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SUMMARY


Outside of time and space, the Heretic is watching. And waiting…for the perfect time to strike.

Steven Drokharis has vanquished the ultimate evil in the galaxy and now looks forward to a peaceful life with his wives and family. With two new babies to care for, there are plenty of diapers to change and countless sleepless nights ahead. Everything seems fine...

But a mysterious presence has been watching him, sending enemies his way, attempting to disrupt the peace and prosperity he aims to bring to the universe.

This is a different kind of adventure, focusing on the quieter moments as Steven navigates the realities of fatherhood and being one of the most powerful beings in existence. What is life like in a household full of women when all your really powerful enemies have been defeated?

Disclaimer: All the American Dragons novels are action-packed, urban fantasy adventures intended for readers over the age of 18. The novels contain swearing, violence, and a harem of beautiful shapeshifting women the hero regularly sleeps with—and he does so gladly.


BLACK FORGE BOOKS MAILING LIST


Want to keep up with all of our great books? Visit Black Forge Books and subscribe to our mailing list!

If you’d like to support Aaron Crash (and get access to exclusive content and cool stuff), visit his Patreon page.


HERETIC’S INTERLUDE I
ON THE NATURE OF HOPE
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Hope is for fools.

That was the idea the Heretic clung to.

He knew the truth. All would end in death.

They called him Renegade. They called him Apostate. They called him Heretic.

He embraced that final name, Heretic, for he didn’t believe as his people believed.

Hope was for fools.

On Oikos, on the homeworld of the Alpheros, those wise and powerful dragons discussed the threat of the Zothoric Myriad, but the Heretic knew the truth. It was only a matter of time before the Demon Queen devoured every possible world and every bit of reality. Then the Utereich would finally have no choice but to consume herself.

Some thought that was the fate of all universes—that Zothora, the Horror Mother, the Womb Mistress, gulped down creation and cannibalized her own body. Then she laid that one special egg, that singular unique egg, which would spawn into another universe, and that universe grew until Zothora, reborn, grew hungry, and then it would happen all over again. All of reality was an endless snake devouring its own tail.

Or in this case, a spider queen endlessly creating and destroying herself.

The Heretic knew the theories, and he doubted the wise. He knew the powerful weren’t nearly as powerful as they thought.

The only true answer? Hide until the Demon Queen devoured the universe and then recreate it in his own image. Learn a way to kill her if that was possible. Ally with her if it wasn’t.

While most of the Alpheros were murdered in all kinds of ways, and while some fled their world to hide, the Heretic had a different plan.

The Heretic knew the answer wasn’t on any world in the universes where Animus gave life to the lifeless. He sought solutions in other places. He left the universes and found a place…outside, between, away. Time was slippery there, and the minutes would stop and grow dusty. Eons would pass as he sat, studying impossible magic, but always knowing his time was short.

Because death was patiently dogging his every step. For now.

In the Away Place, he crafted a home out of nothing. Then he studied until his mind almost broke. He practiced forbidden magic. He experimented on himself…and on others. He looked for ways to beat the Demon Queen, and he gathered books, wrote books, read books, keeping enough sanity to watch the events of the universe unfold.

The Heretic watched as three brothers escaped the Alpherian homeworld, and they found a new home on that blue-green gem, hidden away from the prying eyes of the Myriad. There was the intermingling of races and the Dragonsouls were created.

Three brothers became two after Icharaam was murdered.

Mathaal and Rahaab remained, moving things, adjusting things, for tens of thousands of years. They were the puppet masters. Well, one was. The other? Poor Mathaal, his mind rotting even as his strength failed, until he had to be cared for by the little monkeys on that blue-green world, pathetic.

But it is the tragedy that gives us meaning.

Comedy is mere laughter, and all comedies end in death, even the laughter of the Demon Queen.

Was it all that surprising that Zothora was bested by an unlikely hero?

The boy was raised as a peasant by foster parents, though he was born to royalty, a line of dragon hybrids on that blue-green gem, abominations, and yet, there was something special about them.

The humans clung to hope. They embraced their foolishness. They fought tooth and nail for their existence, even when their lives were so laughably short.

Their hero had grown up as a human, someone called Steven Whipp, who was actually Steven Drokharis, born to power by blood but made feeble by his human upbringing.

Then, on his twentieth birthday, he’d been kissed by a Dragonsoul—that was how the hybrid referred to herself, this Aria Khat. It awakened the sleeping magic inside of him.

A certain Dragonsoul Prime, Rhaegen Mulk, knew that this Steven was dangerous, and he sent an assassin to murder him.

It was too late to stop Steven Drokharis, however.

For this Steven had found the first two women of his Escort, Aria Khat and Tessa Ross. Both were powerful, and yet, who knew that Tessa Ross was the descendant of the great Merlin, the Magician, a descendant of Mathaal. Just as Steven was a descendant of Attur Dro, otherwise known as Arthur, who claimed Icharaam as his ancestor. The line of descendants stretched out before the Heretic’s gaze, stories of triumph and failure, cause and effect. The ancient Alpheros had put much stock in bloodlines, although this one had been so diluted he’d expected nothing from it. Certainly not this.

Steven collected other women to him, until he commanded a family of warrior women that were almost as powerful as he was.

Mouse, the despairing yellow-haired woman, lost to liquor, who found herself a home, a sword, and a family.

Sabina, who lost her eyes but found a purpose, and eventually became a dragon.

Zoey, the bear woman, with a kind heart, but savage, clumsy, and heartbroken by a world that was too cruel to her.

The so-called Texas machine-gun twins, Prudence and Chastity, with minds as explosive as their many kinds of bullets.

Uchiko, the failed Dragonskin, the woman scarred by scales, but with a deadly past, almost as deadly as the weapons she wields from the shadows.

Nefrinasia, the dark elf, the Shadow Archer, mute for centuries, until both love and magic healed her.

Heridan, daughter of the Shadows of Teeth and Talon, the Prosha who emerged from the Womb Mistress’s magic, full of hate, who would’ve destroyed the universe herself if midnight snacks didn’t calm her so.

Quinnestri, the ageless elf queen, but now someone different, someone fallen, on an uncertain path, and yet still deadly, wielding sorcery that she had crafted over thousands of years.

Hwedo, Rahaab’s widow, arrogant and armed with the knowledge and training of the Alpheros, the best of the best. She had been lost on another world. She’d been found.

Those twelve women were the closest to him, but he had a total of fifteen wives. There were others, so many others, who longed for a place in his bed and in his heart. With the help of his Escort, from the strength of body and his soul, he conquered his own world.

His enemies fell before him. First Rhaegen Mulk, then Rahaab himself, and then a trio of fallen Dragonknights, the Americos Brothers— Mordred, Lancelot, and Bedivere, though they went by different names like Morty Flint, Louie Laloux, and Roy Right.

Such victories weren’t enough. There was only one true enemy that Steven Drokharis longed to face—the Horror Mother herself.

Zothora.

Madness, the Heretic had thought as he watched from afar. Hubris of the worst kind.

And this Steven Drokharis nearly killed himself in the battles, nearly ripped his soul to pieces, but again, emerged heroic and with two cores, one shining orb of Animus and one dark sphere of Morta, the light and dark, merged together in the hero’s heart.

Aria was slain, and yet, they brought her back, now a creature of pure Morta, who still loved her husband and sister-wives though evil whispered to her.

The Heretic watched as the boy king became even more powerful as the demonic threat was removed from the universe. And yet, the Heretic knew that there were other players, other hungry demons, and other entities beyond the understanding of the hero and his women.

Collidium, the Gamemaster, was one, but there were others, so many others. Creators. Destroyers. And everything in between.

The Heretic would take his place among them. His life would be as consequential as Zothora’s existence. Yes, the Heretic had his plans, and he would not stop, not rest, until he forced the universe to bow to his will.

He had sacrificed everything—time, space, his sanity, love—for one single purpose.

The unlikely hero would try and stop him. The hero, his wives, and his children would undoubtedly arrive to stand in the Heretic’s way. He could not let that happen. At the same time, he knew that Steven Drokharis had to be handled carefully, very carefully, and ideally, others would fight the Heretic’s battle for him.

But even if Steven was killed, the line of Drokharis would continue with Steven’s first daughter, Regina Drokharis.

The Heretic, in the Away Place, had watched her birth. It was after the death of Zothora, and before the coming of Collidium. It was before Steven Drokharis revolutionized his world, bringing magic to the people, to heal their wounds and give them new life. It was before Steven revealed himself to the humans, while other Dragonsouls still thought they might be able to seize power from the unlikely hero.

The Heretic watched, even as he grew in power, in magic, and waited, biding his time and directing things from beyond, from the Away Place, watching. Always watching.

Like Rahaab, the Heretic used his puppets—fools and slaves—to do his bidding.

The Heretic hoped—however much hope was foolish—that he could finish his studies before Steven Drokharis found him. He was nearly there, nearly powerful enough, but if he left the Away Place, oh, the sacrifice he would have to make.

Just thinking of what he would lose if he left the Away Place tore his already tattered soul apart.


PART ONE
ANTARCTIC ANARCHY
[image: ]


AUTHOR NOTE: This story takes place between Alamosa Arena (American Dragons Book 9) and Wyoming Dynasty (American Dragons Book 10).


CHAPTER 1

BABY ON HER WAY
[image: ]


Steven woke up seconds before Sabina Gonzales’s voice filled his head. He’d been dreaming of walking through the ruins of a city on an ocean coast. Half-timbered houses lined cobblestone streets. The city was deserted, and yet, he heard a girl singing a song he knew by heart—the song of Regina Drokharis, better known as Reggie.

Using Magica Divinatio, the Latina Magician’s mind connected to his and woke him from his deep sleep.

Steven, it’s time. Reggie is coming. But so are the pendejos who want us dead because they know she’s coming. Somehow, they know that tonight is the night, and if we don’t move, those pinche bastards will find us.

Steven sat up abruptly. He was in his room, in the tower of the Infinity Ranch, in a big bed that allowed him to sleep with a few of his wives. They said they felt safe being close to him at night, but then, the entire universe was safe now. The Zothoric, the Shadows of Teeth and Talons, had been dealt with. Permanently.

It was June 1, 2020, most likely Regina’s birthday. If all went well.

Steven’s sudden movement knocked Tessa off him. She hit Zoey, and both wound up on the floor.

Aria kicked the covers off and transformed into her Homo Draconis shape, a dragon woman dripping Morta. They’d have to wash the sheets. Again. “What is it, Steven?”

Steven held up a finger. “Hold that thought.” He sent a response to Sabina. I’ll come to you. We’ll go with the original plan.

Steven crawled through the Morta slime left behind by Aria. Zoey rose from the other side of the bed. The Morphling rubbed her forehead. Her nipples were visible through one of his T-shirts she wore as pajamas.

As for Tessa, she was on her feet, in a little silky nightgown perfect for a hot June night in Wyoming. Despite the AC, it was warm in the room.

“Is it tonight?” Tessa asked. “It’s tonight, right? Midnight on June first? We get to meet Reggie!” The barista basically exploded with excitement.

Zoey glanced at her, then at Steven, and then she burst into tears. “Oh, we’re going to have a little baby with us! Our own little baby!”

Tessa pulled the Morphling in for a hug.

Aria jumped off the oversize bed and landed on the floor, her tail smacking wetly. “But something is the matter. Our enemies are conspiring against us, aren’t they, Steven?”

He nodded. Most of the Dragonsouls left on Earth weren’t stupid enough to go up against him. However, part of being the apex predator on a planet was arrogance. He’d heard rumors that a certain faction of rebel dragons thought they could match him. Steven wasn’t sure of their names, though he had his suspicions. “We’re going with the original plan.”

Zoey morphed into a bear, making the floor groan with her weight. She growled.

Tessa nodded. “You said it, Z. We’ll make a big show at the Cheyenne Regional Medical Center, and we’ll keep the Infinity Ranch secure. You do you, Steven. We’ll be there for the actual birth.”

Steven already wore sweatpants. He scooped up his Halestorm T-shirt. He slept with the teardrop amulet, which magically allowed him to shift without shredding his clothes. A backpack lay on the floor. He swept it up and shouldered it on. Then he approached Aria and touched her slimy scales. “You okay to try your new Exhalant?”

The Indian Dragonsoul nodded, green eyes sparkling. “Black Napalm? Yes.”

Part Inferno fire, part liquid Morta, Aria had surprised them with what she could breathe now that she had a Morta core.

“I still like Fire Jizz,” Tessa protested. “Or Apocalypse Bitch.”

Aria shook her serpentine head. Her red scales dripped ink.

Steven couldn’t believe how powerful she was now. “I agree with Aria. We’re not going with Fire Jizz.”

He kissed Tessa, held her, and then sank himself into Zoey’s fur. The bear girl hugged him tight before he simply had to leave. He ran out of the master bedroom and into the main house. It was a little after midnight. There was a chance the twins were still up. 

He raced out of the house and found the Wayne twins, Chastity Virtue and Prudence Pride, sitting by the new pool in the northeast corner of the compound. The perimeter hotel was still under construction but was almost done.

The two had a cooler of Bud Light and had been chatting. They were both in pink bikinis that showed every inch of their delicious, freckled skin.

Chazzie lifted a beer. “Hey, it’s our Steven. Hey, Steven, nice night for a drink, am I right?” She was clueless. Then again, she said she wasn’t the smart one.

Pru leapt up, jiggling hypnotically. Her bikini was no match for all that jiggle. “It’s tonight, right? The kid is on its way?”

Chazzie made a face. “The kid. Sigh. This is me. Sighing. Babies. Gross.”

Pru turned and kicked Chazzie’s chair. “Hush, sis, this is important. And from Steven’s face, it’s not just the birth thing. There’s trouble.”

“There’s always fucking trouble.” Chazzie grinned. “Thank goodness. I’ve been so fucking bored. Complete and utter victory is definitely overrated. Hey, Pru, we can use Big Bertha the Truck Drivin’ Queen!”

That made Pru smile and lick her lips. “Oh, hell yes we will! We got our oh-shit bags ready, boss man. Should we go collect our gear?”

“You know it,” Steven said. He loved the Texas Machine-Gun twins. Not only were they beautiful, they were badasses, and you definitely didn’t want to end up on the wrong end of their scheming.

A scream from Sabina—Steven! Now! My water broke!

He winced. Ouch. “Magica Divinatio!” He connected his mind to Sabina’s. I’m coming. Just getting our troops ready.

Sabina wasn’t in the mood for excuses. That chica Chazzie doesn’t give a shit about me or my baby. Pru does. She has to be there. And we have to bring Uchiko, or she’d never forgive me. And I want Nefri.

And Skylar, Steven sent back.

Hurry! Sabina howled in his head.

The Widow House was already in an uproar: lights blinking on, phones ringing, women screaming with excitement. Skylar Blacke, Michaela Montes, and Abby Free were all up and getting ready.

Mouse padded out of the main house. She squinted at him through half-closed eyes under a tangled tumble of blonde hair. The petite woman wore a SpongeBob SquarePants T-shirt, panties, and Icharaam’s Cloak, which she had a very special relationship with. She kept it clean, and it kept her safe, protecting her as well as armor.

Mouse was not pleased. “For the love of biscuits, this birth thing is so loud. Does it have to be so loud?”

“We have rogue Dragonlords coming after us,” Steven said.

“What kind of fuck nugget would come after us on this night of all nights? And after we murdered a goddess not nine months ago? Ugh. Some people’s kids.”

“You know how Dragonsouls are,” he said with a smile.

“More than most, my Prime. More than most.” Mouse sighed. “Okay, I’ll get the big sword, and I’ll do the big sword-y thing. Fine.” Another long exhale.

Mouse did not like to be woken up.

Steven set the backpack on the ground, grabbed Icharaam’s Crown, and slipped it onto his head. He then put on all eight of the Baxter rings. Loaded up, he shifted into his True Form, a thirty-foot-long dragon with coal black scales that smelled of campfires and orange blossoms.

He lifted himself into the air, swirled through the Wyoming night, and landed in front of Sabina’s little bungalow on the north side of the property. She was outside her house, in a white maternity dress, her belly about to pop. She was barefoot.

He motioned for her to get into his arms. She did. Sweating, she closed her eyes. “Hurry, Steven. I want us to be safe before Reggie and I get serious about this birthing thing.”

“I’ll get you safe,” he growled. He took flight again, hopping over the house, including the central tower, and down onto the western side of their compound, near Wayne Manor—that’s what they called Chazzie’s and Pru’s McMansion, which was a little too big and far too gaudy.

Chazzie and Pru lugged their guns and ammo bags down the path connecting their house to the main ranch. The twins were still in their bikinis. However, they’d added Icharaam’s Vambraces to their ensemble. The golden forearm cuffs sparkled in the light from the windows like fancy jewelry. He hoped the twins had packed extra winter clothes in their duffels because where they were going wasn’t warm. No, it was the opposite of warm.

The Divination magic was still in Steven’s skull. Suddenly, he was taken away, an hour into the future. He saw a bonfire on a vast snowy plain, with an unforgiving wind and temperatures that could kill. He saw the Dragonkind coming after him. Something was strange about them, something he couldn’t quite see.

He did sense the presence behind them. There was a Dragonsoul leading the charge, and this enemy knew at least a few of the Alpherian abilities. Was this some lost Alpheros rising from the ashes?

Steven hoped that wasn’t the case. He breathed out an Inferno Exhalant. At the same time, he cast a Magica Porta spell in the middle of it. Clutching Sabina, he circled a claw and opened the doorway across the world.

Chazzie wrinkled her nose. “It’s cold there. Real cold.”

Pru groaned. “Chaz, you might not remember, since we certainly spend a lot of time in Texas, but we’re as cold proof as we are fireproof.”

“Not a hundred percent, sister,” Chazzie complained.

Sabina let out a shriek of pain from a contraction. ““¡No manches! These bitches will be the death of me!”

Pru hurried forward. The Texan pushed sweaty hair out of Sabina’s face and kissed the Latina Magician before running through the portal. Chazzie followed.

Steven went last. He emerged from the portal on a flat snowy plain in front of a six-story palace fashioned from steel and glass. Long vertical windows lit up the spires and towers. They’d created some of the palace using Enchantrix, a little RealityFire, and some sturdy contractors. Steven paid the humans well to not only work but to also keep their mouths shut. In time, Steven would reveal himself to the humans, but not yet.

The palace was home for Eve Downfyre and dozens of women who had wanted to create new lives away from America.

At the bottom of the world, Eve had built her own Primacy, in the Antarctic. Her palace could withstand subzero temperatures, the howling winds, and weather that shattered most buildings. It was powered with new generators that converted sexual energy into power. As for the rest? Alpherian magic, Enchantrix, kept the girders up, the windows intact, and the place comfortable.

Chazzie and Pru dropped their bags into the snow in front of the big ornate doors. Steel fruit hung from iron vines, all encrusted with snow. Steven banged on the door with a massive fist. He also reached out with his magic to the women inside.

Eve. Imogene. It’s time.

The door was flung open. Skylar Blacke stood there, her familiar face full of concern. “Come in, come in. I’ve already gotten the women ready. We’ll have Sabina give birth in the pool. The heaters are already working.”

Chazzie wrinkled her nose. “Skylar, how did Tessa get you here so quick?”

Pru lost her patience. “Dammit, Chaz. You knew the plan. Some of us were going to be coming here. Others are going to be at the Cheyenne hospital. And we have a crew at the ranch until it’s time. Keeps our enemies guessing.”

Chazzie fluttered her eyelids in annoyance. “Yeah, Pru, I knew, don’t have to tell me. Just surprised to see Skylar. That’s all.”

“Sorry, sis,” Pru muttered. “Just kinda stressed.”

“I blame the baby,” Chazzie said. “I’ll be saying that a lot until she’s eighteen and fun.”

Sabina either didn’t hear or chose to ignore the banter. “Our enemy knows we are here,” she whispered. “They will be coming, but they won’t be coming here. They’ll be drawn to the fire you’ll build.”

So that explained Steven’s vision of the fire on the snowy plain. He shifted and carried Sabina into the warm palace. The twins followed him.

Heated tiles lay under a tall roof, all steel and glass, sparkling. Wooden furniture, polished dark, lay about the room on comfortable black-and-gold carpet. A fire blazed in the distance. Steven saw it. 

Sabina turned to him, her eyes glowing green. She hummed Reggie’s song before she caught herself. “Go, mi amor. It’s not time yet. I feel that clearly. Skylar, Eve, and Imogene will take me to the waters. The women will help me until it is time. I won’t let you miss it, but hurry. Reggie is ready to rise!”

Imogene Summers had come from Seattle— the former Pacific Northwest Primacy⁠—

where she stilled lived with Tallulah Brahms and some other leftover wives of Liang Pope, who was long dead now, a victim of the wars that Steven had fought to gain power.

Imogene had lustrous brownish-black hair and dark brown eyes. Laugh lines only added to her beauty. She stared at Steven with heat in her eyes.

He gave her a little smile, but then the pressure of the situation made him clench his jaws. “I hate leaving you, Sabina. I hate that once again we have these asshole dragons coming for us.”

The Latina Magician caressed his face. “All will be right, my Prime, in the end. This is nothing. This is just another fight. You’ll be back before you know it.”

Steven sighed out some of his frustration.

Eve Downfyre came rushing in, tying off the belt on her robe. She was a sharp-faced woman with white skin and black hair. She could be forty or she could be timeless. Suffice to say, she was far more evil queen than Snow White. She came over and eased Sabina away from Steven. “I have you, Sabina, sweetie. We’ll go to the pools. We will light the sacred fire. Oh, I can hear Reggie’s song. She is so ready to join us!”

Skylar, Eve, and Imogene were some of the oldest women in Steven’s extended Escort. They’d been midwives before, many times, and Steven trusted them to take care of Sabina.

Imogene Summers frowned. She seemed troubled. “Chazzie, Pru, I see you’ve come ready for the pool.”

Chazzie tsked. “Unfortunately, we won’t be staying.”

Pru nudged her sister. “Cheer up, sis. At least we’re going to have a target-rich environment. And we certainly have some fun toys to play with.”

That didn’t seem to improve Chazzie’s mood any. She transformed from bikini-clad woman into a huge pink Homo Draconis, tail coiled, wings tucked. She let out a snort of flames. “Okay, Prudence. Let’s go and kill the bad guys while your girlfriend gets ready to give birth.”

Pru went to give Sabina a last, long hug. She then picked up an assault rifle, checked the clip, and worked the action. “We’ll be back, baby. This certainly shouldn’t take too long. What’s killing a few dragons after you murdered a goddess?”

Steven didn’t need to answer that. It was a rhetorical question. “Hey, Eve, we need to know where your woodshed is. According to Sabina, we’ll be building a fire.”

The older woman grinned. “It’s out back. Lucky it’s a warm June night, or it might be hard on you.”

“If only,” Steven said.

June meant winter at the bottom of the world. It was going to be cold. Real cold.


CHAPTER 2

BATTLE AT THE BOTTOM OF THE WORLD
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Afew portal spells later, Steven stood with Chazzie and Pru about a mile away from the Antarctica Primacy’s palace. All three were in their partial forms, hulking Homo Draconi, cast in firelight. A bonfire blazed on the snow, whipped into a frenzy by the wind. Eve had gotten the logs from another world, in another reality, a gift from Liam Strider, who had only gotten better at casting Magica Porta spells. The wood burned with a clean, sweet smell.

While the twins got their guns together, Steven cast another Divination spell.

Sabina was in the pool, surrounded by women, and all of them were singing Reggie’s song. At this point, Tessa, Aria, Mouse, and Zoey were in the Cheyenne Medical Center, ready to do some killing if they needed to. That left the remaining women in the Infinity Ranch.

Steven pitied anyone who tried to attack their Wyoming home. Heridan, Nefri, and Uchiko were there along with Michaela Montes and Abby Free. Abby Free lost her mind to battle a little too easily. Mouse and Tessa were relentless with their berserker jokes. As for the demonic Heridan, the former Prosha of the Zothoric loved to destroy, pure and simple.

And Uchiko wasn’t with her cariño, and that meant the ninja would be super pissed off. What made Uchiko angry made their resident dark elf, Nefri, furious.

Chazzie rubbed her scales against his. “Steven, I know we’re about to fight and all, but I have to say, I’m scared.”

“Chaz, it’ll be okay. We certainly have faced worse enemies.” Pru joined them, all standing together, enjoying the heat of the flames that licked across their scales. The wind felt like it came from hell itself, the frozen part, reserved for traitors.

Steven had to laugh. “You’re not talking about the upcoming fight. You’re talking about the baby.”

“Reggie, yeah.” Chazzie sighed out flames. “You’re going to be so worried about her, you might not remember to worry about Prudence and me.”

Pru encircled her tail around Steven and put a wing around her sister. “I get what you’re saying, sis. I have my worries too. Not just about Steven, and his time, but about us, and how we’re going to be. We grew up hard. After losing Mama early, and with Daddy being such a strict hard-ass, we got damaged. With a baby coming, I think about that.”

