part of the whole tome. 

Icharaam had wanted to come out of hiding to improve the world. He was troubled by the warring, horny apes. Homo sapiens were quick to murder each other, Neanderthals, and any megafauna around them. They wanted sex and violence—the more the better. Icharaam’s passion to help the planet and the apes became an obsession. One which eventually got him killed. Murdered, actually, by Rahaab and Mathaal. 

And that in itself was a huge secret. Not just that Icharaam had been murdered, but how he’d been murdered. Apparently, the Alpheros couldn’t be killed by normal Dragonsouls or humans. Only other ancients could end the life of an Alpheros. Well, that or the Zothoric. But their power—the true power of the Alpheros—was depicted on the two-headed Dragon Skill Tree, the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon. A path that had been denied to the Earth-bound Dragonsouls for millennia.

Stefan Drokharis, however, had unlocked that path. 

And now, that same skill tree floated in Steven’s head—though the new powers of the new path were still locked. Hell, he didn’t even know what those powers might be since none of the new skill orbs were labeled. Steven figured this tome was the key to unlocking those powers, yet several of the key pages were encrypted. That was the only way Steven could explain it. 

He leafed to the back of the book, where the twin-headed Dragon was scrawled. The text and the illustration swirled into circles of ink, and then the words faded to black. White text appeared out of the darkness. But it was mostly nonsense. Or seemed to be.

My books. Mountains. The sky. Guilt and sorrow and peach cobbler. The woman brings me peach cobbler. It is sweet, and the peaches are sweet, and the crust is crispy, and the texture is good on my human tongue. 

Steven had no idea what that meant. It seemed to be a ramble of words. However, he thought they had to be the clue to unraveling the mystery. He’d tried to write on the page with the topaz pen, hoping that would help, but everything he wrote disappeared.

Moreover, the strange passages changed every single time. And there seemed to be three voices at work … three different people. The brothers? Maybe.

He turned to another section, which outlined portal magic. True, there were bits and pieces that seemed to make sense, but those parts all pertained to things outlined in the other two grimoires. As he watched, a section of ink bubbled and grew dark, and then more yellow text appeared.

What I do I do for the good of the world. Sometimes our fears are justified and justify our every action. Sometimes fighting our fear is a mistake. I know what lies in the dark corners of the universe. I’ve seen the empty hunger and the devouring abyss.

Finally, he went to the last voice, near the beginning of the grimoire.

On this page, the words chased each other, moving too fast to read, until they scattered off the page and an empty white space was left.

Black text appeared.

I wonder about my own father and what he wanted for the world. Can we know the minds of our fathers? Would we want to know? Ignorance might be a blessing. What if I knew what my grandfathers thought going back in time to the very beginning of my family line? If I knew about every aspect of their lives, would that help me understand myself? Or would I feel even more the outcast?

Steven closed the book. If felt like the most important pages of the third volume had been filled with random people’s journal entries. And changing journal entries at that. How did that help him?

It didn’t. One thing was clear. With what he knew now, there was no way he would be able to kill Rahaab. No way. The fight would be over before it even began.

Tessa wandered out of the bathroom. She was in a red-and-white dress that clung to her curves and had a low V-neck that emphasized her cleavage. She was shaking an earring into her lobe, and watching her do that, all made-up and looking so sexy, filled Steven with hot desire. 

Sabina stepped out and eased herself into the room. She wore a short black dress that allowed him to see every curve and muscle of her legs. And her hips. And her chest. He’d wound up trapped in France at a nice hotel with the bustiest women in his Escort. Well, there were worse things. Liam, Mouse, and Aria were safe and had a plan to recharge Liam so he could open another portal. All of that was great news. 

Which left him with a bit of free time—so long as they flew under the radar and kept away from Rahaab’s trinity of wives. That shouldn’t be a problem. Steven and Tessa had tattoos hiding them. As for Sabina, Tessa had brought a little vial of Liam’s magical ink in her leather satchel. Pierre connected them with a tattoo artist he knew, and in next to no time, Sabina had a hurricane circle tattooed on the back of her left hand. Just like that, they were hidden. Safe.

Rahaab and his wives had no idea where the portal scroll might’ve sent them. It could be any country on any continent. Or maybe they’d think Steven and his Escort had been sent to another planet. Maybe the home world of the Alpheros, though according to the text, it had become a wasteland after the Zothoric attacked.

Steven shoved the pile of papers back into the grimoire.

“Any luck with our encrypted pages?” Tessa asked.

Steven sighed. “Nope. Still a mystery. But at some point, we’ll figure out who the three people are. It’s like we’re getting their thoughts right on the page. It’s fucking strange.”

“I would help,” Sabina said, “but I’m blind, so, yeah. And I don’t have the Animus to cast a Divinatio. Later, though, I can try. I want to help.”

“Good. Because boy do we need your help,” Tessa said with a smile.

Steven got up and slipped on the suit Pierre had provided. It fit perfectly—gray silk slacks, a coat, and a turquoise shirt. Charcoal shoes.

When they walked through the lobby, Pierre seemed like a different guy. “My American friends, you look very good. Is there anything else I can provide?”

Steven smiled at him, his hands around the waists of his women. “No, Pierre. Thanks, man. We appreciate it.”

Pierre nodded. “You have reservations at the finest restaurant in Saint-Malo. I would suggest the bourride with lemon aioli.”

“I don’t know that is, but I’m sure it’s really fucking tasty.” Steven led Tessa and Sabina out onto the streets of Saint-Malo.

The rain was gone, and the streets glimmered in the moonlight. All the beautiful stone, the ornate windows and doors, the flowers in the window boxes, the sheer glory of the medieval city was lit up by electric lights and stars.

“I can’t believe … I can’t believe I’m here,” Tessa whispered, emotion choking her voice. “I’m just a barista, I barely graduated high school with solid Ds. And here I am. Here I am.” She fell against Steven, and he held her tight.

The restaurant must’ve cost a fortune, but Pierre was handling all that. You couldn’t very well pay with gold coins. It wasn’t a Dungeons and Dragons campaign.

They were seated on the top floor of a building—lots of windows, lots of candlelight, very few tables. Steven sat in the corner, facing the door, with Tessa on one side of him and Sabina on the other. The women ordered the fish. The bourride turned out to be halibut. Sabina ordered the buckwheat galette with salmon, capers, and dill. Galettes were a kind of crepe, and they all toasted Mouse. Poor girl, she’d taken a trip to France but hadn’t eaten a thing. Boy, was she going to be pissed when she heard about this.  

As for Steven’s meal, he had a hunk of beef slathered in a pepper sauce. It was delicious, one of the best meals of his life.

Celebrating, though, was hard. How could he unravel the mystery of the third volume? They were so close to an answer, and they needed to find one fast. If Rahaab hit them before they found his Achilles’ heel, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

Tessa tipped back her glass of wine. “Steven, come on. Quit worrying. We’ve been down before. We’ll figure this out. Rahaab can’t be that bad.”

“The stories about him aren’t just bad, they’re terrible,” Sabina murmured. She’d eaten, and her color was better, but she still seemed weak. Yet that red lipstick and her heavy eye makeup made her look so good. Like Aria, she was model gorgeous. Her hair was so black and beautiful. And her skin, so creamy and brown.

Steven blinked. He wondered how sex would work with the two of them. He knew, after dinner, back at the hotel, something would happen. But what?

Tessa snapped her fingers in front of Steven’s eyes. “Hey, buddy, wake up. Yeah, Sabina is muy caliente. For sure. Why do you think she and I can’t keep our hands off each other?”

Sabina blushed. “Sí, Tessa is also beautiful. But my friends, you should know what I know. About Rahaab. Five years ago, I was married to Scotty Ortiz. He ruled the Sonoran Desert Primacy. I was his youngest wife. We were happy, and I was a part of his family. My parents were already dead, but I come from a long line of brujos and brujas. They were killed by Javier Jones, who is today still the Dragonlord of the Jalisco Primacy and other Mexican Primacies.”

Steven noted the name, Javier Jones. It was another potential enemy he’d have to face eventually.

Sabina continued. She spoke of a foe Steven had already defeated. “Rhaegen Mulk, God curse him, wanted to expand his territory, and so he attacked Scotty. The fighting was fierce, but I did my part. Until Scotty became desperate. He gave me to Mulk.” Sabina swallowed hard. “It was difficult … for both of us. But I hoped my sacrifice would spare Scotty and my friends in his Escort. It didn’t. Mulk broke the deal and killed them all. Scorched earth.”

Steven felt her sorrow. Tessa sniffed at her tears and shook her head. She was so sensitive. And the fact that Sabina had been traded around like property? The barista hated that more than anything.

“But Mulk never got the Sonoran Desert Primacy, did he?” Steven asked.

“No. He had a meeting with an ancient dragon. He called him ‘R.’ They met at the Phoenician Hotel in Phoenix. A day later, Mulk said he was pulling back. Javier Jones would then take over and rule the Sonoran Desert Primacy as well as Jalisco. Actually, that would be his third territory because he also ruled Baja. Javier Jones is ruthless, but there are worse Dragonsouls in the world. Far worse.”

“So we think ‘R’ is Rahaab,” Tessa said.

Steven nodded. “And he’s powerful enough to get Mulk to change his mind. Even without a fight. He says ‘jump’ and every other dragon says ‘how high?’”

“Sí,” Sabina agreed. “This is why I’m scared of him. Mulk had victory and yet he pulled back. And you both know that wouldn’t have happened unless Rahaab scared Mulk into submission.”

“So you grew up with normal human parents?” Tessa asked. It was quite a turn in the conversation, but Steven didn’t mind. He was sick of thinking about Rahaab. He’d never met the motherfucker, but he already loathed him.

Sabina smiled. “Sí, but we weren’t normal. My father and mother fought for a noble Prime against Javier Jones. They died in battle, but it was a fair battle. Valiantly fought. I can’t hate Javier Jones. He was just doing what Dragonsouls do. I fled to Scotty.”

“Who gave you away.” Tessa tsked. “What a fucking prince.”

The blind woman reached out and fumbled, but eventually found Tessa’s hand. “I like you Americans. You think the world should be fair and that the heroes wear white cowboy hats and the villains have black sombreros. In the real world? Everyone and everything is gray. And all we can hope for is kindness in the chaos. Scotty and I talked for a long time. We agreed it was the right thing to do. If Mulk hadn’t been such a pendejo, I would’ve been enough of a peace offering. My sacrifice would’ve saved my lovers and my Prime. But that puta betrayed us.”

Steven took Sabina’s free hand. “I’ll never do that to you, Sabina. I won’t. I’d rather die myself than trade you around. And if that thought even crossed my mind, Tessa would kick my ass.”

“A hundred and ten percent of your ass,” Tessa said with a laugh.

Steven squeezed Sabina’s hand and let it go. “So the politics of Dragonsouls is complicated. Like with Cassius Pine—did he send us into a trap?”

“If he did, it was a crappy one,” Tessa said. “It wasn’t like we were ambushed. Those initial guards were just protecting the gate. As for the Trinity and those Dragonskins attacking us at the same time? Maybe? But most likely, those first guards triggered an alarm.”

Sabina was silent.

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Steven said. “I’ll never trust that blond dragon. Ever. So in the end, it doesn’t matter. We got the book. That’s the important thing.”

Tessa let out a breath. “Wow, so this is my life now. Like Game of Thrones without the incest.”

“Some incest,” Steven said. “Rahaab basically married his nieces. I mean, all the Dragonsouls on Earth came from the three brothers fifty thousand years ago. That’s a buttload of generations and a lot of genetic diversity, but still.”

Tessa made face. “Super gross. At least you and I aren’t related. But you, Aria, and Mouse? Well?”

Steven coughed. “Uh, I’m not going to think about that. They’re distant cousins, at least a zillion times removed. Aria is from India, after all.”

“Yeah,” Tessa agreed. “Let’s change the subject. Actually, let’s kill the subject dead and never speak of this again.” The barista raised a hand. “I think dessert will clear our palates. I want a chocolate something. The French do chocolate, yeah?”

“Thanks to Latinas, sí,” Sabina said. “We invented it, after all.” She squeezed Steven’s hand. “Thank you for letting me join you, Steven. I’m not ready yet, to be with you, but I want us to be together tonight.”

Steven was wordless. A thrill silenced him.

“After chocolate? Hell to the yes, Sabina,” Tessa said.

Steven grinned like a fool. How far would Sabina go with him? He was about to find out.
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Back in the room, Steven closed the door behind them. They’d left a lamp on, so the room was lit with a dusky light. The night was cool and comfortable. A breeze rustled the curtains. The bed looked so inviting. It was going to be intense, Steven knew, and he thought he was ready for it. Sabina, though, was experienced. She’d given hints that she was going to take Steven and Tessa to places they’d never been before.

The door clicked shut and Sabina pulled him into her arms. She kissed him with a warm, wet mouth. Tessa stood next to them, caressing them both, waiting her turn. All of them were breathing hard. Their perfume made him crazy for them.

Sabina drew Tessa away from Steven. “Stay at the door, my Prime. I will get Tessa ready for you. You like to watch us, don’t you?”

Tessa gave him a smoldering look. “He does. Of course he does. Who wouldn’t?”

That was the question. Who wouldn’t want to watch the two women kiss each other, their lust so visible on their faces, their skin flushed.

Sabina turned Tessa around and undid her dress. The blind woman licked up Tessa’s neck and then nipped at her ear.

Slowly—agonizingly slow—Sabina pulled Tessa’s dress down to reveal her pale breasts and pink nipples. They were big pools of luscious skin with a little nubbin at each tip. Sabina cupped Tessa’s breasts and kissed her neck. “She is nice, isn’t she? The ink on her skin is so dark. It makes her skin, especially her tits, look so bright.”

Steven’s mouth was dry. He was so hard.

Tessa moaned as the blind woman caressed her skin.

“Would you like to see more, Steven?” Sabina asked.

“Hell yeah I would.”

He took a step away from the door. His footstep echoed through the room.

“No, my Prime. You’ll just watch for now. It will be better this way, I promise,” Sabina said. “Trust me. Let the anticipation build like the embers of a great fire.”

Steven wasn’t sure. He was aching for some relief. But he’d play the game that Sabina obviously wanted.

He nodded.

Sabina gathered the material of Tessa’s dress and pulled it up and over her head. 

Tessa stood in only her black panties and her black heels. She looked like a goth goddess being worshiped by Sabina.

“Oh, fuck, Steven,” the barista whispered. “This is turning me on so much.”

Sabina kissed up Tessa’s thigh and then peeled her underwear down to show the top line of the barista’s pubic hair. Sabina’s hands touched the heels before slowly sliding up the barista’s legs until one hand caressed between Tessa’s legs. The barista shifted her weight to give the kneeling woman access to her sex.

Sabina had her eyes closed. She rested her cheek against Tessa’s thigh. “She’s wet. I can feel her through her panties. She’s so warm there. So excited. Do you want to see?”

“Say yes,” Tessa hissed.

“I do,” Steven gulped from the door. He shouldered off his coat and let it fall to the floor. His shirt followed. He kicked off his shoes and pulled off his socks.

Sabina took the sides of Tessa’s underwear and pulled them down until the triangle of fur between her thighs was revealed. The barista stepped out of the panties.

“Oh, my Prime, but you can’t really see her, can you?” Sabina stood and eased Tessa back onto the bed.

Tessa let her legs fall open. Steven was given a wonderous view. Sabina knelt on the bed, moving her hand up and down the barista’s belly, to her breasts, to her neck, and back down.

Steven finished undressing and stood naked before them. His desire was apparent.

“She is excited,” Sabina said in a sultry voice. “And you are too. I’ve tasted her already. Can I taste you?”

Steven nodded. His heart pounded in his ears.

Sabina tweaked one of Tessa’s nipples and kissed her head. “Do you mind if I get our Prime ready for you?”

“Oh, fuck, I think he’s ready, Sabina. And I know I am. You’re killing us.”

“No, mi amor, not killing you. I’m going to make it so sweet for you both, when the times comes.”

Tessa laughed a little. “When the time comes, I’ll come with it.”

The barista was a marvel, always so funny, always so clever.

Sabina rose and stood in front of Tessa. “Can you unzip me, mi amor?”

Tessa rose and took care of Sabina’s dress. With one sweeping motion, the Latina woman peeled it up and over her head. She tossed it on the bed. She then cupped her own breasts. “This is the first time you are seeing me, my Prime. I hope, I pray you like me.”

“I do,” Steven whispered. “I will.”

Sabina reached back and unclipped her bra. She let the lacy thing fall to the floor.

She had big, thick nipples, dark on her creamy brown skin. She was as big as Tessa, if not bigger. Sabina bent. Her breasts hung from her taut body as she undid the straps of her shoes. She kicked them off, straightened, and then jiggled her wonderful frame to remove her panties. 

The newest member of his Escort stood naked in front of him. 

Steven licked his lips. She had amazing legs, full hips, and clipped pubic hair. 

Tessa was up on her elbows, watching them. She was still spread on the bed. Her heels were still on—sexy as hell.

Sabina slunk toward him, hips rising and falling, getting nearer and nearer. When she was close, she whispered, “Give me your hand.”

He did. She placed his palm on her breast, and he felt the nipple grow even bigger. She leaned in. “Kiss me. And then I’ll taste you. I’ll get you ready to fuck Tessa.”

That wasn’t exactly necessary. Steven had never been harder. He was a little worried that he wouldn’t last five seconds once she touched him.

He kissed Sabina. She radiated sex through her body heat and through her perfume. Their tongues met, she moaned, and he found himself moaning along with her. She nipped his upper lip playfully. 

Then she was on her knees before him, sucking on him. 

Tessa had one hand on her breast, giving him a look that scorched his soul. He knew she wanted to rub her sex, but she was going to wait for him. Like Sabina had said … it would make it all the sweeter.

Sabina used her mouth on him, and her hands, and he moved with her. His hand dropped to her head. He had to force himself not to be rough. Just when he threatened to erupt, Sabina withdrew and kissed his thigh and touched his lower back.

She stood. “I think you both are ready. I will watch. I will pleasure myself. And someday, my Prime, someday soon, you will pleasure me. But not yet. It is the anticipation you see. Unquenched thirst is an agony until it is satisfied. And then it is heaven.”

“Hurry, Steven!” Tessa wailed.

Stabina stood, and he led her over to bed, helping guide her.

“Go to her,” Sabina whispered.

Tessa scooted up onto the bed, lay flat, and then Steven was inside her. 

She felt so sweet, so hot, so wet around him. 

Before he knew it, he was pistoning in and out of her, going faster, faster, faster. 

Tessa let out a gasp. “Coming, Steven. I’m coming on you. Harder. Fuck me through it. Fuck me forever!”

Nothing could stop Steven from being thrown into one of the best orgasms of his life. Sabina was forgotten for the moment, but he had the idea that had been her plan all along. The teasing, the blissful torture, the whole deal had been a gift from her to Steven and Tessa.

Steven pounded into Tessa until both were satisfied. Glorious Animus filled them both, making their skins glow.

Sabina had stacked pillows against the headboard. She leaned back against them, touching herself.

Steven withdrew from Tessa and stood at the edge of the bed.

“I can help with that, Sabina,” the barista murmured.

“I know you can, mi amor. If you want to, I will be quick.”

“Take all the time you want.” Tessa crawled between the other woman’s legs. The barista’s ass was in the air.

Sabina sighed at the feel of Tessa’s mouth on her. “Sí, oh, sí, sí, sí.”

Watching them together did wonders for Steven. He got on the bed and slid back into Tessa. Gripping her hips, he made love to her once more, this time slowly.

It wasn’t long until all of them were filled with more Animus, and the room turned into a furnace of sex. The wind off the ocean, coming through the open window, did little to cool them off. Hours passed.

In the early morning hours, dawn not far away, Steven found himself on the bed, sweating, while Tessa slept.

Sabina, though, was awake. She was spooned next to him. She rested her head on his chest. Yes, it made his situation sweatier, but that was okay. He was so satisfied.

“So it’s clear you don’t think I’m ugly,” Sabina said with a little smile in her voice.

“Far from it. You’re amazing. What you did for us … to us. It was amazing.” Steven felt a fresh wave of excitement zip through his body, but he kept it down. He was tired. And they needed to rest. It had been a hell of a day. Or night. Depending on the time zone. They’d all been up an entire day if not more.

“You will be my third husband,” Sabina murmured. “I thought about letting you take me tonight. I wanted it. I wanted you. I saw the joy you brought Tessa. But then I remembered my own sadness. Scotty was kind to me, too. He respected me. Mulk was cruel, but he was a good lover. He didn’t talk to me, and that was fine.”

Steven had to laugh a bit. “Uh, talking about your exes is not really working for me.”

“I know.” Sabina sighed. “But I have to tell you why I’m being careful with my body and my heart. When we make love, it will join our lives. You are magic, Steven. You are special, and I worry that I will be destroyed by you.”

That shocked him a bit. “I would never do anything to hurt you.”

“If I give you my heart, and you die, that will destroy me. You wield a power that my other husbands did not.”

Steven held her close. “And with that power, I will stay alive, and I’ll keep you safe. I swear I will.”

Sabina slid off the bed. “I know you will try. But I also know what I’ve seen in my visions. Death, bloodshed, sorrow—the shadows coming alive to devour us. And there is Mouse. I see her burning, weeping, lost and alone. She is a troubled woman, and I fear her troubles are only beginning.”

Steven sat up.

Tessa rolled over and slapped him, totally by accident. She didn’t wake up but slept on.

He got out of the bed.

Sabina went to the window that looked out over the city lights to the dark walls and black ocean beyond. “I smell the world. I feel the air. I can’t see, but I can feel so much now. It scares me. The past is always there, with its secrets. And the future looms with its many uncertainties. And the present is poisoned by them both.” A pause. “There is something I want, my Prime. I’m afraid you won’t like it, but I will tell you. I want to become a Dragonskin. I want to go through the rituals, however difficult, to grow in power. For too long, I’ve watched other people have power I didn’t. I want it for myself.”

“If that’s what you want,” Steven said. “But I hear the process is difficult and painful.”

“I don’t fear pain,” the blind woman said. “I don’t fear the darkness. My only fear is losing you … or failing you.”

Steven wasn’t sure what to say. 

Sabina found the words. “Magica Divinatio.” Emerald light poured from her eyes. She picked up the third volume and flipped to the last page. Steven moved to look over her shoulder. His eyes kept going to her wonderful nipples, though, which made it hard to concentrate.

The words flowed around like spilled ink until lines began to form, going from paragraphs into illustrations. Mountains stood over a cabin beside the glistening waters of a stream. On the porch, an old man was in a rocking chair, rocking back and forth. The lines moved, animating the page. Words appeared underneath. 

Uchiko brings me the peach cobbler, and I love her for it. I miss my books. I miss my brothers, though I don’t remember their names. I’m old. I was so young for so long. Why didn’t I enjoy it? Why didn’t I celebrate my mind? And now it is gone. And I am left with nothing but my friend, my one friend, and a broken mind that betrays me at every turn.

“Mathaal,” Steven said. “Old Matchstick is alive. But where is he?”

“Montana,” Sabina whispered.

The book slammed shut and fell to the floor. They watched as iron bands and large locks appeared out of the leather, and in seconds, the third volume had locked itself tight.

Steven bent down and picked it up. It was far heavier than it had been.

He thought he heard laughter from inside the bound book, but it was hard to tell. Soon, the only sound was the wind through the window and Sabina’s breathing.

Her eyes had lost their glow. “We should go, now. Rahaab didn’t think I could see through the magic he put on the book, and it was Rahaab that ensorcelled the text. If he could sense me, he could send his wives to find us.”

Steven nodded. So much for spending the night in their love nest. If Rahaab knew that they were in France, they needed to get back to America, to Montana, as fast as possible.

“Hurry, guys,” Steven said to his Escort back in Wyoming. “We need to get home.”
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Mouse pulled the Chevy Silverado into the dirt parking lot of Torchy’s Bar and Grill in Hooper, Montana. The sun was gone, but the red light of the sunset still glowed on the horizon. Mouse did a little time zone calculation. It would be after 5 a.m. in France—the next fucking day.

It had taken forever to get to Montana. They’d had to hook up the trailer, and they’d gotten a flat fire on the Chevy. Liam was wiped, so he couldn’t help much. It didn’t matter, though, as Mouse and Aria were dragons and could lift some heavy shit, so hitching up the trailer and putting on the spare had been easy for them. The Yellow Ronin did have enough energy to pull the dad card, though: he’d insisted that they all sleep in a rest area in the middle of Wyoming’s grasslands that first night.

While Aria and Liam had crawled into the Jayco, Mouse slept in the driver’s seat. Of course she couldn’t just sleep. Horrific dreams haunted her, visions of her walking alone and naked through a wasteland of fire and ash. Things with claws and teeth filled the shadows. And they weren’t dragons.

It was eight hours from Cheyenne to Hooper. They’d taken I-25 to where it became I-90 and then breezed through Montana highway towns—Billings, Park City, Big Timber—until they hit Livingston. They took a left on Highway 89, like they were going down to Yellowstone. The scenery was pretty—wide meadows, tall mountains, crystal-clear rivers, and lakes full of trout—but Mouse couldn’t give a fuck. She wanted her Steven back.

Hooper was a wide spot on the road off the highway … basically a Shell station, a post office, three dead restaurants, and Torchy’s, which wasn’t really living, but wasn’t quite dead either. Undead. Clearly, it didn’t get a lot of foot traffic outside the local meth heads, bikers, and wild-eyed survivalists who still cared enough about modern civilization to drink its mass-produced whiskey. Oh, and Cassius Pine’s foot soldiers who stayed close to his Yellowstone Aerie. But not too close.

Too bad the town was doomed. Mouse remembered what they’d done to the little hamlet of Ash Hollow in Nebraska. Every building had been destroyed. Hooper, Montana, might share the same fate.

Mouse parked the truck and trailer on the far side of the parking lot. In front of the bar were a dozen Harleys, a rusted, beaten-down brown truck with a tattered camper on it, a mud-splattered Toyota Forerunner—mostly primer sitting on four bald tires—and a brand-new BMW sedan. Bingo. One of these things is not like the others.

Aria sat next to Mouse in the passenger seat. Liam was in the back seat doing his best impression of a throw pillow. He was curled up under a blanket, out to the world. 

 “Are you sure we’ll find Cassius Pine’s people here?” Aria asked.

“It’s an outpost for the Rocky Mountain Plains Primacy,” Mouse answered with a nod. “Let’s get dressed up and go in there. I can’t drink. You have to.”

Aria frowned. “Why?”

“Just follow my lead. We need to figure out who is a civilian—those are the people we shouldn’t kill—and who is working for Cassius. Those we can kill all we want. But we have to save a couple for Liam so he can get his mojo back and get a damn portal spell up and running.”

The Indian woman didn’t move. “American bars. I’ve played this game before when we needed money. I don’t like to drink. And I find such places distasteful.”

Mouse laughed and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and battlefields are just fine.”

“They are,” Aria replied simply, no sarcasm in her voice. “There, the rules are clear. Kill or be killed. Inside a place like that? I must be careful who I murder. It’s such a pain.”

Mouse raised her eyebrows and had to close her mouth. “Yeah, indiscriminate violence is far easier. Come on, Ms. Bloodthirsty. You’ll get a fight. And this is my chance to let Cassius Pine know that we don’t believe his bullshit.”

“Steven might not approve,” Aria muttered, genuine concern seeping through.

They weren’t going to revisit this teaming up with the enemy nonsense. “Aria, Steven promised me revenge. I mean to get it. And besides, he’s a man of his word. He’ll be alright with this.” She banged out of the Chevy and into the Jayco, going fast. Aria eventually joined her. They both got dressed up, hit the makeup, sprayed on perfume, and did the hairspray thing. Mouse thought about taking the Slayer Blade in with her but decided she wouldn’t need it, not against low-level mercenaries. 

Aria wore a slinky scarlet dress that accentuated her dark skin and dark hair. Thick mascara made her green eyes pop. Holy damn, she looked so hot it almost made Mouse rethink her sexuality. As for the petite blonde, she went classic black dress, tight enough to let men know what she looked like naked. Both dresses were going to be sacrificed though, once the shifting and fighting started.

In stilettos, they maneuvered across the dirt. Mouse slammed her hand against the Chevy. “Liam, wake the fuck up. We’re going to bring out one of Cassius Pine’s scumbags so you can feed on him.”

“I’m not a vampire,” the Yellow Ronin protested. “And don’t bring me the blood of the innocent. I’m not a demon either.”

“Oh, there’s no innocence in a place like this.” Mouse hooked arms with Aria. “Do you like to drink?”

“No, I don’t like to lose control,” Aria replied.

Mouse rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you need to say that again in English. I have no idea what that even means.”

They walked into the bar. It was an ode to taxidermy and the second amendment. Deer heads, antelope heads, elk heads, and bare antlers covered the cheap fake-wood paneling of the walls. Above the bar were rifles—every make, model, and flavor imaginable, from AR-15s to muskets complete with bayonets.

To the right was the required pool table shining green like an unspoiled field. In front of them was the bar, lost in a murky yellow light, like all the light bulbs were wrapped in flypaper. A hazy cloud of cigarette smoke hung like the leftovers of a chemical spill from eye-level to the ceiling, which had dollar bills pinned there. The paper money hung like leper skin.

The place smelled like the Marlboro Man had thrown up in the corner after guzzling gallons of grain alcohol and pissing his pants.

As expected, every eye turned on them. A collection of bearded bikers in black leather crowded tables to the left. Two old-timers, in jeans and fisherman plaid, sat at the bar. A threesome of scrawny tweakers—scruffy beards, bad teeth, bad skin, and long hair—were shredding napkins at a table near the pool table. Two guys in suit coats, no ties, stood with pool cues in their hands. 

The bartender was a giant with thinning hair and a Fu Manchu moustache. He frowned at them because two gorgeous women in a place like that meant trouble.

Mouse could almost hear Aria’s heartbeat. She was as tense as a rattlesnake. A cold sweat broke across Mouse’s skin. It was unnerving, being the center of attention like that. And she knew a fight was coming.

She pulled Aria up to the bar. 

