
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary

 

Winning an empire was the easy part. Keeping it will be harder.

 

After killing Rahaab, the most powerful dragon on Earth, Steven Drokharis knew he’d have to fight to keep what he’d won, but the cabal that killed his father was just the tip of the iceberg. He’ll have to fend off a cult of shapeshifters, magical constructs, and two devious, busty, machine-gun-toting twins, all while keeping his Escort of human and dragon women satisfied. Meanwhile, the eyes of ancient demons are ever searching for signs of dragons, and the deadliest threat may be close to home.
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Steven adjusted his bow tie in the elevator mirror as it carried him up to the secret forty-third floor of the InterContinental Hotel in Chicago. He was on his way to the Aerie of one of the most powerful Dragonlord Primes on the North American continent.

He felt calm about it, strangely comfortable in his custom-tailored tuxedo. It was the first time he’d ever worn one, and he would have been far more comfortable in jeans and a hoodie, but there was no denying the tux was well made. He almost didn’t recognize himself. It was the day after Thanksgiving, nearly six months since he’d killed Rahaab. He’d only been a Dragonsoul about nine months, and yet everything in his life had changed. Last year, he’d worked extra shifts to afford Christmas presents for his mom. Now? He’d bought her a house in an exclusive gated community in Cherry Creek… so exclusive it only had three houses: one for Tessa Ross’s family, one for Steven’s mom, and a mansion that housed Uchiko and the Onari Guard.

But however nice his clothes, or how much money he spent, he was still the same person on the inside. 

Same old Steven, same old problems. Getting his mom to move had been a Herculean task. In the end, she’d agreed because she liked helping take care of Jared Ross, Tessa’s little brother. He had childhood MS and needed constant care. That worked out well for Florence Whipp as well as Uchiko. She and her ninjas had grown accustomed to guard duty. Not that the failed Dragonskins revealed themselves to the humans. But they were close by and ready to give their lives for the people they protected.

They’d had a huge Thanksgiving feast in the Ross’s house. Tessa and her sister, Abigail, cooked for days on end, though Steven suggested they could get a caterer. Mouse had rolled her eyes. Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. Cooking was the whole point, and Tessa had gone all out ordering the most expensive of everything since money was no longer an issue and wouldn’t ever be again. Steven possessed Aeries in a ton of countries across the world. Killing the last of the Alpheros had been stupidly profitable. 

And it also put the name Steven Drokharis on the lips of every dragon, Prime and Ronin alike.

That thought rang through Steven Drokharis’s mind as the elevator doors opened behind him. He turned and walked into the heart of Morty Flint’s Chicago Aerie, at the very top of the InterContinental Hotel on the Magnificent Mile. Two extra levels, invisible to humans, had been added, and every inch of them was opulent: hardwood floors, leather furniture, long tables inlaid with gold, windows that showed the twinkling lights of other skyscrapers and the city below. Lake Michigan was a dark stain that stretched though the night and into the horizon.

Steven felt the Primes glancing at him as he crossed the room to the bar, ordered a water, and then moved to a window so he could appreciate the view. He wasn’t there to drink. And he wasn’t there to socialize.

The Dragonlords were politely chatting with each other, but the tension in the room was palpable. In the end, the life of a Dragonsoul was constant battle, protecting their Primacies from power-hungry conquerors and upstart Ronins.

Gather an Escort, acquire a Hoard, and build Aeries—those were the unending imperatives that drove Dragonsouls to get more women, become richer, and establish ever-expanding houses. When would it stop? Only when one Dragonsoul ruled all, and even then, such expansive states were too unwieldy. Empires crumbled when they grew too big.

Morty had been powerful enough to draw a crowd to the Conclave he’d called. His Aerie was packed with Dragonsoul Primes from every part of the North American continent. From the Yucatan Primacy, which included a good portion of Mexico and the Caribbean islands, all the way up to the Yukon Primacy. The two Dragonlords from those Primacies were talking amiably. Their territories weren’t close to each other, so they probably wouldn’t be at each other’s throats anytime soon.

Steven wasn’t too worried about the Mexican or the Canadian Primacies. He had his sights set on the United States. He’d consolidate his power there first. However, the Primacies didn’t follow the maps of humans but drew their own borders. For example, Morty Flint’s Great Lakes Primacy included the states around the four lakes as well as Ontario and parts of Quebec. The New England Primacy stretched from the southern counties of New York state and extended up into Nova Scotia.

But Steven didn’t think he had anything to fear from those eastern Primacies. At least not that night. That was why Morty had called a Conclave for the Dragonsouls: to welcome Steven Drokharis and to feel him out. Was this new Dragonsoul bent on world domination? What were his motivations?

Morty had promised that Steven wouldn’t be messed with. He’d given Steven his word, which didn’t mean much until the Great Lakes’ Prime said he’d murder any Prime who broke the peace.

Morty could threaten them all he wanted, but he’d only get to follow through on that threat if Steven didn’t get to them first. 

When they’d gotten the invitation, Aria had been suspicious. She’d suggested that it might be a trap. No vassals were allowed into the Conclave, except for one glaring exception that troubled Steven. Clete Sariah lorded over the Deseret Primacy, which was basically Utah and Idaho, Steven’s immediate neighbor to the west. His head wife, Eve Downfyre, showed up in his place.

Eve looked to be around forty, though she might’ve been ten times that old. She was a sharp-faced brunette with inky hair and muscled arms. This was a black-tie affair, and she wore an elegant black dress offset by a million dollars’ worth of diamond jewelry.

Where was Clete Sariah? Was he planning something? Steven didn’t know, but he made a point to keep his eyes on Eve. She seemed to handle herself well, a doe among stags, but with a quiet power she exuded without being showy. Interesting.

At the center of it all was Morty Flint, slapping shoulders and making sure everyone had a full drink. He was a heavy-jowled man. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, but Steven knew he was far older. He had a big belly and a massive ring on his left pinky finger. He looked like a used-car salesman, but his dark eyes were too intense for that. He had the eyes of a killer, as did most of the men in the room. And it was all men, except for Eve Downfyre, but even she looked like someone who would shank you if given the chance.

Steven finished his water and glanced down at Lake Michigan. The dark water below made him think of what Rahaab had said… shadows of teeth and talon. The Zothoric. He frowned. He shouldn’t have come. This was a waste of time. Nothing would get done when everyone was so on edge. Their wives and vassals were having a party of their own, across town at the Waldorf-Astoria. That was where Aria, Tessa, Mouse, and Sabina were. Steven hadn’t wanted them all to congregate at the same place, so he’d told Liam Strider to wait at the top of the Sears Tower, ready to swoop in if needed.

Morty Flint caught Steven’s eye, nodded, then strutted forward and climbed halfway up the spiral stairs to the second level. No one took the hint, so Morty banged his ring on the railing of the staircase to silence the murmuring. Everyone had drinks in their hands except for Steven. He stood with his arms crossed, no expression on his face. He wouldn’t give these bastards anything.

The room quieted. Morty cleared his throat. “Thank you all for coming. As you know, we don’t do this a lot, since it doesn’t make murdering each other any easier.”

Chuckles spread across the group. A few of the men gave each other dark looks. 

“You’ve all been on your best behavior,” Morty continued. “There hasn’t been a single spell cast, no one has opened a throat, and we haven’t had to concoct some fucking scenario to keep ourselves secret from the humans because two of you decided to kill each other at this Conclave.”

“I’ve thought about taking down Javier over there,” Carlo Bart Baxter boomed out. A massive man, he was nearly seven feet tall, muscled to at least three hundred pounds, with a 1950s’ football coach’s crew cut and blue eyes that could cut glass. He was the Dragonlord Prime of the Texarkana Primacy, which stretched up from the Mexican desert across the border, to encompass Texas, Oklahoma, and Arkansas. Carlo Bart was Steven’s neighbor to the south. The big Texan was known to be power-hungry; he’d slain two other Primes to extend his territory up to the Appalachian Primacy.

Roy Right, of the Sin Cities Primacy, let out a bellowing laugh. He was a slimy fucker in a silver suit, wearing douchebag sunglasses at night. “Yeah, Carlo, you go after Javier. And I’ll be there to wipe out the survivors, add another sinful city to my collection.” Roy ruled Las Vegas, Reno, and the wastelands between the two towns.

“You do that, and I’ll make boots out of your hide,” Carlo Bart shot back.

Javier Jones, a tall Hispanic man in an understated gray suit, stayed quiet. His dark eyes took in the two blowhards. Steven knew a little about Javier Jones. The solid Latin man had been given the Sonoran Desert Primacy by Rahaab after Rhaegen Mulk had made a play for it. Sabina had been caught in the drama. She’d said Javier had been brutal in his conquest, but he was more reasonable than most, and that just made him more dangerous. He didn’t need to shoot off his mouth; power emanated off him. Javier had three Primacies under his control—Baja, Jalisco, and the Sonoran Desert. He hadn’t officially given them a new name, and no one really understood why. Most took it as a bad sign. No use renaming your territory if you planned to get more.

The bad air in the room turned worse. It seemed like a brawl could break out at any minute. What had started off as a joke turned deadly serious.

If a brawl broke out, Steven would hold his ground. After facing down ancient dragons from distant worlds, he wasn’t afraid of these jokers.

Morty raised his hands and patted the air. “Easy, gentlemen. We aren’t here to fight each other. No, we’re here to hear from Steven Drokharis—to welcome him.”

“And to warn him,” Louis Laloux hissed. He was the Dragonlord Prime of the French Swamplands Primacy down south. He owned a small section of coast. His rise to power had been a bloodbath, and though his Primacy was small, he’d held it for two hundred years.

Morty eyed the short man with the pencil-thin moustache. “Well, maybe this new Dragonlord should warn us about his intentions. No one else has done what he’s done. Steven, would you mind saying a few words?”

Steven was prepared. It was the only reason he’d risk his life to come to the Conclave. He wanted all those Dragonlord Primes to see him and to understand that he was going to be setting the agenda. He wasn’t nervous, not a bit scared. He’d discussed his speech with his Escort and his vassals, and they all agreed he would come in strong and assertive. He could relax once he gained their respect, but above all, they had to know he wasn’t someone they could fuck with.

He marched forward, not intimidated by the wealth, power, and threat of violence that filled the room. Morty descended the stairs. He stopped to shake Steven’s hand.

“What you say is important,” the Great Lakes Prime said in a quiet voice. “All I ask is that if you are planning on fighting us all, you don’t do it here. Can you keep it civil?”

“No, I can’t.” Steven pushed past Morty and climbed halfway up. Steven’s eyes swept across the room. He saw Tiano Helge of the Dakota Primacy standing next to Lawrence Candler of the Farmlands Primacy. Both were his eastern neighbors. And they looked chummy. That could prove problematic.

But Steven could worry about that later.

The room was hushed. All eyes were on him.

“Thank you, Morty, for hosting us.” Steven started clapping and most of the Dragonlords followed, except for Carlo Bart Baxter, Roy Right, and Javier Jones.

The applause died out. Steven took over. “First off, I’m renaming my territories. The Rocky Mountain Primacy and the Great Plains Primacy will be called the Colorado Primacy.” This was a diplomatic maneuver. If he changed the names of his kingdoms, it would relax the Dragonlords around him. They might think he was done conquering. He wasn’t. 

“What’s second?” Carlo Bart shouted the question.

“I have the floor,” Steven snapped. “You don’t. So shut the fuck up.”

“Oh, big man,” the Texas Prime laughed. “You want to take it outside?”

“No,” Steven answered, “because I’m not done. I want to make myself perfectly clear. You all have been playing this game a lot longer than I’ve been alive. I understand that. But if you come at me, if you try to hurt my people, I will visit hell upon you. If I can kill Rahaab, I can kill you. So if you want to fight me, come at me directly.” Steven grinned. “And I might show you some measure of mercy.”

Those bemused smiles were gone. Even Carlo Bart seemed taken aback.

Steven soldiered on. “I grew up as a human. I’ve only been a dragon about nine months, give or take. In that time, I’ve acquired three Primacies and murdered the Primes who butchered the Drokharis family. You might think to take me out while I’m young. You’re too late. I’m no longer weak. I want you all to know that I don’t blame anyone in this room for killing my family. The Conclave met in Japan twenty years ago, but it was the secret cabal that put the hit out on my father. I get that. But I also want you to understand that I believe in my father’s work. And I plan on continuing it.”

Some of the mouths in the room dropped open. Another wave of shocked silence permeated the crowd.

Steven had to laugh. “Yeah, probably not what you expected to hear. Surprise, surprise. I’m still studying my father’s spell books, and I don’t have the full power yet, but I see a day where we no longer have to fight for territory, women, and gold. I have a vision of the future where we come together to inherit this world and to live, out in the open, not hiding behind Magica Defensio spells.”

Surprisingly, Javier Jones nodded. Or was that just to throw Steven off his game? That wasn’t going to happen. 

Steven gripped the railing. “But I give you my word that I won’t open portals to other realms, or go through the doors my father created, because I believe the Zothoric threat is real. Before we can fully come into our own and reveal ourselves to the humans, a lot has to happen, and I still have a lot to learn.”

He paused. Tessa had wanted him to talk about their desire to push for greater freedom for female Dragonsouls, but Aria and Liam said it wasn’t the time. No, the bombshells he was dropping were enough to endanger all their lives.

Steven met the eyes of every Prime in the room. “I know you’ll come for me eventually, like the cabal came for my father. He was caught unaware. I’ve learned from his mistakes. Not every one of you needs to die to make room for my vision, but if the only way we can move forward is swimming through your blood and walking over your corpses, then so be it.”

“You uppity son of a bitch!” Carlo Bart shouted. He went to storm his way through the crowd, but Morty Flint, along with the Dragonlords from the New England and the Carolina Primacies, stopped him.

Steven shot a finger gun at the Texarkana Prime. “Be seeing you, Carlo Bart, and you better fucking bring your A game, or I will be supremely disappointed.”

Steven left the room. Every single Dragonlord moved to let him pass.
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In the elevator of the InterContinental Hotel, Chastity Wayne turned off her phone. “That waiter we kissed says Steven is comin’ down. So we’ll be goin’ up. Real sweet of waiter boy to keep his phone on so we could hear his speech.”

Her sister Prudence gave her a nervous smile. “Well, we both know how to kiss to get what we want. But, sis, this is certainly a risk.”

Both wore red dresses that hugged their considerable curves. Twins, Chazzie and Pru shared everything: men, guns, money, and prey. As well as every strand of DNA. They had strawberry blonde hair, freckles cute enough to eat, and eyes the color of cedar—such a light brown that they could trick you into thinking they were green. Both had pink lips like bows on a birthday present. Both were wearing perfume, but their natural dragon scent was sweet, like bubble gum, and when they turned scaly, they were a bright pink.

Chazzie sighed. “Well, risk is a part of the game we wanna play. We want it all.”

“And we want it now.”

They bumped fists.

“That’s us, right there in a nutshell,” Pru said.

“Cute nutshells,” Chazzie added. 

The elevator came to a stop, and the doors dinged open. And there stood the man of the hour, the reason why most every Dragonlord Prime had trekked up to the Windy City. A big hand of applause for the one and only Steven Drokharis.

He was taller than Chazzie would’ve figured. Carlo Bart had called him short, and that might’ve been once upon a time, but he was now a little over six feet. He looked smoking hot in his tuxedo, like a red-barreled M60, seconds from melting. His hair was as dark as the ink on divorce papers. His eyes seemed a smoky blue until you really looked, and then you realized they were gray. And the intensity in them? Damn. Chazzie felt a pleasurable buzz tingle her nether parts. 

Steven stepped in but didn’t turn around, as was customary, once the doors closed. The elevator started down. He smelled faintly of orange blossoms and spicy smoke. Delicious as well as arousing.

“You two are pretty for assassins,” Steven said. “I’m assuming you’ve come to take me out before I can cause any trouble?”

“Not quite,” Pru said with a grin. “But good guess.”

“And we’d make terrible assassins inside an elevator.” Chazzie reached forward and pressed the stop button. “We like to kill from afar. Though we love guns, we got claws. Hell yes, we do. And we know how to use ’em.”

The elevator came to a halt.

Steven looked them up and down. “Escorts weren’t supposed to be here. You two like breaking the rules?”

“Every rule we can.” Chazzie paused. “Stevie, you caused quite the ruckus. We heard your speech.”

“It’s Steven,” the man said seriously.

Oh, another tingle hit Chazzie. Who was this guy? 

Pru’s smile was downright dizzy. “We’ve been referring to you as Stevie since your sudden rise to power. Word has it, you’re the future. My sister and I like being prepared. I’m Prudence Wayne, but you can call me Pru.”

“And I’m Chastity, but lord, what a mistake it was to name me that. My friends, lovers, and general associates call me Chazzie.”

The Drokharis scion nodded. “Nice to meet you both. You know who I am, obviously. If we’re gonna fight, let’s fight. I was serious about continuing my father’s work.”

“We’re not going to fight you, Steven.” Chazzie moved to touch his face. How serious he was, how determined—she wanted to feel his skin. 

Steven caught her hand. “Easy. You know I can’t trust you.”

“No,” Chazzie said. “You can’t. We’re part of Carlo Bart’s Escort. You see that ring?” She moved her hand to show him the simple gold band on her left ring finger. “We’re bound to him. But maybe we can help you.”

Steven let her go. She realized she missed his touch.

Even better? He smiled at her. It was darling and maybe a bit vulnerable. “Why would you want to help me?”

“We like to be on the winning side,” Pru said.

Chazzie nodded. “Our daddy raised us to see opportunity. He said the satisfied might as well be dead.” 

“We always shoot the angles when we see them,” Pru added, looking him over. 

“It makes life interesting, if not very safe,” Chazzie continued. “You see, we can’t just leave Carlo Bart, and we can’t just back you.”

Pru crossed her arms. “Yeah, nine months in, and you have as much power as a Dragonsoul a century old. It’s impressive.”

“But sometimes the hottest fires flicker out first.”

“You might be paper.” 

“You might be coal. We want to know which one it is,” Chazzie finished.

Steven gazed into Chazzie’s eyes and then her sister’s. Yes, those eyes were gray, storming into blue. That inky hair was alluring matched with that pale skin. And just the feel of him? Chazzie already knew. He was gonna burn hot and burn long, oh yes, he was.

Chazzie checked herself. Daddy had said to save your love for family because everyone else was just a tool to use. You might meet a king, but that was unlikely, so treat ’em like a pawn.

However dreamy this Steven Drokharis was, he was only one more piece in their game. She and Pru were experts at keeping their personal feelings in check. All was fair in love and war except falling in love during war. That was a definite no-no. But fooling around? As long as you kept the feelings in your nether bits and not your heart, that was fine.

Steven turned and touched the stop button again along with the tenth floor. The doors slid open. “I’m not going to burn away like paper. And I don’t intend to be coal, either. As long as I’m alive, I’m going follow my conscience and be true to my father’s work.”

He stepped out.

Chazzie held the door open. Pru came forward with their business card. She flipped it to him, and Steven caught it deftly. “Let’s just keep in touch. How about that?”

Steven nodded. 

“And you might not want to go out through the doors downstairs,” Chazzie said. “We heard a rumor that you’re not supposed to leave Chicago alive.” 

“And flying away is going to be dangerous as well,” Pru added. “Be careful. And we’ll see how this little game plays out.”

The last of the Drokharises smiled. “Thanks for the warning.”

“Warning?” Chazzie laughed. “We never talked at all, sugar. Not one little word.”

Steven chuckled under his breath. He continued down the hall.

Chazzie let the doors close, and she leaned against the wall. She dialed her Prime. “Hey, Carlo, are you done with your little party? Pru and I are bored. We wanted to come and say hi, maybe have a little shrimp.”

Carlo Bart sighed into the phone. “Yeah, come on up. If anyone doesn’t like it, they can go fuck themselves. That little dickhead doesn’t know who he’s dealing with. In the end, we might not even have to lift a finger. He’s managed to piss off most every dragon on the continent. Without friends, he’s not going to last long.” Her husband hung up.

Chazzie let out a long breath. Her mind felt like a tornado had come sweeping down through it, scattering her thoughts. She was jittery, on edge, and all her certainty had been knocked away.

Her sister took her hand. “This ain’t gonna play out like we want, Chaz.”

“No,” Chazzie murmured. “It’s not. I’m scared, Pru. A little turned on, but mostly scared. Stevie is a game-changer.”

“Yeah,” Pru agreed. “And it’s Steven. We came looking for a pawn and found a king, one who moves like the queens we are.” 

Chazzie swallowed hard and clenched her jaws. Steven Drokharis was handsome and powerful, but more than that, he was dangerous in a way Chazzie had never seen before. “Pru, if we were smart, we’d hole up and wait out the fireworks. This ain’t gonna be a battle over a Primacy or two. This is gonna be total war. There’s not a square on this board we’ll be safe on, not one.”

Pru nodded. “A battle for the world, sister. You might be the pretty one, but I’m the smart one, and I’m still too dumb to stop.”

“We both are.” Chazzie winced against the fear. And she’d thought she had full control over her emotions. That was a laugh.

 

***

Steven raced to the stairwell at the far end of the hallway. The Wayne twins had warned him without really warning him. Was it their boss who was gunning for him? It seemed so, but really, it could be any Prime on the planet, perhaps one that wasn’t even at the Chicago Conclave. 

The NorCal and SoCal Primes hadn’t shown up. Everyone thought it was because the Californian rivals couldn’t be in the same room together, not without it getting ugly. But maybe they were secret allies and were coming for Steven now. Could be. Didn’t much matter.

He reached into his pocket for his cell phone. It was dead. Had the twins cast some sort of spell? He couldn’t be sure, but his phone was DOA.

He’d come to the party full of Animus, and unlike his first few months as a dragon, he had a variety of weapons and powers at his command. 

There was a window large enough for him to squeeze through in the stairwell, though it didn’t open, and there were black steel muntins between the glass panes. The city lights beckoned. Steven growled as he took off his tuxedo. That suit was too comfortable to shred. At some point, they had to come up with magic to allow clothing to transform with them. He’d had the tailor create a mesh lining in the coat so he could ball up the tuxedo and strap it to his body. 

He shifted his right arm into scales and muscles. Homo Draconis claws tipped his fingers. Then he accessed IonClaws. His talons became as bright as an arc welder’s fire. He pierced the steel in the windowpane easily. The stench of molten metal filled the air as he cut out glass. He morphed his other arm, enhanced with DarkArmor, to catch the glowing edge. He set the window onto the floor. He could have just broken the window, but he wanted to escape quietly if possible. If he could avoid a fight, great. If not, he’d spent the past months training every day, working away slavishly. Sabina, Tessa, and Mouse had worried over him, telling him to slow down. Liam had agreed with them. Aria, however, had matched his intensity, training as hard as he did. Because they both knew they’d gotten lucky, over and over, and that luck might not hold out.

Before his Dragonsoul heritage had been revealed to him, Steven was a full-time student working three jobs. That work ethic had served him well once he stopped grinding away his soul for money and used it to train and study. After the long hours working, he needed to rebuild his supply of Animus, and that meant a lot of sex. For now, his core Escort—Aria, Tessa, Mouse, and Sabina—were more than enough. But at some point, he’d have the five widows of Cassius Pine as well.

Steven couldn’t ponder that too much. He had to stay focused.

As a human with draconian arms, he backed up to the door of the stairwell. Then he ran and launched his body like a cannonball through the hole he’d cut into the building. The arctic wind hit him and ripped away his breath. So… fucking… cold. He’d grown up in the dry climate of the West. That wet chill off the lake was a whole different game. Throw in gale-force winds and fuck his life.

As Steven fell, he uttered a Magica Defensio spell to hide himself from the humans. He meant what he’d said: he wouldn’t draw the wrath of the Zothoric until the dragons on Earth were ready. That meant staying secret, avoiding portal magic, and keeping a low profile. It had worked for fifty thousand years. 

At the same time, he knew very little about the demons Rahaab had been so afraid of. All he really knew was that the Zothoric had almost wiped out the Alpheros, the Dragonsouls’ ancestors, and that they’d visited the blue-green gem before, during the time of Hammurabi. Tessa had traveled to Rahaab’s massive library at Mont-Saint-Michel to research the demons. However, she hadn’t found anything definitive yet.

Steven transformed into his True Form and stretched his wings to catch the wind. Thirty feet long, he looked like a classic Western dragon, with a bit of a beard hanging off his chin. He had sharp spines rising from his back, though his long tail was smooth. The wind gusted, and he went careening through the air. He had to tuck his wings in to avoid smashing into a skyscraper, then flare them to avoid the ground. The wind caught him again, and he was sent whirling out over the lake.

Steven’s scales were black, so he blended in with the night. Steam misted off his body. Dragonsouls in their True Form were creatures of heat and fire, and so he wasn’t cold anymore. He whirled around to see three shapes rising from the ground, coming in fast. They blocked his way to the Waldorf-Astoria, where he would rendezvous with his Escort.

No use for it, he’d have to fight his way through them.

He created a shadowy force field in front of him to keep him safe from magical attacks. He cast another shield spell for melee followed by DarkArmor to thicken his scales. He readied his Magica Impetim spells. He’d left Rahaab’s bastard sword, Samael’s Lash, back at the Infinity Ranch in Cheyenne.

Fire shot through the night sky. Lightning followed. Then red orbs of sparkling energy blazed toward him. Surprising, since most dragons had drifted away from studying magic, but those were Impetim bursts whizzing at him.

His magical shield blocked the attacks. Steven rose, hurling his own magic missiles, black throwing stars, at the three dragons rising to meet him. Then he tucked his wings and used his shield to keep claws off him as he broke through their ranks, bashing through arms, wings, legs, and tails. Claws tried to rend his scales, but his DarkArmor held.

He turned in midair, wrapping himself up in his wings and using gravity to pull him toward the earth. He inhaled, filling his lungs, then exhaled lightning, a blistering blast of electricity that caught first one dragon, then another, then another. Liam had given him lessons on how to perfect his ElectroArc Exhalant. 

He got a good look at the enemy Dragonsouls in the sizzling light of his attack. All were various colors of black—a big male with scales edged in green, a female with black turning into orange, and another female with a bloodred tint to her. This last had been the one who’d cast the Impetim bursts at him.

“Magica Cura!” the crimson female called out. She healed her comrades as they turned to come after him.

By that time, Steven had spun around, and he went soaring between buildings. He turned to the right and raced down Michigan Boulevard. He had to keep his wings beating against the headwind. It was coming in mercilessly, channeled by the man-made canyon. 

Below him, clueless tourists thronged the street, window-shopping, walking to and from restaurants, and generally enjoying their very human lives. 

They had no idea that above them Steven was being chased by three slightly singed dragons. 

Steven had both his magical shield and his melee shield behind him. Lucky he did. ShadowFire burned through his force field, and those dark flames scorched his tail. He gritted his teeth against the pain. Those were high-level Dragonsouls. He knew what their next attack would be.

The air charged with deadly power; the sound of the wind whistling through his ears was eclipsed by a yawning silence as the world bent to the ChromaticFury of one of the dragons. If that Exhalant hit him, it would fry the scales off his body and blow chunks of meat off his bones.

Steven had learned to fly like an acrobat from Aria, and that wind whistling into him, well, he could use it to his advantage. He turned sideways and dug his front claws into the nearest building, swinging his hind legs and tail around. Glass shattered. People below scattered. Steven sprang off the building, opening his wings wide, and those gale-force winds he’d been fighting filled his wings. He shot back toward the three dragons, barrel-rolling to avoid the ChromaticFury, which slashed through more of the skyscraper he’d already ruined. The tourists couldn’t see their spells or their bodies, but they could see the damage. They ran, screaming. A gas line went up, blowing fire out the side of the skyscraper. Sirens sounded in the distance.

Steven banked his wings and took a left down a street so narrow his wingtips brushed the buildings on both sides. One wrong move and he might get clipped and go down. He couldn’t allow that. He had a plan to both fight back and get away, though it meant he would get chilly in the process.

The three Dragonsouls chasing him couldn’t make the turn and went zooming by, but he knew they’d be wheeling around to come after him. They must’ve seen where he’d gone.

He saw a fire escape clinging to the side of an old hotel. He turned into a Homo Draconis and landed on a steel platform. He dug his claws into the mesh floor to stop his momentum. 

The three came tearing down between the buildings. The black-green male whooshed past him. The black-orange female saw him and tried to stop, but the dark red magician dragon collided into her.

Steven made his move. He cast a ShadowStrength spell, focusing on Dark Red. He stole Animus from her as well as physical strength, and both fueled his muscles. In her weakened state, she started to fall. He then flicked on his IonClaws. With a magically enhanced leap, he left the fire escape and came crashing down on Dark Red. He cut through her scales, through her ribs, and into her heart. She let out a howl as death claimed her.

Animus flowed into Steven.

She turned human. Steven caught the shocked look in her eyes, the bright red of her ruined chest, and the black remnants of a tattoo. It was just a glimpse, then he kicked off her and shifted back into his full dragon form. His surprise attack had worked. Imbued with Dark Red’s strength, Steven shot past the other two dragons, knocking them out of his way, and then went flying through the last of the buildings, over Lake Shore Drive. Then he plunged into Lake Michigan. That freezing black water closed in over his head. 

He grimaced, held his breath, and brought his wings close to his body. He used his tail to swim through the water, deeper, deeper, deeper. Colder, colder, colder. He was like an eel thrashing its way through the water.

When he reached the muddy bottom, pitch-black and freezing, he swam until his lungs screamed for breath. Then he kicked off and shot upward, letting his snout gently break the surface. He inhaled deeply, smelling the air, then smoothly lifted his serpentine head and neck from the water. He was alone. The sky was clear. Chicago’s skyline glittered in the distance. He cast a Magica Defensio spell to create a platform to stand on. 

He was safe. And the scratched-up tattoo on Dark Red’s chest was a clue to the identity of his attackers. Yes, most likely they were sent by Carlo Bart Baxter, but perhaps not. Strange that the Wayne twins would warn him. What was their role? Maybe Carlo Bart had sent the twins to confuse matters. Maybe.

He’d have to talk it all over with his Escort. He only hoped that they were okay. If someone went after him, they might try and assassinate his Escort as well.

If that were the case, Steven would slay the dragon responsible without mercy. He had warned them, after all. Steven’s primary purpose was to keep his family safe. Even if he conquered every Primacy in the world, that would never change.
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Hours later, Steven soared through the skies over Nebraska with Aria and Mouse. Tessa, Sabina, and Liam had booked first-class seats on a red-eye United flight from Chicago to Denver. All were safe and sound. The mysterious assassins had gone after Steven and no one else.

Another thing that Steven had learned in the past six months was the ability to fly long distances. Dragonsouls had taken a page from the albatross. By angling his wings into the wind, Steven could gain altitude, higher and higher, up above the clouds. Then he could turn and swoop along a hundred yards at a time, using a mixture of gravity and wind speed to keep him aloft and moving forward. An albatross could go roughly sixty miles an hour by doing this.

For Dragonsouls that would be too slow. Adding in a blast of DragonStrength and SerpentGrace to fuel him, Steven could reach speeds as fast as five hundred miles an hour. He had to squint and conserve his breath, but they were able to make the nine hundred miles from Chicago to Denver in about three hours. They had to watch out for planes to avoid any collisions. That added to the grind of the long-distance flight.

Tessa and Sabina, as humans, wouldn’t be able to hack the cold, the speed, and the lack of oxygen, so they’d taken a human airline. As for Liam, he had to conserve his Animus since he was basically celibate, and he hadn’t been in battle to replenish his supply. His meditation practices only filled him slowly.

They were in the market for their own private jet, but William “Bud” Novak was taking his sweet time shopping for one. He insisted that he wouldn’t be doing this too often, and he wanted to make the most of it. That was Bud—super helpful and a pain in the ass.

Steven, Aria, and Mouse had to slow down when they neared Denver International Airport to avoid a collision, but they managed to land on a deserted parking lot near the terminal. Magica Defensio spells hid them. They were all worn out from the travel, so they decided to get rooms at the Westin directly connected to the airport. The next day they could make their way to Cheyenne. Cassius Pine’s five widows were there, keeping watch.

Turning human and very naked, Mouse came over and held Steven. Her tiny body was warm, nestled up against him. The temperature was around freezing, so they had to hurry. “Oh, long-distance flying sucks ass. Next time, I’m going with the other girls.” She gave him a long kiss. That felt good. He needed a good dose of Animus. She was right. It was taxing.

Aria came over, and he kissed her as well. Aria and Mouse were so different from one another. Mouse was blonde, pale, petite, and short, while Aria was long, lean, and dark. She had striking green eyes and black hair. They had similar sized breasts, though—on the smaller side—and both had narrow but nice hips. They dressed, caught a shuttle, and half an hour later, were in a suite in the hotel. Steven had booked four rooms since not all his vassals wanted to share. It was several thousand dollars, but he could afford it. 

His new life was … so strange. For twenty years, he’d agonized over every dime. Now, money was the least of his worries.

Even though it was four in the morning, a few planes still landed at the airport. Watching them out the window was soothing. Steven, Mouse, and Aria all took showers and were sitting in robes, relaxing, in the living room of the suite when Tessa, Sabina, and Liam showed up.

Tessa pulled her suitcase in and let it drop to the floor. She sank down next to Steven. Liam helped Sabina in and settled her next to Aria. Then the Yellow Ronin paced back and forth in front of the window across the thick white carpet. His scent, lemons and leather, filled the room. “I expected a retaliation, but not on the same night you announced your intention to continue your father’s work. Do you remember anything from the Conclave that might tell us who attacked you?”

Steven ran through the highlights one more time, from Morty Flint’s oily smoothness to Carlo Bart’s outburst, and the twins stopping him in the elevator.

“Javier Jones seemed the most amenable,” Sabina commented. “He’s not necessarily trustworthy, he is power hungry, but I find his nodding interesting.”

Aria sat forward, her chin in her hands. “Nothing about last night surprises me except for Carlo Bart’s wives, Chastity and Prudence. Why would they contact you at all? And why the warning?”

“It wasn’t like they gave him a direct path out of there,” Mouse said. “They were all like, yeah, you’re going to be attacked. Good luck. Maybe they called in the three dragons after Steven got out. We just don’t know, but that seems likely. Twins are creepy as fuck.”

“The Shining,” Tessa said immediately. “Yep.”

“Not necessarily,” Aria countered. “In the Rigveda, there are the Ashwini Kumaras, and they are healers. Not creepy. Helpful! And I love the movie Judwaa with Salman Khan. He plays twins, and it’s very funny and makes me very happy.”

Tessa gave Aria a glowing smile.

Steven retrieved the card from the breast pocket of his wrinkled tuxedo. The card was made of heavy paper with gold ink. On it was printed: Chastity and Prudence Wayne, machineguntwins@outlook.com, 361-555-0069. “At this point, we can’t know for sure. But I don’t think last night’s attempt on my life is going to be the only one. We’ll have to keep our eyes open.”

Sabina’s eyes flashed as she cast a Magica Divinatio spell. “¡No manches!” she complained. “I still don’t see anything about the Dragonlords or about the assassins who attacked you. However, the dragon you killed was a skilled Magician. It could be one of the Primes knows more magic than we first thought. They were able to knock out your cell phone and block me.” She then grew quiet and blushed. Sabina had grown thin from the Dragonskin rituals. She was a powerful Magician, but she wanted to become a Dragonskin. It was a grueling trial, and yet she was nearly to the last stage. Her hours of mediation and fasting would be paying off soon. Her blue-black hair was still lush, and though she had colorless eyes when she wasn’t casting spells, she was as beautiful as any Latina movie star.

Steven wondered why she was blushing. What had she seen?

Liam finally sat down, but he remained jumpy. “I would put my money on Louis Laloux of the French Swamplands Primacy. Everyone knows he enjoys magic, and he’s one of the oldest Primes in America.”

“Oh, sure, blame the voodoo guy for doing voodoo.” Mouse rolled her eyes. She’d grown up in the Dragonsoul culture and, along with Sabina, had been a part of many conflicts. She had a good idea of the cast of characters in the American Primes’ drama. “So Carlo Bart is our prime suspect. But let’s not rule out Roy Right from the Sin Cities Primacy. He’s more than wealthy enough to hire Ronins to fly in. And then what is Clete Sariah’s deal? Why send his wife and not come in person? And why did Morty allow that shit?”

Steven agreed with her. Eve Downfyre had held her own with the Dragonlords, but why had she come? He had another question, though. “Tell me about the Dakota and Farmland Primes. They were buddy-buddy. If they were working together, maybe it was them.”

Liam pursed his lips. “Tiano Helge and Lawrence Candler came to power at the same time, and doubtless, they would be working together. And yet they haven’t made a play for any other Primacy in decades. Both have gotten fat and lazy. Many think they are under the protection of Morty Flint, that Helge and Candler are just his puppets.”

Aria yawned. “I do apologize for being tired. It has been a long night, and the flying I find wearisome. However, I can see a scenario where Morty Flint puts on the Conclave to lure Steven in and kill him.”

“Yeah.” Tessa picked up her line of thought. “Maybe Morty is working with the East Coast Primacies. And maybe they wanted to take out the trash sooner rather than later.” Tessa grinned sheepishly. “Uh, not that you’re trash, mind you.”

“Not the first time I’ve been called trash,” Steven said. “And probably won’t be the last. I still love you, Tessa.”

Sabina hissed. Her eyes were still glowing. And she was glowing a bright red. What the hell? Steven had to ask. “Sabina, are you all right?”

“Si,” the Latina Magician said. “I’m okay… just seeing… I can’t say. Maybe later. Maybe when we are alone.”

“Oh my God, she’s seeing sex!” Tessa piped up. “Wow. Pornographic divination. Band name. I call it.”

Steven had to laugh at that one. “One more thing. The woman I killed, the female dragon, she had a tattoo on her chest. It seemed to be part of a circle. It had a ‘C,’ then a space, and then an ‘O’ and then an ‘F’ followed by a dash, dot, dash. I think at the center was a star, but it was hard to tell.” 

“Dash, dot, dash? Could it be Morse code?” Tessa whipped out her phone. “A dash, dot, dash is the letter ‘K.’ Hmm. Not especially helpful. Maybe the ‘O’ and the ‘F’ spell out the word ‘of.’”

Liam stood. “We’ll continue to ponder what this all means. It’s late—well, early—and I need to rest. Some of us need to get Animus the old-fashioned way.”

“Jerking off?” Mouse asked sarcastically. Then she stood up. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

Liam, though, chuckled. He was used to her cutting humor. “No, by sleeping, eating, meditating. A Dragonsoul doesn’t need violence and lovemaking to gain Animus.”

Mouse tried to smooth things over. “No, you’re right. I should stop teasing you, but I’m tired too. Steven, you can recharge me back at the Infinity Ranch.”

Liam laughed. “Recharge? Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

Tessa mimicked a teenager. “Yeah, dude, I totally recharged a cheerleader last night. Rock on.”

Mouse gave her wink. “Enjoy yourself with the Blind Lucha Libre over there. With how she’s getting all hot and bothered, I would imagine you’ll have quite the wrestling match ahead of you.”

Liam and Mouse left, along with Aria, who had grown quiet with exhaustion. The flight had worn out the Dragonsouls. The humans, though, had slept on the plane and so were starting to perk up. Steven was tired as well, but he could always use Animus.

Sabina’s eyes stopped glowing, and she lowered her head. “Oh, I don’t know why I was shown that, but I was. I can’t help it. I shouldn’t say anything.”

Tessa put an arm around the Latina Magician. “What did you see?”

Sabina was sweating, and she was having trouble breathing. “Steven. He will return home, and Skylar Blacke will say it’s time. The waiting is over. He will take her. I saw it, with Skylar, and with the other widows. I saw each one, and I know what they like. They want me to tell you. Or they will in the future. It is confusing.”

“Are you sure?” Tessa asked. “I wouldn’t want to invade their privacy. However, Dragonsouls are more open about sex than ninety percent of the humans I’ve met. I could see them not having a problem with you telling us. Or maybe you should just tell Steven. I’ll leave.”

“No,” Sabina said quickly. “Tessa, you and Pretty will make love. You will become inseparable for a while. Pretty likes sex when it is soft and gentle. She likes to be caressed and spoken sweetly to. The more times you tell her you love her, the better.” Sabina put a hand to her mouth. “I shouldn’t say more. But I see it. I know. Steven, they are ready. They are so happy that you took time to get to know them, to train with them, to share meals with them.”

Pretty McGillicuddy was a blonde with a certain girl-next-door allure. Out of all the widows, she was the most tentative and shy. Steven felt his own breath quicken and his tuxedo pants were getting tight. His mind was murky from exhaustion. Was this wrong? Sabina said they wanted Steven to know. Wouldn’t that make him a better lover?

He tried to swallow down some of his lust. “You said they needed time, Sabina. I’ve let them have their space, gladly. But it sounds like that has changed.”

“Yes, it has.” Sabina stared straight ahead, still caught up in the vision. “But they will not be with us for long. I don’t know… I can’t see… but something, something will happen to the five widows. You will share in their joys and their sorrows, Steven, I can tell you that.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.” Tessa furrowed her brow.

“Steven, I saw three new additions to your Escort,” Sabina said. “However, their faces were a blur. I don’t know if we lose two of the five widows, or if these three are new. But I know they will find an honest love with you, the most honest of their life. For they all come from tragedy. Yet tragedy is in the eye of the beholder, certainly.”

Sabina stood up. She was wearing a blouse and jeans. Tessa was in a peasant skirt with colorful tights underneath and a maroon long-sleeve shirt that matched. Tessa had grown out her hair and colored it a dark red with turquoise streaks. The barista was forever considering letting her natural color grow in and in an eternal debate over whether she should try bangs or not. She’d taken out her eyebrow ring but kept her one nose ring. Tattoos colored her skin.

“Skylar likes to watch,” Sabina gasped. “She would want you to know. Out of all the widows, she is the one who longs for your touch the most. Si, but she has her particular desires.”

“Oh, shit, I have to say, wrong or right, this is turning me the fuck on.” Tessa reached and started undoing Sabina’s buttons until her hard stomach showed. The Latina had lost some of the weight from her chest, but she was still amply endowed.

Tessa unsnapped Sabina’s jeans and eased them over her hips, which weren’t as plump as they’d been. The Dragonskin rituals had changed her in more ways than one.

Steven’s mouth went dry. He knew Sabina enjoyed knowing he was watching though she was blind. The Latina had a definite exhibitionist streak.

Sabina raised her bra above her breasts, which spilled down her chest. She kept her shirt on, but Tessa took care of her pants and underwear. Then the barista leaned forward, her face between the Latina’s legs.

Sabina hissed with pleasure. “Skylar likes to watch. She likes to look from a distance while you make love to another woman. For her, witnessing secret things, to ease herself into the moment, that is what she likes.”

Skylar was the eldest of the widows. At forty, she had auburn hair, green eyes, and lightly freckled skin. Depending on the light, she could look young as a new bride or a young mother, quick to care for the people around her. She was strong, however, and had kept up her spirits as well as the morale of the other widows.

Sabina touched Tessa’s hair, guiding her mouth. The Latina Magician continued to talk about her vision. “She wants you to give her time to watch, to get excited, to see the passion, and then, she will come to you. She will want you to take her from behind, hard and fast, right away. She likes the jolt of the feeling. Grab her hips. Pound yourself into her. Harder. Harder. Harder.” Sabina’s skin glowed as she orgasmed, her eyes lighting up.

Steven couldn’t help himself. He got his tuxedo pants off but didn’t care about his shirt. He pulled Tessa’s skirt up and pulled down her tights and underwear, until her hot, wet petals were exposed. On her knees, she lifted her ass up to him, parting her thighs so he could slip into her.

“Oh, Steven, yes, like that.” Tessa kissed Sabina’s muscular thigh. “Skylar will love it. Take her like you’re taking me. Fill her like you’re filling me.”

Sabina knelt and kissed Tessa while Steven slammed into her, holding her hips. Tessa had remained wondrously curvy despite her hours of combat training. Steven loved her shape and how his fingers sank into her generous body.

Sabina pulled up Tessa’s dress and shirt and suckled on her big breast. That sight was too much for Steven. He was pushed over the edge and into bliss. Animus swirled around him, and it all felt so good. And then he felt something give in his mind, like a closed door suddenly flung wide. He saw Tessa, on a beach, in a white dress flapping in the breeze brought down from a storm-strewn sky. A wave crashed, she turned to him, and her hair looked like a normal brown. It was long, parted down the middle, no bangs. She had tears on her face. “I know who I am,” she said. “I know who I am.” Were those tears of happiness? Or tears of sorrow? Steven couldn’t tell. 

And then the vision was gone. He found himself sitting on the soft carpet, back against a sofa, watching Sabina give Tessa an orgasm of her own. And like always, Tessa’s skin gleamed and pulsated even as she gasped.

She wasn’t strictly human, no, but what was she? Had she come from another world like her Peacekeepers? What was her destiny? 

After Tessa came down from her bliss, she fell asleep with Sabina’s head resting on her soft belly. Steven roused them both and helped them onto the big king-sized bed in the gorgeous suite.

An hour later, he woke to sunshine blazing through the curtains and Sabina sucking on him. He was tired, but this was part of having an Escort, a part he loved so much. When he was ready, he made love to Sabina while Tessa slept next to them. She didn’t wake up. After he and Sabina finished, both fell back asleep.

It was noon when a call on the house phone jarred them awake. 

Steven fumbled and answered the call. It was Mouse. “Hey, did Senora Nostradamus give you an X-rated prophecy of wild sex? I’m assuming you saw into the future and it involved a whole lotta banging, lesbian and otherwise.”

Steven laughed. “It did. And I think she might be a senorita still. Anyway, let’s meet down in the lobby. We’ll grab some food and then get on home.” 

“Sounds like a plan. Glad you had fun.” Mouse loved him, but she was straight and not into group sex.

Steven hung up the phone and stretched happily. It was time to go home and officially welcome the five widows into his Escort. 
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The Infinity Ranch had become a series of houses, all clustered around a seven-story tower in the middle of a rambling single-story structure. That tower could be locked up tight against an attack and housed their growing library as well as their artifacts, including Samael’s Lash and the topaz dagger that had been thrust into the heart of Nikki Angel, one of Cassius Pine’s murdered wives.

The ranch house itself had a great room underneath the tower. The room dominated the west wing. A dining room with a big table was connected to a huge kitchen on the south side. To the east was Steven’s master bedroom and to the north were Aria’s, Mouse’s, and Tessa’s bedrooms, each with its own bathroom and walk-in closet.

Sabina had her own little bungalow just to the north of the garden, as did Liam, though he was rarely there. He enjoyed his privacy and his house in Nebraska, which wasn’t too far away as the dragon flies.

 Two other homes, three bedrooms each, had been built to the east for the five widows. With two square miles of Wyoming plain to work with, they had plenty of privacy and plenty of room to expand.

The five new women split their time between the Infinity Ranch and the old Aerie that Rhaegen Mulk had kept in the Historic Plains Hotel located in downtown Cheyenne. They could come and go as they pleased as well as leave forever at any time. They were all Dragonsouls, after all, and Steven had not officially married them. And he wasn’t planning to. If they wanted to be a part of his Escort, they had to choose to be. If not, they were free to leave.

Windbreaks protected the outdoor living room from the ever-present Wyoming wind. Tessa had designed the concrete waves. The dragon script carved into them spelled out their various battles. Steven loved it. Sometimes he’d walk the length of the wind wall, tracing his hand over the letters, reliving the memories they’d built in this incredible and sometimes gut-wrenching year.

It was the end of November—freezing cold, but that terrible wind had taken the night off. This was the quiet before the storm. Snow was expected the next day, so Steven went out and started a fire in the outdoor living room. The plains around him were yellow with sleeping grass and grayish-green with hearty sage. Both smells were so familiar to him. Even though he’d grown up in a Denver suburb, the sights and smells of the Great Plains had leaked through. A coyote yipped and yowled in the distance, an eerie sound, echoing through the night.

Skylar Blacke came out, swathed in a heavy coat. Her auburn hair was tied back, revealing her beautiful, if aging face. He didn’t ask how old she was. It felt rude. But he figured she’d lived far longer than the forty years she seemed.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hey,” Steven replied.

She took a seat next to him and both watched the fire pop, throwing sparks. “Sabina told me about her vision of us. She also let it slip that she talked about Pretty and me, what we like, our little quirks, that kind of thing.”

Steven turned and gazed into her face. “Sabina said you’d be okay with it. As for Pretty, that was an accident.”

Skylar met his eyes. “Tessa went to Pretty to explain the situation, and one thing led to another. Pretty’s happy to have someone who understands what she likes.”

“Leave it to Tessa to make things right.” Steven paused. “She’s all about consent, but then we all are. We can’t have free love if there is a price to pay.”

“Well put.” Skylar’s grin made her prettier even as her smile lines deepened. “I don’t mind that you know about my secret desire. You will need to ask the others, however, if they feel comfortable enough to have Sabina tell you what she saw.”

“Understood.”

“Cassius Pine was my sixth husband,” Skylar said. “After all the sex, and all the years, what I like doesn’t mean much. I’ve met people with far more interesting kinks than mine.”

Steven let out a breath. “Six husbands. Wow. Any children?”

Skylar’s face grew serious. Her whole demeanor changed. “Yes. All dead. It’s a hurt one does not get over. I miss them with my skin. I miss them with my heart. I will never be whole again.”

Steven was surprised to feel tears come to his eyes. She’d been through a grief he thought might kill him, like losing one of his wives. A world without Aria, Tessa, Mouse, or Sabina in it? It wouldn’t be the world anymore, at least not one he wanted to live in.

Skylar must’ve seen his eyes glisten. She reached out a hand. “It is my pain, not yours, Steven. If you have your way, the constant warring and murder and greed will come to an end. Let’s you and I end it, shall we?”

Steven took her hand and let her talk.