Chazzie froze. She nodded. “That’s it, isn’t it? Seeing Sabina becoming a mama herself has me thinking about our past, our family, how it was.” She closed her serpentine eyes. “Without Pru, I wouldn’t have made it.”

“Sisters to the end,” Pru agreed. “We wanted it all, and we got it, and you know what that means?”

Steven could guess, but he stayed quiet.

“What does that mean, Pru?” Chazzie peeked at her sister.

The smart twin smiled, showing fangs. “It means we have it all—the good times, the bad times, the love, the family, and the babies. I love Sabina, you know that, and I’m certainly going to love her daughter. I think, in time, you might too.”

Chazzie didn’t answer. She hid her face in Steven’s chest. He turned into his True Form and covered the twins with his wings as they huddled there, waiting for their enemies to find them at the fire.

Better there than at the Infinity Ranch, or the Cheyenne Hospital, or the Antarctic palace in the far distance.

Steven Drokharis. A voice hit Steven, square in his mind. We know you are here. We are coming for you.

That voice belonged to a Dragonsoul, but not a Prime. It was a vassal of one of the disgruntled Primes still on Earth. 

A name came to Steven. Udur Waddi. He was ancient. He was powerful. And he’d been waiting for this chance to strike at Steven.

Steven cast a Divination spell and got right to the point. Tell me who you are working for, Udur Waddi. I’ll kill them and not you.

Working for? No one. Who do I work with? I’ll never tell! The voice laughed. Not all of the Dragonlords will go quietly away from their homes. You still have your enemies. And some of us have mastered some of the Alpherian abilities. You know my name. Good. I want the universe to know your slayer!

With his second-sight, Steven saw the army creeping up on him, Morphlings and Warlings. This time, he saw what was wrong with them—none of them had mouths. The Morphlings were all bears with faces that only had eyes and noses. They’d given up their fangs, but Udur Waddi had enhanced their claws, making them several inches longer than what nature intended. They were creeping on the snow, coming toward the bonfire. 

With them were Warlings, wearing goggles, the bone in their faces thicker than normal. Again, no mouths. The Warlings gripped all manner of rifles, and those weapons glowed with green runes. Their armor was the thickest Kevlar available. It too was enchanted, and not with simple Magica Incanto, but with Enchantrix.

Udur Waddi must’ve used FleshForge to mutate the Morphlings and Warlings, taking away their mouths and giving them added attributes.

That changed things. Steven had bested ancient Alpherian dragons. He had two cores. He’d killed an immortal goddess—an eater of gods. That put him in a category of his own. But if Udur Waddi had mastered those spells, he had to have access to HeartStrike. Steven had to be careful, or he’d find himself dead.

The fire inside Steven and the twins was the only thing keeping them alive at that point. The creatures coming toward them had been altered as well, to keep from being frozen. FleshForge was powerful magic. 

At that moment, Udur Waddi was riding the winds, watching his troops as they converged on Steven and his wives.

Why don’t your people have mouths? Steven asked.

The answer was immediate. I couldn’t trust them. I can’t have them telling the name of the Dragonlords they serve. And this army does come from several of them.

And why don’t you have your own Primacy? Steven sent.

Again, the douchebag was very forthcoming. Because early on, in my long life, I knew what I wanted. I didn’t want lands or wives. I wanted power, and I gave myself to the magic. Once you are dead, I will take your books, I will take your libraries, and I will become the most powerful dragon who ever existed!

Steven closed his eyes and lifted his nose to the wind. He could smell the stench of the incoming army. He could smell their defeat. You know what’s funny, Mr. Waddi? I never really wanted to become the most powerful dragon. I did the work, I took care of my wives, and slowly, I gained power. You? You just like to hear yourself talk. I hope you’ve enjoyed it. Because you and all these vassals are going to die. It’s a shame. This doesn’t need to happen.

It does. And this night, which should’ve been the happiest of your life, will become the saddest. I will kill you, your wives, and even your baby still in the womb.

“That’s some old-school bullshit right there, and you’ll pay for threatening my family,” Steven snarled. “Chazzie. Pru. Let’s take them down.”

Chazzie stepped back. “Gladly. Fighting is better than feeling any day of the week.”

“It certainly is.” Pru raised an arm. The golden vambrace of Icharaam appeared over her scales. Chazzie’s arm matched hers. They brought them together with a tinking sound, like a toast at your weird cousin’s wedding.

“To taking out the bad guys,” Pru growled.

“To taking out the bad guys,” Chazzie agreed.

They reached down into bags and came up with matching assault rifles.

“You think these H&K 416s was the right way to go?” Chazzie asked. “I do feel bad not buying American.”

“Quality German engineering,” Pru replied. “But Tessa took that and Americanized ’em. It’s time to BBQ some bears.”

The pair vanished. A second later, gunfire erupted. Steven saw the muzzle flash. Lines of dark fire crossed the snowy plain. Even from a distance, he could feel the heat. Those bullets were made of ShadowFlame, a little gift from Tessa Ross. A round hit a mouthless bear galloping across the snow. The round melted his hide and exploded, ripping apart his flesh and frying him from the inside out. His fur caught fire. One Morphling fell, barbecued, then two, then three.

The Warlings returned fire. Green tracers created daylight there, at the bottom of the world, and yet, every time one of the Warlings aimed at one of the twins, they would vanish.

Icharaam’s Vambraces allowed the twins to teleport short distances, as long as they stayed in sight of one another. Pru vanished then appeared, in the middle of Warlings. She fried them with her ShadowFlame bullets. Chazzie followed suit, getting behind a bear and turning his insides into charcoal briquettes.

A bullet hit Pru. Chazzie healed her, because those ladies weren’t just good with guns, they could cast spells as well. Pru tossed out pink scattershot, her Impetim missiles, which tore out the chest of a Warling. He didn’t have a mouth. He couldn’t scream. But being ripped nearly in two by a magical shotgun blast couldn’t have felt good.

Steven reached out with his magic. The Dragonsoul sorcerer, Udur Waddi, was still in the heavens, watching. Steven could feel him with Connexra, a Morta ability. He could zero in on the dragon’s Animus just like the Zothoric could sense Animus.

Steven felt a shift in the Dragonlord’s energy, and he disappeared. He must’ve had a magic item to cloak his presence. Damn. Steven had wanted to take out the enemy dragon immediately. That task would have to wait.

Luckily, he could still sense the Animus of his enemies on the ground. Transvexri allowed Steven to teleport in on them, riding the dark energy that threaded its way through the universe. He appeared in his True Form and tore a Warling in half with his claws. A burst of Animus filled him. Leeze allowed him to transfer that energy into Morta. Then he was teleporting again, breathing acid, a Morta-perverted Toxicity Exhalant.

Bears turned into puddles. Machine guns melted into the hands of their Warlings before the men fell, flopping, as the toxic liquid ate through their armor and skin before liquefying their internal organs.

The army was suddenly cut in half by Steven, Chazzie, and Pru, all of whom could teleport. But the sheer numbers were getting hard to deal with. And Udur Waddi could swoop down at any minute. With a single HeartStrike, he could kill any one of them immediately. Most likely, he’d aim that weapon at Steven.

Steven sent a message to the twins. Get back to the bonfire. It’s time we leveled the field even more. And call down our real enemy.

Time for Big Bertha the Truck Driving Queen? Pru asked.

You know it is, Chazzie replied. I love country music. And I love me some Bud Brewer.

Steven and the twins teleported back to the bonfire.

Dozens of Morphlings and Warlings sped forward, the humans taking aim, while the bears charged.

Chazzie picked up the bazooka and knelt. Pru loaded the back with a very special shell, another gift from Tessa. And she’d only been able to make one. The magic had taken a lot out of their resident barista turned gunslinger turned master Magician.

Pru tapped her sister on her scaly head. She then called out, “Magica Defensio!” A pink shield came up, catching the enchanted rounds fired by the Warlings.

Chazzie pulled the trigger. There was no immediate explosion. A heartbeat later, there was a reality-bending whomp as the air around the bazooka blurred from the power of that shell. The entire world went quiet. And then? A flash of blinding light streaked out from the muzzle of the weapon. That radiance was a storm of fire, cold, lightning, and raw destructive energy.

Tessa, with Steven’s help, had crafted a ChromaticFury shell. That was Big Bertha. The crackling blast went through the ranks of the army, reducing them to ashes, flash-frying them, and creating a trench in the ice. The whole world cracked and snapped from the power of the explosion.

Steven breathed in, drawing up his Animus. He exhaled out his own ChromaticFury. Icharaam’s Crown pinched his head painfully, but it also gave him a dose of extra power for his Exhalants.

The whomp. The silence. Then the blinding spectacle of his stream of ChromaticFury lighting up the snowy plain for a hundred miles. Again, the army was hit by a killing wind of light that blew through their cells, disintegrating them where they stood.

Steven felt the rush of energy from the kills. He needed the Animus—the Magica Porta spells, the Divination magic, and the ChromaticFury had taken a great deal of energy out of him.

The mouthless army on both sides of them was gone.

A new enemy took their place.

Udur Waddi came screaming down from the black sky. He landed, ramming himself down onto the snow, before standing tall, wings outstretched. He must’ve let himself fall, because he hit like an earthquake, throwing out a shock wave of energy, probably a derivation of a shield spell. It was a nice trick. Ice and snow exploded out of the crater he’d created.

Chazzie and Pru were thrown to the ground.

Steven barely managed to keep on his feet.

Their bonfire shined on the dragon’s scales, dark green with light green highlights. He was huge, bigger than Steven, with a long beard like forest moss hanging from his chin. He reached out with a claw and took away the last of Steven’s Animus.

“I have AnimusChain, fucker,” Udur Waddi spat. “And I have HeartStrike.” The villain shifted into his partial form.

Steven found himself human, on his knees, in only his sweatpants and his T-shirt. His skin froze in the bitter wind. 

Udur Waddi, as a Homo Draconis, rushed forward, fueled by SerpentGrace. A white-hot brilliance filled his claws. That was IonClaws. That was the power-up preceding a HeartStrike attack. It would leave the green dragon weakened. But it would kill Steven.

Still stunned by the shock wave, Chazzie and Pru were powerless. Besides, the enemy Dragonsoul was moving too fast to stop. Neither twin would reach Steven in time to save him.

Not that he needed saving. Before he destroyed Zothora, Steven would have been defenseless with his Animus core drained. Now, he had a whole other core that he could use. Steven grinned, and waited, feeling the power rise in the Dragonsoul. Steven’s shadow was cast behind him from the green dragon’s gleaming claws.

When Udur Waddi was only a few feet from Steven’s chest, Steven raised a fist dripping with liquid Morta. The ichor froze as it dripped onto the ground.

“Leeze,” Steven whispered.

The green dragon had already started HeartStrike. He never got a chance to finish it.

Steven sucked away Udur Waddi’s Animus, taking it all in, every bit of it, and transferring it into his Morta core. The green dragon became human, a very naked human, with a scraggly beard and long dark hair.

He landed in the snow on his knees. The HeartStrike was spoiled—he didn’t have enough Animus to finish it.

Chazzie and Pru stumbled to their feet, but they didn’t intervene. They just stood there watching.

The man gazed up at Steven. “I will not tell you who my allies are.”

Steven flung out BlackBlood tentacles from his hands. The liquid Morta encircled the man. At the same time, Steven turned two of those tentacles into spears and poised them over Udur Waddi’s eyes.

“Let me guess,” Steven said. “You’re allied with Brazzos Reich from the Tasoguay Primacy in South America or Enrique Pescalarez from the Yucatan Primacy.”

“I’ll never tell you.” The Dragonsoul hissed again. “Blind me. Kill me. I don’t care.”

Steven shook his head. “No, you probably went to Silas von Forcade, the Dragonlord of the Prussian Primacy. He wants me dead. He has the most resources. I’ll take you in, and then between my Magicians and me, we’ll figure out who you are. You have some magic shielding you, but it’ll take Sabina about five minutes to get the truth out of you.”

Udur Waddi muttered, more to himself it seemed than to Steven. “I will not betray my friends, and I will not betray my master.” The sorcerer shrieked out a nonsense series of words, like deranged poetry. “The dust of nothing but rusting minutes, and a grayness shadows the failing light. All that is left when the nothing takes over is a hunger, only a hunger, a hunger of the soul itself. For another devouring, not of Morta or Animus but of dust, the dust of time itself.”

Steven felt the last bit of Animus in the villain spasm.

Udur Waddi started chanting in an awful, strained voice: “Transformatio! Transformatio! Transformatio!” He was trying to shift, and before Steven could stop him, his body expanded, but the BlackBlood tentacles gripped him. There was a pulpy sound as the man exploded. He’d chosen to rip himself apart against the unyielding grip of the Morta coils.

Around him was an orbit of blood, muscle, and organs. In the end, Steven didn’t get the Animus because he didn’t kill the Dragonsoul.

Udur Waddi had killed himself.

The fight was over, but so many questions remained.


CHAPTER 3

THE BIRTH OF REGINA DROKHARIS
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Chazzie walked over to Steven as the freezing wind blew down on them. The smell of death hung in the air.

The Texan grimaced. “He said he wasn’t gonna betray his friends or his master. Can’t help but wonder if both of them are the same thing or different things completely.”

Pru nodded. “But we can guess who his friends were. Silas and the rest of them disgruntled Dragonsoul Primes.”

Chazzie made a face. “We all know that Silas is not gonna leave his Primacy, and he’s not going to join us.”

“He certainly won’t,” Pru agreed. “I say we go after him.”

Rage filled Steven. He was so tired of these stupid skirmishes. “We’ll get to Silas, but not today.”

“Ugh, because you can see into the future?” Chazzie asked.

Steven grinned. “Something like that.” The strain of the battle finally caught up with him. He fell to his knees and squeezed his eyes shut. The green dragon had taken all his Animus, and Leeze didn’t restore it—it converted it into more Morta. He felt the drain keenly.

Who’d been Udur Waddi’s master? What did that nonsense poem mean?

Sabina’s mind reached into his. I’m still in the pool with the women. I’ve let Tessa and the others know the danger is over. They are on their way. You have some time. Her voice was gone.

Steven let out a painful breath. Losing all that Animus hurt.

Pru shifted into her True Form. She exhaled Inferno, filling the night with fire.

Steven felt warmer. He felt even better when Chazzie turned human and held him. “I know what you need,” she whispered and kissed his ear. “I have a blanket in my duffel. We can fill you with Animus, and then we can get back to Sabina for the big event.”

Recharging his magic through sex wasn’t the best part of being a Dragonsoul, but it was definitely up there.

His lips found Chazzie’s. The wind had taken a break. With Pru looming over him and the bonfire raging, it was almost too hot.

Chazzie swallowed hard. “Fighting always gets me horny. I’ll get that blanket. I’ll get undressed, and you can fuck me from behind. I want you to grab my hips, hard, and fuck me, hard. And then, you can reach down and feel my tits, maybe give me a finger to suck on. You know I like being your bad girl.”

Every word made Steven harder. Chazzie left him to retrieve the blanket. She had to move several rifles and shotguns, but she finally managed to lift it out of a big duffel. She was back in seconds.

Pru chuckled. She let out a spray of flames into the bonfire, which added more heat. It was only a matter of time until the wind returned, since the Antarctic was one of the windiest places on Earth. And he’d thought Wyoming was bad.

Chazzie got the blanket under them, covering the snow next to the fire. She fell on him, kissing him, rubbing herself on his thigh. She slid her hand down under his sweatpants and felt his rigid sex. She started to stroke him, kissing him, tonguing his mouth, and pressing her chest against his arm. Her bikini top was easy to remove. She wiggled her hips to get out of the bottoms. Naked, Chazzie helped him strip his shirt off.

The cold felt oddly good on his naked skin.

Even better? Chazzie knelt, tits swinging, and took him into her mouth. After the cold, she felt so hot, especially her tongue, sweeping around the tip. She moved back and kissed his thigh. “I love the way you taste. You’re as excited as I am, aren’t you, Steven?”

“I am.”

She went back to sucking on him. He leaned forward and was able to grip her ass cheek. Spreading her, he felt her wet slit, waxed for summer. There were all sorts of benefits to bikini season.

He sank a finger into her heat. She arched her back to let him know she loved it. His shaft left her mouth. “Another,” she begged.

He slid two fingers into her, working them in and out.

“That feels good, but I need the real thing.” She was gasping with lust.

Steven got behind Chazzie, who knelt on all fours. He let out a steaming breath. Her hips filled his hands. He liked how the sweat on her back gleamed in the firelight. Then his eyes went to her sex. Her lips were swollen, and her hole was open for him. She bent further to rest her chest on the blanket. Her strawberry-blonde hair spread out in a puddle of gold-tinged scarlet on the blanket. Her cute, freckled face was visible from Steven’s angle.

Steven smelled her dragon scent, the sweetness of bubble gum, but he also smelled her desire, a raw musky scent.

He watched her rub herself in circles. It was so hot, how she was giving herself such pleasure.

“Fuck me,” she begged. “I want to feel you inside me!”

Steven teased her a little before slipping inside her tight tunnel. Deeper, deeper, deeper he went, until he was in her fully. He could feel her fingers at work—one circle, then two, then three. She inhaled sharply, then didn’t breathe, as she came.

He felt every part of her grip him, then release, grip, then release, as she orgasmed. Animus spun through the air around them, filling her core.

Another blast of fire filled the sky. She felt it too.

Chazzie had both of her hands out in front of her. She moved forward and then backed into him. It was a not-so-subtle hint.

Steven grabbed her hips and fucked her, hard, just like she’d asked for. In and out of her, his hard body smacked hers. He then leaned forward and cupped her tits. Her nipples hardened against his palms.

“Pull on them,” Chazzie hissed. “Pull on my nipples, and fuck me, and fill me with your cum.”

Steven had rarely seen Chazzie so uninhibited. It was probably the stress of things recently, their battle with Udur Waddi, and their victory that had her engines running full blast.

Steven pulled on her nipples, slamming into her. She yelped with every thrust. He kept his left hand on her tit while he gave her the fingers of his right hand to suck.

That pushed him even closer to the edge. Right when he thought he’d go tumbling into an orgasm, something surprised him. Another set of hands touched him, not the claws of a Homo Draconis, but the soft hands of a woman. He turned. Pru was there, naked, rubbing his back and kissing his neck.

He straightened, still inside Chazzie. He turned and kissed Pru. Their tongues met until the woman guided him down to her tits. He sucked on a stiff nipple while he fucked Chazzie until he couldn’t hold back. Animus filled him as he filled the hot woman with his seed. Over and over, the bliss took him, making him gasp against Pru’s sweaty chest. He was glowing slightly, which sometimes happened when Dragonsouls came.

That almost orgasm, the plateau, and then the final release seemed to only make him want more. Again, they had some time. Sabina would let him know when they’d have to get back. Now, he had more than enough Animus to cast a portal spell.

Chazzie eased herself off him. She turned, rose, and pulled him close. “You know what you just did to me?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I want you to do the same thing to my sister.” Chazzie kissed him, hard, to emphasize the point.

Pru got on her back, legs spread, tits flattening as she raised her hands over her head.

Steven was still hard but seeing Pru spread out like that made him harder. He got between Pru’s legs, his sex parting her swollen lips, her tight tunnel feeling so good.

Neither of them noticed the wind as Steven pounded himself into her. Chazzie turned into her True Form to keep the wind at bay. The bonfire finally ran out of fuel, but Chazzie made sure they stayed warm with her Inferno Exhalant.

Pru stopped him at one point, to let him kiss her while she rubbed herself. Her climax had her clutching his cock deep inside her body. Then it was more pounding, more kissing, until Steven leaned back to watch her tits move on her chest.

It didn’t take long, watching her breasts match his thrusts, for him to come again.

They’d been together enough that Pru knew right when it was about to happen. She pulled him down against her and held him tight.

She whispered into his ear. “I love you, Steven Drokharis. I’m so glad Chazzie and I found a home with you.”

He was still breathing hard, his heart pounding, every inch of skin feeling the heat from the pink-scaled dragon standing over him, the red coals of the bonfire, and the equally hot heat of Pru’s sex, now even slicker with his seed.

He kissed her neck and ear. “Prudence Pride, I’m glad you’re a part of our home. Because I would never, ever want you as an enemy.”

“Amen to that,” she agreed.

Chazzie coughed out flames. “Hey, you two, it’s cold as balls out here. Let’s get back to the palace. I hear there’s a hot tub that is hot enough to boil a lobster. I’d like a little of that action right about now.”

Casting the Magica Porta spell, he opened the other end of the doorway right in the pool area of the place, which was connected to the kitchen and dining area. Big magical glass windows gave them a view of the snow-swept wastes, the starry sky, and even some of the greenish glow of the aurora australis, the southern lights, flowing across the horizon.

The pool area was tiled with granite brought in from Georgia. Now that they didn’t have to worry about the Zothoric, portal magic made every aspect of their lives easier.

There was a main pool in the center—complete with diving boards and slides. Various hot tubs lay on either side. A big wading pool sat near a roaring fireplace.

Steven was still in his T-shirt and sweats. Chazzie and Pru had put their bikinis back on. All three were overdressed.

Every woman in the pool area was naked—the ten in Steven’s core Escort, the Three Widows, and the collection of ladies that had come to join Eve Downfyre’s Antarctica Primacy.

Sabina was in the wading pool by the fireplace. Eve and Skylar held her hands. Uchiko was behind her mi cariño, holding her tight. The rest of the women surrounded them, sitting on the edge of the pool, their legs in the water.

All were singing Reggie’s song. Even Heridan was singing, a shadowy cloud around her head, part inky hair and part liquid Morta. Chitin covered her back and shoulders, and her eyes were onyx against her pale face. She gave him a smile to show that however much she was with them, she was still very demonic.

Luckily Nefrinasia, the Shadow Archer, was holding her hand. Nefri was gorgeous, with her dark blue skin and white hair, both on her head and between her legs.

Tessa and Zoey had tears on their faces. The ink of Tessa’s tattoos stood out from her pale skin. Her hair was a mixture of dyed blacks and reds. Zoey, on the other hand, had her mane of shaggy golden hair frizzing around her head. Her bronze skin only had the hurricane circle tattoo, a spell that made her pretty much impossible to track. Both were a mess of emotions.

Aria, on the other hand, dark skinned, dark haired, stood stoically, arms crossed, frowning. Old Blood and Guts, aka Thirteen, was business as usual.

Steven gave them all smiles. Then he focused on Sabina. Her face was sweaty. Her big dark-nippled breasts rested on her big belly. Her eyes glowed like emeralds from her Magica Divinatio as she gave him a weary grin.

Chazzie and Pru dropped their bikinis and walked over to join the women. Chazzie took her place near Mouse. Pru, though, wasn’t about to be left behind. She went into the pool to be near Sabina.

Steven was too focused to strip. He walked into the water, down steps, until he was holding Sabina’s hand. He’d waited for this moment far longer than nine months. It had been years since Sabina first mentioned Reggie, before one of the biggest fights of their lives—the battle with Rahaab.

Sabina’s mind linked into his just as a contraction hit. She writhed in pain, soothed by Eve and Skylar. Steven could feel that pain, and it hurt—and he was only feeling the echo. Sabina was tough. Then again, she’d survived having her eyes burned away, then being tortured by Gideon Scaramanga and left for dead. She’d joined them and become a Dragonskin, which took guts and ultimate self-control.

It will be okay, the Latina Magician reached out to him. I see you are worried. You don’t need to be. Reggie is coming, and she will be healthy, and powerful, and oh, she’ll turn our lives upside down. ¡No manches! And we thought Zothora was difficult.

Reggie’s song grew louder. Sabina let out a cry. The water swirled, darkening, before returning to a crystalline blue. Tessa probably had enchanted the pool to be self-cleaning.

Before he knew it, Steven watched as Pru held the baby, connected to her mother with her umbilical cord. Pru was crying.

Reggie wasn’t. Regina Drokharis was a long, healthy baby, slender, with ten fingers, ten toes, and head covered in thick black hair. Her blue eyes were open—were they blue? Or were they a light gray?

Steven wasn’t sure. He did know his little girl was in the world, and she was silent, staring at him, and he was staring back. She seemed so aware! He’d thought she’d be like any other baby. Of course, that wasn’t the case. She had the power of a Drokharis inside her little frame.

But her Animus.

Steven felt her power, as big as his, maybe bigger. She was drawing in power from all the women around them, except of course for those with Morta cores—Heridan, Nefri, and Aria.

The Animus swirled around them, becoming visible, a golden color, then green, then darkening to purple until it became black. The energy almost looked like the aurora australis outside.

What color would Reggie’s magic be? What color would her scales be? And what would be her dragon scent? When would she start turning into a Homo Draconis? When would she shift into her True Form? There were so many questions, and Steven loved that they would discover the answers, together, as a family.

Eve cut the cord and Skylar took care of Sabina, and Steven found himself holding his daughter. Their souls intermingled, and Steven couldn’t help but let his tears fall.

None of his victories felt like this…none felt as fulfilling and full of life.

This soul was his to take care of, until Reggie could stand on her own. When she did, she’d have an entire universe to explore. All of Steven’s efforts had led to that moment. He couldn’t be happier.