Still, the place was quiet, and all those eyes, all that lust, made Mouse want to get her dragon on and really give them something to look at.

“Shooters and beer, barkeep. Give us your very worst.” Mouse feigned an easy smile.

She turned to the old-timers. They probably owned the camper truck outside. “You two seem like nice men. Are you fishermen?”

One patted his stomach. “Does the gut give it away?” He was clean-shaven, while his partner had a big white beard. Both grinned like fools. Men, at any age, liked a conversation with a pretty girl.

“We do like to keep at our fishin’ weight,” the bearded old-timer laughed. Clean-shaven echoed his laughter. No one else in the place said anything.

The bartender set two mugs and two shot glasses in front of Mouse and Aria.

Aria didn’t reach for the booze, which was a problem. They needed to playact drinking until they could figure out who was a civilian scumbag and who was working for Cassius Pine. Mouse had thought someone might recognize her and come over but that hadn’t happened.

The men kept on staring at them. She was betting that the two BMW boys shooting pool were the mercenaries. But then the bikers might be a collection of baddies working for Cassius. As for the grandfather fishermen and the three tweakers, they were probably just passing through.

Mouse elbowed Aria, who did what was expected. She tossed back the whiskey, choked, winced … Okay, Mouse thought she’d be done. But she wasn’t. Aria downed the beer in a long, single gulp. Everyone watched her do it.  Then Aria did Mouse a big favor. The Indian woman took the second shot like a champ and drained half of her beer.

The place erupted in celebration. No one had expected that. There were cheers, clapping, applause, from everyone except the two BMW boys. That seemed like a good sign—or a bad one, depending on your perspective. 

Aria didn’t say anything, but rapped her knuckles on the bar. The barkeep put down another combo of beer and whiskey.

Tweaker One shot to his feet and came over. “Well, hells yeah! You girls know how to party. Y’all should come and sit with us, maybe drink a couple-two-three brewskis. On us ah-course!” 

Tweakers Two and Three waved them over, offering them smiles riddled with gaps.

Mouse could smell his rotten teeth, or was that his breath? Or maybe it was his acne. He was a ball of ugly and stink. You could parade him through high schools as an anti-drug campaign.

Clean-shaven fisherman waved him back. “These young ladies are fine, ya moose-knuckle.”

“Shut up, old-timer!” Tweaker One shrieked. He went to slap Clean-shaven, but Mouse triggered SerpentGrace and caught his hand. She used the force of her speed to send him back to the table, where he knocked over his methhead buddies like bowling pins. They all hit the floor.

Of course, two pulled guns and one pulled a knife. “What da fuck, bitch?”

Of course there was going to be barfight. It was just happening a little sooner than Mouse expected. She swept up Aria’s empty beer mug. It was a heavy, thick glass thing. She raced into the middle of the tweakers as they got to their feet. She smacked a snub-nosed revolver out of Tweaker Two’s hand with the mug. Good, the glass held. She smashed it into the face of Tweaker Three.

Mug hit face. Nose sprayed blood.

She rammed a fist into Tweaker Two’s crotch. When he bent over, she swept an uppercut into his face. She was slight, not that strong in her human form, but the speed did wonders for her attacks. Tweaker Two squealed and fell over, clutching at his boys.

Tweaker One stuck a semiauto pistol into her face. Mouse snatched it and twisted. His finger, caught in the trigger guard, broke like a twig snapping. She ended the whimper when she drove the pistol back into his face. She kneed him in the gut and down he went like a sack of rotten potatoes.

Her dress had ridden up, showing her underwear, but Mouse didn’t care. She figured she’d be naked in a minute, covered in amber scales. The Animus from the fight buzzed through her. It felt good. Not as good as a kill but still pretty sweet.

Aria watched from the bar. Her third shot was gone, and she was working down her third beer. 

“I thought you weren’t much of a drinker,” Mouse said to her.

“Just because I don’t like to drink doesn’t mean I’m not good at it.” She smiled, dizzily. Uh oh, Aria was racing through buzzed and going straight for sloppy. A drunk Aria? It was hard to imagine. Terrifying too, considering how violent she could be in the right circumstances.

The barkeep was big enough to hunch over the bar. His cold eyes took in Mouse and the three men on the ground. Mouse picked up their knives and guns and walked over to put them down on the bar. Her legs were showing from her heels to the curve of her ass cheeks. Let ’em look.

The fishermen were silent. Eyes wide. Quite a show.

Mouse turned. “Anyone else want to fuck with me?”

A biker shambled forward. He was hair, beard, leather, and boots. Chains jingled with every step. He stank of beer and Old Spice. “I’d fuck you, little girl.”

His buddies hooted and hollered. “Go get her, Dan!”

The tweakers had backed away, but didn’t exit. They stayed, bleeding and bruised, to watch the next round of fighting. Mouse didn’t think such scum would work for Cassius Pine. Maybe the bartender? He wasn’t stopping the fight.

Mouse put up her little fist. Biker Dan was nearly seven feet tall. His balled hands were the size of her head.

“How is this fair?” she asked. “Are you really going to try and hit me?” Maybe this big bruiser worked for Cassius.

Biker Dan grinned. “I saw how you took apart them skinny dudes. You can handle yourself. But I’ll go easy on you. Maybe if you let me hurt you a little, you’ll let me fuck you a lot.”

“Ugh.” Mouse grimaced. “What a prince charming you are.”

Aria laughed abruptly.

Biker Dan swung and Mouse ducked it. She was still full of SerpentGrace. The biker went to grab her, and she drove a knee into his thigh. She accessed DragonStrength, cocked back, and drove a fist into his face. He was sent hurling backward. He hit the floor, on his back, and slid into his buddies. Out cold.

The bikers all let out a cheer. “Fuck you, Dan!”

Mouse whirled. It was time to end the charade. “I’m looking for someone who knows Cassius Pine. Are there any dragons in this shithole?”

“Dragons?” The bartender blinked. “Like Smaug?”

“Dragons,” Mouse repeated. “Or mercenaries who work for dragons. You all are going to have your minds wiped, so you won’t remember a thing. Might as well ask.”

“But I was gonna jerk off and think about you later,” one of the bikers shouted, obviously not believing her.

“And there’s another charmer from the motorcycle club contingent.” Mouse sighed. Men. “Hey, BMW boys, you are my prime suspects. You work for Cassius Pine or what?”

Both exchanged surprised glances. As did the two old, fat fishermen.

Then the unexpected happen. The bearded fisherman ripped through his clothes and shifted into a huge Dragonskin, a dark blue color. A fishy smell exuded from his skin. Clean-shaven followed suit, but he was a dark red color and smelled like sour milk. They lost their guts in the transformation and became two towering lizard men. Well, fuck. And those guys had seemed so nice.

Aria stumbled backward. “Well, shit me,” she slurred. “Can you say that in English?” She giggled so hard, she fell on her butt. 

Well, that was just great.

Mouse shifted into her partial form—dress ripping at the seams, though still in place for the time being—and breathed out a flash of lightning. It struck the dark-red Dragonskin at the bar and arced over to the dark-blue beast next to him. Both shivered and shook.

Charged with supernatural strength and speed, Mouse rushed both Dragonskins headlong. She wished she’d brought in the Slayer Blade, but she had her claws. She latched onto the dark blue’s right arm, then put a taloned foot on the bar. Pulling, she ripped his arm out of his shoulder joint. Blood flowed, and the screams of both man and dragon filled the bar.

The door burst open. Liam stood there in his yellow shirt, jeans, and boots, as pale as a flu patient. He held the Slayer Blade, green fire crackling around the sword.

“Magica Defensio!” Mouse slammed a shield spell behind the dark-red Dragonskin. Barstools went flying. She stepped to the side and moved the force field from the bar to the door. The dark-red Dragonskin was hurled toward Liam, who drove the sword into the lizard man’s chest. 

Mouse grabbed the bleeding dark-blue Dragonskin by his one remaining arm. She pivoted and sent him stumbling toward Liam, who cut off the Dragonskin’s head. Bright light filled the Yellow Ronin as he absorbed the Animus.

Both of the fishermen turned back into fat, old-man corpses.

Mouse hurried to help Aria off the floor. She was literally drunk on her ass.

The bikers, the tweakers, the BMW boys, and the bartender all had shrunk back, fear painting their faces. Not one of them moved. Mouths were open, eyes blinked, and most of them were the color of scratch paper.

Mouse was still in her Homo Draconis form. “So, yeah, we’re dragon chicks. But you won’t remember that. I don’t know what kind of story you’re going to come up with to explain the old guys, but it doesn’t much matter. See you around, gentlemen.”

“Thanks for the drinks!” Aria said happily. She sagged against Mouse. “You’re so pretty, Mel. I mean so pretty and cool and strong. I think we should call you Mel. You’re not a Mouse. You’re a lion. Rawr.”

Ugh, drunk women.

Liam exited the bar and took the broadsword with him.

“Magica Defensio!” Mouse wiped the minds of the men inside Torchy’s. 

Back in the truck, Liam was quiet and strong again. He’d be able to cast another portal spell. It would leave him exhausted, sure, but that was okay. They’d just taken out two of Cassius Pine’s Dragonskins. The Prime would strike back. And without the hurricane circle, he’d be able to find Mouse easily. Good. Mouse would eat his heart and his Animus.

Aria held Mouse’s hand. She kissed it. “So, can I call you Mel? And can I kiss you for real?”

“Aria, you’re sweet. But I’m fine being Mouse and being straight.” She widened her eyes in annoyance, though she couldn’t be too upset.

Now they had to find a quiet place off the road where they could park the trailer and build a bonfire. Then Liam could cast his portal spell and they’d get Steven back. Finally!
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Steven, Sabina, and Tessa approached the spinning circle of light on the sands in front of Saint-Malo. It was 6:30 a.m. The beach was deserted. Tessa had the satchel with the three volumes of the Drokharis Grimoire inside. Steven lugged the coffer still full of gold pieces. Each gold coin was worth about a thousand dollars, so even with their splurging in France, they’d hardly made a dent.

Tessa helped Sabina through, and Steven followed them. They stepped from the chill of the ocean into the cold of a Rocky Mountain night. Around them were pine trees, greenery, and the scent of a river. The others had built a bonfire on its sandy banks. Stars filled the sky. The truck and trailer were parked in an open field. The Jayco’s porch light lit up the grasses around it.

Liam swiveled his arms in a circle, and the portal closed behind them.

Mouse tackled Steven, and he wound up on his back on pine needles. She was kissing him, his neck, his cheeks, his lips. “We are never going to be separated again! That was awful.”

Aria stumbled against Tessa. She said a bunch of stuff in Hindi and then burst out laughing. What was wrong with her? Steven had no idea. He’d never seen Aria act so silly.

Sabina stood alone, arms around herself. 

“Mouse, it’s okay!” Steven managed to catch her head and end her kissing attack. “We’re back!”

Liam sank to the ground. He was breathing hard, barely conscious. Where had he gotten the mojo for another portal spell?

Not from anyone around. They were alone except for trees and mountains.

“Magica Divinatio!” Sabina glanced around. “We’re in Montana. That’s Pine Creek. There’s a small town nearby with police around a bar.” She waved to the southwest. “And we’ll be separated again. Some of us will be wounded. Mouse will end up alone.”

The blind woman went and helped Liam to his feet.

Mouse let out a growl. “I see Mrs. Nostradamus is back with good news. And she has enough Animus to cast spells again. What have you guys been doing?”

“Tons of sex,” Tessa said. She managed to unwind Aria’s arms from around her to come and give Mouse a big hug.

Aria went over to Steven and kissed him long and hard. “Still have some penis for me, Steven?”

“Always.” Steven both tasted and smelled alcohol from Aria. Wow, Aria drunk. Okay. And it had made her horny. Okay again. He could help with that, though what Sabina said had him frowning. “Sabina, can you give us more details?”

The blind woman helped Liam into the trailer. The Yellow Ronin turned in the doorway and waved at them weakly. “I’m glad you are back. But I have to sleep again. On the couch. I’m not bleeding out of my eyes this time. I’m getting better. So there’s that…”

Sabina didn’t answer Steven. She went inside and closed the door behind them. The generator sprang to life. Lights flickered on inside the trailer. The slides were already out.

Aria grabbed his crotch. “Take me in the field. Under the stars. I want you, Steven. Now.”

He caught her hand and moved it away. “Easy there, girl, let me just get caught up. I’ll tell you my story, and we’ll tell you ours.” With Aria on him, they stood by the bonfire, which was burning into coals. Steven told them all how Tessa and Sabina had used the scroll to cast a portal spell that took them to Saint-Malo’s beaches thirty miles south. Then he went into details about the third volume: the strange encrypted pages, Sabina’s vision of Mathaal, and the final locking mechanism that stopped them from seeing more.

Mouse told them about the fight in the Hooper bar. 

When they were finished, they stood quietly for a second, wondering what their next steps might be. That wasn’t going to do for Aria. She shifted into her dragon shape, caught Steven up in her claws, and carried him up over the trailer, the fire, and the dark trees.

Steven had to laugh. He shifted into his True Form—there went another outfit—and spun away from her. He found an open meadow in the middle of trees. He landed and returned to being human. Aria alighted gracefully to stand before him naked. She then got down on her knees to take him in her mouth. When he was hard, she turned and got on her hands and knees, offering herself up to him. The moonlight shined off the muscles on her back; her hair was darkness itself.

Steven liked this drunken, horny version of the normally controlled Aria. He got behind her, grabbed her hips, and before long, both were satisfied. When Aria fell onto her back, Steven fell with her. He lay on top of her, between her legs. His back was chilly, but his front was warm, sweaty even. Around them, crickets chirped, owls hooted, and the pines sighed in the winds.

Aria kissed him. “I’m so glad to have you back, my Prime. I was worried. Mouse, however, was beside herself. I’ve never seen her so upset. She loves you … maybe more than any of us.”

Steven touched his forehead to Aria’s. In the moonlight, he could see the twinkle in her eyes. “I remember you, in that crappy motel, when Tessa accessed her Magica Incanto powers for the first time and passed out. You were crazy with worry. Do you remember?”

“I do.” Aria clung to him. “Since then, every battle has become even more important, both for our destiny and our love. To lose any one of us now would hurt. No, it would kill us. I’m not sure we could recover.”

“Even Sabina?” Steven asked.

“Sabina … she is problematic. If she can’t see, she can’t fight. And she can’t keep casting the Divinatio spell over and over.”

Steven had to smile at that. “She can if I keep her full of Animus. And it’s more than that, Aria. She wants to become a Dragonskin. What are the rules about that? Can Magicians go through the rituals?”

“They can.” Aria frowned. Her eyes were open and boring into him. “However, most Magicians wouldn’t want to go through the pain and hardship of the process. They have the ability to cast spells. That’s okay for most. We’ll have to ask Liam or Mouse. They will know more. Mouse helped Edgar Vale near the end of his rituals.”

Steven and Aria flew back to the trailer. By that time, Tessa had already gone inside. Only Mouse stood by the fire, arms across her chest. When Steven landed, Mouse took him in her arms and kissed him. “I’m definitely going to need a turn. Seeing you again, smelling you, I need you. We were separated for so long!”

“It was like a day,” Steven protested. “And I came right back.”

“Don’t care!”

Steven had an idea. “Let’s go find a mountaintop to sleep on. Aria, you wanna join us? We can sleep in our True Forms.” Aria hadn’t changed back. She whirled back up into the air. Steven let Tessa know they’d be sleeping apart.

Steven and Mouse left the fire to join Aria flying through the sky. They soared above the forest, up a mountainside, until they hit the timberline. They kept going until Steven found the flat, rocky top of a mountain peak. There, they came down to rest. Around them, ridge after ridge of mountains reached to the horizon, painted a glorious color by the bright night sky. At thirteen thousand feet, the thin air was downright cold. 

Aria stayed a dragon, spouting flame to keep Steven and Mouse warm while they made love as humans. Mouse was wild and loud, talking dirty and then whispering love. She didn’t care that Aria was close by. She wanted Steven in any and every way she could get him.

Once they finished, the three dragons fell asleep in a tangle of wings, bodies, tails, and arms. Not once did Steven feel cold. Inside him burned a fire that the night air couldn’t touch.

He woke up with the sun shining down. Mouse had found shade under one of Aria’s wings. The scarlet dragon covered her face with the other. Seeing the two sleeping, Steven slithered away as quietly as he could.

He gazed down at the wonders of the mountain ranges and forests around him. He was on top of the world, an onyx-colored dragon, powerful and deadly. He breathed in the morning air, and the world smelled so good. Up so high, he could see the curve of the Earth, and he felt keenly that he was on a chunk of plant-covered rock spinning around a medium-sized sun hurling through infinite space. He’d had visions of floating in the heart of the universe. Was that his eventual destiny?

He wasn’t sure. Leaving Earth felt impossible. And yet when he’d been working three jobs and going to college full-time, the idea of becoming a dragon with a harem of beautiful women would’ve felt stupid. Yet there he was, on a mountaintop, a full-on dragon. He could breathe fire and everything. The lightning thing was going to take a bit.

He returned to Mouse and Aria. “Hey, girls, I’m going to go down to the trailer and eat as many pancakes as is dragonly possible. You want to join me?”

“Coffee,” Mouse sputtered. “This was great and all, but where’s the coffee? We can breathe fire. We should be able to breathe coffee.”

“Or maybe when I figure out the Magica Incanto spells, I can figure out how to create a magic item that give us coffee on demand,” Steven said.

Aria stretched out her wings. “I don’t need pancakes. And I don’t need coffee. Sleeping up here, with you both, was wonderful. I’ve rarely rested as well.” She then winced. “But the headache is not fun. This is the hanging over, I think.”

Mouse laughed. “It’s hangover. But yeah.” She sat up on her haunches, an amber-colored dragon. She gave Aria a long look. “I agree, though. At first, I wanted Steven all to myself, but then when I’d wake up, I’d feel your heat, smell your cinnamon smell, and I’d fall right back asleep. I knew if we got attacked, I’d be safe.”

Aria circled her long neck around Mouse and the two embraced. 

All three flew back down to the trailer. It was a little before nine. Liam, ever the chef, however weak, had the pancakes going, along with dozens of eggs flecked with pieces of bacon. Tessa was up and already taking coffee orders. Sabina was wrapped in a robe, sitting quietly.

“It’s nice out,” Steven said. “Let’s eat outside.”

“I can help set the table,” Sabina said. She cast her Divinatio spell to see. She found the folding table in the storage compartment along with chairs. She brought out plates, silverware, and glasses for the orange juice.

“Any incoming enemies?” Steven asked.

Sabina paused. “No. We’re clear. I don’t see a battle during the day, but I see a battle at night. It will be on a highway. We will be rescued by an unlikely hero. We’ll get hurt, but we’ll survive. First, however, you will eat a great deal.”

Steven chuckled. Lots of food was definitely in his future.

Tessa cut up two cantaloupes, and they had a huge breakfast under a bright blue sky with crows cawing from the towering pine trees while the creek babbled. 

Steven held his coffee, a triple espresso, up to his nose. Tessa was a miracle. He sipped the coffee.

Everyone else quit eating, but Steven kept on going. He wolfed down pancakes, the last of the eggs, and at least an entire cantaloupe by himself.

“Next time, we’ll have to get some cinnamon rolls,” he said. “I love something sweet in the morning.”

“Which brings up a question,” Tessa said. “Do you eat the sweetie first? Or do you eat it as a dessert right after your meal but before your second cup of coffee?”

“Neither,” Mouse answered. “It goes coffee, breakfast, coffee, with coffee for dessert.”

“Aria?” Tessa asked. 

“I don’t understand the question,” the Indian woman admitted.

Steven did. “No, it’s something to ponder. Like a donut. If you’re going to eat one, do it right away, before the main breakfast? Or after eggs, as a dessert?”

“I say first thing,” Tessa said. “Life is short. Eat dessert first.”

“Americans,” Aria sighed. “You have breakfast dessert.”

“I agree.” Steven leaned back and patted his stomach. “Eat a cinnamon roll with coffee while you wait for breakfast. And then? Mouse is right. More coffee. But with how my metabolism is right now, I could go for seconds on dessert.”

“I’d like to see the third volume of Stefan’s book,” Liam said. “Debating the order of breakfast food might be interesting, but really, we have more important things to consider.”

Steven nodded. The Yellow Ronin was right. They had a lot to do that day. At least they wouldn’t be fighting. Their next battle would be at night, so they had at least twelve hours before the sun set. They would make the most of it.

Starting with the mysterious locked third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire.
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They cleared the table. Tessa plunked down the third volume, which was locked up tight with solid iron chains. “Well, there it is.”

The Yellow Ronin jiggled the large lock. He sighed. “I’ve not seen anything like this before. Interesting. Cassius Pine told you where the book was only to lock it tight.”

“Yeah,” Steven agreed. “But I got a peek inside before Sabina cast her Divinatio spell. That’s what did it.” He explained about the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon as well as the encrypted pages. And that Mathaal was an old man in Montana, somewhere, eating peach cobbler with Uchiko.

“I do like peach cobbler,” Liam agreed, “but only in September, and only made with Palisade peaches.”

“Heck yeah!” Tessa agreed. “We used to trek over to Grand Junction every fall. Totally delicious.”

“There I go, contributing to another insipid food conversation.” The Yellow Ronin sobered. “There must be a key to match the lock on the book. I’m guessing that Rahaab has it. Or his brother. Maybe if we find Mathaal, we can open the chains.”

“Or we magic up a key,” Steven suggested. “Tessa?”

She smiled brightly. “Oh, like an Incanto spell. Make a skeleton key that can open any lock. It’s an interesting idea.”

“Then we can look inside at least,” Steven said. “Those pages might still be encrypted, but we can get a glimpse of it.”

“I’ll be right back.” Tessa left and went inside the trailer.

Aria had excused herself and taken her chair into the shade of a pine by the stream. The hot sun had burned off the cool of the morning. Aria let out a groan they all heard.

“She’s hurting bad.” Mouse smiled. “Hey, Aria, there’s a cure for hangovers. It’s called getting drunk again as fast as you can. Should I get you a bottle of Wild Turkey liquor?”

Aria didn’t open her eyes. She lifted her right hand and raised her middle finger.

The petite blonde laughed.

“Liam,” Sabina said softly. “I told Steven, and I’d like to tell you. I want to become a Dragonskin. Have you ever helped anyone go through the rituals?”

The Yellow Ronin, already weak and pale, turned even whiter.

“For the love of biscuits,” Mouse hissed. “I can’t even talk about how fucked the Dragonskin rituals are. I won’t be a part of it. Never.” She cast a hide spell and flew off as an amber-colored dragon.

“She tortured Edgar Vale for over a day,” Steven said. “In the end, it drove him insane. It won’t have to be like that for Sabina, will it, Liam?”

Before he could answer, Tessa banged out of the trailer and returned to the table holding her key chain, which was a work of modern art: keys, ribbons, strips of leather, and costume jewelry rings.

She started going through keys. “I think this will work better if I use my favorite key, which is to the Coffee Clutch.”

“Eduardo didn’t take it back?” Steven asked.

Tessa shook her head. “I kept meaning to drive it over, but then the next dragon would attack us. It’s been, uh, intense, right?”

“It has,” Steven agreed. He glanced at Liam, who had his face in his hands. Was he still shaken up by Sabina’s request? It seemed so.

Tessa untwisted the big key from a key ring. She raised it. “I think we should all cast the Incanto spell. We’re going up against Rahaab, and since he’s ancient, he’s going to have major mojo.”

“Even me?” Steven asked.

“Especially you.” Tessa grinned at him. “Might as well get your Incanto magic on. And no skipping to Divinatio. We don’t want you to make the same mistake that I did.”

“Okay,” Liam said. “On three.” He did the countdown.

The Yellow Ronin, Tessa, Sabina, and Steven all said “Magica Incanto” at the same time. All had their hands out.

Each had a different light emanating from their fingers. For Steven, it was black. For Tessa, pink. Liam’s hand glowed yellow, while Sabina’s hands and eyes gleamed green.

The colors coalesced around the key. 

“Bring the book,” Steven said. Tessa handed him the key. Darkness surrounded it. For some reason, his magic had won out.

Sabina picked up the book. Steven inserted the key into the lock, and though it was a different size, he felt it grab the tumblers. The lock clicked open, and the chains crumbled into ash and blew away.

He opened the book easily.

Grinning, Steven found the first encrypted page.

She drove in from a city called Billings. She says the peaks I see are the Beartooth Mountains. I’m not sure what a bear is. As for teeth, I lost another one. She doesn’t say it, but she is waiting for me to die. I wait for the same thing. I’m a hundred if I’m a day. A hundred years old. But I feel older than that. How can that be? People don’t live much longer. Maybe I’m not a person. Maybe I’m something else.

He read the words out loud before they disappeared.

Steven touched the blank page. “That must be Mathaal.”

“It seems he’s gotten worse,” Liam said. “He doesn’t even remember that he’s a dragon anymore. Interesting. This is good, though. We’re in the Beartooth Mountains, and we know he’s within driving distance of Billings. Unfortunately, driving distance for Montana people could be anywhere in the state.”

“Well, we should head for Billings,” Tessa said. “And keep the book open to that page. At some point, we might get another clue.”

Steven turned to the next set of encrypted pages. What he saw put a chill in him.

The ink flowed around the pages until words formed.

So, boy, you have unlocked my chains. I am not surprised. Your father’s magic runs strong in your blood. The Drokharis clan has always been powerful, and I have watched them wander about the Earth for millennia. But nothing like you. You are unique, fate-blessed. You took Shamhat’s eye, and yet I could heal it because I know spells you do not. I could attempt to argue with you, I could try to convince you to stop your reckless pursuit of revolution, but you are a child. You do not converse with children. You punish them. And I will punish you.

Liam and Tessa read the words over his shoulder before they disappeared.

“Well, that was Rahaab. He just told you to get off his lawn,” Tessa quipped.

“I wonder if he knows where I am now.” Steven sighed.

“He knows where Mouse is,” Liam said. “As for the book, he could lock it, but your father had it protected. I believe we are still hidden for now.”

Sabina murmured something, and her eyes lit up with green light. “I will make sure that that cabron can’t find us. Don’t worry.”

“Not until we can find Mathaal,” Steven said. “I’m betting he can help us with both the book and with the secrets to killing an ancient dragon.”

“An Alpheros.” Liam scratched his bearded chin. “Tessa told me about our three ancestors and their very Cain and Abel story. Stefan was never sure if that was true or not.”

“It’s true,” Sabina said abruptly. “All of it. Rahaab doesn’t care he’s killing his descendants.” Her eyes lost their glow. “Liam, I know my timing isn’t very good, but I need to know about the rituals. Have you done it before?”

“I have.” Liam’s voice was grave. “I watched a friend die. Another, like this Edgar Vale, lost his mind. The process is brutal, and I would ask that you think about your decision very carefully.”

Steven thought of Uchiko and the Onari Guard, who had failed the rituals and had become half dragon, half human, unable to fully transform into either.

Sabina, sitting in a chair near them, was motionless. “Aria is worried I won’t be able to handle myself in battle. As a Dragonskin, I would have access to powers I don’t have now. I want to help Steven. He took me in even though I’m broken. I want to return the favor. And I’m strong, Liam. I had to be.”

“What does it entail?” Tessa asked.

Liam let out a long breath. “Her life will not be her own. She will have to follow a strict diet, a strict schedule of meditation, and practice self-denial. And in the end, every part of her skin will have to be burned off. And she will have to heal the flesh and transform herself from the inside out. Not one in a thousand can do it.”

“No coffee?” Tessa asked, trying to make a joke.

Liam shook his head. “I know the spells. I can help. But I would rather not. Please, Sabina, you won’t be able to serve Steven’s Primacy if you are either dead or insane.”

“¡No manches!” Sabina snapped. “I understand the risks. I’m not a kid. And I’m not a scaredy-cat.” She touched the scabs on her right arm from when Gideon Scaramanga had stabbed her. The wounds were finally healing. “I’ve been dead once. I can do it again.”

Liam closed his eyes. “We can start now. We will need groceries. Rice. A lot of vegetables. Very little meat and very little fruit. No sugar. You will eat only the barest minimum. The Shaolin monks in China took their cue from the Dragonskin rituals to increase their inner power.”

“Sounds like the ultimate diet,” Tessa said. “And not the beach-body sexy kind.”

No one said anything.

Steven wanted to ask Sabina one more time if she knew what she was doing. But obviously, she’d thought a lot about this. “Maybe we should wait until after we defeat Rahaab. We have enough on our plate as it is.”

“No,” Sabina said. “I’ll start today. I know a little of what I need to do.” She got up and sat down near the stream in some grass. She got in the meditation position, legs crossed, hands in her lap, with her thumbs almost touching, but not quite.

“It’s meditation, it’s a strict diet, and it’s the burning,” Liam said.

“I was burned,” Steven said. “Remember, Tessa? In the sacred pools of the Lookout Mountain Aerie?”

Tessa nodded. “Yeah, you couldn’t change into your True Form until you went through that. It’s going to be far harder on Sabina. But we can be there for her.”

“We can,” Steven agreed.

He turned back to the book. He showed Liam the sketch of the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon before turning to the last encrypted pages. He wasn’t sure whose thoughts they were, but the ink swirled, and he was given more.

Rahaab is old and afraid. I don’t know why. If we spent less time fighting among ourselves, we could someday battle the Zothoric. We’d finally be free. But I get the idea that Rahaab doesn’t want to be free. He’s come to enjoy his fear. Or maybe it’s not his fear he likes, but everyone else’s. It does give him power. Those in power are loath to give it up. That’s a lesson for the ages.

Steven read it over. “Who do you think this is?” he asked.

“I could be Icharaam,” Liam said. “If Mathaal is hidden from me, maybe the third brother is as well. Maybe he’s not dead. Or we are reading his thoughts from fifty thousand years ago.”

Steven didn’t know.

He accessed the skill tree again to look it over.
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He’d cast his first Magica Incanto spell! And it had worked wonders; the spell knocked away Rahaab’s magic and busted his lock. Of course, he’d had help from the other spellcasters in his group. He’d progressed far down the Pugna tail of the dragon and had mastered ShadowStrength. But what about IonClaws? Should he attempt to use them? Or should he try the Toxicity Exhalant? Probably not. He needed to get better at lightning before he tried the poison gas cloud. That side of the skill tree had always been difficult for him. It had taken him forever to breathe fire.