“Sometimes, when a Dragonlord rises to take over a Primacy, they take on the wives and the children and treat them with kindness. It can be a difficult transition, however, and there are stories of Primes murdered by the children of the dragons they slew despite the kindness.” Skylar’s voice faded. She didn’t say anything for a long time. When she spoke again, her words came out choked. “And sometimes, the Prime murders all the children of the conquered. It’s not unlike lions in Africa. A male lion will slay all the cubs of other males so only his genes are passed down to the next generation. Some of my children were killed like that.”

“But you then had to marry the new Prime?” Steven asked. “How could you stand it?”

Skylar’s face was painted by the fire. It was expressionless. “Death is a simple thing, Steven. It is silence. It is an eternal ending. It is a candle flame, blown out, never to be relit. Simple. But life? Life is impossibly painful and complicated. After the worst of my sadness passed, I would feel the pull of the new Prime’s seductive powers.” She glanced down at where her wedding ring would’ve been. It had disintegrated the minute Cassius Pine died. She let out a long breath. “I would hate my new Prime, and then he would show me some small kindness, and I would forget for a moment, and that moment became two moments, then three, then a day would pass. I would try and justify his behavior, forcing myself to believe he had no choice. And the cycles of murder would continue on forever.”

“That’s fucked,” Steven said softly. “Like how abuse victims find they can’t leave their abuser. It’s Stockholm Syndrome, the worst kind. I’m sorry.”

“Yes,” Skylar agreed. “Only two of my children were killed by a new Prime. Others died in battle. I was relieved when Cassius Pine said he had no desire for offspring. I can still have children. Maybe someday, I will feel safe enough to bring another life into the world with you. I hope to. But not now.”

Steven sighed. “Not now. But soon. Not all the Primes will be against me. Some will see reason. This constant fighting has to end because if we can travel to other worlds, then we can each have entire planets of our own.”

“And what if the Dragonlords are not satisfied with a single planet but want to collect them like gems?” Skylar shook her head sadly. “Dragons hoard. It is in our nature.”

“Maybe,” Steven said. “Or maybe not. Tessa and I are studying Dragonsoul history. Rahaab loved to create conflict. In a lot of ways, he started dragon culture fifty thousand years ago, and all that fighting kept him in power. He was a master at playing games, but what kind of a game is it if you don’t have any opponents? What if no one plays? Then things can change.”

Skylar gave him a long, steady look. “You certainly are twenty years old, aren’t you? You think you can change the world. It’s sweet.”

“No, Skylar,” Steven shot back. “I don’t think I can change the world. I know I can. And when I do, you and I can have a child together.”

“Aren’t I too old for you? Or are you too young for me?” Skylar’s smile was pure mischievousness, and yet there was a heat in her eyes.

“Yeah, I don’t care if you don’t.” Steven pulled her hand up and kissed it. “Age doesn’t mean much, not with you and me and the way our lives are.” He gave her hand a final squeeze and dropped it. The older woman liked to ease into lovemaking, and Steven had a plan to make that happen. Aria had volunteered to go first with Skylar, since Tessa and Sabina had been with him the night before. And he’d “recharged” Mouse when they first got back to the Infinity Ranch.

Skylar nodded. “I believe the American humans have a term for it, robbing the cradle. Well, you aren’t a child, not after all the blood you’ve shed. And I admire your strength and your vision. More than that, I miss sex with a man. Pretty, Abby, and I keep each other filled with Animus, but it’s not the same. Something about a man, watching him lose himself in his passion, and then finding myself ravished by that passion.” She inhaled. “It’s been a long time. More than a year. Cassius Pine lost interest in us after a while.”

“He was an asshole,” Steven said before he could catch himself. 

“A dead asshole.” Skylar’s voice was lifeless. She scooped up his hand again. “I like your warmth. And I like the feel of you. I think our sex will be very fine indeed. But there’s something else I wanted to talk with you about. Jaxon Wenck has a daughter and a son in the Queensland Primacy in Australia, along with three wives. They belong to you. As do his vassals… a few Warlings, some Morphlings, and one Magician who seems to have a severe drinking problem.”

“No,” Steven countered. “I don’t own people, dragons, or any of that. As for the drinking problem, maybe Mouse can help with that. When she joined us, yeah, she was a hot mess. But she’s been sober since April.”

Skylar laughed. “Mouse and Teegan love their sarcasm, don’t they?”

Steven had to think for a minute. Teegan Thornrose was the large-breasted redhead who liked to strut around like nothing could touch her. So far the widows had kept mostly to themselves, yet that would eventually change. Teegan and Mouse would either love each other or Mouse would chop her into freckled sushi with the Slayer Blade.

“Bottom line,” Skylar continued, “before, when you acquired Mulk’s Primacy, Rahaab used lawyers to stop you from inheriting what was rightfully yours. You killed most of his vassals and the others ran off, afraid of you or Rahaab or both. As for Pine, he didn’t have much, and his Aeries were few. His servants were never very loyal to him, and they’ve all taken to the four winds. The Queensland Primacy is different. You’re going to need to deal with it directly. Perhaps you should go there. If your life is in danger, you’d be safer far away.”

This wasn’t the first time the Queensland problem had been brought to his attention. Both Aria and Liam had talked with him about it. The Magician, Harold Finkfuss, could be a whiskey-soaked blowhard, but he’d kept things under control down under. Bud and Liam had helped with that at first, while Steven had healed from using HeartStrike to take out Rahaab.

“I don’t want to be safe,” Steven said. “I want you and everyone in my Escort safe. I’ll tell you what I told Aria and Liam—I had to focus on my training these past months. Everything depends upon me mastering my abilities. And that damn sword, Samael’s Lash? For the life of me, I can’t unlock its secrets. Also, Tessa and I are close to a breakthrough on unencrypting the third volume of my father’s spell book. We still have two abilities we know nothing about. Also, we’re not sure if humans or Dragonskins can access the Mirror-Souled Dragon abilities.” 

He paused and accessed the skill tree. The image of it filled his mind.
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Transformatio (Left Head of the Dragon)

	Partial Transformation

	Homo Draconis

	True Form (Dragonsoul)


Pugna (Left Tail of the Dragon)

	DarkArmor

	DragonStrength

	SerpentGrace

	ShadowStrength

	IonClaws


Exhalants (Left Wing of the Dragon)

	Inferno

	ElectroArc

	Toxicity

	ArcticWind

	ShadowFlame

	ChromaticFury


Veneficium (Right Wing of the Dragon)

	Magica Defensio

	Magica Cura

	Magica Impetim

	Magica Incanto

	Magica Divinatio 

	Magica Porta

Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon

	HeartStrike

	AnimusChain

	FleshForge

	Enchantrix


He was full of Animus and close to leveling up to the sixteenth level. He’d gotten better at using his powers in the past few months, and at times he could feel Mathaal’s energy infusing his body, so it was doing something. Yet the real purpose of that had been to give him access to HeartStrike, maybe a bit prematurely. Even though he’d been able to land the killing blow on Rahaab, it had meant a month in bed recuperating. He couldn’t pull that trick again anytime soon. But other than the Chicago battle, he hadn’t had an actual fight since Rahaab. He’d perfected Pugna abilities but those had come relatively easy for him.

The new abilities, other than HeartStrike, still eluded him and Tessa. Both were dying to delve into AnimusChain. And what was Enchantrix anyway?

And the encrypted pages no longer showed any dialogue. The ink just spun and spun around in circles. It was maddening.

Skylar interrupted his reverie. “I’ve seen the book and the Mirror-Souled Path. I know you think you’re doing the right thing, but if I know those women in Australia, they are worried about their children and their future. If you visited, it would ease them so much. They would see what kind of a Dragonlord you are, and that you killed Jaxon Wenck in self-defense. Also, it would show the other Australian Primes that you are going to take your holdings seriously. Now? After six months? It’s only because they fear you that they are staying away. At any moment, that could change. And I worry, Steven. I worry for those children.”

And after hearing her history, Steven understood why. He softened. “You’re right, Skylar. It just seems so far away. If we were free to cast portal magic, bopping over to Brisbane wouldn’t be an issue. But we can’t, not yet.”

“Aria told me of the secret portal that connects Denver to Mumbai. There might be another such static doorway.” Skylar leaned close and kissed his cheek. Feeling her so near, smelling her, a light cedar scent, had Steven’s heart beating faster. He’d slept only a little, but the thought of exploring a new partner was enough to bring him fully awake.

“I can ask Sabina to look,” Steven said. “And I plan on studying the Magica Divinatio magic next. I had my first vision earlier, in the hotel. I saw Tessa. I think we’re going to find out who she really is. I just don’t know if it will be good news or bad. Liam said that my vision meant I was ready to dive into the next branch on the magic side of the skill tree. The doors of my mind are already opening on them.”

“And I hope you gain more insight.” She kissed his cheek again.

He turned, and their lips met, then their tongues. Her tongue danced over his, probing, licking, exploring. His heart beat faster at the thought of what else she could do with it. She would be the most experienced of his lovers, secure in who she was and what she wanted. And thanks to Sabina’s unexpected insights, he could fulfill that desire.

He gently pulled her hair back and kissed down her neck, approaching her cleavage. And then he pulled away, standing. “Aria and I will be in the bedroom at the top of the tower. Give us fifteen minutes. We’ll keep the door open so you can watch. You can join us when you want.”

Skylar touched his leg and parted her thighs, just slightly. “Just you saying that gets me so excited. Thank you, Steven. It’s been a long time since anyone’s cared what I wanted.”

“I’m glad you feel comfortable enough with me to share. See you soon.”

Steven left the warmth of the fire and pulled his coat tighter around himself. He loved the thrum of his sexuality, the pounding of his heart, and the slight dizziness he felt. 

Yes, running two Primacies wasn’t going to be easy, but the fringe benefits were amazing. Now, if he could only figure out who was trying to kill him.
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The next day, the storm hit.

Naked, clutching Samael’s Lash, he walked through the swirling snow. The wind blew flakes across the shaking grasses and sage of the plain. He smelled the woodsmoke of the fireplace inside the ranch house. It was an inviting odor, and he’d get there, once his training was done. The central tower, seven stories tall, rose into the storm like a lighthouse, making sure no one got lost.

Bud Novak was on his way up because he wanted a face-to-face meeting to discuss logistics. Steven was glad Bud had agreed to fight his way through the storm. He couldn’t stop thinking about what Skylar had said, about the children being slaughtered by a new Prime. And he kept thinking of the women in the Queensland Primacy. He hoped they understood what kind of Dragonsoul Jaxon Wenck had been. He’d helped Rhaegen Mulk butcher Steven’s family. Then again, from what others had said, Australia was a brutal place for dragons. Maybe his wives had supported the murders.

Steven switched his thoughts to his training.

Above, Aria and Mouse circled him in the sky, blotted out by the clouds. On the ground, Tessa and Sabina were somewhere, hiding. His job was to try to figure out where they were and defend himself. Each wore a torn piece of fabric ripped from the same sheet. Steven had tied the cloth around the bastard sword, a hand-and-a-half weapon made from the multicolored scales of European dragons long dead. The scales had been sharpened to a razor’s point. A central steel cable connected them together. Rahaab had been able to turn his blade into a chain-whip sword. So far, Steven hadn’t figured out how to do that. As a sword, however, it was weapon enough.

Being a naked human in a snowstorm was cold as fuck. He changed into his Homo Draconis form and shifted the blade to his left hand.

He reached out with his right hand and uttered, “Magica Divinatio!” He felt his vision change. Anyone looking at him would see shadows misting out of his eyes. 

A scene erupted in his skull, and yet he could still see the world in front of him, on the snowy plain. It was hard to concentrate because he was seeing Skylar, himself, and Aria from the night before. His muscled body was between Aria’s strong legs, and he was kissing her. Her small breasts undulated a bit as he made love to her. Being small, they didn’t quiver as dramatically as Tessa’s. Skylar stood in doorway, watching them and touching herself. Steven turned to see her, watching her as she watched him. Aria had closed her eyes, lost in her own pleasure.

Skylar had dropped her clothes in a pile. Her breasts sagged a little, a little belly pooched out beneath them, and stretch marks lined her body. But all that somehow made her more alluring, not less. She was an experienced woman, a sexual being who had known sorrow and loss and yet had made it through. She approached them, caressed Steven’s back, then bent and kissed his ear. 

Skylar got onto the bed and climbed in front of him, straddling Aria’s body, pressing her back into him. She turned her head to kiss him over her shoulder, her right hand gripping his hip as he continued to thrust into Aria, and he almost lost it. She smiled, her lips pressed against his, then she bent forward to kiss Aria, raising her hips toward him. 

He’d asked Skylar if she was ready, and she’d hissed “Yes!” greedily before turning her attention back to Aria. He slid out of Aria, gripped Skylar’s hips, and slid into her. Sabina said she liked it hard and fast, so he didn’t hold back. He slammed into her, over and over, while Aria moaned, stroking the older woman and herself below, until he erupted inside Skylar even as Aria kissed the older woman and gently pulled on her nipples.

Gunfire rang out. He was yanked out of the memory.

Several pink blobs flashed through the falling snow. They were Tessa’s stun bullets, special ammunition she’d created to incapacitate, not kill. Her Peacekeepers were true wonders, guns from the Old West, and yet not any kind that were made on this version of Earth. Back in the cowboy days, Peacemakers had been prevalent, not Peacekeepers, but these had words of power engraved on their long barrels, guns from another world. Like Tessa, they were a mystery.

Steven ducked the pink orbs. He then spewed out fire, lighting up the dark day. He saw Tessa in her heavy white coat, but he was using his own eyes, not the Magica Divinatio magic. Dammit.

The whole point of Divination Tag was to find them using the torn pieces of cloth.

Yes, reliving the sex with Skylar from the night before was awesome. He loved how he’d felt when she’d watched him and Aria from the shadows. Even better, feeling a new body under him had done wonders for his libido. But dammit, he needed to use his divination skills in combat. He didn’t need the horny flashbacks.

Movement to his left. Sabina lashed out with her white cane. Her eyes were glowing green, so she could see.

He parried Sabina’s cane with Samael’s Lash, then tried to trip her with his tail. She nimbly stepped over it since, yeah, she was an expert at parrying attacks because she could see into the future. But he snapped his tail around, flicked it out, and lightly tapped her on the arm. Tagged. He’d gotten her.

Steven raced away from the Latina Magician using SerpentGrace. He swatted a Peacekeeper out of Tessa’s hand, dodged her pink force field, and then slipped in to lick her face with a forked tongue.

“Gross!” she giggled.

“Tagged,” Steven growled.

Steven slammed Samael’s Lash into the ground and whipped off the cloth tied around the hilt. He then whirled and took flight in his True Form.

He’d try it again. “Magica Divinatio!” He focused on the rag clutched in his claw.

Snow melted off his steaming body. Having black scales when everything around him was white wouldn’t hide him. But that might not matter if he kept on the offensive. If he could find the other pieces of the sheet, tied around Aria and Mouse in their dragon forms, then he could swoop in and get them.

Pretty McGillicuddy filled his head. He was in the top bedroom of the tower, where he’d been with Skylar and Aria. It had been Uchiko’s room before she’d left to watch over Steven’s and Tessa’s families. The room was done in red silks and cushions with a big window they’d added to give the room a view of the sunset. In his vision, twilight grayed the sky and the air was chill. Candles flickered around them, giving the room a romantic air. Pretty had tears in her hazel eyes, only for a second, before they leaked down her face.

Steven glanced down. He was buried in her sex. His eyes traveled up her stomach, complete with an outie belly button, to her breasts, the small nipples puckered, and then to her eyes. “I’ve come to love you, Pretty,” he murmured. “You’re gentle, and kind, and shy. I’m so glad you joined my Escort.”

Pretty sighed and then pulled him down for a dove-like kiss as their bodies moved together, slowly, like timid waves lapping at the creamy sands on some distant shore in paradise.

A freezing gust of wind caught Steven’s wing, slamming him up, nearly tipping him over. He’d lost focus, caught in the soft sex he would have with Pretty McGillicuddy. These damn visions were not helping him.

He leveled off, enjoying the flapping of his wings and the snow pelting his body. His armored scales protected him from the pinging ice, and his internal fires evaporated any moisture immediately. No way would he ice up.

He saw a flash of red up ahead. That was Aria, had to be. Steven triggered ShadowStrength, draining the Indian dragon to feed his own muscles. With an added dose of SerpentGrace, he slithered through the sky, reached out, and tagged her.

Aria let out a roar. “No fair!” She then lost altitude and disappeared into the blowing snow. Steven followed, making sure she was okay. Yeah, maybe using ShadowStrength wasn’t exactly in the playbook. He’d apologize later.

Aria landed. She shifted into her Homo Draconis form and gushed flame from her mouth. Sabina and Tessa stood near the flames to warm up. 

Steven landed and stayed in his True Form. Oh, the look Aria gave him. He was in trouble. He’d tagged three of them. But where was Mouse?

Third time was a charm. Steven cast another divination spell, again focusing his mind on the cloth. A woman was hurt, bleeding, and reaching out to him. She was naked, but this wasn’t about sex, this was about battle. She wasn’t a dragon, he knew that, but what was she? He didn’t know, but she was in pain. Shaggy, golden-brown hair framed a face with the most amazing blue-green eyes he’d ever seen. Those eyes begged him for something, but what? She was a big woman, with big hips, and yet she was small-chested. That wasn’t important. Saving her was.

A desert wind screamed in his ears, full of dust and debris. So loud, so dry, and above it, the roar of a dragon, gunfire, large caliber weapons, and the grind of metal on metal. Both he and the hurt woman stood on a hard scrabble desert under a bright blue sky.

Then Mouse, in her True Form, tapped a claw on his nose. “You couldn’t find me, Steven. I tag you, and you lose. Boom.”

“That was not fair to use ShadowStrength on me!” Aria said, her dark eyes in her scaled face flashing.

“Wow, ShadowStrength?” Mouse growled. “That was a baller move. Good for you. But you totally couldn’t find us. I was on your tail the whole time, and you had no idea.”

“Let’s talk about it inside,” Tessa said through chattering teeth. “I’m cold and wet, which is no fun. Hot and wet? Much more fun.”

Collecting their things, they all went inside and huddled in blankets around the roaring fireplace in the great room. The five widows had gone into town for supplies and had offered to cook a big meal for them all, as Bud and Liam were coming in for the logistics meeting.

Steven told his Escort about his experience trying to use the Magica Divinatio spells. “Total bust,” he said.

“Sex is obviously on our minds,” Sabina said. “I guess with the new women in the Escort, we shouldn’t be surprised.”

Tessa frowned. “That last vision wasn’t sex, though. It was a battle in the desert with a new woman. Frizzy blonde hair—”

“Golden brown,” Steven corrected without meaning to. It seemed important. “Sorry, but it wasn’t blonde, but this deep golden-brown color. And blue-green eyes, big and wide. She was young, scared, and she wanted something from me.”

Tessa laughed, showing teeth. “Oh, I’ll bet. Okay, yeah, you are an expert on gathering an Escort, obviously. Good news for me. Pretty McGillicuddy is, well, pretty awesome.”

Aria nodded. “This is as it should be. Steven will need soldiers for battle, and with all of us wanting him, that will keep his Animus full. I approve of what is going on.”

“Chica, you make it sound like we hired a really good plumber. This is about love. But I’m glad you forgave him for cheating,” Sabina said.

“Using ShadowStrength was cheating!” Aria insisted. “I’m glad you see that.”

Mouse was quiet, huddled in the blanket, looking into the fire. Steven had expected a sarcastic sting from her.

“You okay, Mouse?” he asked.

“Yeah, it’s nothing.” With how flat and dead her voice came out, Steven knew he would have to talk to her in private later. Something was bothering her, and it didn’t seem to have anything to do with the new women or his inability to see anything other than sex and weirdness when he cast divination spells.

Bud showed up, as did Liam, riding in together. They’d made it up I-25 before they closed the roads. The five widows made a Mexican feast of fajitas with pounds of chicken, pork, and beef fried in onions and peppers. Michaela Montes—dark skinned, dark haired, good haircut—made homemade tortillas, which were doughy, yet had a crispy texture to them as well. Perfect. 

They reorganized the great hall with three tables lined up together. Altogether, there were twelve of them, a big group. But again, Mouse was oddly quiet.

Tessa, though, the group’s most extroverted extrovert, loved every single soul. She flitted around the room, helping everyone feel comfortable, laughing, joking, and having a wonderful time.

After dinner, they moved the tables and replaced the sofas and sat down. The wind continued to whistle snow against the panes. Liam and Sabina had cast divination spells, and nothing was incoming.

Steven wanted to get started with the meeting, but Bud had started with cervezas and had moved to tequila. He was in no shape to talk about anything. They tucked him into a bed in the barracks where the Onari Guard had slept, in the tower. 

On his way down, Steven stopped off in the library and opened the third volume of his father’s book again. The topaz pen with the sapphire feathers lay next to it. Samael’s Lash hung on the wall.

“Let’s try it again,” Steven muttered. “Magica Divinatio.”

Again, he felt his mind open. Gazing down at the encrypted pages, he saw words form on the paper. 

Not yet time.

Wait for the next torch.

Then you will open one eye.

A knock came from behind him, not that there was any kind of door. No, it was Mouse, rapping on a bookcase. 

The magic left Steven. The words were gone, if they had ever been there in the first place. The ink returned to rushing around in circles on the page. Steven remembered how paragraphs used to show up, like it had been someone’s journal. He hadn’t seen anything like that in months.

He looked up. “Hey, Mouse. Come to talk about what’s bothering you?”

She smiled sheepishly. “Yes. You must have mindreading powers or something.”

“Obviously not,” Steven said. “When I try and use my magical powers to see shit, I only get porn. So, yeah, no mindreading mojo for me. But when you stop being sarcastic, then I know something is wrong.”

Mouse approached the desk. Her brow was furrowed. She sighed. “Oh fuck it. Steven, you won’t forget about me, will you?”

Steven rose and held Mouse’s hands. “No, Mouse. Remember, I had to fight to get you to join my Escort. I mean, literally, fight. We had the wooden swords, and you were beating the shit out of me, but I won.”

“By cheating.” Mouse raised an eyebrow. “Like with Aria. Using ShadowStrength. She’s still pissed.”

“I tagged her, didn’t I?” Steven laughed and pulled Mouse into an embrace. He leaned back to gaze into her face. Her eyes were so blue.

“I’m just feeling insecure is all,” the petite blonde said quietly. “With Rhaegen Mulk, he tossed me away when someone prettier showed up. I know you won’t do that, but come on, five women at once with Miss Golden Brown Hair coming soon?”

“Sabina said there will be three more joining us,” Steven said. “It’s a lot, I know, but I have plenty of energy. And you’ll always be special to me, Mouse. You joined me before I could even breathe fire. You got sober with us. We couldn’t live without you.”

Mouse finally smiled. “You just love me because of my subtle joking and pleasant personality.”

That made Steven laugh. He kissed her and held her for a long time, not saying a word. Her body slowly relaxed into his.

“Are you going to marry us?” Mouse asked, her voice slightly muffled against his chest. “And demand babies and your slippers and a sandwich every night at midnight?”

Steven had considered the marriage thing. When a Prime married a woman in his Escort, the pact was sealed with a gold band on her ring finger. It bound the woman to the Prime and only strong magic could break it. With the vows and the ring, the seductive powers of the Prime over his Escort were multiplied, and they were connected with a kind of psychic link. Steven remembered when they’d pulled Mouse’s ring off her finger, Rhaegen Mulk had known.

Steven thought of Skylar and her experiences. That was probably the main reason why she’d succumbed to the Stockholm Syndrome and not bitten off the head of the Prime who’d killed her children.

“Marriage? No, Mouse,” he said. “Not unless you want that. If you do, I will marry you. And if you want babies, I can help with that as well.”

“What if I want a really bad case of chlamydia?” she asked.

Steven laughed. “I can’t help you with that. Our Animus burns out all STDs, thankfully.”

“Yeah, one good thing about being a dragon.” Mouse didn’t ask about marriage again, but he had the idea she was thinking about it. And babies.

The pair kissed again, and that led to the floor and to more passion. Juggling all the women was going to be a challenge, he realized, but he swore that he would take care of their every need, no matter what.

The next morning, Tessa was up making coffee. Of course she was, she was a barista, after all. Bud came down with his eyes half-open. His usually perfectly styled hair was a messy swirl on his scalp. 

The snow had stopped, and the temperature had plunged. It was an icy wonderland outside, but toasty warm in the ranch house. 

“Hey, Cool Whipp,” Bud said. “Sorry about last night. It’s been really stressful lately, and I’ve been working like a dog. I had to blow off steam. And dude, those five women? They’re all yours?”

“No!” Tessa called from the big open kitchen. “They own themselves. Steven and I just borrow them every once in a while. Like Pretty and me, last night. She’s so fucking sweet!”

Steven winced. “Keep your voice down. Mouse and I were up late. And you know how she likes to sleep in.”

“Sorry!” Tessa stage-whispered.

Aria came out, showered and dressed, her hair pulled back into a bun. She was ready for business. She sat down at the table in the dining room and opened her laptop. Steven had bought them all new computers, the best money could buy. When Mouse complained they weren’t Macs, Tessa had laughed and said they weren’t that rich.

Aria called Liam, who’d used his Exhalant Inferno to clear a path from his little home to the big ranch house. Skylar walked in with him.

After a quick breakfast of eggs and the fajita leftovers, the six of them got down to business.

Bud cleared his throat. “The good news is that you’re worth two point five billion dollars at the very low end. The high end might run into the tens of billions of dollars. Anyway, it’s official. You’re the ‘B’ word.”

Steven grinned. That was a kick-ass way to start the day! But what was the bad news?
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Tessa let out a yelp of pleasure. “‘B’ is for bam. ‘B’ is for bang. ‘B’ is for Bitch, we’re billionaires, so back the fuck off!”

Steven squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t stop smiling. He’d known he was rich—he’d gained a small fortune from the various holdings of Rhaegen Mulk, Cassius Pine, and Jaxon Wenck—but the unimaginable wealth of Rahaab had made him mind-blowingly wealthy. Nine months ago he’d lived on potatoes and onions. And now he was rich. The money, though, wasn’t as important as growing in power to keep his family safe.

Bud shuffled papers on the dining room table. “Yeah, that’s still a rough estimate. I mean, the Mont-Saint-Michel Aerie doesn’t have a price tag on it, right? How much does magical trans-dimensional real estate above a beloved national monument go for anyway? But with your normal real estate, the normal Aeries, the art, the vehicles, as well as the stocks and bonds across the globe, you have quite a chunk of change. Now, for the bad news.”

Steven frowned. 

Skylar had her arms across her chest. Liam sat forward in his chair, hands clasped together. Aria was looking up something on her laptop. They all waited.

Tessa broke first. “Ugh, Bud, you’re the worst. Just tell us.”

“The Queensland Primacy. This Harold Finkfuss is a nightmare to work with. When he’s sober, he goes over every number with a fine-tooth comb. When he’s drunk, he throws lavish parties, like fucking Great Gatsby parties. And I’ve talked to the wives, three remaining, including one that is very pregnant. That’s Adelaide Sima. She and her sister wives are freaking out. And they’re all waiting for some rando Dragonlord to come strutting in to make a name for themselves… so…”

“So I should go to Australia,” Steven said. Long-distance dragon flight was taxing but would probably be better than a commercial flight. They needed a private jet. That was on the agenda.

“Wait up, Cool Whip.” Bud got out his phone and swiped through screens. “We have another thing. You see… okay, Boaz & Jessup have really helped me out with the legal side of being a dragon in the twenty-first century. They were the law firm Rahaab owned and who fought us every step of the way until you did the whole HeartStrike thing.”

Steven had never seen Bud so frazzled. Well, no, when Steven had finally slapped the guy, he’d been more scattered, but this was a close second, and he understood why. While Steven had been training and studying nonstop, Bud and Liam had taken over the day-to-day operations. They were running a small empire. Liam knew the dragon side of the legalities and politics, while Bud had become their liaison with the human world. Bud loved it when Steven referred to him as their consigliere.

Bud continued. “Now, Boaz & Jessup and I are BFFs. They’ve been giving me the rundown. For example, they have vendors and contractors who are, uh, openminded when it comes to their customers. For example, we hired some demolition guys and some architects to look at the Colorado Springs Aerie and the Lookout Mountain Aerie. We can rebuild. It won’t be cheap, but we have a ton of cash we can use. Part of the deal is that we, er, you can Mind Wipe these guys when they’re done. They kind of expect it.”

Tessa snapped her fingers. “Ben Affleck. Paycheck. Ben does these jobs but gets his memory erased and hijinks ensue. Based on a Phillip K. Dick story, if I’m not mistaken.”

Aria echoed the snapping. “Losing your memory? It’s like the Hindi movie Ghajini about a man who gets amnesia when his girlfriend is murdered. He is trying to get revenge, but he can’t remember anything, so he has to use tattoos and Polaroids.”

“Wow, Hindi Memento anyone?” Tessa laughed.

“It was originally done in Tamil,” Aria said.

And there the two went, each doing their pop culture thing and doing it with smiles.

Skylar listened intently but didn’t seemed annoyed. That was good.

Steven pulled them back on track. “I’d like to get the Lookout Mountain Aerie back in order. Those pools were sacred. It’s where I first got the power to shift into my True Form, and we might be able to use them again. Actually, I would bet on it. Maybe make that a priority.”

“Well,” Bud said. “We kind of have a priority thing already, other than our Australian kingdom. Primacy, not a kingdom, a Primacy. Anyway. Part of owning a Primacy is dealing with any kind of supernatural or dragon-y type of crime. Local law enforcement is mostly kept in the dark, but the higher-ups know who to call, and it’s not Ghostbusters. Not one in a million cops know about Dragonsouls, but they know there is some X-Files shit going on in this world. It filters up and out to the Dragonlord Prime in charge of that area.”

“Do we have something?” Steven asked.

“Yeah.” Bud read over his phone. “It came to me because I’m your liaison with the human world. Heck yes, I am. It’s from the sheriff’s department in Grand Lake. There have been some break-ins and a murder. They’ve been telling the locals it was a bear thing, but it wasn’t. Eyewitnesses claim they saw people turning into animals.”

Skylar spoke up. “Cassius Pine had an Aerie in Grand Lake, overlooking the water. It was hard to get to… for humans. Not for us. We could just fly in. Cassius Pine didn’t include his wives on any of his business, but maybe he had some Morphlings and they’ve gone rogue. Should we check it out?”

“Yeah, you’re going to need to,” Bud said. “But the sheriff said to wait a couple of days. Something about the staffing rotation and the cyclical nature of the attacks. Almost ritualistic. So you have some time.”

“Keep in mind, Steven,” Liam said, “policing the supernatural community of your Primacy means you’re also judge, jury, and executioner. If you find them, and if you think they are guilty of these murders, it’s up to you to put them down.”

“Badass,” Bud said. “You gotta go Judge Dredd on them, Cool Whipp.”

Tessa approved of the reference.

“Most of the time when people try and kill me, I kill them right back,” Steven said. “I can’t imagine these Morphlings would come quietly.”

“Probably not.” Bud then went to the next item on the agenda. “Okay, I know we need a private plane. I’m working on it. I kind of always had a crush on the G6, because of the song, but the Gulfstream G500 looks sweet. Classic or new? I can’t decide. And then there’s the new Cessna Citation Hemisphere.” He sighed like his heart would break if he couldn’t buy all three.

Mouse wandered in, but instead of coffee, she went right to Steven and curled up on his lap. He held her close. “For the love of biscuits, is the junior douchebag lawyer bitching about jet shopping?”

“Junior douchebag lawyer?” Bud coughed. “Senior douchebag lawyer. This shit has me working overtime, but I’ll pass the bar without a problem. This is on-the-motherfucking-job training.”

“Bud, just choose,” Mouse said. “We’re going to need one if we’re going to be jetting back and forth to Australia. Portal magic might get us killed. And dragon flight is exhausting.”

“I don’t know. I kind of liked the book.” Tessa waited a beat. “Ha. Anne McCaffrey. Dragonflight. It’s the first Dragonriders of Pern book. Come on, I don’t make many literary references, so you have to appreciate them when I do.”

“Know your audience, sweetie,” Mouse said sleepily.

“Okay,” Bud said. “I’ll buy us a jet. Fine. And a pilot. Which might be more difficult.”

“I have a pilot’s license,” Skylar said.

Everyone looked at her, kind of shocked.

She smiled demurely. “Age does have some benefits. And Cassius Pine didn’t care what we did. It’s been my hobby for a while now.”

“Skylar. Flies through the sky. I get it,” Mouse said.

“Stop stealing all the good lines,” Tessa quipped. “But really, that’s super helpful. Thanks for joining us, Skylar. Pretty has been so wonderful to me. We just love you all so much.”

Skylar blushed. “Well, thank you. Yes, we are all happy to be here. But Steven, my sister wives would like you to schedule some time with each of them. They are ready. It seems Sabina’s visions broke some of the ice.”

Tessa and Mouse looked at each other. Then laughed. 

“I couldn’t come up with a joke!” Tessa giggled.

“Me neither!” Mouse chuckled as well. “Yeah, there were so many, my mind went blank.”

“Ladies,” Aria said primly. “We need to focus now.”

“I’ll do that, Skylar,” Steven said. “We have a couple of days before we fly to Grand Lake. I can make sure I, or we, make time for them.”

“Yes,” Aria affirmed. “We want to make the five widows feel welcome.”

“The Five Widows,” Mouse said. “Sounds like a new show on Netflix.”

“No way!” Tessa brightened. “Rhaegen Mulk had his Terror Trio, Rahaab his Trinity of Wives, and Steven Drokharis has the Five Widows.”

“Are you okay with that?” Steven asked Skylar.

She shrugged. “It’s how you keep referring to us. And it does sound formidable.”

“Badass!” Bud held up a hand for a high five. Tessa obliged him.

“And you also have the Onari Guard,” Liam said. 

Aria gave Steven a long look. “It is as it should be. We need to grow in power lest our enemies destroy us.”

The Yellow Ronin furrowed his brow. “I have something to discuss,” he said. “And I’m glad Sabina isn’t here. You see, she is struggling, failing to find the focus to shift into her Homo Draconis form. If she can’t do that, she can’t do the final rituals which will unlock her True Form.”

Mouse shivered in Steven’s lap. She’d helped Edgar Vale torture himself for hours on end, burning off every bit of his skin, in the final ritual. It had driven him insane and traumatized her.

“What can we do to help?” Tessa asked.

“Sit with her. Meditate with her. Offer her your time and your attention,” Liam said. “Doing this alone is difficult, but if we support her through this time of crisis, she will find her way. This is where many fail. Uchiko and her ninjas are half-dragons forever because they didn’t have the necessary focus and support during this critical phase. In the end, they were lucky. Most simply die.”

Steven wondered why the Latina Magician hadn’t mentioned anything. But then the answer came to him immediately. She was proud, and this was intensely personal for her. In some ways, he knew she doubted herself because of her disability. He’d told her time and again that she was a valuable member of his Escort already and didn’t need to complete the rituals. But her mind was set on it. 

He thought of Uchiko and her failed Dragonskin ninjas. They were outcasts, not welcome in the Dragonsoul world and required to be hidden from the humans. Rahaab had taken their memories but fixed their skin, so it was possible to reverse the effects. Maybe with something called FleshForge? That seemed likely. But again, if he couldn’t perfect his Magica Divinatio, how could he hope to progress along the new skill tree abilities?

Speaking of which.

“Tessa,” Steven said. “I saw words in the encrypted pages when I tried to use divination. ‘Not yet time. Wait for the next torch. Then you will open one eye.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

Tessa shook her head. “No, and it’s not even a very good haiku. But Steven, I’ve gone back to the second volume of your father’s grimoire. I want to try portal magic.”

It was like she’d told them all she wanted to bang Bud on the table in front of them. There was a moment of disbelief.

Aria beat Steven to the punch. “No! You have seen what it does to Liam. And we are not ready to face the Zothoric, not when we are still fighting among ourselves. It’s dangerous.”

Tessa raised an eyebrow. “More dangerous than going through the Dragonskin rituals? Or going up against an Alpheros? Or what about fighting lizard men on motorcycles in a thunderstorm? Have you been paying attention, Aria? All of this is dangerous.”

Steven thought about it. Skylar asked about the possible portal between the North American continent and Australia. No one knew of one. Liam had done some looking, but the only static portal he knew about was between Denver and Mumbai. It was why Aria had been given to Rhaegen Mulk to marry, to bring their Primacies together.

After Aria had refused the marriage, her father had disowned her. Since then, Rhakshor Khat, the Dragonlord Prime of the Maharashtra Primacy in India, had not reached out to Steven.

“That’s the thing,” Tessa said. “I won’t be able to create a new one for a while. However, I think I can tweak the existing portal by moving both sides. I might only be able to do it a few miles at first, maybe farther once I get better.”

Liam dropped his head and rumbled laughter. “You youngsters. You wonderful, amazing, brilliant children.”

Tessa’s eyes went wide. She glanced at Steven. “Is that good or bad laughter?”

Bud shrugged. Aria was quiet, waiting to see where this went.

“I’ve heard you were special, Tessa.” Skylar smiled warmly. “You use Magica Defensio spells like no one else. And now you are revolutionizing Porta magic. But, Liam, is that even possible? I’m not a Magician, so I don’t know.”

Liam turned thoughtful. “I’ve read through Stefan Drokharis’s notes on the Porta magic from the second volume. The Denver doorway has existed for thousands of years, before the Europeans came to America, even before the First Nation people migrated down from the Beringia Primacy, long gone now. Across the U.S. there are mystical pools surrounded by ancient Dragonsoul ruins buried deep under the earth. One of those pools leads to India. We’re not sure why, and the answer has been lost to time. But the portal has been around for a long time and has not alerted the Zothoric to our presence. It could be possible to alter where each opening appears without drawing their attention. But dangerous as well. You are dealing with the fabric of time and space.”

“It’d be like moving a hose,” Tessa explained. “The hose is there, but I’m just gonna adjust each end a bit.”

Bud had to make a dumb joke. “Uh, huh, ha, you’re talking about adjusting the hose.”

“Dude,” Tessa hissed. “Now that you’re a zillionaire lawyer, no dick jokes.”

“Better than dick pics,” Mouse threw in.

“Very true,” Tessa replied.

Steven let them banter. He found himself thinking about the mystical pools in the Lookout Mountain Aerie. The caves lay in ruins, but if they could be excavated, maybe those pools could prove useful in the future. It seemed like it. He also thought about the three doors on the rooftop of his father’s St. Vrain Aerie. They led to other worlds, but he wasn’t ready to explore them, not just yet.

“So there were Dragonsouls in America before the humans?” Steven asked.

“Without a doubt,” Liam said. “The Alpheros came to Earth fifty thousand years ago. They mated with the early humans, and the first Dragonsouls were born. And spread. I’ve investigated the lore about Rahaab, Mathaal, and Icharaam, and I’m wondering if they didn’t tell other early Dragonsouls about the Mirror-Souled Path. There are stories about three powerful dragons that ruled all of North America thousands of years ago, the Americos, but that might just be legend. Or they might be dead.”

It was the first time Steven had heard about them, but his intuition perked up. Working on divination magic had deepened his connection to mystical knowledge. “Or they are still alive, posing as normal Primes, but hiding their true power. Hmm.” Steven turned to Tessa. “Honestly, do you think you’re ready?”

“I totally kicked ass at Divination Tag, Steven. I’m ready.”

Aria scowled. “Unlike you, Steven, she didn’t have to cheat.”

Tessa gave her a fist bump before continuing. “I’ll be careful with the Portal magic, but I have to try. I think once I master that, I might be ready for the new Mirror-Souled abilities. Liam, have you had any luck with them?”

“I haven’t tried.” Liam’s frown deepened. “Without an Escort, without a constant flow of Animus, I simply don’t have the strength. Worse yet, if I tried, it might kill me. Unlike you reckless brats, I plan on living a very long time.”

“When are you going to get back on the old bang wagon?” Mouse asked.

Liam shook his head, giving her a bored look. He hated talking about his personal life and the fact he was still grieving his murdered Escort from fifty years ago.

“Anyway,” Steven broke in. “We’ll continue to study and train. Bud will finally buy us a jet, and Skylar will fly it. We’ll deal with the Grand Lake Morphling problem, then tackle the Queensland Primacy issue.”

“First, though,” Bud said seriously, “you have a date with the bang wagon. Four new babes need your loving attention. Listen, bro, if you need help, you can always count on me.”

Steven laughed. “It doesn’t work that way, Bud. Sorry.”

“He’s right, though, Steven,” Skylar said. “You have your duties as a Dragonlord Prime to perform.”

Bud sighed. “Your life, Cool Whipp, your fucking life. Billionaire bang-boy and all-around badass. If I didn’t like you, I’d hate you.”
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Two nights later, Chastity Wayne was still in Chicago, still in the middle of the Dragonlord drama going on. This time, she’d made it all the way up to the bar in Morty Flint’s Aerie, at the top of the InterContinental Hotel in Chicago.

She put an arm around her Prime, Carlo Bart Baxter. She stood on his right. Prudence was pressed up against him on his left. Their place at the bar had a view of the Magnificent Mile stretching out in a flash of lights, cars, people, shops, hotels, and restaurants. To think, at one time, after the big fire in 1871, the Water Tower had been the highest landmark around. Morty had been Prime back then, ruling over the Big Shoulders Primacy. Of course, it had been tiny compared to the amount of land he now ruled over.

Chazzie and Pru wore matching pink gowns that brought out their creamy skin and accentuated every freckle. Their pink lipstick was the same color. They’d done up their eyes in dark makeup to make their light brown eyes pop, pop, pop.

Morty Flint had asked a few Primes up for a secret meeting, hush, hush, and don’t kiss and tell. Along with Carlo Bart were Louis Laloux from the French Swamplands Primacy and Roy Right of the Sin Cities Primacy. 

The twins had studied up on the Dragonlords at the private rendezvous, a cabal within the Conclave if you will. Maybe Rahaab had done something similar twenty years prior. Ha.

Both twins excelled at research. Knowledge was power. Not quite as powerful as a pretty smile, a round ass, and a big pair of tits, but almost.

Louis Laloux was a voodoo cobra who would kill you while he gave you chocolate. And Roy Right was all swagger, sin, and lust. He’d cut your throat for a dollar poker chip and laugh while doing it. Both were power hungry, sure, but weren’t all Dragonlord Primes? 

Carlo Bart had insisted the twins come up with him because for one, they looked so good, and he loved showing them off. And for two, he trusted Chazzie and her sister. As he should.

Chazzie glanced at the gold ring on her left hand and smiled. These poor dragons had no idea who they were dealing with.

As for Morty, he’d grown comfortable in his massive Primacy but kept himself safe. Rumor had it he had fifty wives, from vicious old Dragonsoul females who could melt the pavement with ChromaticFury to a variety of Morphlings who could take any shape, to Warlings who could murder you from a thousand yards with a slingshot. Morty was swimming in vassals and pussy, without a doubt.

So he came across as relaxed and in charge. Unlike her boss and the two greedy Primes who sipped scotch from tumblers, ice clicking.

Chazzie had really wanted to get to know the East Coast Primes. They were kind of a mystery, kept to themselves, but didn’t seem buddy-buddy. There had been whispers that the three Primes might be the legendary Americos brothers. 

Anyway, Chazzie was stuck with the villains she knew. Boring. Typical. Easy to predict.

Morty acted as bartender, pouring drinks, lighting Louis Laloux’s cigarette, and playing host. His gunmetal eyes were bright and inquisitive. Chazzie noticed he wasn’t drinking, not a drop. Could he be planning a hit on them?

It’d be a shame to watch him die. Carlo Bart could blast the shit out of the Primes in the room. He had secrets no one could guess. And while Chazzie and Pru might have seemed unarmed, they weren’t. Far from it. Both had diamond bracelets dangling from their left wrists, a gift from Carlo Bart.

Chazzie watched every face carefully, evaluating the threat. No, Morty wouldn’t try to extend himself that much by going for Primacies not close by. And Roy Right was a good buffer to the two Californian territories ruled by Primes who’d been fighting a war, hot and cold, for a century. It was a delicate balance, but then so was Dragonsoul politics across the entire U.S.

“We blamed the collateral damage the other night on terrorism,” Morty said.

He was referring to the hit on Steven Drokharis after the Conclave met. Chazzie and Pru were playing a dangerous game, all right, but it had been the right move warning Steven. For now.

Roy Right piped up. “It’s a useful dodge nowadays. All the supposed ‘gas explosions’ were getting old. But Morty, you think I did something? I didn’t. Hand to heaven. What I got is small, two cities and some junk land. I’m not gonna be messing with this Drokharis fuck anytime soon.”

Chazzie knew Roy was full of shit. But she didn’t think he was behind the assassination attempt. She wasn’t exactly sure who was, but she wouldn’t have bet on anyone in the room. The rogue Magician they’d paid said she’d seen Steven Drokharis murdered in front of the hotel. Another version of the history had him crucified at the top of the building after trying to fly away. A third? That he’d fall into Lake Michigan and escape. Thank you, door number three.

“Oui,” Laloux added. “I have no desire to leave the coast. Now, maybe I go after you, Carlo Bart. I enjoy the gulf, and Galveston has a certain charm.”

Carlo Bart grinned, showing perfect white teeth. His blues were icy. “You wouldn’t want my Primacy, Louis. It’s too dry for a Cajun gator fuck like you.”

“So who do you think organized the hit?” Morty asked. “I warned everyone that this was going to be a civil affair. It makes me look bad. And that pisses me off.”

But Morty didn’t seem all that angry. Damn, Chazzie wouldn’t want to find herself in a poker match with him. No wonder he’d survived countless uprisings and would-be conquerors.

Chazzie had some ideas, had some suspicions, but she wasn’t there to talk. She was there to be eye candy and to gather information. Carlo Bart had made that clear. It had allayed some of Chazzie’s fears. Some, but not all.

She caught Pru’s eyes. Her sister might look cool and as beautiful as a moonrise, but she had Chazzie’s same fear. Damn. Well, she was the smart one, and only stupid people wouldn’t get scared walking through a pit of rattlesnakes.

Morty waited but no one said anything. “Well, gentlemen? Speak up. I won’t take your silence well.”

And that was the game. The person who spoke first just might be the culprit or at least might have information. He’d want to exonerate himself, fast, quick, and in a hurry. Then again, maybe the guilty party would sit in silence and hope it all passed. Hard to tell.

Chazzie felt a little line of sweat itch her forehead. She couldn’t be sweating now, nope, that would not play out well. She took a deep breath and went to her happy place, with her guns and her sister out on the target range. The rattle of a big gun gunning calmed her like nothing else, other than Prudence when they were out on the town, dressed to kill and with the local judge in their pocket.

Carlo Bart finally barked, “That sounds like a fucking threat, Morty. You think because we three talked shit to that little fucker while he gave his stupid fucking speech that we tried to kill him? Chastity, Prudence, can you believe this guy?”

Chazzie smiled and did what was expected of her. This part was easy, thoroughly and exhaustedly scripted. “Oh, CB, you know Primes get nervous. He’s just trying to make things right. He did say that Colorado kid could come here and not get hurt. Right, Mr. Flint?”

She gave him the look, the smile, and then stuck her boobs out a bit. 

And Morty looked. Ha, three hundred years old, and they still looked.

Now it was Prudence’s turn. “Sorry, Carlo, but I wasn’t paying attention. Daydreaming, I guess. What was the question?”

The dragons all laughed. Morty did so because it was expected. Carlo did to ease the tension. Laloux and Roy Right guffawed because they thought Carlo Bart’s twins were simply dumb women. 

And that was why their little interchange was thoroughly scripted. It was easy, and it worked.

Carlo Bart acted indulgent. “Did I order the hit on Steven Drokharis, Prudence?”

“I don’t think so,” Pru said. And oh, she hid her fear so well. “You’d have told us, right, CB? You tell us everything, right?”

The Texarkana Prime snorted. “You know I do. See, Morty, not me.”

Oh, but that was what scared Chazzie and Pru. In fact, their Prime did tell them everything, and if he’d started keeping secrets? Well, maybe he was onto their little game. If that were the case, they would find themselves in Oh-Shit City.

“I don’t see Javier Jones,” Chazzie said, acting confused. “I’d have thought he’d be here. He’s a part of the West, isn’t he? Or does he just do the Mexico thing?” She risked raising a hand to massage some of her sweat away from her brow. She had to be subtle. If she could get the men talking again, well, she could take a break. Every word she said was dangerous to her and Pru. Better to stay quiet and pretty and listen close, real close.

“Yeah!” Carlo Bart thundered. “Where is that little desert rat? You invite him? Or are you just going after us?”

Morty leaned up against the bar, his arms flexing in his suit. For an older guy, he had some guns. “I invited him. He couldn’t come. He said he had business in Corpus Christi. Do you know anything about that?”

“No, and he should’ve checked with me before coming into my territory,” Carlo Bart growled.

Chazzie sure as hell hadn’t known. Neither had Pru by the mystified look on her face. Damn. Javier Jones had been quiet for a long time now. Chazzie didn’t like it, and she didn’t like that Javier was dicking around in Texas.

 “What about them farm boys?” Roy Right asked. “The fat guy and the pale guy, from the shit places. They smell like shit.”

“The Farmlands and the Dakotas,” Morty clarified. “Yes, I checked with them. Their alibis were tight, and I think their conquering days are behind them. I’ve made some deals with them because, as you know, they might be next on my list. But not right away.”

Both of those Primacies were Morty’s next-door neighbors. He would know.

“Perhaps we should pin our suspicions on Clete’s woman?” Laloux asked. “Zut alors, we haven’t seen Clete in a long while now.”

“The Deseret Primacy, yes,” Morty said. “As you know, they keep to themselves. And it doesn’t feel right. I think it’s one of you. Or perhaps Javier Jones. Regardless, I won’t forget this. And when I find out who broke the rules of the Conclave, there will be consequences.” The Great Lakes Prime looked straight at Carlo Bart. “And yes, that is a threat.” 