Sabina reached out with her hands. Steven laid Reggie on her chest. Sabina closed her eyes, tears tracking down her cheeks.

Steven realized no one was singing. All of the women were watching in silence.

Still, Reggie didn’t cry. She took a long breath, shuddered, and let it out, as if coming into the world had worn her completely out.

Leave it to Mouse to completely ruin the moment. “Steven, I know all of this is really moving, and Tessa had her pool-cleaning spell, but, dude, I can’t get over the idea that we’re standing in placenta soup.”

Some of the women laughed, some hissed in anger, and more than a few rolled their eyes.

That night, they had a feast, though they had to keep their voices low, because soon enough, Sabina and Reggie were in a side room, sleeping. It had been quite a night for them. Uchiko was with the Latina Magician, since those two were inseparable.

Tessa baked delicious brownies. Zoey baked something that looked like brownies but tasted like the floor of a health food store. Steven ate a ton of each to make both women feel better. Of course, the whole place smelled like coffee because Tessa couldn’t stop barista-ing even if she tried.

The women finally forgave Mouse for ruining the moment. Of course the twins thought it was hilarious, but they liked being a little outrageous. No, for them, it was about being a lot outrageous. They wanted it all. And they wanted it now.

Heridan, too, had enjoyed the sarcastic evilness of Mouse’s faux pas. The Prosha stood eating rice pudding with Nefri and Aria, the Morta girls sticking together.

Steven glanced around, looking for Pru. Like Uchiko, she’d gone to be with Sabina and the new baby. That surprised him.

Chazzie had disappeared as well. He found her in the pool area, at the far window, looking up at the darkness. At that time of the year, they wouldn’t see the sunrise, not for months yet. The wind continued to blow.

She’d borrowed some clothes, some loose-fitting jeans and a BYU sweatshirt—Eve Downfyre had been a part of the Deseret Primacy for a long time.

He walked up behind her, and she leaned against him.

“It’s all gonna change, isn’t it, Steven?” she asked.

“It is.”

She turned and held his hands. She gazed into his face. “I’m gonna be nice to Reggie. I won’t be a mother, she has too many of those already. But I’ll be the fun Auntie Chazzie, when she gets older. I’ll take her shopping, and we’ll go drinking, and I’ll teach her how to flirt with boys. We’ll eat BBQ in Texas, and of course, we’ll raise her on a steady diet of Crazy Earl’s Magic Sauce.”

Steven laughed. “Sounds about right.”

Chazzie teared up. “Pru and I…we…we never had much love in our lives. Maybe before Mama died, but not after. Daddy raised us to conquer the world.”

Steven had to clear his throat. It had been such an emotional night. “Well, you helped me conquer it. The world is yours. Tonight, we showed Silas von Forcade and all the other rogue Dragonlords what we can do. I’m hoping they leave, and we won’t have to kill them.”

“That don’t matter no more,” Chazzie said softly. “You’re right. We conquered the world. We ain’t gonna lose it anytime soon. Any idea of who Udur Waddi’s master could be?”

Steven shook his head. “Not sure who it is, but they most likely suck at poetry. What in the fuck was that rhyme about?”

“Wasn’t even a rhyme,” the Texan said. “Betcha a million dollars neither you nor Sabina are gonna be able to Magica Divinatio us an answer. No, that green fucker came packing Alpherian spells. If I had to guess, I’d say it was maybe another Alpheros brother. Maybe Icharaam, Rahaab, and Mathaal had a baby brother named Skippy.”

That made Steven laugh. “Maybe, but I don’t think so.”

Chazzie blinked away tears. “Yeah, me neither, but Pru and I will work on it. But I don’t wanna talk about that right now. I have to say, Steven, this family we have, all your crazy bitches…they’re…” Chazzie fought breaking down completely. She swallowed, clenched her teeth, and tilted her head. “They’re not crazy bitches. They have so much love…for you, for Reggie, for each other.”

“And for you and Pru,” Steven whispered. “You’re a part of our family.”

Chazzie broke down, crying and crying.

He held her for a long time. There was a whole big party out in the other room. They could hear it. Tessa laughed loudly. Zoey growled that they all needed to eat better. Mouse said something sarcastic about Heridan being evil, and the Prosha laughed in agreement. And then there was Abby Free, who loved to drink, party, and love, even while Michaela stood by her, so quiet and stately.

All those women. All that happiness. And yes, there was enough love for them all.

The great Regina Drokharis would grow up surrounded by women who loved her. And by a man, Steven Drokharis, who would do anything to make sure she stayed safe and protected until she was old enough to protect herself.

And with her power?

That shouldn’t be a problem at all.


HERETIC’S INTERLUDE II
ON THE NATURE OF LUCK
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Luck or skill?

That was the question Collidium had for Steven Drokharis when the Gamemaster played with the boy king, soon after Regina’s birth.

The Heretic had known about Collidium, a primal force as powerful as Zothora herself. If Zothora was the first god, then Collidium was the second, though he didn’t want to create or destroy.

No. All Collidium wanted was to seed his worlds, play his games, and gamble with life and death itself.

In some ways, Collidium inspired the Heretic as much as the Zothoric queen did.

The Heretic wasn’t surprised that the ancient gambler met his fate at the hands of Steven Drokharis. Of course, when it came down to it, the idea of luck cut both ways. Even the most talented and powerful could find themselves a victim of a capricious fate. At the same time, an idiot might have his day in the sun and enjoy riches and pleasures he didn’t deserve.

Steven Drokharis wasn’t an idiot. No, and the boy, in the end, had answered the ancient entity’s question with a bit of wisdom. Working hard brought you skills. Your choices brought you luck. Success was a combination of both.

Above all, you had to be in motion, you had to put yourself on stage, or as Collidium would’ve put it, you had to play the game. One couldn’t win the prize if one didn’t play the game.

Steven Drokharis had been forced into the game, yes, and he’d played it well with the help of his friends and family.

And during his battles with Collidium, Steven caught a glimpse of the Void, for the Gamemaster was a creature of the Void, a twilight soul, outside of time and space.

That was how the Heretic had known about Collidium, sometimes called Foris Foranna, in the first place. Because of the Heretic’s interest in the Void.

The Heretic raised a gray, shaking claw and smoothed the ash-colored hair of his beard hanging from his scaly chin. Around him was the greenery of his garden, all of the life filled with Animus, and yet, some of those plants on their terraces rising up around him in his inner sanctum were dying.

Along with life came death. Where there was Animus, there was Morta, even in the Away Place.

Udur Waddi had embraced his doom, and yet, his Animus continued on, and the Heretic knew how to retrieve it. He cast forbidden magic and put Udur Waddi in the central pool of his fountain, a basin of glowing green water at the very center of his inner sanctum.

The Heretic had used Enchantrix to craft his home in the Away Place, and he enjoyed both the light and the darkness it brought. More than that, he liked the twilight. The dust of the minutes of a day ending.

The Heretic had taken a break from his studies, from his meditations, which were bringing him closer and closer to his life’s purpose.

He swiped a claw through the pool. “Udur Waddi, I would speak with you.”

The green dragon’s face appeared in the depths of the water. “Please, Heretic, please, release me. I beg of you. Let me rest.”

The Heretic chuckled. “I gave you the power to kill the Drokharis boy, and you failed. I know you have paid the price for your misstep, and yet, you have been useful to me for these many months. Once I am finished, I can free you, but not yet. I have a question for you.”

“Yes, my master.” The green dragon closed his eyes. “I will answer your question.”

The Heretic laughed. “As if you had a choice. The boy bested Collidium and married more wives, being the good Dragonsoul he is. Oh, the Alpheros, they are so predictable. I have a whole world of dragon folk that I am playing a game with that Collidium would very much appreciate. There are cats involved, if you can believe it.”

Udur Waddi finally smiled a bit. “I wouldn’t have believed it if you hadn’t shown me your army. If only we’d had those forces when we tried to wrest Earth away from fucking Steven Drokharis.”

The Heretic found the irony of his army delicious. “The Alpheros are simple in the end…they war with each other as if that gives their lives meaning. They bed their wives as if that is the pinnacle of their existence. I always found such pursuits meaningless and rather sad. And yet, I have known such joy, and I have known such love, a love that I have clung to these many millennia. While I have been shattered, and while I am alone, I can use those instincts for a very specific purpose.”

Udur Waddi’s scaly face turned bored. “Did you have a question for me? You brought me up from the depths. Others down here are jealous. I am not sure why.”

The Heretic saw the shapes swimming in the dark waters below where the ghostly green dragon floated. His cistern disappeared hundreds of feet down, down into the depths of this place, a repository for the souls of both his servants and his enemies. “I will tell you why they are jealous. You are lucky to have my audience. Perhaps, when I finish my studies, I might be able to bring one of you back. I have thought of resurrection before. It pains me to say it, but it’s unlikely.”

The Heretic stayed in the Away Place, for to leave would be to give up on such notions of resurrection. It was a new heartbreak. Pure agony.

Of course he didn’t say any of that to his dead servant. Instead, he asked his question. “And why did you speak those lines of poetry before the Drokharis boy killed you?”

Udur Waddi smiled. “I’ve heard you speak to them. That is what you want, isn’t it? You want to devour the universe. You want it all to turn to dust.”

He didn’t, but he knew that was the universe’s fate in the end. Death came for all. Except maybe not for him, and he could reseed worlds, just as Collidium seeded his worlds.

There was death, surely, but there was also life.

“If you think I want it all to turn to dust, then why become my servant?” the Heretic asked.

The green dragon rolled his eyes. “I think it’s evident. I wanted power. You helped give me that power. I got what I wanted. I don’t care about anything else.”

“Shortsighted.” The Heretic sighed. “I also liked that strange poem I wrote. For I live in the dust of minutes. Tell me the lines again.”

Udur Waddi spoke in a strong, unwavering voice. “The dust of nothing but rusting minutes, and a grayness shadows the failing light. All that is left in the nothing is hunger, another devouring, not of Morta or Animus, but a devouring of dust, the dust of time itself.”

The Heretic was a bit taken aback that his minion had been paying that close attention to his words. It probably wasn’t a good thing, and yet, the Heretic enjoyed that moment for a bit. He knew both Althea and Olivia would as well. They loved words as much as he did.

He couldn’t think about that. He had to focus.

“Another one of Steven Drokharis’s wives is pregnant,” the Heretic said absently. “There will be another birth. Maybe I can’t destroy him. Collidium couldn’t, and I am but a poor creature when compared to the Gamemaster.”

The green dragon waited a long time to talk. Then he grimaced. “You will find another minion. You will try again to kill him.”

“Not him,” the Heretic said. “Maybe no one can kill the great Steven Drokharis. Maybe his luck will never run out. But others in his life? Surely they cannot have his same luck.”

And the Heretic knew that there were some who feared Steven’s offspring more than the dragon himself. He could use them. He could send them to kill the Drokharis boy and his wives, but even if they failed, a death in the family would be such a distraction.

And all the Heretic needed was a bit of a distraction, to just give him enough time to finish his studies, and then he could face the Drokharis boy with his chances improved. With each passing day, his luck improved.

The Heretic was making the right choices; he was sure of it.

With a sweep of his hand, the Heretic sent his dead servant away, down into the murky depths of the cistern, and then he left his garden terraces and the cistern at the center of it.

In his heart of hearts, the Heretic knew he had finished his studies, and he had the magic he had always longed for, most of it anyway.

No, he stayed in the Away Place because of the cistern.

Because of what it would mean if he left, no matter how grand his plans were.

If he left, he would have to bear the burden of a guilt that just might kill him.

Because nothing else could.


PART TWO
SEATTLE STORMS
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CHAPTER 4

UNEXPECTED ROAD TRIP
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Ayear later, early June, Steven was in their big Suburban, roaring down the road, with Aria, Tessa, and Mouse on a very unexpected road trip.

“Stop the car!” Mouse shrieked from the passenger seat. Then she burst into tears. “I want ice cream. Can we stop and get ice cream? Maybe we shouldn’t. We should just get to Seattle. But I don’t think I can make it.” The tears turned into sobbing.

Aria sat in the back seat, her face showing zero emotion.

Tessa, though, was crying as well because as Zoey Nova—their werebear wife—said: No one in Steven Drokharis’s Escort ever needed to cry alone.

The tears made Tessa’s hazel eyes seem even brighter. She’d let her hair grow out, but she wasn’t going back to her normal color. It was a mixture of pinks and reds. She had it up in two messy ponytails on the top of her head. Her makeup was probably heavier than it needed to be, but she was going for a certain look. She’d made a joke about it being a very gothy road trip.

“Stop, Steven!” the barista said loudly. “Just pull over! Can’t you see that Mouse is crying?”

Steven Drokharis couldn’t miss that particular fact. He also wasn’t sure if he was going to survive Melissa Craygore’s pregnancy. It had been a roller coaster of emotion. And it was like the domino effect. Mouse would cry, then wife number two would cry, and then there would be wailing. So much wailing. Maybe Zoey was wrong. Maybe, every once in a while, a wife could cry alone.

“I’ll pull over,” he said.

In the year since the birth of his first daughter, Regina, Steven had dealt with all of his enemies, old and new, and now he could enjoy himself some. He’d even acquired new wives, including Hwedo, who wasn’t exactly the easiest person to deal with, but they were all trying to welcome her into their lives.

The sunshine was bright enough to hurt. However, their rusted-out, mustard-yellow Suburban had new air-conditioning. Steven had thought about giving it an Icharaam Energy Generator, but Mouse didn’t want to change it one iota. She was also protective of their Ford Bronco, the Orange Crush. When it came to some things, the little blonde woman could be so nostalgic even as she sarcastically made fun of Tessa, who was also nostalgic.

Both Mouse and Tessa were handfuls. Steven wouldn’t have changed a thing about them, even the storms of emotions.

The minute his tires crunched to a stop, Mouse tore out of the Suburban.

They were on I-80, in the middle of Wyoming, and there was nothing but cooking sagebrush, bare yellow rock, and lots and lots of washed-out blue sky.

Aria frowned. She was in a red top with white capris. The clothes only accentuated her dark skin and black hair. Thanks to the Morta in her soul, her green eyes were several shades darker than they had been. “There isn’t any ice cream out there. Didn’t Mouse mention ice cream?”

Tessa blew her nose. “Uh, I don’t get it either. But when a crying pregnant woman says stop the car, you stop the car. I’m thinking either she’s going to puke, or she has to pee.”

“Lovely,” Aria said with some distaste.

“Listen, Blood and Guts—” the barista started.

The Dragonknight with a Morta core held up a hand. “Thirteen. I’m the thirteenth Dragonknight. It’s a nickname I’ll always prefer.”

Tessa grinned. “But you’ll always be Ol’ Blood and Guts to me.” She leaned over and kissed the Indian woman’s cheek.

Steven waited for a semi to roar past before getting out.

Other trucks roared by as the whine of their IEGs filled the air. No more emissions. The Icharaam Energy Generators basically turned sexual energy into power, though it was more complicated than that. The Animus, however, could be collected to give the Earth clean energy.

Steven went around the back and had to shake his head. In the back of the big vehicle was the Slayer Blade, Mouse’s magical cloak, Aria’s Animus Daggers, and Tessa’s Peacekeepers with a whole bunch of extra ammo. He’d lost Samael’s Lash in his fight with Collidium, but it wasn’t like he missed it much. He had so many skills at his disposal. Still, every so often, he missed having a magical sword. Maybe at some point he’d get serious about going on a quest to find Excalibur.

There was also the myth of Mulkred to consider. He’d vanished from the histories of the Dragonknights as an ancestor of Mordred, otherwise known as Morty Flint. Mulkred had been in that bad line of descendants who’d come from Rahaab, and there was a good chance Mulkred was dead and gone. Did Steven want to track the potential villain down? Maybe. At this point, he liked living in peace. If he got bored in a hundred years, he might get serious about wrapping up that particular mystery.

Steven found Mouse sitting in the dirt, legs crossed, holding her belly. She was in baggy jeans and a tight tank top that accented both her muscular arms and her huge swollen tummy. Mouse hummed a song—his son’s birth song. They’d all been singing it, or whistling it, or humming it, over and over.

Axel. That was the name of his son. Mouse had a very good reason for choosing that particular name.

The little blonde let out a long breath. “Sorry. I just needed to sit on the ground for a minute. Are you hot? I feel so fucking hot. What month is it again?”

“June,” Steven said. He went over and crouched down to put a reassuring hand on her back.

“Shit. What’s the date?” She looked up at him with misery in her eyes. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Her nose was a bright red.

“June 2.” Steven was confused. “Why? You said you wanted to wait until after Reggie’s birthday to do the road trip. You’re not due until June 8.”

Mouse nodded and looked away. “I didn’t want to ruin Reggie’s special day. Or Sabina’s. I know they wouldn’t have cared. But I care. I don’t want to be a pain in the ass.”

“You’re not,” Steven said. “Let’s get back in the Suburban. We’ll stop at Little America and get you as much ice cream as possible, but I do have some questions.”

Mouse picked up a handful of fine Wyoming dirt and let it sift through her fingers. “Let’s hear ’em. I’ll try and answer, but I’m pretty fucking clueless about my whole life now. I know I wanted a baby but…”

“But what?” Steven felt fear shroud his heart.

Mouse shook her head. “No. I can’t say it. I won’t say it. I’ll get through this fucking pregnancy. I’ll somehow learn how to not pee every five seconds, and I’ll sleep, eventually. I’m glad you have like a zillion wives because I’ll want the help at night.”

“Fifteen wives,” Steven corrected her. “Give or take.”

Mouse flashed him a deadly look.

“Fifteen. But I love you the most.”

“I heard that!” Tessa called from the Suburban. She had the window rolled down.

“He’s kidding!” Mouse shouted back.

“He is!” Tessa said with a smile.

Mouse tried to get up and nearly fell over. She was so top heavy.

Steven caught her.

“I can answer your questions while we walk back to the car,” Mouse said. “It’s so hot in the sun. I need the AC on full blast, okay?”

“Okay,” Steven said patiently. It had been around nine months since he’d fought any maniacal villains, and he was glad for the break. Dealing with emotional pregnant women was easy compared to battling impossible-to-defeat enemies.

He opened the door, and Mouse climbed in. He had to give her an extra shove. She sat with her hands on her swollen roly-poly belly. Her little breasts were far bigger, but she said they were too tender to touch. Steven was just happy to look at them. Somehow, Mouse seemed more beautiful than ever being pregnant.

He walked back around and got in the driver’s seat.

Firing up the engine, he cranked up the AC.

Aria wasn’t happy. “I find the artificial temperatures vexing.”

“I like it,” Mouse snapped. “And this is my road trip, so deal with it.”

“Be nice, Mouse,” Steven said sternly.

The blonde sighed. “Sorry, Aria. I’m just so…miserable. I can’t do this for very much longer. I can’t. Pretty sure I’ll die of pregnant.”

“Can I touch your hair?” Tessa asked from where she sat behind the little blonde.

“I guess,” Mouse said with a sigh. “If you want.”

Tessa began to pet the girl. Mouse relaxed and closed her eyes. “Okay, Steven. I’m feeling better. I’ll feel better with ice cream. Ask your dumb questions.”

Steven chuckled. “Well, they’re all the questions I had before. Why are we on this road trip? Why take the Poupon? Why Seattle? I mean, we have the magic to take us anywhere instantly. We also have Dashell R. Jet, if we wanted to fly.”

“The R stands for Rainbow!” Tessa proclaimed happily. “Like Rainbow Dash from My Little Pony!”

“Don’t remind me,” Mouse groused.

“I have those same questions,” Aria said. “And since I worry of perishing from the chill, I shall fix that now.” She swirled a cloud of pure Morta around herself. It was like having a living shadow in the back seat.

“Much better,” the woman with the Angel Knife in her heart said. Her cinnamon smell had a bit of a smokey burned scent to it.

Tessa inhaled. “I love that smell. It’s like someone is frying Hot Tamales.”

“Now I want candy,” Mouse growled. “Do I have to answer your stupid fucking questions?”

“Wow,” Tessa said with a laugh. “I preferred the sarcasm, not the hostility. Hostile and sarcastic. Nice personality combination. That's borderline criminal.”

“Movie quotes for one hundred, Alex,” Mouse whispered.

They drove in silence, listening to the engine, the blast of the AC, and the sound of the highway. They passed semis and new IEG cars as well as RVs full of happy families on vacation. It was the thrum of America.

Tessa continued to pet Mouse. The barista finally couldn’t handle the silence. “If we’re not going to talk, can we put on some truck driving music? A little Red Sovine maybe?”

“No,” Mouse finally said. She spoke with her eyes closed, relaxed by Tessa’s touch. “You guys are great to just pile into the Poupon and take off the day after Reggie’s birthday. I know, I know, we have all these amazing space dragon powers, but whatever. I’ve been thinking a lot about those first few weeks together. You remember? When fucking Rhaegen Mulk was trying to kill us. And then our Montana Firestorm adventures with Rahaab. And just the whole thing. Do you guys remember?”

Steven answered for Tessa and Aria. “We do.”

Mouse gulped in a breath. “I remember during the fight with Mulk. I was naked, half-tortured, no, fully tortured, and it was awful. I was in the forest, lost and alone, when Tessa found me. She hugged me, and I clung to her, even as she fired those big guns.”

Tessa had fresh tears on her face. “I remember. We saved you.”

“You did. In more ways than one. Funny, no matter how miserable I get being pregnant, I’ll never drink a drop of booze. Not a single drop.”

“And I haven’t smoked a single cigarette,” Tessa said.

“I’ve made an attempt to be less evil,” Aria said from within her cloud of Morta. “Heridan has also been a bit more benevolent than usual. Nefri as well.”

“You’ve all been so kind,” Mouse whispered. “But I needed us four together. I’ve grown so close to Sabina, and definitely the Wayne twins. As the official third Wayne sister, I’d like to say I love those two. I do wonder how Pru will be as a mother.”

“She’ll be great,” Steven said. “And Chazzie is the ultimate auntie. I can’t believe how much she loves Reggie.”

“She’ll also love our baby boy,” Mouse said. “He’ll grow up with so much love.”

They drove on. Tessa pointed out the penguin signage for Little America. “Only ten miles to Little America! I love that penguin!”

Steven was still confused. Not about the penguin. The truck stop/gas station/motel was named after Admiral Richard Byrd’s 1929 base camp in Antarctica. The original owner, Stephen Mack Covey, spent a night in the middle of the Wyoming landscape when it was forty degrees below zero. He’d been herding sheep, and it felt like he might see a penguin at any moment because it was so cold.

Suffice to say, Little America was a Wyoming institution.

Steven got them back on track. “Okay, so you wanted to do a road trip in Poupon, and not Jeeves, which has the better AC and a full IEG engine, but we’ll get gas. No problem. And you wanted us four together, which I love because I love you three a lot. But why Seattle?”

“I can’t tell you that,” Mouse said softly.

“Why not?” Stephen asked.

A tear trickled down the little blonde’s cheek. “Because even I don’t know.”


CHAPTER 5

ICE CREAM AND TALKING
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When they reached Little America, Steven dropped off the girls so they could go to the little shack that sold the ice cream cones. He filled up the Poupon with gas and then joined them. Getting out, he felt the harsh, dry heat of the Wyoming summer. He smelled the sage brush. He smelled the hot asphalt and all the vehicles. He’d had some projects he’d been working on—researching Void magic was one—but he didn’t mind leaving the Infinity Ranch for a bit. It was good to get back on the road.

He stopped to watch Tessa, Aria, and Mouse in the shade, all licking at the soft serve. They got some looks, sure, because not only were they the most beautiful women there, Mouse was pregnant and glowing. And it was funny, Steven watched as people walked by and started humming or whistling Axel’s song. Like all powerful Dragonsouls, Axel had his birth song that would infect all the people around them.

It was like it had been with Reggie. Steven’s heart was full of love, thinking about his daughter’s song. Being separated from his kids was probably the hardest part. He had his three kids from the Three Australian Queens—Adelaide Sima, Isla Kellar, and Matilda Janszoon. Steven had adopted Baby Aubrey, Emma, and Cooper. That Cooper was so much fun. He loved being outside, looking for rattlesnakes and riding his bike through the desert. Now that portal magic was allowed, the Australian dragons were at the Infinity Ranch as much as they were in their Queensland home. That was just fine with Steven.

Then there was Tessa’s brother, Jared, who was a powerhouse thanks to Icharaam’s Orb, which kept his MS at bay. Jared was even in the process of becoming a Dragonskin. Steven couldn’t help but feel like a father to Jared, though he was a teenager. Jared and Cooper got along great. Steven remembered when he’d first met Tessa’s brother, he’d asked for a niece and nephew, one of each.

Well, he had a bundle of kids around him now. Jared was the best big brother to Steven’s growing brood. He was a good guy.

Steven didn’t stop for ice cream. He headed into the convenience store and bought a bunch of road food, including but not limited to Hostess cherry pies, corn nuts, some spicy beef jerky, Yoohoo chocolate sodas, and some Gatorade.