Well, forever wasn’t the right word. He was learning Dragonsoul skills faster than anyone Liam or Aria had ever met. That made him feel good. But he was still frustrated. He needed to be at his best if he was ever going to face Rahaab.

Though he hadn’t levelled again, all the fighting and the sex had topped off his Animus.

“So, Liam,” Steven started, “should I try IonClaws? One of Rahaab’s wives used it against us during the library fight. It’s a powerful weapon.”

Liam let out a grunt. “You youngsters are going to be the death of me. Sabina wants to torture herself to become a Dragonskin. And now you want to become a Dragonsoul Master of the Pugna arts after what? Three months as a dragon?”

Steven grinned. “You heard what Rahaab called me. I’m a child, but I’m fate-blessed. What are the risks of using IonClaws?”

“If you don’t get it right, you will melt your hands off with the Animus. It’s why I never attempted that ability. My claws are sharp enough.”

Steven winced. “Oh, ouch. Okay. So how can I improve my ElectroArc exhalant?”

Liam stood. “Practice, meditation, channeling the Animus, breathing in life and exhaling death. Always the same. Perhaps you should get on the same regimen as Sabina.”

Tessa ran out into the middle of the dirt road. “Come on, Steven. Let’s practice. I’ll cast a shield spell and you can try and hit me with your lightning.”

Steven stripped out of his clothes, became a dragon, and hurled himself into the air. Flying about in the sunshine felt great. He practiced his lightning breath. At first, only one finger of electricity left his mouth to strike the air in front of Tessa. Her force field glowed pink.

He zoomed over her, wheeling in the sky, loving the wind under his wings. He did another pass. Again, only one long bolt struck her shields. 

Half an hour later, though, when he breathed, twin lengths of lightning crashed into her shield. Yes!

They both then meditated next to Sabina while Liam took care of cleaning up the dishes and getting the trailer ready for another trip.

Billings was in their future, and hopefully, they’d find Mathaal somewhere near. 

Mouse returned from her flying. They all piled into the truck and took off. They got back onto Highway 89 and headed for I-90. 

At Livingston, they had a late lunch at an old greasy drive-in place. Burgers, fries, and everything deep-fried. They ordered at a window and sat down at plastic tables with a view of the highway.

Sabina had a hamburger—hold everything that wasn’t cheap meat and limp vegetables. Steven ate three bacon cheeseburgers as well as a basket of onion rings. He topped that off with enough fries to keep Idaho in business for another decade.

Aria sat in sunglasses, not eating. “I’m never drinking again.”

Mouse laughed at that. “If you say that enough, you magically end up at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. There will be a guy named Ed there. He will hit on you. It won’t be pretty. Because Ed isn’t pretty.”

“Funny,” Tessa said. “I thought I was the funny one.”

“You’re the sweet one.” Mouse touched her arm. “I’m the funny, emotionally damaged one. Aria is our resident drunk. And Sabina is rising up in the ranks as our wise mamacita.”

“I’ll take it,” the blind woman said. “But I’m not even thirty. I should be older.”

“That’s why you’re the cita and not just the mama,” Mouse clarified.

Steven found himself staring at the blonde. 

“What?” she asked.

He smiled at her.

She knew why. “I’m happy, okay? I mean, we’re back together, on another road trip, doing the things we do.”

“I’m not the drunk,” Aria complained. “Not like Rani from Queen, who insisted she was better than the other ‘short skirt’ girls and that she deserved someone better than Vijay.”

Tessa laughed. “Indian pop culture references! That’s so awesome!”

Steven enjoyed the love and comradery. He was glad Mouse was feeling like she fit in. 

After lunch, they were back on the road, racing a thunderstorm east. Mouse had volunteered to fly above them, to keep watch.

I-90 was a dark strip of asphalt parting the greenery of gorgeous fields under a cloud-heavy sky. Mountains rose to their right, the Beartooths, while the meadows and villages raced by on their left. Mostly, big rigs filled the road, but it was summertime and tourists and RVs were about as well. But not very many.

The clouds thickened until Steven had to turn on his headlights. It was so dark, it almost felt like it was night.

Night. Their next battle would be at night. Or was it in the darkness of a thunderstorm? Had Sabina gotten it wrong?

He raced past a semi. In front of him were dozens of motorcycles, driven by a collection of rough, beaded men in leathers. There might have been close to fifty of the guys. What the hell? Did Montana have its own motorcycle gang? One of the men wore a priest’s collar. That was different.

Tessa was riding shotgun. Aria slept with her cheek on Sabina in the back seat along with Liam. Mouse was in the sky above, hidden from human eyes.

Aria woke up long enough to see the bikers. “Those guys look like the men in the bar last night. No, not the same. Look at that symbol on their leather jackets.”

Steven saw them at once—red crosses in white circles. It was the same design the Dragonskins at the library had worn on their sashes.

The biker with the priest’s collar began to change.
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Thunder boomed like the world was ending. A second later, lightning flashed from the sky, only it wasn’t from the clouds, it was from Mouse. 

She came soaring down. She blistered two bikers near the back of the pack. She sizzled their scales, but their flesh was unmarked. They kept their bikes upright and continued to transform. Wings unfurled. Hands became thick talons. Tails sprouted from spines. All on the leather seats of a variety of Harley Davidson, BMW, and Honda motorcycles.

Steven blinked. He found his truck and trailer surrounded by dragon men in tattered clothes on big hogs roaring down the freeway. Their headlights cut through the dark day. No wonder Sabina had thought their next fight would be at night.

Rain slashed down.

Steven hit the windshield wipers. They thwacked. “Dragonskins! And they seem to take lightning really well. So we should hit them with fire.”

Tessa grinned. “I got bullets for them.” She slid the window down. She stuck a Peacekeeper out and fired. A Dragonskin’s head exploded, and his bike went crashing down the highway. The semi, a blue-and-white North American big rig, swerved to avoid the wreck. The big trailer wobbled dangerously but didn’t jackknife.

The priest, the white plastic collar still around his throat, stood on his Harley, waving a familiar three-balled flail over his head. He swung it, and it crashed against the truck on the back-passenger side, where Aria was. It broke through the glass and fingers of electricity arced around the door. Aria let out a scream of pain. The whole truck shuddered. The priest struck with the flail again. This time the spikes on the balls sank into the side of the door with such force that they stayed there. The priest then jerked back on his weapon. The door was ripped open and hung on its hinges for a second, before he yanked on the flail again. He freed his weapon and completely removed the door, sending it sliding down the wet asphalt streaking under them.

Tessa reached back and fired at the priest, but her pink-tinged bullet struck a red force field. 

On Steven’s left, two bikes thundered up, racing down the narrow strip of road between the truck and the cement divider. Steven was in the left lane of I-90 heading east. Both the bikers had machine guns. Rounds pounded into the side of the Chevy Silverado. The bright red magically enhanced bullets pinged and panged. Liam let out a grunt. He’d been hit.

Steven cranked the wheel to the left and bashed the bikes into the divider. The two machine-gun Dragonskins left their crushed motorcycles and scrambled onto the top of the Jayco trailer. They weren’t there for long. An amber-colored flash swept over them, and Mouse clawed them off, sending them into other bikers, who smashed against the road in a collection of metal, skin, blood, and gasoline.

“I’m having a very Mad Max moment!” Tessa screamed and fired three more shots.

“Magica Divinatio!” Sabina crawled into the front, her eyes glowing green. “I will drive, Steven. You need to get out and fight!” She finished with a “Magica Defensio!” creating a shield on the passenger side of the Chevy.

Steven morphed into his Homo Draconis form. He triggered DragonStrength and drove his left foot into the driver’s-side door, sending it crashing against the divider and then under the Jayco. The trailer bounced over it.

More machine-gun fire struck Sabina’s green shield in bright flashes of emerald blotches.

Steven swung out of the truck, and Sabina took over driving.

Tessa was reloading when Steven took to the skies, going True Form. 

The priest with the lighting flail flew over and spiked Steven in his arm. He smacked the priest away with a slash of his tail. Then Steven soared off, trying to get his bearings, hurtling down the freeway in a thunderstorm, the I-90 full of motorcycles, dragon men, and that big North American big rig. The semi could provide Steven with a bit of cover for a second. He turned his wings, and the wind sent him careening over. He landed on top of the big rig’s trailer.

He unleashed a spray of fire from his mouth at the Dragonskins in front of the semi. Flames engulfed a Fat Boy Harley. The gas tank exploded, killing the dragon man and the fucker next to him.

Good. Bullets strafed Steven. These were from normal guns, and they struck him hard, but didn’t break the skin. They still hurt, dammit. Like being stung by a bee.

No sign of the priest. Another Dragonskin on the wing came storming in with a long, hooked spear. He caught Steven in his leg with the hook and held on. Another hooked spear caught his arm. He was caught between two winged lizard men gripping polearms and beating powerful wings imbued with DragonStrength.

“Magica Impetim!” Steven’s black throwing stars spun into the dragon man to his left, blowing out his chest. Steven inhaled his Animus.

Aria swept down and bit off the head of the second Dragonskin. The headless corpse struck the pavement in a spray of blood. The head rolled like a kicked ball. And she was given a good healthy dose of the mystical energy.

A red arrow struck Aria in the chest. A Dragonskin archer flashed overhead. A scarlet light illuminated the string of his bow.

The hurt Aria came smashing down onto the North American trailer’s roof. She about rolled off, but Steven grabbed her with his tail. Holding her, he unhooked the spear from his leg and hurled it into the chest of the flying archer. Impaled, the Dragonskin went smashing down into sagebrush, and Steven felt the heat of Animus fill his chest.

The trucker in the cab underneath finally lost his nerve and hit his air brakes. With a whine and a whoosh, he brought the rig to a stop. 

Steve tore the arrow out of Aria. She cried out in agony, but then he roared, “Magica Cura,” and healed her wounds.

Both took to the air again, leaving the big rig to land on the Jayco trailer. The roof crumpled under their weight but held. Sabina wasn’t about to slow down. In fact, she sped up, so much so, Mouse trailed them. Six Dragonskins, wings tucked, chased after her.

More Dragonskins on wheels bashed at the trailer and the truck with maces, flails, and battle-axes. Others had AK-47s. They hit Steven and Aria with a barrage of lead. Aria cast a shield to protect them from normal weapons, while Steven’s shield took care of any magical bolts or imbued bullets. 

Six bikers had raced ahead of them, but now the Dragonskins turned around, racing the wrong way on the freeway toward the savaged Chevy Silverado with Sabina behind the wheel and Tessa riding shotgun.

The six scaly bastards in front of them raised machine guns, and a couple raised spears. There were going to be coming in hot.

Tessa and Sabina slammed their shields down in front of the dragon bikers. Four of those motorcycles and their riders hit the invisible barriers going eighty miles an hour. Tires crumbled as did steel frames and dragon bones. It was like Steven had a window into a car masher. Skulls were flattened as flesh and engine crunched into the shield spells. Blood, oil, and gasoline gushed against the barriers and splattered the street.

Tessa and Sabina swept away their shields to let the Silverado and the Jayco bounce over the debris and bloody muck. 

The two remaining Dragonskins out front dropped their rifles and spread their wings. They then gripped their Harleys to hurl them at the oncoming vehicle. 

Steven and Aria unleashed their Inferno Exhalants at the same time. The fan of flames enveloped both. The gas tanks on the Harleys exploded, and the Chevy truck drove through the destruction.

The two Dragonskins, bikeless now, dodged the fire and shrapnel and darted in. Wrong move. Aria lifted a claw and ripped the torso out of one of the dragon men, and Steven ended the other with his spinning black stars.

Mouse latched onto the back of the trailer and heaved herself onto it. She scrambled forward, but with both Steven and Aria on the Jayco, there wasn’t a lot of room. Mouse turned human and whirled around with the Slayer Blade out. Green flames coated the sword.

One of the Dragonskins attacking from the air lashed out with a whip. It struck Mouse and flayed her skin. He then hurled a dagger from a belt around his middle. Aria’s shield took care of that. Another Dragonskin flew in close, and Aria cooked him with a spray of flame.

Steven ducked a flail. It was from the priest, back again and ready to party. He wheeled back down onto a Harley, driven by one of his cronies, who handed him a shotgun. The priest fired round after round of magical shot at Steven, who blocked the gunfire with his shields.

Machine-gun fire came from the other side of the trailer. The bullets sparkled off Aria’s crimson shield.

They’d taken out a bunch of the Dragonskins, but there was still a fuckton of the enemies left. And they were battering and bashing the truck with gunfire and medieval weapons.

Sabina ripped the Silverado to the left. Steven was nearly thrown off. The cement divider was gone, and there was dirt between the four lanes of traffic. The Chevy and the trailer bounced over the dirt and careened onto the other side. And yeah, the Mexican Magician had them driving into oncoming traffic. A semi raced toward them.

“Well, that’s what you get for letting the blind girl drive,” Mouse spat.

A Dragonskin drew close, and Mouse hacked off a wing with the Slayer Blade. She then shifted into her Homo Draconis form and breathed out a cloud of poisonous gas. It hit two of the Dragonskins, and they struck the pavement, coughing out froth and blood before dying.

Mouse dodged a thrown spear and then parried a long-handled battle-axe that a lizard man wielded as he stood on the back of a Harley driven by one of his scaly buddies.

The oncoming big rig’s horn cut through the air as it came racing up on their left. Steven snatched a Dragonskin out of the air and tossed him underneath the truck. That semi crushed the lizard man into Smucker’s Raspberry jam. Animus hit Steven and refueled him. He sent his Impetim stars into the axe-man harrying Mouse. The lizard man driving the Harley was forced to brake and careen off to the side to avoid an oncoming minivan.

Other cars flashed by Steven and the Chevy.

The motorcycles chasing them paused, giving Steven and his Escort some breathing room.

From inside the Silverado’s cab, Sabina belted out a Defensio spell. It was a Mind Wipe spell. He knew she’d been casting them, one after another. The Dragonskins would be as well because they too wanted to keep the extended highway dragon battle hidden from the humans.

The blind woman cranked the Silverado back across the dirt median to the right side of the highway where they didn’t have to dodge truckers and tourists.

They’d cut the number of bikers chasing them in half. Good news there. 

Bad news? 

The priest had clipped his flail to his belt, and he’d dropped his shotgun. He took to the air with what looked like a rocket launcher on his shoulder. A rocket streaked out, leaving behind a line of smoke.

“Holy fuck me!” Mouse screeched. She shifted into her True Form and took to the skies. Steven and Aria had already left the trailer.

The Jayco exploded, throwing metal, clothes, and kitchen shit into the air. The trailer still had wheels and an axel, and it was still connected to the truck, but dammit, they’d not be spending the night there again.

Harleys gunned up, and the next wave of Dragonskins attacked. They flung themselves onto the smoking ruins of the trailer, making their way toward the cab where Sabina and Tessa and Liam were. Their abandoned bikes slid and sparked across the highway behind them.

If Steven, Aria, and Mouse didn’t do something soon, the three in the Chevy’s cab were done for. Liam wasn’t coming out to join them. He’d been shot. How bad? Steven’s mind raced as he flew above the truck.

The priest flew up and landed on the trailer. Another of the lizard men slammed a fresh rocket into the back of his bazooka. He turned and set his sights on Steven. He triggered the projectile.

Steven was getting pissed. The priest had destroyed their trailer. And he’d lost a fair number of homes in the last few weeks. And what was this bullshit with a rocket launcher? Didn’t the Dragonskin understand what he was dealing with?

Steven swept his shield down, and the missile struck it and exploded. Easy. He then tucked his wings to his sides, as did Aria on his right and Mouse on his left. They dove toward the priest even as he reloaded the weapon.

But the priest was smart. He didn’t fire again, because Steven had placed his shield directly in front of the Dragonskin. If he’d pulled the trigger, he would have destroyed himself and his cronies creeping across the wreckage, making for Tessa, Sabina, and Liam.

One of the lizard men had a big M60 belt-fed machine gun on a strap and was hitting the cab with burst after burst of bullets. The rifle’s muzzle glowed red hot. But those bullets struck Tessa’s pink shield.

Sabina’s magic could only last so long, and she needed to keep casting the Magica Divinatio spells, one after another, so she could see. However, she couldn’t drive and fight at the same time, so her Animus was depleting.

The guy with the M60 lowered his barrel and shot out the wheels on the right side of the truck. Rubber shredded away, and in seconds the steel rims of the wheels sparked off the pavement.

The Silverado and the trailer, crawling with Dragonskins, went slamming off the highway and into the grass and brush. Dust smoked up from the crash followed by the sweet smell of the sage and the oily hot stench of the engine. The Chevy turned hard to the right, and the momentum sent it rolling along with the trailer across the field. Metal squealed. The rig shed Dragonskins like a dog ridding itself of ticks. But it was hard to see anything. All was lost in the dirt and madness flung from the wreck.

A dozen motorcycles drove up. The lizard men let their bikes drop as they formed a firing line of machine guns. Waste of ammunition, and those fuckers needed to treat their motorcycles with more respect.

The priest and the Dragonskins stormed the cab.

“You get to Sabina, Tessa, and Liam,” Steven thundered. “I’ll deal with the gunners.”

He landed and positioned his shields to protect the Chevy Silverado. He then flung Impetim stars into the Dragonskins, taking out one, then another, then another until the dragon men had to fall back.

Steven felt the air change. The raw power of something coming made his stomach ache. It all went quiet for a minute, and then that silence was destroyed by a terrible noise, an awful sound—part murmur, part growl. A whomp followed. A line of ChromaticFury streaked by the truck and trailer. The stormy day was suddenly as a bright as noontime.

That put an end to the Dragonskins near the truck. The lizard men melted in the blast of world-ending Exhalant. But who had breathed the ChromaticFury?

Aria and Mouse, as dragons, stood in front of the upside-down truck cab. Ashes from the destroyed Dragonskins filled the air. It had been a direct hit.

Strutting out of the swirl of dust, smoke, and ash came Cassius Pine, a naked blond man with a smirk splitting his blond beard. He held the Slayer Blade in his right hand, and the fire on the sword painted his face a demonic green color.

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY

 

 

[image:  ]

 

The priest had survived the blast of Cassius Pine’s ChromaticFury. He flew over Mouse’s head. He was going too fast for her to stop him, and dammit, Mouse had wanted to end him.

Now, however, they had Cassius Pine to deal with. The surviving Dragonskin bikers all were fleeing, either on their wings or on their bikes.

Mouse grunted in frustration.

If she hadn’t accidentally dropped the Slayer Blade, she would’ve flung it at the priest.

And if she could move.

Mouse found herself frozen, a zillion emotions, all bad, filling her head. Her enemy was in her sights, holding her sword. But she didn’t attack … because … she wasn’t sure why.

Cassius lifted his free hand. “Hey, Mouse. That was some fight. Glad I could come and do my part.”

She hated that smile. She hated how comfortable he seemed. He had murdered her family. He had to pay. And yet, she stood in her True Form by the damaged truck, unable to move. Was this some kind of spell? What the fuck?

Aria turned into her Homo Draconis form to pull Tessa, Sabina, and Liam from the vehicle. The smoke and dust from the crash was dissipating. The highway was deserted for a minute. The rain had stopped but that didn’t stop the clouds from becoming even darker. The smell of the hot engine and the shredded sage filled the air.

All the while, Cassius stood in his stupid human form with his stupid hand holding her beloved Slayer Blade.

Mouse stood frozen, the wheels of the Chevy spinning lazily to her left.

Steven was in his True Form on the other side of the truck. He cast healing magic on their wounded. He growled at Cassius. “What do you want?”

“Easy, amigo.” Cassius stuck the Slayer Blade into the dirt and raised his hands above his head. “Like I said before, you and I are on the same side. Those are Rahaab’s Knights Templar.”

Tessa coughed weakly. She was sitting up in front of the smoking grill of the truck. Blood covered part of her face. “That red cross. I knew it was familiar. Very Assassin’s Creed, all talk of Animus aside.”

Cassius left the sword and took a step toward where Aria doctored their wounded. Liam was still unconscious. Not that it really mattered. His Animus was for shit because he was too stupid to have sex. And he’d been taken out of the fight early. A magical bullet had hit his skull. Hopefully it had only grazed him, but with all the blood, it was hard to tell.

Sabina stood but nearly fell again. Her legs shook. She was blind. However, she’d done a good job driving the truck.

“Back off,” Steven snarled. “We didn’t make any kind of deal. And I’m full of Animus, if you want to try me.”

Cassius shook his head. “Steven, Steven, Steven, you found the third volume of your father’s spell book, am I right?”

“Yes,” Steven said. “And I guess I should thank you for that. We got attacked, but it didn’t feel like a trap. And I should thank you for your help today, though again, I don’t see myself ever trusting you.”

The Slayer Blade seemed to quiver in the ground behind Cassius. Sabina stood before him, silent. She didn’t talk much to begin with, but something was going on with her, Mouse could feel it. Tessa was still trying to get her shit together. Aria, scarlet and scaled, was ready to fight.

Something moved overhead, in the clouds, and Mouse pictured a storm of Dragonsouls, maybe Cassius’s entire Escort, readying themselves to attack. She didn’t want to take her eyes off her enemy on the ground, and yet, she needed to be aware of what might come swooping in.

They needed to kill Cassius. Yet Mouse wasn’t going to make the first move. She waited on Steven.

Cassius smiled. “You sayin’ you ‘should’ thank me doesn’t make me feel too good. Come on, buddy. It’s me and you against Rahaab. Right now, he’s at my Yellowstone Aerie, walking around like he owns the place. And the guy is sick. He don’t like humans, sure, but he also thinks he’s better than us. He keeps using this word, Alpheros, like it means he’s special.”

Steven flared his nostrils and steam rose from them. Mouse couldn’t help but be taken in by how powerful he looked, a huge black dragon standing over the blond man.

“What do you want?” Steven asked.

Cassius shrugged. “For you to trust me. What would it take? I mean, because of me, you got your daddy’s book back. And then I came in and helped you today against Rahaab’s Templar Knights, not that you really needed me. You’re as tough as they come, obviously. You have every Dragonsoul on the planet talking about you. I want in on that action. Better I join up with you. And listen, Rahaab is the real deal. You’re going to need help killing him.”

Mouse wanted to say something, but then she realized Steven was pumping Cassius for information.

“Tell me more about that,” Steven said. “I’ve read that the Alpheros can’t be killed by normal means. It seems it takes an ancient to kill an ancient.”

Cassius nodded. “I heard that too. The thing is, when Rahaab hit me, I never had the chance to really fight him. However, the stories I’ve heard about the Slayer Blade, well, I think it might be a tool we could use to end that Alpheros son of a bitch.”

“What about the Slayer Blade?” Mouse asked before she could stop herself.

“Well, Melissa—”

Steven cut him off. “Her name is Mouse. And you don’t get to talk to her. You lost that privilege when you murdered her family. Talk to me.”

That smirk never left the blond Prime’s face. “Fine. It’s us men anyway. Fuck your bitches.” He then snapped and grinned. “Oh, yeah, you hate that. Sorry.”

Steven growled, and Mouse could feel Animus coming off him in waves. He was fully powered up after the battle. It kind of got her excited.

Cassius continued. “Right, so you know the story of St. George and the dragon? Well, both were dragons, come to find out, and they were fighting for territory in modern-day Turkey. Back then it was a Roman province called Cappadocia, but this was after Rome proper fell and before the Ottomans. We’re talking Crusades shit here. Anyway, George wasn’t George back then, he was Dio Skuroi. The other dragon was Theodorius. Bad blood between the two, like for generations, like for reals. But they couldn’t get one up on the other. Until Dio captures Theodorius’s Escort. Kills them. And uses all that Animus to fashion the Slayer Blade. Some say that the green flame is made of the souls of Theodorius’s Escort. The two fight in Caesarea and nearly level the city. They’re fighting as dragons until Dio unexpectedly turns human, takes the Slayer Blade, and kills Theodorius. Stabs him right in the heart. Sword becomes famous, gets tossed around, until Rhaegen Mulk gets it, but Mulky wasn’t too keen on magic and history. He gives it to one of his lackeys. And then you guys get it. Ha.”

Cars raced past on the highway. Were those sirens in the distance? The battle on the highway, and all the dead bodies, must’ve caused some ruckus in the human world. Or maybe not, since they were on such a remote section of I-90.

“I’m surprised you’re such a history buff,” Steven said.

“I like weapons. Like the Colts your girl has.” Cassius nodded at Tessa. “Those Peacekeepers also have a colorful history. My point is, with a weapon like the Slayer Blade, if we could get Rahaab to drop his guard, you could stick it in his gizzard. Maybe make it a little spicier with some ShadowStrength. Hit him with a combo. I could help with that. How about it? You want to team up?”

Mouse held her breath. This was it. Everyone waited to see what Steven would say.

“Magica Divinatio,” Sabina whispered. Her eyes lit up.

“What’s this?” Cassius asked, sneering. “You gonna use your witch to put a lie-detector spell on me?”

“It’s how Sabina sees,” Steven answered. “But in this case, I’m not really interested in the truth. My answer is no, I won’t be joining up with you, not after what you did to Mouse’s family. Never.”

“Well, ain’t that just a son of a bitch?” Cassius closed his eyes. Lost his smile. And then struck.

SerpentGrace gave him supernatural speed. He reached behind him, snatched up the Slayer Blade, and went to run Steven through with the blade.

At the last possible second, a shield spell slammed down in front of Steven. That shadowy force field chopped off Cassius’s sword arm. The limb and the sword fell to the ground.

“He’s all yours, Mouse,” Steven said.

Mouse turned into a human, rolled across the ground, whisked up the Slayer Blade, and cut off Cassius Pine’s other arm in a sweeping arc of green fire and steel. “That was for my father.” She stepped to the side. “Your turn, Steven.”

Cassius Pine stood weaving.

From above, six female dragons of various colors came streaking down. On the back of two were Magicians, women, hurling green and blue bolts of energy. Sabina lifted her green-tinged shield above them to catch the thrown magic. Aria and Tessa were up as well, adding their own energy barriers to protect them.

Lucky they did. Two of the dragons breathed ShadowFlame, and the shields barely kept the hyper-energized fire from scorching them. Two others fired lightning from their mouths. And the other two hit them with cold.

Their shields held against the crackling ice, fire, steam, and electricity.

Steven opened his jaws and bathed Cassius Pine in fire. Every bit of hair was blasted off his body as his skin was turned into a black shell. His white eyes widened.

Mouse walked up to the armless, blackened man in front of her. “And this is for my mom, you fucking asshole.”

Two-handed, she swept the Slayer Blade through the blond Prime’s neck and cut off his head. It fell onto the ground with a noisy splatter next to his hacked-off arms.

The Animus from the kill permeated her body, and it felt divine.

The attack from above ended abruptly. The six dragons withdrew. They floated west and then up into the boiling black clouds. Their Prime had been killed. Mouse wasn’t sure what they’d do, but for the moment, the women were free.

Steven grumbled out laughter. “Yeah, Mouse, you bite. Thanks for ending him. I fucking hated that guy.”

Mouse spit on the body. She dropped the blade and ran to Steven. He was a giant compared to her, but it felt so good when he encircled her in the black scales of his arms. It was like being hugged by a loving redwood. Her enemy was dead by her hand. She knew Steven could’ve taken out Cassius easily, but he’d let her have the killing blow.

“Those are your females now,” Liam said. He’d woken up, which was a relief. They needed all the help they could get.

“No, they are their own people,” Steven said. “Right, Tessa?”

Tessa didn’t answer. She was crying. That shocked Mouse. She left Steven’s mighty arms and went over. “Tessa, what’s wrong?”

The barista shrugged. “I can’t talk about it now. We need to get going. The police will be here any minute.”

Sabina pointed to the wreckage. “I see the police, in the future, find the truck and trailer burned to cinders. I think maybe the dragons should take care of that.”

After grabbing some stuff from the trailer, including the coffer of gold coins, Mouse, Steven, and Aria all stood as dragons and bathed the Silverado and the Jayco trailer with their Inferno Exhalants. Watching metal heat up and become molten was always fun. They stepped back to let the gas and propane tanks explode.

Mouse tossed Cassius Pine’s body into the conflagration.

The end.
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Steven walked out of the River Valley Inn in Big Timber, Montana. He’d gone to find Tessa, who’d unexpectedly broken down in tears after the Knights Templar fight. He didn’t think she was crying over Cassis Pine. Personally, Steven was glad that the ruler of the Rocky Mountain’s Primacy was dead. It made his life easier, and Mouse had gotten her revenge.

Big Timber was a cow town, and the place obviously loved being called that. Ranches full of horses and green grass spread out under a twilight sky clearing of clouds. The Beartooth Mountains sat in the distance. Somewhere in them was Mathaal, being taken care of by Uchiko. Where they were was a mystery. The third volume’s encrypted pages weren’t giving Steven anything. When he last checked, the words had swirled around but had never coalesced into anything he could read.

He’d sat looking over the third volume of his father’s spell book in the simple motel room, alone for the moment. They’d gotten four rooms at the place, which wasn’t a Marriott—Aria kept pointing that out. She thought maybe the Super 8 might be a better deal, but it had been booked. However, the River Valley Inn had good reviews online. It was clean, if a little dated. Finding a place to plug in their phones had been rough. The wood paneling gave it an old, classic motel feeling. And the TVs were old hunks of square plastic and glass. Tessa had used the word “retro” any number of times, but something was still bothering her. What was it?

News of the trouble on I-90 filled the local channels. They were calling it gang warfare between rival motorcycle clubs. Truckers swore they had just been trying to move freight when the battle broke out. They mentioned the burned Chevy Silverado, but local law enforcement hadn’t been able to pull the VIN from the wreckage. So Steven and his people wouldn’t be implicated. Sabina had been wise. She was in her own room, meditating and eating celery from the local Western Family supermarket. They all were wearing clothes from the Dollar Store. Aria hadn’t complained out loud, but she had done a lot of sighing. A lot.