The two dragons eyed each other, then broke into smiles. This was all part of the game of being a Dragonlord Prime. 

A little shiver went through Chazzie. If Morty did put an end to Carlo Bart, she’d wind up with a new Prime. Might not be so bad. He wasn’t completely disgusting for an older man, and he was powerful and smart. Maybe she and Pru could do amazing things with good ol’ Morty Flint.

But no, Steven Drokharis was the future, for better or for worse, alive or dead, richer or poorer, in sickness or in health.

It really didn’t matter. In the end, Chazzie and Pru would rule. They wanted it all. And they wanted it now.

Chazzie caressed the gold band on her ring finger with her thumb. More than that, she knew about loyalty. At least she thought she did.

 

***

Hours later, Carlo Bart was snoring softly in the master bedroom of their suite at the InterContinental. Chazzie was out on the balcony, wrapped in a blanket. She could’ve shifted to stay warm, but the chill felt good. It was too hot in the damn room. Their Prime couldn’t adjust a thermostat to save his life. Mostly he erred on the too-hot side.

Both Chazzie and Pru had made it clear that they weren’t going to be sleeping with Carlo Bart in any bed in any room. They’d do sex, together, because Carlo Bart was a man, and men liked twins. The hotter the better. World without end, amen. Chazzie and Pru got everything they wanted because of that one single, simple fact. It was as true as the script they’d followed in that room full of powerful Primes.

So Carlo Bart had the master bedroom and the twins shared the queen bed in the other bedroom, but they’d pick their normal side and stay out of each other’s way. They’d slept in the same bed most of their lives. It had gotten to the point where Chazzie couldn’t get much rest if Pru wasn’t across the way. Neither snored or talked or stole covers or threw punches. Just slept. Twins, sisters, best friends, accomplices, and bad bitches to the end. And that too was scripture.

If Chastity Wayne were human, the cold would’ve driven her inside. But she wasn’t. A pure-blood Dragonsoul, she’d been born to a Ronin with a good head on his shoulders. If he’d come tripping on up to Chicago and had flown up to the balcony, he’d have told his daughter to quit worrying and to quit thinking. Sometimes too much thinking could lead to a hangover as bad as too much drinking.

True enough, yet Chazzie found herself mystified by her thoughts. It was only a matter of time before her sister came to check on her, so Chazzie started the countdown. “Three. Two. One.”

Pru came out, wearing her mink coat and her fuzzy slippers. Not a good pairing but they weren’t having to impress or seduce anyone at the moment. “Sister,” Pru said, “I should be worrying. You should be painting your nails or starving yourself or doing whatever pretty girls do.”

Chazzie shook her head. “There you are. Right on time. Maybe I wanted some peace and quiet for once. Did you ever think of that?”

“Ha. That’s a laugh. If that were the case, you wouldn’t be out here worrying so loud I could hear it from the other room.” She sat down on a patio chair and patted Chazzie’s knee. “Tell your old Auntie Prudence all about it.”

“We have to know who put the hit on Steven. Not for Carlo Bart, and certainly not for Morty. But for ourselves and our plan. If Steven gets whacked…” Chazzie couldn’t finish her thought.

“So what if Steven gets killed, Chaz?” Pru blew out air. “Another dumbass Dragonlord we don’t have to deal with. You know what? I’m more worried about those three East Coast Primes. Or Javier Jones. That guy is quiet, smart, and observant. Our little ditzy twin act wouldn’t fly with him. And what’s he doing in Corpus Christi?”

Chazzie didn’t need to say a word. Pru was right, straight down the line, about everything. And yet it didn’t sit right with her. Then she put into words what she’d been thinking all along. “Maybe Steven really can change things.”

Pru shot up. “Oh, hell, here we go. I’ll go put on coffee. Ladies and gentlemen, Chastity Wayne is getting philosophical. This just might take all flippin’ night.” She slid open the patio doors and disappeared inside.

Chazzie had to laugh to keep from crying.
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[image:  ]

 

Steven soared under the ceiling of storm clouds, a long black dragon hidden from the humans down in Rocky Mountain National Park. Skyline Drive was closed; otherwise, he’d see cars driving along the scenic road. He tailed Skylar Blacke. She was easy to follow because of her auburn scales edged with black and her cedar scent. Aria was a splash of crimson to his right, and Mouse was to his left. Like him, she had a sheath hanging from her wrist. For her it was the Slayer Blade. For him, it was Samael’s Lash, and he was still getting used to flying with its weight.

It was harder to keep track of it when he shifted, to slide the strap over a shoulder or to loop it around his waist. He was improving. Watching Mouse helped.

Steven and the three dragons had flown to save time. They took it slow to conserve Animus, so it took about an hour. Driving would’ve taken three. Tessa hated being left behind. However, staying meant she could help Sabina with her rituals. Liam had returned to his stronghold in Nebraska, and Bud was back doing Bud things in Denver. The remaining four widows stayed to protect the Infinity Ranch Aerie. There was someone hunting Steven, after all. 

Skylar began her descent when Grand Lake came into view. It was a long oval of blue surrounded by the green of pine trees and fields of snow. Shadow Mountain rose on the southwest side of the lake. The touristy little town lay across the waters that were slowly being claimed by ice. As winter progressed, the wide lake would freeze completely, and the ice fishing would start. They were in the mountains, at altitude, and it could get deadly cold, deadly quick.

Skylar landed in a clearing cut out of the thick pine forest. The pattern of a clenched fist had been fashioned out of yellow, red, and black bricks. The arm of the fist led up to a house with a big deck on stilts that had a view of the lake below. Snowcapped peaks tumbled over each other, filling the horizon with breathtaking views. No wonder they’d turned this section of Colorado into a national park.

Skylar shifted into her Homo Draconis form as Steven landed. He also turned into his partial state to give Aria and Mouse room. They landed and followed suit. Soon four Homo Draconi stood on the bricks.

During his transformation, Steven had dropped Samael’s Lash, but Mouse deftly caught her blade and slung the strap over her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Steven, you’ll get the hang of it. It’s like riding a bike. I guess. Never learned. I was too busy learning combat skills and being cool.”

Steven grinned at that. “Wicked cool.”

Aria wasn’t amused. “Stay alert. No jokes. There might be an army of Morphlings about.”

“You heard old Blood and Guts, Steven,” Mouse said. “Leave the joking to the professionals.”

“Blood and Guts?” Aria stopped a minute, her brain working behind her serpentine eyes. “I don’t understand. But I like it. It could be a new name for me.”

“OBG for short.” Mouse shot her a finger gun with an amber-colored claw.

Steven loved that Mouse was relaxing some, and that she and Aria had become friends. There had been a time when that hadn’t been the case.

Skylar sniffed the air. “Orange blossoms and smoke. You smell good, Steven. But Aria is right. We should stay quiet and keep our guard up.”

It wasn’t snowing but the sky overhead was locked up tight with clouds. The only things Steven could smell were the pines and the scents of his Escort—cinnamon, roasting almonds, and cedar. Winter birds flitted from branch to branch, but nothing else moved. Every acre around the house seemed deserted.

“We’ll follow you up to the house,” Steven said. “The sheriff said the Morphlings were mostly seen around Cassius Pine’s old Aerie.”

“Can I just say, once again, that I’m glad he’s dead?” Mouse asked. “Wait. I just did. And I’ll be quiet. Don’t want to piss off OBG.”

Steven grinned. “I can’t imagine you and Aria going into a bar together. It’s like something out of a buddy cop movie.”

“It was. I’m the bad girl, breaking all the rules. Aria plays everything by the book and dishes out her own brand of justice.”

Aria sighed.

Mouse made a funny face, feigning fear, like she’d just gotten busted for stealing cookies from the cookie jar.

Skylar walked up the path with her tail straight out behind her. Aria followed, then Mouse, and Steven took up the rear guard. He had the sheath over a shoulder and he held the big scaled bastard sword in both hands.

They entered the house and spread out into the living room, not bunching together. There was no sign of entry. The place was clean, silent, with a hunting lodge feel to it; deer heads were on the wall. Everything was made from a rustic pine, from the sofas to the chairs to the dining room table. It was a large room with a kitchen on one side and a redwood deck on another. 

They stopped to listen. Nothing. The place was empty or seemed to be. 

“The master bedroom and the study are above us,” Skylar said. “Our bedrooms were below.”

Steven walked over to the windows. The claws on his feet clicked on the wood. “You guys search them. I’ll help in a minute. But first, I want to check out the forest from the deck.”

Skylar clicked a switch on the wall. The windows were panels that could be moved to the side so that the great room could join seamlessly with the deck. Steven walked out to the railing.

Below him were trees, but then he saw the gray wood of an old mine entrance. Something about it struck him. Was he being paranoid? Or was it his intuition at work?

Might as well see with his more magical eyes. “Magica Divinatio!”

Again, all he saw was sex. This time, it was with Teegan Thornrose, who was the tough one, an alpha woman, until she was behind closed doors. Teegan was a busty, blue-eyed redhead, and you’d think she’d like it on top, but that wasn’t the case. She was very private when it came to sex, not bisexual at all, and there was a reason for that.

Steven had met her at the door of the top room of the tower for their date. He’d grabbed her, thrown her on the bed, and then grabbed her hair, pulling her head back. Those blue eyes had melted with desire. She’d been panting. She had a safe word, but she never used it.

Steven understood that Fifty Shades of Grey aside, power exchange in the bedroom was all about trust and vulnerability. Teegan was being incredibly brave in trusting Steven, and he was honored by it. He took his role seriously. It was a game, it was sex, it was role-play, but mostly it was love and admiration with a clear understanding of the limits. Sabina’s vision and his long talk with Teegan beforehand had set the parameters. 

Steven let out a growl. This was not the time for visions of sex with the new women in his Escort. However, that was what his divination magic kept giving him. It was infuriating.

And then his world tilted to the side. Below, explosions took out the struts, and the entire deck cracked and creaked as it slanted down, becoming a ramp. The destroyed deck pushed over trees and shattered wood. The smell of the pulped pines clogged his nostrils.

He couldn’t get his wings out and went sliding down the stained redwood. Patio furniture careened along with him, and one chair got entangled in his arm. He’d fight in his Homo Draconis form and give them a smaller target.

At the bottom were a dozen bears. Wait, not just bears, humanish things, eight feet tall and armored. Kevlar and steel plates covered them in interlocking sections, pliable, allowing for maximum movement while not sacrificing protection. The werebears stood on strong legs. Some had big, hairy human hands. Others had thick, curling black claws several inches long. A few with human hands clutched assault rifles, while others held glowing swords, enchanted to cut through dragon flesh, without a doubt.

Behind them were two serpentine figures. They must’ve been Dragonskins since Liam and Sabina had scried the area and hadn’t found any Dragonsouls. Their divination magic worked. When he cast the spell, it was Pornhub, page two.

Those with guns opened fire. Steven breathed out an inferno. The bullets struck the fire and melted in the heat. His flames reached farther to fry the fur off the bear Morphlings, but a shield spell caught the conflagration. Those Skins had cast defensive spells.

“Magica Incanto!” Steven shouted. The skill set attached to that brand of magic could imbue items with magical energy, but it could also dispel magic.

The shields winked off.

Steven hit the dirt. He hurled the chair off his arm, and it slammed into a long-snouted bear face. When the other Morphlings came forward, he exhaled lightning. No shields to protect them, he blasted the arm off one and sheared the head off another. Then he was up, slashing with Samael’s Lash. He drove it into the chest of one bear, slicing through its armor. The steel plates might protect against other more normal attacks, but for Samael’s Lash, they might as well have been tinfoil.

Blood splashed him and sizzled off his scales. Even better? Animus from the three kills gave him a burst of extra fuel. “Magica Defensio!” he called out, followed quickly by “Magica Impetim!” His black throwing stars killed two more of the Morphlings.

“The spells,” one of the Dragonskins wheezed, “he casts them so effortlessly!”

Steven found grim satisfaction in their fear.

His shield spell would protect him from melee attacks but nothing magical. One of the Dragonskins hurled javelins of purple light at him. The magic exploded into the deck around him, and one burned into his thigh.

The other Dragonskin cast a shield spell, and it smacked into Steven, threatening to crush him against the slanting wood. These guys were learning to get creative with their shields. Good for them.

But he was used to sparring with Tessa, who was the real expert.

Turning human, he was small enough he could slip under the force field. He parried a spear thrust with Samael’s Lash and smashed a snout with the pommel before shifting back into his Homo Draconis form.

With a flick of his tail he bashed in a bear skull. He hacked off an arm with Samael’s Lash, following it up with another Inferno Exhalant. Two more of the Morphlings screamed as they went up in flames. Steven felt their mystical energy fill him, which was good. He needed all the Animus he could get.

Only three werebears were left, along with the two Dragonskins. He brushed the Morphlings back with his shield spell, giving himself some room. The ground was a mix of mud, snow, and blood, and he used the claws on his feet to avoid slipping in the muck.

Howls came from behind him. Two dozen wolves raced around the house, galloping toward him, three feet tall at the shoulder and at least eight feet long. More Morphlings. Incoming. 

“Steven!” Voices from above. “We can’t get out of the house. Shield spells!”

Damn, this had been a trap all along. Most likely, a second assassination attempt on his life. Since Aria, Mouse, and Skylar couldn’t cast dispel magic, they were trapped in the house.

“Magica Incanto!” one of the Skins shouted. Steven’s shield vanished.

One of the last remaining werebears with human hands wielded two scimitars, and he knew how to use them. They whirled around him in a flash of green light and silvered steel. Steven felt one of the blades cut through the scales on his arm. Damn. He was more angry than hurt.

The other two werebears stormed in. These ones had claws, glowing green.

He had to take out the Dragonskins. Then his Escort could join him in the fight. 

Going True Form would be painful due to the towering pines around him. And why give those incoming werewolves more surface area to bite?

He triggered ShadowStrength, pulling muscle power from the Morphling with the scimitars. The werebear let out a gasp and went to his knees.

The two other werebears shambled forward to claw him to shreds. Instead he went human, ducked under them, and then hit himself with SerpentGrace. Once free, he transformed back into his partial form, growing several feet and widening with muscles and scales. Changing size had definite benefits. Just ask Ant-Man.

He drove his sword into the back of one of the werebears, then ripped the sword free. He whirled it around to split the other bear’s skull in half, down to its breastbone.

The wolves were almost on him.

Steven hurled Samael’s Lash near the mine entrance below. 

Then, it was IonClaws time. He ignited his talons, sweeping away gloom. Not even the shadows under the pines remained. He took a swipe at the scimitar-wielding Morphling, but the werebear managed to roll backward, avoiding Steven’s blinding claws.

Oh well. Steven sped past him.

“I don’t believe it!” one of the Dragonskins whispered. It would be the last thing he said. Steven tore his head off with a swipe of his supernaturally sharp talons.

The other Dragonskin leapt on him, a last attempt to kill him, but it was in vain. Steven rammed the IonClaws on his right hand through the chest of the Skin. He cut through his ribs easily and destroyed his heart immediately. Then he tossed the body away.

Still gifted with SerpentGrace, Steven sped around to the mine entrance. It angled down into darkness, a hole in the world. He had to turn most of his body human to get inside the entrance of the shaft, but he was able to keep both arms scaled, talons gleaming.

The werewolves circled the shack and approached him. They weren’t growling or snarling but creeping cautiously toward him.

They’d have to come at him one at a time. He’d leveled the playing field, and those beasts knew it. Some of the wolves turned into towering bears, other became boars, while still others transformed themselves into huge black panthers.

Steven lifted his glowing hands tipped with talons as bright as the sun. “I would go back to your fucking master and tell him you failed. Or die. I really don’t care what you choose, because I’m walking out of here alive.” He grinned. “Well, I’ll probably fly, but you get my point.”

The Morphlings exchanged uneasy glances.

Too late for them to change their minds. Three dragons came flying out of the sky, blasting the ground with fire, lightning, and cold far more bitter than the snow covering the ground. Aria, Mouse, and Skylar were free.

The Morphlings scattered. 

Steven grinned and let the IonClaws ability lapse. He was drained of Animus. Keeping those claws glowing sure was expensive. He stopped and grabbed Samael’s Lash from where he’d thrown it. Then he turned back around.

There was a light down the mine shaft. He heard a soft sigh, a long beat, and then weeping. Unmistakably, it was a woman crying.

Or was it a trap?
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Wings tucked in tight, tail sliding through the dirt, Steven followed the light down the mine shaft. The air was cool, not cold exactly, and smelled musty. The wounds on his thigh and arm were stiffening but not bleeding. He was a tad low on Animus, so he figured he would wait to heal himself.

Gripping the sword, he didn’t wait for his Escort. They could easily handle the Morphlings. He just hoped they would capture one so they could interrogate them to find out who they were working for.

The weeping grew louder. The light wasn’t coming from the end of the tunnel but from a spot where a chunk of the wall was missing. The mineshaft continued to descend. Steven stopped at the crack. A rope was coiled on the floor. 

He glanced through the hole in the wall, making sure nothing would spring out to get him. It didn’t feel like a trap, but then that’s probably what his assassins wanted him to think. He thought to call out and stopped himself. 

The wall had crumbled, revealing a room that probably should’ve been in Egypt or somewhere in the Middle East. Sculptures littered the floor and friezes marked the walls. He saw dragon script, engravings of dragons, and trees, not unlike the pines outside. In the shadows of the trees? Faces. Claws. Teeth.

He thought of what Rahaab had called the Zothoric. Shadows of teeth and talon. He’d seen similar images on the tapestries in the antechamber of the Mont-Saint-Michel library. 

Then he noticed the empty pool in the floor. That was where the light was. Nothing else seemed to be in the room.

Okay, this was a trap. And Tessa wasn’t around to make either a video game reference or to quote from an Indiana Jones movie.

He shifted human, sat down, and then calmed his heart and focused on his breathing. He crossed his legs and spent a few minutes regaining Animus. It was a slow process, but Liam Strider was right. There were ways to get the energy other than sex and violence, though the former was fun, and the latter filled him up faster than anything. 

He didn’t need much. Refueled, he healed himself, then cast a shield spell inside the strange room with all the statuary. That pool. It was very similar to the pools that had been inside the Lookout Mountain Aerie. The edges were similar. This one was dry, though. 

Interesting.

His shadowy shield swept through the room, sliding along the walls, and hovered over the light in the pool.

The weeping had stopped.

Then a soft voice asked, “Is anyone there? Can someone help me?”

Damn, this felt like a trap. He wasn’t going to give away his position. He’d go in hot, sword ready, and he had his shield. The first kill would give him a dose of Animus, and then whoever attacked him would be in real trouble.

Yet why was there a rope coiled on the floor? Did someone lower this woman down and then leave her? Maybe to keep her there while they went after Steven. That was also very plausible. Well, he was about to find out.

He drew the shield up to the missing chunk of wall. As a Homo Draconis, he slid onto the force field and then lowered it down. Once the shield hit the floor, Steven rolled forward to the edge the pool, sprang to his feet, and held Samael’s Lash ready.

At the bottom of the pool was a high-powered flashlight.

A bear peered at him, half-hidden by a statue of a dragon man in a tunic. There were three of the Homo Draconi statues around the empty pool. Three brothers? Maybe Rahaab, Mathaal, and Icharaam? No, they hadn’t exactly been fans of humans or Dragonsouls. The three Americos brothers? Could be.

But he couldn’t spend a bunch of time down there. Not with his Escort wondering where he was and this grizzly bear looking at him.

Then he noticed the color of her fur, a golden-brown color. And those eyes. Blue-green. He recalled the third vison he’d had during their game of Divination Tag. This wasn’t a bear. No, this was a Morphling who’d been lowered into the room and then abandoned.

He shifted into his human form, keeping his sword and shadowy force field ready in case he was wrong. “See, I’m a shifter too. I’m Steven Drokharis.” He was naked, but he didn’t care.

She backed away, huffing, snuffling, making hurt noises.

Steven had to circumnavigate the pool to approach her, but eventually she backed into a corner, near where fiendish faces peered out from under the friezes of pine trees.

“I know you can shift,” Steven said. “I heard you crying as a woman.”

The bear rose onto her hind legs. She was nine feet tall and a couple thousand pounds. She wasn’t armored, though, and in seconds, she shifted into a naked woman, still big, over six feet tall. She had thick, muscled thighs and thick hips. Perfectly defined abdominal muscles rose from the golden tangle of her pubic hair. Her breasts were small, with hard, thick nipples. She was rock solid in some places, nice and pliant in others.

And she was young, probably a couple of years younger than him by the look of her.

But Steven wasn’t drawn to her because of her body. No, those blue-green eyes, so fragile, so full of fear, made him want to be gentle with her.

“I’m Zoey. Are you going to kill me?” she asked. A tear dribbled down her right cheek.

“No,” Steven said. “Not unless you try and kill me first. Were you with the Morphlings that tried to assassinate me?”

She nodded. Then shook her head. Then nodded.

“Don’t kill me,” she said in a voice that kinda broke Steven’s heart.

“I won’t.” No, in his vision, she would get hurt in a battle, but he would protect her. He had no other information, but he knew that.

“Promise?” Another tear slid down her face.

“Promise.” He reached out a hand.

She tore across the room, knocked his arm away, and latched onto him. She was a little taller than him, and she buried her face into the crook of his neck. Her skin felt good against his, her little breasts pressed up against his chest. He found himself with his hands on her hips. But this didn’t feel sexual, despite their nudity. This felt more nurturing.

In seconds, she was sobbing, and he held her through the storms. He’d figured he’d have to fight his way out of the room. But here he was, holding a naked Morphling who was crying like she’d lost her best friend. And maybe she had. 

What was going on? How was she connected to the Morphlings?

“Steven!” Skylar called down into the room. “Are you there?”

The strange werebear stopped her sobs. She stood against him, stock-still. 

“It’s okay,” Steven soothed her. “It’s my friends. We’ll get you out of here. And then you can tell us your story. I’d like for you to hear mine.”

Zoey didn’t say anything, not then and not when Skylar and Aria climbed down the rope to check out the mysterious room. Zoey moved behind him but kept near to him.

Mouse was at the mine entrance, keeping watch.

They searched the room, but there wasn’t anything there except the statues, the flashlight, and Zoey. On the ceiling, however, Steven saw something that made him wonder. Above him, in Dragonsoul script, were the words: 

This Eye Is Closed.

He thought of what he’d seen in the third volume: 

Not yet time. Wait for the next torch. Then you will open one eye.

Could the pool be an eye? Or a portal? With the images of the Zothoric, he wasn’t sure he wanted to mess with anything in the room, not yet. It wasn’t the right time to fight the demons. The Dragonsouls were still warring among each other. The attempt on his life was proof of that.

Zoey was shivering, and he wanted to make sure she didn’t catch a cold.

They could always come back, since Steven owned the Aerie and the ground above. Had Cassius Pine built the house over the mysterious underground room? It seemed likely.

Steven definitely wanted the rest of his Escort to see the underground room. Tessa would research the hell out of the art, and he wondered what Sabina and Liam would see when they cast their Magica Divinatio spells. 

Steven didn’t have the Animus to try, and he wasn’t very confident of what he’d see. Most likely it would give him a lurid vision of his time with Michaela Montes or Abby Free.

When they emerged from the mine, Mouse whirled around as a dragon girl. She growled, “Who’s the giant piece of jailbait?”

“Zoey,” Steven said. “Go easy on her, Mouse.”

Snowflakes twirled out of the sky. Mouse approached her, then shifted human. She took Zoey’s hand and looked into her eyes. “It’s okay, Zoey. I’m sorry. I can be mean, but really, I’m nice. And I promise I’ll be nice to you.”

Steven wondered what was going on. Had Mouse tripped and hit her head? She didn’t seem wounded. More bodies littered the ground. All had turned human. They would have to do some quick cleanup, since dozens of bodies would draw human attention. 

Mouse tried to pull Zoey away from Steven, but the Morphling refused to go. The werebear clung harder to Steven.

Mouse became even more gentle. “Okay, Zoey, you can stay with Steven. He’s also really nice.”

Aria began to collect the bodies, with Skylar helping. Steven saw something on the chest of one of the Dragonskins he’d shredded with his IonClaws.

“Hold up.” He crunched through the snow, and Zoey came with him. He was in his Homo Draconis form, but her feet had to be freezing. She neither complained nor said a word. He would have to take her inside soon or she’d be risking frostbite.

Each of the men had a tattoo on his chest. One had been completely ruined, totally illegible. Sticking your arm through a chest cavity would do that. The other, though, had the top half of the circle still there. There was a five-pointed star in the middle. A dash, dot, dash was on the left side with the word “Republi.” Dots circled the star. It looked like some kind of seal.

He thought of the “C” and “OF” he’d seen. “Republic Of.” What did that mean? He didn’t know, but now he had more to go on.

He picked Zoey up—thank you, DragonStrength—and carried her into the house. Mouse followed. In the bedrooms on the ground level, she found a loose dress for herself and the werebear. They then ascended the stairs to the master bedroom. The king-sized bed dominated the room even though the dressers were huge. On the outside wall was a large fireplace to the right of the bed. Windows lined the northern wall, showing the snow falling on Grand Lake.

Steven found a pair of jeans that fit but went shirtless. The fewer of Cassius Pine’s clothes he wore, the better. He lit a fire while Mouse sat with the Morphling. Even though Zoey didn’t bolt to be with him, her blue-green eyes never left him.

With the fire going, Steven went and sat on the bed. Zoey immediately latched onto him. Mouse put a gentle hand on Zoey. She relaxed into both their touches.

When Steven gave Mouse a questioning look, she explained herself. “I know what it’s like being the new girl in town. Aria sure isn’t going to be welcoming to Nell here, and Skylar is a little freaked out being back in the same place where some bad shit went down.”

“Nell?” Steven asked.

“Tessa isn’t here. Someone has to make the pop culture references and be the sweet girl. And it kind of slipped out. Sorry, Zoey, last joke, I promise.”

Zoey gave her a shy smile, then closed her eyes and held on to Steven like he was her life preserver.

“Uh, what happened down in the mine, Steven? And who is she?” Mouse asked.

“Nothing happened,” he replied. “And I think she was with the Morphlings who attacked us, but not with them, if you get me. She talked at first, but now I think she just needs some time to adjust. Did you, Aria, or Skylar keep any of the Morphlings alive for questioning?”

Mouse winced. “Yeah, Aria went in hot. Skylar and I followed. We froze what we didn’t toast with fire or lightning. Not sure if any got away.”

Steven wondered if the news hurt Zoey, but she didn’t seem to hear. Or she heard and didn’t care. Getting her story was going to take some time.

And they had another issue. How were they going to get Zoey home? 

Only one solution. One of the humans would have to drive down from Cheyenne. Zoey might be able to survive the flight as a werebear, but she was one heavy girl in her ursine state. No, they’d just have to truck her back to the Infinity Ranch in a car.

Mouse realized that. “I attached my cell phone to the Slayer Blade’s scabbard. I’ll buzz Tessa and see if she can drive in.”

“Tell her to hurry. And bring Sabina. We have a lot going on, and I want to find out which republic sent assassins after me. Republic of what? And what state or country or even city has a star attached to it?”

“The Lone Star State,” Mouse said simply.

Steven smiled. “Republic of Texas. Mouse, you are a genius.”

But his happiness was short-lived. Zoey began to tremble, and she didn’t stop, not for a long, long time. Just that word, “Texas,” put a scare in her that wouldn’t go away.
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Midnight. Steven fell back into his oversized bed in the master bedroom of the Infinity Ranch. If felt good to be home. However, thoughts of what he’d seen in the Grand Lake chamber spun in his mind.

Everything in his bedroom was big—the bed, the fireplace, and the desk. He’d set up a secondary office near the glass sliding doors that faced east, and he’d transferred some of the texts and the topaz pen from the library tower to his room so he could work there.

For once, he was alone. Tessa was with Pretty, out in one of the widow houses. Like Sabina had foreseen, the two were inseparable, the extroverted barista the yin to Pretty’s quiet yang. As for their new Morphling, Zoey, she was with Mouse in her room. The werebear still hadn’t said a word, but at least she’d stopped shaking. 

The Morphlings that had attacked him had definite ties to Texas. The tattoo was the Texan seal from when it had been its own country. Mexico had outlawed slavery, but Texans wanted slaves, and so they broke from Mexico to become an independent country. The Republic of Texas had lasted from 1836 until 1845, when it joined the United States. 

Steven had forgotten that from his American history classes.

The tattoos he found on the Dragonskins were one clue, but the other was what he found later in the mysterious chamber. For once, his Magica Divinatio magic worked. He’d had help; Liam hadn’t made it down to the Mountain Aerie, but Tessa and Sabina had driven down. All three together had cast the divination magic in the ancient cavern, and the result had been immediate. And puzzling.

When the three of them cast their spells, standing next to the three Homo Draconi, the dust in the air swirled up to form a map of the North American continent. It had reminded him of the magical ink his real father had left him, which had created shapes in the Colorado Springs Aerie when Steven was still figuring out his past. The dust map was tinged pink from Tessa and green from Sabina, with shadows of black streaming through it. That was Steven’s spell color. The edges glowed with a silver light.

Spread across the map were clusters of three circles, intertwined, glowing blue, about an inch in diameter. Tessa had called the clusters Borromean rings: the three circles were connected in such a way if you removed any one ring the whole structure would fall apart. 

One of the Borromean rings marked where he was standing, in Grand Lake. Two more were in the Denver area, one near Sloan’s Lake, and one in the foothills. He knew in his heart that was Lookout Mountain. The other intertwined circles were farther apart, from the California coast, across the deserts of the west to the Appalachian Mountains and coastlines to the east.

All the symbols glowed a blue color except for one. It was down in Texas, and those circles gleamed blood red.

Tessa had brought the topaz pen. She took it from the leather satchel and held it up. “Magica Incanto!” she’d called out. Her eyes still gleamed pink, which meant she was doubling up on spells. Not one Magician in a thousand could do that. But then, they’d always known Tessa was special.

Steven’s divination spell failed first. Then Tessa’s. Then Sabina’s. But when Tessa raised the pen again, the sapphire feathers glowed, and the continent marked by the rings reappeared above them. She’d taken a snapshot of the map with the topaz pen.

Steven put it together. The Borromean rings marked where other caverns were, and he assumed there would be pools there. But would they be full?

And how many of the “eyes” would be closed?

Steven smiled. Like before, they would be following a magical map appearing from the topaz pen. Just like old times, he thought, except this time he and his team were the hunters, not the prey.

They returned home to sleep in their own beds and ponder their next move. While the Queensland Primacy needed attention, so did this Texas drama. Make that Texarkana drama. This was an affair concerning dragons, not humans. Wherever they went, though, they’d have the map with them thanks to Tessa’s quick thinking and the power of the topaz pen.

Steven thought he’d fall right to sleep. The dragon-flight in had taken a lot out of him, and though Aria had refueled him a bit, he still felt weak. Zoey had wept bitterly when she realized that she couldn’t stay with Steven. It was only because Mouse was there that the werebear hadn’t melted down completely. Holding Mouse’s hand, Zoey had submitted to riding back to Cheyenne with Tessa and Sabina in the Orange Crush.

Zoey was so tired she’d collapsed in Mouse’s room and was sleeping there in the petite blonde’s bed. Mouse had grabbed an air mattress to crash in the same room with the werebear.

It had been an eventful day, but Steven still couldn’t fall asleep.

He heard a ruckus in the kitchen, and he left his room to see who was preparing a late-night snack.

It was Zoey. She was wearing sweats and a T-shirt, both tight on her. None of the women in his Escort had clothes big enough for her. She cracked two eggs into a bowl, whisked them like she’d done it a thousand times, and then poured the eggs into a small pan.

On the counter was goat cheese, chives, and sun-dried tomatoes. She chopped up the chives expertly and when the eggs were right, added the ingredients and flipped the omelet perfectly. It was all in the flip. 

Steven wasn’t sure he should bother her. Maybe she needed a bit of time alone to adjust to her new surroundings. She moved with a calm serenity. He retreated and returned to his room.

Zoey was a mystery, but she could cook. Maybe she’d even give Liam a run for his money in the kitchen.

He closed his door and padded over to the desk. Cold moonlight silvered the room, giving him a surprising amount of light but not enough to read by. He turned on the lamp and thumped open the third volume of his father’s grimoire.

He again thought of the words that had appeared the last time he’d tried to decrypt it: Not yet time. Wait for the next torch. Then you will open one eye. Who were those words from? And what did they mean?

He pulled up the Mirror-Souled Path. 
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He’d leveled again, so he could store and wield more Animus. Was that why his divination magic had worked in the Grand Lake chamber? Or was it because the forces at work had finally given him a break from his pornographic visions of sex with the widows? He wasn’t sure. And he damned sure wouldn’t be using the ability in combat.

He looked down the skills on the right head and right tail of the dragon. He’d started to think of them as the Alpherian abilities. He picked up the topaz pen, found a blank piece of paper, and wrote down his thoughts. Slowly, as he scratched magical ink on the parchment, his mind began to put things together.

IonClaws and Mathaal’s spirit had given him the ability to use HeartStrike. That was more of a Pugna ability, anyway, a killing blow for combat only. Steven had always been exceptional when it came to the combat skills. AnimusChain seemed to be more on the Veneficium branch. Tessa was smart to attempt Magica Porta spells. That would be the path to AnimusChain all right. But would Tessa be able to access anything since she wasn’t a Dragonsoul? 

But she wasn’t completely human either. He remembered his vision of her on the beach, her white dress, the tears she wept when she finally figured out who she was.

He considered FleshForge next. That skill was likely an extension of the Transformatio branch, which he’d mastered. However, it seemed FleshForge might be a mix of Transformatio and Veneficium. That seemed likely.

Occasionally, the sapphire feathers on the pen would flash. Yes, part of this was intuition, but the pen was also helping him put ideas together. Memories flooded through of him of his first days as a dragon.

Back to writing about the Alpherian abilities…

Since Tessa couldn’t shapeshift, FleshForge was probably beyond her. But if Sabina became a Dragonskin, she might be able to access it.

As for Enchantrix? That sounded like a magical ability—Enchantrix as in enchanted. And if the Alpherian abilities were like other parts of the skill tree, they required you to master them in order. Tessa had made the mistake of jumping from Magica Cura to Magica Incanto, so she’d never be able to use the Magica Impetim spells. That was less critical for her since she had her Peacekeepers.

Maybe Enchantrix needed the entire Veneficium as well AnimusChain to work. That made sense to Steven.

He’d filled the paper with words, lines, and diagrams, and he blinked. Hours had passed. He had to smile. Not too long ago, he’d pulled all-nighters to study for an exam or to finish a paper. Now he was studying alien magic lost to earthbound dragons, or so he thought. Liam had mentioned something about a legend or a myth that Rahaab might’ve taught others. And the Dragonsouls and Skins he was fighting certainly had more magical abilities than other dragons he’d fought. Was there a rogue sorcerer at work?

Holding the topaz pen, glancing over his notes, he figured he might want to try his scrying magic one more time. He murmured the words, and his eyes leaked shadows. Right away, he knew he wasn’t going to get anything useful.

Back in the upper tower room, this time with Michaela Montes, the day before, the afternoon sun pierced the curtains. He was sweating, looking down at Michaela’s beautiful face—dark skin, gorgeous eyes. She was looking up at him, the expression on her face pure lust. 

“I love fucking you,” Steven had hissed.

“Yes!” the woman uttered. “You’re so deep in me. Filling me up. Stretching me out.”

Michaela’s secret kink was dirty talk, a lot of it, especially when Steven pounded her. Her brown, big-nippled breasts wobbled on her chest as both said the filthiest things imaginable. 

Sabina’s vision, once again, had come in useful. Otherwise, Steven wouldn’t have known what to say. 

Outside of the bedroom, he’d seen Michaela cross herself. She was Roman Catholic, the most religious Dragonsoul he’d ever met. She went to Mass in Cheyenne every Sunday, without fail, and sometimes on weekdays as well. He wasn’t sure how theology, magic, and Dragonsoul culture mixed, but Michaela made it work. 

She spent a lot of time praying, but when it came to sex, she was vocal in a completely different way.

Back at his desk, the vision left Steven, and he sighed. Well, he was nearly through the five widows. Next time, he would probably get the memory of his time with Abby Free, which had been a wild night, one of the best of his life.

Steven clicked off the light and returned to his bed. It was nearly 3 a.m. Remembering all the obscene things that Michaela had said to him had raised his libido. He thought about who he should wake for a late night/early morning booty call. He had nine women to choose from.

Nine. Was that right?

Aria, Tessa, Mouse, Sabina, Skylar, Teegan, Pretty, Michaela, and Abby. Ten, including Zoey, but he wasn’t going to go there with her, not for a long, long time.

He started subtracting others from the list. The five widows were still new, and he didn’t want to risk them thinking he was some asshole who would demand sex at all hours, day or night. Out of the five, Pretty would probably be the most amenable if he started slow, kissing her gently awake, telling her how beautiful and how loved she was. That might work. 

But that didn’t feel right.

If Sabina was in the mood, and awake, she could probably sense he was feeling randy. He waited a heartbeat for the door to open. Nope. Sabina was probably sleeping soundly in her bungalow. Besides, she needed the rest. The Dragonskin rituals were weighing on her.

Mouse was a definite no. She loved to sleep. Waking her up would not lead to loving. More than likely, she would grab the Slayer Blade and try to brain him with it. That night, especially, would be bad; Zoey was in the same room with her.

Which left Tessa and Aria. Either one would be up for it. Tessa, however, was the right call. And she was with Pretty. Maybe the two would already be making love. That was a definite possibility.

His door creaked open. Had Sabina felt his need?

No, the feminine form that crept across the floor was tall, with broad hips that tapered up into solid, muscled shoulders. The silver starlight showed the silhouette of wild hair. Zoey. 

She slid into bed with him and curled herself around him. He could feel her hard nipples through the fabric of her tight T-shirt.

“Zoey, what’s going on?”

He’d forgotten she had stopped talking. Or had she?

“I feel terrible,” the bear girl whispered. “You saw me at my very worst. I fell to pieces in that cave and afterwards. I’m usually not like that, and I feel bad. I want to be strong for you, Steven. You, above all others, need your Escort to be strong.”

The way she said his name, there was awe in her voice.

“I do,” Steven said. “But Zoey, this is all kind of sudden.”

“It is, but I don’t care.” A growl edged her voice. “You’re famous. You’re powerful. And the minute I saw you, I knew you were the one.”

Steven had zero interest in taking advantage of this girl. She’d been traumatized, obviously. The Morphling assassins had stashed her in the chamber, might even have abandoned her there. Aria did have some concern that she might be a spy, but Sabina had cast a spell and said Zoey might be emotionally wounded, but she wasn’t dangerous. In fact, she had a strength and cunning that would help them in the end.

Now, Steven found himself in bed with her. The werebear smelled good, a sweet smell, some kind of perfume that had a subtle musk to it. She’d showered, so part of that was soap, but it was mostly her. Mouse had complained to him that she’d tried to get her fuzzy hair under control, but it did what it wanted. Steven thought she was beautiful regardless. Her blue-green eyes made up for everything else.

“What do you mean famous?” Steven asked. 

“Everyone is talking about you,” Zoey answered. “You have magic no one has ever seen. No one can kill you. For me, it’s not just about your power. You are the one Dragonsoul I want to give my life to. My mother served a Prime, but I can’t talk about that. And I won’t talk about the Sounder, not yet.”

“What’s a sounder?” All this wasn’t sitting well with Steven.

“No, the Sounder. The me is the we.” The way she said it, it was clear she’d memorized it, and it was something she said often. “The me is the we.”

Could it be some kind of cult thing? But Steven wasn’t going to push it. “Look, Zoey, I know you’re drawn to me. It’s part of being a male Dragonsoul. I do want to help you. We all do.”

“I don’t need help now,” Zoey said. “I want to join your Escort. I want to wear your ring. Please, make love to me. I thought if I made something to eat, it might help me sleep, but it didn’t. I felt bad taking Mouse’s bed. But really, I couldn’t stop thinking about you, and what we can do together.”

And there it was, an invitation for sex wrapped in a moral dilemma. He’d felt a connection to her, right away, when he’d had his vision of her and her blue-green eyes. She’d been hurt. He’d wanted to protect her.

Steven’s father wanted him to gather an Escort. But Stefan Drokharis had never said if that meant three wives or fifty.

He’d taken six months to slip into bed with the Five Widows. But this? He hadn’t known Zoey for six hours.

“Look, Zoey, you’re feeling vulnerable. Being left alone in that cave must’ve been terrible. Your family—”

“Not my family,” Zoey cut in harshly. “My real family is dead, but they died serving the Prime. But I can’t talk about that. I was left alone because when I realized that you were our prey, I couldn’t go along. Not you. Not the great Steven Drokharis. You are going to change things so no one else has to be an orphan ever again. No more dead parents. No more broken families. No more sadness.”

Steven grinned. Her skin was velvet soft against his body. Again, he inhaled her scent. It was getting hard to think. And he’d already been excited when she first came in.

“I want to change things,” he said. “How old are you anyway?” He remembered Mouse’s jailbait joke.

“I’m twenty. The same as you.” Then she got mad. “I know you want me. I can feel it. I can smell it. Why do you think I came in? Your scent changed. You want sex. Don’t you dare deny it. I’m awake, and I want to do it.” She was almost growling, sounding very similar to a bear.

“But, Zoey…”

The big girl grabbed him and threw him down on his back. She was remarkably strong. She swept off the covers. Muscles flexing, she cast off her shirt. Naked, she straddled him.

She snarled, “I’m wet. I want this. And I feel you getting hard. You want this.”

And then he was inside her. There went all thoughts of morality. She was tight around him, warm, wet, and wonderful. His breath came out in gasps. 

She rode him, working her hips. The moon showed him the ridges of her abdominal muscles. He touched them and traced his fingers up her skin to her nipples, thick and large on her little breasts.

And then it was his turn to growl. He pulled her down, kissing her, tasting her for the first time, even as he slipped in and out of her core. He gripped her hips and pounded into her, but he wanted to be more in control.

He rolled her over onto her back. She might be strong, but he was stronger.

“Yes,” she yelped, spreading her legs wide. “Like that, Steven, yes. Take me. Love me. Own me.”

Tessa would have definite ideas about both her word choice and Steven’s actions, but it was too late to turn back. He’d tried to delay their lovemaking, but Zoey had made the choice for them. Steven could’ve said no and stopped it. But he hadn’t. Fuck it all, this felt right.

The second he’d seen her blue-green eyes he’d loved her.

Both were overcome by the passion. Before he knew it, he was orgasming, licking at her neck, feeling the miles of skin and muscle under him. She was bigger than him, and there seemed to be a whole continent of lovely, sweating Zoey that he could spend a lifetime exploring.

She held him to her, silently clinging to him. “I wanted this, Steven. I’ve been lost and alone and aimless for years now. But now I have my purpose. I have you.”

It was a lot to take in.

They shifted around until Steven was lying on his back while she rested her head on his chest. Soon both were fast asleep.

Steven dreamed. He was back in the Grand Lake chamber, in the pool, surrounded by the three dragon men. He looked down, thinking he’d see water, but instead, a black ichor filled the basin. He felt the claws scratch at him, but he had armor protecting his legs. 

Shadows of talon and teeth. The Zothoric. But then three figures rose from the pool. Black fluid flowed down their scales. Three Homo Draconi, faces full of fangs, claws ready to rend him. But the three were connected by their tails. Their bodies had merged. Dragonsouls. These three were dragons.

Steven heard his father’s voice echo through the cavern, repeating the same three words. The sound, bouncing off the walls in the chamber, grew louder and louder until Steven felt cleansed in the cacophony.

“Gather an Escort! Gather an Escort! Gather an Escort!”

Those three deafening words jerked him out of his sleep. The sun was blinding. A new day. Zoey slept on, her wild hair covering her face.

And for the first time in a while, Steven had complete clarity. He knew exactly what needed to be done, and he knew that another road trip was calling him.

Corn Nuts and Donettes were in his future.
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Events fell in line quickly. Tessa and Pretty took Zoey into town to buy her a new wardrobe and anything else she needed. The three were gone for most of the day.

Bud was doing a different kind of shopping. He finally decided on a private jet, the Gulfstream G500. Skylar approved. They had a video conference with their consigliere and some Gulfstream executives.

With the jet issue settled, Steven asked to see Skylar, Mouse, and Liam out in the north garden. They all wore coats to protect them from the chill wind. It was cold, but Steven liked being out in the winter, surrounded by the hearty Wyoming plants. Those grasses and sage could survive long dry winters and fifty-degree temperature changes. He planned on being just as tough.

Mouse grumbled. “Why am I even out here for this super-secret meeting? I’m the kick-ass swordswoman. If you need me to fight, I’ll fight, but I hate these Dragonsoul politics.”

She didn’t bring it up, but Mouse had given him a strange look when she realized that Zoey had shared his bed the night before. That troubled him. The inevitable conversation with Tessa worried him more. However, Zoey was finally engaging with the other women in his Escort. Pretty McGillicuddy was currently trying to tame Zoey’s wild mane along with Tessa. Those three together were the cutest thing ever.

“You’ll see in a minute, Mouse,” Steven said. “So, last night, I realized we need to split. Liam, I want you and the Five Widows to take our new jet to Australia. You’ll be my official representatives in the Queensland Primacy. At this stage, I need a presence there. An attack is coming. I’m surprised none of the other Primes haven’t moved on us already.”

Skylar spoke first. “It’s because they’re scared. You killed Jaxon Wenck, an old, unpleasant worm to be sure, but a powerful one. They were watching to see what you’d do next. And since no one can scry you, they might’ve thought you were already in Australia.”

Liam was strangely quiet.

“I’m not going to fucking Australia,” Mouse snapped. “There’s no fucking way. I will not be sent away.” She seemed close to tears.

“No, Mouse,” Steven said. “You’re going to stay with me. We’re going to Texas, to investigate what the red rings might mean.” He and Tessa had shown them the map using the topaz pen.

“Also,” he added, “we’re going to find and kill whoever is sending those assassins. Might be Carlo Bart Baxter. Might not be. We’re going to find out.”

She gave him a furtive glance and nodded. “Texas? Good. Good, it’s just, I don’t know, they have all those snakes and spiders in Australia. And Foster’s Lager. I used to drink a lot of that piss from the land down under.”

Steven knew the real reason why she’d gotten upset. Mouse was afraid she’d be dropped. Of course, that would never happen, no matter how massive his Escort became.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’re staying with me.”

Mouse scrunched up her face. “Then why in the fuck am I out here in the cold?”

Liam sighed, and his nostrils steamed. The wind blew the mist of his breath away a second later. “You might reconsider going after he tells you why, Mouse. At least, I think I know why Steven wanted you here.”

Steven inhaled sharply, catching the scent of the sage. This was going to get dicey. “Yes. Mouse, with Liam gone, you’ll need to take over Sabina’s Dragonskin rituals.”

Mouse paled. Her nose was already red from the cold, and her eyes lost their twinkle for a minute. Worse yet, she was speechless.

The breeze mussed Liam’s hair. “He’s right. She can’t do it alone. And depending on how long I’m gone, you’ll need to start the burning.”

Mouse closed her eyes. “Do you have Elftears?”

“I do,” the Yellow Ronin replied. “I’ll give them to you.”

“Then I guess I’ll be torturing a blind woman. That’s just great.” Mouse turned and walked back inside.

Skylar shook her head. “I’ve helped with the Dragonskin rituals before. Mouse is right to be upset. It is awful hurting someone like that. Why is Sabina doing this?”

Liam walked out to a low retaining wall. He turned. “This won’t be the first time Sabina’s been tortured. First, she had her eyes burned out of her head. Rhaegen Mulk thought she was blind and useless, so he gave her to his Magician to cut her, to feed on her Animus. She was left for dead. I think those experiences have put a deep fear in her. She felt so powerless. And now she thinks with more power she’ll be safe.”

Steven was struck by the Yellow Ronin’s wisdom.

If only they could talk Sabina out of it, but he knew she wouldn’t relent. Her mind was set, and she was a strong woman, one of the strongest in his Escort. But then, so was Mouse. She might complain endlessly, but the petite blonde would do her duty, no matter how awful.

Liam wasn’t finished speaking. “Steven, sending me and the Five Widows to Australia might be a mistake, not only when it comes to Sabina, but because I might not be the right person. I serve you, yes, and I am proud to be your vassal, but I don’t have your power. And I so wanted to leave the world of Dragonsoul politics behind me.”

The Yellow Ronin wasn’t saying no, but he wasn’t enthusiastic about going. Steven wasn’t sure what to say. He could order Liam to go, and the Ronin would obey because he was loyal, but that didn’t feel right.

“I need you to go,” Steven said after a bit.

Skylar jumped in. “I can do most of the work, Liam. We need you there because you are a male Dragonsoul, big and strong. Also, you’re the Yellow Ronin. People have heard of you. We can use that fame. You won’t have to say two words. And if we find ourselves in a fight, we can make sure you get the first kill to give you the Animus.”

Steven was finding that he loved Skylar Blacke. She was a natural leader and knew just the right thing to say. Nothing like a confident, mature woman to ease a situation.

Liam smiled. “But I will miss my home, my art, my piano. I was never much for travel, not even in my younger days.”

Skylar smirked, but only for a second. She quickly turned it into a smile. “I’m certain there’s at least one piano in Australia you can play. And me and the other widows will try not to tempt you too much.”

“If only you could,” Liam said sadly. And then he gazed out at the horizon where the sea of cold brown met the faded blue sky. 

He was thinking of his lost Escort. Someday, Steven hoped to hear the full story; fifty years later, the Yellow Ronin still grieved.

This was the first of two difficult conversations. The second would be with Tessa about Zoey. Steven wasn’t looking forward to it. However, he was curious to hear Tessa’s thoughts on the werebear. Zoey was a mystery. In some ways, she was an open book. In others? A complete enigma.

“What’s a sounder?” Steven asked abruptly.