As he set everything on the counter, the clerk, a middle-aged woman with a thick neck, smiled at him. “Thank you, Mr. Drokharis. My husband had cancer, or he did, until he visited the dragon clinic in Salt Lake.”

Steven knew a lot of people called them dragon clinics, but they were actually Icharaam’s Promise Centers. Dragonkind used Magica Cura to heal desperate people. “I’m glad things worked out.”

The woman glanced around. “Funny, I was thinking you’d be swamped with people wanting your autograph. I mean, you’re famous.”

“I try not to be,” he said with a grin. “Give your husband my best.”

He walked out with the bag before heading for the ice cream.

He joined the others in the shade of the hotel building, at a picnic table, and they watched the afternoon crowd come and go.

Tessa nodded at him. “Mr. Drokharis. I approve of your decision. When dealing with soft-serve, and if given the choice, always go with the chocolate-vanilla swirl.” She tipped hers at him.

He tipped it back.

He touched Mouse’s thigh. “Feeling better?”

She was munching on the sugar cone at that point. She lifted a finger as she devoured the crispy, crunchy goodness. She then had a big glass of ice water. “I’m a thousand pounds. I am basically just a big bag of baby. I’m hot, sweaty, and basically terrified.”

“Terrified of what?” Steven asked.

Aria stood up and stretched, enjoying the sunlight even as the wisps of Morta swirled around her. “She is afraid of our little boy growing up in such a dangerous world.”

“Not as dangerous as it used to be,” Steven pointed out. He told them about the clerk in the convenience store.

Mouse grunted. "Sure, we saved a bunch of people and the world and whatever. But you know as well as I do what can come through a portal at any minute. My poor little baby. It’s not just him when he’s little. When he’s big, he’ll do quests. I hate quests. Quests are a pain the ass, and so dangerous. Promise me, Steven, you’ll never send our little baby on a quest.”

“Not until he can walk,” Steven joked.

Tessa sighed. “That is exactly the wrong thing to say. Come on, Steven. You need to take this seriously.”

Aria frowned. “Your fears are ungrounded, Mouse. When it’s time for him to fight, he will be trained. When he matures, he will absorb Animus as we do—through sex and battle. Ours is a life of passion and violence.”

Mouse glared at the Indian woman. “What Steven said was a joke. What you just said, Aria Khat, is the worst thing anyone has ever said to anyone in the history of the world. That’s exactly what I’m worried about. If he comes home dead, I’ll kill him, then I’ll kill you, Aria, and if there is any murder left over, it’s all Steven’s. No. I won’t kill anyone. I just want my baby to be happy.” More tears followed. Mouse then laughed. “This is the best road trip ever! I’m a mess even with the ice cream!”

Tessa drew her close and hugged her. “We love you, Mouse. We know it’s hard, but we’re here for you. We’ll be there for Axel.”

Aria crossed her arms. “This baby couldn’t be safer. We serve one of the most powerful Dragonlords in the history of the universe. And as we are the most powerful Escort any prime has ever had, Axel will grow up in luxury and safety. He will be a force for good in the world. We will ensure that.”

Mouse laughed more. “That’s better, Aria. I need to hear that, on repeat, for the next million years until I give birth. Now, help me up so I can hug you. This proves I’m super fucked up. I’m not a big hugger.”

“I am!” Tessa shouted. “We can all hug together.”

Mouse hugged Aria. Tessa hugged them both. And Steven wrapped them all up in a big embrace.

Before long, they were back in the Poupon, roaring down the highway.

Mouse fell asleep, which was a blessing, so they kept their voices down as they talked about various things. The petite blonde slept in the back, resting her head on Aria’s lap. While Aria wasn’t the most nurturing of Steven’s wives, she could be gentle with women like Mouse, who weren’t interested in the power dynamics of the Escort. Someone more alpha, though, like Pru, Chazzie, Quinn, or Hwedo, would be more of a challenge for the Indian woman.

Speaking of which, while Hwedo and Quinnestri had gotten along at first, there had been some challenges in that relationship. Both could be a little bossy, especially when it came to the day-to-day of life at the Infinity Ranch.

Aria frowned even as she petted Mouse. “That Hwedo can be so full of herself. She actively tried to kill us. You would think that would make her far more humble.”

“She’s not alone.” Tessa adjusted the shade to get the sun out of her eyes. It was late afternoon, and they were on the western side of the Rocky Mountains and heading through Salt Lake City. They were on their way to Burley, Idaho, where they would stay the night.

The gunslinging Magician held up a hand and put up one finger after another. “You have Uchiko, Nefri, and Heridan on that same team. They were all former villains turned lovers. Kinda love that. Kinda also love that they formed this Morta clique.”

Steven glanced at Aria in the rearview mirror. “We don’t have cliques in the Escort.”

Aria’s eyes turned black. “Keep telling yourself that, my Prime. We do get along, but we have a special bond. I believe that this is as it should be, for we all find ourselves on a darker road.”

“We’re on the same road,” Steven said. “I don’t find it dark at all. We have plenty of sunshine.” He motioned to the sun beating down on the six lanes of Highway 15, going north. They could’ve taken Highway 84, which connected the Ogden to I-80, but they were trying to stretch out the trip, not shorten it. Mouse had made it clear she wanted the full road trip experience.

“You understand because of your Morta core,” Aria whispered. “Tessa also understands, for she is the daughter of the Dragon Slayer.”

“Yes, I like slaying dragons a whole bunch,” Tessa replied, “but I don’t want the dark path. I’ll take unicorns and sunbeams any day of the week! However, we’re not talking about the Morta clique⁠—”

Steven cut her off. “Which is not a thing.”

Aria grinned, her eyes still black. “Oh, it is very much a thing.”

Steven rolled his eyes. “Weren’t we gossiping about Hwedo and Quinnestri?”

Tessa’s mouth dropped open. “Who’s gossiping? I’m just saying that Hwedo needs some kind of quest, or competition, or something. She’s kinda driving us insane. She was not meant to stay home all the time. The next time we have a quest, she gets to go. The Morta clique has been hogging all of the police work.”

Steven winced. “They have. But it’s only because they get there so fast. Connexra and Transvexri together give them a ton of advantages.”

Aria smiled. “You are not wrong. The instant you know, Heridan knows, and she tells us, and we travel there and end the threat.”

Since conquering Earth and killing the Zothoric queen, Steven’s Escort was passionate about policing the universe. If anyone needed help, if anyone was being enslaved, or if there were any sort of villains murdering the innocent, Steven or his wives would show up to put things right.

So far, there’d only been a handful of troubled worlds that needed the help of the Dragonsouls. The Morta Clique, along with Uchiko, had traveled there and ended the threat. Heridan could be merciless if she wasn’t given enough fast food to calm her down. And the former Prosha of the Zothoric Myriad needed a lot of calming most of the time.

Steven caught the Indian dragon’s eye. “So, Aria, next quest is Hwedo’s, right? She would appreciate at least an invitation.”

Aria shook her head. “You do not want Hwedo with us. There is a good chance we’ll have to kill her. The odds are not one hundred percent, but they are close. Believe me.”

Tessa had an idea. “What about sending her out with Quinnie and the Three Widows? Not that they’re widows anymore, but you know, when you name things, you have the illusion of control. Like with the Morta Clique.”

Steven sighed. “Not a thing.”

Tessa giggled. “Totally a thing.”

Aria had different ideas. “It could be that Quinn would not want to go. Her Dragonskin rituals have been taxing her, and there is the real chance they could destroy whatever magic she has. Never, in the history of the Alpheros, the Dragonsouls, or the Lyra, has there been an elven Dragonskin.”

Steven’s heart dropped. He worried about the women in his Escort, certainly, but most of the time, he trusted in their skills and intelligence. But with Quinn, she had come to them troubled, and he thought she might be on a path of self-destruction.

Sure, he was worried about the former elf queen, and yet, he worried about Mouse more. Something was troubling the little woman, and the strange road trip was proof of that.


CHAPTER 6

DRAGONSOUL MAGIC
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Driving through the northern part of Salt Lake City, Mouse let out a little groan in her sleep, and Aria held her closer.

Tessa threw the little blonde a worried look but then smiled, all ease and happiness.

Steven loved the barista so much. He thought about Quinn and what she was going through. They had been giving her a mysterious herb, Elftears, though it didn’t seem to have the same effect it had on humans or dragons. That was rather ironic, given the name. At this stage, their only source for the mysterious herb was Cactus Bill, who tried to tell them how he created the substance, but then he’d start ranting about some vision he’d had. That Magician was crazy. But according to reports, his new girlfriend was even crazier.

Dragonskins, or Skinlings, were normally humans who had just enough Alpherian blood in them that they could cultivate an Animus core that would give them access to the full array of dragon powers.

Steven had the access to the normal Dragonsoul abilities as well as the Alpherian abilities in the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon.

However, he remembered the Dragonsoul abilities, and he was able to access each iteration of his skill. He pulled up the power set he’d had when he’d killed Rhaegen Mulk.
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He’d only been sixth level back then. Kinda funny, actually. Now, he was level thirty, gaining three levels in the past year. His progress had slowed as far as Animus was concerned because he was focusing on his Morta core.

Here were four main branches of the original skill tree with corresponding abilities that matched what Dragonkind could do.

Morphling Dragonkind could transform their bodies using magic pulled from the Transformatio skills. Warling Dragonkind could access the Pugna skills, from Dark Armor to IonClaws. Magicians, like Tessa and Cactus Bill, could wield Veneficium magic, which provided them spell sets that included Defensio or shield spells; Cura or healing magic; Impetim, which were magic missiles; and Incanto, which could do a couple of different things. Steven had used it to dispel magic as well as craft simple items and create simple enchantments. The Alpherian ability Enchantrix was magnitudes more powerful.

Rounding out the list of Dragonsoul skills was Magica Divinatio, or prophecy magic, and Magica Porta, which until recently was forbidden sorcery. The Zothoric—the Shadows of Teeth and Talon—had been drawn to portal magic, but no more. The demon horde was no longer a threat to the universe.

Steven loved seeing his Level Six skill tree because he could see how far he’d come when he pulled up the Path of the Twin-Souled Dragon:
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The biggest change was, of course, the Alpherian abilities that he’d used over and over. HeartStrike, AnimusChain, and FleshForge were on the tail of the mirrored dragon. Enchantrix, StellarFlight, and RealityFire were located on the head. With RealityFire, he could create rather than destroy. It was a powerful ability.

Aria pulled him out of his skill tree by sighing. “If Quinnestri fails in the Dragonskin rituals, she might lose her sanity, not unlike Cactus Bill.”

Tess frowned. “I’m mad at Cactus Bill. He never visits! And I love how crazy he is. No, I think the real problem would be a cracked magical core. If she’s not careful, our former queen might die.”

“Sabina doesn’t think so,” Aria said. “She believes that Quinn will be successful. I too believe that. For Quinn is ancient and powerful, and she is following the rituals without fail. It is taking longer than usual, however.”

Steven thought back to Edgar Vale, his first enemy. He’d been a Dragonskin who had rushed the rituals. Mouse couldn’t talk about his final session of burning without getting pale. He’d rushed weeks of the ritual burning and fried his skin off to gain the powers of a Dragonsoul. Quinn wouldn’t do that, no, and she would be walking the path with both Liam Strider, the Yellow Ronin, and Steven by her side. Liam was working on a special ritual at his magic academy, the Taylor Kubla Kahn Academy, on the world of Xanadu.

Quinn had grown thin and pale from the special diet that Liam recommended. However, she was handling the new magic well. They didn’t know if her own Lyran core would change, or if she could get an additional Animus core. There were so many unknowns.

Tessa remained optimistic. “If I could master the elven Bellicosia skills, I think she can get a true Animus core, merging our magic with four magics she already possesses.”

Mouse let out a yawn. “For the love of biscuits, are we talking about Quinnie? Yeah, she’ll be just fine. Not that she should be. She got her panties all in a twist, and now she has to do this super dangerous thing for no fucking good reason. Why can’t some people just retire? Like me. I’m fucking retired. I’ll have this baby, I’ll be Mom for the rest of my life, and the rest of you jagweeds can police the entire fucking universe. And yeah, Tessa, I know, it’s a fucking multiverse because it’s all possible worlds, but don’t go there. Multiverse shit is just lazy storytelling.”

The barista chuckled. “Agree to disagree there. How was your nap?”

“Bad. I dreamed we were fighting a storm. Not sure how you can fight weather, but there we were, fighting like rain or some shit. We need to find a rest stop because I have to pee. Again.”

They found a gas station, and Mouse got out and waddled into the convenience store, making a beeline for the restroom.

Steven got gas. Aria stayed in the back seat, head back, eyes closed. She was as beautiful as ever.

Tessa stood next to him, stretching. “Would it be bad if I referred to our little hellion as Miss Piss?”

Steven groaned. “Yes. And don’t call her Fatty Preggers either. One of the machine-gun twins has been throwing that name around, and I don’t like it, even if Mouse is the unofficial third Wayne sister.”

The pump clicked off, and Steven grabbed the receipt. He wasn’t sure if the mysterious trip was tax deductible or not, but he would check with his accounting team, since he was going through his territory as a Dragonlord Prime and surveying his domain. It was crazy that he was still paying taxes, but that was life, right? There were only two things that were certain, death and taxes, and while they had brought Aria back to life, they couldn’t avoid the IRS.

Mouse came out chewing on a Slim Jim. Without a word, she got in the front seat.

Tessa grinned. “Looks like I’m riding in the back with Aria. If we’re going to fight a storm, Aria and I should top off our Animus, don’t you think?”

Steven threw a worried glance at Mouse. “Make sure she’s okay with it. And by ‘she,’ I mean both Mouse and Aria.”

That made the barista laugh. “I think she’ll be fine.”

Back in the car, Tessa threw an arm around Aria, who had woken up from her catnap. The barista then kissed the Indian woman. At first, it was just a few pecks on the cheek, but then the two women were kissing full on the lips. Steven saw the kissing grow more intense, and he could feel the Animus coming off the pair in waves.

Mouse felt it too, but she didn’t say anything. She was murmuring her powerful baby’s song.

Steven started humming it as well.

Tessa broke the kiss, eyes sparkling. “Hey, Mouse, um, do you mind if Aria and I play around a bit?”

“To give the truckers something to jerk off to?” The blonde softened. “No, it’s fine. I’m going to try and sleep more. Hopefully, I won’t have any more dreams. Fingers crossed.”

“Oh, thank you,” Aria whispered. She pulled the top of her red dress down to expose her supple brown breasts.

Tessa licked her way down from the Indian woman’s mouth until she was sucking on one pert nipple and then the other.

Steven’s pants drew uncomfortably tight.

Mouse leaned against him, head on his shoulder, and he loved the smell of her. And her warmth.

Aria shifted and pulled up her dress, and the next thing he knew, she was holding her panties, legs spread. Her dress was pulled up above her hips, so the barista had access to her wet sex.

Before Tessa went down on the other woman, she stripped out of her shoes, socks, jeans, and underwear. A second later, Steven glanced into the back seat to see Tessa licking Aria. The barista’s big white ass was in the air. That made him even more excited.

Aria was caressing Tessa’s hair, her ears, her shoulders, all the while gazing at Steven in the rearview mirror. The Indian woman started to moan, until she was crying out in ecstasy. “Oh, Steven, I’m coming. I’m coming in her mouth.”

She didn’t need to say that because the waves of Animus from her orgasm swept through the entire vehicle. Steven felt his core swell with the mystical energy.

He thought Mouse was asleep, but her hand soon was traveling up his leg to cup his rigid shaft in his pants. She pushed against his erection, and it felt so good.

Aria wasn’t done. “Again, Tessa, please. And this time, use your fingers.”

The barista lifted her mouth off the Indian woman to whisper, “Gladly.”

Steven could both hear and smell the lovemaking in the back of the Suburban. With such a big car, they had plenty of room.

A second later, Aria let out a moan, then a scream. “Oh, yes, it’s happening again, Tessa. It’s happening again. Oh, yes, hard, faster, more. Fuck me more!” The SUV was filled with Animus again. This time, Steven noticed the dark red glow of Tessa’s skin, and the smell of cinnamon filled the air.

Mouse kept up her groping but then kissed his neck before licking and nibbling on his earlobe. She whispered, “You should find a back road. I think I need to have what she’s having. Movie quotes for two hundred, Alex.”

Steven found the next exit, which led to a dirt road, which led them toward the Rocky Mountains. He saw a place to turn off. By this time, Aria was orgasming a third time.

“Hurry,” Mouse urged.

Steven eased the car to a stop in a turnoff, nothing but weeds and sage. The engine ticked.

Mouse slid away from him, pushed open the door, and got out. She lifted her dress off, exposing her large, firm breasts and her swollen belly. She had a little triangle of fur between her legs.

Steven was out of the Suburban in an instant. He took a second to listen for people, but all he could hear was the drone of the highway in the distance. Tall pine trees swayed in a gentle breeze, cooling the otherwise hot air.

He stripped off his T-shirt and let it fall to the ground. The rest of his clothes followed. He felt the soft dirt under his feet and the hot sun on his body. His cock was rigid. He had to get some relief and fast. He walked around the back, stepped on something sharp, but hardly felt it given the tough nature of his magic skin.

Mouse had her hands on the car, bent over, so he could appreciate her dangling breasts, swollen with milk. He got behind her. She had some new stretch marks there, but he liked how they looked, the pink lines visible on her smooth white skin. With both hands, he spread her cheeks, taking in all of her treasures. She was wet and open for him, her lips plump from her excitement.

The Suburban shifted as Tessa and Aria got more serious in their lovemaking. Through the window, he could see that Tessa had shifted around, and she was straddling Aria’s face. The barista had lost her top and bra, and her own pendulous breasts swung from her chubby body. Her arms were covered in tattoos, but also, on the left side of her chest, she had a red-tailed hawk and a Hurricane Circle, a special tattoo they all had to prevent them from being scried. Her face was wet, from both her sweat and from Aria.

Steven then focused on Mouse, lined his cock up against her slit, and pressed into her warm, willing flesh. She closed in around him, and it was heaven on Earth. Gripping her pliant hips, he started to fuck her, slowly at first, but then faster and faster.

He opened the back door to get a better view of Tessa riding Aria’s face as well as the Indian woman’s spread pussy, slick with her lust.

Tessa pulled on one of her nipples, staring into Steven’s eyes. “Oh, fuck, I’m so hot. I’m going to come. Come with me, Steven. Fuck that little slut and come.”

Mouse let out a gasp. “Me first. Oh, it feels so perfect. Harder, Steven. Harder. I’m there. I’m…there.” Then she was orgasming around him, and he felt every one of the pulses of her pleasure. Her skin glowed a bright golden color as her Animus core lit up with her bliss. The mystical energy fed his Animus core, and that was all it took.

He felt the first wave of his orgasm fill his mind, and then he was unloading into the blonde, giving her his seed. He hardly noticed his own skin turning a darker color.

Mouse was first, then Steven, and then Tessa. She glowed a pink color, and yes, they all were given another dose of Animus, filling their cores completely.

The petite blonde turned and pressed her little pregnant body against his. He held her tight.

After picking up his clothes and shaking the dust off them, he got back behind the steering wheel, heading back toward the highway.

Tessa and Aria were in the back seat, holding hands. Mouse leaned against him, snoring softly.

“Well that was fun!” Tessa said loudly. “Best road trip ever!”

Aria was more practical. “Let’s stop at the next hotel you see. I think our little Mouse needs a proper bed, and I need a proper meal. Zoe isn’t here to stop you all from the junk food, and we don’t need it to placate Heridan, but I’m rather peckish.”

They continued driving, listening to music, not talking much.

Steven had checked his Animus abilities, but now he pulled up his Morta skill tree.
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He loved seeing that he was at level fifteen. It had taken a lot of work with Heridan, but he was progressing nicely. Yes, there were only six skills, but they were powerful, and really, both he and Heridan were learning new things all the time. Like with Animus, the Morta sorcery could be tweaked to create new magic.

The next stop was Burley, Idaho. They found a Fairfield Inn and Suites off the highway, and it was funny. For most of his life, such a place would’ve been a palace for Steven. However, now it was far from being top-of-the-line. He’d stayed in palaces, literal palaces.

The sky above was dark with clouds, and a chill wind blew down on them.

The second Steven was out of the Suburban, he felt that cold and knew it meant trouble. Snowflakes drifted down, and he thought about Mouse’s dream. Fighting a storm? It couldn’t be. And yet, snow in June, outside of the Rocky Mountains, was far from normal.

The snow took shape, becoming figures wreathed in white. Red-glowing eyes peered at him, and red-rimmed mouths opened, emitting a scream.

It seemed Mouse’s dream was about to become a horrible reality.


CHAPTER 7

IDAHO WAR
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Luckily, the parking lot was empty, but inside the hotel, people were peeking out the windows at the flash blizzard. The snowflakes were falling harder, and that made finding the snow demons difficult.

Steven shifted into his True Form, and suddenly a massive black dragon stood in the parking lot. “Mouse! Stay in the truck!”

“No way!” She came out, shifted into an amber-colored dragon, and then cast a Magica Defensio spell, the yellow energy covering her. Good thing she did. Several screaming snow demons came at her with long ice talons. The claws slid across the magic, until the amber dragon unleashed her Inferno exhalant. The temperature of the entire parking lot went up several degrees. The snow demons screamed as they melted into oblivion.

Something big grabbed Steven by his tail, and he turned to see a swirling creature, with hands made of asphalt and car pieces. The cyclone creature was pulling up everything around it—dirt, cement, grass, and trees—forming a body at least fifty feet tall. It opened a mouth of twisted metal to let out a scream that deafened Steven for a minute. Then he was yanked up into the sky as the cyclone monster took flight.

He heard Tessa’s pistols boom, over and over, and magical light glowed from below. She was fighting something on the ground, but what?

Steven couldn’t see.

Aria, a dark red dragon, flew by, spouting her acid Exhalant, which struck the cyclone monster’s head, turning the metal into slag. But the cyclone monster only swirled the melting metal into a face, complete with crimson slits for eyes.

Its metal claws bit into the flesh of Steven’s tail. He wasn’t going to quote Thanos, but the fucking cyclone creature should’ve gone for the head. Another movie quote for three hundred, Alex.

Steven hit the thing with a ton of ShadowFlame, which didn’t just melt the metal of the beast, but evaporated it. He then teleported behind the thing using Transvexri. Black ichor rained down.

Tessa wasn’t pleased. “Warn me to bring an umbrella next time, okay? I’m covered in goo!”

“You like being covered in goo normally,” Mouse said with a shriek of laughter.

More gunfire below and Mouse breathed fire again. So far, the blonde wasn’t going for her weapons in the back of the SUV, not the Slayer Blade nor Icharaam’s Cloak.

Steven tried to sense the Animus in the monster he was fighting, but there wasn’t any. Nor was there any Morta. This thing didn’t have the normal cores they were used to. Could it be made of Void magic? Steven didn’t think so. He sensed alien magic, but it wasn’t like Collidium’s strange powers. That fucker had come from the Void, Steven was sure of it, though little was known about sorceries that didn’t correspond to Animus and Morta.

A piece of hail the size of a cinderblock struck Steven’s head, and another followed. The entire sky was raining down bigger and bigger pieces of hail, but it wasn’t just normal hail. The ice chunks sprouted legs, and more red eyes winked open. It took a moment for Steven to see the hail was actually spiders, big spiders.

The hail spiders covered him, biting into his scales.

He armored himself with the Baxter rings, not worrying about staying aloft. Several of the hail spiders were ripped to pieces as the segments of his magical iron covered him. He’d gotten both the armor and a huge revolver when he’d fought Carlo Bart Baxter during their Texas showdown, when Zoey and the Wayne twins joined his Escort.

That gun was useful, but not in a battle like he was fighting.

Aria had latched onto the cyclone monster with her BlackBlood tentacles, and she was covering the thing with Napalm death, frying metal and igniting the tree limbs making up the monster. He wasn’t too worried about the Indian woman. If she got into real trouble, she could teleport away.

Tessa called out, “They’re going for Mouse! They’re trying to get to Mouse!”

That put a chill into Steven, and he turned that fear into rage. Another Transvexri spell took him to the ground.

Several figures made of living water, rainwater, sped across the ruined parking lot. Water dripped from their hands to become long swords. Tessa had switched to using her ice rounds, and she was able to freeze the figures, but more and more were coming, along with dozens if not hundreds of the hail spiders. Ghostly snow demons filled the blizzard, and one scratched its claws across Steven’s armor before he could destroy it with his Inferno exhalant.

His dragonfire ripped through the rain, wind, and hail.

Mouse kept herself safe with her shield spell, and she was dealing out damage with her Impetim missiles, long arrows of amber light. The smell of roasted almonds added a warm, sugary fragrance to the battle.

Tessa accessed her elven Bellicosia magic to speed up her reloading. The ArcticWind rounds were cold enough to freeze the things around them—snow demons, hail spiders, and rainwater warriors—but each shot only took down one enemy. They had battalions to fight.

Suddenly, they were in a fight for their lives.

Mouse roared, “For the love of biscuits, this is a happy little road trip, not World War III! Steven! Do something!”