Liam, after a few healing spells, felt good enough to go out and find a pawnshop to sell more of the gold coins. He’d also found a new set of wheels for them off Craigslist, a Chevy Suburban from the late 1970s. It was cheap. It still ran. Good enough for what they needed at the moment. Steven did miss the good ol’ Orange Crush parked back at the Infinity Ranch. He hoped they wouldn’t start going through vehicles like they went through clothes.

When Steven’s phone rang, it had been Mouse on the other end. “Steven, I’m worried about Tessa. Can you go and talk to her?”

Steven had left his room and the motel. It was a block of brick and siding, sitting alone on a wide parking lot where weeds pushed up through the pavement. The asphalt on the sides flecked away into pebbles and grass.

Steven breathed in the air. The wet grass mixed with the smell of cattle. Yeah, uh, earthy. But it was somehow comforting. Maybe it was the simple fact that he was still around to be able to smell anything. 

Tessa stood at the far corner, smoking. He didn’t like the cigarettes, but Tessa only did them when she was stressed, or to keep Mouse company while she smoked. Mouse smoking was far better than Mouse drinking.

He approached her, hands in the pockets of his dorky khaki slacks. The Dollar Store had been out of jeans. He’d bought a Hawaiian shirt, not really caring. He’d rip through them the next time he shifted into a dragon anyway. And he didn’t care how he looked like anyway. The women of his Escort loved him. End of story.

His feet were bare. The asphalt was smooth. It felt good to be out of shoes, but it would’ve felt better to dragon out and fly around. The sky was beautiful, the air warm, the humidity just right. The mountains were gorgeous in the distance. Traffic from the highway sounded like a waterfall.

Tessa wore tight black jeans she’d gotten in France, ripped at the thighs. Black boots on her feet. A loose white blouse with a low neckline showed off another one of her Halestorm T-shirts. She breathed out smoke. “So who ratted me out? I’m betting it was Mouse.”

“It was,” Steven said.

Tessa smiled but then tears filled her eyes. “I can’t stop crying. And I’m not sure why. If you mention PMS I will shoot you. I’m nowhere near my monthlies.”

“Monthlies?” Steven grinned. “Do you mean your menses?”

“Ugh, not that word. You sound like Dwight Schrute from The Office. I used to call it Aunt Flow. I kind of like monthlies though. I’m regular like that.”

“No mention of PMS.” Steven raised his hand. “I promise.”

Tessa laughed. “Oh, it feels good to laugh.” She teared up immediately. “There I go again. Niagara Falls.”

“What’s up?” Steven asked.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “It got to me. The fighting, the fear, the damage. Sabina driving, me shooting, and then when the truck crashed … I’ve been in other wrecks. I was dating this guy, Bertram, and we got into an accident when he was drunk. He was one of those guys who loved to drink and drive. Thought he was a real rebel badass doing it. Idjit.”

Steven moved over to her and grabbed her hand. “Another one of Tessa’s boyfriends.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I got a bunch of them. Then again, I like people, and I love sex. So, put the two together, and you get me. Anyway, it brought back memories of that night. Trauma, yeah? Lots of trauma. But it was Cassius Pine … that’s what really got to me.”

“How so?”

Tessa looked into his eyes. “I thought he was for real. I thought he was going to help us out. But the minute you said you weren’t going to join forces, he tried to kill you. I guess I got my hopes up.”

Steven wasn’t sure how to respond. They’d come so far, done so much, just on their own. “Cassius Pine was a two-faced, murdering, smarmy asshat.”

“You forgot armless, two-faced, burnt-to-a-crisp, murdering, smarmy asshat.” Tessa took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s always going to be like this, isn’t it?”

“War and sex.” Aria had warned Steven: the life of a Dragonsoul was constant battle and sex to recharge for the next fight. Over and over.

“I like the sex part,” Tessa said. “Like a lot. Like, with every part of me. But the war? It’s getting to me. The weird thing is that when we’re not fighting, I miss it, the adrenaline, the misery.”

“You miss the misery? That’s a Halestorm song,” Steven said softly.

She punched his arm lightly. “I guess it is. When Cassius came to us waving a white flag, I thought that would be the new normal. We’d start making treaties and forming alliances. Yeah, no.” She turned away and walked down the asphalt.

Steven caught a whiff of her perfume. She’d showered and no longer smelled like a battlefield or burning plastic. Instead of chasing after her, he stood in the parking lot with his arms crossed. The orange of the sunset outlined the clouds above.

Tessa turned around. She wiped the tears out of her eyes. Was she going to leave them? Was the fighting too much for her?

Steven would hate to see her go, but he couldn’t stop now. He was close to getting vengeance on the Dragonsoul, the Alpheros, who had orchestrated his father’s murder. Even after he killed Rahaab, Steven didn’t plan on stopping. He was destined to bring revolution to the world.

The two stared at one another.

Tessa spoke first. “I’ll be fine. I’m just having a weak moment. I’m a softy at heart. It’s why I’m so good at sex. I’m super sensitive. That can be good, and it can be bad. I get hurt pretty easily.”

“Not true,” Steven said. “Remember the Infinity Ranch fight? You were trampled, beaten, bitten, and yet, you made that last shot. Killed Kai Charon. You’re tough, Tessa. Holy shit, you’re tough.”

“So you don’t hate me?” Tessa asked.

“Never. I love you. I’ve loved ever since the day we first met.” Steven held out a hand.

She hurried to take it.

“And Tessa, Cassius tried to trick us. He didn’t come at us thinking we were an easy target. Even Rahaab isn’t coming at us directly. The Dragonsouls are learning that we’re a force to be reckoned with. Yeah, it’s hard now, but I see a day where we can start forming alliances like in those reality TV shows. I don’t know how that works, but we’ll figure it out.”

“I loved watching Survivor with my brother.” Tessa let a smile shine on her face. “That’s going to be a whole different deal, though. It’ll be all diplomacy, political drama, and betrayals. We’ll have to worry about being poisoned. There’ll be less shooting. So that’ll be nice.”

“In the end,” Steven said, “I see a world where Dragonsouls don’t have to fight each other for territory. I see peace. But it’s going to take a fuckton of fighting to get there.”

Tessa’s brow furrowed. “Fighting for peace is like fucking for chastity. At some point, we’ll have to put down the sword.”

“That’s fine,” Steven smirked. “We can drop the sword because you have your Peacekeepers, and I’ll soon have IonClaws. And we’ll have Sabina as a full-on dragon. Cool?”

She punched him again, and then they were kissing, wrapped up in each other’s arms.

She broke the kiss. “You know what I mean. At some point, violence can’t be our only tool to change things.”

Steven pressed his forehead against hers. “At this stage, I only want two things. I want to keep you and the others safe. And I want revenge. After that? You might be right, but if anyone comes after us, they need to know it’s total war. I won’t stop. And I won’t hesitate.”

“Which is why you had your shield ready with Cassius Pine.”

“Damn straight.” Kissing Tessa, smelling her, feeling her breasts against him, had him going again. He pushed himself against her so she could feel his excitement.

“I think you might be sending me some kind of secret message,” Tessa said. “Let’s go inside and see if I can’t unravel it.”

They held hands and went back inside the motel through a side door. They didn’t bother with the elevator but took the stairs. However, Tessa couldn’t wait. On the landing between the first- and second-floor landing, she pushed him against the corner, got down on her knees, and unzipped his ugly khakis. He was out and in her mouth in a second.

The excitement of potentially getting caught nearly pushed him over the edge. But he wanted her naked, in private, just the two of them. He pulled her up and kissed her wet mouth. He didn’t bother tucking himself back into his pants.

Tessa took his hand for her turn. Her jeans, however, were too tight for him to get a hand down to her sex.

She unbuttoned them, then unzipped them. She wiggled them down to her knees along with her panties. He French-kissed her and slipped a finger through her pubic hair and between her legs.

She moaned into his mouth. She could only spread her legs so far because of the jeans. But it was enough. They kissed, and then she whispered, “Put a finger in me.”

He did. She was soft, warm, soaked.

Tessa pulled up her shirts and her bra. Her breasts were exposed. Her nipples were hard.

“Suck on me.”

He latched onto a nipple. She reached down and rubbed herself into a gasping, sweaty orgasm. Animus filled her.

This was crazy. The could get caught. And if they were arrested for indecent exposure, well, that would put them on the map for anyone to find.

Tessa pushed her jeans off and kicked off her underwear. She gripped the hand railing and then offered herself up to him. “Hurry. We can do it quick and not get caught.”

Steven wasn’t thinking clearly, not a bit. But he’d survived another fight and was feeling reckless. He knew his life might be cut short at any moment. And Tessa was hot and ready.

Then he realized something. “We don’t have to worry about getting caught. We can remove memories from people’s minds.”

“Mind Wipe,” she agreed. “You’re a genius.”

He took hold of her pliant hips. He was already stiff and ready. His zipper, though, was causing him some discomfort. He might as well go all in.

He undid his pants and pushed them down to his knees. And then he was in Tessa. She hissed in pleasure. Steven couldn’t help himself. His middle slapped against her ass as he lost control.

The door to the second floor was thrown open.

Tessa didn’t move but Steven stopped. He turned, expecting the worst.

Only, it was the best. Aria came down in a frilly white dress. It made her skin look good. She was barefoot. She slapped down the steps to get to them. “You both are being too loud. And what if you get caught?”

“I was nearly there,” Steven said. 

“And I’ve been there and back,” Tessa giggled. “Help us. And we can Mind Wipe anyone who catches us. We’re fucking Magicians.”

Aria sighed. “That was a bad pun. And that Defensio spell is very specific to human’s memories of Dragonsouls. To alter the magic would be difficult. I’ll do what I can to hurry you along.” She undid the top part of her dress, revealing her small, pert breasts. Her nipples pointed skyward. 

That was going to help Steven without a doubt.

Then it got even better.

Steven thrust into Tessa as Aria kissed him with lots of tongue. She whispered into his ear, “Sabina came to me. She needed Animus for the Dragonskin rituals. She was so hot, so kinky, making me watch her while she rubbed herself. She stopped me from joining her until she finished. Then she was on me, kissing me, sucking on me, licking me. She kept asking about you, how you liked it, what she could do to get you off. She wants you, Steven.”

The mental image of Sabina’s thick body and Aria’s thin body was too much for Steven. He drove himself as far as he could into Tessa and let the ecstasy take him. Animus filled him and Tessa—even Aria got some, though after her experiences with Sabina, the Indian woman would be full.

The third floor’s door opened. Footsteps echoed down. 

Tessa was amazing. She had her jeans around her ankles in seconds and then pulled up. 

As for Steven, SerpentGrace gave him the ability to get everything on. By the time the two guys came marching down, he was dressed, Aria had her top back on, and Tessa, well, she let her blouse fall to cover her undone pants.

Two beefy men jounced down the stairs. They went past Steven and the two women, who were both flushed and exuding sexiness. The guys glanced at them twice, but kept on going. They must’ve known, but that didn’t warrant wiping their minds.

In the end, Steven didn’t care one bit.

Once they were out the door downstairs, Tessa fell against the wall. “Well, now, that was exciting.”

“And kind of stupid.” Aria pulled the barista in for a kiss. Both turned on him. “Well?”

“Round two?” Steven couldn’t help but grin.

“We’ll give Vātsyāyana something new to include in his next book,” Aria said.

Tessa looked at Steven, then shrugged. Both were clueless.

“Ha! That’s not even popular culture!” Aria said triumphantly. She hooked her arms into Steven’s and Tessa’s and escorted them up the stairs. “Vātsyāyana wrote the Kama Sutra. I’ll show you book two, chapter six, in some detail.”

Steven couldn’t wait for that. 
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Rahaab lay on the rooftop of the late Cassius Pine’s Yellowstone Aerie, bathed in moonlight. Fifty feet long, he sprawled over the top, his white wings tucked next to his silver body. His white beard hung off the side and brushed the outdoor patio below. Stars were mirrored in his shining opalescent claws. The heat felt good though the air was dry. The American West was such a desert. It was only fit for snakes, ground rodents, and humans.

 Another Dragonsoul had fallen to Steven Drokharis’ unstoppable destiny. Rahaab wasn’t surprised that Cassius Pine would foolishly get himself killed. He was a bit disappointed that his plan to get someone close to the Drokharis whelp had failed, but it wouldn’t be long before Rahaab found the brat on his doorstep, coming to slay the dragon.

That term—slaying the dragon—was cute. As was how the humans had incorporated Dragonkind into their myths and stories. Most of Western civilization saw them as satanic worms that needed to be slain. Eastern civilization, for the most part, recognized the dragon as a symbol for wisdom and power. Both were wrong. True dragons didn’t exist anymore, except for Rahaab. Mathaal didn’t count any longer, not after what Rahaab had done to him.

The last Alpheros pondered his fate.

His ruse with the third volume was risky. Partly, it was to draw the last Drokharis into his lair so that his Templar Knights or the Trinity could destroy them. That had failed, but it had split them up. Unfortunately, Priest hadn’t been able to engage them until they had reunited.

And now? Now, Mouse was in some town called Big Timber. They might find Mathaal, or they might not. Either way, that book had most likely put fear in the Drokharis child’s heart and in the hearts of his Escort.

Only an ancient could kill an ancient. There was no other way. That might give them pause and give Rahaab the advantage.

His wives slept around him, under the pine trees, in their dragon shapes. Bivouacked around the mansion Aerie were hundreds of tents, full of every Dragonskin who had ever served Rahaab, including Priest. He’d returned with those who had survived the fight. And though he didn’t say a word, Rahaab knew Priest felt bad for failing to kill the boy. 

Of course he’d failed. When attacked, Steven Drokharis won. But how well did he fare when put on the offensive? And what chance would the child have when he encountered all the traps, tricks, and magic Rahaab had sown around the Yellowstone Aerie?

The ancient silver dragon turned on his back, spreading his wings out. He broke a window when he moved his tail. He looked up at the stars above, his home, in the end. Yellowstone would be a good place to either achieve another victory or die. It was a primal place of mountains and molten rock, close to the heavens.

He had wanted to put himself within reach of Steven. If he’d stayed in one of his other Aeries, which were spread across the world, the Drokharis child might not have come after him. This way, Steven would strike at him eventually. Good. If Rahaab was to die, he’d rather get it over with, like an unpleasant task.

Rahaab had grown up on the mountains of the Alpheros home world, the grand peaks of ice, dusted with snow. There, his mothers taught him well while his father battled to keep his kingdom safe. When faced with a list of chores, one should always do the worst one first. Get it out of the way. Death was just another chore. And Rahaab was weary. In some ways, he was envious of Icharaam, who’d already performed the task, and Mathaal, who had forgotten that death even existed.

From above, six dragons came floating down. They hit the static shield he’d cast over the mansion, something that poor Steven Drokharis couldn’t do, nor could any of his Magicians. Rahaab recognized the females: Skylar Blacke, Teegan Thornrose, Pretty McGillicuddy, Michaela Montes, Abby Free, and Nikki Angel, the widowed wives of the fallen Cassius Pine.

Two humans, Magicians, Rahaab guessed, fell from the backs of the dragons. They used their force fields to float down to the north side of the house to stand on boulders strewn among the trees, which triggered the defense system.

Two-foot-long silver-and-black wasps rose up on whirring wings from their secret tunnels underground. Their stingers were three inches of steel with a needlelike point. The venom would hurt a dragon. Enough might paralyze him. For humans? Death. A hundred of the enchanted guardian insects converged on the two women. Rahaab could’ve stopped the wasps but that wouldn’t have been very much fun.

The Magicians cast shields and hurled Impetim missiles. 

The six dragons came down to help. Until they hit the land mines. The explosions weren’t just shrapnel. One of the females tripped on a cord and was electrocuted. She shivered from the blast of electricity. She went limp. Dead? Probably not. Rahaab hadn’t felt a burst of Animus. Another backed into a firebomb, and an inferno of heat cooked her.

The wasps blanketed the Magicians and killed them. He felt their death and smiled. The wasps were deadly, and he had other creatures he’d mutated using an Enchantrix spell. He’d keep his pet grizzlies hidden. He didn’t need them. He had so many other resources to pull from.

Dragonskin archers pin-cushioned another of the dragons. Rahaab’s forty-seven Templar Knights and the new recruits, desperate to prove themselves, were nothing if not vigilant. 

And then his Trinity were up and casting spells, breathing ChromaticFury and blasting through the six widows.

“Enough!” Rahaab thundered. He shifted on the mansion, finding the crunching and creaking of the infrastructure satisfying. It wasn’t his house. And the lord of the manor was dead. He could make himself comfortable. He crushed the house under him until he could sit on it like a throne.

Cassius Pine’s human Magicians were dead. The Dragonsouls, however wounded, still lived. They were brought forward in their human shapes. His army of two hundred Dragonskins surrounded them. Only forty-seven of the lizard men had the Templar Knight sash, proving they were the best of the best. Rahaab’s three wives—Bolour, Hwedo, and Shamhat—flanked them, ready to strike on his command. Shamhat had her eye back because of Rahaab’s magical skills.

One of the women stepped forward. Skylar Blacke had freckled skin and long auburn hair the color of fine polished wood. She was older, and the skin around her green eyes was wrinkled. Was she forty? Probably. The rest of the five were younger, a mixture of light skin and dark, various colors of hair from honey blonde to inky blue-black, and they had various mammalian features, so they could hold brats on their hips and feed them from the sacks of fat on their chests. Disgusting.

Rahaab grimaced. “I don’t want to see your bloody monkey faces. Shift into your Homo Draconis forms.”

All of them did as they were told. Gashes and burns were still visible.

Skylar came forward. Her scales were an auburn color edged with black. She smelled vaguely of sweet cedar. “Why did you attack us? We were just coming home. What did we ever do to you?”

Rahaab shifted in his mansion-throne and a window shattered. “I didn’t attack you.”

Skylar motioned to a dragon woman behind her. “We had to pull five arrows out of Pretty. And Nikki was scorched by your wives and their ChromaticFury. You did attack us.”

Rahaab bent forward. A timber snapped, and the mansion sagged. “You came unbidden to my Aerie. Your master is dead. The Drokharis child hasn’t come to claim his Primacy. I will rule in absentia until he arrives. Then I will destroy him.”

“Those aren’t the rules,” Skylar protested. “Cassius Pine is dead. Steven Drokharis is now the legal owner of this Aerie. In the eyes of the Dragonsouls—”

“I am not a Dragonsoul!” Rahaab roared. He breathed out ShadowFire. It was only because another of the females cast a shield spell that Skylar wasn’t roasted down to her bones. Dark flames licked around the rectangle of rose-colored energy protecting her until Rahaab breathed in again. “I am Rahaab. I am of the Alpheros. I care nothing for the rules of humans and half-breeds.”

He calmed himself. Why had he lost control? Was he afraid? Was that why he was lashing out in anger? Yes, he was. Despite his army and his traps and his magic, the Drokharis child and his wretched destiny were coming for him. Rahaab would control his fear. He wasn’t dead yet.

Skylar fell to her knees, breathing hard. Two of her sister-wives ran in front of her. Others flanked her. They were clearly a tight team.

“Don’t toy with us.” Skylar stood, regaining her confidence. She pushed her way through the two women protecting her. “If you’re going to kill us, do it. If you’re going to let us go, well, do that.”

“Why should I?” Rahaab asked. “Why would I let you go? You belong to Drokharis now. You are my enemy. If we don’t kill you now, we’d have to kill you later. I was taught to do unpleasant work first.”

“At this stage, we are not aligned with anyone.” Skylar swallowed hard and the scales on her throat moved. She breathed, mouth open, showing her rows of fangs. “You said it yourself. Neither Steven Drokharis nor any of his ambassadors have come forward. It’s only been a few hours since Cassius was killed, though. I’m sure he’ll show up. If you let us go, we will keep ourselves hidden until after the fight. When you kill the kid, you get us.”

Rahaab coughed out laughter. “You said ‘when’ and not ‘if.’ I find that humorous. And I don’t want you and your kind. I’ll find some other half-breed dragon creature to rule the two Primacies. Raising up some Ronin would be easy enough. Or there are the Dragonlords of surrounding Primacies, Clete Sariah of the Deseret Primacy, for example. I’ve not spoken with Clete for some time now, but he wouldn’t mind more territory, I’m sure. Scotty Ortiz of the Sonoran Desert Primacy might be an interesting choice. Lawrence Candler of the Farmlands is fat, and fat men like having more and more. Any one of them could be your new husband.”

A gold-and-black scaled Homo Draconis stepped forward. She looked sleek and deadly and her eyes blazed with power. Her chest was blackened and wounded raw from one of his wives’ ChromaticFury. This was Nikki Angel, a real warrior by her looks and defiance. “What if we don’t want a new husband? What if we want take over the Rocky Mountain Primacy ourselves?”

Rahaab shrugged. “You’d better find help or become far more powerful. No male in North America would let you alone until you were ruled. In the end, I don’t care. I think my best option is to kill you now.”

“I swear on my soul,” Skylar burst out. “We won’t come after you. We’ll wait. We won’t contact Drokharis. Please. You are not our enemy.”

Rahaab considered her words. He liked her fear and desperation. “Of course you are not my enemy. I have no peer. And yet, I would be a fool to trust you. I have you down on your knees before me. It’s time for you to die.”

Nikki Angel leapt forward, shifting into a dragon. She struck Rahaab with her claws and latched onto his neck with her fangs. And yet, she couldn’t pierce his hide. Nothing could. Not claw. Not sword, no matter how magical. No arrow. No spear. No bullet. Only one thing could destroy an Alpheros, and that was secret magic that he had kept safe for fifty thousand years.

Yet, her attack drew his forces to him, to protect him. Fools! His Dragonskins raced forward and fired arrows. His three wives jumped into action and flew over to rip the wings off Nikki Angel. But she didn’t relent. She shifted from biting to breathing fire, lightning, poisonous gas, cold, and ShadowFire onto Rahaab at point-blank range. 

He laughed at her, at her insipid struggles. The other five widows had taken to the skies, their speed enhanced with SerpentGrace, their wings bolstered by DragonStrength. They escaped because of Nikki Angel’s sacrifice.

Wingless, filled with arrows, blasted with a variety of Exhalants, Nikki Angel fell to her knees in front of him. She’d been so damaged she returned to her monkey form. A raven-haired woman with shredded skin, she spat blood out of her mouth.

“Kill me,” she muttered. 

Rahaab picked her up with his giant hands, a mere insect in his claws. He raised her broken body to his eyes. “Death comes to all. Even me. But the pain I will milk from you will be unique to you and me. You will die eventually, but afterwards, I will fill your form with such power and magic that your legacy will be a story dragons will tell each other for generations.”

Nikki Angel closed her eyes, unconscious. He carefully laid her little body down onto the pine needles. His three wives clustered in close. “Heal her enough to bring her out of her stupor. I will take care of the rest.”

His wives agreed and pulled her away.

Rahaab returned to the mansion. He mashed it down until it was more bed than throne. He would sleep some more. Then he would continue to keep his eyes on Mouse, to mark her and the Drokharis child’s movements.

As for Steven? He would come. They would fight. If Rahaab won, he would kill the last true enemy he would ever have. If fate allowed.

And if Stefan’s son’s destiny was to rule Earth and the heavens?

Rahaab would die. The relief he felt surprised him. To be dead. To be gone. To be free from the flesh and thoughts of his long existence.

He would die. But then so would the blue-green gem, Earth. In time.

After watching what the violent primates had done to the planet, maybe that would be for the best.
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At three in the morning, in the Big Timber motel, Steven woke up and left his bed. Tessa had been clinging to him, and damn, she was hot. In more ways than one. When he’d gotten up, Tessa had moved over to snuggle up with Aria. Mouse, Sabina, and Liam were all asleep in their own rooms.

Steven moved to the window and saw someone out in the parking lot near their mustard-colored, rusted-out Suburban. It was Mouse, smoking. He wondered if she was okay, and he knew what he had to do.

First Tessa, and now Mouse. The parking lot was becoming like a therapist’s couch.

This time when he walked out to the parking lot in his shirt and pants, he put on socks and cheap high-tops. The air was a tad nippy. June be damned, this was Montana. The night smelled of the grass and cattle, and a slight breeze came sweeping across the plain. The mountains slept in the distance, waiting for the dawn.

Mouse watched him come, cigarette dangling from her lips. She’d bought a touristy Montana sweatshirt with mountains and elk and shit on the front. That was dorky, but even worse were the maroon sweatpants with JUICY on the butt. Pink fuzzy socks covered her feet.

The Slayer Blade was stuck in the ground next to the edge of the parking lot. The sword rested. No green fire.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Steven asked.

Mouse shot him a finger gun. “Give the man a prize. I’d volunteer, but then, you’ve spent the last few hours banging Aria and Tessa. They’re going to be walking funny for a week.”

“Jealous?” Steven was feeling reckless.

“Dragonsouls aren’t much for jealousy.” Mouse sighed. “The thing is, battle brings us together, and you have your Dragonsoul Prime voodoo to keep me close. I don’t feel brainwashed, but I probably am. I don’t care. I love you. The other girls tolerate me. It’s fine.”

“Tessa loves you,” Steven pointed out. “Aria does too. As for me, if you want, we could go back to your room because you’re looking good.”

Mouse lifted her arms and twirled. “Do you like my Dollar Store haute couture?” She turned and showed him her butt. “Juicy. That’s classy, right there. You can’t resist my juicy ass, can you?”

Steven chuckled. “I can’t. You know that.”

“Funny, I grew up wearing any clothes I wanted. I bought a new outfit every week. I looked awesome. I felt miserable. Now? I don’t care what I look like, and the clothes we’re finding in these tiny little towns are so frumpy, but I’ve never been happier. Well, I’m not happy, being hunted, fighting all the time, dueling with legends, but you know what I mean.”

Mouse fell quiet. She took a drag and breathed out the smoke. She wasn’t saying anything. Steven didn’t like her silence.

“So, what are you doing out here in the middle of the night?”

Mouse shrugged and touched the Slayer Blade. “I was just thinking about my sword. What if I can use it to kill Rahaab?”

“That’s a big if,” Steven said. “I think our only chance is to use abilities off the Mirror-Souled Dragon skill tree. Once we find Mathaal, he’ll tell us what we need to know.”

Mouse took the sword from the ground and swept it through the air. “Do you know why I brought this out to keep me company on my smoke break?”

“Tell me.”

“Because any Dragonsoul in the world can find me. I’m a fucking blinking light. It’s stupid. I should’ve gotten re-inked.”

“No,” Steven said. “You’re the invitation to come and try us. We have Sabina casting divination spells, and when she’s not, Liam is. If someone comes at us, we’ll know. And we’ll show them we’re not to be fucked with.”

“It’s only a matter of time before Rahaab attacks us himself, along with his Trinity of Death Wives or whatever.” Mouse frowned.

“Good,” Steven said. “Let him come. I’d rather we get the fight over with him sooner rather than later. But he’s being careful. I think he wants me to come for him. With Edgar Vale, with Rhaegen Mulk, they all tried to ambush us. And we ended them.”

“Tough talk.” Mouse pressed the hilt of the sword to her lips. “And we are tough. But Rahaab, he’s a different thing. He’s ancient. He’s the big granddaddy of all Dragonsouls. I can’t lose you guys … I’m even growing partial to our Latina Cassandra. Sabina came on to me, and I told her that I didn’t bat for that team. She’s a horny one, but she’s being careful with her heart. That’s why she’s not jumping into bed with you. That’s smart of her.”

Steven knew Mouse was dancing around what she really wanted to talk about. “Mouse, what’s going on. Really?”

“Nothing. I just couldn’t sleep.”

Steven went forward and took the Slayer Blade out of her hands. When she looked away, he tilted her face up to him. “You’re lying to me. Right to my face. Look me in the eye and say nothing is bothering you.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Everything is bothering me. I’m terrified. I’m pissed off. I thought I’d feel better after hacking up Cassius Pine, but I don’t. I want this over. But before that happens, I’m going to wind up alone. Sabina saw it. Mulk left me alone a lot. I always felt so fucking weak and lonely.”

She fell into his arms, and Steven held her. He expected her to sob, but she didn’t. She pressed her face against his chest and kept sighing, over and over.

“Come on, Mouse. Let’s go back to bed.”

“I’m not in the mood for sex,” she said. “Can you just hold me while I fall asleep?”

“I can,” he whispered.

Back in the hotel, in Mouse’s room, they stripped and curled up together on one of the double beds. In the darkness, Steven realized what Mouse was planning.

“Don’t go after Rahaab alone,” he said. “We don’t know if the Slayer Blade will do anything to him. Promise me you’ll wait for us to attack him together.”

But she didn’t. She was sleeping, or at least pretended to be.

Steven sighed. He hated that the women of his Escort were afraid. For the millionth time, he swore to himself that he would make things better for his wives. He would change the Dragonsoul culture forever. Their real enemy was fear. And how do you kill fear? You stop being afraid.

At five, he was done trying to sleep. He slipped out of bed and got out the third volume. Mouse turned over on her side and kept on breathing evenly. At the desk, Steven opened his father’s third grimoire and went to the pages encrypted with Mathaal’s thoughts. What he saw made him smile.  He would let Mouse sleep a bit longer, but he was going to wake up everyone else. 

Sabina had beaten him to it. She was packed, had Liam up and packing, and had even roused Tessa and Aria. Steven found the barista in front of the little coffee maker in her room. She ripped open the package with the little sachet of coffee in the plastic tray. She tapped the tray. “See this? It’s a coffin for dead coffee. This is where coffee goes to die. It’s not real coffee. It’s undead coffee. We’re talking coffee zombies here.”

“You are being way too loud,” Aria grumbled from the bed.

“Up and at ’em,” Steven said. “I have a lead on where Mathaal is.”

That threw Aria into action.

Tessa, sleepy-eyed, hair mussed, didn’t move from where the machine burbled and hissed. “That’s good news, Steven, but it’s not helping me with my post-apocalyptic coffee situation.”

The cheap caffeine finally got them all moving, and they packed themselves into the Suburban. It smelled like cigarettes, lots of cigarettes, years of smoke and mold, and there was animal hair snarled into the carpet.