“A sounder of swine,” Liam replied. “It’s like a pack of wolves or a murder of crows. It’s a collection of pigs.”

Zoey’s words came back to him. The Sounder. The me is the we. He shivered.

 

***

The next morning Steven woke up alone. Zoey had said she planned on waking up early to go for a run. He wasn’t sure if she went jogging as a human or something else.

The day had come in gray. A fierce wind shook the entire house like it was trying to scrape it off the ground. Steven met Tessa in the kitchen, since she was up and making the first rounds of coffee in their three-thousand-dollar espresso maker with the automatic grinder. The thing was even tied into the water lines of the house, filtered, though the water they were pulling from the well was the best Steven had ever tasted.

They’d spent the prior day packing and coordinating. Liam and the Five Widows would drive down to the Denver International Airport to pick up the new jet, which Skylar would fly to Brisbane. Eventually, they would keep it in a hangar at the Jerry Olson Field, Cheyenne’s regional airport.

As for Steven, Aria, Tessa, Mouse, Sabina, and Zoey, they would drive to Texas. Not only was it to accommodate the humans, but it was safer if they were together. Also, dragon-flight sucked. Road trips had bonded them together, and those long hours in the car would help welcome Zoey into the Escort. Along the way, they planned on finding a tattoo artist to give her the hurricane circle so no one could scry the werebear

They’d lock up the Infinity Ranch tight. It had been built to be a fortress after all. Steven and Tessa agreed, in a quick meeting, that they would take the three volumes of the Drokharis Grimoire as well as a few scrolls and their few magic items. That meant Samael’s Lash, the topaz pen, and the topaz dagger, which they had started calling the Angel Knife after Nikki Angel, one of Cassius Pine’s wives who’d tried to stand against Rahaab. She’d been slain for her rebellion, but then Rahaab had resurrected her using the dagger. Tessa had started calling it the Angel Knife, and the name stuck.

Steven walked purposefully into the kitchen.

Tessa knew where Zoey had slept the last two nights, and she of course knew what the two had been doing. While Steven had thought he’d go slow with the big girl, Zoey had had other ideas and the muscle to carry them out. Every time he tried to talk to her, he’d wind up on his back until the lust hit him. And Zoey loved it.

But what did the barista think about the situation?

Since only the two were up and moving in the cold dawn, Steven asked her. “Tessa, I wanted to talk with you about Zoey.”

He stood leaning against the marble island. Through the windows, the grasses shivered in the windstorm. The house creaked and cracked with every blast of the relentless gales.

The barista swirled the metal cup of milk around the steamer in a whoosh. She then snapped out the portafilter and banged out the grounds. She did it all with such practiced ease. It brought back a million memories of watching her work at the Coffee Clutch while he’d crushed on her, hard. She’d seemed forever beyond his reach. And here he was, not just with her, but with Aria Khat as well. He had to shake his head at himself. Back when they first started their adventures, he’d thought a threesome was just some fantasy. Now? He’d had foursomes and moresomes. 

She tamped down another batch of grounds and jacked it into the machine. He realized she was as smooth with the espresso maker as she was on the battlefield with her Peacekeepers. She really had gone from a barista to a gunslinger.

“What about Zoey?” Tessa asked. “Other than the fact that she’s as sweet as Pretty McGillicuddy and as smoking hot as Abby Free. And about as wild.” Tessa smiled at him. “We can hear you out in the widow houses. Lucky Mouse sleeps so deep and Aria is happy you’re getting your Animus needs taken care of. We’re all fine with it.”

Steven was taken aback. The barista swiveled and gave him a cup of perfectly black espresso, three shots.

Tessa liked her coffee full of milk and a variety of flavored syrups. Occasionally, she’d swear off dairy and use soy, almond, or coconut milk and cut out the sugar. But she’d slowly creep back into her old habits. After nine months together, he knew Tessa Ross so well. 

Steven didn’t sip his coffee. He was too shocked. “But… I mean… she was so hurt and traumatized. And then she jumps into bed with me. And she told me she wants me to own her. I’m thinking this isn’t very healthy.”

Tessa leaned against the counter, holding her coffee to her chest. She was wearing an old Pat Benatar T-shirt, no bra, and faded green Colorado State University sweatpants. Go Rams! She rolled her eyes. “Please, Steven. This whole healthy thing. When it comes to sex, healthy looks like a lot of different things. America was partly founded by Puritans, right? I mean, other people too, but they were a big part of it, and we were raised with that so it’s hard to see, sometimes. Of course, the Puritans would say that you should wait six months to a year before even holding hands, let alone fucking.”

Steven raised his eyebrows. “This was not the reaction I thought you’d have. What if I’m hurting her? What if I’m stopping her from healing from whatever situation we rescued her from?”

“Maybe the sex will heal her. What if she’s working out her own issues and you just happen to be the hard cock she needs right now?” Tessa asked.

“So I’m being used?” Steven laughed a little.

Tessa set her coffee down and went to him. She held him tight. He caught the faint smell of Pretty’s perfume on her mixed with coffee and her own sleepy smell.

“You’ll survive it,” Tessa said. “And Steven, we aren’t just talking about different cultures here. We’re talking about a different species. From what I gather, she was born into a Morphling family. Her mother was a shifter, trained to serve a Prime. Don’t know which one. And her father was as well. She was raised from birth and taught how to use her Animus to change shape. She was literally a cub, a puppy, and even a shoat.”

A shoat was a baby pig. A sounder of swine. The Sounder. The me is the we.

“The point is,” Tess continued, “you and I are strangers to this society. We were raised as humans with human ideas of monogamy. What’s healthy for a Morphling? We have no way of knowing. And you aren’t planning on leaving Zoey, are you?”

“Not at all,” Steven said. “My father’s ghost, or his spirit, or whatever, made it very clear from my dream that this is exactly what I should be doing, gathering an Escort. I have my Hoard, and yeah, I have Aeries coming out my ass. But what about Zoey’s thing about me ‘owning’ her?”

Tessa smiled. “Could be just sexy talk. I hear Michaela Montes likes to get vocal. Or it could be that Zoey has been looking for someone strong to hold her, protect her, and give her life a purpose. She sees that as ownership. Again, she’s not exactly human.”

Steven let out a shaky breath. “I hate that I have this power to draw women to me. Maybe she can’t help herself because I’m a Dragonsoul. I want women to be with me because they want to be, not because they have to be.”

“It does muddy the waters,” Tessa agreed. “And if you were an asshole, you could really take advantage of it. But you don’t. You aren’t immediately marrying us. If you were a narcissistic prick, you’d demand that we become your wives with that fucking ring thing. Now that shit is evil, and wickedly powerful. I’ve read up on the marriage ceremonies. Once you put on that ring, everything changes.” She then grinned. “And come on, you don’t hate your seductive powers all that much.”

That made him smile. “Maybe not.”

Tessa squeezed him. “As for Zoey? She will figure herself out. And we can be there to help her. It’s going to be a long journey. If we continue to love her and each other, we’ll be okay. In the end, sex is not a big deal and really, really powerful, both at the same time. It’s so strange, and we have a lot of hang-ups about it. Even me still.”

He kissed her. “Tessa, you are amazing and brilliant.”

“About sex and relationships I am. For a lot of this other stuff? Totally clueless.”

Mouse came traipsing in and sat down at the dining room table. She let her head fall to thunk on the table. Her blonde hair was sticking straight out from her head in all directions. She looked rough. “Coffee.” She coughed. “Must. Get. Coffee.”

Tessa laughed. “Coming right up. I love this life! It’s like a slumber party every night!”

Aria was already loading their vehicle for the road trip and working hard. That woman never stopped. 

Zoey came in from her run. She was in a thick wool sweater, a hat, and gloves along with some tights that hugged her thick legs. Smelling of the cold, she sat down next to Mouse and rubbed her back.

Steven expected Mouse to lash out with some sarcastic comment or push the werebear away. She didn’t. Instead, she leaned into the touch.

Zoey smiled at him. He smiled back. Every day she was getting stronger. When would she be strong enough to tell them about her past?

Would they find some answers in Texas? Steven didn’t know, but he was determined to stop the assassination attempts on him, and the hitmen seemed to have ties to the Lone Star State. At the same time, he was drawn there to investigate another of the mysterious chambers, maybe with full pools and more answers.

All he knew for sure was that, other than the cluster in Texas, all the three intertwined circles had been blue, including the one that marked the Denver portal to India.

The marker in Texas, however, had been red. Blood red.
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Their first day driving to Texas was going to be full. 

Steven wanted to check out the Denver portal, which was marked on the topaz pen’s map. And he’d promised his mom he’d help her decorate for Christmas, which was only a few weeks away.

On their way out of town, they stopped at a Little America to fill the new Cadillac Escalade. Little America was a Western institution, part gas station, part restaurant, part hotel. Its mascot was an inexplicable penguin.

They still had the battered old Ford Bronco II, the Orange Crush, as well as the rusted Suburban from Montana that Tessa had dubbed the Poupon. When Bud suggested they get rid of both vehicles, Steven disagreed. They ran. They were fine, and with the growing collection of women at the Infinity Ranch, he needed as many vehicles as he could get.

It was Tessa’s unofficial job to name their vehicles, and she was baffled at first. “What do you call a new car? I’ve never had a new car. And it’s a Cadillac? What? All I can think of is, ‘Jeeves, could you drive to the King Soopers for some capers?’”

And just like that, the new SUV had a name. Jeeves.

The wind continued to blow. A few flakes of icy snow leaked from the clouds but nothing serious.

Steven pumped gas with Aria while Tessa, Mouse, and Zoey went inside to get ice cream. Yes, it was cold, but Little America was famous for their ice cream cones.

All three women were in various versions of jeans: Tessa’s were ripped while Mouse’s were tight, showing off her cute ass. Zoey’s jeans didn’t quite fit her. They had to be loose to accommodate her thighs, but then her butt was lost. She kept having to pull them up but watching her do that was oddly adorable. She’d left behind her silence to become a big, awkward, friendly girl, quick to smile, and sometimes he knew she laughed just to be a part of the group, not really understanding what was going on. And that was okay. Better she laughed than cried. Sometimes, though, he’d catch her tearing up as she gazed out the window at the countryside.

Sabina stayed in the car, in the wayback, sleeping. Jeeves seated six comfortably but could hold eight. With how he was collecting women for his Escort he’d have to buy another one sooner rather than later.

Aria talked to him while the big SUV sucked gas. She wore a long red wool coat with a furry black hood. On her feet were black boots. “What you are doing is right, Steven. I am very glad things are progressing so well.”

Steven had bought a black North Face Gore-Tex shell he wore over a gray wool sweater. His mom had knitted him a black scarf to go with it.

“And what am I doing that’s right?” he asked.

“Sending Liam and the Five Widows to Australia. I approve.” Aria gave him an intense look.

He felt a big “but” in the air.

“Glad that you do,” Steven said.

Then Aria hit him with it. She glanced into the SUV window to make sure Sabina was sleeping, then she said in a low voice, “Some dragons in India believe that if you are born a Dragonsoul, that is your destiny. If you weren’t, you should accept that you are human. Sabina is a powerful Magician, sure, but she might be fated to fail the rituals. She is risking a lot.”

“Maybe,” Steven agreed. “But it’s her life. And in America, we believe in self-determination. We love stories of self-made people.”

Aria nodded. “You do. But sometimes the people are unmade by their dreams.”

“Part of the deal,” Steven said. He recalled what Liam had said about Sabina’s motivations. “But I think in this case, she is recreating herself. I want all of us to support that.”

“I have,” Aria said. “Even though I disagree with it.”

“What do you think of Zoey?” he asked.

Aria smiled, and her striking green eyes glittered. “At first I had my suspicions. But now? I see she is strong, she is simple, and she adores you. She is a perfect addition to your Escort.”

“Is simple good?” Steven asked.

“Of course! I am simple. It is a good way to be.”

“How are you simple?” The pump clicked, and he replaced the handle.

Aria replied at once. “I serve you. I fight for you. I love you because you are good, powerful, and I can trust you. It is all very simple. We battle. We win because we are strong.”

“Strong and smart,” Steven corrected. “We’ve not won on muscle alone. We’ve gotten lucky, sure, but we’ve also come up with some pretty effective strategies. We’ve revolutionized how dragons use shield spells, for one thing.”

“Because of Tessa.” Aria’s face showed her love for the barista.

Steven nodded. “Yeah. And I love her too.”

Tessa, Mouse, and Zoey returned with bags of travel snacks and their ice cream. They piled into the Escalade and got back onto I-25, going south. Aria rode shotgun. The three ice cream girls packed the middle row, all licking and sucking on the cones. Zoey got some vanilla on her nose, and Tessa licked it off her before kissing her on the lips. Both giggled.

Mouse rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s just about the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Steven wasn’t sure about Zoey’s sexuality. Just one more question he had for her. He knew she was hanging out with Tessa and Pretty, but that didn’t mean they were fooling around together. Tessa and Pretty? Oh yeah, lots of banging there.

Tessa sobered. “Bad news. Other than ice cream, Zoey is not much for essential travel food. She said no to both Corn Nuts and Donettes. I even tried nacho-cheese Doritos or chili-cheese Fritos, but she refused. And she declined a Yoo-hoo.”

“What in the hell is that?” Mouse asked. “Is that like, ‘Damn, girl, you have some nice yoo-hoos.’”

“No, not boobs, a Yoo-hoo is a chocolate drink,” Tessa explained.

“I eat healthy,” Zoey said. “Is that okay? I bought carrots and trail mix.”

“Yeah, trail mix. Just raisins and peanuts.” Tessa shook her head. “It’s just so sad. What about the M&Ms, Steven? What about the M&Ms?”

Steven laughed.

When asked what music she liked to listen to, Zoey turned the question back on them. And so Tessa put on their road trip favorites. She played “Stacy’s Mom” for herself, “We Own It” for Aria, and “Free Bird” for Mouse.

That last song seemed poignant now. Shortly after the last time he’d heard it, Mouse had left them to face Rahaab alone.

For Steven, she put on “House of the Rising Sun,” but she went with The Animals version from 1964. 

Steven had to smile. “I like it, but I like the Five Finger Death Punch cover better.”

“Oh, come on,” Mouse said. “The new one is total crap.”

“Uh, I have to agree with Ms. Tact back here.” Tessa then went Wikipedia on them. “Do you know how old that song is? It dates back to the 1920s if not older. They think a version might have been around since the seventeenth century. For real. And is the house a brothel? Or is it a prison? Or is it a pub? We don’t know. The only thing we do know is that The Animals do it the best.”

“I like Bob Dylan’s cover,” Sabina said from the back.

Aria didn’t side with him. “I’m with Mouse and Tessa.”

“Zoey?” Steven asked.	

The big bear girl colored. “What? Oh, I don’t know. I like all the music. Don’t make me choose, okay?” She seemed visibly uncomfortable.

“It’s okay,” Steven said. “You don’t have to.”

Tessa held her hand and calmed her. Steven felt bad for putting Zoey on the spot. It had all just been conversation. It shouldn’t have been a big deal, but then the werebear was new to the group, and it was obvious she didn’t want to make waves.

“You’re outvoted, Steven,” Aria said.

He shrugged. “I have someone actively trying to kill me. And I don’t think it’s for my poor music taste. In the end, I have more important things to consider.”

“Not sure there’s anything more important than your music taste, my Prime,” Tessa said. “I have serious doubts about your Primacy.”

“Take a ticket and stand in line,” he shot back. “I got a world of shit to do. Check out the Denver portal, help my mom decorate for Christmas, drive down to Texas to see why all the pool chambers are blue except the one near Odessa, Texas. Oh, and figure out which Dragonlord Prime is trying to kill me.”

At some point, he wanted to call the Wayne twins to get their take on things and feel them out more. Could they be involved? He had to consider the possibility. That would be a damn shame.

They hit Denver, and he pulled into the northwest parking lot of Sloan’s Lake off Sheridan. They all piled out. Steven thought it must be quite the spectacle. Steven and five beautiful women from model hot (that would be Aria) to an emo goth chick (Tessa) to homespun earthy (Zoey fit the bill there). Mouse was the token sexy blonde. Sabina turned heads even as she unfolded her white cane.

The clouds soon gave way to Colorado sunshine. It was fifty degrees and climbing, so the path around the lake was full of moms pushing strollers, bicyclists, and a few runners.

They walked down the path to the restrooms and park office on the north end. 

“So this is where the portal is?” Steven asked.

“It is,” Aria said. “I swam through here two years ago.”

He wondered what she meant by “swam.” He would soon learn.

They walked around to the east side of the squat building made of big gray stone, cemented together. There were three garage doors, which probably housed maintenance equipment. However, they found a corner wall that was all rock.

“Tessa, could you hide us, please?” Aria said.

“Magica Defensio.” A pink force field flashed into existence. Tessa had gotten good at creating charms that were part shield spells, part concealing magic, to stop humans from seeing things she didn’t want them to see.

And Zoey was big enough to shield them from the path a bit, anyway.

Aria continued to orchestrate things. “Sabina, please, we need an Incanto spell on those bricks to access the chamber.”

The Latina Magician cast the spell, her eyes glowing green for a minute. The rocks in the corner split to reveal a staircase leading underground.

Steven went first, followed by his Escort. Once the last person was in, the stones shifted around like busy ants to hide the secret passageway. The staircase had been chiseled out of rock, roughhewn and wet. It descended fifty feet to open into a room not unlike the one they’d seen at the Grand Lake Aerie. That one had been sealed off from the outside world. This one had a definite entrance. Friezes of dragons and humans had been carved over an archway as well as on the walls, surrounded by mountains and pine trees. These forests, however, showed no sign of demons carved into the stone.

A single large pool glowed in the middle of the room, full of swirling crystalline blue water.

Approaching it, Steven smelled the scent of sulfur. It was a hot spring of some kind, or maybe that was just the odor of static portals. Again, he was reminded of the sacred pools in the Lookout Mountain Aerie.

Glancing up at the ceiling, he saw the jagged slashes of Dragonsoul script. He read the words:

This Eye Is Open. Do Not Let Yourself Be Seen.

“What can you tell me about those words?” he asked Aria.

She didn’t have an answer. She merely shrugged. And yet her face seemed troubled. 

Mouse went to the pool and gazed down. Shadows of blue light flickered over her face. “It’s really more of a throat, right? But ‘the throat is open’ doesn’t really sound very mystical, does it?”

“Open throat does sound dirty,” Tessa agreed.

“And dragons love that poetic shit,” Mouse finished.

Sabina chuckled. “No, chica, you obviously don’t, and you’re a dragon.” 

“The exception that proves the rule,” Mouse replied.

Sabina cast a Divination spell, and her eyes gleamed green. Now, she didn’t need her cane. She walked to the pool.

Tessa helped Zoey get closer to the portal entrance. The Morphling’s eyes were wide, and she seemed ready to bolt for the surface at any minute. 

“Maybe I shouldn’t see this,” Zoey said. “Maybe this is secret Dragonsoul stuff, and I’m not worthy.”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with being worthy.” Aria peered down into the waters. All of them were clustered around the basin. There was no bottom. It just disappeared into darkness. The water danced, and the glow threw wrinkled shadows around the sculpted walls.

Aria’s eyes traveled over the surface of the pool. “I emerged here last year. My father shipped my things. I brought some clothes in a waterproof bag. And I had a scroll to read an Incanto spell to get out. That was it. A new life for me, but only for a little while. I was meant to marry Rhaegen Mulk.”

“So you swam through the eye?” Steven asked.

“Yeah, see?” Mouse protested. “Swimming through an eye doesn’t work. You swam up through the throat from India. That works.”

Aria didn’t respond.

Steven thought that swimming into darkness, in hot water, trying to get to the other side would be frightening, especially for someone coming to a new country on their own. He marveled at Aria’s bravery. She was Old Blood and Guts, a warrior every bit as tough as General Patton had been.

Steven processed his thoughts out loud. “So this portal is working. The pool, or eye, of the Grand Lake Aerie was closed, okay? And not letting us be seen is probably a reference to the Zothoric. But what else is there to learn? Sabina, do you see anything?”

“I see your father here, Steven,” the Latina Magician said. “Stefan Drokharis, studying the friezes, trying to discern who created the portal and why it has been static ever since. And I see Dragonsouls building it, casting spells, millennia ago—after the Egyptian pyramids, but before the founding of Rome, when humans wearing leather hunted on these lands and Dragonsouls drifted through the clouds unseen.”

Tessa touched the waters of the pool and whispered, “Magica Divinatio.” Her eyes glimmered with a bright pink light. “Across the universe. Isn’t that a Beatles song? This portal emerges in Mumbai on the other side of the globe, but really, time and space fail in its waters. Across the universe. It was a movie. It’s a novel by Beth Revis. We had it in our school library.” Her mouth went slack.

Sabina let out a sob of horror. Her face had gone pale. 

“No,” Tessa hissed. “Time and space. A crust of bread. There is mold. There are maggots. Across the universe. They must eat.” She then said a word—it slithered out of her mouth, hard consonants, long wheezing vowels.

The walls came alive for a minute. Where there had been blank stone before under the friezes of pine trees, there were now eyes, fangs, the slash of talons in the rock.

“No, they might see. They might see!” Sabina shrieked. “Magica Incanto!” She fell to her knees, her eyes dark. Tessa had also lost her divination spell and her eyes were no longer pink. The barista collapsed to the smooth stone floor. Aria went to her, to help her, while Steven ran for Sabina.

Zoey turned tail and fled for the surface.

“Well, for the love of biscuits,” Mouse spat. “This is just peachy. I’ll go comfort the Morphling. You guys get your shit together and get the hell out of here.” She sped away.

Now the darkness at the bottom of the pool seemed sinister. Steven wanted his Escort out of there.

“Let’s go,” he said. “We can talk about this up in the daylight.”

“What kind of word came out of my throat, Steven?” Tessa asked in a small voice. “It hurt my throat to say. It hurt my soul.”

He didn’t know. But he thought they might have just heard their first word in Zothoric.

He glanced back at the walls. The stone under the friezes of the pine trees was empty again. Had he just imagined that it had changed? He didn’t think so. But he took blank stone as a good sign.
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They restored the wall of the park office and were soon driving down Sheridan. Steven called his mom and told her they were on their way. She was overjoyed to have help decorating for Christmas, still three weeks away.

They caught Sixth Avenue to Speer Boulevard and then took a left on First Avenue. The Whipp-Ross Compound was three houses together near Cherry Creek Mall, protected by Uchiko and the Onari Guard.

In the gatehouse, a hooded dark-skinned man waved them through. Building the gatehouse and the gates had been relatively inexpensive compared to the cost of cutting through the red tape. It wasn’t exactly bribery to get the building permits, but then again, it wasn’t exactly legal.

With the amount of money Steven had, and was willing to share, certain government officials grew quite creative with the workarounds they offered.

In the end, getting the compound built had been worth it. The final thing they needed was warding magic, but that meant access to the ever elusive AnimusChain ability off the Mirror-Souled Path.

The three houses were huge, but one was clearly larger with an extra story added. That one housed Uchiko’s twenty-three ninja’s, the half-dragons she’d trained. He still didn’t have a complete picture of Uchiko’s life, or any of the Onari Guards’ for that matter. They were ashamed to talk about what they perceived as their failures. Steven sighed. “Everyone has a secret past except for me.” He drove around to park in front of his mother’s house. 

No one replied. They had all been shaken up by what had happened in the Sloan’s Lake chamber.

“I’ll take Zoey to get her tattoo,” Mouse offered. “I’m not much for Christmas festivities.”

That did not surprise him, but he didn’t joke about it. No one else did either. Steven, Aria, Tessa, and Sabina got out of the car.

Mouse drove off with Zoey in the passenger seat. The bear girl waved goodbye sadly.

Not even the sunlight could warm the four that remained behind. A chill breeze blew off the Rockies. Denver traffic seemed hushed. 

“I saw the walls change in that chamber,” Tessa said. “Did we screw up royally? Do the Zothoric know we are here?”

“No, mi amor,” Sabina said. “I would know. We didn’t exactly see them. And they did not see us. But they are there. Not legends. But real.”

“What did they look like?” Steven asked.

“Shadows,” Tessa said.

“Teeth,” from Sabina.

“Talons.” Tessa shivered. “I don’t want to think about them or that word I said. But, Sabina, we’ll fight them, won’t we? I kind of saw it. Kind of felt it. But it won’t be here. It will be somewhere else.”

“Si,” the Latina Magician said. “Somewhere else. And not for a long time. Now, I’m hungry, and I need to meditate. I hope someone has a pinche carrot I can eat.” She sighed.

Steven’s mom was home, and Florence Whipp was as distracted and ditzy as ever. But she gave Aria, Tessa, and Sabina great big hugs. Mrs. Whipp still worked as a janitor at Denver’s airport, but now that she had a new family to worry over, she’d cut her hours. Mrs. Whipp’s usually unkempt hair was tied back in a ponytail to show her face, lined and wrinkled but smiling. 

And then the decorating began. Outside, it was easy to hang the lights on the roof. Tessa took Steven’s mom over to talk with Jared and her sister, Abby. The guy Abby was dating had asked her to marry him, and she’d said yes. She figured she would change her name from Abby to Abigail, to mark the change.

So they had “Abigail’s” wedding to look forward to. Steven already knew Tessa would work herself to death to try to make it perfect for her sister. It made him think about his Escort and their expectations about marriage. He knew a few of the women were looking forward to it. Aria was very traditional when it came to Dragonsoul culture. She’d want the ring. Tessa? It was a different story for the pansexual, polyamorous, gunslinging Magician.

With Mrs. Whipp gone for the moment, Steven and Aria could hide themselves from human eyes to string the lights on the roof. Thirty feet tall, Steven got it done quick, while Aria assisted.

“What did you do last year for Christmas?” he asked the Indian woman.

Aria shrugged. “A girl in my Economics class invited me over. I spent it with her and her family.” She paused, adjusting her wings. “Christmas in America is very culturally specific. There seem to be a lot of rules. For example, the family said presents are to be opened on Christmas morning without exception.”

“Sounds about right.” Steven carefully looped a strand of lights around a nail. He had to be careful with the claws on his feet, so he didn’t scrape up the lawn. “But every family is going to be different.”

“They also insisted on an angel at the top of the tree, not a star. And popcorn seemed to be very important. Strings of popcorn.”

Steven had to laugh at that. “We never did the popcorn thing, but I know other families that did. And we had a star. It was from my mom’s family. Lots of Christmas traditions get passed down.” He finished hanging a strand and took another from Aria’s arms. “So no Christmas in India?”

“More and more there is—especially Christmas trees—but it’s a Hindu country. As Dragonsouls, we were even further removed from the celebrations. Personally, I always found the legend of Santa Claus rather unsettling.”

“A strange man coming down your chimney in the middle of the night? What is unsettling about that?” Steven had to chuckle.

When Steven and Aria were done, both turned back into humans and dressed. His eyes kept going to the gooseflesh on her brown skin. When she bent over, her breasts dangled a bit, and he thought maybe they might find an empty room. 

Aria caught him looking and smiled at him. That smile promised a lot. However, Aria was business first, pleasure later. “Maybe another time, my Prime,” she said, still smiling. “You promised to help your mother decorate the inside of the house as well, and we need to get on the road once dinner is over.”

Steven sighed. Money and power only seemed to add to his responsibilities, not take any away.

She left to see about Sabina. Steven found himself alone outside.

A cloaked man, thick around the middle, emerged from the largest house. Steven recognized him as Haru, one of the Onari Guard. The Dragonskin kept his wings tucked away in the cloth and his tail hidden. His face and hands were normal. His feet, though, were claws that he kept stuffed into big black boots. Haru had large lips and expressive brown eyes. Being around so much rich American food was widening his middle. Kind of funny to see a half-dragon ninja getting a bit chunky. 

He bowed. “Konnichiwa, Steven-dono. I have come to greet you and give you a report.”

Steven nodded at the word dono. It was an honorific, meaning lord. “Okay, Haru, but normally, I talk with Uchiko.”

“She cannot come out during the day to meet you,” he said. “And she asked that you not come in. She has heard of your new additions to your Escort, and she is happy for you. However…” The man frowned and lowered his head.

Steven had told Uchiko on more than one occasion that he didn’t care how she looked. Uchiko, though, was as proud as she was strong. Throw in a dash of stubbornness and at times she could be completely impossible to deal with.

“However, she doesn’t want me to see her,” Steven finished. “Am I right?”

Haru glanced away. “Hai. Sometimes she is more comfortable with herself than other days. Today is not good.”

Steven frowned. Dammit, he had to find a way to fix things with Uchiko. Either he had to figure out a way to restore her humanity or help her finish the rituals. But everyone said that was impossible. Maybe with FleshForge he could change her one way or the other.

Steven let the Uchiko issue drop. He asked, “Does my mother or Tessa’s family suspect anything odd about you?”

Haru shook his head. “There are five of us who can pass as humans and we are in contact. We do the yardwork and make the rounds. The others roam the compound at night to train and to stay fit. The families do not suspect anything, and we will keep it that way.”

Steven nodded. “Thank you for the report, Haru. Please give Uchiko my best.”

The chubby Dragonskin gave a deep bow, then hurried back to the Onari Guards’ house. Steven went back to his mother’s. From there, it was a flurry of decorating, setting up the tree, untangling strings of light, taking out cherished ornaments and hooking them onto the branches of his mom’s fake tree. He’d offered to buy her a new one, but she had refused. Johnny Mathis, Frank Sinatra, and Ray Charles supplied the Christmas carols.

Tessa had already decorated the Ross house with her sister and her mom. The barista, Abigail, and Jared all rolled into his mom’s living room. Abigail was traditionally pretty, so different from Tessa’s wild hairstyles, piercings, and tattoos. Jared had a tiny, withered body, trapped in his big wheelchair. He had a large head with big expressive eyes and soft dark hair. When he smiled, it was like he smiled with his whole body.

“Hey! How you been?”

“Awesome. I mean, aside from the whole wheelchair thing,” Jared said, then grinned. The kid had a sharp sense of humor. “I’ve been playing Fortnite on that computer you got me.”

“Really? You figuring it out?” Steven had paid a little extra to get the computer slaved to Jared’s chair controls, but he hadn’t been sure how the kid would get on.

“Pfff. I’m in the top ten almost every game, and I won twice last night.” Jared beamed.

Steven grinned and shook his head. Jared had grit. He wondered how they might be able to help Jared. If they could master FleshForge, could they give Jared a new body? What were the limits of their power? And if they could heal Jared, could dragons help heal every human on the planet?

Mouse and Zoey came back from the tattoo parlor. Zoey sat quietly on the couch near the street. Her right hand rested on her left forearm, where she’d gotten the hurricane circle with Liam Strider’s special ink. Now, they were all hidden from anyone trying to scry them.

Mrs. Whipp was amazingly gracious, but at one point, she did pull Steven aside into her big, new kitchen with new cabinetry and a wide marble island. “Steven, all these women, they aren’t just friends, are they? I see the looks they give you, especially the new girl, Zoey. She adores you. She keeps giving you the eye.”

That one word, eye, made him think of the chambers. And the third volume’s cryptic warning about waiting for the next torch.

His mother backed up right away when he didn’t answer. “It’s not my place to ask, Steven. I’m sorry.”

“No, Ma, it’s okay.” But how could he even begin to defend his lifestyle with his mother? This was not how he wanted to spend the day. Weren’t there any bloodthirsty Primes he could fight?

“Okay, here’s the thing…” He couldn’t finish the sentence. He wanted to explain that he wasn’t human, that he was different, but realized he couldn’t say a word. He’d promised the Dragonsoul community to keep Dragonsouls a secret from humans. Bud was his consigliere, so in that case, things were different. But with his mom? Probably better she didn’t know.

“Mom, remember what we said at the party?” he asked.

She laughed. “I hardly remember yesterday!”

“We agreed my romantic life was complicated. Let’s just leave it at that.” However, it wasn’t all that complex. He was in love with ten women, and they were in love with him. And human ideas about possessiveness, jealousy, and monogamy simply worked differently among Dragonsouls.

“I’ll drop it, sweetie,” his mom said. Then she smiled. “I love Tessa’s new hairstyle. I’m not crazy about the color, but I don’t miss the shaving part.”

Steven hugged his mom.

The rest of the afternoon was uneventful. They sat down to a late lunch—the gathering was too big for the dining table, so they ate in the living room. Zoey masterfully threw together a big buffet of food from cauliflower-crust pizza to a tossed salad with candied pecans, cranberries, and feta cheese. She found pot stickers in the fridge, a big bag from Costco, and made several batches. She added a vegetable stir-fry and perfectly cooked rice. In the end, there was so much food that everyone just made up their plates in the kitchen with whatever they liked and then sat or stood and talked with whomever they pleased.

Steven spent as much time as he could with his mom, and she kept her word about letting things lie. Tessa hung around with her family mostly, joking with Jared and giggling with Abigail like they were little girls. Then the meal was done, and the Rosses went back to their place. After they all helped Zoey do the dishes, it was time to go.

They said goodbye and left the house to pile back into Jeeves.

Steven had forgotten about the very mundane human reality of rush hour traffic. At 5:30 p.m., I-25 south was a parking lot. He had to sigh.

“Well, how far should we try to go before we stop for the night?” he asked.

Sabina, from the back, answered. “We will be staying in Raton tonight. There is a bed and breakfast called the Heart’s Desire Inn. I made reservations for us months ago. Steven and I will talk. It will be the last night of peace we will have until we return to the Infinity Ranch.”

Mouse let out a choked gasp. “Worst travel agent ever! Here is where you’ll be staying, and here is a cryptic message of doom and despair. I can only imagine the Yelp reviews.”

“I’m not finished, chica,” Sabina said. “Steven, you should also call the twins when we stop to get gas. They will have something to tell you.”

Sure they do, Steven thought. But could he trust a single word they had to say?
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Chastity and Pru Wayne were on their boat when Chazzie’s cell phone rang, playing “Deep in the Heart of Texas.” They’d had a bellyful of Carlo Bart Baxter and needed a bit of time off from scheming. They were in the Gulf of Mexico with Corpus Christi’s lights glittering on the horizon.

They’d been shooting skeet. The scent of gunpowder lingered in the air over the salty sting of the seawater lapping at the side of the boat. Everything else was dark water and starry sky. Pru lounged naked on one of the sofas on the deck. She’d turn into a pink Homo Draconis every once in a while, feel that rush from the fire within, before turning human again to sip her Atrial Rubicite in the big can. They both loved that raspberry beer. Yeah, but they’d brought a case of Bud Light as well because that just made good sense. It had been a hot day, nearly eighty, which was unseasonably warm, but that meant a good evening for floating and drinking on their speed boat which was, in essence, a mini-yacht.

Chazzie didn’t recognize the number, but she answered with a cheery, “Hello?” 

“Hi, this is Steven Drokharis. You gave me your number.”

“Hey, Steven. This is Chastity Wayne. You call to flirt?”

“No, I’m calling because dragons with Republic of Texas tattoos keep trying to kill me. I survived the second attempt on my life. Two had the Texas tattoos. Is your Prime trying to kill me?” he asked.

Chazzie stood. Her pink bikini clung to her curves. She walked to the bow where her sister was lying and turned on the speakerphone. “Hi, Steven,” Pru cooed. “Notice I didn’t call you Stevie? My sister and I are very trainable.”

Chazzie rolled her eyes and mouthed, Be careful!

Steven wasn’t a typical Prime who did most of his thinking with his dick.

“Hello, Prudence,” Steven said. “So, information?”

Chazzie heard a huge whoosh of something on the phone, highway traffic? That sounded like a semi going past Steven. And was that the click and clunk of someone getting gas?

“Where are you calling from?” Chazzie asked. 

“Gas station. From a payphone. Where I am doesn’t matter. One of my Magicians said that you might have information for me.”

Chazzie and Pru had contacted a Magician of their own, Cactus Bill, who was unaffiliated with Carlo Bart. Cactus Bill had given them a tip on the Chicago hit, but he hadn’t seen anything more. Only the fact that the twins were in danger and shit was about to get real. Well, duh. Playing poker for peanuts didn’t get the blood flowing. Playing poker for body parts? That captured your interest quick, fast, and in a hurry.

“Well, Steven, Prudence and I don’t know anything else, other than we want to still be around when you take your victory lap.” Chazzie paused and considered something. “You’re not in Texas, are you?”

Steven laughed. “Yeah, I’m not going to give away my position. Still not a lot of trust between us.”

“No trust, probably no love, but when are we going to share some lust?” Pru asked.

Chazzie again mouthed to her sister, Be more careful!

Another laugh from Steven. “Well, wouldn’t sex just complicate things? And you two have the rings on your fingers. I think your Prime would know if we did anything. That also makes me think that you’re not ready to jump ship yet.”

“But we warned you about that trouble in Chicago.” Chazzie used her thumb to caress the wedding band. “You can trust us.”

“I’ve had other dragons want to make deals with me,” Steven said.

“Yeah, Cassius Pine. The way we heard it, you and Mouse cut off his bits ’til you couldn’t cut no more. Got you five new wives in the process. Ain’t that a good deal?”

“It was,” Steven said. “How many wives does Carlo Bart Baxter have?”

Chazzie and Pru looked at each other. Pru shrugged and waved a hand, giving her sister permission to reveal the confidential information. This was a definite betrayal.

Chazzie talked troops. “He has thirty-five—no wait, Connie Kant has dropped out of sight, but that makes thirty-six.”

Pru, of course, couldn’t resist. “We’re his favorites though.”

Chazzie hoped they were, but she wasn’t about to reveal any of their doubts.

“What about his other vassals?” Steven asked.

Chazzie went on. In for a penny, in for a pound. “Oh, a couple hundred hangers-on… Magicians, Morphlings, Warlings. Probably should add that two of his biggest baddies are Maria Diablo and this crazy-ass dragon named Wyatt Gunn, with two Ns. Kinda overkill if you ask me.”

“Say the Texas machine-gun twins,” Steven quipped. “Saw your email address. Funny.”

“Not so funny. We told you we like guns. The real kind. One N.”

“So you don’t know about Republic of Texas tattoos. Okay.” Steven then asked, “What about the Sounder? The me is the we. Does that ring any bells?”

Chazzie felt nauseous. Of course, that might make sense. “Yeah, we know about the Sounder. It’s a whole mess of Morphlings, more like a cult than anything else. Juice Juice runs the whole show.”

“Wait, the fucking guy’s name is Juice Juice?” Steven let out a sigh of disbelief.

“Not really a guy. More like a power-hungry murderous pig. We’ve kept tabs on Juice. He’s taken little jobs before from Primes, but it sounds like he’s entered the game in a big way. Wow.” Chazzie thought of something. “So my sister and I went to a big secret thing with Morty back in Chicago, with our Prime. Morty is super pissed someone tried to take you out during the Conclave. That might mean the Great Lakes Prime is off our suspect list. Javier Jones wasn’t there, though. Word has it, he’s in Texas on super-secret business. Could be he’s out here hiring muscle, stamping them with old-school tattoos, and then sending them after you. Since they came from Texas, you might think Carlo Bart is the problem.”

Steven put it together. “If I took out Carlo Bart, then Javier Jones might come after me. If he killed us both, he’d double his existing territory. Regardless, he doesn’t have Carlo Bart to mess with anymore.” 

“Sounds possible.” Chazzie didn’t like it, though. Her daddy had shaved with a silver razor. On it was stamped Occam. He said he’d had it made to remind him the simplest solution was almost always the right one. The minute you started making shit up in your head, you were going off the rails into what you wanted to believe rather than reality. That kind of shit got you killed or ass-fucked.

“How about we go talk with Juice, and you have a sit-down with Javier. We have his number, and we could give it to you. Better yet, we know where he is in Corpus Christi—well, relatively. You could bump into him and chat.”

Steven hit her immediately with a, “No, I don’t have plans to go anywhere on your recommendation.”

“You’re right, Steven. We haven’t proven ourselves yet. But you have to understand, we are going to be as careful as you are. If Carlo Bart hears of us trying to align ourselves with you, he’ll cut us into chum.”

“On your boat. I can hear the water,” Steven said. “My big takeaway from this? If I have any hope to take out Carlo Bart, I’ll have to get him alone. He has quite the army in his pocket.”

“Good luck with that,” Chazzie said.

“I have to go. But thanks for the information on Javier Jones and Juice Juice.” Steven hung up.

Pru rose, changed into her partial form, and grabbed her double-barrel shotgun. Cracking it open, she slid in two shells. Chazzie was getting cold, so she stripped off her bikini, went Homo Draconis, and put a claw on the skeet shooter.

“Pull,” Pru said. 

The thrower flung clay targets out over the ocean. They shimmered in the moonlight for a second, until Pru shot them both. Her gun smoked.

“Most likely, Carlo Bart is onto us,” Pru said. “He hired Juice’s Sounders and sent them after our boy Steven without telling us.”

“Yeah, and another thing he didn’t tell us? He sent that hit squad in Chicago, and it was Connie Kant, Maria Diablo, and Wyatt. Steven took out Connie, that’s why she’s dropped out of sight. Bing. Bang. Boom.”

“And the Republic of Texas tattoos?” Chazzie asked. “Why, I betcha those are to stop people from scrying them. Steven and his Escort have something similar without a doubt.”

“Okay,” Pru said. “We have our hypothesis. Now, how are we going to prove it?”

“Find out who hired Juice,” Chazzie said simply. “If it’s Carlo Bart, we’re in trouble. If it’s Javier, we help Steven end him, and then set up Carlo Bart for the same fate. If we turned over four Primacies to Steven? Well, he’d have to take us seriously, if not take us on.”

Chazzie sighed and blew flames from her pink, scaly nostrils. “And just when I think the game’s getting boring, it gets a tad too exciting.”

“Better dead than satisfied,” Pru said. That was another piece of scripture from Bob Wayne. She tossed her gun to her sister.

Chazzie caught it, and they changed places. Chazzie had to smile. Holding a gun soothed her, and they weren’t dead yet.

“Steven was right,” Pru said, thinking out loud. “If we separated Carlo Bart from his army, Steven could take him out. But we’d have to get CB far away. He has troops all over this great state.” She tapped her talons against her snout. “You know, our other choice is to get Steven alone and let his enemies remove him from our equations. If Steven were gone, we could then focus on knocking off Javier. We wind up with the same territory. And Carlo Bart has been easy enough to manipulate.”

“Maybe,” Chazzie said. But then she thought of their brief time in the elevator with the Drokharis scion. He’d been handsome, confident, but not an asshole. What would it be like to be married to someone she could respect? The thought scared her. It meant surrendering up parts of herself she’d kept hidden away. After a lifetime of conniving and scheming, most of her was strong. But what was still weak was downright fragile.

Chazzie let out a breath and more flames. “Bottom line, we have to see where we stand with our Prime before we start betraying anyone else.” She raised the rifle and shouted, “Pull!”

Two more clay targets went spinning off into the night.

Chazzie shot them both. “I hate that goddamn Juice Juice and his creepy cult.”

“Me too,” Pru affirmed. “But sometimes wanting it all and wanting it now ain’t too pretty.”

“Amen to that, sister. Amen to that.”
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Steven and his Escort made it to Raton, New Mexico, and the Heart’s Desire Inn.

While the rest of his Escort slept in their rooms, Steven and Mouse were with Sabina outside, behind the bed-and-breakfast. The Dragonskin rituals were far from pleasant.

In the frosty night, Steven held Sabina to him. He, the Latina Magician, and Mouse were huddled under a cottonwood in the backyard next to the back garage and the alley. The old Victorian rose up above them, silent and still under the starry sky. All the other houses in the small New Mexican town were dark as well. The low scrubby mountains around the little village were lost to the night.

Steven sat as a Homo Draconis cradling Sabina’s naked form. Mouse knelt in front of them as a human dressed in boots, jeans, a blouse, and a coat.

He breathed fire onto the metal brand Mouse held out to him. Once it was red hot, the blonde pushed it into Sabina’s gaunt belly. The Latina Magician twisted under the fire, keeping silent even as tears dripped from her cheeks and onto her chest. The burn would continue to ache after Mouse removed the brand, and that pain would help her channel the Animus back into her body. It was only through such suffering that she could become a Dragonskin.

Mouse dripped Elftears from a vial that glowed blue. Then she murmured the Magica Cura spell. The magic would repair the tissue and ease the pain slightly, but the pain would linger.

“What are Elftears?” Steven asked in a hushed growl. His voice box was a lot bigger when he was in his Homo Draconis state. 

“Not sure,” Mouse said. “They help in the healing process, definitely, but I think their effects are more about the Animus involved. She is literally changing who she is, and that takes powerful magic. I’ve heard stories about some Dragonsouls injecting Elftears for a nice little trip to la-la land. For me? Jim Beam worked just fine.”

Liam Strider had given them the vial of strange liquid. Steven didn’t know where he’d gotten his supply. The name, though, was strange. They lapsed into silence.

 “I don’t think I can keep doing this,” Sabina whispered. “It hurts, Steven. Every day, it hurts, and I’m so hungry. I’m so done with these pinche rituals.”

“I have to leave now,” Mouse said. “If I stay, I will not say the right thing. I know myself. Good night, Steven. And we love you, Sabina, but… you don’t have to do this. No, I take that back. See? I want to be supportive. So it’s off to bed I go.”

Mouse eased herself through the back door of the old Victorian, going quietly so she didn’t wake up the woman who ran the B&B or anyone else. It was a nice place, lots of interesting knickknacks, decorated for Christmas, with a big pine tree in the living room. The breakfasts were supposed to be epic. They had the entire place for their group, something Sabina had booked months before. She said she hadn’t known why but was following her strange visions. When you used divination magic to overcome your blindness, the results could be confusing as past, present, and future collided.

After they’d pulled in and gotten their rooms, Aria was polite, but Steven knew she’d rather have been in the Best Western. She said the beds were a bit too big for the rooms and the decorations very American, comfortable flirting with gaudy.

Steven found the B&B a nice change of pace. All the high-end hotels were all about the same and ran together in his mind.

Sabina sighed. He watched as she took a fresh grip on her self-control. “No, I will get over this. I will not give up. I won’t. I was dead. I’m alive. And I must remember that part of being alive is hurting. This is reminding me I’m alive.”

“We’re here for you.” Steven kept his growls low.

“Si, I know. And I feel that, even from Mouse, who hates what I’m doing. And Aria, who thinks I’m not worthy. But I have to do it. I have to serve you.” Sabina shivered.

Steven covered her chest with his big claws. His scales would give her extra heat.

“You don’t have to be a Dragonskin to serve me,” he said. “You know we appreciate your magic. And there’s Regina to think about.”

That made Sabina smile. “Si, our daughter. Will you marry me, Steven? When I am finished with the rituals, when I can achieve True Form, will you put the ring on my finger, give me a child, and love me forever?”

He bent and nuzzled her with his big scaled head. “I will do that with or without the ring or rituals. But if that is how you want it, I will do it.”

She grabbed his massive arm and hugged it to her.

Steven thought switching the conversation might get her mind off the pain for a minute. And he had a question. “What is the difference between a Dragonskin and Morphling? Both can shapeshift, right?”

“Magicians, Morphlings, and Warlings are all humans who have some Dragonsoul blood in them. For example, I can access the Animus inside me to cast spells. Zoey can shapeshift. A Warling has access to the Pugna abilities: DarkArmor, DragonStrength, and the others. But to really get the benefits of a Dragonsoul, a human has to go through the rituals of changing themselves mentally, physically, spiritually.”

Steven thought about other Morphlings he’d fought. “Karlos Butcher was able to become a giant eagle and a snake, but he preferred being a boar. However, he could’ve turned into a dragon, right?”

“Yes and no,” Sabina said. “When you shift into your True Form, there is magic that helps you function. As a Dragonsoul, you defy physics, all that weight and muscle and solid bones.”

“And a Morphling wouldn’t be able to fly.” Steven got it. “I keep thinking of Zoey as a werebear, but she can turn into other animals, can’t she?”

“Depends on how well she can use her Animus. Most Morphlings prefer a specific form. It’s like becoming proficient with a battle-ax. You can be very good at the ax but fail with the sword. For Morphlings, it’s like that.” Sabina caressed his scales. “I’m tired, Steven. This is hard, but I have to do it. I have to.”

She cast a divination spell to see, retrieved her robe, and gave him a long hug. She retreated inside, leaving Steven alone for a minute.  

A big grizzly bear rambled out of the alley. She stopped and gave Steven a long look. It wasn’t bright enough to see her eyes, but Steven knew it was Zoey.

She came up, sniffing him, rubbing her big body against his. Steven shifted into a human, pulled on his clothes, and petted her rough fur. He scratched her chin, then took two big handfuls of fur in his hands. She kept bumping into him, making happy noises in the back of her throat, growling some, and then rolling him over. She licked his face with a tongue like sandpaper.

Even though she was in full bear mode, she still smelled slightly sweet, like Zoey in her human form. Yes, there was a definite musk there, but he liked it.

He managed to get to his knees and hug her to him. “If anyone is watching, they’ll think I’m insane, wrestling with a big bear.”

Zoey pulled back. Those eyes bore into him.

“Did you need some bear time?” he asked.

She nodded. And those eyes turned sad. 

“I got some more information on the Sounder. And I heard about Juice Juice. You were running with them, weren’t you?”

Another nod. She made whining sounds in the back of her throat. Zoey got in front of him and collapsed in a heap on the ground.

Steven stroked her back. “After your parents died, you didn’t have a Prime to serve. And this Juice guy found you. It was probably okay for a bit, but then they started doing things you didn’t want to do. But you’d rather stay with the Sounders than be on your own.”

Zoey didn’t shift human, and she didn’t growl. He’d guessed right. He continued to talk, trying to piece together what her life had been like before she’d been abandoned in the chamber. “So what you said before, ‘the me is the we,’ that was their motto. You were supposed to forget about yourself, and maybe you did sometimes, but in the end, it wasn’t the life you wanted.”

Zoey shifted human. Her fur turned into skin, and she grew smaller until she was a naked woman, holding her knees, on the dry brown grass. Steven took off his coat and draped it over her.