Steven had the strength to clear the battlefield several times over, either with ChromaticFury or RealityFire, but it seemed like the storm would just keep giving them more enemies to face. How did you fight a living storm?

He relaxed and cast Magica Divinatio.

He felt the magic in the air, and he felt the hatred of these monsters, but there was something else there, a presence that was alien to him. The source of the power was above the hotel, up in the heart of the swirling black clouds, hurricane winds, and blinding snow mixed with rain and hail.

He cast AnimusChain, following the source of power, and though it was alien magic, it was close enough to his own to lead him to the real enemy.

“Stay safe!” he thundered. “I’m doing something!”

Mouse laughed bitterly. “At least you’re not being vague! I’d hate it if you chose now to be vague!”

He deactivated the Baxter armor and leapt up into the air, using a mixture of his own natural flying skills and StellarFlight. He sped upward, into the wind, too fast for either the hail spiders or the snow demons to latch onto him. He soared toward the presence he felt. While he couldn’t see through the snow, he still had magical sight thanks to his divination spell. He was above the hotel, and there, swirling in the middle of the maelstrom, was a hole in the world, a spinning core of darkness about the size of their Suburban.

It looked like a black hole in the world, but Steven saw a figure there, a figure in robes being whipped by the wind. He heard laughter. A deep voice followed, making the air vibrate. “Oh, I see now, of what we will have to face, what the demon kings fear, but yours is not the destiny they fear, no, but another. The lost man who will cause such trouble, who might yet undo what was seeded long ago. Their fear is laughable, for there is another, grander game that is being played by a far greater master.”

Steven had stopped his flight to float there, and so the snow demons and hail spiders could grab him. They might shred his scales, but he could heal himself, and besides, if he got into too much trouble he could teleport away.

And if he knew Tessa, she might already be spinning up a Magica Porta spell to bring in reinforcements. With his full Escort, dealing with the monstrous storm armies would be far easier.

Steven called out to the figure. “It would be nice if you would tell me who you are and what you’re fucking talking about, but I’m pretty sure that you’re not going to do that. I’ll find out later with my magic. Let’s just end this now, okay?”

“You have no idea what you are facing, boy!”

Snow demons shredded Steven’s wings, and spiders were biting into his flesh, and yet, he didn’t lose focus.

Steven hated the arrogance in that voice. Once again, these fuckers were underestimating him. He was done talking to the thing, and he was going to unmake it with the ultimate Dragonsoul exhalant, ChromaticFury.

He could feel the Crown of Icharaam, bound to his skull, even in his True Form. He accessed that power, but not before another Transvexri spell, which took him to the other side of the spinning ball of darkness. He’d escaped the snow demons and hail spiders, but he didn’t have much time, since his wings were basically useless. He had only seconds before he fell.

Inhaling, he opened his mouth and the world stopped. All went silent, and then there was the whomp of power and he breathed out mass destruction, death on the wind, all of his exhalant energy, right into the sphere, the source of the storm.

Every color on the spectrum, both what humans could see and colors beyond them, wreathed in electricity, a dance of fire and ice and power, struck the black hole, ripping into it and reducing it to nothing. Just empty sky remained.

The wind dropped, the snow stopped, and all was quiet.

Steven started to fall, his Animus core nearly empty, but he could pull power from his Morta core. He used Transvexri to land on the ground next to Mouse and Tessa.

The barista stood in front of the amber dragon. Her Peacekeepers were smoking, and the barrels were red-hot. She looked like such a badass, standing there in front of the dragon with her amber scales and swollen belly.

Aria, in her dragon form, floated overhead.

The voice boomed again. “This is not over. No. I’ve seen what’s to come. I do not need to kill you, dragon child. It is the peacemaker that needs to die.”

Tessa waved her pistols. “They’re Peacekeepers, asshole. Why does everyone make that same fucking mistake? Peacemakers might’ve won the west, but I always thought they looked a little derpy.”

The clouds were already parting, blown away by a new, natural wind.

The voice had no response.

Mouse shifted back into a woman, sat down, and leaned her back against a tire of the Suburban. “It wants my baby,” she said, choking back a sob. “I knew it would be like this. I knew it.”

She let the sobs come, and they racked her body until she couldn’t talk and could hardly breathe.

Steven closed his eyes as he felt his heart break. They’d won the battle, but it looked like they’d found themselves in another war.


CHAPTER 8

THREE MOONS
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It wasn’t long before people were walking around the parking lot, dazed at the violence, looking for their cars. Steven could use RealityFire to repair the parking lot, but he wasn’t going to attempt to rebuild the cars.

Mouse had stopped crying. They’d gotten her a coke from a nearby gas station, and she was sipping it in the passenger seat of the Suburban. She was not happy, but she managed to make a joke. “Well, those folks are going to have to go to their insurance. I think ‘Storm Monster’ qualifies as an act of God, don’t you?”

Tessa laughed. She’d strapped on her holsters, and because it was Idaho, she didn’t look so out of place standing there in the parking lot next to their SUV. “Yeah, this just doesn’t happen every day to your typical human. For us? Sure?”

Steven wasn’t in the mood for jokes, and neither was Aria. She came marching out of the lobby. “We have a room for the night. It will not be such a chore to replenish your Animus tonight, and we can reach out to Sabina for information.”

Steven sighed. “Or we can Magica Porta our way back to the Infinity Ranch. We can’t just keep driving.”

“No!” Mouse nearly yelled. “For the love of biscuits, we are not cancelling this road trip. No. If we need the other girls, they can get here in a snap. This is important. Now, more than ever. I can feel it!” Fresh tears trickled down her cheeks.

Steven wasn’t going to argue with her. He grabbed their bags while Tessa helped the pregnant blonde out of the Suburban. In no time flat, they were in their room, in comfortable AC. They got the best room in the place, which wasn’t much, but it had two full bedrooms and a nice living room with a kitchen off to the side. It smelled clean and fresh. Whatever cleaning stuff the Marriott corporation used, they were consistent. The place had the welcoming fragrance of every one of their hotels. It was comforting, and they needed some comforting at that point.

He opened the window to look down on the wreckage in the parking lot. Mouse sat on the couch, eyes closed. Tessa and Aria left to get dinner for them.

“I’m sorry,” Steven said quietly. “It’s been so quiet ever since the stuff with Collidium, I thought the worst was behind us. Looks like that’s not the case.”

“It never will be quiet.” Mouse’s voice was soft. She sounded so hurt and afraid. “Aria is always saying that the life of a Dragonsoul is full of sex and violence. We were stupid to think we’d be different.”

Steven turned. “So why not go home? We can research this new threat.”

The little blonde was quiet for a long time. “I can’t explain it, Steven. I don’t think you or Sabina can help explain it. I just know that it’s important. I know it.” She paused and took a deep breath. She let it out slowly. “You know why I wanted to name our son Axel.”

“I do. It means ‘the father of peace’ in Icelandic.”

She nodded. “Yeah. Either that or ‘peacemaker.’ I wanted him to bring peace to the universe. No offense, but it seems to me we’ve only brought war.”

Steven couldn’t stop himself from responding. “We killed the Zothoric. We saved countless from being absorbed by the Myriad. We have brought peace to the world, at least to this Earth, as far as the Dragonsouls are concerned. We don’t go seeking war.”

Mouse’s laughter was bitter. “Really? Because it seems to me that when you or one of our wives goes out to police the universe, it’s like we’re looking for a war. It was only a matter of time before they pissed off the wrong god or whatever, and then we end up fighting the weather.”

“We won today,” Steven said quietly. “We have a ton of power, and with great power comes⁠—”

“Really, Steven? Are you really quoting Spider-Man at me? And why the fucking hyphen?”

Steven found himself grinning. “There are some mysteries in the universe you just can’t explain.” He sat down next to his pregnant wife and pulled her close. He loved feeling her head on his chest as he held her tight. “Let’s see if we can get some information on this latest asshole.”

“Reach out to Sabina,” the blonde whispered. “But I don’t think it’s going to help.”

Steven cast Magica Divinatio, and immediately, he felt Sabina’s presence. He could feel where she was, in her little house north of the main house, protected by the perimeter hotel.

The Latina’s voice filled his head. Steven, I know you ran into trouble, mi amor. I have been in the magic, seeking. But my vision is clouded. I think yours will be clouded as well.

Let’s do it together then. He inhaled deeply. Then he was swept away from Earth, and he found himself on another world, standing in sand. White-rock ridges surrounded, dotted with strange graying plants, bleached by a fierce sun. It seemed familiar. Was this the place Hwedo had been banished to? He thought that was the case, but he couldn’t be sure. An instant later, it was night, and three moons were in the sky, one waning, two waxing, suspended in a sky filled with strange constellations.

Sabina was there, and she held his hand. “This is what I have seen as well, this other world, and I know it will be important to your son, Axel, but I can’t tell you why exactly. No manches, it is strange. I know Mouse is frightened, and I know she hates fighting, but we must remember, she bites. And her son, your son, will bite even harder. We have to trust, mi amor, that when the time comes, we will know what to do.”

He turned to her and looked into her eyes. Sabina was plump, her hair long and dark, and she smiled, crinkling the crow’s feet around her glowing green eyes.

Steven frowned. “I hate seeing her so afraid. And when she cries, it kills me, Sabina. I feel my heart dying.”

She touched his chest. “Your heart will never die. Besides, don’t you really have two hearts? Animus and Morta, there, inside of you, giving you such strength. You are unique, like all your wives are unique. I know you have been worrying about the elven queen, mi amor, and Quinnestri is almost ready for the Dragonskin rituals to begin. When she gains the power of the Alpheros, she will be a most amazing weapon.”

“Are you saying that she is the key to this?” Steven asked.

Sabina shook her head. “No. The journey you are on, this road trip full of music and corn nuts, is for you four alone. Mouse has wisdom. She has been through a great deal. Yes, I believe she knows, deep down, the answers to this current puzzle.”

A harsh, hot wind blew around them, swirling up the sand and dust. Clouds boiled into the sky, obscuring the three moons, and like in Burley, Idaho, a strange blizzard blew into them, mixing with the sand and dust. Lightning crackled in the sky above, and thunder boomed.

A voice called out of the storm, bellowing a single word. “Shayatin.”

That was the name of their enemy.

A second later, Sabina let out a cry.

Steven watched as the world cracked, like a mirror, and suddenly he was floating in darkness, and there was only one spot of light that he could see. It looked like a basin, a cistern, and the water gleamed with a green light, though there were shadows there, moss swaying in the water. Steven felt Animus in that cistern, strange energy, but all around it was literally nothing, no Animus and no Morta.

The Void.

He wondered if Shayatin was from the three-moon world. Or was he like Collidium, a creature of the Void?

Before he could see more, Steven found himself back on the couch in the Marriott.

Mouse pushed herself off his chest and gazed into his eyes. “Tell me you know exactly what is going on. Give me some fucking news, Steven.”

He shook his head. “I can’t. The magic is being obscured, by Shayatin. That’s the name of our latest villain, or at least I think it is. Something strange is going on. But that all doesn’t much matter, Mouse. We can beat him. You know I’d die before anything happened to our Axel.”

At the sound of that name, Steven felt the music of his child swell in both his head and his heart.

Mouse couldn’t help but sing the song, and he joined her, and they were singing Axel’s song when the door opened.

Tessa lifted up four bags of food. “I heard the song out in the parking lot! This is an omen! It means we’re going to win!”

Aria also carried bags of food, along with a tray of cold sodas sweating in their cups. “We have brought a great deal of meat. Tessa insisted on barbecue. Remember the grilled and smoked meats we ate in the hotel in Colorado Springs? We have a veritable feast.”

“Barbecue!” Tessa yelled. “To celebrate our latest victory. We’ll eat a bunch, lapse into a food coma, come out of the food coma, have a ton of sex, and then get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow Steven can fix the parking lot, and bam, we’re back on the road again. Seattle, baby, here we come!”

Steven loved the joy and optimism in the barista’s voice.

They gathered around the table and opened container after container of ribs, burnt ends, brisket, and grilled chicken. There was even a box of chicken wings, deep-fried and coated in buffalo sauce.

Tessa crinkled her nose. “Uh, we got a lot. I couldn’t decide, and so I got one of everything. Literally.”

Going to her bag, Aria lifted out a bottle of Crazy Earl’s hot sauce. “And I knew we’d need this since we have the unofficial Wayne sister with us.”

Mouse sniffed. “Thanks, guys. This is great.”

Tessa gripped the blonde’s hand. “Are you feeling better?”

The blonde nodded. “A little. Steven and Sabina tried their divination magic but didn’t get much.”

“I want to hear everything!” Tessa shouted. “While we eat. Let’s get to it! This food isn’t going to eat itself.”

They all took a chair at the table and dug into the meal.

Steven went over what he and Sabina had seen.

Aria was plowing through the chicken wings. She dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Perhaps Hwedo knows about this enemy, for she was on that world for a long while. Could she know of this weather sorcery?”

Steven had just finished off the burnt ends. They were good, smokey, black, and crusty, and with a little bit of Crazy Earl’s sauce, each bite was a world of flavor. “I had the same idea. We can talk to her, and maybe you can reach out to Heridan. She doesn’t have Divinatio magic, but with Connexra, she has a unique view of the universe. She might be able to give us some info.”

Right then, Steven’s cell phone rang. He answered it, and it was Bud Novak on the other end. “Steven! Buddy! I hear the weather tried to kill you up in Idaho.”

“How do you know?” Steven got up from the table to talk by the window. Below, the parking lot was dark, the sun had set, and all the streetlights near them had been destroyed. Some people had checked out, but most had stayed. The police had come to cordon off the area along with some U.S. soldiers.

Bud laughed. “It’s my job to know. Our guy in the U.S. government, Buster Lumpkin, rang me up after you and your girls got into the big dragon fight. Good ol’ Uncle Sam is still freaked out about, you know, this whole ancient paranormal creatures in the world thing. Long story short, I talked with local authorities, and we contacted the insurance companies, and I’m taking care of the boring human stuff. You got a handle on the dragon stuff?”

Steven wished he had better news. “We’re working on it. Hey, can you tell them all I’ll repair the damage in the morning? I’m going to use RealityFire to at least get the grass and asphalt fixed.”

“You betcha, Steven old buddy. This is great news. I have the CEO of Marriott on speed dial, and I’ll give him the info. This is great PR for us, by the way. In the movies, the superheroes destroy cities, and are like, ‘Sorry.’ You and I, on the other hand, clean up our messes. Uh, so you can like breathe reality?”

Steven chuckled “Something like that. But it’s dangerous business. If I push the magic too far, it could kill me.”

Bud’s voice turned super loud. “Don’t you fucking die on me, Steven. There is no way I’d want to work for humans at this point. It’s Dragonsouls all the way for me and my future. Fix the parking lot. Take some pictures and send them to me. I started a Drokharis Instagram page, and we can post the before and after pics. Just try not to destroy anything else.”

“No promises, Bud. We’re fighting something tough.”

“That’s some bullshit right there, friendo. Ain’t nobody tougher than my dragon man, Steven Drokharis.”

Steven hoped he was right.


CHAPTER 9

THE SEATTLE AERIE
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Steven woke up late the next morning with Mouse sleeping on his chest. He held her as he felt her breath, a tide rushing in and out of her precious body. Aria and Tessa were already up and out. He hoped they weren’t gathering another feast for breakfast. After the tons of food he’d had the night before, the hotel’s breakfast would be more than enough. He was looking forward to the normal Marriott waffles and the syrup in the little packages. While it was simple, he’d grown accustomed to the meal.

He recalled all the sex from the night before with a smile. Tessa had been relentless, Aria had teased him to no end, and Mouse had watched before she took a turn riding him. The little blonde liked to be on top, and he’d gently held her breast while she ground out orgasm after orgasm on him. All their Animus cores were full.

Aria’s Morta core had also been replenished, fed by the Morta around them. For on Earth, there was life, certainly, but there was also death.

Thankfully, nothing had attacked them. Of course not. Sabina was now on full alert. She could reach out if she felt any kind of evil in the world that wasn’t of the normal human sort.

He and Mouse were in their own room—Aria and Tessa had taken the other bedroom.

The front door opened then closed softly.

Tessa peeked her head in. She whispered, “I thought you’d be awake. Aria and I have already eaten. We bought you Starbucks. It’s such corporate coffee nonsense, and I had to choke down my soy latte, but sometimes you have to rough it.”

“Starbucks isn’t roughing it,” Mouse said in a gruff voice. “At least we got a good night’s sleep.”

“The night and half the morning!” Aria called from the other room. “You’ve had your long lie-in, and I’m curious to see you use RealityFire again. I like how the world trembles when you use the Alpherian Exhalant.”

In short order, they dressed and took the elevator down into the busy lobby. Breakfast was almost over, and there was the last rush.

All eyes turned to look at Steven and his three wives. There were frowns, certainly, but there were also smiles and excitement. Aria was the face of the Dragonsoul world to most people. However, everyone also knew the great Steven Drokharis. He was glad no one asked for an autograph.

He got his waffles, a spoonful of the iffy scrambled eggs, and three of the rather delicious turkey sausage patties, along with an entire plate of the thin bacon, some of it crispy, some it soggy, but all of it tasty.

After his meal, he sipped the mocha that Tessa had bought him. She’d made sure the Starbucks baristas topped it off with plenty of whipped cream.

Tessa grinned. “Is this what it’s like to be Beyonce? I kinda love it.”

Aria also had a big grin on her face. “I can feel the lust of the men and women. They look at us, they look at me, and their souls are filled with desire. The Icharaam generators will be full for weeks.”

Mouse rolled her eyes. “We filled the generators ourselves last night. I think I saw the lights get brighter while we were, uh, playing.”

“I love playing!” Tessa said a little loudly.

After packing up, Steven went out to the parking lot and shifted into his True Form. That drew a crowd, and the hotel manager was there. While he was frowning, there was still a little spark of excitement in his eye. If the great Steven Drokharis could repair the damage from the storm battle, it would save the hotel a ton of money.

Steven glanced at the shredded asphalt, decimated lawns, and destroyed trees. He took in a breath.

He imagined what the place had looked like before, and then he exhaled RealityFire. The world trembled as the pale fire washed over the land, settling the asphalt, smoothing it out. He remembered the painted lines and added them in. He blew grass back into the dirt and then sprouted trees, nurturing them with his Animus, and he restored them, giving them branches and leaves, and when he was done, the entire grounds had been restored.

Both Aria and Mouse had their phones out, taking the video that Bud would post.

The crowd clapped and cheered.

Tessa lifted her hands, glowing a bright pink color. “We’re not done, people. We have to mark the occasion with a little something special.”

Using Enchantrix, she took the metal from several junked—completely destroyed—cars, swirled them into a shape, and created an archway on the grass in front of the parking lot. She added yesterday’s date, June 2, and their names as well as Storm Battle.

That brought more applause. The barista bowed. “And there you have it. I’m using the magic of dragons to fix what we fucked up!”

The hotel manager was beyond pleased.

Steven paid their bill, and they were back on the road. They stopped in Twin Falls, to take in the breathtaking views of the Snake River Canyon, the same place where Evil Knievel had jumped the canyon in his X-2 Skycycle on September 8th, 1974. Steven’s stepfather, Joe Whipp, had been a big fan.

They drove through hilly deserts, the sky a dazzling blue, and up into Washington, crossing the Cascades.

Tessa insisted they stop for cherry pie in North Bend, to eat at Twede’s Café, otherwise known as the Double R Café, a location made famous by the show Twin Peaks. Steven had a damn fine cup of coffee there, along with a very sweet slice of the cherry pie. He loved every bite.

Then it was back on Highway 202, winding its way through mountains of pine and rock, and before they knew it, they were in the greater Seattle area.

Steven turned to the blonde in the passenger seat. “Okay, Mouse, we’re here. Where to now?”

Mouse seemed distracted. Her eyes were unfocused, and she was quietly humming Axel’s song. “I…I…don’t know. Maybe call Imogene Summers. She might be able to help us.”

Imogene Summers was a very old Dragonsoul, and one of the former wives of Liang Pope. The Dragonsoul Prime of the PNW had been killed by either Chazzie or Pru with a huge .50 caliber round. Magica Cura was powerful, but it wasn’t going to reattach that asshole’s head. Liang had attacked them after they’d found the Dragonknight Circle, a very special Americos Chamber on Cannon Beach. That was over two hundred miles to the south, a four-hour drive.

“Imogene?” Steven sighed. “She’s going to want to talk marriage.”

Tessa reached from the back seat to rub his shoulders. “Poor baby. Everyone wants to marry you.”

Aria laughed. “I find it intoxicating, my Prime.”

Tessa called Imogene, and they planned on meeting at Imogene’s aerie in the Columbia Center in downtown Seattle. They’d park and then fly up, or they might use Magica Porta to just walk into the penthouse suites way up at the top, in secret rooms that only a few humans knew about.

Steven found that funny. Travel was so easy now. He remembered his first flying lessons with Aria, and how hard it had been. He’d then used that flight to fly up to Rhaegen Mulk’s aerie in Denver, when they’d rescued Aria back at the very beginning of their adventures.

Driving in Seattle wasn’t fun, especially in the poop-yellow Suburban. Cars, trucks, and everything in between packed the highways and streets.

Steven found himself at a standstill, waiting to exit. “Why didn’t we plan on rush-hour traffic?”

Mouse chuckled. “To echo Tessa, poor baby. You defeated the most powerful demon bitch in creation, and here you are, foiled by Seattle traffic.”

They finally exited and found parking, and Steven opened a portal. In seconds, they were in the entryway of the suites.

A blonde bombshell rushed into the room. She had a scar on the right side of her face, which made her somehow more beautiful. She was naked, which should’ve been shocking enough, but she was also armed, with a large caliber assault rifle in her hands. A bayonet was fixed to the end of the barrel. She had nice breasts, a little on the small side, but her stiff nipples pointed skyward. Nice hips framed a little patch of light-yellow pubic hair below a flat tummy.

Steven raised a hand. “Tallulah Brahms. I’m hoping you’ve forgiven me for the, uh, scar. We could fix that, you know.’

Tallulah spoke in sexy southern accent. “I know, my Prime, but I kinda like it. Never thought I’d live through all these battles. Sorry about the gun. Old habits and all that.”

Tessa was all smiles. “Tallulah! Looking fine!” The barista rushed to hug the woman, big gun and all.

A moment later, Imogene Summers sauntered into the room. She had striking brownish-black hair and a tanned face marked by laugh lines. Crow’s feet edged her sparkling brown eyes. She was in a light summer dress that barely kept her large breasts in place. Her nipples were showing, and when he looked, he didn’t see any sign of underwear. Was she wearing a thong? He was dying to find out.

Probably wasn’t the time, nor the place, and if he got too intimate with the woman, she would definitely bring up marriage.

The older woman smiled. “Steven Drokharis. I have to say, when Tessa called me, I wasn’t sure what to think. Are we in trouble?”

Mouse grumbled, “We’re always in fucking trouble.”

Imogene quoted Shakespeare, which was kind of a verbal tic for her. “‘When sorrows come, they come not single spies. But in battalions!’” The older woman went over to the petite blonde and touched her swollen stomach. “Thou dost carry a new life, my dear, and so, of course there will be worries. We know about the little fight in Idaho, where the dogs of war were unleashed.”

“Didn’t sound so little to me,” Tallulah purred. She was holding Tessa’s hand, and Tessa seemed to really like that.

Imogene shrugged. “The Prime defeated the Zothoric. I can’t imagine we’ll ever see another villain as bad.”

“If only that were the case,” Steven said. “The universe has all kinds of enemies.” He thought of the realities he’d visited when he’d fought Collidium. There had been one entity, something called the Creator Destructor, that seemed as old and evil as time itself. He hoped never to meet that thing again.

Then there was his vision of the three-moon world cracking open to reveal the cistern of green waters surrounded by nothing. The Void. God only knew what horrors lived there. And what was in that cistern?

He cleared his throat. “Mouse seemed to think you could help us.”

Imogene shook her head. “I will do what I can. Tallulah isn’t afraid to fight, and neither am I. ‘Cowards die many times before their deaths; the valiant never taste of death but once.’” She paused. “But first, you must be tired and hungry from your long drive. I know this is rather irregular, but I’d like to take you to dinner, Steven. Just the two of us.”

It was clear she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

Tessa didn’t help. “You two should have some alone time. We can eat here, with Tallulah. You two have fun.”

Aria gave her a long, rather stern look.

Imogene only laughed. “Then it’s settled. I know of a good place, very private, where the crowds won’t bother us. I’ll cast the portal magic. It’s so freeing to be able to travel anywhere we like! ‘Journeys end in lovers meeting,’ or so the Bard would say.”

In short order, she cast the spell and opened a fiery portal. She walked through. She motioned for him to follow.

Steven tipped his head at his wives and joined her.

They were in a back alley, with the smell of fresh fish, just out of the ocean, lingering in the air. He knew right away where they were. “Pike Place Fish Market. You said there wouldn’t be any crowds.”

Imogene grabbed his hand. “We’re only a few steps from our restaurant. No worries.”