Mouse made a face. 

“Yes, it smells,” Liam said. “And it gets about two point five miles per gallon. From all accounts, it also burns oil. On the plus side, it has about half a million miles under its hood.”

“How is that good news?” Steven asked.

“If it’s run for five hundred thousand miles, it should run well enough for a few hundred more.”

Steven wasn’t too sure of that. He drove. Tessa rode shotgun, smiling brightly as they took off with smoke pluming out behind them. 

In the back seat, Mouse grumbled, dark glasses on her face. Sabina sat quietly next to her. In the very back of the Suburban, Aria gazed out the window while Liam slept.

They raced down I-90 toward the rising sun. 

“Okay,” Steven said. “Basically, the journal said that the woman had gone into the Nye Trading Post. Only one Nye in Montana and it’s in the Beartooth Mountains near the Stillwater River.”

“The road trip continues!” Tessa pulled out her phone. She connected it to an old cassette tape converter that acted as a line into the stereo. “Okay, give me your ultimate road trip songs. I have data, and I have Spotify, and I’m not afraid to use them. Hit me and I’ll play that funky music, white boy.”

“The sounds of silence,” Mouse said.

“Simon and Garfunkel, good choice,” Tessa replied. “But wouldn’t ‘America’ be better?”

Mouse dipped her sunglasses. “First of all, I mean actual silence. Secondly, the Disturbed cover is so much better. Thirdly, if anyone mentions anything classic rock I will be physically ill.”

“Bruce Springsteen. ‘Born to Run,’” Sabina put in. “No, wait, ‘Racing in the Street.’”

“You’re sitting next to me, Hellen Keller,” Mouse shot back. “You get the puke first.”

“Shield spell.” Sabina patted her leg. “And I’m only a third Hellen Keller. I can hear and talk, so that’s not right.”

“A third of Hellen Keller?” Mouse wondered. “Maybe. But you are a hundred percent Salma Hayek playing Nostradamus as a stripper in a direct-to-video movie which didn’t even make it to Netflix.”

Steven had to laugh. That was funny. Tessa snorted. “I can see it. But we’re getting off track. Steven, best road trip song.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “My dirtbag adopted father was an actual rambling gambler. So I guess I’ll go with another cover, ‘House of the Rising Sun’ by Five Finger Death punch.”

“Nice.” Tessa turned around. “Aria?”

Aria smiled widely. “I know my favorite. It’s the complete soundtrack to Mohabbatein. It’s a movie about a music school in India, and it did very well. I love it. Some have said it reminds them of Dead Poet’s Society, but more drums, violins, and dance numbers.”

Another round of laughter broke out in the big Suburban.

“Liam?” Tessa asked. “Do you want to add anything? Or are you sleeping?”

“I’m trying to sleep,” the Yellow Ronin said in an exasperated voice. “But if pressed, I will say ‘Der Ring des Nibelungen’ by Richard Wagner. If that is too popular, the train songs of Jimmie Rodgers, and if I can only choose one song, it would be ‘Train Whistle Blues.’”

“Obviously too popular!” Tessa laughed. “My choice? Either ‘Stacy’s Mom’ by Fountains of Wayne or “Drive” by Halsey. Then again, if it’s night, just put on Halsey and Lana del Rey and let them play and play, especially if you’re driving through a city.”

Steven crinkled his nose. “Uh, what?”

Aria piped up. “No, since we are in a car, I choose ‘We Own It’ off the Fast & Furious 6 soundtrack, also known as Furious 6 or Fast Six.”

“Wait, what?” It was Tessa’s turn to be confused. “You like those movies?”

“Yes. I had a crush on Lettie. I said that right? A crush?” Aria asked.

“Yes, a crush,” Tessa answered.

“Now I know why you like me,” Sabina said softly. “Though I am more Salma Hayek than Michelle Rodriguez.”

Steven, though, was baffled. “‘Stacy’s Mom’?”

“Yeah, so? It’s music. There are no wrong answers.” Tessa leaned over and kissed his cheek. She whispered in his ear. “And I hope some young horny boy chases after me when I’m older.”

“That boy would be me, chasing after you, no matter how MILF-y you get,” Steven said.

They had to get gas in Columbus, so they stopped at the Town Pump, which included the Coffee Connection. Tessa loved that. Steven’s Escort and Liam walked into the convenience store while Steven pumped the gas.

Mouse, though, turned back around. She opened the back and grabbed a small bag and the Slayer Blade. She came over. “Do you know what song I really like?” Mouse asked.

“What’s that?” Steven asked.

“‘Freebird’ by Lynyrd Skynyrd. I said no classic rock, but I guess that’s as classic as you can get.” Mouse sighed. “I have to go. You could say this bird can’t change. I can’t go with you to this Nye place. And I need to get a new hurricane circle tattoo so no one can find me.”

“We’re not splitting up,” Steven insisted. However, he had a bad feeling that Mouse had a really good argument.

“Right now, Rahaab is watching our every move. If he sees me go with you to Mathaal’s place, he’ll know. There goes our surprise attack. This isn’t something I’m going to discuss. I’m leaving. I’ll fly on to Billings. But first, I want you to say goodbye to me.” Mouse held her head up defiantly. She had thought this through. If she left, Rahaab wouldn’t know where they were. It made sense.

Steven didn’t like it. “Mouse, no, we stick together.”

“Goodbye, Steven,” she whispered. “I love you.”

Steven left the gas pump. “Mouse! No!”

“Magica Defensio.” She cast the hide spell and transformed into a dragon, clutching the sword and her bag. She then swept her wings and took off into the air. She climbed higher, higher, higher until she was gone, heading east toward Billings.

Steven thought about shifting and following her. They could give up on Nye and then go on to Billings. It wasn’t that far. Mouse had made herself clear, however. She was doing it for the good of the team. Rahaab now had no idea where they were. Once they unlocked the secrets of the Mirror-Souled Dragon skill tree, they could rendezvous with Mouse. And then end the ancient dragon who’d orchestrated the murder of Steven’s father.

Sabina came out, leaning on Tessa. “Is she gone?” 

“She is,” Steven said. And he hadn’t said goodbye. He felt terrible.

“It is as it should be,” Sabina said. “She will be alone. There will be fire. And the dead yellow dragon will come for us. And we shall see horrors we can hardly understand. This will all lead us into the final fight with Rahaab.”

“Will we win?” Tessa asked.

“Of course we will,” Steven growled. “Dammit, Mouse. Why is she such a pain in the ass?”

“Because she’s a warrior,” Aria answered. “She has given us an advantage. Time after time, Mouse has made the sacrifice play. She is as strong as she is smart.”

“And giving,” Tessa added, “in a really, really sarcastic way.”

Steven hoped Mouse stayed smart. If she went after Rahaab, alone, with the Slayer Blade, she’d be killed for sure.

They were all feeling sad as they took Highway 78 south. But then Tessa put on road trip music, and the songs made Steven feel better. They turned onto the 419. Each road got smaller and smaller and smaller. Tessa kept them in music.

Fifteen minutes after Tessa played “Stacy’s Mom” for the second time, he saw the sign.

Entering and Leaving Nye, Montana. 

The town was small to say the least: a one-room schoolhouse, a phone booth, and a log building called the Nye Trading Post. He parked outside that last building. That was where Uchiko had gone, or so Mathaal had thought.

It wasn’t even noon, so the afternoon clouds were still in the western sky. Up that high, it generally rained every afternoon.

They all left the Suburban to stand on the dirt parking lot, smelling the fields and the oil burning from the Suburban’s old engine.

“So you think Mathaal is around here?” Aria asked. “It seems remote.”

A Japanese woman walked out of the trading post.

She locked eyes with Steven. It was Uchiko, fully human.

She moved off toward a Jeep Cherokee parked down the way.

It was obvious she had not recognized him, not at all.
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Steven found himself staring at Uchiko.

Before, half of her face had been covered with the scales of a reptile. Even her nose had been split, one side a normal human nose and the other a snake’s snout. Now? She was wholly human and gorgeous. She had big, almond-shaped eyes, a nicely shaped nose, and a small mouth with full lips. Her long dark hair was swept back from her face. She was more girl-next-door-cute Japanese hottie rather than model beautiful. 

Uchiko seemed fragile at first, but the way she walked—with muscle and momentum—proved she could turn deadly in seconds. And Steven knew firsthand how lethal she could be. He remembered she’d done a wicked DarkArmor and DragonStrength combo on him that had left him bruised. She’d wielded a kusarigama, a curved blade attached to a chain that ended in a heavy weight. He hated that damn thing. He’d felt its kiss one too many times.

Now she looked like a cleaning woman with a blue dress and a white collar. Clunky white nurse shoes with thick soles made her feet seem huge. What was going on?

She paused to give him a long look, those eyes taking him in even as his own eyes traveled down her slender body and then back to that angelic face.

He was so surprised by her that he didn’t call out her name. She climbed into a new Jeep Cherokee, black and mud-splattered. After backing it up, she went roaring away.

Tessa exploded in laughter. “Did you used to look at me that way? I literally watched you fall in love with her.”

“Despite her questionable choice in shoes,” Aria added.

“No time for our trademark witty repartee,” Steven said quickly. “And yes, I did look at you like that, Tessa. You were my first love.”

“Aww!” Tessa purred.

“Magica Defensio!” Steven hid himself from human eyes, not that Nye, Montana, was a mecca for pilgrims and tourists. Secrecy was important for now. He shredded another set of clothes as he shifted into his True Form and took to the sky. His Escort would know to follow him in the crappy mustard Suburban.

He floated over the trees, enjoying the noon sun on his back and the fresh smell of the pine trees below. 

Uchiko turned the Jeep off the highway, down a gravel road, driving toward the slopes of the mountains. She turned again, onto a dirt track, basically a hiking trail, bouncing over rocks, churning over exposed tree roots, and splashing through a small stream. Steven glided above, mindful of his shadow. He used the thermals rising from the Earth to keep him aloft. The changing air streams and the feel of the wind in his wings made flying so much fun.

For the millionth time, he marveled at his life. He was flying, actually flying, as a thirty-foot-long black dragon. Was the constant battle worth it? Yes. And if he had his way, he’d end the fighting and dragons would crisscross the skies without having to hide.

Uchiko drove slowly through the bogs and over the hills. For her, it was a simple drive home from the trading post. 

Her presence was a mystery. Why didn’t she remember him? And how could she be fully human? She and the Onari Guard had failed the Dragonskin rituals and had become trapped in various partial forms. Were the rest of her deformed Skinlings with her?

He aimed to find out.

Uchiko reached the Stillwater River, and she guided the Jeep straight through it. On the other side was a big ranch house, a sprawling complex, at least five thousand square feet if not ten. Paint peeled off the siding and the windows were splotched and dirty. It was a weather-beaten place, old and not well kept. 

Steven flew over it as Uchiko got out of the Jeep. She walked up onto the big front porch under a sagging eave.

While dilapidated, the ranch did have a commanding view of the river and the Beartooth Mountains to the west. Steven saw a stretch of open field between the house and an old barn made of gray wood sagging against a jumble of boulders. He wasn’t sure what kind of reception he would get from Uchiko and Mathaal. He assumed the woman was watching over the elderly Dragonsoul. No, not Dragonsoul, Old Matchstick was full Alpheros. He knew Liam and Sabina could track him to the ranch, so his Escort would be along soon enough. He landed on the field and shifted into his Homo Draconis form. 

He tromped up onto the steps, seven feet of black scales, longer if you included his powerful tail. He raised a taloned fist and struck the wood frame of the screen door.

Uchiko came to the door. She saw him and let out a wail. She flung her hands up in the air and collapsed onto the floor. Steven opened the door and squeezed himself inside. 

Someone cursed in what could only be Japanese. Not just someone, a lot of someones. A group of men of all shapes, sizes, and nationalities had come running. They weren’t the winged, fanged, scaled half-dragons from before. No, the entire Onari Guard had become human. They wore the keikogi of a Japanese martial arts student. When they saw the dragon man crouched next to Uchiko, they all let out wails and fled. Except for one fat Asian man who hurried forward. He held a mop in his hand.

“Back away!” he said in accented English. “I warn you! Stay away from her!”

Watching the man brandish his mop made Steven smile. In his very first fight, he’d bested Edgar Vale with a mop.

“It’s okay, I’m not a monster.” Steven shifted human. Sure, he was naked, but whatever. It was better than a face full of wet mop.

The fat guy’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he toppled over. Steven triggered SerpentGrace and raced over to catch him before he brained himself on an end table. He gently laid the guy on the ground.

It was a dark, sparse living room with a couple couches sitting in an L shape. The patterns on the upholstery were decades old. They could’ve been on the set of a 1960s’ sit com. The place smelled of floor polish and cleaning supplies.

Uchiko moaned. She was waking up. He knelt by her. “Uchiko, it’s me, Steven Drokharis. We met on Mathaal’s island. Well, we met, fought a bunch, and then you helped us.”

Her eyes flickered open and then zoned in on his groin. She squeezed them shut. Japanese words flooded out of her mouth.

Steven interrupted her. “Hey, I don’t speak Japanese. You spoke English before. I’m hoping you still can now that you’re fully human.”

“Of course I’m human!” she snapped. “And I speak English, probably better than you do. What do you want? And why are you naked?”

“I can turn into a Homo Draconis,” Steven said. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

Uchiko lay on the thin, ragged carpet covering the hardwood floor with her fists curled over her chest and her eyes clamped shut. “First you’re a monster. Now you’re a naked man. Of course I don’t remember you.”

“What do you remember?” Steven asked.

“I don’t…I don’t think about it much,” she whispered. “I know I’m here to take care of Mr. Mathews with the others. We keep him safe, and we keep the house clean. That is all my life needs to be.”

“You’re under some kind of spell,” he said. “You’re Uchiko of the Onari Guard. You tried to become a Dragonskin and failed. You are a ninja, very powerful. Is any of this ringing a bell?”

She cracked open an eye. “You’re serious. I’m a ninja. And a dragon?”

He grinned. “Half-dragon. It sounds crazy, doesn’t it? But look.” He morphed into his partial form to hulk above her.

He turned human again. If anything, today had been good Transformatio practice.

Uchiko climbed to her feet. “What do you want?”

“I’d like to talk with your Mr. Mathews. He’s an old, old man, am I right? And I think he really likes your peach cobbler.”

The gorgeous Japanese woman smiled for the first time. It put a lump in Steven’s throat. She was absolutely radiant, as sweet as cherries, and he couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to be with her.

She caught him looking, and her face burned red. Yet, she didn’t look away. Their eyes came together. For several long seconds, they were caught in an intense stare. It was like each could feel the desire of the other. Steven found he couldn’t breathe. And since he was naked, his arousal was about to become very apparent.

He could fix that. He went Homo Draconis. He stood there. “My friends will be here soon.”

Brakes squeaked outside as the engine of the Suburban rattled to a stop. Doors slammed.

“They’re here.”

“Before they come in, I must know... Were you and I... Did you and I … ever …” Uchiko’s face flushed further.

“No,” Steven growled. “Actually, the first time we met, you tried to kill me.”

“Maybe I was afraid of you,” she said in a stronger voice. “But I don’t remember. I’m sorry for trying to kill you.”

Steven thought about mentioning that he and his Escort had been forced to kill several of her friends, but he decided against it.

His Escort, along with Liam, stood on the front porch. Tessa knocked lightly, though she could see them through the screen door. “Hey guys, we’re here for the peach cobbler.”

Uchiko laughed a little. “It seems it has become very famous.” She then frowned. “Oh, what will Mr. Mathews say?”

Steven was curious about that himself.

The now human Onari Guard found a keikogi for Steven to wear. They set the table on the back deck, which was surrounded by pine trees and big crags of sparkling igneous rock.

Tessa helped Sabina into a chair. Steven sat down near the head of the table while Uchiko and the men brought out dishes, silverware, and napkins and put them down on the linen tablecloth. When everything was set, they helped an ancient man limp out of the house. He could barely walk. His eyes were covered in cataracts. Age spots stained his desiccated flesh. He looked like he’d turned a hundred years old several decades ago. His hair was like fishing line on his scalp.

Steven had mostly seen Mathaal in his True Form, but he’d caught a glimpse of him as a human. He’d been old then, but still in good shape. This husk of a man seemed like a stiff breeze might blow him away.

He sat down at the head of the table, to the right of Steven, and fell fast sleep, chin on chest. The servants all left him there and returned inside.

“Mathaal,” Steven said. He touched the ancient man’s hand. “It’s me, Steven Drokharis.”

The ancient man didn’t wake. Maybe he’d gone deaf as well as blind?

“This is bad,” Tessa said. “He’s so flippin’ old. What’s going on here?”

Steven wasn’t sure. But Tessa was right. If this was the new Mathaal, they were in trouble. They’d placed all their hopes on him, and they’d found him barely able to function, inches away from death.

Steven shook the ancient man’s arm. “Mathaal.”

“Why do you call me that?” he asked in a croaking voice. “I’m Mark Mathews. From Billings. I was a librarian for the university there. Montana State University. Uchiko brings me peach cobbler, and I enjoy what I can before I die. For death is near, always so near. Why are we given life at all if it ends in death?”

The word patterns echoed the voice from the third volume’s encrypted page.

Tessa gasped out a sob. Steven turned to see she had tears in her eyes. “It’s so sad. It’s like The Notebook sad.”

“Si, that book, very sad,” Sabina agreed. “But maybe there is more going on here than we know.”

“Yes, there is.” Steven motioned for Tessa to come over. “Bring me the third volume and the topaz pen. Let’s see if we can shake him out of this.”

The barista rose with her leather satchel and walked over to stand on Mathaal’s left side.

She touched the ancient man’s back. “Mr. Mathews. If you were a librarian, you must like books. Can I show you one?”

“I can’t see,” he grumbled. “But I would touch it. I do love books.”

Tessa slipped the grimoire out of the satchel and laid it down in front of Mathaal. His hands reached for it to feel at the worn leather cover. He opened it up and shifted through the pages. “It’s lovely. Leather binding and vellum pages. This book is old, loved, and powerful. I can feel how powerful it is.”

“And here’s a pen,” Tessa said. She pressed it into his right hand, but his knuckles were so enflamed he could hardly hold it.

Steven turned to the encrypted page that had led them to Nye. 

“Try writing something here, Mr. Mathews.”

The ancient man scrawled nonsense across the page, just swoops and swirls. The ink rose from the page and flowed to drain onto the binding. It piddled across the table and onto the pristine white tablecloth.

Aria tsked. “There goes a perfectly good piece of linen.”

“Sabina?” Steven nodded at her.

“Magica Divinatio,” the blind woman murmured. Emerald light flashed in her eyes.

Liam also muttered the divination spell.

Sabina let out a hiss. “Nothing, I can’t see a thing. This place, it has powerful magic to it, more powerful than I could ever hope to become. Minds are hidden, flesh is hidden, and all reality bows to the majesty of the spell work. We can’t break this spell. Mathaal is lost to us forever.”

Liam closed his eyes and frowned deeply. Shaking his head, he said, “And Mouse, she is gone. She has restored her hurricane circle tattoo.”

Steven’s heart sank. What was Mouse thinking? And how could they ever hope to stand against Rahaab without the secrets in the third volume?

The short answer? They couldn’t.

They tried to reach Mouse on her cell phone, but she never picked up, and she’d turned off the tracking feature.

She’d gone rogue.
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The former Onari Guard, now just servants, brought out a thin miso soup followed by rice and vegetables. All six shared a small roasted chicken. The old man, this Mr. Mathews, ate the lion’s share, not stopping to talk, just shoveling the food in as fast as he could.

Uchiko hadn’t come back, and Steven missed seeing her. Something about her drove him wild.

“At least this meal is good for one thing,” Sabina said quietly.

“Yeah, watching this old guy eat.” Tessa grimaced. “It’s amazing. And really gross.”

“No,” Sabina replied. “Rice and vegetables are about all I eat now. And the miso soup was good. I don’t need any chicken.”

Liam nodded. “She is progressing quickly. I want her to try her Homo Draconis form soon.”

Mr. Mathews ignored them as he gobbled down food. He wiped his greasy mouth with a decrepit hand. “Have to hurry to get through it. Have to hurry to get dessert. No peach cobbler. The apple fine is pie.”

“I think you meant the apple pie is fine.” Steven couldn’t help but think of this ancient man as Mr. Mathews. Any of Mathaal’s power seemed gone forever. He now seemed like a retired librarian with one foot in the grave.

“Darn, I really wanted to try the peach cobbler,” Tessa said. “It sounds epic. And a good apple pie is hard to do. Lots of competition and American drama. The cliché of the apple pie.”

Mathew let out a squeal of protest. “You don’t know! Uchiko is a genius with desserts. You’ll regret you said that, young lady.”

Tessa blinked and kinda smiled. “I love it when grandpas call me young lady. Is that weird? It makes me feel like I’m little again.”

Steven had finished eating, not tasting the food. He leafed through the third volume, but the secret pages gave him nothing. Even the topaz pen had failed. What were they going to do?

Not waiting for dessert, he pushed himself back from the table and went out to walk down to the river alone, dressed in the keikogi.

He found a good place to sit, on a flat rock on the bank, to watch the sparkling water flow down through rich black dirt and over time-smoothed stones. The pines swayed above him, and their trunks creaked and popped. 

Clouds gathered in the western sky, preparing the daily afternoon rainstorms. He thought of how dark the sky had been the day before, during the battle down I-90. They’d won, again, but the enemy they faced? Rahaab? They’d barely escaped his Trinity of Wives. Steven didn’t think they could handle an attack from all his forces.

But Rahaab wouldn’t be coming for him. He was waiting in Cassius Pine’s Yellowstone Aerie, waiting for Steven to attack.

While Steven spent time retrieving the third volume, the Alpheros had gathered his troops and perfected his defenses. He held every advantage.

A chill wind blew down from the sky. Raindrops flecked his face. He hardly felt any of it.

A stick snapped near him and he whirled. Sabina stood there. Her eyes glowed green. 

“What do you see?” Steven asked.

“Do you really want to know?” She came forward, ducking a branch and stepping over a large stone. Her magic really did give her sight.

“I do,” Steven answered.

She came to him and took his hand. “I see our daughter, with her hair so dark, and her dimples so cute on her chubby cheeks. She will be our little queen. Her name is Regina, but we’ll call her Reggie. She’ll be a daddy’s girl from the very start. She will love me, of course, but she will only fall asleep in your arms.”

Steven wasn’t prepared for that. He was only twenty years old. He’d figured he’d do the father thing much later in life, like when he was thirty.

“Do you know what that means?” Sabina asked.

Steven shrugged. He wasn’t sure.

“It means we will survive, Steven. I don’t know about the others, but you and I will live. I can’t see when we’ll meet our little Regina, but someday…someday.” Sabina nodded. “And yet, maybe my vision won’t come true. I did confuse the night with a dark stormy day.”

Steven was blown away. The idea was daunting, and she was right, the little girl might not be theirs. However, a new hope filled him. “Sabina, I don’t know about all this, but I think we should take it as a sign. But how—”

Sabina interrupted him to kiss him. Her lips were thick and soft, and her tongue explored his mouth. He felt the heat between them. But this was about love as much as it was about lust.

Animus filled his chest, and he grew stiff against his soft, loose pants.

“You want to know if you can be a father,” she whispered and kissed down his cheek to suck on his earlobe before licking his neck.

It made him melt. Sabina knew her way around a man’s body. That was for sure.

“You can father children, but the Dragonsouls are made of mystical energy as well as flesh. For the child to grow inside me, there are rituals and spells. I’m not ready yet to be a mother, not until after I become a Dragonskin, and I want to wait until we’re safe. Then, I will want to bear you children, Steven. As many as you want.”

She caressed him through the pants and gave him a soft squeeze. Then she was kissing him again. Her tongue played with his and then she drew back. “I want you to make love to me. Then I want to cast spells this world has rarely seen. I don’t just fight for myself and not just for you, my Prime. Now I fight for Regina Drokharis, so that she might know life.”

She stood back and pulled him from his seat on the rock. Sabina spoke again. “We’ve used the Magica Incanto spells to imbue objects with magical energy. But we can do the reverse. We can dispel Rahaab’s magic from this place, from the old man, and from his servants.”

Steven was new to the Magica Incanto magic, but he had studied it extensively in his father’s grimoire. He realized with enough focus, and enough Animus, they might be able to do it.

His head was spinning. It was all a lot to take in. But if Sabina, their most powerful Magician, thought she could break the spell keeping Mathaal and Uchiko trapped on the ranch with no memories, he was going to do everything he could to help her.

“Come with me,” Sabina said. “It’s time for me to join your Escort.” 

“Are you sure you want this?” He knew his own feelings. He’d come to love her quiet strength and her damaged soul healed into iron. 

“My heart has been battered, and I’ve been tossed around, blinded, and thrown away. And yet I can’t walk away from you, Steven Drokharis. I know I’m not thinking clearly, but I don’t want to.” The cuts on her arm from Gideon Scaramanga were gone. She was whole again.

She gave him another toe-curling kiss. “Take me to the barn. Tessa and Aria have made it ready.”

He led her through the pine trees over the dark ground. Thunder rumbled overhead, and a wind swept down, bringing more rain, pattering around them. The barn door was already open, and he guided Sabina inside.

Tessa and Aria had worked hard. A big ornate brass bed sat on rough floorboards covered in straw. The fresh smell of the rain mingled with the dusty sweet odor of the hay. A rich coverlet covered the mattress. On low tables, candles glowed. Several of the windows were broken, so rain pattered inside, but the bed was in the middle of the room, safe from the elements. 

Both Tessa and Aria wore black silk robes. Steven knew they were naked underneath. Sabina walked to the bed and turned. “Is it okay if they get me ready for you, mi amor?”

“Like what you did with Tessa? Sabina, that might kill me at this point.”

“Death by erection?” Tessa laughed quietly. “Don’t worry, we’ll be quick. We promise.” She kissed Sabina long and slow while Aria bent down and unzipped Sabina’s jeans. The Indian woman wiggled them down over her hips. She helped take off Sabina’s shoes as well and her socks. Her jeans hit the floor.

Steven watched in wonder. Aria took her own turn kissing Sabina while Tessa walked around. She eased the shirt over the Latina woman’s head. The barista unclasped the bra but held it to Sabina’s chest. “Are you ready, Steven?”

“I am.” He’d never been more ready. He couldn’t catch his breath. His stomach churned with lust. He loved the game, the ache of desire, the sweet seduction that Sabina enjoyed. 

The Latina woman sighed, leaning back against Tessa, lifting her arms. Tessa kept her bra on her though, straps dangling. Aria, on her knees, kissed the panties covering Sabina’s mound. The Indian woman waited for the right time to strip the lacy white panties off the thick woman’s body.

Steven asked, “You love this game, don’t you, Sabina?”

Sabina’s breath caught, revealing her lust. Her eyes were closed. “Si.” It came out a whisper. Her cheeks were flushed. Her lips, after kissing Steven, Tessa, and Aria, were bright red. A sheen of sweat covered her forehead under her black, black hair.

“Why?”

Her eyes fluttered open. “Knowing you are looking at me, seeing my naked body, it makes me crazy. You struggle against yourself because you want to fuck me. I love it. I love you watching. I love you seeing me like this, turned on, wet, ready for you.”

Tessa licked the side of Sabina’s neck and whispered something in her hair. 

“Si, mi amor.”

The barista lowered the bra to expose her big nipples and shapely breasts. At the same time, Aria drew down Sabina’s panties and then kissed her plump thighs up to the hair clipped to a stubble between her legs.

Tessa toyed with her breasts while Aria gave Sabina pleasure with her mouth. It was quick, and Sabina came, eyes flashing green from the Animus. “I need more, Steven. I need more Animus. Hurry, now. Hurry and take me. Take me and kiss me and love me.”

Steven shrugged out of his clothes and stormed over. Tessa whipped the coverlet off while Aria pulled down the sheets, then they drew back as he picked up Sabina and laid her on the bed. And then he was between the Latina woman’s legs and inside her.

She let out a cry and pulled him to her. She’d gotten him so turned on, he felt like an animal as he reached around and grabbed her ass. He held her down as he thrust into her, over and over and over, but Sabina gripped his hip and slowed him down, bringing him to the brink of climax over and over until she finally allowed him to tumble over the edge. Animus glowed around them, in their eyes, across their skin, as the energy filled the room.

Steven never softened. Tessa and Aria dropped their silk robes to climb onto the bed. They took turns kissing Sabina until she asked to suck on their nipples, first Tessa’s, and then Aria’s, and that sight was so erotic that Steven’s libido found new life.

Then it was hours of lovemaking as the rain danced across the roof. Sabina was in the middle of it all, loving on Tessa as the barista straddled her face. When Tessa erupted, she sank down, and Aria got her turn. As Sabina licked Aria, Steven continued to slide in and out of the Latina woman, kissing a shoulder, a breast, an upturned face, the pale arm of Tessa, or the taut dark skin of Aria’s back.

Finally, he shuddered again. The third time? The fourth? He’d lost count.

Abruptly, Sabina squirmed out from underneath him. “Magica Divinatio!” Her eyes glowed like jade starbursts. She left the bed. Naked, she ran from the barn and out into the rain. 

“This is it!” Tessa cried. “Sabina is going to try and undo the spells!” She grabbed a silk robe. Aria and Steven didn’t bother.

Sabina stood with her arms over her head. Rain trickled down her luscious body, and she looked like a storm goddess controlling the heavens. Her shriek carried over the wind. “Magica Incanto!”

Tessa ran and pulled Sabina’s hand down to hold it. “Magica Incanto!” The rain soaked her robe to show the lines of her body.

Steven laughed at himself. Even after all the sex, he couldn’t get enough of his Escort. He ran and clutched Sabina’s other hand. 

A green energy illuminated the house, and then a crackling silver shell took over, until Tessa’s pink magic pushed it away. That silver energy, that was Rahaab’s work. 

“Magica Incanto!” Steven thundered. He was full of Animus, the lives of his Escort were on the line, and Mouse was out there, alone.

Enough was enough. They had to make a play for Rahaab, and the only way they could do that was to shatter the magic keeping Mathaal and Uchiko trapped without memory and without power.