Zoey straightened, still on her knees, and Steven held her to him. Both were kneeling when they came together. Steven held her, feeling the muscles of her back. They had some privacy, and it was late, past midnight, so Steven wasn’t too concerned about being caught.

“Juice took me in,” she murmured. “I was so alone. Everything you said was right. Everything. I heard about you months ago, and how you were powerful and wanted to change things. I loved hearing stories about you… how black your hair was, how strong you were, soaring through the clouds, how nothing could hurt you. I don’t want to hurt anymore, Steven. I don’t want to be scared anymore. I don’t want to lose anyone anymore. I want you to own me.”

Steven thought about his conversation with Tessa in the kitchen back at the Infinity Ranch. The idea of being “owned” was about being safe and protected. It was the idea of permanence in an uncertain word. It was belonging. And in this case, it was love.

“I’ll protect you, Zoey,” Steven said. “I’ll do my best. But I want you to own yourself in the end. I want you to have the strength and confidence to stand tall, alone, no matter what happens to me.”

Zoey stiffened in his arms for a moment. “Alone. That’s a hard word for me. I know the humans like to think being alone is okay, but being part of the pack, the Sounders, was nice for me for a long time. Even before the Sounders, we served the Prime, our master. To stand tall and confident alone? I don’t think I can. Or maybe I don’t want to.”

Steven wondered if he shouldn’t have said anything. “We don’t have to worry about that tonight.”

“I don’t want to worry about that ever.” Zoey kissed him, making it clear she wanted him again.

They hurried from the backyard, up the steps, and into their bedroom upstairs.

She lay back on the bed, legs spread, lips spread, her pearl ready for his mouth. Thick golden-brown pubic hair formed a luscious triangle between her legs. He brought her to bliss before he got on top of her. He grabbed her arms and pulled them over her head. She liked to be held down. When she was pinned, he sucked on her big nipples. She was big enough and tall enough he could reach them easily. So big, so hot, she smelled so good.

And she was strong. He could feel the hard ridges of her muscles through her skin.

Before long, the headboard banged against the wall, and a shelf of knickknacks went tumbling down. Steven almost lost himself to an orgasm, but he stopped in time.

Zoey giggled, tightening herself around his length trapped in her wetness. “We have to be a little quieter. And I hope we didn’t break anything.”

Their door opened, and Tessa came creeping in. “Uh, what are you guys doing?”

Zoey blushed a bit. 

“I think the kids are calling it recharging nowadays,” Steven said.

He gazed into Zoey’s blue-green eyes. “Are you okay if Tessa joins us?”

“I love Tessa! Sure. And I’m that way.”

Tessa came over, stripped off her T-shirt, and shucked off her panties. “What way is that?”

“I like boys. And I like girls,” Zoey said. “I just like to be touched and kissed and made love to. Will you kiss me, Tessa?”

“I’m that way too.” Tessa got on the bed. She gave Zoey a passionate kiss, touched her breasts, and traced her fingers down Zoey’s hard abdominal muscles. 

Then she kissed Steven. When Steven went back to fucking Zoey hard, Tessa held her, held the headboard away from the wall, and held Steven when he finally went over the edge. Animus swirled around them. 

They fell asleep together, but the bed was just too small for the three of them. Steven finally slipped away a few hours later, with dawn in the sky. He crawled into bed with Sabina. He tried not to wake her, but that didn’t happen. She circled a hand around his length and worked him until he was hard. And then it was sex with Sabina.

He made a mental list. First sleep, then breakfast, then Aria, and then Mouse. They all needed to maintain their Animus levels.

According to Sabina, that night would be the last peaceful one they’d have for quite a while.

Steven wondered if they would be fighting Juice and his Sounders, or would it be Javier Jones? Or maybe they would go up against Carlo Bart Baxter and his army. Thirty-six wives. Damn.

He recalled how much of an asshole the Texarkana Prime had been.

Why had the Wayne twins married him? How did they fit into all this?
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It took Chastity Wayne forty-five minutes to get a bead on Juice Juice. She was slipping. They’d docked the boat, grabbed their charm bracelets and some other supplies, then taken to the air. 

The pig was near Odessa, at a bar off some crappy Texas highway. The place was called the Blowtorch Bar and Grill, and it was in the exact middle of where-in-the-fuck-am-I?

Chazzie’s source, Cactus Bill, had gone off on the history of the place. Some oil rig welder had gotten fired, so he took his frustrations out on various pieces of metal he collected in the great expanse of an empty field full of weeds and rattlesnakes and not much else. Folks came to watch him work, and they brought beer, and some genius figured if he supplied the beer, he could make some money. Heaven knows, a lot of bars had a far less interesting history than that.

The place had expanded, thanks to the welder, and it expanded out to include a whole field of pool tables, a dance floor, and a big bar that served greasy hamburgers and lots of hooch to the locals, the oil workers, and to anyone who wanted to drink to forget they were living in the one part of Texas God didn’t love. People drove in from Midland looking for a similar type of boozy amnesia.

Chazzie and Pru wanted to make it in before last call, which was officially 2 a.m., but in rural Texas, that all depended on the patrons and the management and if the local sheriff wanted to piss off a good portion of his or her constituents.

Hidden from the humans, Chazzie landed at the edges of the Blowtorch’s packed parking lot. Pru followed her to the ground. It was a little after 1 a.m. She and Pru still had plenty of time to find Juice Juice and weasel information out of him. The twins had the upper hand. Juice had failed to get Steven, and if he was working for Carlo Bart, the pig might be a little more willing to talk when it was Carlo Bart’s head wives who were asking the questions.

The Wayne twins were low on Animus. They could change that easily enough. They dropped bags from their arms, little bags that contained clothing, but not much. Wearing cowboy boots, tight jeans, and tighter blouses, they fluffed their hair, did some makeup, and then made their way through the parked trucks, their cleavage leading the way.

They’d need to find some good ol’ boy to give them a kiss, maybe a little more, and that would make the twins feel better after their flight in. It was five hundred miles from Corpus Christi. Texas was a big state, no way around that.

Inside the Blowtorch, the drums thumped, a bass pumped, a guitar thrummed, and a fiddle squealed. That was a live band in there, and of course there would be line dancing. The building itself was long and piecemeal; what couldn’t be hammered together was, of course, welded.

Chazzie and Pru clomped up the steps. People stood on the big broad porch out front. The neon sign painted their smoke and their faces a variety of Bud Light blue. The girls looked jealous. The boys tried not to stare and failed. Yes, those were the right reactions. 

The one who looked the longest won. Check that off the list. That would be a blond guy with a little fuzz on his cheeks, young and full of lust. He had full-lashed eyes, and when Chazzie walked over to him, she found they were as green as money. She sidled up to him. His girlfriend might have been next to him, but that didn’t matter much.

“Excuse me, sweetie, my sister and I need a kiss. Could you possibly oblige us?” She leaned in close, let him smell her perfume, then eye-fucked the shit out of him. She was the dragon his mama warned him about. Her cleavage went all the way down to the depths of hell. 

He smiled, and oh, those were dimples in his cheeks. Chazzie liked a dimple. And that boy could smirk like nobody’s business. 

Chazzie went in to taste him. His kiss was a little smoky, a little too much beer, and a bit eager, but Chazzie felt the Animus from it. Pru waited her turn like the good girl she was.

Then Pru went in and kissed him. Chazzie looked on, watching his reaction. Sharing boys with Pru was easy and familiar. They could take turns on the guy, get him more and more excited, until he just had to pop. Sometimes making a guy’s dream come true was nice. And sometimes it wasn’t.

Chazzie took a minute to go to the window, which was made from rebar, glued together with precise seams. The roof above her might have been an airplane wing. Probably was a piece of an oil derrick or a pump. Both littered the countryside. Humans did enjoy their gasoline. Chazzie herself liked a fast car. Inside, people were dancing, and smoking, because bars should be a place where people could sin however they wanted.

Once Pru finished with the blond boy, he was dizzy, and his jeans weren’t going to ever fit right again. She kissed his cheek, gave him a squeeze, and then withdrew.

As Chazzie and Pru left him, his friends erupted. “Dammit, Mike, you are the luckiest son of a bitch in all West Texas.”

That girl probably wasn’t Mike’s girlfriend, and if she was, she wasn’t anymore. He shouldn’t mind, they’d given him enough material to spank the monkey to for many a night. And Carlo Bart wouldn’t know about a kiss. He would’ve known if anything more had happened.

Chazzie went inside with Pru trailing. At the far end, where the bar hit the wall, that was where Juice Juice was, sitting in an oversized chair and holding court. Around him stood men in leather coats, with bushy beards and long hair. Hell, some of them had wolf eyes, others had oversized teeth, and some were just too huge. 

The normal patrons left them alone. Chazzie and Pru weren’t so lucky. Guys tried to buy them drinks, a few proposed marriage, and others got grabby. Pru shoved them back and Chazzie took point. The place was loud in all kinds of ways: music, human sweat, tons of booze, clouds of smoke—it was people on the loose, tearing it up. 

Chazzie liked the energy. If she hadn’t been there on business that just might kill her, she might’ve given in to a few of the temptations. As it was, she led Pru to Juice. Getting to him was an intimidating proposition. At least two dozen of the Sounders were around their cult leader. And their women were somewhere, probably dancing.

Juice Juice got his two names from all the steroids he’d used; he sat on his makeshift throne in a wifebeater, every muscle flexed. The beer mug in his hand looked tiny, even though it was a full pint. He had long muttonchops and long hair hanging to his shoulders. A thick silver chain hung around his neck. Something about how it lay on his hairless chest didn’t look right. It looked familiar to Chazzie. Not a good sign.

Juice’s eyes were too small for his face and his nose too big. He wasn’t handsome. And yet, he didn’t give a fuck. That made him attractive, that and his bodybuilder frame. He exuded a charisma every man and woman felt.

Chazzie pushed her way through what had to be two werebears. Both were close to seven feet tall and as wide as a car.

Juice saw them coming. His face didn’t betray him. Those little piggy eyes remained piggy, and his mouth didn’t move. 

His hulking retinue didn’t say a word.

Chazzie and Pru went up to him. “Hey, Juice.”

The Morphling cupped a hand to his ear and shook his head.

The music seemed to get louder. 

“You wanna go outside to talk?” Pru yelled the question.

The Morphling nodded. He walked through his men and out a door in the side. That sure did look like an airplane door. He had to duck. The twins were herded through the hatch and down the steps. Behind them came the rest of the Sounders.

The back of the Blowtorch was a lot like the front. Trucks packed the place. A little metal shack was about fifty yards away. In front of it was a little space of dead yellow grass and a whole lotta dust. That was where Juice Juice stopped in his shitkickers and worn jeans. He gave them the eye. “What you Wayne twins want?”

“Just to talk,” Chazzie said.

But the smell of these animals was getting to her. And there was a terrible fear in the air. She could feel that Juice wasn’t exactly comfortable with what was going on and neither were his Sounders. Another door in the metal wall of the Blowtorch opened, and a few women came down, only they weren’t human either. Not with how they looked and moved. Another ten Morphlings joined the fun.

The music inside was grating on Chazzie’s nerves. It was country dance music, a little too achy breaky heart for her. Her daddy had raised her right on a strict diet of Hank Williams, senior and junior.

“Talk?” Juice said. “You girls just love to talk. You talked to Carlo Bart or should’ve. Could he be flying in? I know Javier Jones is in town. Well, fuck me running, Odessa motherfucking Texas has become one popular spot. The me is the we. Am I right?”

“The me is the we!” the chant went up. There were thirty Sounders around Chazzie and Pru if there were two.

Chazzie felt a sticky sweat on her. And dammit, her heart was thumping like a rabbit warning his warren. There was going to be a fight, but why? Chazzie didn’t know. But before shit hit the fan, she needed some answers. Were the Sounders working for Carlo Bart? Where did Juice get that silver chain?

“We do love to talk,” Chazzie said. “And we wanted to talk to you, Juice. Why, I see that you and the Sounders are as tight as ever. Carlo Bart sent us. You see, he wanted you to know he don’t have no hard feelings about the Drokharis situation. He’s a tough one all right.”

“The me is the we!” howled Juice, staring into their eyes like the insane thing he was.

And his Sounders answered him. “The me is the we!”

He led them in a chant. “The me is the we! The me is the we! The me is the we!”

“Oh, fuck this,” Chazzie breathed.

“No! Fuck you!” Juice snarled. And he grew even bigger, the muscles in his back expanding until all that weight forced him forward onto his hands, which hardened into hooves as did his back feet. Tusks erupted from his mouth, and his nose became a long, wet snout. He was becoming a massive boar, but that wasn’t all. His necklace streamed metal across his body, encasing him in armor, marked with dragon script.

Carlo Bart was a mighty fine jeweler when he wasn’t conquering Primacies and perfecting forbidden magic.

Around Juice Juice, the other Sounders were changing as well, into armored bears, armored wolves, and other wereboars, also covered in thick metal. More dragon script, runes of protection, flashed.

Chazzie and Pru were surrounded. But of course, they hadn’t come in empty-handed. Pru ripped through her clothes to become a bubblegum-pink dragon, fifteen feet long. She bashed back Sounders with her tail, smashing two werebears and a wolf into an old Dodge, pinning them there. Others had to duck the sweep of her wings. Her charm bracelet was able to grow to accommodate her change—thanks to Carlo Bart’s skill at enchanting items. 

Prudence took to the air. Chazzie ripped out of her clothes to become a Homo Draconis, also very pink, smelling like candy. More important than her clothes was her own jingling bracelet. She triggered the magic.

The silver charms grew as guns and grenades fell to the ground. Chazzie plucked an M60E6 machine gun out of the air. Attached was one box of ammo. Three other boxes dangled around a thick metal chain. Chazzie caught them easily and slung the extra bullets over her shoulder. She flicked on the laser scope, and a red beam of light fell into the eye of a charging boar—not Juice, this one had black armor, not silver.

Floating down, Pru grabbed Chazzie under her arms and lifted her up as two werewolves careened into each other, trying to get to her. They’d done this trick a hundred times. One flew. One fired.

Hurray! Hurray! It was machine-gun time. Chazzie’s talon tightened on the customized trigger, large enough for her claws. And then she riddled a wereboar with a barrage of NATO ammo, 7.62 millimeters of sting. 

The armor caught most of the blast, but Chazzie adjusted her aim and sent at least one bullet into the Morphling’s brain. She sucked in the Animus from the kill.

Then she switched targets, scattering the Sounders as they raced for cover. The gun rattled in her grip, sending death and destruction out in a barrage of smoke and fury.

She saw a thinner wolf, maybe a female, and she saw her laser hit an exposed bit of fur on her back leg. Chazzie cut that leg off in a thunder of bullets. She had to reload, but that was okay. She and Pru practiced their gunwork like most people binged Netflix. One box of ammo fell, and she affixed a new one.

Pru flapped her wings and then let out a spit of Inferno Exhalant. Chazzie thought that would roast at least a few of the Morphlings, but the runes on their armor flashed red. They were protected.

The trucks weren’t, though. Chazzie hit one of them with Inferno, and it went up in a fiery explosion. Unfortunately, the Morphlings’ armor protected them from the flying shrapnel.

Mostly. One werebear’s face was torn from his skull, and he slumped over.

Three werebears, working together, hurled a Jeep into Pru. Or did they have magical help? It was hard to tell. Smoke and fire swept through the parking lot. Pru’s wing was hurt, and she fell from the sky. Both she and Chazzie tumbled onto the bed of an F-150. Pru turned into her Homo Draconis body and plucked the M60E6 off the bed. She wanted a turn with the weapon, clearly, and a bit of revenge.

Chazzie stayed in her partial form and breathed out her ElectroArc Exhalant. The energy crackled into a werewolf coming for her. Those damn runes flashed, dissipating her attack. And the wolf kept coming.

Until Pru turned the M60E6 on it. Bullets found the Morphling’s eyes, and it went down. Lucky they were good shots.

Chazzie reached over and triggered Pru’s charm bracelet. More guns and grenades fell into the bed of the truck as the enchanted bracelets turned into an arsenal. Chazzie bent and retrieved a handful of grenades. She pulled the pins and started hurling those pineapples willy-nilly.

Cars and trucks went up in rapid succession, bam, bam, blammity, blam. More smoke and fumes choked them, but Chazzie and Pru were used to battlefields. Couldn’t very well play the games they played without getting their hands dirty.

Chazzie got her hands on two M4 carbines. Those two clips were not going to last long, but firing two guns at once was always fun. She saw a flash of silver. Juice was coming at them, a big metal boar with sharp tusks dripping spit. She opened the weapons up, a big dragon woman with assault rifles in both of her pink hands.

Bullets sparked off Juice’s armor. 

He hurled himself up onto the rocking truck. He rammed a horn into Pru, knocking her back and opening her side. Chazzie emptied her guns into him, but that armor held. Time to get a little more up close and personal. She triggered her IonClaws, turning her right talons into a blowtorch.

She clawed into Juice, but wouldn’t you know it? That damn armor held against the ultimate Pugna ability. Juice turned and kicked Chazzie. She went flying off the truck. She hit the dirt and went rolling ass over teakettle. Yeah, it was time to run.

That armor was for real. Carlo Bart had made the charm bracelets for the twins. It seemed his gift giving had extended to a cult of Morphlings he’d hired to do his dirty work.

Chazzie sprang to her feet, running, faster, faster, until wings erupted from her back and she soared up. She smacked away Juice, hit him hard, and knocked his piggy ass off the truck and into a flaming whatever-kind-of-truck that would never move again.

A bear slashed into Chazzie’s leg with a paw the size of a catcher’s mitt. Fucking hurt. Still worse, she had to tear herself off those hooked claws. Better that than get grabbed for good.

Gunfire. Bullets filled the air. Some of the Sounders had grabbed guns.

“Magica Defensio,” Pru wheezed.

Good girl. 

Chazzie didn’t feel the bullets hit her, thanks to Pru’s spell, and then Chazzie had her sister in her hands. Pru helped by turning into a human. She was far less heavy, but damn, she was bleeding bad. Both were.

Chazzie pumped her wings, and they flew over the ramshackle welded nightmare the Blowtorch had become. The humans were wailing and crying and calling the police. 

Their night of drinking, dancing, and flirting had turned into World War III.

Chazzie did the Magica Defensio spell to hide herself and her sister. They flew over the parking lot, retrieved their bags, and then sailed on out over the highway where sirens blared and police cruisers flashed red-blue lights.

Chazzie crash-landed onto an open space of dirt. Oil pumps worked around them, pumping, pumping, pumping, in squeaks, wheezes, and rhythmic thumping.

A Texan native, Chazzie was comforted by the familiar sound as she pressed on Pru’s wounds.

Moonlight showed an oil derrick and a metal structure in the distance.

“You wanna try a Cura, sis?” Pru asked with a wince.

“We never could get that kind of magic right,” Chazzie growled. Pru’s side was torn open. She needed a real doctor. Or a Dragonsoul who could cast a healing spell. Chazzie’s own gashes on her leg were hurting her, and how much blood was she losing? She felt dizzy. But that might’ve been from the adrenaline.

“Well,” Pru said weakly, her face so pale. “Looks like Juice was working for Carlo Bart after all. He wouldn’t have gone after us if he weren’t. And that necklace? It became armor. Maybe our Prime is flying in as we speak to kill us himself. Wouldn’t that be something?”

“Don’t fret, sister. Juice might’ve just been talking shit. Or us showing up freaked his shit out. Could be, he attacked us because he’s afraid of what Carlo Bart is gonna do to him for messing up killing Steven. We don’t...” Oh, Chazzie wasn’t feeling well. She found herself human again, on the ground. There was a little yellow flower there. That wasn’t right. Wrong season. But there it was.

A song floated through her head. “Yellow Rose of Texas.”

She was losing it. “Prolly should call Steven.”

Pru sounded like she was talking from far away. “We don’t have his number, Chaz. We could call Javier Jones. Juice boy said he was in town.”

Chazzie couldn’t get the words out, but she didn’t trust Javier. For all they knew, he was working with Carlo Bart. Why else would he be in Odessa, Texas, of all places?

Chazzie closed her eyes. Damn, she was going, going, going…

If she lost consciousness, Pru might die. Chazzie had to try to cast a Magica Cura spell. But they’d been winning for so long, they’d forgotten how to lose.
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Steven took 87 going south, headed for Odessa, Texas. Aria activated the topaz pen, and it showed them the location of the red intertwined circles. Tessa confirmed the location with the maps on her phone.

Back at the Heart’s Desire Inn, he’d stuffed himself with sausages, biscuits, and gravy—so much gravy, so many sausages, and several pans of biscuits. Once the woman at the B&B ran out of gravy, Steven ate them with strawberry jam and then honey and then fuck it, he hit the Nutella. Hard. He most likely drank a gallon of milk. He’d left behind a few hundred-dollar bills because he’d felt bad eating all that.

Aria napped in the passenger seat, cute feet on the dashboard. They’d gotten a late checkout so Steven could take care of her and Mouse one at a time, since Mouse didn’t like the group thing.

Ah, Mouse, she liked to ride him hard, bouncing up and down, smiling, sighing, laughing, and moaning. Even though she’d softened a bit in her day-to-day dealings with the other women in his Escort, she still liked their sex hard.

She sat in the second row behind Aria. Zoey was in the middle with Tessa holding her hand. Sabina was in the wayback, preparing herself for the next round of burning. The idea of the torture put a knot in Steven’s gut. He hoped she knew what she was doing.

They were all relaxing, not listening to music, just watching the flat nothing drift by. A big blue sky and lots of dry ground, browned by winter. They breezed through towns and saw signs supporting the local high school football team. They were in Friday Night Lights country all right. Steven thought it was kind of cool that people followed the careers of normal pimply teenagers with more interest than the NFL draft.

“This isn’t Wyoming flat. This is like Kansas flat,” Tessa suddenly said. “It makes me want to do geometry for some reason. Maybe because I miss the ‘Y’ axis.”

Steven laughed. For a high school dropout, Tessa had surprising knowledge about a whole range of subjects.

His phone buzzed. He went to answer it, but Tessa lunged forward and plucked it out of his hands. “No, I’ll take it. You’re driving.” The barista was all about safety first. Unless she was jumping out of buildings with broadswords.

“Hey, Bud,” she said. “No, he’s driving. Okay. Yeah, Javier Jones. He called you. Really. Uh, okay. Hey, Steven, do you want to talk with Javier Jones?” Tessa asked.

And the day just got a whole lot more interesting.

“You mean talk to him on the phone?” Steven asked.

“Yeah,” Tessa said, “so, one of his guys wanted to get in touch with you. They called our consigliere, and then Bud called us. Javier is in Odessa. And he says the Wayne twins reached out to him. They need your help. They seem to be in Odessa as well.”

It all seemed way too convenient. He spotted a turnout, slowed, and crunched onto the gravel. Aria was awake but quiet.

A semi thundered past them, shaking the SUV.

Steven got out with his phone in his hand. This was going to be an important call, and he wanted some privacy. He walked to the edge of the turnout, an ocean of scrub and weeds reaching to a fence post tangled in rusted barbed wire. The smell of winter grass reached him. He didn’t call Bud back. He dialed the Wayne twins.

“Hey, Stevie,” Pru whispered. “Are you wearing your white hat today?”

He didn’t correct her about his name. She sounded terrible. “Uh, sure. I like being a hero. What’s up? Javier Jones contacted my lawyer, er, junior lawyer.” Bud hadn’t passed the bar yet.

“Me and Chazzie got our butts kicked by your Sounders. Tore up from the floor up. They had this armor, magically enhanced, bulletproof and Exhalant proof. Grenades weren’t very effective either, but the exploding trucks did take out at least one bear. We managed to escape with most of our skin, but not all. Chazzie might be… she might not make it.” The tough woman swallowed hard, like if she didn’t, she might sob. “I’m not much better. You probably think this is a trap. It’s not. We need you.”

Steven paced across the ground. His Escort, except for Sabina and Zoey, got out of Jeeves the Escalade. Zoey had been on edge since they’d entered Texas and started seeing the names of towns. This was the same region where she’d run with the Sounders doing God knows what.

“Yeah,” Steven said, “sorry, Pru. It’s a little too convenient, you and Javier and this Juice Juice all being in Odessa at the same time. We looked up the population. It’s not like it’s Dallas or Houston.”

“Aw, snap, Steven. Believe me, we are not used to calling out in our time of need. But we were following through with the Sounders. We went there working for you. Doesn’t that mean anything?” Her voice was becoming feathery.

“Where are you at?” he asked.

“I pulled Chaz into a utility shed, by some old oil derrick near Bluebird Road and 302. We’re west of Odessa proper on your way to Kermit. Tried to call last night but lost consciousness. Got ahold of Javier this morning. Didn’t tell him much.” A pause. “I can turn on my phone’s GPS signal. You can download an app to track it. I gotta go. I’m either going to puke or pass out or both. Hopefully… not… both…”

Static crackled through the speakers, and then he heard a thump. He lost the connection a second later.

They were at least five hours away from Odessa. Everything was bigger in Texas, especially the travel distances.

He did not want to split up. But he could make the flight in a little over an hour as a dragon. Aria and Mouse could go with him. 

His Escort approached. He told them about Pru’s call.

Aria shrugged. “We let them die. In the end, they are like Cassius Pine. We can’t trust them.”

“Not like Cassius Pine,” Mouse corrected. “They didn’t butcher my family. And the twins did help save Steven in Chicago. We have no reason not to trust them.”

“Point taken,” Aria said easily.

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

The barista puffed out her cheeks, thinking. “Of course you go and save them. Remember, I’m the soft, squishy filling in the Twinkie that is our Escort.”

“What is a Twinkie?” Aria asked.

Tessa sighed. “It’s a golden sponge cake with a creamy filling. And it wants you to go save those girls. To put it another way, the enemy of our enemy is our friend. If the twins got jacked up by the Sounders, it sounds like they’ll help us fight back.”

“No,” Mouse hissed. “No Sounder-slash-sounded puns. Please, I have a weak stomach.”

“Sorry,” Tessa said. “And I looked it up. Not only are they a shape-shifting cult that live in the Texarkana Primacy, the Sounders are a Seattle soccer team. I knew the name seemed familiar.”

Steven gritted his teeth and made a decision. “Tessa, you’ll drive with Zoey and Sabina. Aria, Mouse, and I will go.” He walked over to the Escalade. Breaking the news to Zoey wasn’t going to be easy. She was already terrified.

When she saw the look on his face, her lower lip trembled. Tears filled her eyes. “Brave, confident, and alone?”

“Not alone,” he said. “Tessa and Sabina will be with you.”

But for her, being without him was being alone. She closed her eyes and nodded. “I’ll be okay. We’ll hurry to get to you.”

That made Steven smile. “Please do.” Then he went to retrieve Samael’s Lash. While he couldn’t use it as a whip yet, it had cut through the magical armor covering the Morphlings. If only the Wayne twins had been lucky enough to have an ancient weapon like his. Too bad he hadn’t unlocked all its secrets yet.

Tessa helped Aria and Mouse gather their gear, including the Slayer Blade.

Once he was ready, Steven called Javier Jones’ number.

An accented voice answered. “Hola, Steven Drokharis. I’m standing near an oil derrick off Bluebird Road in what I believe is still Odessa, Texas. It’s in Ector County, for certain. That would be important to humans. All that matters to you and me is that we are both inside the Texarkana Primacy, and things are not what they seem.”

Steven smiled grimly. Plot twist. “Well, are they alive or dead?” he asked.

“I haven’t gone inside. I’ve been thinking about what to do since they called me. Curious they have my number. But then, the Wayne twins are not to be taken lightly. And, ese, this entire continent might be better off if they both did die.” Javier’s voice was light and obviously intelligent.

“Why do you say that?” Steven asked.

“I’m assuming you are coming to help them, no?” Javier asked. “We can talk more when you get here.”

Aria and Mouse had their bags ready for flight. Mouse had the Slayer Blade slung over her back. They must’ve seen the troubled look on his face because Tessa looked worried.

Mouse was more direct. “For the love of biscuits, what is it now?”

Steven held up a finger. “Are we fighting today, Javier? Is that the game you want to play?”

“I’m here alone. I’ll be right here. When you gave your speech in Chicago, you said that you were not seeking an empire just yet. I have not harmed you or your Escort nor any of your vassals. So we’re clean, ese, at this point.”

“Are we?” Steven asked. “Funny, you’re in Texas, and the assassins coming after me are in Texas.”

“Big state. Come alone. We’ll talk. I’m gonna hang up now. But I don’t mean you any disrespect.”

The line went dead.

“Holy shit,” Steven said. “That was Javier Jones. He’s with the twins, but he’s not sure if he wants to save them or not.”

Mouse threw up her hands. “Oh, perfect, that is just wonderful. Kill me now. No, wait, I’ll just save that for the inevitable ambush.”

Steven glanced at Aria. “What do you think?”

“I think we’re going in,” she said. “The plan is the same. But Mouse and I will be standing by. Tessa, Sabina, and Zoey will join us.”

“We’ll get there as quick as we can,” Tessa added.

Steven thought about it for a minute. Sabina’s divination skills would definitely give them an edge in any fight. Tessa’s shield work and guns were a deadly combination. She could blow the shit out of you, but you couldn’t get to her. As for Zoey, in her bear form, she was a fucking tank with three-inch claws and a whole mess of pissed-off grizzly. He’d not seen her fight, but just her sheer size would help keep the three of them safe. Especially if anyone was trying to hurt them. Just the thought of Zoey’s rage put a smile on Steven’s face. She’d thrown him around in bed. He knew from experience how strong she was, and how aggressive, when her heart settled on something.

He kissed Tessa. Aria cast the Magica Defensio spell. And then the three of them shifted into dragons and took off through the cool Texas winter air. They’d follow the strip of highway 87 south to Odessa, which seemed to have become the center of a Dragonsoul shitstorm.
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Steven landed on Bluebird Road, about half a mile away from the oil derrick. He then slipped on jeans, boots, and a shirt. He slung Samael’s Lash over his shoulder and started walking. Mouse and Aria would remain dragons, circling in the air above him. Any trouble, and they would scream down from the sky and engage the enemy.

Yet Steven didn’t think there would be a fight. He was putting a lot of stock in Javier’s nod in Chicago. At some point in his adventures, someone said that not all the Dragonlords wanted things to remain the same. Some wanted revolution as much as Steven’s father had. Was Javier one of them?

The light was changing as the sun started toward the horizon. Tessa had been right. This was Texas flat, a whole new thing. He walked down the road with its chipped asphalt and fading paint, clip, clop, crunch.

The place smelled different than the Wyoming plains where he now lived. He wasn’t sure why. It was still an arid climate, but it seemed wetter somehow, the sage sweeter. 

He saw Javier Jones by the derrick. The rusted building with busted-out windows sat on cracked concrete fifty feet away. The oil company must’ve sucked out all the gas because everything was in disrepair and ruin. It seemed oddly fitting to be meeting Javier there.

He crunched his way across the cement and then swished through weeds and dirt. Every nerve in Steven’s body was alive. He was tired from flying in, but they’d gone slower to conserve energy, less DragonStrength and less SerpentGrace. He was low on Animus, but he still had enough to defend himself.

Javier’s beard was thicker, and his hair was more salt-and-peppered than the last time Steven had seen him. His dark eyes had long lashes on them, and he knew most women would find him irresistible. He stood in a gray suit with a black shirt. He was solidly built, a little shorter than Steven, but the man radiated power. He had three Primacies under his control, one gifted to him by Rahaab himself. So Javier had met the Alpheros. Did he know about the Mirror-Souled Path?

The Dragonlord Prime nodded at Steven. “You came alone. I’m surprised.”

“I have friends close by,” Steven admitted. “In case you want a fight.”

Javier smirked. “No, no fighting. I don’t plan on coming after you at all. Do you know why?”

“Not really a question I need to answer,” Steven said. “I think you want me to know.”

The Latino Prime gave him a slight bow. “Yes. I do. You see, every one of us started to pay attention to you once you killed Rhaegen Mulk. Because you entered the game at that point. You had a Primacy. Then.” Javier snapped his fingers. “You had three. And you slew Rahaab in the process. The same Dragonsoul who gave me the Sonoran Desert Primacy, much to Rhaegen Mulk’s displeasure.”

Steven liked that Javier had called Rahaab a Dragonsoul. However, that wasn’t the case. It meant that the other Dragonlords might not know about the Mirror-Souled Path and the Alpherian abilities.

“No one has ever done what you have done, ese.” Javier inhaled. “I grew up watching American action movies. And I always wondered at the minions. They would throw themselves at the hero, even though a dozen other men died before them. Over and over. It seemed foolish. But watching the hero win was very satisfying.”

“So you’re not going to come after me because I’m the hero?” Steven asked.

Javier tilted his head. A pensive expression filled his face. “I would not say hero. But then, neither would I use the word messiah. No, you are a force in this world. Maybe hurricane or tornado is the better word. Now that you are in the world, things won’t be the same.”

“And are you okay with that?” Steven asked.

“You don’t ask a tornado to be polite. You don’t reason with a hurricane. You survive it. And that’s what I plan on doing. I want to survive you, ese. Others aren’t going to.”

For the first time since they started talking, Steven relaxed a bit. He smiled. “No, you’re right. The more Primacies I acquire, the more I’m worth. At some point the temptation becomes too great. Take me out, get a dozen Primacies, it would be worth the risk. Acquire an Escort, gather a Hoard, build Aeries. That’s what dragons do, right?”

“That’s the way it has worked, si. But that was before you came along. I look around, I see what the humans are doing, and I get nervous. I met your father at a poker game in Vegas. We talked. Stefan was worried the humans were going to destroy the planet, and he was planning an escape route. This was during the Cold War. Nuclear weapons. You get me?”

Steven nodded and thought of the doors at the top of the St. Vrain Aerie.

Javier continued. “Of course, Rahaab wasn’t going to let your father start opening portals. Not with the Zothoric. And so he ends your old man and his entire family. I figured that would be the end of it. No change for us. Then you come along.”

“What are you doing in Texas?” Steven asked. He wanted to get to the twins. Or was this all bullshit and Javier was just stalling him? It seemed the Latino Prime had no love for the Wayne sisters.

“Bad shit happening in this Primacy, ese. You got the Sounders coming after you, and you have the Wayne twins scheming, and then you have the Americos Chambers. The one in Odessa seems to be active. I went down there, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. But then, I don’t have your same mojo working for me.”

The Americos Chambers. That was as good a description as any. But were the pools connected to the three mythical brothers? Or were they Rahaab, Mathaal, and Icharaam?

“Can you do Magica Divinatio magic?” Steven asked.

Javier grinned showing straight, white teeth. “I’m not going to answer that. I’ve been straight with you, but I don’t want you thinking too hard about my strengths and weaknesses. When you go on the warpath, I want you wondering about what I can and can’t do. And it’s best you don’t know how many vassals and women I have in my Escort. It’s why I’m here alone.” 

The Latino Prime grinned. “Well, part of the reason. The other part? Sometimes a man needs some time alone. Sometimes, all those women can get to you. It’s still new. You’ll see.”

Steven raised his eyebrows. Maybe. But not yet. “Okay, when I’m on the warpath, how do you want me to handle you and your Primacies?”

“Come and talk to me first. That’s all I ask. If I had wanted to make a play to take you out, I’d have tried today. Your Escort is split, and I got you alone. You have to be careful about that, ese.”

Dread filled Steven. Javier was right. They were far stronger together than apart. Had he sent forces to intercept Jeeves? Steven desperately wanted to check on them.

The Latino Prime’s eyes went to Steven’s sword. “But it looks like you can handle yourself. Got Rahaab’s sword. And killed him.”

“I did,” Steven said. “And Javier, once I start thinking about your Primacies, we’ll have another talk. Until then, I don’t consider us allies. But then, we’re not enemies, are we?”

“Not enemies. Let’s just say that we are on friendly terms. Can you do me a favor, though?” Javier asked.

Steven nodded.

“If you do find anything in the Americos Chamber,” Javier said, “let me know about it, okay? I’ve been studying them for years now, visited most of them, including the Denver portal to India. I can’t figure them out. I don’t think they are portals, not all of them, and I don’t know who built them. Or if the three Homo Draconi statues are the Americos brothers or not. And before you ask, no, I don’t know anything about the Americos. I asked Rahaab, but he never answered. That puta thought he was better than all of us. Fuck him. I’m glad you aren’t like that. And I’m glad to see him gone.”

“If I find out anything, I’ll let you know,” Steven said. 

“And about the Wayne twins.” Javier paused. “They’re bad, ese. Their papi was a Ronin, nobody interesting, or not very, but he trained his daughters to play the game. Next-level shit. Before them, Carlo Bart had this Morphling wife, went everywhere with her, true love. Then the Wayne twins arrive on the scene. That Morphling wife is gone five minutes later, and those girls are top dogs. Be careful. They don’t care about you or your father’s vision. All they care about is themselves.”

“Thanks for the warning. But I have to get to them.”

Javier nodded. “We’ll be talking.”

“Yeah, I guess we will.”

The Latino Prime walked off across the flat Texas plain, moving confidently, but without strutting. Had Steven met his first ally? It seemed so. 

Steven jogged to the rusted building and wrenched open the door. Hinges screeched open. Inside, blood soaked the greasy ground. The two redheaded women lay naked, pale, and curled together. Steven wasn’t sure which was which. One had deep gashes on her thigh. The other had a deep puncture in her gut as if she’d been impaled on something. They had come together to press dirty rags against each other’s wounds.

Steven bent and touched both their legs. He’d heal the one who’d been impaled first. He cast the Magica Cura spell and watched as the flesh knit together and fresh color blushed the cheeks of the unconscious woman. Then he touched the twin with the shredded thigh. The muscles grew back as skin covered the wounds. Both had lost a lot of blood, however. And they weren’t waking up.

Shadows appeared in the door behind him. He smelled cinnamon, that was Aria, and roasted almonds, that was Mouse. 

“Steven, are they okay?” Mouse asked.

“They aren’t dead. And I healed the worst of their wounds.” He turned. “I’d like you to get back to Tessa, Zoey, and Sabina. Make sure they’re okay. Javier wasn’t here to trap us. And he was investigating the Americos Chamber as well.”

“Americos Chamber?” Mouse wondered. Then she got it. “Okay. Did El Guapo tell you where it is?”

“No, but we’ll find it,” Steven said.

“There’s an old barn south of here,” Aria said. “You three might be more comfortable there. We’ll go check on the others.”

That would make Steven feel a lot better. 

The two women left. 

After casting another round of healing magic on both, Steven ferried the twins to the barn. They got lucky. While the place was definitely dilapidated, it seemed clean enough. Dust drifted through the fading sunlight. A forgotten corral had collapsed into the weeds, and there was no sign of a house. Maybe someone just got tired of taking care of horses and let the property go to seed. Steven didn’t know, but they hadn’t packed up very well.

Steven found some old horse blankets and shook them out. He then settled the twins down in a stall that opened to the west. He filled up a cast-off pail with water from a pump standing near a trough. Ripping a shirt apart, he created a washcloth. Using that, he wiped the blood and grime from the bodies of the two women until they were clean. Their freckled skin was so soft. And their bodies were perfect, womanly in all the right ways.

One woke. Which one? And how was he ever going to tell the difference? She opened an eye. “Well, well, well. See? I knew you had a white hat. Look at you, coming in to save the day.”

“You have Javier Jones to thank. He called me.”

The woman smiled. She seemed not to care at all that she was naked. “Did he talk shit about us?”

“He did,” Steven said.

“He wasn’t wrong, Steven. We are connivers. But I for one want to use my powers for good, not evil.”

“And which one are you?” Steven asked.

“Chastity.” She smiled and closed her eyes. “You can call me Chazzie. I’d shake your hand, maybe give you a hug, but I don’t have the strength. I’m the pretty one. Prudence, there, is the evil genius. She don’t believe in what you’re trying to do. I didn’t at first either. Now? You came to us. Healed us. I think I might just have to love you.”

Chastity sighed and left the waking world again. Prudence slept on.

Twins. Steven blew out a breath. Both were gorgeous. And he had to assume both were evil geniuses. That was going to make trusting them nearly impossible.

Steven sat back. He was exhausted from the flight in, hadn’t slept much the night before, and was low on Animus. He was regretting sending Aria and Mouse back to make sure the others were okay. No, it was the right thing to do. He could try a divination spell in a bit to check on them, though that hadn’t worked out so well.

He would rest some, meditate, and gain energy that way, though it was a slow process.

Or would the twins be up to helping him get more Animus?

Before he’d started his adventures, the thought would have made him laugh at himself. He barely knew these beautiful women.

Now? It seemed very logical and definitely in the realm of possibility.
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Steven flew into town, got some bottled water and food, and then flew back.

He returned to chew on buffalo jerky and watch the light become a fragile pink. The air shimmered around him, still warm, but with the slightest bit of chill in the air. The sunset was going to be pretty and interesting, something new for him since no mountains would be there to change the light. Around him was silence; even the traffic couldn’t be heard. So this was rural Texas. It felt comfortable, but then he loved the West.

The twins were sleeping, and he wanted to check on his Escort. He had his cell phone, he could call them, but he needed to continue to try to improve his Magica Divinatio spells. So far, it hadn’t worked out very well. That baffled him. After all, he’d had visions of his father when he’d first accessed his Animus. And he’d had a variety of dreams since then. This should be easy for him, and yet it wasn’t. And he didn’t dare try portal magic until he got the divination spells right. It was all a pathway to AnimusChain and the rest of the Alpherian abilities.

He accessed the skill tree again and saw that his Animus was indeed low.
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He flicked it off and spoke the words, “Magica Divinatio!”

For a second, he saw himself, in the stall, next to the two naked women sleeping. Black light leaked out of his eyes. 

Then Abby Free’s face filled his vision. Like the twins, she had freckles, but Abby’s were more pronounced and striking against her dark skin. Curly rust-colored hair topped her head. She was from the Caribbean, with parents from the Yucatan Primacy. Her eyes were such a light brown they appeared yellow.

Of course, he flashed back to his night with her. Abby Free loved big groups of people having sex with her and around her. Tessa, Aria, Sabina, Skylar, and Pretty all had descended on Abby. Foursomes and moresomes, he thought, grinning. The top room of the tower had been too small. They’d had to use the great room on the ranch. For that night, Mouse slept in the widow houses along with Teegan Thornrose and Michaela Montes. This was the night before Zoey had joined them.

As the fire blazed, Steven watched Sabina get Abby ready. The Latina Magician loved such erotic dramatics. And then Tessa and Aria had come, easing Abby down, cupping her breasts, kissing her neck. Skylar and Pretty helped Steven, kissing him, sucking on him, until Abby Free cried out. Then it was time.

Steven remembered the heat of the fire on his back as he took Abby on the floor. Images flickered through his mind. Tessa between Pretty’s legs. Aria kissing Skylar. Sabina’s breasts dangling over Abby’s face.

Waves of Animus filled them, and Abby screamed, turned on by her own feelings and those of the group. And while Steven recharged, Abby found herself in the middle of what she called a puppy pile, a big tangle of bodies all pleasuring one another.

Steven soon was drawn back into the lust and love. When he came in Abby, she had her eyes open, watching him, and he smiled even as she smiled. Then Aria, on all fours, bent to kiss Abby. Skylar was behind the Indian woman, licking her. The orgasms continued into the dawn.

Steven’s vision changed abruptly. Skylar Blacke’s face appeared. She was in Australia, it was day, and she was swimming in the ocean. The other widows were on the beach, sunning themselves, reading, and sipping cocktails. Those five were safe and having a good time. Liam Strider was in the house, cooking lunch. The Queensland Primacy was in good hands.

And finally, Steven saw his core Escort, in Jeeves, rocketing down the highway. They were not worried. Sabina’s eyes glowed green in the back. Those eyes locked onto Steven. We’re safe, the thought came to him. And you will be, too.

Then his consciousness was torn from the Escalade back to Odessa. He saw a bar called The Blowtorch. It would not be opening for the night. Yellow police tape marked off the parking lot between the ramshackle metal of the main building and the shack in the back. The ground was charred under the cast-off shells of dead trucks. Well, Pru had mentioned something about exploding trucks.

The Blowtorch. Why was that name familiar?

He thought back to the bar where he, Tessa, and Aria had run their con back when money was tight. It had been called the Torchlight. In Hooper, Montana, Mouse and Aria had flushed out some of Cassius Pine’s vassals in a bar called Torchy’s. 

Not yet time. Wait for the next torch. Then you will open one eye.

The Blowtorch was the next torch. It was odd that they kept running into local watering holes that used some derivation of the word “torch” in their names. But then what in his life made sense? He had a magic sword he couldn’t fully use, he kept having flashbacks of sex, and two naked twins lay not five feet from him.

Speaking of which, Chazzie opened her eyes and let out a moan. Though he’d healed them, they were going to have scars. Well, when they were naked, he could tell them apart.

Pru let out a breath, also waking up to groan. “Ugh, I feel like Sunday morning. I’m gonna need a shot of something, preferably hard.”

“I don’t have whiskey,” Steven said. “But I do have some water. And some trail mix. My friend said M&Ms were important, so I made sure I didn’t skimp on that.”

He handed her a bottle of water. She twisted off the cap and drank the whole thing. She then ripped open the trail mix and ate half the bag. “Thanks, Steven. You saved us. We wouldn’t have made it.”

Chazzie sipped her water slowly but wasn’t ready to eat anything just yet. “So, Pru, what do you think? Steven isn’t your normal Dragonsoul. I think we should come clean, tell him everything, and then do the big request.”

Pru blinked. “Chazzie. We are not going to do the big request. Not yet.” She clenched her jaws to add, “And we can’t talk about this in front of him.” Clearly, Chazzie was going off script.

“No, Pru, you’re the smart one. Let’s look at this from his point of view. We call Javier Jones, not him, but Javier. And then we ask Steven to come and save us in freakin’ Odessa, Texas, which has become quite the crossroads. He knew we were Carlo Bart’s wives, with the ring and everything, and yet he still showed up.” With every word, Chazzie grew stronger.

“I did,” Steven agreed. “And talked with Javier for a long time. I think he wanted you to bleed out. He doesn’t trust you at all.”

“Do you trust us?” Chazzie asked. Was that desperation in her eyes?

Pru was clearly uncomfortable.

“I want to trust you,” Steven said seriously.

“Pru,” Chazzie said in a cracking voice. “Carlo Bart hired the Sounders without us. Even worse? What if Juice Juice contacts our Prime and asks him why his wives showed up? Carlo Bart is going to know we know. This is bad.”

“Yeah, it is,” Pru agreed. “But it’s just as bad for Juice. Even if Carlo Bart thinks we might be working against him, he is going to be livid when he finds out the Morphlings tried to kill us.”

“Unless Carlo Bart told them to,” Steven said.

Both twins turned to stare at him. They sat on their blankets. The sunset painted their bodies in a soft light. They had large breasts on slender frames, the nipples big and pink flattening out into the creamy skin of their supple chests. Two pairs of tits on display. It was hard to keep his eyes on their brown eyes.

Pru’s mouth fell open. She closed it, blushing, and then shook her head. “Well, Steven, you’re giving me a run for my money being the smart one. Damn, but you might be right.”

“Damn,” Chazzie echoed. “He might be right. Which means we’re screwed if Steven doesn’t take us in.”

“That’s the big request, isn’t it?” Steven asked. “You want to join my Escort.”

“That was our endgame,” Chazzie said.

“One possible endgame,” Pru clarified. “We had multiple scenarios running.”

“So you wanna be honest with him?” Chazzie asked her sister.

“Yes,” Pru said. And then had to smile. “Well, for the most part. Old habits are certainly going to die hard, I must admit. We’ve not been honest with our Prime, ever.”

“Why is that?” Steven asked.

Chazzie raised her eyebrows, quirked her mouth, and shook her head. “Carlo Bart is powerful but so, so, so dumb! The truth would only confuse him. And he likes our lies. Well, he did.”

“He did, certainly.” Pru closed her eyes. “I’m still feeling so crappy. Feels like my Animus is all gone.”

“I’m low too, sister.” Chazzie reached out and took Pru’s hand.

“I’m low as well.” That was all Steven said.

Chazzie gave him a smile. “We all know there’s something we can do to fix that.”

“But we can’t go all the way, Steven,” Pru’s voice was low, her brow furrowed. “Otherwise, Carlo Bart would know where we are.”

Steven had never been with anyone who was still part of another Prime’s Escort. Usually, when he met another Dragonlord’s wives, they were actively trying to murder him.

“We can kiss and love on you a little,” Chazzie said. “If you want to.”

Steven rose up on his knees and walked forward. The twins rose with him. Chazzie was on his right, Pru on his left. They smelled sweet, like bubble gum and perfume. Their scent filled his nose. He put his hands on their round asses. 

His mouth went dry. And his heart started to pound. Breathing was difficult. 

And he wasn’t the only one trying not to gasp.

“Dang, Chaz, can you feel it?” Pru asked.

“I can.” Chazzie leaned in and kissed him. Her breasts pillowed against his body. Pru pressed her own chest against him. Suddenly, he was kissing her as well. He had no idea how this was going to work or what the rules might be. He’d let them take the lead.

For one, he needed the Animus, but he also wanted to start the process of drawing these two powerful, scheming women into his Escort. The rules of the game were changing, and he saw that strategy was going to be every bit as important as brute strength. These two were master players. And maybe he shouldn’t have, but he trusted them.

“Do you mind if I taste him first?” Chazzie asked her sister.

“Be my guest, honey,” Pru said. And kissed him again. All three of them were gasping. Pru sucked on his tongue, licked his lips, and then licked all the way to his ear, which she nibbled on gently. “We can do you, Steven, but you can’t do us. Not yet.”

Chazzie freed his length and took it into her warm, wet mouth. She moaned. Steven was too caught up in Pru’s kisses to moan.

The reverberations from Chazzie’s mouth ran up his shaft and seemed to tingle every part of him. 