“Me worry? Never.” He had enough wives to do the worrying for him.


CHAPTER 10

IMOGENE SUMMERS
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Steven sat down at a five-table restaurant high up above the fish market. Everything was polished wood, brass, and glass. The place was empty, for the time being, and they got a table that had views of both the fish market below and the waters of the Sound. Across the way was Olympia National Park, its forests and mountain rising from the water.

It was easy to forget that the sound wasn’t the Pacific Ocean, given the large cruise ships docked there. White sailboats dotted the blue waters. The sky was clear, for the moment, which made him feel better. However, there were clouds on the horizon. Would they bring normal Seattle rain or something worse?

Shayatin. He’d asked Imogene and Tallulah if they recognized the name, but they hadn’t. Neither had Heridan, who had been searching through the Morta of the universe for clues about their new enemy. So far, the demonic woman and Sabina hadn’t found anything.

In the fish market, vendors threw paper-wrapped fish to customers, and there was happy shouting. It was a Seattle thing.

Imogene saw him appreciating the views. “I’m glad we have good weather for you, considering everything that’s going on. Pregnant wife. New dangers. You know, the usual for you.”

That made Steven laugh. “I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised. Still, I’m not happy about it.”

“Not happy about your new baby?” Imogene sang Axel’s melody in a low voice. “Another Drokharis baby should make your heart sing as loud as that baby’s song. ‘If music be the food of love, play on.’”

Steven found himself grinning. “When did your love of Shakespeare begin?”

“Since before I could read,” she said. “I was very young when my mother would take me to see his plays, but this was a long time ago, back in England. Not the originals, I can assure you. I am not as old as that. But the words, the characters, the worlds he built. I love them. I hope you aren’t put off.”

“No. Not at all.” There was a moment of silence, and then he decided to be completely honest with the woman. “We’re looking forward to another baby, but Mouse is beside herself with worry. For a long time, she didn’t want to be a mother. She’s had a rough go of it.”

Imogene sipped her wine before setting her glass down. “I know some of her history. Being married to someone who doesn’t love you is difficult. Believe me, I know. I suffered through Liang Pope. Or put another way, ‘For what is wedlock forced but a hell, an age of discord and continual strife? Whereas the contrary bringeth bliss and is a pattern of celestial peace.’”

“Was Liang Pope mean to you?”

Imogene glanced down. “Not any crueler than most Dragonlords, but he didn’t like us much. He was ambitious, driven, and wives were just trappings. I might as well have been a vase for all he cared. It was servitude, pure and simple, for all the long years of my life. You changed that.”

Steven wasn’t sure how to respond.

The woman saved him by talking more. “My lot wasn’t all bad in the end. I had the one husband. There were children to look after and things to do. We fought for him, yes, because to betray him meant either death or a different master.”

Steven remembered that Liang Pope had three daughters. Liang was the kind of dragon who would’ve wanted a son, and yet, male Dragonsouls were rare. “So just Liang Pope?”

“Just him. I fought the attraction for a while, when I was younger, believing that another, better dragon would come and kill him. That day never came, however, not for a long, long time. Until you.”

“I’m glad I could help in some small way.”

Imogene continued. “It was the hardest on Tallulah. Not the scar, that was nothing, but she did love Liang Pope. She was his favorite, after all, and I suppose that made it easier on her. Sometimes I was jealous of her. I wanted to feel that way about someone. I suppose now I do.” She held his gaze, and Steven could feel the lust and Animus pouring off her.

He was about to say something when the food came. The waitress was a young Hispanic girl, and she brought them appetizers, fried calamari, bread with olive oil and pink salt, and pale-yellow melon slices topped with a salty ham. The food was divine, and Steven especially liked the squid dish’s spicy tomato sauce dip.

He sipped his own white wine between bites. So far, they hadn’t talked about marriage, and he was grateful. They chatted about what Steven and Sabina had seen, the entity that had summoned the storm army, and other current events.

Imogene motioned around her. “Seattle has switched over to the Icharaam generators. The lights have never been brighter. We are very happy here.”

“I’m glad,” Steven said. “I want you all to be happy.”

The older woman adjusted her already perfect hair. “This is where I bring up the rather sensitive issue of what happens next for me. You know what I want, Steven. I know you know this, but other primes have married a hundred women before. I won’t be a bother.”

Steven felt himself blush. “This is when we talk about marriage. Imogene, I’m just not ready for another wife. I have a new baby on the way, and yes, other Dragonlords have been able to juggle huge families, but I’m not like other Dragonlords. I was born human, and I figured I’d be lucky to have one wife. Now I have fifteen. And so many more want to add to that number.”

“You aren’t like other dragons, my Prime. You are better. And you are so attentive. I’ve not been a selfish person until now. Now? I want to be selfish. I want a place in your heart and in your life. You are so handsome! ‘And thou art as wise as thou are handsome!’”

Steven laughed. “And I’m so young! Aren’t you afraid of robbing the cradle?”

“I know what I want,” the woman said simply. “I am not afraid, not with you around. You’ll protect us, and you’ll always be there for us. For me. I know that. I can see it in your eyes.”

He found himself drawn to this woman. He had other, older women in his harem. Quinnestri was three thousand, three hundred, and thirty-six years old. She’d reminded him of that fact often.

Imogene ate the last of the melon dish. “I was afraid when your Escort killed Liang. I can’t tell you how much that fear made me cry.”

Steven remembered, during one of his visions back then, that he’d seen Imogene crying. “And now?”

“I realized that fear is a thief. It steals from us, the very minutes of our lives. Or put another way, ‘When our actions do not, our fears do make us traitors.’ I will not be afraid. And I can be patient, Steven. You can take as much time as you’d like. I know things are different now, and female dragons are not property anymore. However, at the same time, you own me. You own my heart.” She laughed, even as tears sparkled in her eyes. “It’s a big responsibility, yes, but you should know the truth. Besides, thou dost have the power and the strength to carry such a burden, I have no doubt.”

She reached out a slim hand. Her nails were painted a light cream color, and her fingers had no rings. He thought that hand would look good with his ring on it.

He took the hand and felt her warmth.

Her voice was soft. “Let this be a long courtship. We’ll flirt, yes, and you’ll kiss me, and we’ll dance together. We can go on dates, like the humans do, and someday, when the time is right, you will take me and make love to me, and I will know true love at last.”

He felt his heart soften. “How can I say no to that?”

After the difficult topic of their courtship was discussed, the rest of the conversation over dinner came easier. They had the steak and lobster. Every bite melted in his mouth. The sun was low in the western sky when they finished. They walked the fish market and enjoyed the people, though everywhere they went, someone recognized him.

Two giggling teenage girls came up, asking for a selfie.

Steven agreed, and for the first time, maybe ever, he enjoyed the notoriety.

Or was he enjoying the glimmer in Imogene’s dark brown eyes? Yes, he probably enjoyed that too.

Before they cast the portal magic to return to the aerie, she drew him close. Her eyes met his as she touched his hair. The caress surprised him, and he felt the lust in his stomach.

“I would like to celebrate our first date with a kiss.” She smiled. “‘My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand...to smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.’”

“That one I know,” Steven murmured. It was from Romeo and Juliet, but he wasn’t thinking about that right then. All he wanted was to feel the woman’s lips on his.

Their faces were close, then they were kissing, and he smelled her musky, rainy scent, so fresh and yet so animal. He wanted her, and for a second, thought that he could have another wife with no problem at all.

But then she was withdrawing, giving him a sweaty grin. “‘Thou art a soul in bliss.’ I can see it. Too bad we are flirting, and our courtship will be snail-slow as we go.”

Steven sighed. “I like this, Imogene. I like you.”

That made her blush. “I am very glad for that fact.”

She shifted into her Homo Draconis form. Her scales were a variety of autumn colors: brown, rust, and copper. She breathed out fire and then swirled the fire into a portal. She stepped through and turned and motioned him to follow.

Other people in the market saw the fire, and they were smiling.

Steven thought about the Mind Wipe spell they’d used back when they had to be hidden from the humans. It was part of the Magica Defensio sorcery, and yet, now it wasn’t needed anymore. Dragons were out in the world, and everyone knew about them.

Steven followed and walked into the entryway of the PNW Primacy’s main aerie. The place smelled like pizza, and it was a smell he followed.

He found Tessa, Aria, Mouse, and Tallulah in the main room, which had plenty of windows to show the sights of Seattle. Down the way was the famous space needle, which looked so small now, compared to all the skyscrapers.

Tallulah had slipped on a tight top that showed her sculpted arms. Her skirt barely covered the bottom of her ass. For the rest, she was barefoot, and she looked so good. Her assault rifle hung by its strap on a coatrack. The bayonet gleamed a blue-black color. There was something special about that bayonet.

“We got pizza!” Tessa said loudly. “And I made coffee. We have salad too, though only Mouse ate it.”

The petite blonde was sitting awkwardly on a leather couch, with a hand on her belly. She looked beyond uncomfortable. “Sue me for wanting some vegetables. Zoey would be happy, and what’s my job if not to make insecure werebears happy.”

Tessa was there to defend the Morphling. “Zoey isn’t that insecure anymore, but now I feel guilty for not eating salad. Thanks, Mouse.”

Tallulah raised an eyebrow. “Y’all have a good time?”

Imogene nodded. “A moment lost to a happy kiss, and still there hangs the promise of marital bliss.”

“You talked marriage!” Tessa said loudly.

Aria frowned. “Perhaps this is something they wanted to keep private.”

Tessa sank a hand on her hip. “It was in the Shakespeare quote. I think that lets me talk about it.”

Imogene went over and grabbed a slice of pepperoni. “That wasn’t from the Bard. That was from me. Steven and I have come to an understanding.”

Tallulah blinked. “A sexy understanding.”

“A chaste one, I assure thee,” Imogene purred. “For our two lips were as of pilgrims, and pilgrims know of chastity.”

Tessa sighed. “I could listen to her all the time.”

Mouse’s face pinched in pain. She gasped and pressed a hand against her belly. “Oh, that hurt. Wait. Should it be hurting?”

Steven’s heart trembled. Was there something wrong?

He cast Magica Divinatio, and he wasn’t surprised to hear Sabina’s voice in his head. It’s started. Once she is safe, Mouse will know what to do. But first, the enemy is coming to end the life of the peacemaker still in the womb. Perhaps that is the only way to destroy him.

Tallulah’s bayonet glowed with a bright yellow light. “Trouble is a-coming. Ol’ Eustace is gleaming.”

“A magical bayonet named Eustace? I love it!” Tessa called out. “I’ve got to Enchantrix the hell out of it once we’re done.”

“Hope you get the chance.” Mouse was pointing. “Look!”

The very waters of the Sound were rising up above the buildings of the fish market. The skies had blackened, like before, but this time, floating in the maelstrom was the robed figure.

Shayatin. And he had four arms.

He raised one set of arms over his head. Another pair of arms was outstretched in front of him. And with them, he summoned another swirling black hole of a storm that vomited out a fresh batch of monsters, huge mutant eagle things. The winged horrors, along with more of the red-eyed snow demons, sped through the air and shattered the glass of the aerie.

Suddenly Seattle was lost in a blizzard of unexpected snow. The cinderblock hail followed, the chunks of ice falling out of the sky, pummeling the building and all the humans, cars, and buses below.

The hail was bad enough, but then the ice sprouted spider legs, and things got exponentially worse.


CHAPTER 11

SEATTLE BATTLE
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The sound of the hail striking the tower was thunderous. Windows shattered further down. It sounded like hell on Earth.

They had another threat to face, though. The eagle things had smashed through the windows and were trying to cram their bodies inside. They had the beak and wings of a raptor, but they didn’t have feathers, only metal-like flesh that gleamed in the light. Instead of claws, their strong legs ended in balls of black tentacles that gripped the edges of the shattered window. Extra pairs of arms sprouted from their chests. Metal fists held a variety of weapons, from spears, to axes, to swords. But no guns.

One opened its mouth to shriek, showing a black tongue in the razor-sharp edges of its beak. Then it was racing into the room. Or at least it tried to.

Tallulah didn’t use Eustace the Bayonet but fired point-blank into the monster, putting fist-sized holes in the thing. That was one big gun, and it was firing hollow points like they were going out of style.

Tessa threw up a Defensio spell. Using the more telekinetic aspects of the magic, she threw other eagle things out of the living room. From inside the bedrooms, they heard the windows shatter as hail spiders, cyclone creatures, and snow demons flooded the penthouse.

Aria shifted into a dark red Homo Draconis, and she unloaded Napalm Death into the spiders, but the cyclones flung the burning Morta onto the walls and floor, which threatened to explode into flames.

Steven shifted into his partial form as well, and he breathed out ArcticWind, which put out the fire and froze at least two of the cyclone creatures in place.

But fighting Shayatin’s minions wasn’t going to win the fight.

Steven went over to Mouse, picked her up in his claws, and used Transvexri to teleport her out of the room. He then used Connexra to contact Aria. Come out and help guard Mouse. We should probably include Tessa in the fun as well, but I don’t see this fight lasting long.

Aria burst out of the skyscraper, turning into her True Form, and flew up, dripping Morta. She spun around. It appears that whoever is coming after Axel has decided to use a bit more magic on the new version of their monster.

A million gallons of water were rising out of the Sound, gushing through the air, to splash onto the bottom of the Columbia Center’s skyscrapers. The water took form, becoming a huge kaiju monster around four-hundred feet tall. It was man-shaped, with claws made out of the sharpened metal of boats. It roared, showing a maw of black water rimmed by jagged metal teeth.

With a swing of its boat-long claws, it slashed through a bank of windows.

There, on its shoulder, stood the robed figure of Shayatin.

“Four arms?” Mouse complained. “Why all the extra arms? The better to hold us with? Ouch! I’m having another contraction, and they aren’t fun, Steven. Fix this shit!”

“On it, dear,” Steven said with a smile. He expanded out to his True Form, a thirty-foot-long black dragon, armed with the spells of heaven and hell.

Steven teleported in behind Shayatin, but before he could destroy the fucking guy, Steven found himself encased in ice. He fell from the sky, locked up for a second, before he went nuclear, exhaling ShadowFlame, which freed him.

Shayatin threw off his hood, revealing his features. Gleaming red eyes peered out of a blue-skinned face. Two sets of tusks split his thick purple lips. It was an alien, demonic face, but then again, this guy also had four arms. He kinda looked like the demon statues that Steven had seen in the Balinese temple when they’d been investigating The Mystery of the Dragonknights and Merlin’s Daughter.

Why did this feel like they were revisiting that important time in their lives? Liang Pope had formed a coalition, a California Imperium, and they’d destroyed it. But here they were, back in Seattle, fighting a new enemy.

Steven soared upward to get a better view of the battle.

Tessa appeared in a circle of fire near where Mouse lay, still a woman. Why wasn’t she turning into her True Form? Maybe she was worried how the baby would react. Still, the two women were surrounded by hail spiders, and it was only Tessa’s Defensio Magic that kept them safe.

Tessa’s Peacekeepers boomed, turning rain warriors to ice.

The eagle mutants had their hands full with Imogene and Tallulah. Both were bathing the eagle things in their Inferno exhalants. The smell of frying eagles filled the sky, and it smelled rather good, like fried chicken or maybe deep-fried turkeys, even though Steven had already eaten that night.

Imogene, in her dragon form, had a purse made of magical leather. She was dropping glass spheres, and when they hit, they exploded with magical fury. What were those things? Animus grenades?

Steven liked the idea.

Meanwhile, Aria was fighting the living ocean monster, or trying to. She kept hitting it with Sticky Lightning, which made the thing roar, and with her acid attack, she could melt the metal of its teeth and its claws. The thing was trying to grab Aria, but she was too good of a flier. Besides, if she got into trouble, she could teleport out of the monster’s clutches. For the time being, she was keeping the kaiju busy.

That meant Steven had a moment to find the heart of the storm and destroy it like he’d done before. He reached out with AnimusChain and found the source of the storm’s magic. A second later, he used his Morta core to teleport close. Opening his mouth, he meant to breathe out ChromaticFury, but he was hit with gale-force winds filled with sharpened ice. They ripped through his scales and pushed him back, nearly sending him tumbling out of the sky.

Snow demons flew close, but he exhaled out ShadowFlame, which turned them into melting rainfall.

Steven flew back toward the epicenter of the storm, but the blue-skinned demon flung fistfuls of lightning into him, knocking him off course and blinding him with pain.

He had no choice but to cast Magica Cura to heal himself, but the second he did, he teleported back toward the orb. He again tried to exhale ChromaticFury, but this time a fist the size of a firetruck grabbed him.

The ocean kaiju had him in its grip, and it was only because Steven had Transvexri that he could escape. His Morta Core was emptying out, and he had to figure out how to destroy the storm before those hail spiders and rain warriors broke through Tessa’s defenses.

Steven found Shayatin and flung out BlackBlood tentacles to snare the blue-skinned demon, even as the snow demons came sweeping up. Or tried to. Aria had created a BlackBlood shield around them for a second, and that gave Steven all the time he needed.

He spat out his Inferno Exhalant, but not to burn the four-armed demon man, but to open a portal. He took them both through it. An instant later, both he and Shayatin were on the driveway of the Infinity Ranch.

Sabina, of course, knew where the battle would take them, and she was there, in her dragon form, fifteen feet long, and while most of her scales were a shining green, her tail was a gleaming white. Her dragon scent was sage and lavender. “Hola, Shayatin.”

Right then, Steven ran out of Morta, and his BlackBlood tentacles turned into wisps of vapor.

“You know my name. Which means you have to die.” In his two right arms appeared a shield and sword made of ice. A fire shield and sword came to life in his left hands. Armed with both fire and ice, he turned on Steven.

Sabina was faster. She bathed the demon in fire, which made him scream. At the same time, she reached out to Steven. Take from my Animus, mi amor, so we can end this.

Steven cast Leeze, taking her Animus and turning it into Morta. He then flung more BlackBlood tentacles around the demon.

Shayatin was completely wrapped up in Steven’s tentacles, a rather small thing compared to Steven’s massive True Form. He could feel the demon thing trying to flee, but Steven cast Corropor to take over the fucker’s body, seizing him and making him his own personal puppet.

Sabina’s eyes glistened like wet emeralds. “Now, pendejo, you’re going to tell us everything.”

The demon grinned. “Your son hasn’t even been born, and yet, he has enemies. I have seen what’s to come, and he will not know peace. He will know wars upon wars. You will pray for the Zothoric in time, Steven Drokharis, for that was an enemy you could conquer. Your son faces a different fate. Perhaps I failed in killing the child, but at least I can kill the father.” The demon’s red eyes lit up with an icy light.

Steven felt the power filling the demon’s soul.

Sabina grimaced. “Oh, no manches, the cabron is going to destroy himself. And take us with him.”

Steven could sense the chaotic energy about to explode. He didn’t want any of his property to be damaged, so he teleported himself and Shayatin out of there, right back to the skies above Seattle.

A second later, the four-armed villain screamed, and there was an explosion as the entire sky lit up with magical fire.

But the sphere of darkness was still there, still churning out monsters. With Shayatin gone, that magic should’ve been gone as well. No, he’d talked about demon kings, or masters, or a single master, playing a grander game.

What did it all mean?

Steven heard a voice whispering in the storm, and he couldn’t catch all the words, but he recognized the poem.

The dust of nothing but rusting minutes, and a grayness shadows the failing light. All that is left in the nothing is hunger, another devouring, not of Morta or Animus, but a devouring of dust, the dust of time itself.

It was the same poem that Udur Waddi had recited back during Reggie’s birth.

Steven thought about researching the dark hole in the world more, but he needed to end the fight as soon as possible. Mouse and Axel took precedence.

Steven floated down, opened his mouth, and bathed the dark portal with ChromaticFury.

He didn’t know how much to tell Mouse about what Shayatin had said about Axel. That kind of prophecy would only make her worry more.

Steven flew down as the skies started to clear. He watched as the ocean monster turned back into water and went gushing down to the street below, flooding the streets and turning cars into boats. Most everyone had fled the battle, and it was only because Steven and his Escort had been there to stop the violence that kept it from becoming a real bloodbath.

Speaking of bloodbaths, Steven saw that Tallulah had shifted into her Homo Draconis form and was fighting with her assault rifle. Using the bayonet, she ripped through the mutant eagle warriors. Unlike the storm monsters, the eagles weren’t made of magic. They were flesh and blood, creations of some sort. Steven could sense the strange, alien magic coming off them.

More of Imogene’s Animus grenades hit, blowing through creatures left and right as Tallulah danced around, shooting or stabbing, but moving with SerpentGrace, dispatching the last of the creatures.

As for Mouse and Tessa, both women were held in Aria’s strong dragon arms. Mouse was sweating and pale, and Steven flew in, shifted into his human form, and ran to her.

He crouched, smelling her almond scent.

Mouse gave him a smile even as tears trailed down her cheeks. “He knew there would be a fight, and he knew that we needed to get away from the Infinity Ranch, just in case Shayatin attacked us there. He didn’t want anyone else getting hurt. He told me to go on the road trip. It was his idea.”

“Who?” Steven asked, even though he could sing the answer.

“Axel,” Mouse whispered. “He’s coming. I want him to be born where Aria was reborn. He’s a Dragonknight. I hate that for him, but it’s the truth. He’s a Peacemaker. He might not know peace, but he’ll make it.”

“And we’ll do our best to keep the peace for him,” Tessa whispered.

Steven knew where they had to go, and he was going to summon all of his wives from across the world to join them there—at the Dragonknight Chamber, where Aria had been knighted as the thirteenth Dragonknight. Then, after she died fighting Zothora, it was the place where Aria had been reborn.

Suddenly, it all made sense.


CHAPTER 12

THE BIRTH OF AXEL DROKHARIS
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It seemed like the entire Earth crackled with portal magic as dragon women showed up from every continent on Earth. There was so much love and excitement, especially since the latest threat had been handled. Shayatin had come to kill the next generation, and he had failed. There were still some questions that needed answers—like that damn poem—but they could deal with that later.

The Dragonknight Chamber was off the coast of Oregon, and it was a place that reverberated with power. Statues of the twelve knights, marked by the weather and the power of the ocean, stood with their swords around a central basin. The tide had come in, and the basin swirled with ocean water, cold and salty.

For a second, Steven remembered his vision of the cistern surrounded by the Void, but no, this was very different.

Mouse stood naked in the basin, her face twisted in pain. She leaned forward, hands on her knees. “Fuck! This hurts! Why does anyone go through this! Ow, Axel. Fucking ow!”

Tessa and Aria, equally nude, held her and soothed her as best they could. They weren’t the only naked women standing around in the water, below the huge statues of the dragon heroes of old. Most had been heroes. There were some important exceptions. Sir Brunor, for example, had turned into the insane assassin Bruno Illick. Then there was Sir Bedivere, who had taken another name, Roy Right, and he’d joined Liang Pope’s coalition. Roy was also one of the Americos Brothers, along with Sir Mordred, aka Morty Flint, and the last of the brothers, Sir Lancelot, who had taken the name Louis Laloux. Those three had created the Americos Chambers in an attempt to keep the Zothoric at bay. Their fear had made them villains.

But that was a bygone age. A new hero was about to be born.

Sabina walked to join the three women. “You are almost done, Mouse. I can feel the power growing.”

As if in answer to her prophecy, a wave crashed. For a moment, a rainbow appeared in the mist, lit by the last light of the setting sun.

If all went right, Axel would have a birthday, June 3. Steven wouldn’t be able to breathe easy until his son entered the world.

Chastity Virtue Wayne and her sister, Prudence Pride Wayne, stayed back with Zoey, who was currently a gigantic bear. She let out a worried growl. Chazzie and Pru petted her to calm her, though both the Texas machine-gun girls had wide eyes.

Uchiko, naked, stood holding hands with the Shadow Archer, Nefrinasia. She was as beautiful as the tragic Japanese ninja. Nefri had dark blue skin, white hair, and purple eyes, so different than her one-time enemy, with her inky dark hair and pale skin.

Behind them, floating in liquid Morta, was Heridan, in her full demon mode, with a ring of horns around her head, leaking ichor, and pitch-black eyes. A mischievous smile played on her lips. She was about to say something sarcastic, when Hwedo, the tall African woman, shot her a warning look. Heridan mimed locking up her black lips.

Just those women would’ve been enough for Steven, but there were so many more.

Skylar Blacke moved forward, along with Quinnestri. The elf queen’s shining blonde hair looked like spun gold in the waning light. She was slimmer than she’d been, almost gaunt, from the Dragonskin trials. And yet, she still exuded so much power.

Behind them were Michaela Montes and Abby Free. Both of the exotic women looked on with expectation.

The Three Queens from Australia were there—Adelaide Sima, Isla Kellar, and Matilda Janszoon, all naked and beautiful. Their various children were back at the Infinity Ranch, where Liam Strider along with a reluctant Bud Novak were babysitting.

Steven gave both Imogene Summers and Tallulah Brahms a quick smile. He was glad they were there.

Standing back at a respectful distance was Eve Downfyre and more women from her Antarctic Primacy.

Steven didn’t waste time counting all of the women, but there were so many.