A whorl of black spell work struck the house, wiping away the silver, until all that remained was a black light, edged with Sabina’s green and Tessa’s pink magic. A final explosion shattered every window. The silver was gone. Steven’s cloud of black energy exploded outward, making the trees sway and tearing boards off the barn.

Sabina sank down to her knees. Tessa also fell. Steven stood with Aria, in her True Form, her tail swirled around them. He felt powerful, unstoppable.

The rain sizzled off Aria’s hot scales, and steam rose from her.

The back door opened. Out crept Mr. Mathews with Uchiko holding him steady. The Japanese woman turned, and once again, half of her face was reptilian. Half of her hair was gone. Scales covered the rest of her scalp. She led the old man to the edge of the deck.

Other servants tripped out, changing before Steven’s eyes, ripping through their gis as wings tore out backs and human faces scaled over, becoming serpentine. Wet, tattered clothes hung from their bodies, which rippled with muscles under dragon skin. But these were not true Dragonskins because they had failed the rituals. One had a clawed hand, but his other hand was human and pale. Another had a human head atop a pile of dragon muscles. Some only had one wing. Others had the legs of a Dragonskin but that was it. They were a mishmash of human and dragon. Like Uchiko, their flesh was trapped between two worlds.

Steven wondered what Sabina would look like if she failed the rituals. Was it worth it? Should he try and talk her out of it?

Mathaal straightened. He gazed upon Aria in her dragon form. And then his eyes fell on Steven. The old man smiled. The cataracts were gone, and his purple eyes were clear again. He blinked away the rain streaming down his wrinkled face. “Steven Drokharis, I felt your magic. That was quite the spell, my friend. Quite the spell. Your father would be proud.”

But it wasn’t just Steven. It was all their magic combined.

Liam walked out of the ranch and stood on the porch, staying out of the rain. He gave Steven an approving nod.

Tessa found her feet. Steven had to help Sabina to stand. She fell against him, weeping softly. “You are my heart, Steven. You are my heart. Forever.”

He gripped her. Tessa hugged them both. Aria let out a victorious roar that shook the ground around them.

Steven knew Rahaab heard Aria’s thunder. And if that bastard was smart, he’d be afraid. 
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Nothing sadder than sitting in a bar drinking a fucking Coke while everyone around you got lit. Mouse had returned to Big Timber after getting a new hurricane tattoo on her left forearm in Billings. She’d grabbed some of the magic ink from Liam, and now she was hidden—from Steven, from Rahaab, from everyone.

The Timber Bar and Grill was a Montana bar all right, but it was also a family place. The boozers on the right, the families on the left, eating chicken tenders and burgers and doing it with smiles. Even the babies.

It was all fine and normal for a Thursday afternoon during a rainstorm. Inside, it was dry and warm and cozy. Inside the restaurant, sure, but not inside Mouse. That was a fucking zoo of shitty thoughts, bad memories, and longing for better days. The Coke wasn’t helping.

Five women walked into the bar, looking not quite right. Something was off, certainly. They were pretty, but dressed in rough clothes, most likely from the local Dollar Store. Or they’d rummaged through a thrift store to unearth some grandma’s casual wear.

She figured she’d finish her dumb Coke and go back to her dumb room in the River Valley Inn to sleep a little more before she did the dumb thing she knew was a mistake. Oh well. She sat at the Timber Bar unarmed; the Slayer Blade was back in the room, under the bed.

Alone. She felt so alone. Being with Steven and his Escort was like being with the best of families, even better than her birth one. Tessa was so sweet to her, and Aria had warmed up, though that battle bitch was a hard one. Which made the smiles she gave Mouse extra special. Then there was Sabina, who could joke about being blind. Liam was like a wise old uncle. 

And Steven.

Mouse felt the tears come, and she’d never been thirstier for Jägermeister. A couple shots would smack her liver into shape, burn away the tears, and take care of her fear and doubt.

Steven was kind, he was caring, he was strong, and he loved her as deeply as she loved him. It was like when they were together, there was nothing they couldn’t do.

The five women got a table. One of them, a tall woman with auburn hair, dressed in a Montana tourist sweatshirt, kept giving her glances. They were a mixture of skin color and hair color and body shapes. A potpourri of bitches. Ugh, Mouse knew what was coming.

She reached into her jeans and took out a wad of cash. She liked the long sleeves of the top she’d gotten. It felt a pirate-y. She also liked the wedges on her feet. Comfortable and stylish. She’d stolen a few of the gold coins and pawned them in Billings. She’d bought some clothes, so she’d at least look good when she carried out her suicide mission. 

No one was going to stop her from carrying out her plan. She’d done it before. Get close to a man, earn his trust, get him off a few times so his mind was cloudy with lust, and then do what needed to be done. In this case, Mouse was going to take the Slayer Blade and shove it up Rahaab’s ass until she found the fucker’s heart. Then Steven and his Primacy would be safe. 

And if Rahaab’s Escort killed her afterwards? The sacrifice would be worth it. Her life had been a mistake from day one. Might as well end it by saving everyone she loved.

Mouse slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the bar and tried to walk out before any of the women came over to chat about the stupid affairs of the Dragonsoul world.

The auburn-haired woman moved to the door and blocked it. The four other women got up and flanked her. They hadn’t ordered anything. They weren’t at the Timber Bar and Grill for the chicken tenders or the hooch. Was this going to be a fight? That didn’t feel right. They’d have hit her hard right away if that had been the case.

“Melissa,” the woman in the doorway said. “We’d like to talk to you.”

Mouse thought about going True Form and burning her down and taking the bar along with her. No, Hooper, Montana, had survived the week. She’d let Big Timber live a little longer as well.

“Wow, you know my first name,” Mouse spat. “We should be best, best, best friends!”

The women all exchanged uneasy glances.

Mouse pushed past the woman. If she was going to fight, she’d fight. She marched out into the parking lot. It had stopped raining, but the sky was still dark with clouds. It was June, so the days were long. Twilight was a long way off.

The five women chased after her. Of course they did.

“Melissa!”

Mouse spun. “It’s Mouse. Only my parents and my fucking ex-husband called me Melissa. So, let’s start right there. Who in the fuck are you bitches?” She laughed at herself. Wow, she was a real charmer.

“I’m Skylar Blacke,” Auburn said. “We’re the widows of Cassius Pine.”

“Well, you have me to thank for the widow part. I cut his head off. And I’d do it again. He murdered my parents…my family.” That word, family, made her tremble. Steven, Tessa, Aria, Sabina, and Liam. Hell, even that douche Bud felt like he belonged with them.

“We loved Cassius in our way,” Skylar said. “Though I don’t think what he felt for us was love. He was cruel.”

“Total dick,” a redhead with bright blue eyes said.

“He wasn’t that bad,” a girl-next-door blondie insisted.

A dark-skinned woman with platinum highlights in her hair stood with her arms crossed, not saying a word. Mouse thought she might be South American or from the Caribbean. Couldn’t tell. 

A heavily freckled caramel-colored woman with red hair also remained silent. She definitely had a mixed heritage going on.

Skylar pointed and introduced them all. The ginger with the blue eyes and big tits was Teegan Thornrose, while the down-home blonde was Pretty McGillicuddy. The woman with the dark skin and good haircut was Michaela Montes, which left Abby Free, the exotic woman, with eyes so light brown they were almost yellow. All of them were in clothes purchased locally and for well under five dollars.

Mouse stuck a hand on her hip. “This is all very interesting, but for the love of biscuits, I’m not a grief counselor and I would suck as any kind of social worker. So cut to the chase, Skylar.”

“We belong to Steven Drokharis now.” The woman’s jaws tightened after she said it. Her eyes were wide, and they begged Mouse for some kind of answer. “He’s now the Dragonlord of the Rocky Mountain Primacy. What will that mean for us?”

“We’ve heard stories,” Pretty McGillicuddy said. “Bad stories. He’s killed everyone around him. Will he kill us?”

“If you stay in those clothes he will.” Mouse couldn’t help but make the joke. “He’ll execute you for crimes against fashion.”

Skylar came forward, getting close to Mouse. “Please. We’re scared of Steven, but more than that, we’re frightened that Rahaab will kill him. And then…Rahaab…how he is, we don’t know what he’ll do to us. We escaped him, most of us. But not all. We lost…we lost one of us.”

“Her name was Nikki Angel,” Abby Free whispered.

Tears gleamed in the eyes of all the women, but none fell. They were doing their best to hold it together under the dark clouds above. Standing there in the parking lot, Mouse felt their fear and their pain. She’d had to go from one Prime to another, and you never quite knew what you were going to get. She noticed that they all had a line of pale skin around their ring fingers. The minute Cassius Pine fell, the gold wedding bands would’ve melted away.

Skylar continued. “We think he’ll either punish us—”

“That means he’ll kill us,” Teegan Thornrose cut in.

“Yes, either kill us or give us to a new Dragonsoul Prime. Rahaab doesn’t take Primacies of his own. In a sense, he controls them all. We need to know what kind of person Steven is, and if we should back him. Or if we should wait and see how he fares against Rahaab. What can you tell us?” Skylar’s eyes begged Mouse for mercy, for answers, for some clue to their future.

Mouse could relate. She remembered when she’d first married Rhaegen Mulk. He’d been a bastard, but that goddamn dragon attraction thing had made her love him. It was the worst parts of Stockholm Syndrome, and while Mulk had never actually abused her, he’d made her feel like shit for loving him. Because he’d been asshole. If she could’ve, she’d have left him. In a way, she did, getting drunk every day and trying to forget her life. For Skylar and the rest of the widows, it had probably been something similar with Cassius Pine. Now they belonged to someone else. Mouse thought of Tessa’s hatred of the Dragonsoul arrangement of shuffling women among Primes. It was a terrible form of slavery. It had to change.

For Mouse, though, it might not matter. Not after she ran her suicide mission. What to tell the merry band of widows in front of her?

Two guys, young and attractive in a Big Timber, Montana, way, got out of a muddy Dodge Charger. They walked over with grins on their faces.

“Hey, ladies,” one of them said. He had a little scruff on his chin and a Montana State Bobcats baseball cap on his head. “Did all you angels fall from heaven at the same time?”

It was possibly the worst time, ever, for anyone with a penis to even begin to flirt with them.

Six pairs of fuck-you eyes glared at them

The two guys went pale, walked out of their way to avoid them, and slipped into the Timber Bar and Grill, shaking their heads.

Mouse continued as if the dudes hadn’t said a word. “Steven is amazing. He grew up with humans. I mean, he didn’t know he was even a Dragonsoul until a few months ago. It means he’s not caught up in the power games. All he wants is to keep us safe and get revenge on his father. After Rahaab is dead? I can’t say for sure, but he’s not going to go looking for the next pissing contest. He’s sweet, Skylar. Unlike anyone…” She tilted her head, trying to keep the tears in. “Let’s just say I—we—love Steven for him and not because of any fucked-up dragon-love magic.”

All the widows were quiet.

Mouse had a question. “How did you find me?”

“We used a divination spell,” Skylar answered. “We last saw you in Billings. When you disappeared, we weren’t sure what to do. Then we saw you in town. We were just passing through when we got lucky.”

Luck, that was what it was. Not fate. Mouse didn’t believe in fate or any of that. Being married to an abusive dickweed would do that to a girl. If destiny did exist, it had ass-fucked her. At least for a little while.

Mouse didn’t know what to say. They wanted an answer. She didn’t have one, and she wasn’t about to let them in on her secret mission. “Steven is great. That’s my answer. He’ll take care of you. By tomorrow night, things with Rahaab will be settled. I’d sit tight and wait. Unless you hear that Steven is going up against him, and then you should do what you can to help. You won’t regret it. I promise.”

“Thank you.” Skylar went to hug her.

Mouse put up a hand to stop her. “No, don’t. Just. Don’t.” She didn’t exactly stiff-arm the widow, but she was ready to.

Skylar and the women stepped back.

Mouse strode away from them. It was a short walk back to the River Valley Inn. 

She decided against spending the night there. She was going to get this one last job over with. She’d leave right away, with the Slayer Blade. If she was lucky, she would kill Rahaab before he could hurt anyone else.
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Steven sat down at the campfire below the tall pines and peaks inside Yellowstone National Park. The midnight sky was a wash of stars.

They’d raced west down I-90 in a collection of vehicles, only stopping to tattoo Mathaal, Uchiko, and the Onari Guard with hastily drawn hurricane circles to keep them hidden from Rahaab’s scrying eyes. 

Once they got close to Yellowstone, they parked their vehicles off in a field. Those with wings then flew to the strike camp and ferried those who didn’t.

They’d brought camping gear for Tessa, Sabina, and the Onari Guard, who were dressed in black ninja gear. The Dragonsouls would sleep as dragons in the middle of the tents. However, Steven didn’t think any of them were going to get much rest. Everyone was amped for the coming fight. Except for Mathaal.

Old Matchstick stayed in his human form for some reason, dressed in a keikogi, sitting on a log in front of the fire with the third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire in his lap. The ancient Alpheros had lucid moments, but then his mind would slip away again, and he’d grow confused.

Aria had taken Uchiko and a few of the Onari Guard to run recon around Cassius Pine’s Yellowstone Aerie, which was now housing Rahaab and his Trinity. They were due back any minute. The clock crawled toward midnight. The plan was to attack before first light. Tessa and Sabina had drifted away to a tent and were supposedly sleeping. Steven thought that was unlikely. He’d join them. But first, he had business to discuss with Mathaal and Liam Strider.

The Yellow Ronin squatted down on his haunches next to the fire.

“It was my brother,” Mathaal said. “Rahaab stole my memory. Perhaps that was for the best. Without memory, focused on the simple things, I forgot my power and my glory. Everyone was safe. And yet, I can’t forgive him, for both locking me away and for taking my freedom of thought…and it was already so compromised. But his greatest sin was the murder of your father, Steven.”

“Even more than the murder of Icharaam?” Steven asked. “It was his own brother.”

Mathaal thought for a moment. Then he spoke. “Killing Icharaam was murdering the past, our memories of our home world, and giving in to our fears of the Zothoric. But wiping out the Drokharis clan? That was murdering the future and the hope for change. Millennia ago, we three Alpheros couldn’t have fought back the Zothoric. Now? The Dragonsouls, while not Alpheros, are mighty.”

“But we need the old sorcery to truly come into our own,” Liam Strider said.

“Yes, we do,” Steven agreed. “And we’ll need it against Rahaab.”

Mathaal lifted the book. “You mean this? Steven, your father was truly remarkable. His study of the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon is a testament to his intellect. But I believe he paled in comparison to your power, Steven.”

“I don’t know about that,” Steven said.

“And Tessa,” Mathaal said. “Her magic is special. I’ve not seen her like in a long, long time. She is not completely human.”

Tessa was a mystery, one that had remained unsolved.

Steven closed his eyes and accessed the new version of the dragon skill tree. 

Once the magic affecting Mathaal, Uchiko, and the Onari Guard had been dispelled, one of the encrypted pages of the third volume had given them the first few powers on the mirrored dragon.
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Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon (Second Tail of the Dragon)

	HeartStrike

	AnimusChain

	 FleshForge


The other two sections of encrypted pages remained a mystery. At least they had the one, and it had given Steven additional clues as to how to further harness his power.

“It is HeartStrike,” Mathaal whispered. “That is what Rahaab and I used to kill Icharaam, though it wasn’t necessarily his heart we struck. But that is what works best. To remove the heart of your enemy.”

Steven pondered that for a moment. “So, what would happen if I tried to do HeartStrike? I mean, do I have enough Animus?”

“It might incinerate you outright,” Liam said. “We’ve seen normal Dragonsouls die when they tried to use too much Animus too fast. Best to be careful. You haven’t tried IonClaws yet, have you?”

Steven took in a deep breath. He didn’t feel like stripping, so he used Partial Transformation to only shift his arms. His sleeves ripped. He’d leveled again after the highway fight, and he was at full Animus. He stood. “No better time than the present.”

His Magica Incanto spell had worked wonders. He didn’t exactly need any divination magic, and his ElectroArc was also improving. He wasn’t about to risk learning Toxicity just yet. So, he’d try IonClaws.

“What? Wait!” Liam protested, hurling himself to his feet.

Mathaal nodded. “Let him try. If he dies, he dies.”

Steven focused on his claws, and yes, they glowed with an unearthly light. It was like he had lightsaber blades for fingers.

“I don’t believe it.” The Yellow Ronin’s eyes were wide. He bent and unearthed a large rock. He hefted it and tossed it at Steven, who cut it into pieces with his new IonClaws. Animus drained out of him in seconds, but yes, he’d done it. He had a new weapon in his arsenal.

Old Matchstick chuckled. “Ah, yes, this Drokharis should be feared by all. For his power and his harem.”

Steven shut off the Animus powering his claws and turned his arms back into human flesh. He felt weak after the attempt, but he was surprised he could do it at all. Then again, Steven had been the best at the Pugna side aspects of the skill tree. IonClaws used bucketloads of Animus, and it had drained him. But then he heard Tessa’s moan from the tent. He could regain the mystical energy easily enough.

“Careful the amount of Animus you use for your claws, Steven,” Mathaal warned. “You can make them so sharp you can rip through realities. And that would surely alert the Zothoric of our presence. Perhaps in time you will face them, but not now, not tonight. We have other enemies to fight.”

Steven sat back down. “Mathaal, are you sure you’re okay to … to kill another of your brothers?”

“My last brother,” the ancient creature murmured. “Rahaab wasn’t always driven by fear. But seeing his entire world destroyed also destroyed his heart. Rahaab lost hope. He fears death. And yet I think a part of him will welcome it. We’ve lived our time. The Alpheros shall die. And the Dragonsouls will inherit this blue-green gem.”

The fire popped. Steven and Liam both stared at the old man, who closed his eyes. “I like the fire,” he said. “But I don’t know who I am. And I don’t know who you are. All I know is that I long for peach cobbler. Is Uchiko about?”

Liam sighed. “This is what troubles me, Steven. If Mathaal forgets who he is during the fight, he won’t be able to use HeartStrike on Rahaab. Or he might turn against us. Remember, he nearly destroyed me during our last fight.”

That had been at the Infinity Ranch in Cheyenne. Steven remembered that battle vividly.

Mathaal opened his purple eyes, and they were clear again. He coughed a bit. “My poor brother. He took my mind, but he couldn’t kill me. It saddens me that I will be able to slay him. So much bloodletting in this life. It’s sad. If only we could spend our time reading, eating, and making love.”

He didn’t even know he’d lost his wits. Steven knew that the attack on Rahaab was risky but what were their choices? And Mouse, he knew she wouldn’t just wait out the battle. She’d gone dark, and that meant one thing. She was racing toward Rahaab with the Slayer Blade. If they ended the ancient Alpheros first, Mouse might walk onto the battlefield after the fighting was done.

Mathaal told Steven more details about Rahaab’s Trinity of Wives, Bolour, Hwedo, and Shamhat, outlining their abilities. Old Matchstick also talked about the Forty-seven, the Templar Knights who formed Rahaab’s special strike team.

The ancient Alpheros also said something else. “If you ever clash with Rahaab, he will fight either as a dragon or a Homo Draconis. He loathes humans and rarely will take their shape.”

Aria returned with Uchiko and their recon team. Rahaab was sleeping on the ruins of Cassius Pine’s mansion in the forest. Hundreds of Dragonskins were camped around him, including the Forty-seven and the Trinity.

Sabina and Tessa had joined them to hear Aria’s report. Sabina spoke. “There are traps, landmines, and there will be a great fire. I see wasps, giant insects, and I see other creatures that Rahaab has created. We are outnumbered.”

Including Uchiko, they had twenty-three Onari Guard. Yet they also had Mathaal, who in his dragon form, could take out the hundred Dragonskins and the three wives all on his own. He’d done it before. Yet they needed him on point to kill Rahaab.

Steven frowned. This attack was a bad idea. If only he knew where Mouse was.

He got up and walked off into the forest alone to think. The night was warm. The pine trees, the sleeping greenery, all smelled good.

Uchiko emerged from the darkness, making Steven start. He almost cast a Magica Impetim spell. As a ninja, she could move silently without being seen. That just might give them the edge they needed.

Uchiko approached him and held his hand. He’d never been so close to her. And he’d never been alone with the tragic half-dragon ninja. “Steven, a word.”

“Yeah, Uchiko, what is it?”

She paused. Her serpent eye flashed in the moonlight. Yet when she turned, all he saw were the stars on her smooth human skin. “I…I’ve been in agony since you and your Escort cast the Magica Incanto spell that freed us. And yet that agony has been sweet. When I was caught in Rahaab’s spell, I’d forgotten about you, about my failures, and about how ugly I am. Now I remember. I feel this great passion for you, Steven. And yet, my appearance is hideous.”

He reached out and touched her cheek. “You aren’t. I feel the connection as well. When I saw you before, I was drawn to you. Even now, I want you.”

“No! It cannot be!” She shrank back, turning.

Steven wasn’t sure what to do. He let her be.

With her back to him, she calmed herself. “I cannot let myself be with you, not how I am. But I keep thinking, if Rahaab’s sorcery restored us, perhaps there is a way to reverse the rituals. Or to change us. I don’t know. I’m afraid to hope. Part of me just wants to forget. I was happy with my family, the Onari Guard, taking care of the old man on the ranch. It was simple. Now? Nothing is simple, and I am tortured.”

Steven moved over to her. Standing behind her, he took her human hand in his. He would’ve taken her claw, but she moved it away. She really couldn’t be with him. He was fine with how she looked, but she certainly wasn’t.

“First things first, Uchiko,” he said. “We might die tonight. And then it won’t matter. If we don’t, if we win, I will find a way for you to either complete the rituals or undo them. You’re right. Rahaab had the power, and he chose not to use it. Instead of helping you, he convinced the Dragonsoul Conclave to exile you. I think if you hadn’t been guarding Mathaal, he would’ve had you killed. He’s bad, Uchiko. He’s so bad his own brother is willing to kill him.”

Uchiko let go of his hand and walked away. She again showed him the human side of her face. “We’ll fight for you, Steven. You are our Prime. We talked among ourselves, now that we know who we are. There is no other Dragonsoul Prime we want to serve.” She half caught a sob. “You are probably the only Dragonlord that would have us at all.”

Steven thought that might be true. He was grateful for their help, no matter what they looked like, and no matter how much the other Dragonsouls saw them as failures.

An idea was forming in his head. He was thinking about one of his college classes, where they’d studied the Vietnam War. The Vietnamese had used a wide array of tactics against the U.S. In the end, Saigon fell.

Perhaps Steven could take a page out of history. If Sabina saw fire in her vision, Steven could give her a firestorm that would warm the world. And Liam could cast portal spells. That could really level the playing field if he used them right. Tessa said she wanted to try some Incanto magic she’d seen Gideon Scaramanga use during their battle with the Terror Trio and Rhaegen Mulk.

“Steven!” Tessa called out. “Come quick!”

Steven and Uchiko raced back to the campfire. 

They found Mathaal with the book on his lap. On one of the encrypted pages, the lines came together to form a picture of Mouse, naked, on her knees, with her hands tied behind her back. Dragonskin Templars surrounded her. The Slayer Blade was stuck in the ground in front of her. 

The sketch animated as a huge shape blocked out the tableau. Then a huge dragon face stared right at them, a silver dragon with a long beard. Rahaab.

The beast grinned, eyes shining with victory.

He’d captured Mouse.

***

Rahaab’s Aerie was lit with strings of lights from tree to tree surrounding the house. He stood in the outdoor living room, the firepit burning, and turned into his partial form to slap Mouse again. He liked to watch her flesh break and bleed. “You thought you could come into my kingdom and kill me?”

“Yeah, it was one of my poorer life decisions.” She gave him a weary smile.

Rahaab knew she longed for death, but Rahaab would keep her alive for the moment, to use as bait. And as a distraction. The Drokharis child would want to rescue her. Of course he would. He probably found her roasted-almond stink attractive.

Mathaal wasn’t at his ranch, and the ninja bitch and her batch of failures had disappeared as well. Rahaab knew what was coming. Around him, his Dragonskins were awake, alert, because this early morning would see fire and bloodshed. His wives came forward, also as Homo Draconi. 

Bolour, with her crystal scales, gleamed. Giving her a crystalline coating had been potent magic, as powerful as the spells he’d used to make Uchiko and Onari Guard human for the moment. Ha, that was gone, and that drain on him gone with it.

Hwedo’s scales were so dark purple, she seemed to be a walking shadow in the night.

But his most powerful and his most beloved wife was Shamhat, dark green and huge, as big as he was. Her eye was restored thanks to his ancient ability to unlock the vast potential hidden away in the Magica Cura spell.

Since Rahaab couldn’t find his enemies, not even with his most powerful divination charms, he sent his thoughts to his encrypted pages in the third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire. He sent a sketch because didn’t the monkeys chatter that a picture was worth a thousand words?

Rahaab stepped back and raised his serpentine face to the stars. A hundred thousand years of memories filled him. Half of them came from this little planet, lost and alone, circling, chasing a mediocre sun through the universe.

His brother Icharaam, slain. Mathaal’s decline and slide into madness. Rahaab should’ve killed him in the library pit on that far-flung island. But he’d stayed his hand. Out of pity? Or did a part of him like watching Mathaal suffer?

Or did he tremble at the idea of killing his brother? With Mathaal gone, there would be nothing on the planet that could kill him. 

The Zothoric could, but he’d never give them the chance. During the time of Hammurabi, the demons had sent a scouting party to the blue-green gem. He’d ended them before they could send word back to their kind.

Rahaab had kept Mathaal alive so that if he grew too weary of life, his brother could kill him.

Did immortality frighten him? It did. Rahaab had never felt more tired. He was sick of breathing and thinking. Death would be the great abyss. And yet, if he died, what would happen to Earth? The Drokharis child would open doors into other worlds and the darkness would come. The shadows of teeth and talon would come and destroy the beautiful world that had been his home.

Rahaab couldn’t die, not yet, not until the last of the Drokharis was slain. No other bloodline could wield their same power. Were the Drokharis descendants of the Alpheros? Or had their power come from somewhere else? In the end, Rahaab didn’t know.

He stormed back to his captive and stuck his face into the Dragonsoul woman’s bloody visage. “Did you enjoy my kiss?” 

She’d come traipsing into his Aerie, flirting with him, vowing she’d serve him forever and that she was happy to betray Steven because no way could her Prime face a true dragon descended from the stars. Rahaab had turned human. Though disgusted by her, he’d played along to see what her game was.

She’d kissed him, panting and sweating and stinking. She’d thought to seduce him. Instead, when he drew back, she used SerpentGrace to pluck the ancient Slayer Blade from its sheath. The blade turned when it hit his skin. A lesser weapon would’ve shattered completely.

Then her torture started.

Mouse’s little sword was stuck in the ground behind her. Rahaab had his own sword, Samael’s Lash, and it lay sheathed next to the firepit.

Mouse still wasn’t speaking.

Priest lunged forward and grabbed her hair. “Answer him! Did you like his kiss?”

Mouse laughed. “Oh, it was okay. For some old guy who smells like worm food. I was surprised he could get it up. Age doesn’t play fair where penises are concerned.”

“You will not speak to him like that!” Priest breathed fire, and the flames scorched her neck and shoulders, blistered her ear. Her hair caught fire, but Rahaab put it out with a swipe of his huge hand.

She let out a shriek. At first it sounded like it was full of pain and fear but then he realized it was laughter. “I’ve always found priests so hot! It’s something about the collar and all that yummy chastity.”

That struck Rahaab as funny. Nikki Angel had been as courageous and humorous as this monkey in front of him, yet she’d screamed in the end. Screamed with what he’d done to her and then was silent when he buried her.

Rahaab went to ask Mouse another question when an Inferno Exhalant exploded through the pines on the western side of the house. Arrows came raining down from the north.

The battle had begun. Rahaab wasn’t surprised. And he wasn’t afraid.
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Steven and Sabina held back, standing in the pines on the north side of the ruined mansion. The Onari Guard next to him had hit the Dragonskin guards with a storm of arrows. Aria had started a forest fire to the west while Tessa and Liam were hitting the mansion from the south.

The scent of the smoke washed over Steven, and he could smell the hint of cinnamon in the air. That was from Aria. His own orange blossom and burning cedar smell mixed in with the scent of the incoming conflagration.

Cassius Pine’s house was a pile of sticks, but the outdoor living room remained, a fire burning in the fireplace there. Strings of lights filled the pine trees. The mansion had been built on a steep incline of a mountain surrounded by rocky outcroppings. The ground to the south was a bit more level. To the east was a field of boiling mud.

In the northern forest, Templar Knights drew back behind trees, but Uchiko’s archers were ruthless. Invisible in the dark night, their arrows found their mark, piercing throats and impaling hearts. Some of the Dragonskins cast shield spells, but those only protected against normal arrows. Tessa had enchanted other shafts, and those flashed pink through the force fields and into the guts of the creatures. If those failed, rose-tinged throwing stars found their mark.

Sabina’s eyes glowed next to Steven. “The Trinity will come next. Are you ready?”

“I am. Ready when you are.” Steven remembered what Mathaal had told him.

The crystal dragon, Bolour, swept in. Her scales were thicker than most, a gift from Rahaab centuries ago, ancient sorcery from either an artifact or a forgotten tome of magic. She let out a blast of electricity that cut through trees and sizzled across the dirt, throwing dust into the air. 

The dark shapes of the Onari Guard were illuminated for a second. Shamhat flew in and cast Impetim missiles from her great scaled hands. Sabina caught them on her green force fields, and none of the ninjas were slain.

Bolour spun. Steven knew she was searching for the Magician who’d cast the shield spell.

Uchiko’s kusarigama shot out of the darkness and looped around the crystal dragon’s neck. She and three of her men used DragonStrength to bring the crystal dragon down. Behind them stood a crooked figure swathed in black robes. He didn’t attack. Not yet.

“Now!” Sabina called out. She’d seen what they needed to do using her amazing divination skills. 

Steven, imbued with SerpentGrace, raced forward, going from human to dragon in seconds. He hit Bolour with ShadowStrength, pulling her strength into him even as he soared toward her. 