“We share. We do you, not each other. She goes first, but then I’ll get my turn,” Pru said in a throaty voice. “Feel free to let go when it feels good. You really are our future, Steven. It scares me. And it kind of turns me on.”

Steven couldn’t respond. The things that Chazzie was doing with her mouth defied explanation. With Pru rubbing up against him, Steven lost control and came.

He’d been with two women before… hell, after the orgy with Abby Free, he’d been with a bunch, but with the Wayne twins together, the amount of Animus filling him made him dizzy. He fell backward into the soft hay and blankets of their bed. Again, Chazzie wound up on his right, Pru on his left. They traced their hands up and down his body.

“Yeah, we know,” Chazzie said with a sigh. “Twins. At the same time. Every man’s fantasy.” Her voice was wistful, and Steven knew there was a whole history behind it.

“Now is not the time for that.” Pru bent and kissed his lips. “We have a lot of planning to do, Mr. Drokharis. We have a lot riding on the next few hours. And if we’re all breathing tomorrow night, I’ll be surprised.”

Night had fallen. No sign of the moon yet, so the barn was black, and he couldn’t read their faces.

Steven remembered Skylar talking about the wedding band on her finger, how it had tied her to her Prime. The Wayne twins had the rings, but they weren’t nearly as attached.

Why was that? And should he be worried?

Sabina had predicted that three new women would join his Escort. Zoey was one. And the Wayne twins just might be the other two.

He hoped that was the case. They weren’t simple Dragonsouls, far from it. They were as complex as Zoey, and yet being with them felt right. That again, maybe that was exactly what they wanted him to think.
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The moon finally rose over the horizon, giving Steven light. He’d left the twins in the barn while he walked to the highway. He wanted to flag down Tessa and his incoming Escort. Also, he needed to clear his head, and he wanted to try another divination spell. 

Two thoughts kept racing through his mind. The first? Javier Jones had seen nothing in the Americos Chamber by the Blowtorch Bar and Grill. And from what Javier had said, he’d studied the mysterious underground caverns. Could it be that, once again, Steven’s Drokharis heritage would trigger some long-hidden secret? Or could it be Mathaal’s lifeforce would activate whatever was down there? Also, he was traveling with two very special Magicians. Both Tessa and Sabina were amazing. Maybe they’d find something no one else could.

Or maybe there was nothing to find, and they’d been lured to Odessa, Texas into a trap. Why did that feel like the right answer? Yes, maybe the Sounders had been at the Grand Lake Aerie to kill him, but a Prime as old as Carlo Bart would have a backup plan, and Zoey could be an unwitting pawn in a complicated scheme. Although not impossible, altering their divination magic would take an unbelievable amount of power. Changing how they interpreted what they saw was much easier. It reminded him of the movie Inception. The plots within plots made his head hurt.

He reached Highway 302. Unlike Wyoming, it wasn’t all that cold. It seemed obvious, but his brain hadn’t fully registered he’d traveled 750 miles south in a day, like jetlag with temperatures instead of time. And Texas was only getting warmer.

The other thing plaguing him was the memory of his conversation with the twins when he’d called them from the gas station in Walsenburg, Colorado. They’d given him the rough numbers of Carlo Bart’s resources. And then he’d said something about facing off with Carlo Bart alone. But how could he maneuver the Dragonlord into a duel? Steven wasn’t sure, but those two ideas were swimming around in his brain when he finally cast the divination spell.

No sex this time. Finally. He’d been casting the divination spell so often, the door in his mind swung open easily. And he saw his Escort fighting. Yes, there was Zoey, in the desert, swinging a huge paw and batting an armored wereboar across the desert. Sabina stood sweating, with Tessa’s guns, trying to shift her form for the first time. Aria shrieked and breathed out a blast of blizzard cold. She was in her True Form, while Mouse fought as a human under her scarlet wings. The Slayer Blade’s fire painted her lithe naked body green. The rattle of machine-gun fire was from the twins.

Tessa wasn’t there, which is why Sabina had her guns, but the barista was doing something more important than fighting. Tessa had said she was going to perfect her Magica Porta spell, not by creating a new portal in a fire like Liam Strider, but by moving the portal. She’d do it, too. She’d move the opening from Denver to Odessa. Where would the other end emerge?

Then the events of the night and the next morning flooded his mind. Yes, he could see, step by step, the path in front of him.

But he saw Carlo Bart, his face red, his fists huge, as he threw a punch at Chazzie. The fear on her pale face, the broken look in her eye, hurt Steven. This plan wasn’t going to be easy. Blood would have to be spilled.

A voice whispered. His father’s. Be careful of this sight, my son. For the futures change with each breath you take. Magica Divinatio throws shadows as well as light.

The spell faded. Steven had fallen to his knees beside the hard asphalt. A car rushed past. A beer can clattered after it. He glanced up in time to see a cigarette flicked from the window, arcing like a flaming arrow, orange sparks flaring before the darkness consumed them.

He thought of his father’s warning. And Sabina’s mistake during their campaign against Rahaab. She’d thought she’d seen a battle at night. That wasn’t the case. Instead, the fight had taken place on a highway during a thunderstorm. Such a mistake could prove costly, if not disastrous. 

Yet the next few moves in this game of cat and mouse with Carlo Bart were clear.

A dragon crossed the moon above him. It was a slender shape; he saw her flight pattern and recognized the movements. That was Aria. She landed next to him. Jeeves came racing down the highway, the turn signal flashed, and the SUV swerved onto Bluebird Road. Red dragon on his right, Escalade on his left, Steven grinned. His life might be dangerous, but it was also pretty cool.

Tessa rolled down her window. “Hey, mister! We’re looking for hot BBQ and some spicy lovin’. Can you help four horny girls out?”

“I can,” he said. “I have a little love nest up the way. Let’s go there and figure things out.”

Zoey launched herself out of Jeeves and stormed into him. He was gripped and nearly squeezed to death. “It’s okay.” He patted her back. “We’re all together again.”

She let him go. “I hate being back here. I hate Texas. And Sabina said the Sounders attacked the Wayne twins. I’m going to have to face Juice.” She swallowed but then clenched her teeth. “I can do it. After what they did to me, I can.”

Fury filled her eyes. Her face grew fur, muscles humped her shoulders, and her arms thickened. The seams on her clothes creaked and cracked, threatening to split.

“Yes,” Aria growled above him. “That kind of rage will serve us well.”

Steven hoped so.

Tessa let him drive to the barn while Aria remained in the skies, watching out for their enemies. But they didn’t have to worry about that for now. 

“Chazzie and Pru are going to need to borrow some clothes,” Steven said. “Tessa, you might be closest to their size. But they’re more slender than you—”

Mouse cut him off. “Yeah, you don’t want to finish that thought. We’ll find the twins something to cover their perfectly proportioned cheerleader bodies.”

Tessa laughed good-naturedly. “Thanks, Mouse. Poor Steven was treading on thin ice there.”

Sabina spoke up from the back. “Steven, you had a vision, didn’t you?”

“I did. Magica Divinatio is finally working for me. At least a little.”

“Si, but you still need to use it during a fight. That might be where it’s most effective for you. It is for me.” She laughed. “But then, I’m trying to fight while blind. So, there’s that.”

Steven pulled Jeeves up to the barn. The twins came out wearing blankets. 

“Okay,” Mouse said. “This ought to be interesting. The Wayne twins.”

Tessa agreed. “From what you said, this is going to be like meeting Keyser Söze. I don’t believe in the Devil, but I’m afraid of the Wayne twins.”

“I’ve heard about them for years,” Mouse said, “but we all thought Carlo Bart had them on a short leash. Looks like that wasn’t the case.”

Steven wondered how the Wayne sisters were going to fit in, or if they even wanted to.

 

***

Chazzie kept near Pru. This was not how she wanted meet Steven’s wives. She and Pru had never been in such a weak position before. They’d lost fights before, sure, but they’d never had to reach out for help. To make matters worse, their Prime was most likely on the hunt for them. He wasn’t dead, they still had their wedding rings on, and things were bleak.

Would Steven and his Escort even want to bring them on board?

Tessa’s clothes hung off Chazzie and Pru like potato sacks, which didn’t improve their moods any.

They talked in the headlights of the Escalade. Dust rose up in swirls, glowing and dancing. Chazzie had studied up on four of the women. Aria Khat was the toughest of the warriors; straight up, she had that old-school fire about her. As for Mouse, the entire Dragonsoul community had written her off as drunk and useless, damaged goods for sure. Yet here she was, clear-eyed with the legendary Slayer Blade on her back, looking like she had a purpose in her heart. Chazzie was surprised that Sabina was there at all. Word had it she’d been blinded then killed by Gideon Scaramanga. But then Sabina had a tragic past, being juggled around by Scotty Ortiz then Rhaegen Mulk.

As for the last girl, the werebear, she was a mystery. Zoey looked damn familiar, but for the life of her, Chazzie couldn’t place the face. That made her a bit nervous. But then, she was already so on edge.

It got worse.

They were chitchatting about nothing when Steven dropped the bombshell. “The Wayne twins are going to have to betray me. They have to get close to Carlo Bart. The whole plan rests on that.”

“Yeah, that might get us both killed,” Chazzie said. “It’s a good bet, once he gets us alone, he’s going to murder us. Or get Juice and his Sounders to do the dirty work. I don’t think he’d ask anyone else to—”

“Maria Diablo would love to see us gone,” Pru interrupted. “And Wyatt Gunn just likes to kill. He wouldn’t give a shit.”

“Fucking Wyatt Gunn,” Chazzie cursed. “So, Steven, Carlo Bart isn’t going to really buy anything we try to sell him.” The fear was trying to choke her. And for the first time in a long time, she wanted to sit down and cry her eyes out. 

Well, damn. That was not how a Wayne was raised. She could see her daddy shaking his head at her, clear as a Texan afternoon. She clenched her jaws. She’d keep her cool.

Steven folded his arms across his chest. Those biceps strained the hoodie he’d thrown on. She recalled his taste, his smell, and a tingle went through her. Yeah, they were playing a bad poker hand, but the stakes sure were yummy.

“Carlo Bart will believe you,” Steven said. “Because you’re going to call him. And you’re going to deliver us to him. But that was all going to happen anyway. We were on our way to the Americos Chamber, and he knew it. I bet he’s close by at this point.”

“Americos Chamber?” Tessa asked. “Is that what the kids are calling the underground caverns these days?”

“At least Javier Jones is,” Steven said. “But I don’t get how Carlo Bart could trick us. We saw the red Borromean rings here and nowhere else. The spells he would’ve had to cast are beyond anything we’ve seen.”

“Si, mi amor,” Sabina added. “To be able to mess with my Magica Divinatio sorcery would take a lot of mojo.”

Pru let out a sigh. “You guys ever heard of something called Enchantrix? Carlo Bart loved to brag that he’d mastered shit no one else had.”

Chazzie watched the Latina, Tessa, and Steven exchange glances. Their eyes were wide, and yeah, that surprised them all right.

“Can he cast portal magic?” Tessa asked.

Chazzie shook her head. “No, but his divination skills are pretty good. He really excels at Magica Incanto, making magic items, tinkering. He said he had to skip ahead to get Enchantrix. He talked about the high price but said he was glad to pay it.”

Steven nodded, his mind working. “And I bet he’s never mentioned AnimusChain either, huh? No, he did what Tessa did. He skipped around on the skill tree. But who taught him? How would he have access to the Alpherian abilities?”

“Alpherian what?” Pru asked.

“Maybe something about the Alpheros?” Chazzie said, seeking clarification. “We’ve read old scrolls about the Alpheros, but it was like all blah, blah, blah, old stuff. Didn’t see how it really had anything to do with us.”

“It seems we were mistaken,” Pru said.

Steven let them in on the secret Mirror-Souled Path and what he called the Alpherian abilities. 

Chazzie shook her head. “Damn. Carlo Bart never mentioned anything about that.”

Her twin took over. “You have to understand, Carlo Bart isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. He wouldn’t know this kind of shit unless someone taught him. Which means he has a secret teacher, one he kept hidden from us. And believe you me, we had him under our thumb for a long time.”

Chazzie winced. “Yeah, we did. But we don’t expect to do that with Steven.”

Pru’s glare at Chazzie could’ve melted the needles off a cactus. She felt her face heat up. This honesty thing was going to take some getting used to for the two.

It might have been Chazzie’s imagination, but the air seemed to get a little colder, as did the looks from the five women in Steven’s Escort. Well, shit, this was not going well at all. Best to just shut up before they made things worse.

“Call Carlo Bart,” Steven said. “Tell him you’re bringing us to the Americos Chamber. Tell them it was your plan all along, and that you wanted to give him a present. Namely, me. My head on a plate.”

Chazzie met his gaze. “You’re asking a lot.”

Steven’s eyes softened. “I am. And he’s going to hurt you and Pru. I saw it. I’m sorry. If you want to back out, I would understand.”

“No,” Chazzie said. “Me and my sister can take a punch or two.” Chazzie swallowed down her nervousness. “He’s going to believe us. We’ve brought him other Primes. We’ve done this before.”

Pru let out a sigh. 

Chazzie knew her twin wanted to end with that. But Chazzie, for some reason, couldn’t stop herself. “We don’t want to play our games with y’all. We want you to trust us.”

“We’ll trust you,” Mouse said. “As long as you don’t fuck us over. Kinda simple. Don’t be duplicitous bitches, and we’ll get along fine.”

But Chazzie saw doubt in the blonde’s eyes. That doubt was echoed in every other woman’s gaze, even Tessa’s, and she was supposed to be the nice one. 

Daddy Bob Wayne also had another saying. Lies are like chickens; they always come home to roost. And Chazzie and Pru had been lying for a long, long time.
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Steven walked with the Wayne twins around to the back lot of the Blowtorch Bar and Grill. They were in their human forms. Chazzie and Pru wore Tessa’s oversized dresses. Steven had Samael’s Lash in its scabbard, slung over his shoulder. If he had to shred his jeans and his dollar-store T-shirt, so be it.

The moonlight brightened the metal building while the dark seams of the welds darkened. Sage shivered in a breeze, and its scent, along with some other flowery smell he couldn’t identify, filled the air. From far off, a coyote gibbered. A cow lowed.

The parking lot behind the bar was like Steven had seen it in his visions: flapping yellow police tape, destroyed trucks, burned dirt. The stink of old gasoline and charred rubber eclipsed the sage. The tin shack was the entrance to the Americos Chamber.

Steven could feel eyes watching him. Well, this was certainly nerve-wracking. A light sweat covered his brow. He was risking everything. Every step of his plan was fraught with danger, but the next two phases were critical, both for his survival and that of the twins.

Chazzie whipped off the peasant dress she was wearing and let it pile onto the dirt. Pru followed suit. They stood naked in the moonlight; the swell of their breasts shadowed their soft bellies. Both together made him blink. No, couldn’t lose focus. 

Pru grinned at him. “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.”

He shrugged. “I was made to look.”

“Look but don’t touch,” Chazzie said a little loudly. “You know the rules.” That was for Carlo Bart, certainly. “Okay, let’s get on with it. This cavern place should be in the shack and down the steps.” She shifted into her Homo Draconis form—pink scales, rose-colored wings, and a tail that flicked out from behind her.

Pru followed her sister’s lead. She shifted as well. Like when they were human, both appeared exactly the same. Only now, Steven could see the scars on Chazzie’s hip and thigh and the marks on Pru’s side. 

Chazzie ripped off the door to the tin shack. The structure shuddered. 

Steven stepped forward. He drew Samael’s Lash. More and more, clutching the big sword’s grip was like coming home. The shack was built over stone steps descending underground. It was about what he had expected.

“You two can wait up here,” he said. “I’ll be back in a second.”

He took out his phone and turned on the flashlight feature. He had a lot of supernatural abilities, but seeing in the dark wasn’t one of them. The walls were stone, limestone maybe. Carlsbad Caverns was only about a hundred and fifty miles to the west, but there were no Americos Chambers there. The shuffle of his footsteps echoed in whispers.

Down he went, about thirty feet, until he walked into another one of the chambers. This place was similar to the cavern in Grand Lake. Three Homo Draconi stood around an empty pool. Above, the words THIS EYE IS CLOSED were written on the ceiling in dragon script. Instead of friezes of pine trees and mountains, this one had a flat plane where coyote shapes and boar people ran toward a sun on the horizon. There were a few sculptures of trees in the walls but not many. Under them, there were no monsters, just blank stone.

Steven went to the pool. He wasn’t even going to bother casting a spell. This whole thing had been a ruse to lure him into a trap. Well, it was time to go up and spring it. He just hoped that when all was said and done, Tessa would have the power to fill that pool and move the portal from where it opened in Denver. That was going to take a butt-ton of Animus, but Tessa was special, without a doubt. If anyone could do it, she could.

He let out a sigh and turned off his phone. The darkness was complete. He was full of Animus; his Escort had made sure of that. He was ready for war. The way up was lit by moonlight.

He emerged to face Carlo Bart’s army. Three dragons sat on the Blowtorch. All that metal held their weight. Morphlings surrounded him, five deep. Most of the shifters were in black or silver armor: bears, wolves, boars and even a few long, round snakes. The Sounders. Behind them stood a dozen more dragons, mostly female, but a few big males as well.

Mixed in were men in Kevlar—Warlings without a doubt. A bald, badass tattooed woman held a fully decked-out assault rifle. She eyed Steven. And then there were the Magicians, in jeans or robes, their eyes glowing various colors. Their hands also glowed, casting a mystical light on the scene.

The Wayne twins, still Homo Draconi, stood in front of the army.

It was Chazzie who let out growling laughter. “Well, Carlo Bart, here he is, Steven Drokharis, all alone and feeling lonesome. Just like we promised.”

Steven smiled. “So this is the mousetrap. Shit, I wish you would’ve at least provided some cheese. Hey, Carlo Bart, you want to talk before you kill me? Or should we just start fighting right away?”

Steven and his Escort had faced such overwhelming odds before when Rhaegen Mulk had emptied his arsenal for the Battle of Cheyenne. However, they’d had Mathaal in their back pocket, the ultimate secret weapon. For the Battle of Yellowstone, Liam Strider and Uchiko and the Onari Guard had played vital roles.

For this fight? It was just his core Escort, including Zoey, whom he’d not seen fight before, other than in visions.

“Why would I wanna talk to you?” a big, deep voice broke through the night. “You’re here to die. Don’t make no sense to talk to a dead man.”

“You are a cowardly piece of shit, aren’t you?” Steven kept his voice strong and confident. He’d like to avoid the chaos of a battle, but that probably wasn’t going to happen. “I was thinking you and I could duel at dawn. That would give you one last night alive.”

The Morphlings parted, their armor clinking, their big bodies shifting. 

Carlo Bart Baxter came forward in a blue silk suit with a white shirt and no tie. He must’ve exhausted several million silk worms to spin that much material. His hulking frame was as tall as the Wayne twins in their partial form. Sterling silver rings dotted with turquoise gleamed off his hands. His high-and-tight haircut made him look like a Dallas Cowboy linebacker who now owned the team.

The Wayne twins had taken a few steps back. It was just Steven and Carlo Bart in front of the shack, surrounded by a hundred stinking bodies. Those Morphlings needed a bath. How had Zoey tolerated the stench?

And the biggest stinker? A big wereboar with bristly hair drooping from his spitty muzzle. He was the biggest pig, the biggest shifter, of the batch. It had to be Juice Juice in his silver armor.

“A duel at dawn?” Carlo Bart boomed laughter. “Why not high noon?”

“It’ll be too dark,” Steven replied. “I want to watch you die.”

More laughter. Even his minions tittered.

“Dark at noon?” Carlo Bart strutted around Steven, who was a full foot shorter than the monstrous Prime. “What they teach you in that college, boy? Noon and midnight aren’t the same.”

“You’re right. I get so easily confused,” Steven said. “So let’s do pistols at dawn. No armies. Just me against you.”

Carlo Bart stopped in front of Steven. He shouldered off his suit coat and let it drop. He then undid his cuff links. “If you want to fight, what about right fucking now?”

 “I don’t have the Animus for it,” Steven lied. “It was a long flight in. And you want me at my fullest, right?” This was the plan, to get Carlo Bart alone. According to the Wayne twins, this was only one part of the Texarkana Prime’s army. He’d be calling in the rest, which Steven wanted.

Carlo Bart unbuttoned his shirt. He was mostly smooth with only a bit of hair on his chest. His arms, though, flexed with powerful muscles. He dropped his pants.

“I said fight,” Steven said with a smirk. “Don’t you even think of trying to kiss me.”

“Yeah, we’ll fight,” Carlo Bart said. “But I didn’t want to ruin my suit. I’m still trying to get the magic right, so we can change and not be naked. I can do it for my jewelry, but not clothes just yet. But I don’t mind being naked. I like it, especially when I fuck my twins.”

He shifted into a dark blue Homo Draconis. His dragon scent was surprising sweet, like cotton candy melting on a campfire. He slithered behind Steven and slammed a clawed hand on Steven’s back. Steven exaggerated the stumble forward. He kept his feet. He didn’t turn to attack. It wasn’t the time to fight yet. His Escort was still getting into place, thanks to a little forgotten scroll they’d found stuffed in the third volume. Everyone had forgotten about it except for Steven and Tessa.

Carlo Bart’s snarl deafened Steven. “Chastity, Prudence, I want Steven to see what he was never gonna have, no matter how much you two flirted with him. Shift back and show him your titties one last time.”

The Wayne twins did as they were told. Tails disappeared, as did wings. Claws became delicate fingers. Scales became smooth, freckled flesh. A Magician cast a spell that lit them up in an unforgiving light. Chazzie’s eyes showed her doubt and pain. Pru’s face was expressionless. Her eyes were dead.

Not that Carlo Bart would notice. He only leered at their bodies.

“Look at them, Stevie. Oh, I bet they made you feel like a king, promised you their never-ending loyalty, and got your dick as hard as Chinese algebra. But no, they’re mine. Forever. See those rings on their fingers? That means something among our kind.”

Steven clenched his teeth. This asshole behind him didn’t deserve Chazzie and Pru. He would never fully appreciate their gifts. Chazzie was right. Carlo Bart might be powerful, but he was a stupid fuck, and he wasn’t going to agree to a duel, not unless he was pushed into it.

Damn, this next part was going to be equal parts sheer brutality and delicate surgery. But Steven looked out over the army he was facing down, and he knew only a fraction of Carlo Bart’s forces were there. He wanted them all in Odessa when he removed their Prime from the world. And even if he could kill all of Carlo Bart’s vassals, he wouldn’t want to. In the end, he needed them alive.

Yes, every soldier would be important in his conquest of the North American continent and then in his battle against the Zothoric. The demons had wiped out the Alpheros. Steven wasn’t going to let that happen again, neither to the Dragonsouls nor to the humans.

Avoiding a full-on battle royale with Carlo Bart’s armies would also keep his Escort safe. At some point, their luck was bound to run out and one of his wives would die. Steven didn’t want that to happen. He’d seen the grief in Liam Strider’s face often enough to know that losing one of his Escort would damage him, maybe beyond repair.

No. Orchestrating the showdown with Carlo Bart might be risky, but in the end, it was the best course of action for them all.

He only hoped the twins would survive it.

“Ready to die, Stevie?” Carlo Bart growled in his ear. The Texarkana Prime’s talons glowed with painful incandescence. IonClaws.

“Tessa. It’s time,” Steven said softly.

The sound of a revolver cocking, that mechanical click, came from behind Carlo Bart. The sound of a hammer being pulled back echoed through the night. That was one of Tessa’s impossible pistols, getting up close and personal with the Texarkana Prime’s back.
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Steven stepped away from Carlo Bart.

“What the shit?” the Texarkana Prime hissed. His IonClaws faded away. Even with SerpentGrace, he couldn’t have cut off Steven’s head and dodged the gun in his back, held by Tessa, who’d been invisible by the entrance of the shack.

The first of many surprises.

Lightning hit the metal sides of the Blowtorch from two dragons that appeared in the night, one scarlet and one amber-colored. The skeins of electricity licked up the sides of the bar to flash-fry the three Dragonsouls on top—three of Carlo Bart’s wives, smoked like three Swisher Sweets.

The smell of bitter almonds and sewage was caught in the wind. Morphlings at the back began to cough as the miasma of poisonous gas caught them. One werebear shucked off its armor to puke on the ground. A werewolf coughed up blood and then pieces of his lungs. A wereboar went insane, slashing at anything that came close as he suffocated from the Toxicity Exhalant, compliments of Aria and Mouse.

“Never again!” a monstrous growl thundered from Steven’s right.

Zoey came bounding in, nine feet long, and two thousand pounds of bear. She lowered a shoulder and rammed another bear, cracking his neck. She rose and mauled a Magician before he could utter a single spell. Behind Zoey walked Sabina, eyes gleaming. With her green force fields, she kept them safe from spells, guns, and claws.

“What the hell?” Rage clamped Carlo Bart’s jaws down. “What is this?”

“This? This is why you don’t fuck with Steven Drokharis or his Escort,” Tessa said. “You want to trap us? No, we trap you.”

Aria and Mouse were back to back, both breathing fire and creating a whirlpool of flames around them. A red shield and a yellow shield flickered at their sides. Gunfire had erupted, and the air around them flashed as bullets glanced off their force fields.

Sabina had an assault rifle in her hands, standing next to Zoey. A Kevlar-clad Warling sped to knife the bear. His speed was enhanced by SerpentGrace and he moved in a blur. But Sabina fired once, aiming not where he was, but where he would be, a foot ahead of him. The bullet struck his throat, and he went down. 

Zoey wheeled. Though she couldn’t claw through the armor covering the Sounders, she could pick them up, which she did. She latched onto a werewolf and hurled it into the fire Aria was spewing. The wolf cooked in the steel covering him.

The woman Warling with the tattoos and shaved head went down on a knee and fired at Steven.

He caught her barrage with his own shield. A Magician peppered him with Impetim blasts. Those long lines of crackling blue energy never hit him but winked away in flashes of pink. That was Tessa’s shield.

Juice came thundering forward to get to Steven, Tessa, and Carlo Bart. The Morphling’s hooves kicked up dirt before he rammed his head into another force field. He dropped into the dirt, unconsciousness.

“How many fucking shield spells do you have going?” Carlo Bart breathed.

“A lot,” Steven answered. He was sweating. The air had heated up from the Inferno Exhalants, the violence, and all the bodies. “Call off your army. You and I will fight at dawn. This is only a few of my wives. Shamhat and Hwedo should be here any minute.”

At the mention of Rahaab’s wives, Carlo Bart cursed. “Fuck.” 

Not that the two female Dragonsouls were on the planet anymore. Liam had opened a portal into… somewhere… and those two were gone. But Carlo Bart didn’t know that. He’d assume that they’d joined Steven’s Escort as the spoils of war once Rahaab was slain.

“And the Five Widows are about five minutes away,” Tessa added.

That was a riskier bluff. 

Tessa, though, knew that. “Liam Strider sure is good with portal spells. Oh, he’ll be here too, the Yellow Ronin. You might not know it, but he can make the most amazing grilled cheese sandwiches.”

Carlo Bart’s dragons had joined the fight and were trying to electrocute Zoey and Sabina. Their shield spells were only going to last for so long. Steven recognized a big black male with green-edged scales. It had to be Wyatt Gunn. Next to him rose a black-and-orange female, Maria Diablo. Both had been with the Dragonsouls that had attacked him in Chicago. 

And in human form, they would have the Republic of Texas tattoos, which had kept them hidden from the scrying of the Wayne sisters.

Speaking of which, the twins had switched into their True Forms and were circling Aria and Mouse. The two pink dragons were breathing ArcticWind, but that cold was melted in all the fire. It looked like the Wayne sisters were trying to attack, so that was good.

“Call them off!” Steven ordered.

They’d discussed having Tessa just shoot Carlo Bart in the back. However, the Wayne twins said there was be a good chance his troops wouldn’t stop and would kill Steven and his Escort out of spite. They’d done well to survive an initial attack, but they’d lose a real battle. Also, the twins both agreed that murdering Carlo Bart in cold blood wouldn’t win the hearts and minds of the Texarkana Prime’s vassals. No, to really secure Carlo Bart’s Primacy, Steven had to kill him in a duel. 

Only the Texas dragon wouldn’t be playing fair. Neither would Steven.

“Enough!” Carlo Bart thundered. “Wyatt! Maria! Juice! Stand down!”

Juice was just getting to his hooves, shaking off his unexpected collision. He grunted and sat back on his haunches.

As for the collection of black dragons attacking Steven’s Escort, they all shifted into their Homo Draconi forms. The Morphlings, Warlings, and Magicians retreated from Zoey and Sabina, who looked oddly cool holding an M16 with the huge bear behind her.

Zoey let out another roar. Boars, bears, and wolves crept back.

Aria and Mouse took flight, escaping. They’d been wounded and scorched but were okay. Sticking around wasn’t a good idea, though.

Zoey and Sabina made their way to Steven. Tessa had both of her Peacekeepers drawn, keeping one barrel on the Texarkana Prime and the other on Juice.

Carlo Bart stepped away, became human, and began to dress. “Well, you are a surprise. Figured out my little trap and made one of your own. Nicely played. Seems a bit convenient. Maybe my twins are playing us against each other. Did they tell you I would come?”

Steven made sure to lock gazes with the big man. “Them? No, I didn’t believe their act for a second. Actually, it was Javier Jones. He’d been down in the Americos Chamber below, and he said there wasn’t anything special there. It got me thinking. I figured this was a trap and planed for it.”

Carlo Bart rumbled laughter and drew his suit coat over his shoulders. “You’re a smart little fucker, aren’t you? Well, I’m going to come back tomorrow morning for the sunrise, and I’m going to kill you. I’ve talked to people. You’ve relied on your Escort from the beginning. Without the Hindu bitch and this whore Magician, Edgar Vale would’ve cut you apart. Well, me against you? I’ll take you down before breakfast. Then, I’m thinking sausage, biscuits, and gravy sounds good.”

The Texarkana Prime then struck. He was fast, so fast. Zoey had drifted close, back to being human, and he snatched her by the arm and whirled her about. She was a big girl, but Carlo Bart was bigger and stronger. His dragon arm shredded his suit coat. IonClaws blinded Steven.

“Two can play the hostage game,” he snarled. “I’m taking this bear bitch with me. Hey, Wyatt!”

A man with a long yellow beard and a shaved head walked through the Morphlings. Wyatt was naked and muscular. “Yeah, boss.”

“Show this little son of a bitch your ring.”

Wyatt Gunn held up his hand. On the ring finger of his right hand, a big ruby pulsated. 

“That’s my heartbeat,” Carlo Bart growled. “Wyatt will know the minute it don’t beat. I don’t trust you a bit, Stevie. Remember, I die, she dies.”

Steven’s own heart fell. This wasn’t in the plan, but it didn’t change things. Not a bit. It only complicated them a little.

Sabina’s eyes continued to glow. And she laughed.

He’d ask about that laugh in a minute.

Chazzie and Pru, in their True Forms, landed next to their Prime. For a second, it seemed like they might try to free the Morphling. Instead, they closed ranks, guarding Carlo Bart, whose IonClaws were so close to Zoey’s throat they burned her.

“You have nice magic items,” Steven said. “I think I might be a little jealous.”

“As you fucking should be,” Carlo Bart snapped. “Yeah, I got a little knowledge of the arcane arts, and I’m getting better at it every day.”

“Remember, I die, Zoey dies. I’ll bring her back with me so she can watch me kill you. Then I get her and all your bitches. Don’t worry, I got so much pussy, it’ll take me a bit to get around to them. But they’ll like it once I do.”

Carlo Bart backed away, a twin on either side. Juice came up, along with two other armored boars and three bears to guard the Prime’s front and back. Meanwhile, Wyatt Gunn and Maria Diablo as well as a few other dragons shifted to carry off the dead.

Zoey managed to turn her face to look at him. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but her blue-green eyes weren’t pleading for mercy. When they gazed into Steven’s, he saw courage there, and trust.

She knew they would save her.

Once they were gone, Steven asked Sabina why she’d laughed.

The Latina Magician shrugged. “Something Mouse will say, later, once you and Zoey aren’t in Texas no more. It’s funny.”

“So the portal will work?” Steven asked.

“Si, but not much else will. Not like how we want it to.” Of course, she didn’t have much more information than that. The incomplete prophecy put a bad feeling in Steven’s belly.
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The waiting was going to kill Chastity Wayne.

Less than fifty miles away, in La Sombra, Texas, Carlo Bart had an old Aerie, one he didn’t use much. A big house sat on acres of scrub brush. It was like a third-world drug lord’s mansion, with gaudy statues, two swimming pools, and more rooms than an apocalypse cult could use during the end times.

But it was a perfect base of operation for a campaign in Odessa.

Chazzie and Pru were in their black lingerie, both on edge, as they left the master bedroom and walked out onto the balcony. The pools shimmered like emeralds trapped in concrete. Mist swirled because the temperature had dipped, and they’d jacked up the temperature to just shy of boiling. They’d also turned on every light in the place, and all the guard towers were full of Carlo Bart’s vassals. More were on the way. The Texarkana Prime was calling in every favor, every mercenary, and every wife.

Their prisoner, Zoey, was in the basement, in a locked cell created just for that purpose. Three doors and two sets of keys separated her from the open desert. Carlo Bart was conferring with Maria Diablo and Wyatt Gunn in his office. The twins hadn’t been invited. Not good. 

Wyatt and Maria were loyal enough, but if given the chance? Wyatt would love to grab up power with Maria by his side. The two were inseparable. And some said they were banging like bunnies. Unlike the twins, Maria hadn’t gone for the whole marriage thing. Carlo Bart tolerated it. Did he get off on it? Chazzie didn’t think so, but then most everyone had their own kinks to deal with.

Juice and his Sounders were off in the desert somewhere, waiting for first light.

Every second seemed like an hour, and every hour felt like a week.

It took three Dragonsouls to carry Zoey, who’d shifted into her bear form and refused to become human. It was hard to tell what a fucking bear was feeling, but Chazzie would bet it was fear. And sadness. At least the big girl wasn’t with Juice Juice. Speaking of apocalypse cults, the twins had heard stories about what the pig had done to his people.

Yet Zoey as a bear was going to make their lives about a million times more complicated. The twins were used to their schemes becoming more complex as they played out. It was part of the deal. Plan, execute, re-evaluate, re-execute, and correct course. Steven’s gambit was desperate, but they’d done desperate before, many times.

Carlo Bart hadn’t given them a second glance once they’d all flown in.

Chazzie hoped the lingerie would change that.

Yet the minutes continued to tick away. The night was getting away from them.

“You know,” Pru said, “if he don’t come to us, we’ll have to go to him. And that’s going to make it harder.”

Chazzie touched the vial of Elftears she’d tucked into the lacy goodness of her teddy. Poor Sabina, she was going to have to go that night without the potion. “He’ll come, Pru. He has to. Yeah, he kept us in the dark, but now he knows we know. And he’ll want to hear what intel we have about Steven and this sunrise showdown.”

“Gary Cooper in High Noon ain’t got nothing on our Stevie,” Pru said. She was pale. While the black lace of the teddy made her sexy, it also made her sad.

Well, Chazzie knew she was in the same state. Sexy, sad, scared, and the night was going to last a million years. 

It was around 3 a.m. when the door was thrown open. Carlo Bart marched in, his shirt sleeves rolled up, his suit coat missing. He stomped through the big, opulent bedroom. 

Chazzie and Pru sat on the bed.

He squared his shoulders and faced them. “Well, you two conniving cunts better tell me a story that ain’t complete bullshit. Or I’m going to feed you to Juice and his pigs.”

The twins had come dressed for sex, but this was going to be a battle of wits for their very lives. The two were prepared.

“When did you stop trusting us?” Pru asked in a hurt voice.

Chazzie let a tear drop from her eye. Only one, and she made sure her face was fighting the emotion. They’d try going soft. Men were suckers for tears.

“If Juice was working for you, why did you have him attack us?” Chazzie let her voice crack in just the right way.

Carlo Bart eyed her. “Maybe I didn’t. Maybe Juice is a fucking animal, likely to bite as not. Then again, he fucked up the Drokharis hit. There are consequences for fucking up.”

A long silence followed. Chazzie grabbed Pru’s hand, like she was afraid and needed some comfort.

“I’m not falling for this fucking act anymore.” Carlo Bart charged forward, grabbed Pru by her hair, and flung her across the room. She rolled across the floor.

Okay, the hurt act wasn’t going to fly. Fine. Chazzie launched herself up to her feet. “What were you before us, Carlo? You barely had a grasp on Texas. You certainly didn’t have much more. And you had a wife actively cheating on you. We took care of that. We brought you the Okies, and we brought you Arkansas and a good chunk of Louisiana as well.”

He tried to grab her but missed. The first time.

Carlo Bart was strong and sneaky. He feinted to his left, Chazzie fell for it, and then he punched her in the eye. He was wearing his turquoise rings, and if she hadn’t known how to take a punch, he could’ve done some serious damage. She angled her head back, so it was a glancing blow. Still, hurt blossomed through her brain. She fell backward onto the floor.

“Oh, fuck this!” Pru snapped. She shredded the lingerie and scaled over, her mouth losing her lips but gaining rows of fangs. She splayed her fingers, showing her deadly claws. She went at Carlo Bart, but he seized her and flung her across the room onto the bed. Her momentum carried her into a wall, ruining the drywall there.

Carlo Bart exploded in rage. “No, we are not doing this! You tell me, right now, what you have on Steven Drokharis and why he wants this fucking showdown!”

Chazzie stood up. She wasn’t worried about a black eye. A Magica Cura spell would fix the bruising. But being hit like that, by her Prime, stung her pride more. Or whatever little bit of love she had for him. Wasn’t much to begin with.

She rubbed a thumb over her wedding band. And remembered her loyalties. “Hold on, Pru.” 

The pink dragon woman, covered in drywall dust, stood uncertainly. The bubble gum smell of her dragon scent filled the room.

“We called you, Carlo,” Chazzie said. “We led Steven to the Blowtorch Bar and Grill, thinking that was kind of your base of operations. Juice was definitely working for you. Not that we knew that before we went and talked to him.”

Carlo Bart’s football-coach blue eyes sizzled into her soul. “And why in the fuck were you talking to Juice in the first place? And why were you in the elevator in Chicago, talking with the Drokharis cocksucker? To warn him?”

“Of what?” Chazzie shrieked. Oh yeah, playing the hysterical woman card was always such a crowd-pleaser. If worse came to worst, she could blame her mood on her monthlies. Men loved to think that the uterus controlled most if not all of a woman’s mental capacities.

Chazzie really poured it on. “We didn’t know anything! You stopped trusting us! And we’ve worked so well together in the past! Why, Carlo, why did you stop trusting us?” Now, she could give him more tears. And show a whole mess of hurt on her face she didn’t feel. Not a bit. 

Carlo Bart searched her eyes. He was taken aback by her outburst. Ha, of course he was.

“You were never in this for me,” Carlo Bart said in a quiet voice. “You were only in this for yourselves. For a long time, that was good enough for me. I thought the rings would help. But no, the daughters of Bob Wayne were already too damaged for that to do much.”

Pru walked to stand next to Chazzie, becoming more human with each step. By the time she was even with Chazzie, she was naked, beautiful, maybe perfect.

Carlo Bart’s eyes went down her body and then back to Chazzie’s face. “Then a Dragonsoul contacted me, about six months ago. Rahaab was dead. Things were going to change. And I was going to help make that happen.”

“Who was it?” Pru asked.

Carlo Bart rumbled laughter. “Oh, no. You see, he warned me about you, not that I needed much warning. Things are now going to change between us. I’ll still fuck you, because, damn”—he sucked in a breath—“there is something about twins. But you aren’t going to be my advisors anymore. You’ll be kept at arm’s length. You’ll go where I tell you to go and do what I tell you to do.”

“We can live with that,” Pru said. That was a lie for the ages.

Chazzie pretended to take in a great big shuddering breath. “We’ll show you we still have value. We’ll make sure you know the rings on our fingers mean everything to us.” 

Chazzie pulled the cups of her teddy down to let her breasts fall. She took hold of her pink nipples and twisted. “This fighting, this fear, has me horny, Carlo. We can fill your Animus up before the showdown in a few hours.”

“Ain’t gonna be no showdown. I’m going to bring every gun, magic-user, and pig I got, and we’re going to kill Steven Drokharis dead.” The Prime licked his lips. His eyes darted between the two of them, drinking them in. She saw the bulge in his suit pants get bigger. “I told Wyatt and Maria that I was going to sleep some. But we can have sex before that. Still not sure I can trust you, but I’ve screwed bitches I’ve hated before.”

He came forward and pushed them onto the bed. Pru spread her legs and showed him her sex. Chazzie wiggled out of her lacy panties so she could do the same.

He bent and sucked on Pru, then on Chazzie. The minute his mouth closed over her petals, Chazzie took the syringe from a secret pocket she’d sewn in the teddy. She moaned, groaned, and made a big production of her impending “orgasm” before she slipped the needle into his neck. She pumped ten cubic centimeters, about two teaspoons, of Elftears directly into his carotid artery. 

Carlo Bart dropped to the floor.

Pru sighed. “And the best actress award for a performance in a bullshit sex scene goes to Chastity Wayne.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” Chastity said. She got up and shifted into her Homo Draconis form, ripping through her lingerie. If she never wore anything lacy like that for the rest of her fucking life, it would be too soon.

Pru, also in her partial state, helped her drag the meat of Carlo Bart’s form to the balcony. “First him, and then the bear girl,” Chazzie said.

That was the plan. They were back on track.

Except for Zoey. That was going to be the tricky part. Flying with her would be difficult. But then they also had to arm up. They weren’t called the machine-gun twins for nothing. The Cadillac was the obvious solution.

Chazzie found herself buzzing inside. Most of what she’d said to Carlo Bart had been total bullshit, but the drama and tension of the last few days had gotten to her. She was horny.

And now they were free to do what they wanted to Steven.

They’d gone all in, pushed all their chips into the middle, and now it was only a matter of time before the universe started turning over cards in their Armageddon game of Texas Hold’em. The flop, fourth street, then the river.

While the cards danced across the table, they might as well enjoy themselves with Steven.

“You still want it all?” Pru asked her.

“Yeah, but now it all isn’t just for me no more. I will tell you one thing, Prudence Lynn Wayne. I do want it now,” Chazzie said right back.

The night might’ve been long, but life was short.
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It was the calm before the storm. The night before the battle. Steven thought of a Shakespeare play, Henry V, he’d studied in college. He was the general, but he wasn’t sure he needed to give a St. Crispin’s Day speech. They were a happy few indeed.

Their plan was working, so far. If only the twins would check in. Had they been able to dose Carlo Bart? Steven hoped so.

He and his Escort had taken shelter in the Blowtorch Bar and Grill. The police had closed it down during the investigation, but now their crime scene was all fucked up. Sabina had looked into the future of the place, and the cops would return at around 9 a.m. By that time, Steven’s entire operation would be over. For better or for worse.

Bottom line, the bar was safe for the night.

In town, they found a BBQ place, right before it closed. Tessa literally bought every single thing they had. And while Steven could appreciate food from all over the world, Texas BBQ just might’ve been his favorite. Pork ribs rubbed down in spices and smoked over mesquite, then covered in a tangy, spicy, tomato-based sauce. Spicy beans with chunks of bacon. Coleslaw, potato salad, and thick pieces of toast buttered enough to induce an immediate heart attack and then grilled.

Aria had eaten at least a loaf of the Texas toast, even though it was cold by the time they brought it back to the empty bar. The place was still a mess from the various battles that had plagued its parking lot. Note to self: never build your restaurant over a mysterious dragon cave.

Steven had needed the food. He’d eaten every last rib, every bit of blackened brisket, every link of sausage. At one point, his Escort sat and watched him in stunned silence. He’d merely grinned at them.

Tessa and Sabina were in the Americos Chamber, getting ready for the Magica Porta spells. Sabina had dipped her toe in the portal magic but hadn’t gotten serious, since her quest to become a Dragonskin had been all-encompassing. Tessa was brand new to that type of magic as well. She’d done a little bit of portal magic in France, but that had been with the help of a scroll. 

When they’d found that magic in the third volume of the Drokharis Grimoire, they’d also retrieved a piece of parchment that had given them invisibility magic. They’d used it to get the drop on Carlo Bart. Steven remembered how the Texarkana Prime had humiliated the twins, forcing them to change back into humans so he could leer at their breasts. Carlo Bart needed to die.

Steven paced back and forth through the tables and chairs strewn across the debris-scattered floor. After the Sounders attacked the twins, the owners and the patrons, everyone, had fled. The place was one gigantic mess. And now the walls were scorched from Aria’s and Mouse’s ElectroArc attack. Most of the bottles on the glass shelves above the bar had shattered.

Mouse sat on a stool, drinking a cup of coffee and staring at the booze that hadn’t been blown apart.

Steven walked over to her. “Rethinking your sobriety?”

“No,” Mouse erupted. “Get this, I was talking with Skylar and Liam in Australia. I always thought Foster’s Lager was a total Australian thing. No. It was an ad campaign. Foster’s Lager is fucking brewed in Fort Worth, Texas. The irony makes me want to fucking puke.”

“You’re pissed off about a beer?” Steven asked.

“No, not really.” Mouse calmed down and let out a breath. “I miss Zoey. I’m scared for her. Yeah, she’s like a furry Simple Jack sometimes, but she’s sweet and innocent in a way I never was.”

“Is that why you took her under your wing?” Steven asked.

Mouse nodded and couldn’t talk for a minute. She sipped her coffee, tears threatening to fall, but she forced them back. “Yeah. I know what it’s like joining a Prime’s Escort when they’re already a tight group. I know what it’s like being abandoned. And let’s mark trauma off the list as well. Me and Zoey are incredibly different and exactly the same.”

Steven sat down next to her. “Were you surprised that she and I slept together that first night?”

Mouse smirked and shook her head. “It’s that Dragonsoul Prime thing you got going, and she’s a Morphling. Sex and Morphlings go hand in hand. You take a human’s sex drive and you mix it with an animal’s id. No, fuck Sigmund Freud. Instead, let’s call it a bear’s joie de vivre.”

“French, Mouse?”

She sipped her coffee. “American French. It’s a thing. Anyway, I wasn’t surprised much. But it was pretty ballsy of you. You’re embracing your Escort. It was bound to happen.” She sighed. “Gather an Escort… Yep. You are. You did. And it’s only going to get bigger.” Another sigh.

Steven took her hand. “I won’t forget about you, Mouse. I won’t drop you. You believed in me when no one else did.”

“Ha! I doubted you.” Mouse took his hand and kissed it. She then got closer and kissed him. That kiss grew more serious until he found himself naked, on the bar, the wood cool against his back and butt. Mouse, straddling him with her fists bunched on his chest, pounded herself on him until they both came, first her, then him. Animus filled them both.

She collapsed with her little breasts pressed against his chest, her face in the crook of his neck. She was sweaty, smelly, wonderful. He held her close as her breathing returned to normal. She then laughed. “We aren’t the first people to have sex on this bar, I can guarantee it. Not sure how I feel about that. Oh well. It is what it is.”

They got dressed, and Steven went down into the Americos Chamber to check on Tessa and Sabina. Sabina sat in a corner with her arms around her knees. She had her eyes closed. They’d had to do the burning, and without the Elftears. The pain made her pass out several times. 

Tessa sat on the edge of the empty pool, legs dangling. They’d found kerosene lamps in the storage room behind the bar and brought them down for light. No shadows of teeth and talons under the trees, at least, but the words on the ceiling remained:

This Eye Is Closed.

“Are you ready to try the portal magic?” he asked the barista turned magician.

Tessa exhaled loudly. “No. I’m scared shitless. If we can’t do this, our whole plan is for nothing. Sabina should do it.”

“She can’t. She’s at a critical juncture in the rituals. You can do this, Tessa. Both Sabina and I saw into the future. We know this works.” Steven sat down. First Mouse, now Tessa—he was becoming quite the counselor. “And if you can’t manage the magic? Well, we kill Carlo Bart anyway.”

“Or his entire Escort, every vassal, every mercenary kills you,” she said. “We’ve given him time to call in all of his soldiers. Sabina said this Wyatt Gunn would love to take over the Texarkana Primacy and yours, if he could.”

“With Maria Diablo at his side,” Steven agreed. “Both of them are power hungry. That’s pretty clear from what the twins have said as well.”

Tessa squeezed her eyes shut. “Your plan is good, Steven. As long as I can work the spells.”

He kissed her. “You can. You’re special. How are your Animus levels?”

“Fine,” Tessa replied. “Sabina and I had a little alone time together. She said a little lovin’ would take her mind off the pain. We’re set. Just waiting on the twins.”

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He fished it out, and there was a text from Chazzie and Pru. They were on their way with Carlo Bart. 

Tessa saw it. “Let me meditate more and go through the spells again.” She exhaled. “This is going to take everything out of me.”

He squeezed her one more time and then hurried up the steps.

A car pulled up, a long, pink Cadillac convertible, with the skull of a longhorn decorating the grill. The thing was riding low, wickedly weighted down. The top collapsed into the back, revealing Prudence at the wheel and Chazzie riding shotgun.

Steven walked over. In the backseat was a very unconscious Carlo Bart. Surrounding him was a small arsenal of automatic weapon, boxes of ammunition, a grenade launcher, and shells. Was that a bazooka sticking out? Yes, yes it was. The twins got out and popped the trunk, where there were even more guns. Mixed in with all the armaments were a couple of sparkly pink suitcases. Guns and pink glitter, that was the Wayne sisters.

 “Do we take him down into the Americos Chamber?” Chazzie asked in a surprisingly calm voice.

“I can do it.” Steven pulled the Texarkana Prime out of the car and hefted him onto a shoulder, using a bit of DragonStrength fueled by Animus. He carried him down into the cavern and laid him next to the pool. The twins had handcuffed his wrists and his ankles.