Mouse let out a cry, and she started to sing Axel’s song. Others joined in, and soon they were all singing the melody.

Steven couldn’t hold back, and he joined them in the singing.

He was holding Mouse’s hands as the Animus swirled around them. It was the very essence of life energy, and that felt right because they were standing where a new life was about to take his first breath.

Mouse stared at him with her very blue eyes.

For a second, Steven was taken back to the Great Plains near Liam Strider’s old house in Nebraska, near Ogallala. He hadn’t cast the Magica Divinatio spell, but that didn’t seem to matter. He found himself standing in sagebrush, facing Mouse in a fighting gi. She had two wooden katanas.

Steven’s own voice had drifted over the plains. Why do you want to fight me?

Mouse had tossed him one of the katanas. It’s my same old thing. I’m afraid, and I fucking hate it. I need to know I didn’t make a mistake joining your Escort. I heard what Aria said. Maybe I’m not supposed to be with you. Maybe it would be better for everyone if I just left. But I can’t go, not until I’m satisfied that you’re doomed.

Doomed?

Yeah. If you can’t beat me, then you definitely won’t be able to beat Mulk. You and I have never really fought. This is your chance to show me you have what it takes. Or not.

In the end, he’d beaten her. He’d dropped his sword, and he’d grabbed her and held her, until it was clear that he’d won.

He hadn’t been doomed to die by Mouse’s ex-husband’s hand. He’d killed Rhaegen Mulk, and Steven had gotten vengeance for his father, but he’d gotten so much more than simple revenge. So much more.

Mouse’s father had been asshole. So had her ex-husband. But she’d found both sobriety and a home with Steven, and he’d done his best to give her a good life.

Steven was back in the Dragonknight Chamber as another wave hit, soaking them, but no one seemed to feel the cold. They were all singing except for Mouse and Steven. They didn’t need to sing because their baby’s song was an orchestra in their very DNA.

“You don’t have to be afraid,” Steven whispered.

Mouse smiled. “I’m not afraid. Axel isn’t just a Dragonsoul. He’s a Dragonknight.”

Chazzie and Pru, along with Zoey, had joined them, and it was Pru that caught Axel as he emerged.

Aria moved forward and cut the umbilical cord with one of her daggers, Morta dripping into the ocean water.

Then Mouse was crying, everyone was crying, even Steven.

He wasn’t ashamed of his tears. He smelled the almonds of Mouse, but then he also smelled Pru’s bubblegum scent along with Aria’s cinnamon smell. All their various dragon scents had filled the chamber, so much so, he couldn’t smell the ocean.

He remembered what Sabina had said, that Axel would find a home by the sea. Would it be the oceans of this world? Steven didn’t think so. His son would travel far and wide, bringing peace because he would be the father of peace. Just the thought filled Steven’s heart.

“Look!”

Steven wasn’t sure who said it, but he glanced up to see that all twelve of the stone swords, held aloft by the Dragonknights, were glowing with Animus.

What a fitting way to welcome the arrival of Axel Drokharis.

Then Steven was holding his baby boy, a chubby little body with jet-black hair and striking blue eyes. Were they the same color as Steven’s or Mouse’s? No, they were a little bit of both.

Axel’s eyes were open, and he was staring into his father’s face.

The little baby boy didn’t cry, no, he laughed.

Steven would never get tired of that laughter. Not if he lived a billion years. He prayed that his son would laugh far more than he cried.


CHAPTER 13

THE LIGHTHOUSE
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Portal magic took them to the Tillamook Rock Lighthouse, out in the ocean not far from Cannon Beach, where the Dragonknight Chamber was currently hidden away in a dozen feet of water.

Liam Strider, Bud, and Bud’s babes, Denise Pryce and Fimi Eyota, had come with the rest of the kids. Steven held Reggie for a long, long time. The little girl, nearly a toddler, had given the babysitters a run for their money. She was as strong-willed as Steven, and she didn’t like to be without her mothers or her father for very long. She’d cried and refused to go to sleep, and it looked like she’d be up for a long time.

Mouse and her new son were a different matter. Both had gone to sleep in one of the rooms while the rest of Steven’s Escort brought out the food, the drinks, and of course, lots and lots of coffee. Tessa loved slaying dragons, without a doubt, but she also loved parties, brewing coffee, and keeping everyone well caffeinated.

Steven took a break from the party to walk out to the far edge of the terrace. He watched the surf crash against the rocks of the little island. The moon was full, giving him plenty of light to enjoy the rise and fall of the ocean.

He felt a presence, turned, and was surprised to see Quinnestri there. The elf queen was wearing a long white gown that showed a lot of cleavage. Her golden hair was braided, and she looked as beautiful as ever.

“Greetings to you, my Prime.” She came and laced her fingers into his. “Your family has grown by one, and I am glad. I enjoy the new life.”

“Are you thinking about a baby of your own?” he asked, a playful smile curving his lips.

She rolled her eyes.

He pointed. “Now where did you learn that? I’m guessing either Mouse or one of the Wayne twins. It’s very human.”

She grinned impishly. “I like the drama of your facial expressions, especially that one. If you must know, I’ve seen Heridan do it far more often than we should be comfortable with.”

“Heridan is okay,” Steven said. “Your ears must’ve been burning.”

She dropped his hand to feel both of her pointed ears. “What spell would that be? I would guess it would be Spark sorcery.”

Steven laughed. “It’s just a figure of speech. We were talking about you and the Dragonskin rituals. I can breathe a little easier, now that Axel is out in the world and Mouse is okay, but now I have something else to worry about. Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

The elven queen grew serious. “It has given me a purpose. My resolve is unchanged. I have embraced my path fully. To quit now would make me sad.”

He took her soft hand again. “To lose you would make me even sadder. You’ve become such an important part of our little family. You must know that.”

Quinn glanced down. “I never dreamed I would have this feeling of connection. But you do not have a little family. This lighthouse is swollen with people who love you.”

“And who love you,” he reminded her.

“I understand that,” she said softly. “It is why I need more power to protect them all.”

Steven knew the story behind her words. “You don’t need to feel guilty. When the time came, you stepped up. You helped us kill the Zothoric. You did protect us. You also saved countless lives.”

“As did you.” She stepped in to kiss him, and he breathed in her sweet perfume. She leaned back, even as she embraced him. “Why are you out here alone? People are asking about you.”

“I’m not sure,” he replied honestly. “What happened on our road trip, with Shayatin, and then Axel being born, it all was a lot. You said that you never thought you’d have a family like this, and I feel the same. I was so alone for a long time. I had my mom, a few friends, but I was kind of aimless. Becoming a Dragonlord saved me in more ways than one.”

Her eyes were gentle. “Then you understand why the path to becoming a Dragonskin is so important to me.”

“I guess I do,” he said softly.

She wasn’t done. “Your journey to this moment has been full of risks, and you could have died any number of times. Yet, you followed your destiny. I am following mine.” She tapped his chest. “And when I am successful, and when I fly through the skies with you, I will know your victory. I will be the true wife you deserve. I feel that, Steven Drokharis. I feel it in my bones.”

She kissed him again, and while he held her, while he felt her lips on his, he knew that she was doing the right thing.

When she stepped back from him, she walked away, giving him a good view of her round ass filling out her gown. He felt himself stiffen.

She turned and gave him a final smile over her shoulder. “Besides, I have never been fucked as a dragon. The novelty excites me.”

Steven let out a breath. “Well, then. We’ll have to make that particular fantasy a reality, won’t we?”

“And soon. I know you’ll be there, every step of the way, to guide me, to teach me, to hold me. Our fates are linked. I find that more comforting than you could ever know. Like your little Mouse, I will not live in fear. For I am with the greatest Dragonlord the universe has ever known.”

She then walked away, leaving him alone.

Why was he alone?

He breathed in the ocean spray, and while the sea smelled good, he wanted to bask in the perfume of his many, many wives.

He said a silent prayer to the moon—just the one moon, not the three he’d seen in his vision.

He was on his way back in when Tallulah Brahms came through the doors and hooked her arm around his.

“Where you going, sugar?” she asked in a sultry voice. “I want my turn to talk to you about my scar and our future. You might not think they’re related, but they are, baby. You know they are.”

Steven had no idea what that meant, but he found himself intrigued.

Women could be endlessly fascinating, and dragon women even more so.


CHAPTER 14

TALLULAH AND EUSTACE
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Steven motioned to her empty hands. “I thought you’d bring your rifle with you. Guess not.”

Tallulah smiled. “Guess not is right, mister. Let’s go look at the sea.”

She led him back to the wood-and-brass railing and looked down at the waves crashing on the rocks.

Tallulah stood near him, but she wasn’t taking his hand. Why should she? They’d not spent that much time together. In fact, she’d been a little standoffish. He thought it might be the scar on her face.

“Where’s your rifle?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Your girl Tessa got obsessed with Eustace. It’s in there with them. She’s casting magic on it, and I don’t mind, really, though I am curious about what she might say. Is she really Merlin’s daughter?”

“Descendant is more like it,” Steven replied. “But yeah, her bloodline reaches back to Merlin.”

“What’s your ancestry?” she asked.

“I’m descended from Icharaam through Attur Dro, who we think was actually King Arthur. You know, Dragonknight stuff.” Steven turned to face her.

Tallulah had grabbed his arm when she first came out. Now, she stood a bit away from him, cold and distant.

The blonde bombshell smirked. “Guess that makes sense. So the great Drokharis family has roots, is what you’re saying. Guess I should’ve known.”

Steven didn’t know what to say. He decided to be as direct as possible. “What did you want to talk about?”

Tallulah snorted. “Genie—that’s what I call Imogene—told me about your courtship. Kinda old-fashioned, but I don’t mind old-fashioned, not with all the changes in the world.” She paused. “I grew up poor and desperate, with a no-good Dragonsoul daddy. I’m a youngin’, though it’s hard to pin an age on us dragons, ain’t it? I was kinda excited to be taken in by Liang Pope. It beat what I had before. So, yeah, I was gonna fight to the death for him. Picked the wrong fucker to tie my wagon to.”

“You did what you thought was best at the time.”

They lapsed into silence. A chill wind blew down as a big wave crashed below, filling the air with the ocean’s fragrance. Then he was smelling Tallulah, enjoying her lemon scent. He loved that each Dragonsoul had their own special perfume.

Tallulah sighed. “Yeah, I know it. I was never good with Divination magic at all. Never trusted it, to be honest. I trusted my own gut, but it was so wrong about you. I thought you were just another fucking conqueror, but you ain’t that. Though you’ve done a good bit of conquering, now haven’t you?”

He couldn’t help but smile. “A little bit, I suppose. A lot of that was out of desperation. And survival. I was on everyone’s hit list for a while there.”

She shrugged. “Looks like you still are.”

“Now they’re gunning for my son.” Steven hated the idea, but it was the reality.

The bombshell chuckled. “The Wayne twins are in there, already scheming and shooting angles about this fucking guy you killed.”

“I didn’t really kill him though. He exploded before we could get any information out of him.”

“So there are limits to what you can do, then. Kinda like that, to be honest. You seem a little too perfect. Guess you kinda are.”

“Not perfect.” He was noticing her speech patterns. She used the words “kinda” and “guess” a lot, just like Pru said “certainly” in nearly every sentence.

Then it was like she decided something and got right down to it. “Look, Steven, I know becoming your wife isn’t gonna be easy, and I was mad at you for a long time. Not about the scar. It was a good reminder. Quinnie has a scar, and we talked about it for a bit. She has her scar like I have mine. We can wear them proudly. Gotta be honest. I was kinda glad your sword got destroyed in the big fight with the Zothoric. Felt like a bit of justice.” She seemed to catch herself. “But you didn’t need a sword. You have a ton of other skills up your sleeve.”

“I guess I do.” Steven still wasn’t sure where this conversation was going. Again, he was going to be direct. “Are you asking for some courtship of your own?”

She snorted awkwardly. “Maybe I am. It would be a bit weird if Genie got to be your wife and I didn’t. We’ve been together for a long time. She’s my best friend, kinda like the mother I never had, and we’re close. But you probably knew that.”

“Guess I kinda did,” he said with a grin.

She flashed him a smile of her own. “You making fun of me?”

“Never.” He risked taking her hand. He was surprised to find it a bit rougher than he would’ve thought. But he was learning that Tallulah was full of surprises. “If I can court one dragon from the PNW Primacy, I can court two. If that’s okay with you.”

Tallulah blushed. “Guess it is okay with me. More than okay. Mind if I kiss you?”

Then he was kissing her.

He hadn’t thought his road trip would be filled with kisses from two new women. Yet here he was, holding her body against his.

Their lips met, and she sighed.

He was lost in her lemon scent, in the soft plumpness of her lips, and then she offered him her tongue. They kissed until they were both breathing hard. His heart pounded in his chest, and before he knew it, he was rubbing his erection against her.

She grabbed his ass, and for a second, he thought they were going to have sex right there, on the terrace.

But she eased back, eyes shining. “Oh, yeah, I can feel your Animus. You’re packing a punch, ain’t you? Can’t imagine what it would be like to feel you come.”

Steven couldn’t help but grin. “I like it a lot. But then, that shouldn’t be a surprise. You and Imogene are something. Should I call her Genie?”

“She might slap you if you do. It’s my name for her. It’s kinda special for us.”

“Then I’ll call her Imogene. It’s an old name, and I like it. You two are amazing.”

That made the bombshell laugh. “Guess we are at that.”

The door to the terrace was thrown open, and Tessa came marching out, holding the glimmering bayonet in front of her. “This is amazing! Eustace is amazing! It has very specific Animus, and it was a Dragonsoul, wasn’t it? Eustace Jacobi. That’s the name I was getting from it. A Dragonlord who fought in the Civil War? I fucking hated history in school, but I’m holding history!”

Tessa bustled over and then stopped about five feet from them. “Oops. Am I interrupting something? If I am, just tell me. Or invite me over for a threesome, but if that happens, I have to warn you that it will probably turn into a big old orgy. Abby Free would love that! She loves the group stuff!”

Steven raised a hand. “Just a little kissing. I’m going to be courting both Imogene and Tallulah.”

Tessa walked over to them. “I like a little kissing. Tallulah, we would love to have you and Imogene join us. You’ve, uh, been a little standoffish. Is it about the scar? Because I love the scar.”

The bombshell grunted. “Not about the scar! I know we can fix it. Tessa Ross, now, girl, tell me more. I knew the bayonet was special. I told Steven I wasn’t good at Divination magic, but I guess that was kinda, sorta a lie. I trust my gut, and I trust Eustace. He tells me when enemies are close. And between you, me, and the sea, I can channel a little of my Animus into it, to give it a little extra punch.”

“Where did you get it?” Tessa asked.

“Guess you’d call it a family heirloom. My daddy had it, but he didn’t give it to me. I kinda stole it, figuring it was the only wedding gift I’d get from my family. They didn’t much like me going off with Liang Pope. Fuck ’em, though. Most of my family is dead and gone.”

“We can be your new family!” Tessa said with not a little exuberance.

Steven squinted an eye closed. “So it was a Dragonsoul?”

Tessa nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Near as I can tell, when the Civil War broke out among the humans, the dragons joined in. Most likely, some Prime thought it was the perfect chance to get some new territory. On his deathbed, Eustace had a really powerful Magician who was able to take a ton of his Animus and channel it into the bayonet so he could keep fighting. I bet you a million dollars Eustace was really good at Divination magic. He still is. I guess you could call the bayonet your Spidey sense.”

“Spidey sense?” Tallulah had no idea what she was talking about.

Tessa winced. “It’s a comic book reference. Sorry. Spider-Man and all that. Don’t worry about it. But thanks for letting me look at it.” She handed the bayonet back to the bombshell.

Tallulah handled the blade with ease. She flipped it around and then grabbed Steven and Tessa. “Let’s get back into the party. Guess I said my piece to the Prime. I’m feeling worlds better.”

“Do you know what would make you feel even better?” Tessa asked.

Steven knew the answer. “A mocha. A mocha makes everyone feel better.”

“Put a little hooch in it, sugar, and you got yourself a deal.”

They returned to the party, where Chazzie and Pru were passing a brown bottle of moonshine between them. It was their own special brew.

Chazzie waved him over. “There he is. Come on over and take a pull, Steven. Me and Pru are talking about your latest enemy. Wanna know what we came up with?”

Steven went over, noticing that Sabina wasn’t there, nor were the other mothers. They were probably putting the kids to bed.

He sat down next to Pru. “What are you guys scheming about?”

The smart twin answered. “Oh, you know, the same old stuff. We want it all…”

“… and we want it now,” Chazzie finished. “Ain’t nobody gonna mess with us. Now, Hwedo, tell Steven what you told us.”

Steven was all ears.


CHAPTER 15

THE MYSTERIES OF CARANJA
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The lamps in the room were turned low, but Steven could still see all the nautical decorations, the nets, old spyglasses, paintings of the lighthouse on the sea, and even some old muskets and sabers on the wall.

Hwedo came over and stood behind Chazzie, who sat rather comfortably in a leather easy chair.

Sabina came out, eyes glowing green. “I know what you are going to say, Hwedo.”

The African Dragonsoul nodded. “Then why should I say anything?”

Heridan, in a white dress and looking human, grinned. “Because you like the sound of your own voice.”

Nefri grinned like a blue-skinned imp. She spoke in her clipped speech. “Heridan. You always say. What I am. Thinking.”

Hwedo scowled. “I like the sound of my voice because I speak reason, not like you demons.”

Nefri only smiled. “I am Ohkreela. Not a demon. Though the elf queen. Might disagree.”

Quinnestri sipped her coffee. “You are my sister now, Nefrinasia. I would not call you a demon. Not ever.”

The women nodded at one another.

Pru let out an exasperated gasp. “We’re certainly not going to get anywhere if you bitches keep distracting us. Chazzie, this is why it’s easier for us to just figure this shit out on our own.”

Chazzie toasted her sister with the bottle. “Amen to that.”

Aria, ever the serious dragon, got them back on track. “Yes, yes, yes, we know. But indulge us one more time. Hwedo, the floor is yours.”

The African moved into the center of the room. “Sabina showed me a vision of this Shayatin, and if I’m not mistaken, and I’m rarely so, he sounds like one of the Sukrajinn from the world of Caranja, in the Ashchima Wastes on the continent of Xid, also known as Ethra.”

Pru frowned. “Is she speaking English? Not sure that’s English, sis.”

“English enough.” Chazzie passed the bottle back to her sister. “It’s a pretty sure bet that this Shayatin asshole knows that our Axel is gonna be a real pain in the ass in the future.”

Pru took over. “And so he comes here to stop our Axel while he’s still unborn and somewhat helpless. Not completely helpless, though, because he certainly got his mother in the right place, at the right time, for his daddy to save his life.”

Tessa called from the kitchen, where she was making Tallulah her coffee. “Are you talking about The Terminator? That sounds like some Terminator stuff to me.”

Chazzie rolled her eyes. “Now that’s not English at all.”

“Certainly isn’t,” Pru agreed.

Sabina squeezed herself in between Steven and Pru. She pulled the Texas twin close. Sabina had a way of drawing people to her, and she’d done that with both Pru and Uchiko.

Speaking of the ninja, she was on another couch, sleeping peacefully.

Steven remembered when Uchiko had shown up at the lighthouse, back when she’d been so unsure of herself. She’d failed in the Dragonskin rituals, and it had left her scarred. One side of her had been reptilian, the other side human, and it was only through powerful magic that they’d restored her beauty. She wasn’t a Dragonskin, but a Warling, and she was just happy to be that.

Steven liked that the ninja was now comfortable enough to fall asleep around them, in the middle of a party. Her peaceful, beautiful face was just another reminder of how far they’d come.

He forced himself to focus. “Sabina, I think we went to Caranja in our vision. Does that feel right?”

The Hispanic Magician turned Dragonskin nodded. “I think so, my Prime. However, I have tried to return, and the place is protected. Unknowable. There is a presence there, I think, that is stopping me from knowing that place. We can’t go there with portal magic. It is sealed off from us. A word comes to me, though, the Pentakorr.”

Hwedo hissed. “The five demon kings. They conquered Xid, and they were powerful, I can tell you that. They vanished. However, there were rumors of them channeling their magic into brands, that when burned into their flesh gave them the power to retake their kingdoms and to conquer all of Caranja. They also did experiments. They created monsters. I would guess the eagle monsters you fought were their work.”

“Could Shayatin be working for them?” Steven asked.

Hwedo nodded. “It would be likely, in my estimation.”

Sabina, though, wasn’t sure. “The magic sealing off that world didn’t feel like the demon kings, however. It felt more like…Collidium.”

Quinn paled. “Foris Foranna. The lucky one. The wanderer.”

“But he’s dead!” Tessa called from the kitchen.

Sabina closed her eyes. “Maybe his magic lived on after his death. That world was special to him, I think. That is what I’m feeling. Could it be the truth? No manches! I can’t say for sure. It might not mean anything.”

“Or it could certainly mean a lot,” Pru said.

Steven told them about his vision of the cistern. He also mentioned the black portal that had continued to puke out monsters even after Shayatin killed himself. “I heard the poem again,” he continued. “The one about the devouring of dust.”

“Fucking poetry,” Chazzie spat.

Imogene laughed. “The immortal bard did include references to fucking in his poetry. ‘Graze on my lips, and if those hills be dry, stray lower, where the pleasant fountains lie.’”

Chazzie rolled her eyes. “I wish y’all would speak English. We’re trying to figure shit out here.”

Pru drank from the bottle. “We don’t have much to go on, especially since this Caranja is being hidden from us. And that poem is creepy as fuck, but it’s something we can ponder for future reference.”

Chazzie retrieved the bottle. “Bottom line, we fucked up Shayatin, and we’ll fuck up anyone else who fucks with us. We should try and get there, though. Let’s call it a long-term special project.”

Steven agreed they’d have to keep their eyes and ears open, but he was planning on redoubling his efforts to learn more about Void magic. It seemed they were dealing with something that existed outside of the Animus and Morta spheres.

Tessa came out with mochas loaded up with coffee liquor. She gave one to Tallulah and another to Imogene, who thanked her with a Shakespeare quote, “‘O Lord that lends me life, lend me a heart replete with thankfulness!’”

Steven figured the Three Queens were with their kids, but there were other women missing. “Hey, where’s Skylar, Abby, and Michaela? Oh, and Eve Downfyre and her ladies?”

Tessa laughed. “Having trouble keeping track of your many wives, Steven? Well, now, you also left out Liam and Bud and Bud’s babes.”

Zoey came out of the kitchen. “You know Bud hates you calling them that. Denise and Fimi are so nice.”

Steven put an arm around Sabina. “Okay, where is everyone then?”

Aria answered. “Liam and Bud went back to the Infinity Ranch, along with the two women. As for the rest? Abby pulled them all into the master bedroom. If we were quiet, we might be able to hear their cries of pleasure.”

They went silent, and yes, they did hear some moaning from the other room, along with some very satisfied sighs.

Tessa went and pulled Steven from the couch. “Let’s go see what they’re doing.”

Chazzie grunted. “We know what they’re doing, Tessa. You just want to watch. Like Sklyar. Isn’t she one who likes to watch? I get the kinks of all them women confused.”

Steven held Tessa’s hand. “You’re right, Tessa, let’s go check on them. I think the scheming part is over for now.”

Chazzie lifted the bottle. “Oh, baby, you know the scheming part is never over.”

Steven was curious about Caranja, but a part of him knew that he would eventually find his way there. Mysteries were fine, as long as they didn’t threaten his family.

In the end, though, Tallulah had been right. He didn’t need Samael’s Lash, nor any weapon, because he not only had his own skills, he had the abilities of his amazing Escort.

Aria joined him and Tessa as they walked down the hallway to the master bedroom. Opening the door, they saw a bed piled with women. Skylar Blacke, the voyeur, sat in a chair in the corner, naked and touching herself while she watched the women.

Abby Free, in the center of the orgy, motioned him over.

Steven wasn’t going to say no to such an invitation.


CHAPTER 16

LATE-NIGHT FLIGHT
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After showering, Steven took a last trip out onto the terrace. By this time, the house was silent. Everyone was sleeping, and for a moment, he could enjoy some solitude. He was fully satisfied with his life, all aspects of it.

The sky had filled with clouds, and a light rain fell. He turned his face to catch the raindrops splattering down. He was going to sleep and sleep. They could return home in a few days…or maybe not. He kind of liked the idea of spending more time at the Tillamook Rock Lighthouse. If his son was going to enjoy the sea, he might as well get started early.

Steven shifted into his True Form and took off from the terrace, soaring over the dark waters in the rain. No lightning, no thunder, it was just the rain, sizzling off his hot scales. He banked sharply and went flying up through the clouds, getting higher and higher, until he broke from the surface.

He surveyed the landscape of fluffy whiteness, lit by the full moon and an ocean full of stars. In such a huge universe, finding this Caranja might just be impossible, and for a second, he liked the idea that there were still mysteries to unravel.