And then, already faster and stronger than her, he added one final element to the attack.

Each of the talons on his hands gleamed with a white light brighter than the sun. The entire forest was lit up by the heat. IonClaws.

The crystal dragon’s eyes widened at the surprise attack.

Blurred with speed, muscles bulging, claws blinding, Steven slashed through Bolour’s throat, and blood sprayed the trees around them. He’d severed her main artery and nearly cut off her long serpentine head.

The world seemed to go quiet for a long moment.

 Then she let out a long sigh. All that dead dragon meat struck the ground with a great thump.

The crystal dragon’s Animus supercharged Steven. These were great big ancient beasts, and they had the power of the ages in them. He shifted into his Homo Draconis form and hit the ground running. He sprinted back to Sabina. Uchiko unwound her chain-sickle from Bolour’s body and vanished with the Onari Guard into the night. The crooked figure in black robes followed them.

Shamhat howled. She hit the pine trees around her with her ChromaticFury breath, turning the wood to ash. The ground boiled from the power of the Exhalant. The ninjas, though, had disappeared into the shadows and smoke. The forest fire to the west blazed closer.

The northern pines were now full of the Dragonskins searching for the archers who’d harried them, which was just fine with Steven. Only two of the Trinity remained: Shamhat and Hwedo, who would want revenge for their fallen sister-wife.

Aria’s sleek form appeared in the eastern skies. She let out a spray of the Inferno Exhalant, making her a torch burning brightly in the night.

Shamhat and Hwedo raced toward her. Aria’s orders were to lead the two wives on a merry chase and not engage them.

Sabina and Steven sneaked through the pines. Around them, they heard the whispers of the ninjas. They crept across the pine needles, down the slope, until they turned west, coming in from the east through the forest. They’d have to be careful to avoid the field of bubbling mud. As well as other things Sabina saw using her gifts.

“Wasps,” she whispered. “Incoming. And bears.”

A great buzzing sound shattered the still. A hundred droning wasps, nearly invisible in the darkness, came zooming in. Their dangling legs looked razor-sharp. Their stingers were three inches of agony. They came in at Steven and Sabina. The wasps smacked into their shields, black and green, like mosquitoes into a windshield. 

Steven turned into his True Form and breathed out a lake of fire. Furry segmented bodies went up in flames, smoking and falling to the dirt. Pine needles caught fire, and smoke filled the air. A dozen of the wasps were killed at once. Others slammed into Steven’s back, stingers stabbing through his scales.

He went rolling through the forest, smashing through pine trees, shedding the giant insect before they could do too much damage.

A thunderous roar rocked the world. From out of the darkness shambled three giant bears, full-grown male grizzlies, but these had been mutated by Rahaab’s magic. Each bear was at least twelve feet tall with a huge mouth full of fangs glowing with silver energy. Silver, Rahaab’s color. Their eyes glittered with the same color light. To make matters worse, each bear had an extra set of arms and claws sprouting from its abdomen. With six limbs, they came bounding toward Steven.

Onari Guard arrows pierced the attacking bears. Normal arrows slipped off their hides. The arrows that glowed pink hit home. However, that only seemed to add to the fury of the magical mutants.

Steven bit a wasp out of the air, grinding it between his teeth. It gave him a shot of Animus. He whacked a bear away with a shield, then spun and flicked his tail into another. The bear went rolling. The last one leapt onto Steven, its rear claws shredding his thighs. Its four other talons also worked him over, slashing into his scales. 

Steven added a layer of protection by accessing his DarkArmor ability. That would keep him alive. He saw a tree on fire in front of him. He body-slammed the mutant grizzly into the flaming pine and then onto the dirt. Steven’s full body weight, along with the hard wood, made the bear roar. Add fire and it made the bear dead.

But there were two others. No, make that that three, no, five, seven, nine. A dozen more of the mutant bears came out of the woodwork.

And another batch of wasps buzzed in.

“To the east!” one of Rahaab’s Dragonskins screamed into the fiery night. Soon, that section of forest would be full of Templar Knights, scaled creatures who could cast spells and hack at them with their medieval weapons.

And yet it was all going as planned.

Steven grinned and threw a dozen spinning black stars of Impetim energy into a bear, blasting off two arms and then the thing’s head.

Uchiko’s kusarigama swept out of the darkness and snagged a running bear. Its six limbs got tangled in the chain, and it went rolling across the ground. The ninja leapt out of the shadows and cut the bear’s throat with the sickle. The half-dragon’s skin glowed for a minute, and then she swept the chain off the mutant grizzly, swirling the weighted end into one wasp and then another, bashing the insects down.

More throwing stars spun out of the darkness to take down the silver-and-black buzzing menaces. They plunked onto the pine needles. Onari Guard archers also helped clear the air. The crooked man in black kept close to the ninjas but didn’t attack. Not yet.

Steven took to the air and opened his mouth to let out a scream of lightning into one bear, then another, then another. The skeins of electricity struck them, blowing off chunks of meat, lighting up their skeletons, and sending all three into the dirt, dead. More Animus flowed into him.

“Magica Cura.” He cured the wounds caused by the wasps and the bears. He rose into the air. With his black scales, he’d be hard to see in the dark of night. He took stock of the situation.

Fires blazed in the forests to the west and east of Cassius Pine’s Yellowstone Aerie. The remaining wasps and bears wouldn’t like that. And Rahaab’s Dragonskins weren’t exactly fireproof, so they couldn’t withstand the flames for long. Most of the Templar Knights raced down from the north, both on the ground and in the air, heading east. Some however, broke to the west. They might be thorns in Liam’s and Tessa’s sides.

Steven sailed over the southern part of the Aerie. He watched as spines of rock shot out from the ground along with a geyser of superheated water. That would be Tessa, casting an Incanto spell to give them cover and to lure the remaining two dragons of the Trinity to them. They should be getting tired of chasing Aria at this point.

And if worse came to worst, that geyser would protect Steven’s human vassals and the Onari Guard from the rising flames of the forest fire.

Steven wheeled into the sky, searching for Sabina’s glowing eyes like an eagle hunting. He found her flinging her green sparkler missiles into the incoming Dragonskins. Ninjas fell back, bombarding their enemies with throwing stars and arrows. Uchiko was nowhere to be seen, which was what a ninja like her wanted.

She had a definite job to do. With her was Mathaal, the crooked man in black. He was their ultimate weapon against Rahaab. 

Steven fell out of the sky and onto a winged Templar Knight and tore him in him half with his claws. More Animus for Steven and one less Dragonskin. Rahaab wouldn’t have forty-seven elite knights after this forest fire battle. He’d be lucky to have one left.

Steven soared over and snatched up Sabina in his claws. It was time to make a play for the mansion itself. He’d divided Rahaab’s forces and had taken out one of his wives. Aria, Tessa, and Liam would take out the other two. At the same time, they were in charge of rescuing Mouse. 

Uchiko would escort Mathaal to the mansion itself. Sabina had mapped out a safe route through the traps Rahaab had set up. The Onari Guard would harry the Templar Knights, drawing them away from the fight.

Blinding light and dark flames marred the sky to the west. Aria, their best flyer, dodged Shamhat’s ChromaticFury and Hwedo’s ShadowFlame. The scarlet dragon led Rahaab’s wives lower, lower, lower, until the flashing battle was lost in the pines.

No sign of Rahaab himself. What was he doing?

“Death! Steven! Death itself!” Sabina yelled above the wind. “Watch out! The yellow dragon. Heaven and hell, the future and the past, love and hate, the living and the dead.”

He didn’t know what that meant. He floated down and set her on the ground next to the crushed mansion. The green light in her eyes winked away.

Steven landed. The crackling and popping was getting louder. An intense heat washed over them. For Steven, it felt good. Sabina, though, was sweating and looked frazzled. They were going to have to finish this, fast, or find themselves trapped in a firestorm.

“The yellow death!” Sabina called out.

“What does that mean?” Steven asked. She’d been so specific about everything else—the traps, the insects, the monster bears—but what was she prophesizing now?

The ground under Steven exploded. Dirt clouded the air and trees went toppling. The smoke from the growing forest fire obscured everything further.

Something with claws, something long and big, grabbed him. It pulled him down into a pit of boiling mud, trees roots, and superheated rocks. It was part sauna, part grave.

The cloyingly sweet, unmistakable stink of decay gagged him.

He felt his strength wane. It was from a ShadowStrength spell, he knew it. He kicked with his huge dragon feet, but whatever had him wouldn’t let go. He went to grab it, reaching into the mud and muck, stones hissing against his scales. He felt something gooey and awful, then something rigid and ungiving. He found a skull, a dragon’s skull, and eyes, but the flesh was all wrong. He jammed his fingers into the eyes of the dragon clutching him. At the same time, he kicked upwards. He strained his wings, but he was so weak. The thing was draining him of strength. However, he finally pulled free.

But only for a second.

An undead dragon, rising from the ground, lurched forward and clamped its awful maw onto Steven’s tail. Golden scales, edged with black, covered parts of it, while rotted flesh covered the rest. The thing didn’t have wings—those had been cut off the creature—and most of its tail had rotted off, leaving only vertebrae. Its eyeballs had been destroyed, and they leaked down the thing’s face in awful tears. A crimson light burned in the sockets.

The yellow death. This was the thing that Sabina had prophesized, though it was more of a golden color. It pulled Steven down into the grave with it. Only his top half remained out of the boiling mud pit.

Steven felt more of his Animus sucked away, but it wasn’t from the yellow undead dragon. That zombie beast was a female, maybe one of Cassius Pine’s dead wives, but maybe not. She wasn’t draining him.

Sabina let out a cry and crumpled to the ground, out, unconscious. She too must’ve had all her Animus sucked out of her.

A heavily bearded silver dragon slithered across the top of the ruined mansion. His nostrils flared as he inhaled. “I enjoy the odor of the trees burning, but I also like the way you smell, Steven Drokharis. Orange blossoms and burning cedar. It is delicious. More so is your strength. It is mine now. Your Animus and your monkey bitch’s Animus. It is all mine now.”

This wasn’t just a ShadowStrength spell, this was something more, that didn’t just attack his muscles, but his very soul. Sabina had already succumbed to the toxic magic. Could this be a new ability off the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon skill tree? Maybe the AnimusChain spell?

Fighting rang out in the distance, to the east. The Onari Guard were leading the bears, wasps, and Dragonskins away from the mansion. Good.

Mathaal, still an old man, limped out of the trees with Uchiko at his side. He shrugged off the black robe and stood there in a white gi. A blistering-hot breeze blew through his white beard. “Enough, Rahaab.”

“Good morning.” Rahaab clenched a silver fist. Uchiko let out a shriek, her knees buckled, and she fell to the ground, face in the dirt.

Mathaal walked away from Uchiko’s body. Was she dead? Steven couldn’t tell.

Old Matchstick gazed up at his brother. “It’s not morning yet, but still the darkest of nights. I’ve come to kill you. That was the plan. But now I see you, and I can’t. I could never. What we did to Icharaam was wrong. I can’t do the same to you.”

Rahaab thundered laughter. “As if you could, Mathaal. You come to me as an ape, aged, failing. I was always the strongest of us.”

“The strongest maybe,” Mathaal conceded. “And the most frightened.”

“Yes, I was afraid!” Rahaab roared. “This Drokharis monkey, like his father, would tell the humans of us. He’d cast portal magic to explore the multiverse. Yes, Stefan was right to think this blue-green gem might be doomed by the pestilence of the humans. But he never saw the Zothoric. He didn’t understand the danger!”

“Maybe he understood,” Mathaal said, lifting his face. “And maybe he thought we could fight them and end the threat. As Alpheros, we succumbed to the shadows of teeth and talons. But with the humans? With the Dragonsouls? It is a new age we find ourselves in. Seeing Steven’s courage and heart, I think now we might stand a chance.”

“Then you must die,” Rahaab spat. “You, the Drokharis child, anyone who would invite our destruction.”

Steven closed his eyes. Finally, without a doubt, he knew why his father and the entire Drokharis clan had been killed, murdered by Rahaab. Because Stefan Drokharis wanted to tell humans about the Dragonsouls, which would change everything, the very nature of the world.

No longer would Dragonsouls hide among the humans. They would stand with the Homo sapiens against the Zothoric, if they ever came.

Steven struggled, but he’d lost even his ability to keep his True Form. He shifted human and crawled from the pit.

The undead dragon slammed her talons into his back legs, pinning him. Steven gritted his teeth against the pain. He had to shift back. He had to somehow get his Animus back. But how?

The eastern sky was dark. And Steven truly believed he wouldn’t see the dawn.
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Mouse staggered away from the living room. Rahaab had tortured her and then taken her Animus with some powerful spell that didn’t feel like ShadowStrength. Hell, probably no one on Earth knew what that ancient asshole could do. Then he’d left her. Where he’d gone, she didn’t know.

But the forest was on fire, and she was weak, frightened, and so alone. 

She barely had enough strength to hold the Slayer Blade. She couldn’t turn into her True Form. She couldn’t even do a partial transformation.

One of the Forty-seven would come and kill her. Or the forest fire would. Or one of the Trinity of Wives would come and Mouse would die alone.

Always so small. Always unwanted. Always on the outside. Alcohol had fixed that for a long time, yet that had stopped working after a while. That was cruelest cut. To lose her best friend. To realize her best medicine no longer worked to ease her mind.

Sabina’s prophecy had come true. Mouse was alone, and the world burned around her. A tree came tumbling down, crackling with fire.

The boiling smoke stifled her. The heat on her human skin was unbearable, and she was sweating as she limped across the pine needles, trying to avoid the worst of the fires blistering the air around her.

She’d been so stupid to go after Rahaab on her own. The Slayer Blade couldn’t kill him. Likely nothing could.

Dragons roared above. She smelled cinnamon and knew that Aria was fighting above her, probably going up against Rahaab’s Trinity. How could Aria survive that?

And Mouse was too weak to help her. She sobbed, and why not? She and her friends were going to die. She was tired of trying to be sarcastic and tough. The truth was, she was scared all the time and fragile. No, not just fragile, broken. She was sick to death of the constant battle and the eternal uncertainty of a Dragonsoul’s life. Let her die.

She was a tiny naked woman, crying, alone in a forest of death and fire.

“There she is!” a voice boomed.

Priest, the leader of Rahaab’s Forty-seven, came dashing toward her, tail swirling, mouth open to reveal fangs and a forked tongue. In his hands was a lightning flail, crackling with life. Behind him were six of the Templar Knights.

Mouse was too weak to fight. She turned her back on them, clutched the Slayer Blade to her naked chest, and waited to die.

And then a warm body took her in its arms. Mouse recognized Tessa’s smell and felt the comfort of her curves. Tessa loved to hug. More than that, Tessa loved her. She whispered, “I have you, Mouse. I have you. You’re not alone anymore.” Then she murmured, “Magica Cura.”

Healed, but still empty of Animus, Mouse sobbed harder and dropped the Slayer Blade. She clung to Tessa even as the barista raised both of her guns. Those revolvers boomed over and over.

Liam Strider, the Yellow Ronin, appeared as a thirty-foot-long dragon, rising into the air. He breathed out spears of lightning behind Mouse, helping Tessa to scatter the Templar Knights coming at them.

Mouse watched as a dozen Dragonskins smashed into Liam, dropping him from the sky. They hit the ground, rolling through fire and toppling trees burning like great torches.

Tessa had to step back, and Mouse went sprawling.

From above, lightning flashed, and a scarlet figure soared over them, chased by two tremendous dark shapes. Mouse smelled cinnamon. Was Aria okay?

The barista faced off with Priest, the lightning flail smashing against Tessa’s pink shield. She raised a gun and fired, but the hammer clicked down on a spent bullet.

Liam was flinging off Dragonskins behind him, electrifying some, chomping down on others. He hurled golden Impetim missiles as he fought. He’d deal with them.

Priest, though, was about to bash Tessa’s head off her shoulders.

Tessa snarled. “You, fucker, are getting on my nerves.” She wrapped up the Dragonskin in a ball of pink light. 

He struck the sides, over and over, and then growled out, “Magica Incanto.”

Damn, a Dragonskin casting that kind of spell. These Forty-seven fucktards were for real. The pink shield trapping him flashed off. Priest stomped forward, bringing the lightning flail around. His serpentine eyes targeted Tessa, who was pressing her speed loader into the cylinder of her Peacekeeper. She wouldn’t be fast enough.

Good thing she wasn’t alone.

Mouse snatched up the Slayer Blade and lunged forward, driving it through the heart of the priestly Dragonskin.

His eyes went dark. His tongue lolled from his mouth. Pine cones popped as they exploded in the burning trees above them. One creaked and groaned as it came smashing down. It would kill Tessa.

Mouse closed her eyes and felt the Animus strike her cells, and then she was growing, growing, growing, until she became an amber-colored dragon. She caught the burning tree and enjoyed the heat. She swept it down low and smacked away Dragonskins coming in. She was Babe Ruth, heavy on the babe, and it was batting practice.

More Animus flooded into her.

Aria was flung down on the ground. Her body rolled through the burning foliage, going from her True Form to Homo Draconis and then human. The fire could cook her to death. Two dragons filled the sky, Shamhat and Hwedo.

The fire was bad enough that Tessa had been forced to create a shield bubble around herself. But the air inside would only last so long.

Liam, free of the Templar Knights, picked up the pink sphere containing the barista and took to the air. “Mouse, grab Aria, and come with me.”

Mouse left the Slayer Blade and flew above the trees and then back into the conflagration to scoop up Aria. She followed Liam, holding Tessa, to the south where rock spears broke from the earth and geysers spouted boiling water. The fire had crept close and the smoke was choking, blinding. 

Mouse soared higher, took in a breath of fresh air, made sure Aria got a dose of good oxygen, and then cast a healing spell on Aria. Battling the Dragonskins had given Mouse a ton of Animus. Those dicks were strong and tough, really tough. Aria let out a sigh to let her know she was alive, feeling better, and ready for round two.

Mouse dipped back down.

Being back with her girls, well, there was nothing better. And Mouse swore that she would never leave them again. Her days of the heroic self-sacrifice plays were over. She had too much to live for, and fuck it all, she was sick to death of feeling lonely.

She swooped back down to see Liam and Tessa standing in a cathedral made of stone spires, too small for a dragon to enter. Only a human or Homo Draconis could fit inside.

The Yellow Ronin and the barista motioned for her to follow and be quick about it.

Mouse followed directions. She flew down and rolled Aria into the cathedral. Then Mouse shifted human and ran inside as well.

Shamhat and Hwedo landed and shifted into their human form, both powerful and beautiful. The firelight flickered off Hwedo’s beautiful dark skin and her eyes flashed in fury. As for Shamhat, her skin looked like porcelain while her hair was the night itself.

“You cannot hide from us!” Shamhat spat. “You will die. And then I will kill your Prime for murdering our sister.”

Tessa stepped forward. “Blah, blah, blah. Villain stuff and more villain stuff. Whatever. Bitch, you’re going to have a hard time killing anyone where you’re going.”

Mouse didn’t follow. What was happening?

“Magica Porta!” Liam called out.

“Magica Defensio!” Tessa followed.

From behind Shamhat and Hwedo, a whirlpool of fire and flame erupted, spinning, whirling, becoming a circle with an empty eye of darkness.

Tessa drove her pink shield into the two women, knocking them back into Liam’s portal. And with a wave of his hands, he closed it.

Then he sank to his knees, gasping.

“Where did you send them?” Aria asked. “I didn’t see land on the other side.”

“I don’t know,” Liam wheezed. “But they aren’t on Earth anymore. At least not this version of Earth. I played spin the multiverse and sent them to … who the fuck knows.”

Mouse laughed at that. And then she went to Tessa for one last hug before they tore ass up to the mansion to help Steven finish off Rahaab.

 

***

Steven tried to get his legs out of the talons of the undead dragon, but he was caught. And weak, so weak. He felt his consciousness draining. He was about to pass out. Sabina was already slumped down on the pine needles, and she wasn’t coming around. Uchiko hadn’t moved a muscle since Rahaab had torn the Animus out of her.

The fire to the west was overtaking the house. Luckily, the fire to the east was being pushed farther east by the morning winds. Was the horizon getting brighter? Was dawn coming? Would they live to see it?

Mathaal stood in his gi as a human looking up at his brother, a silver dragon sitting on Cassius Pine’s destroyed mansion. “Would you kill me now, Rahaab?” Mathaal asked. “You couldn’t before.”

“You have brought death upon my doorstep,” Rahaab growled. “You have forced my hand. You have allied yourselves with the apes.”

Mathaal laughed. “Yes, I have. When you took my mind, I lived as one. I ate peach cobbler. I was taken care of by a beautiful woman. I found a quiet peace among them, and I’m glad for it. My last days were nice. And this last night? It is as it should be. We are relics of the past, Rahaab. Let the future start today.”

A ray of light broke over the eastern horizon and hit Mathaal. He glowed, throwing his arms out. “I can’t kill you, Rahaab, and yet you will die as a new day dawns.”

Old Matchstick fell forward onto his knees, weaved, and hit the ground. Dead. He was gone. Steven could feel it.
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Mathaal lay motionless on the ground. Steven felt power hit him, and for a second, he was blinded by the energy filling him.

The undead dragon let out a choking, wet grunt, like its throat was filled with rotting mucus, and released Steven. It had to because everything had changed.

Steven floated in the air, or was it at the center of the universe, with stars around him, nebulae, singularities, planets, all of creation, this reality and all realities. Steven’s wounds healed immediately.

A voice filled his head. “Do what I could not, Steven.” For a second, Steven thought it was his father’s. It sure sounded like him, and Stefan Drokharis had visited him before. But no, it was Mathaal. “I’m sorry I leave this last task to you. I couldn’t kill my brother. I love him, even now. Even now.”

Then Steven understood what the old Alpheros had done. Mathaal had poured the very last of his life’s energy into Steven using a derivation of AnimusChain, a spell crafted on another planet a hundred thousand years ago. If not a million.

Steven’s eyes flashed open, and he was back in his True From, a black dragon shining in the crimson light of the sunrise. He took in a breath, and he breathed in the smoke, the fire, the beauty of the world. 

“What is this?” Rahaab screamed. “What did Mathaal do?”

“He left it up to me to end you,” Steven replied calmly. “You murdered my father. You want us to live in fear. But no more. I am the son of Stefan Drokharis, and I’ve come to bring revolution. You will not stop me!”

Steven had enough Animus to completely power up DarkArmor, DragonStrength, SerpentGrace, ShadowStrength, and IonClaws. He shot away from the boiling mud grave and slammed into Rahaab, driving him off the mansion and into the outdoor living room on the western side, now a burning hell of trees and furniture.

Steven raked his IonClaws across Rahaab’s snout. It was a mighty, slashing blow, and it knocked Rahaab back. The Alpheros’s skin remained intact; not even IonClaws could hurt him.

Rahaab breathed out ChromaticFury. The world went silent for an instant, the air crisping with the power of something far hotter than flame. Steven rolled away from the ultimate Exhalant, crashing through a brick fireplace and into a burning tree. He was so armored, so full of power, the regular flame didn’t hurt.

“Magica Defensio!” Steven cast the spell as Rahaab adjusted his breath. ChromaticFury struck his shield, blasting it away, but it gave Steven time to leap into the air. 

The undead dragon had crawled from the pit, and though it couldn’t fly—no wings—it could jump. It snagged Steven out of the sky.

Steven spun and took the thing’s head off with a slash of his IonClaws. But the zombie beast was already dead. It gripped him with arms imbued with magical life. From inside its body, through the ruins of a greasy rib cage, he saw something flash, a rainbow color that reminded him of the topaz pen. 

What the hell?

Steven and the undead dragon struck the ground and bounced into flames and torched trees. 

Gunshots rang out along with a blast of cold.

Mouse and Liam were breathing ArcticWind through the forest, putting out the fires, giving Tessa a clear path as well as encasing the undead dragon in ice. The zombie thing tried to pull itself out of the snowy cage but couldn’t. It was trapped and writhing.

Tessa walked across the cold, smoking ground, firing her Peacekeepers into Rahaab, who laughed at the magical bullets. Impervious.

Rahaab flung Impetim spells, silver explosions that shook the ground. Tessa used her shields to try and protect herself, but she was caught in a barrage of magical shrapnel and half-frozen chunks of blackened trees. She went flying, rolled across the ground, and then lay still.

“Magica Defensio!” Steven thundered. He threw his shield in front of Rahaab’s next magical attack. The Alpheros’s own Impetim missiles exploded in his face. 

Rahaab only laughed. “This battle is fun. Yet this is the end of me, Steven Drokharis. Can you feel it? Can you feel your victory? I can. And I find it all so fucking amusing!”

Aria soared in from behind him, a sneak attack, and slammed lightning into Rahaab’s back. He fought back, another blast of ChromaticFury. If Aria hadn’t been such a skilled flyer, it would have stripped the wings off her back. Instead she whirled and only took a glancing blow. It was enough to send her to the ground, flipping head over tail until she came to rest on her back. She didn’t get up.

Rahaab stood in the ruined outdoor living area. The house had caught fire and burning plastic mucked up the air. Ice and snow hissed as the forest fire was extinguished by Mouse and Liam. They turned their Exhalants on Rahaab.

The Alpheros fisted his hands. He yanked Animus from Mouse and Liam. Then Rahaab barked out words, saying them so fast, Steven couldn’t understand them. He raised his giant silver dragon arms and dead Dragonskins were plucked from the ground. The corpses were sent sailing into Mouse and Liam. But the Templar Knights were no longer dead. Like the wingless golden dragon, they were given new life. Dozens of the undead Templar Knights hit Mouse and Liam, and they were covered in the clawing, biting, clinging zombie lizard men.

Already weakened, Mouse and Liam hit the ground, fighting for their lives against the new threat. 

Steven launched himself at Rahaab. There was only one thing that could kill him, the HeartStrike ability off the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon.

At the last moment, Rahaab shifted into his human form, a tall powerful man. He dashed to the right, blurring with speed, and snatched a jagged-bladed sword from its sheath. That sword was made from dragon scales connected by a metal chain and sharpened to a razor’s edge.

Steven hadn’t seen that coming. Mathaal had said Rahaab had little love for humans, so why was he going to fight as one? Steven soared over him. The last of the Alpheros shouted something. The sword came apart into a long whip of sharp burs. It wasn’t just a sword, it was a whip-sword!

The length caught Steven around his throat. The jagged pieces of the blade slashed into his scales, and blood poured down his chest. He was jerked backward and slammed down onto the ground. Rahaab retracted the lash back into a sword. He strode forward. “Samael killed countless Dragonsouls with this ridiculous weapon. Never did I think I would use it to slay my greatest enemy, the biggest threat to our safety this world has ever seen.”

“Steven!” Sabina called out. Where had she come from? She must’ve come around with enough Animus to cast a final spell to let her see. In her hand was the Slayer Blade. She hurled it to him. “Not the sword. Your hand and your heart. When the light is the brightest, you’ll know what to do.” The green in her eyes faded. She was out of Animus, blind again, and there was no way she could help him further.

Steven shifted human and caught the sword just in time to parry a blow. Mouse had worked with him for weeks on end to improve his fencing skills.

“Not going to engage in witty banter?” Steven asked.

“There is nothing to say. Either I kill you, or you kill me. Let fate decide, though I know what my destiny is. And I embrace it!”

Rahaab shifted into his partial state, a silver dragon man, tail twitching behind him. His big hand-and-a-half sword came down, but Steven knocked it away. The Slayer Blade blazed with a green fire, the green gem on the pommel bright and getting brighter.

Sabina had said when the light is the brightest. Did that mean the Slayer Blade? Or the sun breaking the horizon? It wasn’t the forest fire. The ArcticWind Exhalants had formed a blackened morass around the west side of the mansion. The undead dragon still wrestled against the ice trapping it. 

Steven shifted into his Homo Draconis form and cast a shield spell. A second later, Rahaab opened his mouth and unleashed a rain of acid. It flecked his shadowy force field and hit the ground, sizzling through the concrete of the outdoor living room. When the acid hit the ruined house it easily ate through the wood and drywall, creating a soup.

The Acid Exhalant must’ve been a derivation of Toxicity.

Rahaab shouted something else and his sword came undone again, whirling around his head, a living serpent made of steel and scale. It slashed down across Steven’s back, arcing over his own sword, which was gleaming bright.

No, not the sword, the sun.

It struck Rahaab’s silver scales. A section of scales over his heart gleamed more brightly than the others. His heart. Right there.

HeartStrike.

The whip-sword slashed the Slayer Blade out of Steven’s hand. Rahaab dropped the weapon, and it retracted back into a bastard sword. Rahaab then shifted into a dragon, lunging forward to eat Steven. Those great jaws and those razor-sharp teeth would cut him in half. Steven’s lifeblood would paint the dragon’s beard scarlet.

Steven thought about leaping for his sword, but no, it was like Sabina had said. He couldn’t kill the Alpheros with any weapon other than his own abilities. He triggered SerpentGrace, speeding himself up. At that moment, time seemed to slow.

Rahaab was coming down, that massive maw open, his body an infinity behind him, wings out, claws reaching. And there Steven stood, an ash-streaked, battle-weary human, strong, but naked. Blood from the whip-sword painted his back.

How could he hope to go up against such an ancient creature of the universe? Steven knew, without a doubt, that Mathaal had given him the power. Now, inside of him, he felt the additional energy, and it reverberated through him. He wasn’t just a normal Dragonsoul anymore, however special. In him thrummed the power of the Alpheros. 

The sun still sparkled on the scales over Rahaab’s heart.

Steven accessed HeartStrike from the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon. And he used partial transformation to change his right arm into a clawed weapon armored with thick scales. He’d stay small to be a harder target for Rahaab to hit.

Steven dashed under the jaws, moving faster than thought. His talons on his right fist were his weapon, and they were swathed in shadows, pulsing with power, even more dangerous than IonClaws. The energy going through him made him sweat, and it was like his cells were linked to a nuclear reactor.

This was HeartStrike. And it would hurt him to use it. He knew this was an Armageddon weapon, a weapon of last resort.