“Would one of you be able to do a little Incanto on the cuffs?” Steven asked. “I’d like for him to have to fight to get free, though he won’t be waking up, not for a bit.”

“I can,” Sabina said. 

Tessa eyed the unconscious giant. “Too bad we can’t just kill him now with a bullet to the brain.” The barista put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, wow, did I just say that? I’ve been spending too much time around Old Blood and Guts Aria. Let me say something more Tessa.” She cleared her throat and said primly, “Too bad we can’t wake up him up and reason with him.” She rolled her eyes.

“Yeah … Carlo Bart isn’t what you would call a joiner,” Steven said. “And if we killed him, we’d be killing Zoey. And all his vassals are still on their way in. That was our mistake before, with Mulk, Wenck, and Rahaab… their forces were scattered. This time, they’ll see us and what we can do. We want them all here when we take over this Primacy.”

“Easy for you to say. You won’t be defending the portal,” Tessa said. “If I can even open the thing.”

Steven kissed her cheek. “Have faith in yourself. It will all work out.”

He left her and returned to the surface. The twins had emptied the car of their guns and luggage.

Chazzie and Pru wore long fur coats, white and lush, over short, tight dresses. He noticed how pale their faces were. Their eyes slid away from him. A bruise blackened Chazzie’s eye.

“You two okay?” Steven leaned against the Caddie. The car was kind of a Texas cliché, but he liked it. It had flair.

The Wayne twins stood in the dust between the car and the shack. Chazzie answered first and spoke in a rush. “We tried to take off his turquoise rings but couldn’t. They’re magic, and when you fight him, he’ll use ’em.” She swallowed and seemed on the verge of tears.

Pru was a lot more in control of herself. “You’d be a fool to fight him. I say cut his throat now, and yeah, losing your Morphling would be sad, but you can find another bear.” She grinned. “Was that harsh? I do believe that was a little harsher than I wanted it to sound.”

“It was, sister,” Chazzie said.

“We can’t kill him yet,” Steven said. “If it all goes to plan, you’ll have rescued Zoey by then. The minute I can, I’ll rip his heart out. I don’t need to fight him with honor. I want him out of the way, by any means necessary.”

Pru gasped in relief and touched her chest. “I am certainly glad to hear that. You already wore your white hat once during this little drama. Do us a favor and switch to gray. Keep the black one ready.”

Steven looked into her eyes. “And you like the gray hat, don’t you, Pru? How can I ever trust you?”

“Trust me?” Pru touched her chest again, but the look in her eyes was harder. The gold band on her ring finger caught the moonlight. “We’ve laid everything on the line for you. Can we trust you?”

“I’m not the one married to Carlo Bart,” Steven said.

“This?” Pru extended her hand. “This was a very calculated risk. You see, when we got married, we got Cactus Bill to use his juju on us. A little Magica Incanto in the form of an anti-love potion.”

Steven thought he understood what that meant. Carlo Bart might have a limited psychic connection to them, but their love for him wasn’t deepened.

Chazzie confirmed that. “Cactus Bill’s potion worked like a charm. You know what I feel when I touch that ring? You know who I think about? I think about my sister, my family, and where my true loyalties lie. I never once thought that Carlo Bart was anything other than a pawn in our game. He was a tool. Yeah, the sex was good, and yeah, he had the Dragonsoul charm going, but our father taught us to win at the game, and to win, you gotta use your wits and not your bits.”

“I’m better at that than my sister,” Pru said.

“Yeah, she’s the smart one,” Chazzie agreed. “I’m the one who… who wants you, Steven. I’m letting Pru do the thinking for us. And I’m doing the feeling. We’re going to be straight with you.”

“Why?” Steven asked.

Chazzie went to him. “Because most every Prime we ever met, most every male Dragonsoul, including Daddy, only wanted the world for themselves. It was whatever they could claw, fuck, or capture. Gather an Escort. Acquire a Hoard. Build an Aerie. Blah, blah, blah. That was only for themselves—their greedy, stupid selves. I figured I might as well beat them at that game. I heard rumors about a new kid in town, Steven Drokharis. Pru and I didn’t put much stock in the rumors, did we, sister?”

“No, sister, we did not.” 

“Then I met you,” Chazzie said, putting a hand on his arm. “You aren’t busting your ass only for what you can stick your dick into. You’re doing this to make the world a better place.”

He reached up and put his hand on the damaged side of her face. “Magica Cura.” The bruises faded, then disappeared.

Pru approached and slid her body up against him. She dug her fingernails into his back and laid her head against his shoulder. “And you’re doing it by any means necessary. Not sure I want to save this shithole world, but I like power, and I like you, and my sister does as well. I’ll follow her lead. We both want you. And we both want you now.”

Their wedding rings didn’t matter. Carlo Bart might as well be dead. Steven kissed Chazzie and then Pru. They stripped off their dresses but kept their coats on. They all settled into the backseat of the car, the front seats pulled forward so they had some room.

In the middle of them, their womanly smells, a little sweet and mostly musky, filled his nose. He kissed Chazzie, tasted her, smelled her, touched her tongue with his. Then he turned his head and kissed Pru, and it was the same. Everything about them was the same, from their breath, to their skin, to the pink wetness between their creamy, freckled thighs.

They had his pants off, and both their hands were stroking him. Their skin was hot, their fur coats were soft, and it was heaven in the backseat of the Cadillac under a sky flooded with stars.

Chazzie bent and sucked on him while Pru kissed him, and then they switched. Steven worked his hands between their legs and felt their petals for the first time. So wet, so warm, he eased a finger into each of them.

He had to focus on the horizon for a bit, the night, the metal bar behind him, the shack in front, the last stage of the plan. That helped to keep him from popping off. But in the end, they didn’t have much time.

“Lean against the front seats,” he said.

Pru eased herself onto the back of the driver’s seat, legs spread. Chazzie moved to the back of the passenger seat and opened her thighs. 

He licked Chazzie until she came. He switched to Pru and gave her an orgasm. Again, he marveled at how they were alike. Animus swirled into them, blushing their skin and making their eyes glow.

He fell back, and Chazzie sat on him, sliding herself up and down his length while Pru watched. Pru’s eyes were locked with his, neither jealous nor patient. She wanted her turn. He smirked at her and grabbed Chazzie’s hips, pulling her into him harder and faster, and felt her clench around him once, then again. 

Right before he was about to lose control, Chazzie got off him, and Pru took over, pressing her tits into his face, sliding up and down his sweat-slick chest. Chazzie stayed close, kissing him. It was too much.

“Easy there, cowboy,” Pru purred into his ear. She slid all the way down and ground her ass against his lap, keeping him near the edge. “You don’t want to disappoint me the first time, do you?”

“That wouldn’t be gentlemanly, would it, sister?”

“No, Chaz,” Pru sighed, finding the right angle and inching up and down. “That wouldn’t even be nice.”

Steven took Pru’s right breast in his mouth, and she groaned. Chazzie kissed his neck, her breasts pressed against his shoulder, her fingers working diligently between her freckled thighs. Pru started moving faster and deeper.

The snug channel of Pru’s sex, the smell of the twins, their gorgeous faces and supple breasts, took them all over the edge. Again, the feelings were amazing, but so was the amount of mystical energy he gathered. And Mouse had already filled him. It seemed he might burst, he felt so good.

The three of them wound up looking up at the stairs, a twin resting against either side of him. Steven touched their skin and felt the soft fur of their coats.

He exhaled. His Escort had as much Animus as they could hold, and so did he. It was time for the end game.

“Let me know when Zoey is safe,” Steven said.

Chazzie’s head was back, looking up at the stars. “We will.”

Pru glanced back at the Blowtorch. “All that metal… we can put it to good use. I got myself a little idea if things turn to shit. Did you bring the welding gear, Chaz?”

“You know I did,” Chazzie replied.

“Well, looks like we need to build a fortress.” Pru glanced at her watch. “And we have a little over an hour to do it. Plenty of time. We’ll need the rest of the gals in your Escort, Steven. And if you could lend a hand, that certainly would be appreciated.”

He could see the wheels going in Pru’s head. She might be a morally ambiguous schemer, but she was also eerily smart.

These two were just what he needed to take over the world, before he changed it forever.
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Carlo Bart Baxter woke to the feeling of metal digging into his ankles and wrists. If they’d been normal cuffs, he would’ve been able to snap them without another thought. But these had been enchanted. He lay on his back, gazing up at a red sky. A warm wind blew over him, rustling some weeds and blowing dust in his face. He blinked.

Dawn had come.

Why were his clothes wet?

Fury at the betrayal choked him. Those fucking Wayne twins, he should’ve had them both killed. What was his problem? He’d murdered wives before, like that one Morphling bitch who’d been cheating on him. Goddamn werewolves. Sex for them didn’t mean a thing, nor did rings and marriage rituals. Maybe the twins were actual weasel Morphlings. Oh, they’d pay.

But what was their game? Why soak him and dump him in the desert? They must’ve known their little bullshit handcuffs would barely slow him down.

“Magica Incanto,” the Texarkana Prime hissed. The magic in the handcuffs faded. He raised his hands and widened his arms until the metal snapped. The chains connecting his legs followed. He stood, spitting the dust from his lips. It was an infinity of desert from horizon to horizon. No sign of his house in La Sombra, no sign of the Blowtorch Bar and Grill, no oil pumps and no derricks.

He didn’t care where he was. It was time to watch that fucking Steven Drokharis beg for his skin before Carlo ripped it off him. 

The Dragonlord Prime squinted. Something lay in the distance. Was it a man? Or a well? He couldn’t tell. It was distorted by the rising sun. But the air was warm, as was the wind. Texas nights in the winter could fall to freezing, so it should have been cold. It wasn’t. In his damp clothes, he should’ve been chilly. He wasn’t.

He glanced around. The plants weren’t quite right. Sure the weeds were yellow and stickery, but there weren’t the tumbleweeds he would expect. A long-limbed cactus, goddamn thing looked alien, climbed out of the gray dirt. Now, that wasn’t right.

He marched toward whatever lay in the distance, stomping toward the sun; it threw a wavering light through the still air. He kicked up dust in the process, and his eyes went from plant to plant to plant.

No, this wasn’t right.

He fished his cell phone out of his pocket. It was on roaming—where was he? Where in the fuck was he? Panic seized him for a heartbeat.

Carlo Bart stopped walking. His breath was coming in gasps. Okay, he’d paid to have global service because he was rich as fuck. He also had a map program. He checked. And his mind whirled at what he saw. India. He was in fucking India, near Pakistan, on the other side of the globe.

The closest city was someplace called Jaisalmer. That wasn’t the sunrise in the eastern sky but the sunset on the other side of the globe.

How could this happen? One of the only static portals on the planet was in Denver, sure, in the Americos Chamber near a lake. It led to India. But the Odessa chamber wouldn’t. Was the Drokharis kid dicking around with portal magic? Guess he’d lied to them at the gathering in Chicago. That was unwise of him. If Carlo Bart didn’t kill him today, it might be enough to turn the other Primes against the little bastard for good.

Everyone knew that dicking with portal magic might bring a whole mess of demons out of the woodwork.

Carlo Bart had gotten a glimpse of the demons during his studies of the Alpherian magic. The Zothoric, that’s what Spider Finger called them, were real. They’d visited Earth before, during the time of Hammurabi, and Spider Finger had been there, supposedly. He’d protected the planet, or that was the story he’d told Carlo.

Spider Finger wasn’t the dragon’s real name, no, but Carlo Bart wasn’t going to go with Mr. X, or Doctor Satan, or anything like that. In all his dealings with the ancient beast, Carlo had only seen his hand once. His pinkie finger on his left hand had two extra joints, so it looked almost like spider’s leg. And there you go. It was as good a name as any.

For the rest of the time, the mysterious figure sat in a dark room, cloaked, with a hood covering his features. He didn’t let anyone to know who he truly was.

It was Spider Finger who had warned him about the Wayne twins, and it was the same mysterious dragon that had shown Carlo Bart the Mirror-Souled Path. And it was Spider Finger who helped him master Enchantrix, though it meant that HeartStrike, AnimusChain, and FleshForge would be forever beyond him. That was okay because Carlo had made some seriously wicked shit. 

For most people, they would need AnimusChain for Enchantrix to work. But Carlo Bart had been altered by Spider Finger. The spells the dragon had cast on him had hurt like a bitch, almost like a Dragonskin ritual, but the pain had been worth it.

The Texarkana Prime dialed Wyatt Gunn’s number.

His vassal answered right away. “Where are you, boss? We couldn’t find you anywhere, though I knew you were alive ’cause of the ruby ring. Those twin bitches took off with the werebear. Maria Diablo and a bunch of your wives are going after them, hard. I was about to go, just collecting up the last of your Magicians flying in. Warlings are in our Humvees. Morphlings are already in Odessa, under Juice’s command. Dawn is still a couple hours away.”

Carlo Bart didn’t answer. He watched as a figure strode across the wasteland toward him. In his hands, he held an old sword, a powerful one, a myth really. It was Samael’s Lash, supposedly used by Rahaab, the last of the Alpheros.

And now it belonged to Steven Drokharis, who was about a hundred yards away. Behind him sat a well. Carlo Bart could see the stones ringing the opening now.

“I’m in India,” Carlo Bart said. “But I won’t be for long. Kill the twins. Kill all the Drokharis wives. We’re done being nice. This is total fucking war. I’ll fly home once I’m done wiping my ass with this fucking child.”

He tossed his cell phone into the dirt.

Steven walked forward. The kid was dripping wet. His black hair clung to his head and droplets of water fell to the dirt.

In one hand, Steven had his sword. In the other he gripped his cell phone. He held it up. “You know, I could’ve cut your throat while you were out. But your life isn’t worth shit compared to Zoey’s. Once I get the call that she’s okay, I’m going to kill you. Unless you want to give me your Primacy. We could avoid a lot of bloodshed. You go in peace. I get all your vassals. We can talk about the wives you want to keep.”

This kid had cojones, all right, but he was as deluded as everyone thought. Carlo Bart grinned. “You’re not gonna offer me a job? Maybe a second-class lieutenant in your grand army?”

“No. You hired assassins to murder me. You won’t forget what I did to you or that the Wayne twins betrayed you. If I strip you of your power and your army, you might come at me, or you might come to understand what I’m doing. I don’t want power or personal glory. Maybe, over time, you could give up being a greedy fuck.” Steven paused. “But to tell you the truth? I’d rather just kill you now. One less thing for me to worry about.”

“Feeling is mutual, chief.” Carlo Bart used a thumb ring. This was a one and done kind of enchantment like his other thumb ring, which could give him his Ma Deuce. But his other eight rings? They had permanent magic to them.

The thumb ring’s metal flowed across his palm becoming a revolver, a .357 Magnum to be precise. He fired and blew Steven’s cell phone to shit and hopefully took some fingers as well. 

Now, the kid wouldn’t know if his precious bear bitch was alive or dead. And that would make him pull punches. 

Carlo Bart chuckled. This fucking kid had no idea who he was dealing with.

 

***

Pain flashed through Steven. The gun had appeared magically in the big man’s hand. A second later, his main source of communication was gone as was his left pinkie finger. But his entire hand was a flaming ball of agony.

Steven could try a divination spell to figure out if Zoey was safe, but that was a huge chance to take with her life hanging in the balance.

He cast a shield spell, and the next five of Carlo Bart’s bullets melted in shadowy bursts in front of him. The gunfire echoed across the landscape.

The Texarkana Prime destroyed his clothes to become a Homo Draconis. The handcuffs and anklecuffs went flying off his limbs. Carlo let out a mouthful of lightning. Steven’s current shield would only protect against physical attacks, not against Exhalants.

Steven triggered SerpentGrace, charged his muscles with speed, and went rolling across the ground. Fingers of electricity turned the sand under him into glass, but none touched him.

He was up in seconds, casting a second shield to guard against Exhalants and Impetim spells.

Dark blue bolts of energy hit the force field and dissipated.

After a Magica Cura charm, his hand immediately felt better. While he could fix the damaged flesh, he couldn’t regenerate the missing finger. Well, could’ve been worse.

He had to be careful. This wasn’t like any fight he’d ever been in. It was him alone against the Texarkana Prime, and there were no minions he could kill to refill his Animus. He’d have to conserve his energy. But how was he going to know if Zoey was alive or not?

He shredded his own clothes to achieve his partial form. He raised Samael’s Lash.

Carlo Bart chuckled. “You said my life ain’t worth shit. Question is, what’s this Zoey’s life worth to you?”

“Magica Divinatio!” Steven called out.

Carlo countered. “Magica Incanto!”

Steven’s magical vision was wiped away as the spell failed.

Carlo Bart laughed more. The stink of him was like a bonfire of cotton candy, a sickeningly sweet odor coupled with nasty smoke. His body doubled in size, then tripled. At the same time, the turquoise-and-silver rings on his fingers started to pop, one by one. Dark metal flowed across his blue scaled body, up his arms, across his back, and it hardened into segmented armor, fans of steel, hinged to give him optimal movement. Every part of him was covered: a sallet on his head, pauldrons on his shoulder, vambraces covering his forearms, a cuirass across his chest, greaves protecting his legs, and even sabatons on his feet. Dragon script formed on every piece of the armor, multiple words, covering every piece of metal. The runes flashed with a dark blue light.

Steven couldn’t read them all. But on the helmet was the word “victory.”

The revolver he had grew along with him, more metal being added, until a huge gun filled his dragon-sized fist. Each of those rounds would hit like a shell fired from a howitzer. Extra ammunition fell to the ground around him. 

The six-shot cannon filled his right hand. Along his left arm, rising out of the armor, appeared a relatively normal-sized machine gun, belt fed. A trigger grip appeared in the metal that covered Carlo Bart’s hands like fingerless gloves. Spikes rose along his knuckles. His claws were deadly, and now his knuckles were as well. Steven made out the word “power” on the left half-gauntlet and “glory” on his right.

“Magica Impetim!” Steven sent black stars of spinning light into the armored dragon in front of him. The runes flashed. His missile spells weren’t going to help him.

Carlo Bart pulled back the hammer with a thunder of the mechanism clicking. “Took me a bit to find the right caliber for my little toy here. I went with the 950 JDJ. That’s .95 inches in diameter, and just the gunpowder in the bullet weighs a half pound.”

Gunsmithing lesson over, he pulled the trigger. 

Steven got his first shield up, but when the shell hit it, the explosion destroyed his force field in a flash of shadows. He was knocked on his ass. Samael’s Lash whirled through the air and sank tip first into the sand about a dozen yards from him.

Steven glanced up

“Oh, did I also mention that I Incanto’d them to explode? Oh, my bad. Now, say hello to Ma Deuce!” The Dragonsoul juggernaut raised his left arm and the machine gun there rattled off rounds. The empty shells fell into the dirt. If that was anything like an M60, it could fire six hundred rounds a minute. That was ten bullets a second.

Steven Drokharis’s shield was gone. He would have to think up something quick or find himself dead on the dry expanse of the Thar Desert in India.
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Chazzie came hurtling down out of the sky with five of Carlo Bart’s wives coming after her. She didn’t know all their names, exactly. He had over thirty. Besides, she and Pru weren’t exactly friendly to what could only be considered competition. Best not to get too chummy with anyone you might eventually have to destroy.

The moon was bright, while dawn was only a smudge on the horizon. The fight would be over by sunrise, so, yeah, not exactly pistols at dawn.

Only the showdown was happening a world away, over in India.

Once they’d sprung from Zoey from her prison, Chazzie, Pru, and the Morphling had to split up. Events had become volatile.

Chazzie dodged a blast of ArcticWind, a cloud of Toxicity, and fingers of ElectroArc that threatened to fry her pink scales. ShadowFlame warmed her but didn’t burn, due to the fancy flying on her part.

She was approaching their homemade castle on the Texan plain.

With a ton of help from Steven’s Escort, they’d created a fortress of pillboxes, traps, and ramparts around the shack. They’d used every last bit of metal from the Blowtorch, a few oil pumps nearby, and some of the leftover trucks that hadn’t been completely destroyed from the previous battles in that unlucky parking lot. The bar itself was left a skeletal structure, mostly just wooden floors, pool tables, and some shelves. Kind of sad, really.

Tessa had made jokes about MacGyver and The A-Team. Chazzie barely got her pop cultural references and none of Aria’s.

First order of business was to let Steven know they had Zoey. Second? Defend the portal so Carlo Bart’s forces couldn’t help their Prime. 

In the distance, a dozen trucks and Humvees kicked up dirt, coming in fast. Those would be the Sounders driving like their boots were on fire and their asses were catching. Of course, Wyatt Gunn and Maria Diablo would’ve told Juice Juice everything—Zoey kidnapped, Carlo Bart gone, and Steven Drokharis to blame.

Chazzie came zooming down, coaxing the five wives to chase her. That’s when Sabina on the ground hit a lever. A big section of a false wall fell forward, bringing up strings of razor wire. The first wife hit that magically reinforced steel line in a bad way. Sabina had given it a little of the Incanto to make it extra tough. The velocity of the dragon and the tensile strength of the razor wire led to a whole lot of blood and screaming, not just for the first wife, but for the second and even the third, who shredded a leg but managed to avoid most of it, until she was introduced to Chazzie’s lightning. The third wife took a blast of ElectroArc right in the face. That ended her.

The Animus from the kill filled Chazzie. It made her feel giddy.

Aria came shooting off the ground with Mouse on her back. The petite blonde leapt from Aria. The fire on the Slayer Blade glowed green as she came down onto the fourth wife. Mouse hacked into the back of the dragon, nearly severing her head. The blonde then went True Form, catching her sword in her amber-colored claws while soaring away on almond-scented wings.

Aria ended the fifth wife in a blizzard of claws and teeth. The Indian woman rode her across the ground even as the dead wife’s body turned human. Only a smear in the dirt was left.

As for Chazzie, she whirled to her roost on top of the shack. She and Pru had set their machine-gun nest up together. Metal walls would protect them, but they left plenty of openings to work the guns either mounted or leaning against homemade racks. They’d designed it for the two of them to work it together, but damn, her sister was late in coming.

And where was the bear girl?

Chazzie shifted into her partial form. She scooped up an RPG, making sure the exhaust would blast outside the improvised pillbox. She aimed at the lights of a Humvee coming in. She fired, and it was a direct hit, of course. The SUV exploded. Another truck hit a landmine they’d put out in the desert for just such an occasion. Those mines started going off as bears, boars, and wolves hit them. That would make the Sounders rethink their life choices.

More Animus buzzed Chazzie from the kills.

Aria zoomed in on cinnamon wings. She hovered there for a moment. In a thunderous growl, she asked, “Did you let Steven know Zoey is safe?”

“Is she, though?” Chazzie asked.

Getting Zoey out had been a shitstorm, though the girl finally turned human. Big difference between absconding with a hundred and sixty pounds versus two thousand. However, they hadn’t called Steven or sent a text. It’s kind of hard to work your phone when people are trying to give you an Inferno enema. 

They’d carried Zoey most of the way until the sky started raining dragons. Then they got split up.

Chazzie said, “Pru will be here with Zoey. We just have to give them some time.”

“Time is running out.” Aria scowled in a very dragonly way. “And we can’t reach Steven. Sabina thinks his phone was destroyed.”

“Well, ain’t this fun now?” Chazzie let out an exasperated sigh. “The minute Pru and Zoey show up, we all need to get through the portal.”

“I was thinking the same thing. Tessa is down there, keeping it open, but this is taking a toll on her.” Then Aria was pulled away as more dragons drifted down toward them. Moonlight glowed off their wings.

Those made for some good targets. They only had one surface-to-air missile, and Chazzie snapped it up. She was in her Homo Draconis form, so strength wasn’t an issue. She whirled it around with practiced ease, again making sure the exhaust was clear so she didn’t frag herself, and fired.

The missile whooshed up and struck the lead dragon. There was a small flash, and a ring of shrapnel blew out of the missile’s warhead in a ring, ripping one wing off and shredding most of the dragon’s face and chest. Grisly debris rained down. Eating up the mystical energy, Chazzie spun and grabbed their baby, the only child Chazzie or Pru had ever wanted. It was a customized M2 .50 caliber machine gun with a full-motion mount, squeeze triggers on the hand grips, and a box of enchanted ammo. 

Chazzie felt her mouth go dry, and yeah, she got a little horny as she brought the gun around. If only Pru were there to join her. Dammit, where was her sister? And why didn’t they have that telepathic connection twins had in the movies?

“Oh, well. Let there be rock!” she said, going trigger down as AC/DC played in her head.

The M2 thundered as pink and blue rounds flashed upward and broke through the wings and tore through the bodies of the incoming dragons. Big bullets, at a high velocity, sure did damage organic tissue. For real. And she got more Animus in the process, though she was pretty well topped off at that point.

The night went quiet as one of the elder wives—was that Betty? yeah, probably Betty—breathed down a pressure cooker of ChromaticFury. The sky seemed to groan as the energy gushed from her throat. Of course, she was aiming at Chazzie’s machine-gun nest.

Sabina’s green shield caught it, but it would only last for so long against the ultimate Exhalant. Mouse, though, sailed down again, going from dragon to girl with her sword burning with a bright green fire. She landed on Betty’s back and rammed that sword through her heart, ending her. The ChromaticFury faded off. 

Mouse leapt from the dropping dragon.

Aria played cleanup, protecting Mouse as she shifted once again into her amber-colored True Form to go skimming across the ground. Mouse breathed out a line of ice and took out a Humvee, freezing all the bastards in the vehicle. She then soared up even as Magicians cast Impetim spells, which she outran.

Aria came from behind them to breathe fire into other Humvees until the gas tanks exploded, taking out more of the bad guys.

Chazzie kept the M2 working, sweeping it left and right across the ranks of Warlings and Sounders, while admiring the Escort’s work out of the corner of her eye. Damn, but these girls could fight!

Aria and Mouse flew back into the tangle of metal, dodging gunfire, magic missiles, and more Exhalants. It was chaos. How on Earth would Pru and Zoey ever make it through the lines? Pru knew where the landmines were; they’d planted them together. But if she and the bear girl were separated? That would be some bad news indeed.

Sabina hurled green sparklers into armored boars charging in. Their runes protected them from her magic, but then Chazzie shifted her baby’s barrel, and the sheer impact of the .50 caliber bullets knocked the overburdened pigs down for a second.

The Latina Magician’s face turned green, her nose lengthened, and she bulked out. She was trying to use her Skinling transformation powers, but she wasn’t there yet. Might never be by her apparent failure. That would be a shame.

Having failed to shift, the Latina Magician plucked two old-timey looking revolvers from the holsters strapped to her thighs. Chazzie had heard about those strange guns. They’d come from Rhaegen Mulk’s hoard, but now the Peacekeepers belonged to Tessa.

And Sabina had borrowed them. She fired them, one in each hand, into the Warlings as they advanced. The muzzle fire and bullets were tinged pink because of Tessa’s Incanto magic. Sabina’s eyes were glowing green, and the Warlings might have SerpentGrace, but she could hit them because she could magically anticipate where they would be. And when they returned fire, she ducked and dodged, dancing through the rounds.

While using divination magic to fight would be awesome, Chazzie couldn’t imagine ever sitting still long enough to learn that higher-level magical shit. 

There were too many fun guns to play with.

Two dragons came in behind her. Chazzie ducked as the first tried to snatch her from the pillbox with her claws. The other landed on the tower itself, gripping the edges with her feet and claws. The enemy dragon craned its neck down and opened her jaws. A dark fire filled her throat.

Chazzie had no choice. She activated her own super speed from off the Pugna skill branch. She rolled, snatched up a grenade, and hurled it into the mouth of the dragon.

She then bailed from the tower. The resulting explosion and shrapnel tore out the throat of the unfortunate wife. The first Dragonsoul, though, turned around in midair, becoming a Homo Draconis, and dove toward Chazzie. That was Margie. Fucking Margie.

Chazzie was on her hands and knees, a little hurt from her leap from the tower, a little dazed.  

Margie used her wings to hover over Chazzie and opened her mouth to breathe fire. It would cook Chazzie right where she lay.

Sabina pulled another lever. The wall fell, slamming down onto the dragon, crushing her completely. They had a breach in their defenses now, but their fortress was only going to last so long anyway.

“Thanks for that,” Chazzie said.

“Si, senorita,” Sabina said with a grim, sweaty smile. “I saw that happen. I knew where to be.”

“Well, remind me to take you with me to Vegas. Seeing into the future certainly has benefits.”

“Yes and no,” the Latina Magician answered. “I know what’s going to happen. And it’s not pretty.”

“Don’t tell me, sweetie. I don’t wanna know!” Chazzie and Pru had stashed some guns near the entrance to the shack. Chazzie plucked an M60E6 from its hiding place. She then brought out her wings. She ran, got some wind, and sailed up to a platform they’d welded onto another section of wall.

And there was a werebear, running across the wreckage of the battlefield. By that golden-brown hair, and the sheer size of her, well, that was Zoey all right. A grizzly can run fifty yards in three seconds, or up to forty miles per hour. That’s faster than a racehorse and faster than any human.

Zoey was in full sprint mode. Pru was above her for a second, until two dragons careened down on top of her. Both were blackish, a green male and an orange female. Wyatt Gunn and Maria Diablo had joined the fray.  

And they were hurting her sister.

Chazzie flew off the wall in her partial form. She triggered her machine gun and went to pepper Wyatt with bullets. But a yellow shield flashed to protect him. One of Carlo Bart’s Magicians was guarding him.

Pru struck the ground, one wing terribly damaged. Wyatt and Maria were still on her, clawing, kicking, and biting.

Chazzie dropped her gun, shifted into a full dragon, and slammed into Maria, driving her off. She then bathed the dark orange dragon with ShadowFlame. Maria let out a shriek, wounded, burned badly, but still alive.

Wyatt jumped on Chazzie, driving her back, and they went rolling across the dirt. Chazzie reached her feet just in time to get a tail in the face. Wyatt whipped her again, and then he let loose a torrent of flames. Chazzie fell, hurt and smoking.

Pru had switched into her Homo Draconis form. But she couldn’t get her wings folded. They stuck out from her body at bad angles. She bent and snatched up the M60E6 that Chazzie had dropped. 

Pru triggered the weapon, sending bullets streaking into Wyatt’s leg and arm. He fell back, but his wounds were healing. They couldn’t hear it above the battle, but damn, some fucking Magician was healing him. And Maria, for that matter. Chazzie and Pru were never going to take the two down as long as they had magical support.

Juice thundered toward Pru. He was going to gore her again, and this time, she wouldn’t be walking away. More Sounders had come.

Pru turned her machine gun on the newcomers, but she was out of ammunition.

Two werebears jumped onto Chazzie, followed by a third, and she was pinned to the ground. At the last minute, she thickened her scales with DarkArmor, two rounds since she had a ton of Animus in her. Regardless, their claws, damn, their claws weren’t being too kind to her poor pink scales.

Worse yet, their weight, magnified by the armor, pressed her down against the ground. Even when she accessed DragonStrength, they were too heavy for her to throw off.

The pain felt distant. She looked up. Juice careened toward Prudence. With her wings damaged, she couldn’t fly away.

Chazzie was going to have to watch her sister die. Where were Aria, Mouse, Sabina? Hell, where was the werebear they’d saved?

Maybe they didn’t care about the Wayne twins. Chazzie couldn’t blame them.

And then a lone figure appeared out of nowhere between the galloping boar and Prudence. It was a woman with long black hair flowing in the breeze. Emerald green sparks lit up her eyes. Sabina. She’d left the safety of the walls. She seemed like such a gaunt, fragile figure, that Juice would merely trample her into the ground. Her spells wouldn’t hurt the wereboar in his armor. Nor would the Peacekeepers she’d holstered. What was that woman thinking?

Chazzie let out an anguished scream. She didn’t want to play the game anymore. She didn’t want to risk everything. She didn’t want it all. This was unfair. This was defeat. Without her sister she couldn’t live. It was that simple. If Chazzie were alone, she would die.

Sabina threw her head back. And then she changed. Goddamn, but if that blind woman didn’t grow three feet in height. She unbuckled the gun belt, and it fell to the dirt. Her jeans split into rags. A tail emerged, wings, and then she stood there as a Homo Draconis.

Sabina caught Juice’s tusks in her hands, and she used his speed against him. She hurled him up and over her head. He came smashing down.

Fire, from two dragons, lit up the early morning darkness. Aria and Mouse, using their Inferno Exhalants to clear a path back to the shack.

Sabina ran to where Chazzie lay trapped, and the Latina Skinling drove a shoulder into a werebear, knocking it loose. That was all it took. Chazzie kicked one off and smacked away another. She was bleeding, but alive.

Pru ran up to her, and they started limping toward the wall. Sabina retrieved Tessa’s guns.

“You treacherous whores!” Wyatt howled. He took off, flying low, only a few feet off the ground. He opened his mouth to bite off Chazzie’s and Pru’s heads.

And then two thousand pounds of pissed-off Zoey leapt onto that dragon and drove him into the ground. She let out a roar that eclipsed all else. The ground shook. God must’ve wondered what in the hell was going on down there on Earth because the sun cracked open the eastern horizon, bathing them all in golden light. 

Wyatt tried to get out from under the huge werebear, but she reared up and slammed down with both paws, snapping his wings. He roared in pain.

Chazzie and Pru switched into their True Forms, and it took both to drag her off the pulverized Wyatt, who somehow was still alive.

Still a Homo Draconis, Sabina threw shields into the face of Maria Diablo and any other Morphling trying to get to them. 

Together, the women of Steven Drokharis’s Escort fled through the walls and to the entrance of the shack. They shifted into their partial forms and down the steps they went.

Once they broke into the Americos Chamber, Sabina turned human and fell over, gasping, “Into the portal. Zoey. Please. It’s our only hope.” The green lights glowing in the brave blind woman’s eyes winked off. 

Tessa sat with her legs crossed in front of the pool, which was full of gleaming blue water that threw light around the room. The woman’s face glowed with sweat, and she was visibly shaking. It seemed liked she was getting thinner with each passing minute. Her skin was graying even as they watched.

But she’d done it. That Magician had transferred the opening from Denver to Odessa, Texas, 667 miles to the south.

And where did the other end open? Near Jaisalmer, India, 667 miles north of Mumbai.

Chazzie fell, her head growing light. She knew what was happening. Loss of blood. She recalled her last date with trauma-induced unconsciousness the day before. Wonderful.

Mouse and Aria were also beat to shit, as was Pru. Her sister fell flat, breathing hard, blood pooling under her.

A bomb went off above them. Another one of their booby traps. That would keep those fuckers at bay for a second.

Zoey, naked and shivering, looked at them with frightened eyes. Then she dove into the water. The second her feet cleared the surface the glowing blue water drained away. The pool was empty, and the portal to India was closed.

Above them, in the ceiling, were the words:

This Eye Is Closed.

Tessa slumped to the side. 

Mouse, whose face was bloodstained, hissed, “For the love of biscuits.”

Chazzie wearily turned to Aria. “Does she say that a lot?”

“More than you would think,” the Indian woman answered.

“What do we do now?” Chazzie was at a loss for ideas. Most of Carlo Bart’s army was still above them. Wyatt, Maria, and Juice were still alive and getting nice healing spells.

The Slayer Blade in Mouse’s hand blazed up suddenly, the sword bathed in green fire.

Aria stood, tall and proud. “We fight until we die.”

“Yeaaaah...” Chazzie elongated the word. “We don’t really do that. But I think I have a plan.”
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On the other side of the world, Steven rolled across the Thar Desert. Bullets pounded the dirt, trying to end him. It was only a matter of time before Carlo Bart corrected his aim.

Steven had a dilemma. He couldn’t kill the Texarkana Prime, not until he knew Zoey was safe. However, Steven could hurt him.

His sword, though, was out of reach, stuck in the sand between him and Carlo Bart.

Mid-roll, Steven shifted into his True Form using SerpentGrace, speeding up the process in a relatively painful way. Scales ripped out of his skin, his bones popped out of their joints, and his wings exploded out of his back. The Animus inside him burned.

On his feet, whirling, he let the burn loose in a wave of flames.

Melted bullets dripped into the gray dirt. Then Steven hit Carlo Bart with ShadowStrength. The big Texan went down on a knee, his strength sapped for a second. Under all that armor, he needed every muscle to keep on his feet.

Carlo barked laughter. “Nice trick. But I don’t need to move all that much to shoot you.”

He launched a shell from his six-shot cannon. Steven used his massive legs to launch himself forward, and then he turned into his partial form to roll forward as the ground behind him exploded, throwing debris. Bits of ground and cactus pinged off his scales. He ignored it and grabbed his sword.

“Magica Divinatio!” Steven called out.

Again, Carlo blocked him with an Incanto spell.

The divination magic wasn’t cheap, and Steven’s Animus was dropping. He sped forward, sword raised, and used his wings to lift him into the air. He hammered Samael’s Lash down onto the pauldron covering Carlo’s shoulder. He expected the razor-sharp edge to slice through the black metal easily, like it had with the Morphlings during the Grand Lake battle.

That wasn’t the case. His sword bounced off, jarring Steven’s arms. He’d been full of ShadowStrength, and it was like he’d smacked the Empire State Building with a length of rebar.

The Texarkana Prime drove his big gun into Steven’s body, flinging him away. And then the big beast wheeled and fired both his revolver and the machine gun on his left arm.

“Magica Defensio!” Steven coughed out. Just in time. Bullets ricocheted off the force field. But the cannon blast flung him back in a wave of destructive energy and debris.

Steven’s vision narrowed. His ears rang. And he couldn’t get his thoughts in order. He had to shake it off. He had to. 

Staggering up, he dropped Samael’s Lash, and then he raced forward, returning to his True Form and triggering IonClaws. His talons lit up the darkening landscape. People in Jaipur could probably see it. Jaisalmer shopkeepers definitely could.

Carlo went to pistol whip him. Steven dodged the swing, which was clumsy, as weighed down as Carlo was, and then Steven struck at his chest plate. Surely his IonClaws, fueled with ShadowStrength, would rip through the armor. But no, Steven’s hands folded. He deactivated the Pugna ability before he cut off his own fingers. He’d already lost one in the fight.

Carlo shoved him back. Then the armored dragon exhaled a chilling blast of cold wind. The force of the blizzard drove Steven back, pushing his claws through the dirt. The ice coated his chest, glued his arms to his body, froze his wings, and sealed his mouth shut. He was blown over, and he landed on the ground. He shifted into his Homo Draconis form, thinking he would still have some of his scales to protect him, but he had escaped the ice covering him. It worked in a way—his mouth, arms, and wings were free, but the cold weakened him, and the ShadowStrength spell failed. He continued to take cold damage as his body fought the icy attack.

The armored dark blue dragon strode forward, his armor creaking. “What’s wrong, Stevie? Thought you could run with the big dogs? Thought you could beat me mano y mano? Shit, you never had a chance. Take me to India, drop me in Africa, it don’t matter. I’ll still beat you, Texas style.”

Carlo clicked the hammer back on the cannon revolver. “Spider Finger said you’d be hard to beat. That was why he got me set up with the Enchantrix shit. I must say, it was probably why the Wayne twins got so out of hand. I found myself a bit distracted. Well, all that work paid off in spades. Goodbye, dickhead.”

The Texarkana Prime pulled the trigger. But not before Steven got his shield spell between him and the gun. That explosion would hurt Steven, sure, but it would also put Carlo Bart Baxter on his ass. 

Steven’s entire world became deafening thunder, blinding light, and pain, so much pain. Cold, blown to pieces, hurt beyond endurance.

He thought of Sabina, holding her while Mouse burned her. He’d marveled at Sabina: that need to be strong, that desire to overcome her physical limitations, that obsession to follow her vision no matter the cost. He realized that Sabina had chosen to go through the Dragonskin rituals because she’d seen into the future, and she knew that it was necessary.

Like winning this fight. If he let Carlo Bart kill him, nothing would change. Even worse, he’d lose his Escort to this coward hiding behind assassins and magic armor.

Steven would not let that happen. 

He got to his feet and grew into a huge black dragon thirty feet long. Parts of him were frostbitten, he bled from a dozen wounds, and he was having trouble seeing out of his left eye. He wasn’t sure why. It didn’t matter. He could see well enough.

Carlo Bart slithered around until he was back on his feet. He fired the cannon, rattled his Ma Deuce, and then breathed lightning.

Steven cast another shield spell. Using his left hand, he caught the ElectroArc Exhalant while he continued to take the barrage of bullets with his right. He started moving forward, grinding his feet into the sandy ground, pushing ever forward.

Carlo Bart roared.

Steven’s force fields were about to fail. He could feel it, but he kept walking, pushing against the raw power.

The barrel of the machine gun was red hot, about to melt. The scent of hot metal and gunpowder filled the air. 

Still Steven struggled forward. 

He could only imagine what the scene looked like: a big dark blue dragon encased in black armor glowing with magic runes firing bullets and breathing lightning into the shields of a black dragon, just as big.

And Steven wouldn’t quit or fall back.

If he got close to Carlo Bart again, how could he pierce that damn armor? He could only cast one more Magica Divinatio spell. If he got close, he could try the HeartStrike maneuver; he had enough Animus to do both. However, if that magical armor stopped that attack, Steven would be dead meat. Whoever this Spider Finger was, he’d given Carlo Bart the Enchantrix spell. And he might’ve included charms to stop HeartStrike.

Steven’s melee shield flickered off. Carlo Bart’s machine gun glowed red, but it was still firing. However, the belt of ammo dangling was growing shorter. Not short enough.

A roar erupted. A huge, wet, golden-brown bear rammed into Carlo Bart’s side. 

Zoey! What in the hell?

The Morphling shoved the Texarkana Prime down and jumped on top of him. Every swipe of claw made the runes flash. Her talons weren’t going to pierce the armor. Zoey reached out with her mouth and bit at Carlo’s Bart’s jaw, but he ducked his helmeted head and shoved her off. 

This was Steven’s chance.

“Magica Divinatio!” Steven’s vision was blocked out by the shadows rising out of his eyes. He couldn’t see, not a thing. No, this had to work, he couldn’t be blinded. He needed to see how to overcome Carlo Bart’s enchanted armor.

Instead, he was given darkness.
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The black mist dissipated, and Steven could see again. Only, what he was looking at didn’t make sense.

Time had slowed almost to a stop.

Carlo Bart had gotten to his feet. He was in the act of backhanding Zoey, his spiked knuckles ripping through the fur on her face, slashing up her snout.

She was in the middle of shifting. Her arms and legs were hairless and shrinking even as her face threw blood into the air. She’d tried to adjust her size, but Carlo Bart had battered her before she could fully transform.

It was all happening at a snail’s pace.

Steven could feel the seconds stretching out into an infinity of milliseconds. Past, present, future. 

He’d never felt more in control of his divination powers. He flicked back in time, to the Rahaab battle. He was taken back to the forest fire, the destroyed mansion in the mountains, and all the death and destruction. He heard Rahaab scream, “Excrucior!” and Samael’s Lash came apart into the chain-whip with sections of scales connected to the cable at the center.

And to restore the blade? “Pax aeternam!”

Steven grinned. The he was plucked out of the past, the Montana firestorm was gone, and he was sent spiraling into the present. But not the immediate present. He was swimming through the portal Tessa had moved. He was kicking his feet through dark water. He opened his eyes.

The water was dark around him. It was like he was swimming through a submerged tunnel with sparkling diamonds in the walls, but those weren’t jewels. They were stars, and he’d remembered his trips to the center of the universe. 

Then he was pushed backward in time, before he took the swim. He sat with Tessa, at the bottom of the Americos Chamber as she fought back tears. Her face had been so pale. She hadn’t been able to shake her doubts. “What if I can’t do it?”

He’d held her hand. “You can. Remember at the Coffee Clutch, when we both thought we were special though we had zero evidence? Well, guess what? I’m a dragon, and you’re one of the most powerful Magicians anyone has ever seen. You can do the portal magic.”

She’d let a little smile shine through her doubt. Then she’d frowned. “What if I draw the Zothoric to us?”

“Then they better take a ticket and stand in line. We’re going to kick Carlo Bart’s ass first, and then we’ll deal with the shadows of teeth and talons.” Steven’s words had echoed in the cavern. 

Tessa had stood and cast the Magica Porta spell. The pool had filled with dark water, and at first, Steven thought they’d made a terrible mistake. It was like his dream, where he’d been standing in black ichor in a similar cavern. No, this was water that sloshed up from out of nowhere to fill the basin. And then it became a blinding blue light show.

Above them, in the ceiling, new words in dragon script had formed: 

This Eye Is Open. Do Not Let Yourself Be Seen.

Tessa had done it. She’d moved the portal from Denver to Odessa and connected the other end to a well in India. There were no Americos Chambers outside of the North American continent. Why was that? He didn’t know, and the question remained unanswered.

Steven was then thrown forward in time. Good, he needed to find the chink in Rahaab’s armor. 

Two pink Homo Draconi were stuffing Carlo Bart’s inert body into the pool and then swimming it through to the other side. That would be Chazzie and Pru, making their delivery. They’d come back and then drive to the La Sombra Aerie to rescue Zoey.

Steven wanted desperately to see if his Escort was okay, to make sure their defenses had held. Watching Pru plan and scheme had been a rare pleasure. That woman was brilliant as well as beautiful. And they’d all jumped in to make the fortress. They created the defense in record time, almost as fast as Steven had decorated his mother’s house for Christmas.

Steven tried to force the spell to give him something about Carlo Bart’s armor. Didn’t work. He went screaming into the future.

He was walking across a blasted landscape. This was the Great Plains but not like he’d ever seen it. Above him, the sky bled, the blue gone, replaced with the red of an open wound. The sagebrush around him shivered, coated in black dust.

He stood on cracked asphalt. It might’ve started out as a six-lane highway, but it had been eaten away down to four. The rest of it was thick yellow weeds.

This was I-70. Denver was in the distance. He could recognize the Wells Fargo Building… what was left of it. Denver looked like metal-eating termites had attacked the buildings. Every pane of glass was gone. A terrible smell—death, rot, raw sewage—filled the air. 

Steven put his hand to his nose to stop the stink. And on the wind, a faint chittering, the gibbering laughter of something completely insane. It set his teeth on edge. And for some reason, he was reminded of the word Tessa had said in the Americos Chamber near Sloan’s Lake.

The Rocky Mountains rose in the distance, but something was off about them. Then he saw it. No trees. Only bruised purple rock showed below what should’ve been the green of the tree line.

Seeing the dead mountains hurt. He glanced down to the ground. Something red and white lay half-buried in the dust. He walked over to it, expecting to see a Coke can.

No, not a Coke can. It was an old can of something called Nozzza-Cola. Three z’s.

There was garbage everywhere, like a big trash heap, but most of it was covered in blowing sand or that black dust.

Steven put his situation together. He wasn’t on his version of Earth, or his version of Denver. The bleeding sky and destroyed city? The black dust on the sage? The terrible smell? The insane gibbering in the air? This was a world decimated by the Zothoric.

His father appeared on the highway in front of him. The foul wind blew Stefan Drokharis’s hair back from his face. White salted his black beard. He was dressed in a suit, shirt, and tie, all black. He looked both cool and impossibly wise.

“Dad!” Steven found himself yelling. He wasn’t worried about demons finding him. He wasn’t really there.

But he would be. Somehow, he knew this world of woe was in his future.

His father nodded at him. Those eyes. He had his father’s gray eyes, almost a stormy blue, with that same intense gleam in them. He was about to say something when Steven was back in his body, in India, Zoey rolling in slow motion across the desert dirt.

Carlo Bart had a leer on his face. He’d broken open the action of his revolver and was shoving in fresh shells. Time was catching up to him here.

Zoey looked at him, her face a bloody mess. Her blue-green eyes were full of fear and pain. It was his vision, coming true. He’d thought it would be an American desert, but that wasn’t the case.

And then he was thrown back in time to his talk with Liam Strider outside BB’s tattoo parlor in Lewellen, Nebraska. This was before they’d battled Rhaegen Mulk and his Terror Trio in Cheyenne.

Aria, Tess, and Mouse were getting the hurricane circles inked onto their skin. Steven and the Yellow Ronin were talking at a picnic table used by the smokers behind the liquor store there.

Liam’s words fell like pistol shots. Your father was the best of us, and not just with his skill at sorcery. There was a goodness to him, a noble goodness, fearless. He, too, wasn’t frightened of the Zothoric. And his portal magic was unparalleled. Yet, I never understood why he would take such risks, opening the doors he did. He had a secret agenda that he kept from everyone. Even from me.

And then moments later Liam had made a request. If you see him again in a vision, if you get another question to ask him, ask about the secrets he kept from me. I long to know.

And then he was thrown through time and space back to India.

Was this how Sabina saw? Was she constantly being flung about? Or had she learned to further control what she saw? Maybe it was like squinting or really focusing on something.

Steven hardened his mind. He stayed with the fight in India only going forward in time a few minutes.

He watched as Carlo Bart hit Zoey, reloaded his pistol, and fired. Steven would know to duck. Zoey had given him this moment, and he had taken advantage of it. He would fly across the sand as a dragon, grab Samael’s Lash as a Homo Draconis, and then he would turn human. 

And with a flick of the chain-whip sword he would strike the lynchpin rune, half hidden on the upper part of the cuirass nearly covered by the pauldron on Carlo’s left shoulder. In dragon script, it was the word “truth.” If he slashed a mark through that word, the armor wouldn’t fall off Carlo Bart, but it wouldn’t be impenetrable anymore.

And then Steven forced the magic to send him back to the wasteland east of Denver, where his father stood on the highway. 

He knew Stefan had been there, in real life, before he’d been killed. He’d traveled to other worlds, and yet he’d done it without the Zothoric noticing him. Or maybe they had, and he’d killed them.

Steven had to know. He was back on the asphalt in the highway that had been cut through the trash lining the road.

“Dad,” Steven said. “Liam Strider wanted to know why you kept secrets from him. What’s going on?”

His father motioned about him. “This is our future. This is our escape. This is our battlefield. We need to change things, Steven, because we were not meant to live in fear, and I will not let our kind die because the humans might destroy their planet. I didn’t want to tell anyone until I was sure. And I encrypted the third volume, that was me, because I too used divination magic. It’s not yet time. Wait for the next torch. Then you will open one eye.”

Stefan smiled knowingly and vanished.

His father was behind the last piece of encryption in the third volume? How was that even possible? And yet, it made sense now that he thought of the journal entries he’d read in that section of the grimoire.

Steven blinked the shadows from his eyes. He stood on the dry plain in India. The sun had set behind him. A cold wind blew across the Thar Desert.

Zoey was trying to get to her feet, naked, bleeding, and weeping from the beating she’d received from the invulnerable armored dragon.

Carlo Bart had finished loading. He raised his six-shot cannon. Of course he did.

Steven knew exactly what the villain was going to do and exactly how to undo him.
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Chastity Wayne sighed. Kerosene lamps lit the Americos Chamber now that the glowing portal was gone. Chazzie checked on Sabina. She was out cold. 

Well, the Latina Magician had saved Prudence, so she could take five. 

Aria was using the last of her Animus to cure Mouse and Pru a little. But they were all pretty fucking gashed up. And this wasn’t going to get any prettier. Voices murmured above them. It was only a matter of time before they started rolling down bombs and filling the chamber with poison gas. Hell, if Chazzie and Pru had been up there, that would’ve been a done deal by now. No need to fight when you could nuke the site from orbit.

Chazzie ran to Tessa. “Come on, girl. I need you now. Please, come around.”

Pru moved over and crouched next to her. Both were naked.

Tessa blinked her eyes open. It took a minute, but then the Magician focused on Chazzie’s and Pru’s bare titties.

Tessa grinned. “Is this heaven? Am I in heaven?”

Chazzie rolled her eyes. “No, sweets, sorry. Pru and I are as straight as US-54 West.”

Tessa closed her eyes. “Welcome to my own personal hell. Okay, Chazzie, what do you need me to do?”

Chazzie bent and whispered her plan into Tessa’s ear.

The Magician raised a hand. “Gun please.”

Pru raced back to Sabina and got her gun belt and holsters. They helped Tessa to her feet.

Aria and Mouse both knew the score. The five of them were going up in the most desperate gambit ever devised by a Wayne in the history of Texan Waynes.

Chazzie went to the entrance. “Wyatt! Maria! Juice! You got us! We’re coming up. Please, don’t kill us before you hear us out!”

Wyatt called down. “Yeah? Why should we talk? Carlo Bart is just gonna kill you. We’ll just save him the trouble.”

“Us?” Chazzie laughed. “Sure, we’re dead. You can kill us for sure. But Pru and I are coming up with four of the toughest chicks this side of the Mississippi. You think Carlo Bart wants you to massacre women who helped topple legends? I wouldn’t think so. Aria Khat, Tessa Ross, Mouse Craygore, and Sabina Gonzales are quite the prizes.”

More whispering up top.

“Kiss me, Aria,” Tessa whispered. “I need a shot of Animus and all these straight girls aren’t helping me.”

Mouse rolled her eyes.

The pair kissed while Chazzie waited on pins and needles. If she were Wyatt, she’d either burn them out or starve them out. Another good move? Order the Wayne twins up top and then put a bullet in their skulls while offering the other four clemency.

But Wyatt wasn’t much of a strategist, Maria usually deferred to him, and Juice was a fucking animal.

“Come on up, then,” Wyatt called down.

Chazzie let out a sigh of relief. Thank God for stupid.

The five of them emerged from the shack. The sun colored the horizon. Wyatt and Maria were in their Homo Draconis bodies while Juice was human for a minute. Big and ugly, he grinned, but the way he held his neck, he was still hurting from Sabina throwing him ass over teakettle. Served the bastard right.

Carlo Bart’s forces had gotten tired of the mines, traps, and trip wires and had dismantled their fortress. The ground was bare but blackened and bloodied, clear for about a hundred yards from the door of the shack.

Aria stood in her partial form because she had to carry Sabina and Tessa. The gunslinger was still too weak to walk, and Sabina had crumpled to the ground, unable to stay conscious.

Wyatt snatched the Slayer Blade out of Mouse’s grip. She was just a naked human girl with a pissed-off look on her face. 

Maria Diablo took Tessa’s pistols, gun belt, holster, and all.

An army surrounded them: hundreds of Warlings, Morphlings, and Magicians with dragons scattered about. Only about half of Carlo Bart’s wives, though. They’d annihilated the other half. Not bad. 

Big dragons rose over armored Morphlings. Warlings held rifles to their shoulders, all aiming their laser sights at Chazzie and the girls. Red dots painted them. Magicians readied spells. Some had glowing eyes, trying to peer through the veil to figure out what might happen next. Ha, none of them fuckers had the kind of mojo Sabina had.

Corpses littered the landscape. Most were dead Sounders that hadn’t fared well against the grenade launchers and land mines. Chazzie had to grin at them. Nothing like vanquished enemies to give a girl a little goose in her giddy-up.

Juice saw the smile and punched it off her face.

Pru started forward but then had a shotgun shoved into her face. It was that Warling, the bald girl with the tattoos. 

Chazzie rubbed at her jaw and touched her nose. Came away bloody. Dammit, this guy had made her bleed. Well, he’d pay for that in a second.

Juice shifted into an armored pig, glaring at her while spit dripped from his tusks. Disgusting.

Tessa looked a little better after her kissing with Aria, but she was a long way from happy. Her skin was still so gray. Casting another spell just might kill her. Too bad that’s what needed to happen.

The ruby ring on Wyatt’s finger continued to pulse with Carlo Bart’s heartbeat.

Chazzie pointed at it. “Look at that thing go, Wyatt. That’s the kind of heart rate a guy has when the proverbial shit has hit the fan. Your Prime is probably getting his ass handed to him by Steven, now that he knows Zoey is alive. Ah, shit. It just sped up a little.”

“Magica Incanto,” Tessa whispered. She sagged against Aria and began to cry. She was beyond tired, an emotional wreck, and nearly done for.

Chazzie felt bad for her, though even if that last spell killed her, it would’ve been worth it. Sad to say, but sometimes you had to sacrifice players to win.

The ruby ring on Wyatt’s finger winked out.

He frowned. 

“Well, would you look at that?” Chazzie couldn’t help but smile wide. “Looks like Carlo Bart done bit the dust.”

“That is connected to him, right?” Pru asked. “It certainly appears he’s dead. Shame. But can you really be surprised? Steven Drokharis is the future. He’s done more in nine months than most dragons do their entire miserable lives.”

Chazzie agreed with a, “Mm-hmm, preach it, sister. Killing Carlo Bart was like swatting a fly for our Stevie.”

Wyatt raised his hand. He glanced at Maria. Who smiled. “Well, Juice, looks like you’re working for us now.”

The blackish-orange dragon lady turned and let out a big yell of victory. “Looks like you all are working for me and Wyatt now! Right, Wyatt?”

The blackish-green dragon man fired up the Slayer Blade. Green flames licked up the sword as the emerald in the pommel gleamed. “Yeah. Steven Drokharis might’ve killed the Texarkana Prime over in India, but where is he now? Not here. So I call dibs. You’re looking at the new Dragonlord of the Texarkana Primacy. Wyatt motherfuckin’ Gunn! Fuck Carlo Bart Baxter. He was a punk-ass bitch. Maria and I were planning on ending him anyway. Sumbitch was livin’ on borrowed time as it was.”

A cheer rose up from the troops. Most of Carlo Bart’s wives nodded, an evil glint in their eyes. Maria Diablo stared at Wyatt with adoration in her eyes. Tessa’s gun belt hung off her shoulder.

“Plot twist!” Chazzie laughed. And she couldn’t stop laughing. They’d encouraged Steven to get Carlo Bart to get all his forces in one place because of the rules of the game—when a Prime killed a Prime, the victor got all the spoils, every single one of them. Damn. She was hooting and hollering and stamping and giggling until tears ran down her face.

“Uh, Chastity, this isn’t helping us,” Pru said. Her sister was all cool and shit, but they’d lost and lost big-time. 

Chazzie was gonna laugh herself to death. Better that than having her pieces cut off by Wyatt Gunn and the Slayer Blade. She fell to her knees, holding her chest, enjoying the last laughing fit of her life.

“Hey, Chazzie,” Tessa said in a hushed voice that sounded like death itself. “Did you forget about Plan B?”

What was this now? A Plan B? From the Magician who’d almost magicked herself to death?

Chazzie turned. And saw the Magician smile. Who was this girl?

“Yes, Plan B,” Aria said. And then that beautiful woman let a smile shine on her face.

The Indian woman blurred with speed—SerpentGrace, without a doubt. She snatched up one of the Peacekeepers hanging in its holster on Maria Diablo’s shoulder. She tossed it to Tessa, who plucked it out of the air and fired into the forehead of a Magician standing there with a Defensio spell on his lips. He’d never speak it. Not ever.

The echo of that gunshot was the signal. Those who could of the Drokharis Escort went True Form, and they all hit the fuckers around them with Exhalants—from Chazzie’s ShadowFlame, to Pru’s ArcticWind, to Mouse’s Toxicity, to Aria’s good ol’-fashioned Inferno.

Tessa whirled and shot Maria Diablo in the shoulder, enough to send her stumbling back. The bloodstained gun belt fell to the dirt. 

Chazzie swung her tail and batted Maria Diablo back.

Meanwhile, Tessa emptied her one pistol, moving toward her belt. Then she scooped up her other gun, taking down target after target, filling up her bucket of Animus.

Plan B? That B stood for one tough bitch. Because Tessa had to have known there was only one spell she could cast once her tank was full. And it was the one spell that had nearly killed her.

The instant Tessa was out of ammo, she ducked back into the shack, and Mouse shifted into her partial form. Mouse grabbed both her sword and Sabina before fleeing down the steps and back into the Americos Chamber below.

“Go!” Aria roared. She’d cast a shield spell. Bullets peppered the air in front of her, reddening the air. But magical orange arrows struck her in the chest. She answered back with her ElectroArc. Lightning sizzled in the ground in front of her and wreathed the Magician who had attacked her, literally blowing him off his feet. His stumped legs kicked and jerked.

She kicked a leg forward and smashed the head of an incoming monster pig. Speaking of which, Juice galloped toward them on pounding hooves.

“You first!” Chazzie roared back, sweeping out Warlings with her tail and casting her own shield spell.

“What?” Pru asked in disbelief. “Chazzie, we don’t do the hero stuff. We leave that for the stupid people.” She breathed out enough ice to form a wall that kept six werebears back.

“Yeah, channeling my inner stupid, sweetie,” Chazzie shot back and wished she could go down with a gun in her hand. She’d watched enough Westerns with Daddy that she knew that was how real heroes went out—shooting. Instead, she breathed out her next to last batch of ShadowFlame. Juice took a face full, and he squealed like the swine he was. Wyatt and Maria had taken off but were coming back around, claws outstretched, mouths open to dish out a fresh helping of ChromaticFury.

Aria ducked away, then Pru followed, leaving Chazzie alone for a minute. She’d created her shield to protect against magical attacks, so the bullets hit her. She’d thickened her scales with DarkArmor, but the larger calibers drove her back. 

And then she too was running down the steps. She breathed hard, taking the stairs two at a time, felt the power inside her, and just had to grin. This fighting against all odds stuff was kinda fun, now. Yeah, she’d lost it before, but hell, they’d rescued Zoey and gotten her to Steven, and Pru was still alive thanks to Sabina’s Dragonskin maneuver.

Chazzie exhaled ShadowFlame even as her blood pattered on the floor under her. The rock walls melted in an instant, becoming molten rock. The ceiling dripped down, and the lava hardened to block the entrance. That wouldn’t completely stop Bart’s army above, but it would slow them down.

Wyatt’s ruby ring would show Carlo’s heart rate again. It would if Steven hadn’t killed the Texarkana Prime. So Wyatt and Maria Diablo had no reason to keep them alive. In fact, if Carlo Bart found out his two lieutenants were plotting against him, he’d murder them right away and twice on Sunday. Funny, the whole army had heard Wyatt talking shit, and they’d jumped right in. Chazzie and Pru had miscalculated.

That was an old story though. A Primacy gets too big, and the vassals start plotting the destruction of the Dragonlord, especially if he wasn’t very popular, which Carlo Bart wasn’t. And Wyatt Gunn had a way about him.

Chazzie turned back and faced the women in the chamber.

Sabina had come around, though she looked terrible, pale, sucked in, and spent.

Tessa didn’t look much better. She had her eyes shut, trying to get the gumption up to cast another Magica Porta spell.

Chazzie hooked an arm through Sabina’s. “If you can manage it, you’ll want to lizard out. Easier to swim with a tail. Pretend you’re an alligator, and you’ll do just fine.”

Pru saw her with the Latina Magician. She raised an eyebrow. “Getting along with the locals?”

“You betcha,” Chazzie shot back. She’d been mostly sure before, but now she’d made her mind up. She was going to play this one differently. No, scratch that. She was done playing any kind of game with the lives of women in her Prime’s Escort. She was going to join them for real, even if her sister had other ideas.

“You’re hurt,” Sabina whispered.

“Just scratches, mi amiga,” Chazzie replied.

Tessa raised her hands. “Oh, fuck me. This is not going to be pleasant. I need someone to swim me through. Not sure how this is going to work. But let’s get ’er done.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear,” Pru said. “You’re in Texas now.”

“Not for long,” the gunslinging Magician whispered. “If we’re lucky. If not, we’ll wind up stranded… uh… somewhere. Hopefully there’ll be oxygen and ground there. Magica Porta!”

Black water swirled up into the pool, and the place was flooded with light.

Explosions. Grenades. The smell of poisonous gas seeped through Chazzie’s improvised barrier. Wyatt and Maria were getting serious now.

Aria raced and caught Tessa when she fell. She then jumped with the Magician into the pool, her long tail swinging until it caught water and then the two were gone. Sabina turned into a dark green Homo Draconis, a pleasant foresty color, and she smelled like sage and something flowery, maybe lavender. Smelled good.

Mouse sheathed her sword. “Okay, Mary-Kate, Ashley, see you on the other side.” She jumped into the pool and disappeared.

Sabina laughed. “That Olsen twins joke gets me every time.” The Latina Magician dove in and swam down using her tail pretty well for someone who was new to being a Dragonskin.

“Every time?” Pru wondered. “First time I’ve heard it. Anyway, I’ll go next. You okay?”

Chazzie gave her sister a brave face. “Me? Yeah, I’m okay. I’ve had harder days at the nail salon. You go on, girl.”

Sister Prudence wasn’t exactly convinced, but she leapt into the basin and was gone in a flash of pink, swimming into darkness.

The poison gas had thickened. Chazzie reeled. An explosion. Shrapnel hit her. Ouch. But she hardly felt it. Did she have the strength to swim through the portal?

She had to is all. Simply had to.

The pool’s light was fading. The waterline dropping. Chastity Wayne dove in headfirst and winced, thinking she’d bonk her head on the bottom. No bottom to be had.

She got her tail working, streamlined her body, and swam into a darkness sparkling with stars. Behind her, though, the portal was closing. No water there. She swam faster.

But she got tired. No, that wasn’t exhaustion, that was blood loss.

It was going to be a race. Could she make it to the other side before the portal closed on top of her?

Okay, fine, this wasn’t any kind of day at the salon. This was a whole lot harder.
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Steven heard Carlo Bart snap his revolver closed. He fired, but of course he did. Steven ducked in the same way he’d dodged the bullet in his vision. He flung himself into the air. Wings spread, he grew to his full size and flew as fast as he could, working his muscles and building momentum.

The Texarkana Prime was taking potshots at him, but Steven was going too fast. It was all happening like he’d seen. No wonder Sabina was so deadly in a fight. She merely had to follow the script.

Steven shifted and hurled through the air as a Homo Draconis. He was smaller, harder to hit. Zooming through the air, he reached down and plucked Samael’s Lash off the ground where he’d dropped it.

He adjusted his wings, came about, and got his feet under him. He landed on the dirt, upright. Bullets buzzed over his head as he turned human. He then called out the trigger word. “Excrucior!” 

Samael’s Lash came apart into a chain-whip. He lashed out and laid the point into the word “truth,” written in dragon script on the upper part of Carlo Bart’s breastplate. The minute the sword struck it, there was thunder and a flash of light. All the dragon script glowed dark blue before winking out. 

It was the first time Steven had ever whipped anything, and he didn’t want to press his luck. For this next move, he only needed Samael’s Lash as a sword.

“Pax aeternam!” he yelled. Chunk, chunk, chunk, the pieces of the blade came slamming together until it was a bastard sword once more. 

Breaking the major enchantment of the armor had given him a bit of Animus. He used it to give himself SerpentGrace. He went speeding across the ground, sword ready.

Carlo Bart snarled, raised the revolver, and went to pull the hammer back to fire. 

Zoey, however hurt and bleeding, ran and leapt into the air. She left the ground as a naked human but flew through the air as a golden-brown bear, bigger than any Kodiak who’d ever lived. 

Carlo Bart shifted his aim. If he got his cannon six-shooter around, he’d kill Zoey.

But that wasn’t going to happen.

Steven had seen this part as well, and though he didn’t understand it, he followed through with his vision. Because it would mean the end of Carlo Bart Baxter.

Mathaal’s voice filled his head in a whisper. A weapon of last resort…

Better Steven nearly kill himself than watch Zoey die. The runes no longer powered the armor. Steven sprouted wings and flapped them hard, a human with leathery wings speeding through the air like a rocket. He partially shifted his right arm, and it was suddenly bulging with corded muscles covered by black scales. And in his hand was a sword made from multicolored dragon scales, razor sharp and imbued with ancient magic. He could feel the sword tip as an extension of his own body, just like one of his talons. Steven triggered HeartStrike. 

Shadows covered Steven’s arm. The darkness swirling around Samael’s Lash pulsated with the raw power of the Alpheros. Dark energy exploded around them. Before, it had been like standing on top of a case of dynamite and feeling it explode around him. Now, Steven knew to channel that energy.

He drove his sword through the armor, through Carlo Bart’s ribs, through his heart, and out through his back plate. Steven’s arm had gone through Carlo Bart all the way up to his shoulder. The Texarkana Prime stared at him with wide eyes, mouth working without sound. Steven dropped the sword on the other side of Bart’s chest and ripped his taloned hand back out, pulling ruined bits of heart, lung, and organ meat with it. The offal spilled down the front of the Prime’s rune-etched armor and dripped from Steven’s arm.

Steven tore himself from the dead dragon. He hit the ground and staggered back.

Carlo Bart dropped to his knees, then fell over backward. The machine gun melted on his arm, as did the cannon-sized six-shooter, and all the armor streamed back down his body, down his arms, and into the silver-and-turquoise rings as he turned human.

Animus poured into Steven. It wasn’t enough to bring him back to full, but it kept him on his feet. If Carlo Bart hadn’t been so loaded with energy, using HeartStrike probably would have killed Steven as well.

His head spun, and he dropped to one knee, turning human without meaning to. Zoey crawled to him, her flesh white and blood-streaked.

Time seemed to break again. He fell over in slow motion, like a tree. His head hit the packed, hard ground. Every part of him hurt. He was beyond exhausted. Last time he’d used HeartStrike, it had taken him a month to recover. He hoped that wouldn’t be the case again, but he didn’t know.

Fuck. Where had he put that sword cane?

He was on his back. His head was in Zoey’s lap. She stared down from a bloody, bruised face, but that didn’t make her ugly. He stared into her mesmerizing blue-green eyes and found comfort in the familiarity of her wild, frizzy hair. She touched his cheek and drew a hand over his brow.

“My Prime,” she whispered.

“My Zoey.” Tears filled his eyes. Why did he love this bear girl so much? He didn’t know. He just did.

Footsteps shuffled in the dust, and Steven smelled wet clothes, wet hair, and smoke. Gunpowder? Yeah. Melted plastic. Yep. And a charred scent from something being fried in ShadowFlame. He didn’t even need to look up. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the various smells of his Escort from the Wayne twins and their sweet bubble gum scent to Mouse’s roasted almonds to Tessa’s perfume. And of course the cinnamon candy of Aria.

And a new smell. What was that? Sage and lavender. That would fit Sabina.

The women tumbled down around him. All were breathing hard, bashed up, gashed up, and soaked from their swim through the portal. Which, of course, would be closed.

“Guys,” Tessa said. “Don’t ask me to cast another spell. Like again. Ever. I’m giving up magic and going back to making coffee. There’s a lot less bloodshed. Not none. During one breakfast rush at the Coffee Clutch, I had to kill a few people. But they needed some killing.”

“Did both twins make it?” Mouse asked. “Or am I seeing double? What are their names again? Clemency and Patience?”

“No, chica,” Sabina breathed. “I think it was something like Charity and Clarity. Or maybe it was Mary-Kate and Ashley.” The Latina Magician snorted.

“Nice,” Chazzie said. “Hey Patience, did I make it?”

“Yes, Clemency, you did. And fuck these jealous bitches.”

“Fuck us indeed,” Aria muttered. “We need the Animus.”

“I’m gonna need a minute before we do that.” Steven closed his eyes. They’d all made it. Carlo Bart was dead. And he had a huge new territory to add to his holdings. He couldn’t very well call it the Colorado Primacy. No, he’d need to rename it to something that could grow as he acquired more. The Drokharis Primacy.

“Did he do another HeartStrike?” Aria asked.

Zoey said something. Steven couldn’t quite understand what she was saying. He didn’t need to. He just needed to rest. 

And once he was rested, he had to call Liam Strider and tell him what his father said in his vision of the Denver wasteland.

“For the love of biscuits, we need clothes. Like, a lot of clothes. Where are we again? India? Do they have a problem with naked chicks?” Mouse asked.

“We’ll buy you Punjabi suits. You’ll be fine,” Aria said. 

Steven let go of his consciousness. His Escort was safe. They’d won again. All was right with the world.
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Steven woke up in a palace, a legit palace, with a canopied bed, ornate windows carved out of red stone, marble floors, and a view of a walled city in the distance. Had he gone back in time? It felt like it.

He heard Aria’s voice. “No, that’s Jaisalmer, my favorite city in Rajasthan. It’s an ancient place on the camel-train routes between India and Central Asia. Due to the wealth brought by this trade, its inhabitants built beautiful homes called havelis inside the fort. And instead of it being deserted, or a museum, the fort is alive with hotels, shops, and restaurants. Jaisalmer is also very close to Pakistan, so there's an Indian military base which kept the city alive after the camel-trains died and before tourism started.”

As if to punctuate her words, a jet roared overhead. 

Zoey spoke next to him. “Aria, he’s waking up.”

“How long was I out?” he asked.

Aria and Tessa came over. Aria was in an orange saree, while Tessa wore a long shirt that covered loose pants. She’d wrapped a scarf around her neck. The outfit was made from a colorful aquamarine fabric with a pattern that sparkled with bits of bright crystals connected to the fabric.

“Let me guess,” Steven murmured. “That’s a Punjabi.”

Tessa stepped back and twirled. “Yes, and there are three parts to it, the kameez, which is the top, the bottoms are called the salwar, and the scarf is a dupatta. Right, Aria?”

“Very good, Tessa. And I’m wearing a saree,” Aria said. “You are in the presidential suite of the Jawar Niwas Palace. Yes, it was a palace, but the aristocratic family converted it into a hotel.”

“Yeah,” Tessa piped up. “Guess who stayed here? The queen of Netherlands and, dude, the first prime minister of India!”

Steven managed to sit up. The expanse of marble was full of purple couches and soft beds with a dizzying array of pillows and blankets of all colors.

Chazzie and Pru turned to look at him. The twins were dressed in white sarees accented in pink. Chazzie’s smile was dizzying. Pru nodded at him, much cooler, but there was a mischievous glint in her eye. Mouse had gone the Punjabi route. Hers was a dark burgundy with less bling than Tessa’s.

Steven had to lie back down. “Okay, now, I feel like a sultan. This room. You all dressed like that. Seven of you.”

“Seven of us?” Mouse laughed. “Try thirty-two. You have us seven, the Five Widows, the three wives from the Queensland Primacy, and you inherited Carlo Bart’s seventeen bloodthirsty bitches.”

“Probably should make that twenty-five,” Chazzie said. “Maria Diablo is not gonna jump ship. She and Wyatt Gunn are gonna fight you. And I bet you might lose another six wives to them. Do I have my math right, Pru?”

“You do, Chaz,” her twin said. 

“Twenty-five wives.” Tessa sighed. “Some of those women are going to fall for me. So many wives, so little time.”

“Fall for us,” Aria corrected. 

Steven heard the two kiss.

“Ew. Gross,” Mouse said. “I’m glad Clemency and Patience are straight. I was feeling like I was in the minority.”

“¡No manches!” Sabina swore. “You don’t know what you are missing, Mouse!”

Mouse disagreed. “I know exactly what I’m missing. I have all those same parts on me. That doesn’t mean I understand that whole penis thing though. It’s so weird. That’s a lot of junk between your legs. I simply don’t get how men can walk around with all that dangling.”

While his wives bantered, he pulled up the skill tree.
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He’d leveled up again and was halfway to level eighteen. And yeah, using HeartStrike was still a bad idea, but already he was feeling better than he had even a week after he’d used it to kill Rahaab. So, yes, he was getting more powerful, without a doubt.

Steven fell back asleep, listening to the jokes and laughter of the women. As far as he was concerned, the penis thing was awesome. He’d need it. Twenty-five wives. He smiled. 

He’d gathered an Escort all right. Check that off the list.

The hotel staff gave them an evening banquet out in the garden the next day at sunset. The place was like something out of a fairy tale, with ornate rock walls, green grass, ferns and palm trees, and burbling fountains. It had been two days since Steven used HeartStrike to kill Carlo Bart. He still limped around, and he slept for most of the time, but he was regaining his strength exponentially faster than before.

Whatever had damaged his left eye had healed, but he was still down to nine fingers. Most of the time, he didn’t even notice since he was right-handed. However, every so often, he would grab something with his left and drop it. Losing the digit was going to take some getting used to.

The food at the banquet was all classic Indian dishes, a variety of spicy lentils, a chickpea dish that he couldn’t get enough of, cubes of cheese in a thick spinach cream, red-coated chicken baked in a clay oven, and naan, so much naan. They’d bring it to him in piles, and he devoured it as fast as they could bring it. Plain. Garlic. Whatever. The smoky flavor made his eyelids flutter.

The seven women laughed, cried, ate, hugged, and held hands. 

But then Chazzie drifted away to walk through the fronds of the desert oasis. He left the table, limped to the fountains, and found her sitting in a white saree, watching the crystalline water splash in basins. 

He sat down next to her and took her hand. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

Chazzie sighed. “It’s Mouse and her stupid nicknames. I don’t want to be called Clemency.”

“Really?” Steven asked.

“No, not really!” Chazzie punched his arm. “I don’t give a shit about that. You have some funny girls in your Escort.” She looked down at her left ring finger. It was empty.

She caught him looking. “Yeah, the minute you killed Carlo Bart, it vanished. Turned to dust. Pru and I are free.”

“Good.”

“When are you going to marry your women?” Chazzie asked. “Zoey is dying for the ring. Sabina is too. Aria expects it, and if you’re not careful, she’ll beat your ass all the way down the aisle if you don’t ask her soon.”

Steven felt a tremor in his stomach, a subtle fear, or maybe it was just spicy lentils settling. “We’ve been a little busy trying not to die, but I think you’re right. Tessa, though, isn’t so hot on the idea. It kind of muddies the waters with us.”

“Yeah, it does. Pru and I are going to need some time before we do the marriage thing again.” Chazzie sighed like her heart was broken.

“What else is wrong?” he asked.

She stared him in the eyes. “Why do men like twins?”

Steven was taken aback by the question. But he thought he might have an answer. “This might sound dumb, but it’s like ice cream. What’s better than a single scoop?”

“Double scoop,” Chazzie said. “Double the flavor. Double the fun. Yeah, we used to hate that fucking commercial.”

Steven went on. “Men love women. I look at you and you’re beautiful, smart, and funny. If I can have two of you? Yes, please, and thank you.”

Chazzie sighed long and hard. “Sure. Yeah. I know that. But I’m not fucking ice cream. Neither is Prudence.” She turned away. “It was expected. Daddy knew that the two of us, working together, could do shit we couldn’t do alone. And that men would expect us to have sex with them together. Pru and I were already so close. At first, we did it to manipulate the assholes we needed to beat. And then we got used to it. Hell, Carlo Bart never made love to us alone. Not one time. He’d always want us together. Which is fine. It’s fine.”

“It doesn’t sound like it’s fine with you,” Steven said. “And my Escort has rules, Chazzie. The number one rule is consent. If you want us to have sex alone, we can. Though I don’t think Pru is really that into me.”

“Not yet,” Chazzie agreed. “It’s gonna take a bit. But she’ll warm up to you. No, we’ll do you together. I love watching you watching her. It’s hot. We both have a little of the voyeur thing. Years of threesomes will do that to a girl.”

Steven stroked her soft red hair. “Is there anything else you want to talk about?”

Chazzie didn’t answer for a long time. When she did, her voice cracked. “I’m in love with you. And I’ve never been in love like this before. It’s scary. I want you to like me. And I want to be special. More than that, I want to keep us safe.”

“Then we want the same thing,” Steven said. He turned Chazzie’s face to him. “And we both feel the same thing.”

Chazzie nodded, laughed shyly, and then put her index fingers under her eyes. “Damn, I will not ruin my eye makeup over this.” She paused. “Only one way to keep us all safe, Steven. Do you know what it is?”

“I do,” he said. “We take it all. As soon as possible. If we’re aligned with every Prime or we own their Primacy, no one will come after us. If we can, we’ll unite them all against a common enemy, the Zothoric. If we can’t, we’ll destroy them.”

“So you want it all, too,” Chazzie said.

Steven had heard the twins. He knew what to say next. “I want it all, Chazzie. And I want it now. Not for myself, but to make the world a better place.”

The Wayne girl relaxed into him and exhaled. “And that my friend, is the right answer.”

That night, Steven was feeling strong enough to Skype with Liam Strider. Aria had bought a new laptop in the city. The internet was spotty, but they finally found a good connection. 

The Yellow Ronin’s familiar blond hair and golden beard filled the laptop’s screen. He listened closely as Steven told him about his vision, the wasteland, and what his father had said, or would say, about their future. It felt like an odd version of time travel to Steven.

Liam frowned. “Humans destroying the planet? During the Cold War, your father obsessed about nuclear war,” Liam said. “But now there seems to be other forces at work. I can see why he kept everything he was doing a secret. Our future isn’t on this world. It’s clear now. And what we are doing is more important than ever.”

Steven agreed. But would every Dragonsoul fight him to the death? Or would he find allies at some point?

“Why would my father encrypt the third volume?” Steven asked. “How could he do it?”

“I have no answers,” the Yellow Ronin admitted. “However, my guess? Your father was a powerful sorcerer. You’ve seen for yourself how truly remarkable divination magic is. He is protecting us, perhaps, giving out information slowly lest we make some critical error. We must trust his judgement.”

“I do,” Steven said, “but it’s frustrating.”

When he told Liam the key words to trigger Samael’s Lash, Liam shook his head. “The word ‘Excrucior’ was used by a Roman poet named Catullus, in a poem that starts with ‘Odi et amo.’ I hate and I love. Interesting. Excrucior means ‘I am tortured.’ As for ‘Pax aeternam’? The Latin is wrong. But it roughly translates to ‘peace forever.’” He paused. “If only we could have peace forever.”

“I’m working on it,” Steven replied. “But war first. A lot more war.”

Steven had heard from Bud. Wyatt Gunn had claimed the Texarkana Primacy for himself. And for now, the greenish-black bastard had the vassals to keep it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-TWO
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Javier Jones shoved Wyatt Gunn against the dumpster in the Corpus Christi alley. He’d lured Wyatt out to a secret meeting. The fool had come alone.

It was the week before Christmas. And though Javier himself didn’t celebrate human holidays, he found himself in a giving mood. He had the perfect present for a friend.

Wyatt had claimed the Texarkana Primacy for himself. Carlo Bart was dead, and Wyatt had married Maria Diablo and six of the dead Prime’s other wives. This went against Dragonsoul law, but Wyatt didn’t care. Since Carlo Bart’s death, Steven Drokharis hadn’t officially taken ownership. And if the little shit didn’t like it, he could come to Corpus Christi to contest the situation.

But Javier Jones didn’t like Wyatt Gunn, and he’d be damned if he was going to have him as his pinche neighbor. Wyatt was a dead man, but before Javier Jones did his second good deed for Steven Drokharis, he wanted some information first.

Javier gripped his macuahuitl, a wooden club with shards of obsidian hammered into the sides. He’d enchanted the obsidian, so it was sharp enough to cut through DarkArmor. A hickory-colored haze surrounded the rock-studded bat. He bashed Wyatt in the face, stunned him, then slammed a necklace over the usurper’s head. The silver chain had a chunk of lodolite hanging down the front. The gemstone gave off the same smoke as Javier’s club.

The enchanted lodolite would stop Wyatt from shifting. It was powerful magic, the very limits of what Javier could do. He wasn’t as skilled as the late Carlo Bart Baxter. The now deceased Dragonlord had been legendary. 

“Hey, ese, if you tell me who taught your former Prime his skills, I might let you live,” Javier said.

“Fuck you!” Wyatt tried to get up.

Javier sank the obsidian edge into Wyatt’s calf. Blood sprayed, and Wyatt went back down, screaming. Javier grinned. Three in the morning, in a back-alley corner of Corpus Christi? No one was going to be bothering them. 

Javier had a bruja who was good at divination magic. Not as good as Steven’s Sabina, but that woman had powers that transcended what normal Magicians could do.

“Wrong answer.” Javier slid the obsidian edges across the back of the douchebag’s neck. The flesh parted easily.

“No, okay, I don’t know a name. I swear!” Wyatt screamed.

Javier inhaled. Hmm, that Animus felt good going into him. The kill would be sweet, like always. “Okay, no name. What do you know? Carlo Bart didn’t come up with that shit on his own, ese. Not a chance. So who taught him?”

“Spider Finger!”

“What the hell is that?” Javier asked.

Wyatt was talking now, giving himself over to his fate. “It’s his little finger. His pinkie. It has two extra joints. Carlo Bart referred to him as Spider Finger. And he said something about forging flesh.”

“FleshForge. I’ve heard of it,” Javier mused. “Anything about the Americos Chambers? Does this Spider Finger have anything to do with them?”

“I don’t know! That’s all I know. Please!” Wyatt then went from panicked to pathetic. “Hey, man, I could help you take out Drokharis. You and I could split up his territory. I’d settle for just Texas, man. How about it? I have six wives and most of Carlo Bart’s army. And Juice Juice. I got him and his Sounder cult.”

Javier leaned in close. “You don’t have any of that shit, ese. Those wives, that army, they all belong to my friend, Steven Drokharis.”

The Latino Prime stepped back. And with a single sweep of the macuahuitl, he took Wyatt Gunn’s head off his shoulders.

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-THREE
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Steven walked out onto the reconstructed deck of his Grand Lake Aerie. It was three weeks after his fight with Carlo Bart, Christmas Eve, and he’d fully recovered from the HeartStrike attack.

Instead of using portal magic to get home, they’d called up Skylar, who flew the new jet from Brisbane to Jaipur. Boarding his own private plane felt surreal to Steven. Holy shit, he owned a jet. And around him sat seven of the most beautiful and powerful women on Earth.

Zoey hated flying, but Mouse held her hand, and Tessa made plenty of jokes. That eased her. Aria had grown up flying around the world with her father, who had not reached out to Steven while he’d been in India. Rhakshor Khat, the Dragonlord of the Maharashtra Primacy, hadn’t forgiven his daughter for dishonoring him by not marrying Rhaegen Mulk. That kind of betrayal went deep.

Though Steven had become a powerful force in American Dragonsoul politics, that didn’t seem to matter. Family was funny that way.

Skylar had flown them from Jaipur to Frankfurt, Germany, and then on to Reykjavik in Iceland. Their final leg brought them to Denver. Somewhere over Greenland, Chastity couldn’t wait anymore and pulled him into the bathroom. It was cramped, but he could check one more thing off his ever-growing bucket list.

Now, Skylar was back in Australia, spending Christmas with Liam Strider and the other Five Widows. Steven planned on visiting them after the holidays. He was looking forward to his first trip to his Queensland Primacy and getting to know the Widows better.

His core Escort, the seven, had decorated the Grand Lake Aerie within an inch of its life. Five Christmas trees, three inside and two outside, and candles and lights and special dishes. It was like Santa Claus had relocated his North Pole pad to Grand Lake and the refurbished mountain lodge retreat.

Tessa’s family was driving in for Christmas Day along with Steven’s mother. 

As for Bud, he was going to buzz in late the next day after he did the Christmas thing with his own family. 

He’d called Steven with some strange news, however. Javier Jones had sent a messenger service to deliver a cooler to Boaz, Jessup & Novak’s main offices in Denver. Inside the cooler, on dry ice, was the head of Wyatt Gunn along with a tasteful Christmas card that mentioned someone named Spider Finger.

Aria nodded in approval at the grisly gift. Tessa had been shocked. But of course she made jokes about Little Finger (Game of Thrones) and Goldfinger (James Bond).

Aria mentioned a movie called Ungli. Then she said something about not pointing a finger at her.

The Indian woman laughed. No one else did. Which made her laugh harder. 

 Steven was thinking about Javier’s gory gift as he walked to the railing of the new deck.

As dragons, they’d collected some massive boulders and added them under the structure for more stability. And they needed extra support for the huge hot tub that steamed behind him as snow fell. They’d cranked up the temperature, because if there was one thing that dragons liked, it was soaking in extremely hot water. Not boiling. But almost as hot.

Snowflakes whirled down from the sky. Tessa had shoveled the deck, but only after Mouse burned off the top layer with her Inferno Exhalant. Having dragons around sure was handy.

Chazzie and Pru walked out in winter coats. The twins had replaced the white coats they’d had in Texas. Zoey emerged from the house naked but then shifted into her bear form. She came across the deck and snuggled up against him. All that fur and body heat would keep him warm.

The twins stood at the railing watching the snow pile on the sleepy pine trees around them. The flakes muffled the noise.

“Should I sing ‘Silent Night’?” Pru asked.

“Don’t even try, sister. I’ve had about enough of Christmas carols,” Chazzie said. She knocked an elbow into Steven. “What are you thinking about, my Prime?”

“Javier’s present. And Spider Finger,” Steven answered. He rubbed at the stump of his missing pinkie.

The twins had used their intel network to investigate. There were a ton of rumors and hearsay, but they’d found one solid lead. One of the Sounders who’d fled the cult said that Carlo Bart had been working for Spider Finger. The mysterious Dragonsoul was the power and the intelligence behind Carlo Bart’s assassination attempts. 

“It’s always going to be like this,” Chazzie said. “This is the game. It’s not pretty, and most of the time, it’s not fun—”

Pru interrupted. “Except when it is. Yeah, Stevie, you have another motherfucker in the shadows gunning for you. But the good news? Javier Jones gave you the Texarkana Primacy. He certainly could’ve claimed it for himself.”

Steven was aware of that. Javier had shown him he was both brutal and loyal. But had they moved from wary competitors to true allies? Only time would tell.

“Not Stevie, sister, Steven,” Chazzie corrected.

Pru rolled her eyes. “Whatever we’re calling him now, Juice Juice is going to want revenge.”

“You bet he will,” Chazzie agreed. “And I don’t think we’ve seen the last of Maria Diablo or those rogue wives. Them bitches are going to cause trouble. You could put out a bounty on them. You do own them.”

“No, I don’t,” Steven said. “I don’t own anyone.”

Zoey let out a growl and shoved him with her huge body.

“I take that back. I don’t own anyone who doesn’t want me to,” he said, though he still hoped that Zoey would find it in herself to be brave and confident on her own.

“Who do we hit next?” Pru asked. “You know, we haven’t seen Clete Sariah in years. Maybe he grew an extra-long finger. I’d say the Deseret Primacy is next on our list.”

“Oh, come on,” Chazzie said. “If we’re on a roll, let’s just take out Roy Right and Louis Laloux. I hate those sleazy bastards.”

“Sin Cities Primacy and the French Swamplands Primacy?” Pru raised an eyebrow. “Them sleazy bastards play the game well. It certainly would be tons of fun taking them down.”

Steven didn’t disagree. “But we’re going to offer an olive branch first. The fewer Dragonsouls and vassals we kill, the larger our army will be when we fight the Zothoric.”

Chazzie laughed. “Yes, you’ll get more flies with honey than with vinegar. We’ll offer them the honey, make it a sweet deal, and then if they dick with us, we’ll drown them in vinegar.”

Steven wasn’t sure how he could form alliances, but Aria and the twins had some ideas. The terms might be a bit brutal, but Steven was coming from a position of power. That would help him in the coming months as he grew his territory. He’d already added countless vassals and nearly five hundred thousand square miles to his holdings, which encompassed most of Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and parts of Louisiana. His empire stretched from the Canadian Rockies all the way to the Gulf of Mexico and across to the Appalachian Mountains. He’d have to police that area for all supernatural activity and make sure his vassals stayed in line.

His life had become a lot more complicated. At least his Escort was getting along.

He turned. Lights glowed along the eaves of the lodge and around the hot tub. Some of the lights were encased in ice, and that only made them prettier.

“Let’s get inside,” he said. “Tessa has this eggnog thing she’s doing.”

“I hope she’s done with cookies.” Chazzie patted her stomach. “How many different kinds did she and Zoey make? At least a dozen. She is not helping me keep trim.”

“She made thirteen different cookies,” Pru said. “However, after the cinnamon brownies, I lost interest in eating anything else. Tessa is certainly magic in the kitchen.”

Zoey let out throaty noise, half growl and half harrumph.

Pru laughed and patted the bear. “You’re magic too, Zoey. The only healthy cookie came from you. Applesauce instead of sugar. Clever.”

The four escaped the chill and walked back into the house, Zoey becoming human once more. In the living room, a fire crackled, throwing light and heat into a happy, warm space. Across the room stood the biggest of the Christmas trees, fully decorated with lights, ornaments, and garlands. Colorfully wrapped packages loaded the bottom. Zoey so wanted to open hers, but Aria said the rules were clear: presents were to be opened on Christmas morning. The werebear took it in stride.

Tessa and Mouse tried to rebel. Aria insisted they wait. She prowled in front of the tree like a dragon guarding her hoard.

The twins, though, sent Sabina to distract the Indian woman with a few drinks. The Wayne sisters then grabbed their present for him, and he secretly opened it in the corner by the fire. Inside the box were all eight of Carlo Bart Baxter’s sterling-silver-and-turquoise rings.

He glanced up questioningly.

Chazzie grinned and kissed him softly. She tasted like Christmas cookies. “While you were in your HeartStrike coma, we pulled them off his fingers.”

“Do you think I can use them?” he asked.

Pru gave him a sphincter-puckering glare. “Of course. Once you figure out the magic. It’ll give you and your Magicians something to do.”

Speaking of which, Tessa was in the kitchen, brewing up magic. “Okay, everybody. We have eggnog lattes, eggnog shakes, or eggnog with rum. Three guesses who wanted the hooch?”

Aria came tripping over to him, scattering the twins, who didn’t want to get caught breaking the Indian woman’s rules. Aria leaned in close. “I love Christmas. It’s a pagan thing. Totally stolen by the Christians. Kiss me.”

Drunk Aria. It was a thing.

Steven kissed her. “I’ll do the eggnog latte,” he said to Tessa, hiding the rings under a chair. Aria went back to help their spellcasting, gun-slinging barista.

He wanted to stay up late to do a little research on the Americos Chambers in his Primacy. He and Liam had been sending emails back and forth with different theories. Which remined him that he needed to send Merry Christmas emails to the Five Widows in Australia. Juggling his growing Escort would be challenging.

And he wanted to call Uchiko. She wouldn’t come to their Christmas gathering, but he’d been thinking about her a lot. He would not stop researching until he found a way to help her and the Onari Guard finish the Dragonskin rituals.

Sabina came over to sit by the fire, sipping from a tall glass. She’d gone for the rum option as well. He moved next to her and rubbed her back. She’d passed the first round of rituals, but she wasn’t done yet. She could do partial transformations, she could become a Homo Draconis, but she still couldn’t achieve True Form. However, the Latina Magician was well on her way. Steven was proud of her.

When they all had drinks, Zoey lifted her glass. She wore the jeans that didn’t fit her, her hair was frizzed out, and she could’ve won an ugly Christmas sweater contest. Yet, Steven thought she was beautiful.

Zoey cleared her throat and tried to calm herself. Being the center of attention clearly unnerved her. “I would like to make a toast. To my new friends, my new lovers, and to our family.” Her voice broke. “When I was part of the Sounders, Juice wanted us to lose ourselves. The me is the we. That was cult stuff. But with us? I can be me. But I’m glad we’re a we.”

“Isn’t that from a Dr. Seuss book?” Mouse muttered under her breath. 

They toasted, talked, and Steven found himself out in the hot tub with Aria, kissing her. When Tessa, Sabina, and Zoey came out to join them, they had to turn the heat down a bit. Then the five came together in a celebration of skin, heat, water, and snow. Watching the cold air steam off the naked bodies of the women filled Steven with wonder. The twinkling lights caressed their beautiful skin. It was the best Christmas Eve of his life without a doubt.

Later, they turned off the big lights, left the Christmas lights on, and sat in the living room, watching the fire burn low. Women begin to drift away until, just before midnight, Steven found himself alone in front of the fireplace. He thumbed through the third volume of his father’s spell book. Throughout the big house, the seven women in his core Escort slept, either alone or together.

Steven turned to the encrypted pages. He’d though they’d unlock more secrets while visiting the Americos Chambers, especially the one in Texas. Were they portals? When the pools were full, they seemed to become portals, and the “eyes” were open. When the pools were empty, the “eyes” were closed. The logic seemed to follow, but he wasn’t sure. And why were they only in North America?

In the end, the Odessa cavern had only been an elaborate ruse, a trap, designed by this Spider Finger. Meddling with their divination magic, especially Sabina’s, would’ve taken an amazing amount of mystical power. Could Spider Finger be a lost Alpheros? Steven didn’t think so, but he didn’t know for sure.

He tried to remember the hands of the men that had been at Morty Flint’s Chicago Conclave. But he’d been so focused on his speech, then trying to get out alive, that he hadn’t really been paying attention. Besides, if this Dragonsoul was using FleshForge, he could probably hide such a thing easily.

Steven touched the circles of ink on the mysterious pages of the grimoire. His father had told him it wasn’t time yet, and Liam was right. They had to trust in his father’s wisdom. He remembered the words he’d heard on the wasteland highway. This is our future. This is our escape. This is our battlefield.

The future of the Dragonsouls wasn’t on Earth. It was on other worlds, a whole universe of possible places. But was the battlefield, the escape, and the future on the same wasteland version of Colorado Steven had seen?

Tessa came barreling out of the room she was sharing with Aria.

The barista fell onto the floor front of the fireplace. She ripped the book out of his hands. She had the topaz pen. She must’ve grabbed it from his room.

“Magica Divinatio!” she hissed. Her eyes glowed like pink jewels. She touched the pen to the first encrypted page. The sapphire feathers on the quill glinted with a blue light.

Ink swirled around the tip of the pen. An image started to form.

A big grandfather clock rang out, counting down the hour. With each bell strike, the picture became clearer as ink raced around the page, sketching something. 

It was another map of the North American continent. But this one had an X drawn on the coastline, in Oregon maybe, but definitely somewhere along the Pacific coast of the U.S. There were the Borromean rings nearby, marking Americos Chambers, but this X wasn’t connected to them.

The pen worked itself out of Tessa’s hands. It was drawing a sketch on the other page, moving on its own while Tessa covered her mouth with her hands. A picture of an ocean crashing onto a beach where reeds clung to the sand. And there, a woman in a white dress stood, and not just any woman, Tessa.

In her hand was a torch.

Tears ran down her face. But was she crying out of joy or sorrow?

“I dreamed this,” Tessa said. “This is our future. This is my future. And my past.”

The last stroke of midnight sounded. The pen fell to the side.

Tessa climbed into Steven’s lap. “I’m so scared.”

“Of what?” he asked.

“Of who I really am. What if it’s not good, Steven? What if I don’t want to know?”

Steven drew her face back so they could gaze into each other’s faces. “I know who you are. You’re Tessa Ross. You worked at the Coffee Clutch, and I crushed hard on you. We’re special. And we’re together.”

“I’m glad we’re a we,” she murmured, echoing Zoey.

He kissed Tessa, and it was as hot as the first time, months ago in the coffee shop. No, in fact, it was hotter. Tessa smelled wonderful, tasted better, and she sighed.

“Merry Christmas,” she said. 

“And a very merry Christmas to you.”

She smiled at him. “Where are you sleeping tonight?” she asked.

With seven wonderful women currently in the Grand Lake Aerie, he pondered that question for a long, long time.
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If you love my books and need more Action-Adventure Harem action right this minute, then you might want to pick up War God’s Mantle: Ascension (Book 1) 

The gods walk again … 

When Marine Corps pilot Jacob Merely crashes during a routine mission off the coast of Cyprus, he was sure it was game over. 

After surviving the crash and pulling himself onto the sandy shores of a long-abandoned island, however, Jacob unwittingly stumbles headfirst into the ancient ruins of a dead city. Unfortunately, he also stumbles into an age-old battle between good and evil—and he is now its newest recruit. 

The island once belonged to the Amazons, daughters of Ares, the God of War, and stood as the final bastion between the human world and the monstrosities of the Great Below. But Jacob’s arrival has awakened the old gods and disturbed the seal holding the ravaging darkness at bay. 

Now, with the help of a sacred gem containing Ares’ power, Jacob must recreate the Amazonian defenders of humanity and fortify the island stronghold. And if he fails, Hades will unleash his army of the damned and the world of men will fall, giving rise to an age of walking nightmares.
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