He rammed his dark right arm into the scales of Rahaab’s chest above him. His arm went up and into the heart of the Alpheros. Steven then changed into his True Form, expanding outward, upward, becoming a black-scaled dragon. He cracked through the Alpheros’s ribs and ripped into his heart.

Rahaab let out a shriek that seemed to echo forever.

An explosion of dark energy blasted out from the point of impact, where Steven’s claws pierced Rahaab’s heart. Both were flung back.

Steven blinked his eyes. It was like every one of his bones had been put on an anvil and battered with a ball-peen hammer. His head throbbed, and he was having trouble seeing. He was completely human again, devoid of scales.

Rahaab’s huge head turned to him. Most of his chest was gone. The Alpheros should be dead. Yet, he had enough Animus left to whisper a few last words. “Please, Drokharis, please. Stay hidden. You cannot hope to stand against the Zothoric. If they find us. If they know. They will come. You all will die.”

“I couldn’t stand against you,” Steven said weakly. “And yet fate was on my side.”

“And this is my destiny.” Rahaab gave out a last wet gasp. “I embrace it.” 

His head lolled to the side and his eyes closed. The zombie Dragonskins dropped to the ground, the magic giving them life gone. Whatever was inside the undead dragon flashed a rainbow color and then winked out. The headless, wingless creature relaxed into the ice.

Snow swirled down, and Steven felt cold. What was happening? Then he saw. Five more dragons had come, females all, and they were breathing ArcticWind to put out the last of the forest fire. They must’ve been Cassius Pine’s widows, coming home.

Snowflakes tickled his face. Steven smiled and then let go. He’d won. His father was avenged, and he could rest.
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Chastity and Prudence Wayne walked out across the flat West Texas plain. Not even seven o’clock in the morning and it was hotter than an Aggie linebacker’s crotch in the last seconds of the fourth quarter. Identical twins, Chazzie and Pru had taken a turn living in the human world for high school and college (Go Aggies!) to see what all the hubbub was about. They’d been cheerleaders, of course, with their strawberry blonde hair, freckled noses, big boobs, and all the pretty the boys, young and old, could manage. They’d caused a big fuss and left a trail of drool and broken hearts behind them.

But both Alamo Heights High School and Texas A&M had been too easy to conquer. Their daddy had warned them. So, then they’d set their sights on the Texarkana Primacy and Carlo Bart Baxter. Carlo Bart had taken to them right away, even though they were the daughters of a no-account Ronin drifter who lived as much in the desert as he did in the city, splitting his time between the Texarkana Primacy and the Sonoran Desert Primacy. The Wayne twins thought about going after Scotty Ortiz, but he didn’t have any real big cities in his Primacy. Chazzie and Pru needed the bright lights of Dallas every now and again. 

Louis Laloux of the French Swamplands Primacy was a no-go. He wasn’t nearly American enough for the two.

Under a faded blue sky, both were in short cut-off jeans to reveal long legs, the cut-offs cottony and white and soft on their thighs. Tight tops kept the girls from flapping about. Chazzie and Pru were barefoot because they were Dragonsouls and a little Texas gravel couldn’t hurt them. They walked to a bar top on the flat dirt plain. There were a few beers in the cooler underneath. A wide selection of machine guns lay across the hot wooden top. Around the bar were boxes of ammo.

In the distance were targets, a few overly large stuffed animals and a Buick Skylark that they’d driven out there to demolish. Shooting up cars was just too much fun.

Pru took her cell phone out of her back pocket. “Well, Chazzie, wouldn’t you know it? Our little Stevie killed not one but two ancient dragons. Rahaab and Mathaal are dead.”

“I ain’t never heard those names in my life.” Chazzie shrugged and picked up an AK-101 with a laser scope. She stepped out in front of the bar. She took her stance and aimed. A red dot flashed across a giant stuffed panda.

“They were real secret, Chaz,” Pru said. She pressed 5.56×45mm NATO ammo into a clip for her sister. “Honestly, they were real legends. Word has it, they weren’t even dragons but something else.”

“Were they them demon things you sometimes talk about?” Chazzie asked. She pressed the trigger of her machine gun and removed the stuffing from the panda.

“No, not the Zothoric,” Pru said.

“Well, you know you’re the smart one, and I’m the pretty one.” Chazzie ejected the clip and reached for the full one her sister had loaded.

“We look the exact same,” Pru protested. 

“That don’t make you any less smart, Pru.” Chazzie clicked the assault rifle to single fire. She chose a target and pressed the trigger three times. Bull’s-eye. Bull’s-eye. Bull’s-eye.

“You’re just as smart as I am, Chaz,” Pru said. “You just don’t care about some things, and I do. Like you don’t care about the Alpheros.”

“Sounds like the Alpheros are all dead.” Chazzie laid the hot rifle onto the bar. She bent and cracked open the cooler and then de-virginized a Bud Light. She raised the can. “It’s 2 a.m. somewhere, and the ugly girls are about to get some action.”

Pru rolled her eyes. “So you have heard of the Alpheros and those two old guys. Well, they’re gone. Stevie now has two Primacies.”

“Three,” Chazzie corrected. “He got that Australian one not too long ago. Couple of days? He’s on a war path, all right.”

“For now.” Pru wiggled out of her clothes. She stood naked on the flat dirt for a minute, then she hulked into her Homo Draconis form, a strawberry pink color. Her dragon smell was very sweet, like bubble gum. She lifted an M60, and Chazzie hurried forward to help carry the belt for her.

“Mind if I take dibs on the Buick?” Pru asked.

“Don’t mind at all, sissy,” Chazzie said.

The machine gun’s rounds ate through the tires and through the hood, blasting pieces off the engine block. The stink of the gun oil and gunfire mixed with the Wayne twins’ sweet smell.

“Carlo Bart is gonna shit himself,” Chazzie said after Pru rattled through a belt. “Stevie isn’t gonna stop with three.”

“He won’t,” Pru agreed. “But sister, he don’t know what we know. If he was smart, he’d stop.”

“You mean the three brothers?” Chazzie asked. “We still don’t know if the Americos are real. Talk about rumor. If they do exist, hell, and they know about us? We’d be in some serious shit. We’d have to put the brakes on all our little endeavors.”

Pru stuck the big machine gun on her hip. Her wings were tight against her back, her tail rested on the hot ground, and she enjoyed the heat. “I don’t see a way around it. Stevie D. has to be our next project.”

“It’s gonna fuck up our summer,” Chazzie sighed. “And you know how much I like the Fourth of July. ’Member that time we banged that one All-American left tackle under the fireworks at the Dallas Cowboy stadium? They was pretty. He was big, hot, and sweaty. We were slutty. That’s a win, win, win, right there.”

Pru shook her serpentine head. “Sister, this isn’t going to just ruin our summer fun. I’d be surprised if we made it to Christmas alive. Carlo Bart isn’t as dumb as he thinks we are. At some point, he’s gonna get suspicious. Besides, he’s not going to go after Stevie alone. He’s gonna make more deals than a mortician in a nursing home to get help.”

Chazzie laughed. “That was a funny one, sis.” She stripped out of her clothes and turned into her partial form, just as pink as Pru. “Hand me that peashooter. I want to see if I can hit the gas tank.”

“You is so greedy!” Pru accused with a lilt to her voice.

“Don’t you know it.” Chazzie snapped in a fresh belt, handling it all easily because she was strong as fuck. “I want it all.”

“And I want it now,” Pru finished.

Chazzie found the gas tank. The Buick never stood a chance, not when the Wayne sisters went after it.

***

Steven limped out of his bedroom in the new master suite of the Infinity Ranch outside Cheyenne, Wyoming. He’d just woken up from a nap, and his black hair was mussed. He was in shorts and a Halestorm T-shirt that Tessa had bought him. And he had the sword cane because sword canes were cool.

He checked Aria’s room, Tessa’s room, Mouse’s room, and they were all empty. He knew where they were, though.

It had been weeks since he’d killed Rahaab, and he still wasn’t a hundred percent. That HeartStrike ability had been too much for him. Liam, after studying the third volume more, was surprised the maneuver hadn’t killed him. 

It was only because of Mathaal’s dying gift of his own life force. The AnimusChain had transferred Old Matchstick’s life force into Steven. It had been a desperate maneuver, but it had saved them all.

The construction on the Infinity Ranch was done, and it was a splendid thing, a rambling ranch house with a seven-story tower of stone in the center. It was the perfect landing pad for their flights around the Wyoming countryside. Also, the castle was fortified and stocked with guns, the Drokharis Grimoire, and their gold. If they needed, they could retreat inside where there was plenty of food, and water pumped up from the earth below.

The bottom of the castle was the central great room of the ranch and had lots of couches and comfortable chairs sitting on the lush carpets covering the hardwood floor. Rocky columns held the tower aloft and allowed them access, but solid steel doors could rise from the ground to seal off the citadel. Polished wooden stairs twisted up. The central tower was very much like his father’s St. Vrain Aerie, and Steven recalled the doorways at the top, in the backs of the animal sculptures. Where did those doors lead? And would he ever open them?

Not yet. He still had work to do on this world. With Rahaab dead, the law firm fighting Steven had abruptly switched sides. They’d reached out to Bud and his dad and offered to help them with Rahaab’s estate, which Steven now owned. The Novaks weren’t exactly thrilled to be working with Boaz & Jessup, but when they saw the money involved, they quickly changed their tune.

Steven Drokharis wasn’t just worth millions. The “B” word had been thrown around. Rahaab had been on the planet, acquiring his hoard, for fifty thousand years. He’d probably started collecting wheat and chickens when humans first started bartering.

The money felt good. Steven’s first twenty years had been a constant worry about how to pay his bills. But what was better? His Escort was safe. His father was avenged. And when Rahaab had breathed his last, more of the third volume became accessible to them.

Outside the ranch/castle, his Escort and vassals were getting the party ready, but he wasn’t up to being social yet. Leaning heavily on his cane, he climbed the spiral staircase up to the first floor, to one of the libraries. There were no windows in his chamber, since it was so close to the ground and needed to be secure. The rooms above him had arrows slits and narrow windows barred with iron. He and Tessa were working on warding sigils. Once they perfected them, they might be able to add some real windows to the sixth and seventh floors.

Steven clicked on a light and went to the bookcase that held the three volumes of the Drokharis Grimoire. He eased the third volume off the shelf and sat down at a big oak desk. Across the room was Samael’s Lash hanging on the wall. He’d taken it as his weapon of choice, though he hadn’t had time to practice with it just yet. He looked forward to unlocking the whip-sword’s secrets.

Steven opened the book and found the once encrypted pages. He read a little about Merlin, the real Merlin, a powerful sorcerer who might not have been descended from the Dragonsouls or from the Alpheros. What did that mean? His father didn’t say, but it did open a lot of questions. Could there be other entities on Earth besides humans and dragons? It seemed possible. His father did wonder if the Drokharis line had descended from the Alpheros, but he hadn’t been able to solve that mystery.

Steven thought of Tessa. Everyone agreed she wasn’t fully human. Then what was she?

Steven turned more pages to gaze down on the updated skill tree.
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Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon (Second Tail of the Dragon)

	HeartStrike

	AnimusChain

	FleshForge

Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon (Second Head of the Dragon)

	Enchantrix


There were still two hidden abilities on the second head. And there was another section of the third volume that was still encrypted. It wasn’t from Mathaal, and it wasn’t Rahaab, so who was it?

Steven had hit level fifteen, but he wasn’t sure which new ability he wanted to work on. He’d figure that out later. He leafed through the book.

The ink on the page swirled around until it ran together to form words in a tight paragraph.

Does the world want order? Do those in power ever want to give it up? And do humans want to survive, or are they hungry for Armageddon? Humans love the idea of the end of the world. It means they won’t have to get up and go to work in the morning. However, to be truly faced with death? I don’t know. I think hardly one of them ever ponders their own mortality. They are in denial. I would rouse them. At what cost? Am I wrong to think I can bring peace on Earth and good will toward all?

“Revolution,” Steven whispered. He thought it might be his father who was encrypting the pages, but he didn’t know for sure. One more thing to add to the pile of mysteries still unsolved.

On the desk was a topaz dagger that Tessa had pulled out of the undead dragon. Liam had taken a look and cast some spells but couldn’t discern what it was. Steven laid the topaz pen, with its sapphire feather quill, next to the knife. Both seemed to be made of the same substance. Both had been imbued with powerful magic. And that was all they knew for sure.

The dagger had reanimated Nikki Angel’s corpse —that was the name of the widow Rahaab had murdered. Could the Enchantrix ability be in play? Could be. Steven’s father had had access to it, and Steven knew it was how he’d created the topaz pen, which had been a pendant not all that long ago.

Unexpected movement in Steven’s vision made him glance up with a start. His heart hit his throat. “Dammit, Uchiko, you can’t sneak up on me like that.”

She bowed. She wore a robe that covered her head, and she kept her face turned away so he couldn’t see her disfigurement. She and the Onari Guard had survived the attack on the Yellowstone Aerie without losing a single ninja. Their tactics had been good. They’d broken Rahaab’s defenses, outmaneuvered his army, and kept them guessing.

“I am ninja,” Uchiko murmured. “I have spent lifetimes perfecting the art of silence. I will try and be louder when I approach you.”

Steven had to grin. “Maybe we’ll put a cowbell on you.” He got up and went to her, but she backed up. She still felt too insecure to let him touch her. He was just glad she’d survived Rahaab’s AnimusChain attack.

Uchiko whispered, “The Onari Guard and I thank you. We have prepared much for the party, but we can’t be seen by your friends and your family. We must keep the secrets of the Dragonsouls away from the humans.”

Steven nodded. His mom and Tessa’s family had driven up, along with Bud and his family. They were celebrating the Fourth of July on the Infinity Ranch. Uchiko and the Onari Guard had moved into the tower. They had a sort of barracks there, and the two dozen failed Dragonskins didn’t mind the close quarters. Luckily each level had a bathroom.

“I’m excited to try your peach cobbler,” Steven said. “I heard you made a bathtub full.”

“Not that much,” Uchiko answered. Her hands came together to be covered by her robes. “And I had to use frozen peaches. It won’t be as good. This fall, I will make it for you.” She paused. “Steven, I have to thank you. For giving us a home. For bringing us into your Primacy. With Mathaal gone, we have nothing.” She broke down, crying. “I can’t believe Mathaal is gone.”

Steven so wanted to go and comfort her, but she wouldn’t allow it. He stood, feeling uncomfortable as she wept. Then he said, “Mathaal wanted us to win. He wanted the world to change. I miss him, too, though. I only knew him a little, but he did so much for me.”

“With him gone, we have no purpose,” Uchiko sniffed.

“You do now,” Steven said. “This is just starting. Every Prime in the world now knows me, and what I can do. They’ve started calling me, but I’m sending them to Bud. This’ll start out polite, I’m sure, but sooner or later, we’ll find ourselves fighting.”

“It’s the nature of the life of Dragonsouls,” Uchiko said softly.

“It is. At some point, I’m going to change that.”

He left to walk back down the stairs. He recalled what he’d read. Do those in power ever want to give it up?
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Steven set his cane against the wall next to the back-patio doors. He wanted to show everyone he was getting stronger. He stepped outside. It was early evening, and today the storm clouds decided to pass over with just some wind and no rain or thunder. It had cooled off the day, and it would make the sunset amazing.

The back doors led to an outdoor paradise built around the garden, the same garden they’d used to summon Mathaal during the battle where they’d kill Rhaegen Mulk. Fountains burbled, cactus and flowers were sprinkled about low retaining walls, and a blue-gray gravel path wandered, creating a labyrinth. On the other side was Sabina’s house—a little kitchen, a little bathroom, and two small bedrooms, one perfect for a baby.

A baby.

Steven wasn’t sure he could comprehend it. Was he really going to have a daughter named Regina? He wasn’t sure he could wrap his head around that. And luckily, Sabina wasn’t pregnant. He’d have to ask Aria more about how that whole Dragonsoul procreation thing worked.

Because of the brutal Wyoming wind, which most of the time came out of the west, they’d put the outdoor living area on the southeast side of the ranch. It included an outdoor kitchen, couches, and a full bar. They’d also added three tall concrete windbreaks designed by Tessa. They looked more like modern art than shelters, waves of cement with dragon letters on them, spelling out the battles they’d survived: The Battle of the Denver Apartment, The Siege of the St. Vrain tower, The Wells Fargo Duel, The Lookout Mountain Massacre, The Battle of Ash Hollow, The Fall of Rhaegen Mulk, The Guernsey Reservoir Gambit, The Battle of Mont-Saint-Michel, and The Yellowstone Victory. It was their history together, and though they didn’t include every single skirmish, Steven loved it.

On the three windbreaks, at the very top, in dragon script were his father’s directives: Gather an Escort, Acquire a Hoard, and Build Aeries. Let Nothing Stop You.

Steven made his way down a concrete path with colorful glass embedded into the stone. From above, that glass made the Draco constellation. He was a Drokharis, after all, and couldn’t break with tradition.

He rounded the corner and every eye was on him.

Tessa was with her mother, her sister, and her brother, who was in his massive wheelchair. Jared had a tiny, withered body, but a large head with big expressive eyes and soft dark hair. His smile was a beautiful thing. Tessa’s sister, Abby, was two years older than her, traditionally pretty, with long brown hair, bangs, and a nice smile. Her mom was a mom, thick around the middle, smiley, and ready to help. She’d cut her hair short and was letting it go gray.

Aria stood with Sabina, helping her maneuver around. The two had gotten closer, now that Aria saw the blind woman gave them a tactical advantage during battle. Yeah, that was an understatement. Mouse was chatting with Bud’s family—his mom, his dad, a couple of brothers and a sister—as well as other people from the law firm that knew nothing of the secret world of the Dragonsouls. At some point, they’d have to be told, but not at a Fourth of July party.

Bud himself was catching up with some of the staff from the Coffee Clutch. Tessa had invited them, since she loved people and needed friends to dance with.

Steven searched for his mom but couldn’t find her. Liam Strider, however, was holding court and talking with three lady lawyers at the same time. They were definitely giving him the eye, and Steven hoped Liam would find it in himself to get over the loss of his Escort fifty years prior.

For a long time, Steven hadn’t been able to understand the Yellow Ronin’s reluctance to get back in the saddle, but now, with his own Escort? He could see it. Aria, Tessa, Mouse, and even Sabina had become incredibly important to him.

Liam excused himself from what could be a harem for the Ronin and did the grilling: hamburgers, hot dogs, bratwurst, and sausages of all kinds.

A team of caterers—humans, not ninja lizard people—came out and served food. Sabina only ate the salads, still in the rituals to become a Dragonskin.

Soft music pumped through hidden speakers, a killer sound system because Tessa loved music and come to find out, she loved to dance. She’d insisted on a top-of-the-line stereo system for them.

Five beautiful women stood in a circle with drinks in their hands. Skylar Blacke had come to him, had knelt before him, but Steven had told her to stand up. Yes, he’d just inherited five women who seemed eager to join his Escort, and he was eager to have them. Aria was on his side. She wanted him to sleep with the new women to ensure their loyalty.

However, there were logistics to consider.

Most importantly, the widows weren’t ready to jump into bed with Steven. According to Mouse and Sabina, transitioning from one Prime to another wasn’t an easy thing. However, Skylar made it clear that Cassius Pine had been an asshole and deserved to die. One of their favorite things was to have Mouse retell cutting the former Prime to pieces with the Slayer Blade.

Steven wanted to build another house on the property for his five new Escorts. They had the room, but zoning was going to be a pain in the ass. He knew the construction teams were already calling the Infinity Ranch a compound. Like a cult. And he was the leader. Tessa didn’t help make it any less weird. She was quick with the purple Kool-Aid jokes. Steven suggested a Mind Wipe for the construction workers, but Aria didn’t think that was a very good idea.

For now, the five women were staying in Rhaegen Mulk’s old Aerie in downtown Cheyenne. And slowly, Steven was having a meal with each of them. He felt he could trust them. And yeah, the idea of sleeping with them certainly had him buzzing.

Steven filled a plate and ate two hamburgers, three hot dogs, and six sausages with sauerkraut, mustard, and sweet pickle relish. Liam had also thrown on some pork ribs, so Steven had a rack. Of course, his Escort, mostly Mouse, made fun of him for eating so much.

As he ate, he kept an eye out for his mom but didn’t see her. He went looking and found her, out front, sitting in a chair. Their driveway was full of cars and trucks, but Steven had to smile at the battered old Ford Bronco II, the Orange Crush. And the new rusted Suburban that Tessa had named the Poupon.

“Are you okay, Mom?” Steven asked.

His mom had done a pretty good job with her makeup, but she had frizzy hair, and he knew she was embarrassed by her red, big-knuckled hands. They were the hands of a working woman. Even though Steven had more than enough money in his hoard to take care of her, she hadn’t quit her job cleaning at the Denver International Airport.

Florence Whipp glanced up at him, confused. “Steven, this is all so much. And you bit a coin to get this? Or real estate? I don’t understand anything.”

“Yeah, Mom, it was an investment we made in internet money, Bitcoin. And yes, real estate. Bud and I made a lot of deals and got a lot of prime property really cheap.” He grinned at the pun. Prime property. Yeah, and he’d gotten it cheap because he’d murdered the dragons who’d wanted to murder him.

His mom’s eyes filled with tears. “I need to keep my job!”

Steven bent and took his mom’s strong hands. “You can. We talked about it. But what’s wrong? Why are you crying?”

She smiled through her tears. “You’ve done it, Steven. You’ve become successful. All of your hard work has paid off.”

Steven felt his own eyes fill. “No, Ma, our hard work. Without you, I wouldn’t have made it. You made so many sacrifices for me. If you want to keep your job, you can.”

Mrs. Whipp sniffed and wiped at her eyes with the very tips of her fingers, trying to save her eye makeup. “My job makes me feel needed. I love seeing you doing so well, though I’m not sure about this situation with all these beautiful women. That Sabina looks like a movie star. And Aria must be a model. But Steven, with you doing so well, you don’t need me anymore.”

“I do, Mom,” he said. “But it’s changed now. You don’t have to work, but you can. As for what I need? I need you to be a mom, to love and support me, and yeah, my romantic situation is, uh…”

“Complicated.” Mrs. Whipp patted his hand.

“Come back to the party,” Steven said. “I’m sure you and Mrs. Ross have something to talk about.”

“She is so nice!” his mom said a little too loudly. “And we both agree that Tessa needs to grow out her hair and try something more traditional.”

He guided her back to the party. He didn’t mention that, soon, she might have a full-time job being a grandmother.

Back at the buffet table, Steven ate enough ambrosia salad and cookie salad to send his blood sugar into the atmosphere. Yeah, Sabina couldn’t eat those kinds of salads. She stuck with the greens and a sugar-free three-bean casserole.

And then the peach cobbler was rolled out. With homemade vanilla ice cream, it was amazingly delicious. He thought of Mathaal and his final sacrifice. “At least you went out eating well, Old Matchstick,” Steven said quietly. It was the end of the Alpheros, and the beginning of a new age.

As it got dark, Tessa brought out a microphone. “Okay, Steven, it’s time for you to give the big speech.”

Steven shook his head.

“It’s either this or karaoke.” The barista turned magician grinned evilly.

Steven took the microphone. “Anything to avoid singing in public. No one wants to see that.” He cleared his throat. “I’d like to thank everyone for coming, especially the Novaks. Without them, we wouldn’t have had the money for even the hot dogs.”

“Glad to do it, Cool Whipp!” Bud yelled out.

Steven turned serious. “You know, we’ve all been through a lot, and everyone thought we’d never make it this far.”

“And everyone is wondering why you set up your main Aerie in frickin’ Wyoming!” Mouse belted out. She was drinking sweet tea. No booze for her. And still she was obnoxious, yet she hadn’t cursed in front of Tessa’s brother. She was getting better, and Steven loved her for it. No more going off and being alone for her. She’d promised her days of sacrificing herself were over.

“I like Wyoming,” Steven said.

“And I like you and the nasty thing we do,” Tessa whispered, loud enough for him to hear.

That totally threw off his concentration. He stared at all the faces waiting for him to say something. Mouse winked at him.

He laughed. “Look, I’m not a big speech guy. I will say this. I’m twenty years old. This world isn’t what it needs to be. I’m going to change it, and I’m going to need everyone’s help here. From the Novak law firm to Liam Strider and his fatherly advice, to my friends, my best friends.”

“Best friends with definite benefits,” Mouse heckled. Sabina elbowed her in the ribs.

Everyone laughed. Even Steven’s mom.

“And it’s Novak, Boaz, & Jessup,” Bud said. “We joined up because they’re not the enemy anymore. I think you own them, or something, since that whole Yellowstone thing went down.”

Damn, what didn’t Steven own?

He took control of the room. “Our success isn’t just about friendship and family and money. It’s about bringing revolution. That’s what my father wanted for me…and for the world. Let’s raise a toast. To my father, Stefan Drokharis, and his visions of a new world.” Or multiple worlds, for that matter, Steven thought.

Bud had hired a professional fireworks team to light up the sky. The booms, the flashes of light, made Steven chuckle. After all the fighting he’d done, all the Dragonsoul aerial battles he’d been in, they were nothing special. 

However, he liked how his Escort drifted over to him. First Aria, then Tessa and Sabina, and then Mouse. They stood around him, heads tilted up to watch the colorful explosions.

He could imagine a day in the future where he and his Escort would create fireworks through sorcery. They’d ride through the air on their wings with the humans on the ground watching.

Steven recalled Rahaab’s fears of the Zothoric and his desire to keep the human world separate from the dragon world. Steven, like his father, thought the Alpheros was wrong. If the Dragonsouls stopped fighting amongst themselves, they could handle any threat. Add several billion people, their cleverness, their bravery, their heart? The demons wouldn’t stand a chance.

After the fireworks, Tessa insisted on dancing. The party raged into the night, but Steven slipped away. He was still healing from the HeartStrike. It might be the ultimate weapon against a single foe, but the price was high. At least for now.

Aria slipped into his bed first. “I hate parties. And I hate dancing. But did you know cinnamon schnapps was a thing? I kind of love it.” She giggled and kissed him. “Do I taste like cinnamon?”

“You taste like Aria. You smell like cinnamon, though.”

“And I like your smell, my Prime. I always did. Even when you were a monkey working at the coffee shop. A cute monkey.” Aria nipped his nose and licked his lips. Oh, she was drunk. Mouse had told him about drunk Aria.

They were having sex when Sabina came in, eyes shining green. “I thought I’d find you two in here. I had visions of sex and cinnamon.” And suddenly Steven had two women to deal with. Sabina had let Steven’s mom stay in her little bungalow, only recent built, to the north of the house.

“Cinnamon schnapps is a thing!” Aria bellowed out. “I wonder what your dragon smell is going to be, Sabina. I bet it will be yummy.”

“Si, yummy, maybe chocolate or mint.”

Steven turned and found a large breast in his face. Aria stroked his shaft. Things were going well for him.

The music was still going, but Tessa stumbled in. “I know what you guys are doing! Is there room for one more?”

Steven only had a king-sized bed, but he’d find room.

Mouse stood in the doorway.

“Come and join us!” Aria shouted. “You’re so hot!”

“Yeah, no,” Mouse said. “I’m so not down with the whole group sex thing. I just wanted to say … I love you guys. Thanks for letting me be part of your family.”

“But Mouse, you’re so sexy,” Aria slurred. “Sure you don’t want to stay and watch? That would be so hot. The straight girl getting off on us!” 

“Oh, look! Drunk Aria is here.” Mouse sighed. “You’re going to regret the cinnamon schnapps in the morning.”

“Fuck the morning!” Aria burst out.

They all laughed.

“Love you too, Mouse,” Tessa said.

The petite blonde woman slipped away.

Steven would visit her in the morning or maybe a bit later. He was feeling better, stronger than he had since the Yellowstone battle. He was done using the cane.

Before they got busy, Tessa had to tell them about a conversation she had with Eduardo, the manager at the Coffee Clutch. He also happened to be an amateur gunsmith.

“My Peacekeepers are not from this world,” Tessa said with excitement in her voice. “You see, the Peacemakers were from the nineteenth century, single-action, gate-loaded, but I have Peacekeepers, which should be a modern handgun, a .357 magnum. But mine aren’t that either. Mine are modified to use .45 rounds, double-action, a totally different gun. That’s why Big Roy in Nebraska wanted to buy them from me. They shouldn’t exist. But they do!”

Again, Steven thought of the doors at the top of the St. Vrain Aerie.

“Revolvers from another world,” Steven said. “We really are a part of a wider universe we don’t know much about.”

“Not a universe, a multiverse,” Tessa corrected. “Multiple worlds. Multiple realities.”

Again, Steven wondered at Tessa’s lineage. Then he had a question of his own. “Hey, so, Sabina is talking about having a baby. How does that work?”

“I know this one,” Tessa said. “Insert tab A into slot B.”

“No, no, no,” Aria slurred. “There’s the magic, and there are the trials, and fuck you, Steven, for not thinking about this before. Such a man, not worrying about birth control.”

“And sexually transmitted diseases,” Tessa said. “He’s never once wore a condom. Shame on you, young man.”

It was dark in his room, and he couldn’t see their faces, but he knew they were teasing him. He wasn’t sure whose thigh he held. In the end, it didn’t matter. All the skin felt so good around him.

“The Animus destroys any problems with STDs,” Sabina said. “As for babies, it is a definite choice for Dragonsouls. But we don’t need to talk about that right now. Tonight, it is for love and for pleasure.”

After a ton of sex, the women slept around him, and Steven listened as the music was shut down, his guests left or found places to crash, and the moon rose to shine through his window.

He remembered his time at the heart of the universe and his father’s embrace.

“Thanks, Stefan,” he whispered. Then changed it. “Thanks, Dad. For everything. I won’t let you down.”

He fell asleep dreaming of a world where dragons and humans lived without fear, where every kid on the planet had enough to eat, and sickness was a thing of the past.

He’d bring revolution.

But first? He had to solidify his power and keep his Escort safe. Like his father said, before he could change things, he had to play the Dragonsoul games. He had his eyes set on every Primacy on the North American continent. That definitely meant more battle, but he had other ideas on how to bring dragons to his side.

The time for vengeance was over. The time for conquest had begun.
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