And with the long life in front of him, he expected to be baffled again and again. He also expected more enemies to come for him, since he was trying to bring some order to the chaos. It was all part of the deal. Comic books aside, he did have a responsibility to do good where he could. It was part of his nature, and it was the legacy of his family, stretching back to Icharaam.

The ancient Alpherian dragon had been murdered by his brother because he had wanted to fight the Zothoric. Steven had finished that particular task, but there were other jobs to do. Other villains would need to be brought to justice. The innocent and weak had to be protected.

He thought of Quinnestri. The most dangerous part of the Dragonskin ritual remained, and he would be with her every step of the way.

Steven let himself fall, pulled back toward the ocean. The wind whistled in his ears as he plummeted through the clouds, and then he spread his wings, caught the breeze, and went gliding back toward the glimmering top of the lighthouse.

He alighted on the terrace, shifted into his Homo Draconis form, and burned the rainwater off his scales. Then, as a human, he walked back inside and made his way to his room with Mouse.

The petite blonde was sleeping on her back, cradling the newborn Axel to her chest.

He tried to get into bed without waking anyone, but that was a fool’s errand.

Axel squawked, which woke up Mouse, and soon the baby was suckling on his mother’s breast.

Mouse shot him a sleepy gaze. “So, buster, did you have fun?”

“You know I did.” Steven shifted and held Mouse while she held their baby. They were a family, just the three of them, at that moment.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

She sighed. “Axel let me sleep a whole three hours despite the party. I’m hoping he won’t be the nightmare Reggie was, but that’s probably just wishful thinking.” She paused. “You know, I was serious what I said right when he was born. I’m not afraid. I probably should be. From the little I overheard, it sounds like the assholes who wanted to kill Axel aren’t dead yet, just the one fucker with the four arms.”

Steven wanted to protest, but he couldn’t. “That’s probably right. But if there’s one thing I learned from our road trip, it’s that we can’t let our defenses down. We have to expect trouble. That doesn’t mean I’m going to live in fear, though. We can take it one day at a time. I just love that we have another baby. That I’m here with you.”

A tear slid down her cheek. He gently wiped it away.

She laughed a little. “I’m chalking this up to post-pregnancy hormones. Every little thing is going to make me all weepy. You know, I’m kinda hoping that Pru is next. I’d love to see her fall to pieces at the slightest little thing. That would be kinda fun. Not gonna lie.”

Axel eased back and looked at both his mother and his father.

“He’s so aware,” Mouse said softly. “It’s kind of eerie. You can see the gears turning. He’s a lot like Reggie, I guess, in that respect.”

“He’s great, Mouse. It’s because he’s part of me, but I think he’s mostly going to be like you. Strong, passionate, and funny.”

More tears followed, but Steven removed them with a sweep of his fingers.

Then he felt his wife and his baby fall back asleep.

Steven could feel the baby’s song filling the universe, and he knew that far-flung worlds were waiting for a hero, and his son would be that hero.

He would be the father of peace, after all, and the idea let Steven fall asleep.

Axel Drokharis had been born. He was in the world, safe and sound, for now. Steven would do his best to train him and give him the best life possible.

Didn’t all good fathers want that for their sons?


HERETIC’S INTERLUDE III
ON THE NATURE OF FATE
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The Heretic sat at the table in his study, in his palace, high above his garden terraces and the cistern. His books surrounded him.

To call them books was insulting because they were more, far more.

The Heretic had been crafting a journal entry, and he thought about including something about Shayatin’s failure, though in the end, it didn’t matter.

Originally, the Heretic had wanted Drokharis to be so grief-stricken that he would pause his ascent. In the end, it might not matter, because the Heretic had mastered the last of the forbidden magic. He had unimaginable power, and yet, in the end, the whole exercise had been a failure. He couldn’t bring back the dead.

Still, he couldn’t bring himself to leave, because of the cistern.

The Cistern of Souls.

He wasn’t surprised that Shayatin failed to kill the woman and her unborn child. He was surprised that the Drokharis boy had been studying the Void and knew something about Void magic. That was surprising, but then, the child didn’t have any dragons around to squash his normal creativity.

The same couldn’t be said for the Heretic, who had been told what to think, how to act, what to believe in, and most importantly, what to fear.

His own sense of right and wrong had never fit into the common beliefs, but he never cared very much for the norms or what others thought about him. He chose to follow his own path, and while he didn’t have as many wives as others, he had known love.

He found women who celebrated his desire to explore the universe the way he wanted. And they respected his lack of fear. Let others shiver in terror. He would shine in the search for solutions rather than shiver in hideaways praying to be spared.

In that way, he and the Drokharis boy were the same.

In other ways? They were completely different.

For one, the Heretic never had children. That had bothered him for a few centuries, and then, he learned to accept his situation and embrace the freedom not having offspring gave him.

Losing his wives? That was harder. Far harder.

And he had hoped to remedy that. Dismantling reality gave one a certain perspective, and he had worked to undo death. It was an ancient quest, and yet, hadn’t the Drokharis boy brought his wife back from the dead?

There were ways. He didn’t know what they were. However, just because the Heretic thought something was impossible didn’t make it so. There was some kind of magic involved…

Not magic in the classic sense of the word, no, but the magic of fate.

Aria Khat was brought back because she was fated to live. She was destined to be resurrected, just as there was a certain destiny to Steven Drokharis. It brought the Heretic back to his thoughts on skill versus luck.

Steven’s son obviously had a grand destiny ahead of him, for the demon kings, on that far, far world, knew that this Axel Drokharis needed to be removed from their calculations, and so, they found the sorcerer, Shayatin, to go and destroy both the baby and the boy’s mother.

The Heretic had helped them because their world was locked away by the Gamemaster, for a very particular reason. Collidium had been testing something there; what it was, the Heretic didn’t know, but clearly it had something to do with Axel Drokharis. Or it had before Steven had bested the legendary elven hero. Well, Collidium as Foris Foranna had been both hero and villain in the end.

Just as the Heretic knew he was also hero and villain, though for now, he knew he’d be remembered as being evil. He knew most rational beings would be shocked at the murder of an unborn child, but what if such an act could build an entire universe? Wouldn’t such a sacrifice be worth it?

Of course it would.

The Heretic left his library and flew down to his garden citadel and to the cistern where Shayatin’s Animus had been collected. That demonic sorcerer from the faraway world had enough power to keep himself silent. Shayatin didn’t wish to talk to anyone, no one at all.

The Heretic thought there might be a reason for that. It could be that if Shayatin was willing to spill his secrets, something would come to stop him.

It seemed, even dead, Shayatin was someone’s slave.

While the Heretic had helped Shayatin leave his world for the assassination, there were other forces now in place that kept those worlds separated. There was no going there, and there was no leaving, except perhaps by using the Stair. But to travel on the Stair was to court death.

Maybe Shayatin knew of a way to cheat death. Perhaps.

Could there be a way to resurrect those destined to die?

The idea haunted the Heretic, and it would haunt him until the end of his days. Better to turn away from the dead and bring life to new worlds. That was his true purpose. He just needed to cut away the past.

He had to make the ultimate sacrifice.

The Heretic gazed down into the water, and he saw a woman, her dark hair floating around her head in a halo of midnight. A second woman joined her, with hair the color of ivory.

Olivia, raven-haired and sad. Althea, with hair the color of bone. Althea had once been happy, but not anymore.

Free us, Althea whispered.

Olivia joined in. Please. We are dead. Let us go.

The Heretic’s heart broke a little, but he steeled himself. “How can I leave you? My armies are not ready yet. I thought to soothe my guilt with conquest, to find a way to bring you back. Maybe more study. Perhaps I am missing something. How can I leave you? How can I leave at all?”

The steel in his spine was gone. All he felt was anguish.

Both women sank out of sight, but he heard Udur Waddi recite the poem, the final lines.

All that is left in the nothing is hunger, another devouring, not of Morta or Animus, but a devouring of dust, the dust of time itself.

That was the Heretic’s story, his legacy, his fate.

A hunger for resurrection. A hunger for conquest. A hunger to bring life to dead worlds.

Perhaps all of his hunger and desire was in vain.

Maybe all he would ever eat was the dust of his own life, wasted, pining over the women in the cistern, longing for power, playing the part of a poor puppet master who was fated from the beginning to fail.

He would try to win this game against the Drokharis boy.

And if the Heretic was destined to devour himself and his wasted minutes, he would enjoy every bloody bite.


PART THREE
DOMINICAN RAMPAGE
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CHAPTER 17

ON XANADU
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Steven Drokharis watched as Mouse went from room to room in the Tillamook Rock Lighthouse. They were late for a very important date.

“Uh, Mouse, we need to⁠—”

She cut him off. “I know, Steven. I just want to get a little makeup, okay? I know, I know, I’m basically a fucking milk factory. Um, sorry, Axel.”

She glanced down at their baby, who was only a couple of months old, and yet he had the awareness of a toddler. He was in a little carrier with a Coors Light blanket—that had been a gift from the Texas Machine-Gun Twins. They’d laughed and laughed.

If anyone else had tried to give her baby that, Mouse might’ve shoved the Slayer Blade up their outhouse hole. But with Chazzie and Pru, she merely shrugged.

Mouse blinked back tears. “I wanna look pretty.”

“You are pretty!” he protested.

“Fuck, I know, just…give me a minute!” She dashed off to the bathroom. Their bags were there, they were ready, and Steven was going to use a Magica Porta spell to send them across the universe, but first he had to wait.

He took a second glance around the main room and all the nautical decorations. He’d been spending more time at the lighthouse, alone with Mouse and Axel, or to have dinner with Imogene and Tallulah. The flight from Seattle was short, though most of the time, it was cold and rainy, but that was why there were so many good berries in the former PNW Primacy.

Sabina’s voice filled his head. “Bueno, you haven’t left yet. Your chicas aren’t ready, but when they are, I’ll cast the magic, mi amore.”

Steven felt relieved. He wasn’t the only one running late. He could imagine his other wives back at the Infinity Ranch in Wyoming, packing, laughing, and getting into hijinks.

It was a very important day.

Quinnestri Uweneel, the former queen of the Aqualyran elves, was entering into the final stages of the Dragonskin rituals. She was going to try Liam Strider’s new way of ascending, though it was all very dangerous business. Never before had an elf become a dragon. Steven and Tessa had scoured every book they had, every history, diary, journal, and letter, but they’d not found any kind of precedent.

They were in uncharted territory, and so, Steven had agreed to let Liam try his hand at helping Quinn in this final phase of her long journey. Quinn had spent nearly a year on the restricted diet, fasting for long periods of time and practicing Alpherian meditation techniques. She had such a powerful soul already, and yet, that just might be her undoing.

Normally, only humans who had Alpherian blood could make the transition. Some humans were simply primates and couldn’t progress. Others had some of the genetic material handed down from the three brothers who’d escaped to Earth: Rahaab, Mathaal, and Icharaam.

Some of his wives insisted on being there for the ritual: Tessa, Aria, Mouse, Zoey, and the Morta Clique, which consisted of Heridan, Nefri, and Uchiko.

Sabina, the Wayne twins, and Hwedo would stay on Earth, along with the Three Widows—Skylar, Michael, and Abby Free—who weren’t widows anymore, since they’d married Steven, but the name stuck.

Axel let out a laugh and grinned up at his father.

Steven smiled back.

From the bathroom, he heard something clatter, followed by more cursing.

Then he realized why Mouse was in such a frenzy.

He took a few steps toward her. “Uh, Mouse, it’s going to be okay.”

Mouse rushed out, grabbed her suitcase and the carrier, and marched outside. “We can get all mushy later. Let’s just fucking go already.”

Axel stopped laughing. He craned his neck to give Steven a long look, which spoke volumes: What’s wrong with Mom?

Steven grabbed his own stuff, opened the door to the terrace, and then locked the door behind him.

He shifted into his Homo Draconis form, breathing fire. He then cast Magica Porta, spinning the flames into a doorway.

Mouse bustled through, and he followed.

They appeared on the grand terrace of Liam Strider’s school on an uninhabited world called Xanadu. Liam had named his school the Taylor Kubla Kahn Academy, and it was packed with humans, dragons, and Dragonkind—Magicians, Morphlings, and Warlings. All were there to improve their power, and some of the Dragonsouls went there to learn Alpherian magic, the Path of the Twin-Souled Dragon. So far, only Steven had access to the full skill tree. He hoped that would change. He wanted help in defending his world and all worlds from any kind of villainous threat.

A second later, another portal opened.

In short order, Tessa Ross came through, hefting a big trunk. “Steven! Mouse! Axel!” the happy barista turned magical gunslinger said loudly. “Good to see you! How was Seattle?”

“We were at the lighthouse,” Steven said.

“Love the Tillamook!” Tessa set the trunk down and went back through the portal. She didn’t have DragonStrength, no, but she had learned elven magic to give herself magical strength. Tessa had taken a strange path as a Magician. She should’ve only had access to the Veneficium branch of the skill tree, but she’d derailed herself and could only cast Magica Defensio and Magica Cura and nothing else for a long, long time. However, because of her hard work and her ancestry, she eventually was able to use most of the other magical skill sets, though she’d never get magic missiles. That probably didn’t matter because she had her guns. Also, she could cast magic from most of the Path of the Twin-Souled Dragon except for RealityFire. She’d mastered HeartStrike, AnimusChain, FleshForge, Enchantrix, and StellarFlight.

For both HeartStrike and IonClaws, she channeled the sorcery through the big magical revolvers at her side. That made the barista a force to be reckoned with.

By the time Tessa was finished schlepping their gear across the universe, she was sweating lightly. Her hair was a bright, bleached platinum that didn’t quite work with her skin color. He would never tell her that, though. She was already feeling a little self-conscious about her latest hair-color choice. She was talking about shaving her head, but Steven didn’t like the idea.

“Okay, guys, come on through!” Tessa shouted.

Another six women came hurrying through the spinning flames.

Tara Heridan walked onto the terrace on her BlackBlood tentacles, and then hung suspended by the Morta energy, her eyes a demonic black, but at least she had hair and not horns. She snorted derisively. “Five trunks, sweetness? Why not just bring your entire room?”

Tessa wiped sweat from her brow. “I had to bring my books, Heridan. It’s not like any of these old dragon books are on eBooks. If only. Then I could’ve just read them on my phone. Speaking of which, I’m going to miss the Internet. I like our telepathy, but nothing beats a good Google search.”

Nefrinasia, the dark elf archer, grinned—you could hear the sarcasm from just the smile. Beside her was her pet winged wolf, grown to alarming size now. Blackfoot sat on his haunches, panting happily. They’d found the puppy on Aqualyra, during their adventures there, gathering allies for the war against the Zothoric.

Steven expected a sarcastic comment from Mouse, but the petite blonde was oddly quiet. She stood there with a diaper bag dangling off her shoulder, holding a sleeping Axel in her arms. It was clear she was nervous about helping Liam with the Dragonskin ritual.

Aria stood with a hand on her shapely hip. She was wearing a scarlet dress that left little to the imagination. “You might have asked for our aid with the trunks, Tessa.”

“And miss out on the exercise? No way! I’m back on sugar, and I need all the help I can get.”

Zoey, in her giant bear form, let out a mournful howl.

Tessa sighed. “I know, Z. I know. I’ll get off sugar again. At least I’m not smoking. You would really hate that.”

Zoey snuffled in agreement. The she-bear then went and rubbed her big body against Tessa. The barista couldn’t help but give the bear a little scratch.

Uchiko, ever the pragmatist, went and picked up a trunk. “Should I just carry these to your room? Or would you like to read some here?”

The terrace was a nice place to read, with plenty of couches and chairs, under umbrellas that blocked out the glaring light of the summer sun. Xanadu was very earthlike, with sprawling untouched forests under jagged peaks rising up into an azure sky.

They might’ve been at a ski lodge in Colorado if not for the giant four-winged birds that soared overhead. They looked like a mixture of eagles and dragonflies, and Steven wondered if Liam had named them yet. He was slowly categorizing the flora and fauna of the new world. The eagle flies were a favorite food of giant saber-toothed cats that could be heard at night howling in the strange forests. Those giant cats were always climbing trees, looking for nests.

Xanadu had a moon, though it would disappear completely for weeks on end, only to appear on the horizon. Its orbit was strange, but Liam had mapped it out early when he’d first started his academy.

The school building had been hewn from the big pine trees around them, along with a little magic, to sculpt the wood just so.

The Yellow Ronin had an affinity for art, and you could tell from the beams, solid walls, and glittering windows of his school. They’d added three additional wings to the central building—one for humans, one for Dragonsouls, and one for Dragonkind. There was some competition between the three schools, but it was all good-natured.

Liam had only one rule concerning his students—no assholes. If you couldn’t play well with others, you couldn’t stay. End of story.

Speak of the devil, the Yellow Ronin strode out of the open entryway that led into the main building that housed the kitchen, the cafeteria, and the classrooms, as well as Liam’s sumptuous home. He packed his living quarters full of his art, his musical instruments, and the knickknacks of several lifetimes. Liam loved his stuff. It was probably because of his tragic past. His Escort had been killed in the various wars the Dragonsouls had fought for territory and power. Those days were gone, but the scars remained. Liam hadn’t gathered any new wives. He said that it was just too painful. Besides, he was so busy running the school, training dragons, and helping humans to become Dragonskins that he didn’t have time to handle even one woman.

Steven knew that having a harem was nice, but it took a huge amount of emotional work. Women needed to talk about, well, everything.

Liam wore faded jeans, no shoes, and a white linen shirt, unbuttoned to show the yellow hair of his chest. His blond hair had grown some, but he kept his blond beard clipped short. “Welcome, Steven, and everyone. Quinn is in meditation, or she would be here. She is nervous.” He laughed a little. “We all are nervous. I suppose we have a right to be. Let me get you all some refreshments. What will it be?”

“I want donuts,” Heridan growled.

“To drink?” Mouse asked with a laugh. “I’ll take a donut smoothie. Better make two since Tessa is back on sugar.”

That made Zoey growl.

Axel woke with a squawk, but then went back to sleep. So far, at two months old, he was the perfect baby, happy most of the time, and a really good sleeper. It was nice to have such an easy infant after the hell that Reggie had put them through.

Liam took the banter in stride. “Let me get the rest of your orders, we can get your things put away, and then we can return to the terrace.” He paused. “Were you serious about the donut smoothies?”

“No!” Tessa said loudly.

Heridan sprouted BlackBlood tentacles. “Yes!”

The Yellow Ronin chuckled. “I’ll take that as a definite maybe. I have some ideas. We’ll get the deep fat fryer hot, and I’ll go from there.”

Steven helped Mouse with her things, and they went to the master guest suite. There were rooms for Aria and Tessa, but he knew that at least Tessa would be sleeping with him and Mouse and their new baby.

The suite had a gorgeous polished wooden floor covered with Turkish carpets. Everything about the suite was rather exotic, with scimitars crossed on the wall between big mirrors edged in brass. To the left was the spacious bedroom, with two other rooms across the way.

Two big glass doors led to a balcony that gave them a view of a little river flowing down through the forest. Above was the terrace.

For a moment, it was just Steven, Mouse, and Axel.

He saw the worry on his wife’s face, and he went over and took her little hand. “You’ll be helping Liam, sure, but this isn’t all up to you. I know you’ve had experience in Dragonskin rituals before, but this time, it will be different.”

Mouse didn’t meet his eyes. “You weren’t there when I basically almost tortured Edgar Vale to death. It was awful.”

Edgar Vale, Rhaegen Mulk’s vassal, a Dragonskin that had tried to kill them back at the start of their adventures together.

Steven tried to calm the little blonde. “But you helped us with Sabina, and we restored Uchiko. You’ve had a string of successes. I don’t expect this will be different, do you?”

Mouse shrugged. “Yeah, but we were dealing with humans and dragons, not a fucking elf queen.” She put her free hand to her mouth. “I better clean up my language here soon, or Axel will grow up swearing like a sailor.”

“We have some time. I don’t think he really listens to us all that much. Besides, he’s sleeping.”

Mouse rolled her eyes. “Please. This kid is so aware, he hears everything. And remember, he took us to the perfect place to fight Shayatin. There’s more to him than we know. But you’re right. I’m not going to freak out. This will be fine. Quinnie will be fine. Or at least I hope that’s the case.”

Steven had spent the last two months trying to find out more about Shayatin, the world with the three moons, and the mysterious presence that reeked of Void magic. He couldn’t stop thinking about the cistern he’d seen, a green pool surrounded by nothingness.

And there was that damn poem.

He’d found precious little. It was rather maddening. At the same time, it had been peaceful. He still had a few avenues to check.

Steven stepped back. “I’ll unpack us. Where do you want the Slayer Blade and Icharaam’s Cloak?”

“By the bed. In case, you know, something comes out of the woodwork to attack us. Are you sure Xanadu doesn’t have any secret demons?”

“Other than the bear things and the saber-toothed tigers? No. It’s uninhabited. No secret demons.”

Mouse sighed happily. “I kinda like having the entire planet to ourselves. Makes me feel all comfy and shit.”

Aria and Tessa both lugged in trunks.

The barista glanced around. “Oh, wow, this is nicer than I remember. And look at that painting of Istanbul. Now that is classy as fuck!”

Aria glanced at the painting. “How do you know it’s Istanbul?”

“The mosques, baby. It’s all about the mosques. The carpets are also a dead giveaway.” Tessa blinked. “Not bad for a high school dropout, am I right? Oh, how things have changed. I’m a fucking world traveler now.”

“Worlds traveler,” Steven corrected.

Tessa went and kissed his cheeks, then went back for more of her trunks, which she took to her room. She spent a ton of time pulling dusty books out and finding room for them on the shelves in her bedroom, which also had a nice desk for her to work at.

When they were unpacked, Mouse took Axel to the bed to nurse him and to grab a little nap for herself.

Steven, Tessa, and Aria went up to the terrace, and Liam had several of his students bring out trays of food and drinks. Yes, there were donut smoothies as well as platters full of donuts themselves.

In the waning afternoon sun, they ate and chatted.

With her sugary drink, Heridan was pleasant. She might be the most powerful Morta creature in creation, but give her some junk food, and she mellowed out just fine.

Steven grew restless—that night, they were going to begin the hardest part of Quinn’s Dragonskin rituals, and he just wanted to start. However, they were going to wait until the full moon was overhead. Because Liam had mapped out the orbit, they knew the moon was going to be enormous. And midnight had always been special to dragons. It was why weddings were celebrated at midnight on Sundays.

Steven shifted into his True Form and took to the skies, before seeing a nice mountain meadow under some truly enormous pine trees. They would’ve given redwoods a run for their money.

Best of all, he had a good view of the academy below.

He drifted down, watching his wives on the terrace. Even from a distance, he heard their laughter and smelled the aroma of Liam Strider cooking dinner.

The entire world had gone pastel—a soft blue sky, pink clouds, a setting alien sun with just a bit of red to it. He’d not noticed that before. He might have to try StellarFlight to map out Xanadu’s solar system.

Liam was already working on a map of the planet itself. He’d discovered a chain of islands down south that looked very similar to the Caribbean Islands. He and Tessa had taken a trip there, and Liam said it was a lot like the Dominican Republic back on the Earth.

For centuries, the islands in the Caribbean had been a part of the Yucatan Primacy, ruled by Enrique Pescalarez. That Dragonlord Prime was dead, and Steven had taken it over like he’d taken over most of the Primacies on Earth. Only a few remained, and all the current Primes had proven their loyalty to Steven over and over.

There was one Dragonskin, a young and capable guy from the Dominican Republic named Yordy Apostol, who acted as the temporary leader. Aria stepped in to help him, but for the most part, he was handling the Dragonkind of the region well. Yordy had grown up poor, but when it became clear that some humans could become dragons, he’d jumped at the chance and worked tirelessly. He might’ve been the quickest person ever to go from human to dragon.

Lulled by such thoughts, Steven fell asleep in his True Form. He woke when he smelled Quinnestri’s sweet perfume.

Her hands were gentle on his thick scales, and she softly caressed the beginnings of a beard underneath his chin. It would be black like his father’s.

“Good evening, Lord Dragon,” the elf queen whispered even as tears leaked down her face.

Why was she crying?


CHAPTER 18

QUINNESTRI’S SADNESS
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Steven nuzzled the elf queen with his enormous snout. He made sure to keep his breath cool so he wouldn’t burn her by accident.

She knew he was being careful, and she laughed even as she wiped tears from her face. “Fear not, Steven, for the evening brings a chill. Perhaps not to most, but I have become so gaunt that even the slightest cold makes me shiver. Both Heridan and Tessa have promised to help fatten me up once the Dragonskin rituals are complete.”

“That should be tonight,” Steven said softly. “If it goes well. That’s the hope.”

The elf queen’s laughter was sad. “I doubt I shall be lucky. My schooling has never gone as expected. I cannot remember clearly, but I doubt I ever told you about the various teachers that tortured me growing up. Am I mistaken?”

“I don’t think so.” Steven took her in. Yes, she had lost a great deal of weight, and the angles of her face had sharpened to match her pointed ears. Her gleaming blue eyes were shadowed by dark circles. And her normally glowing platinum blonde hair was dull, though her intricate braids were perfect in every way. That was Tessa’s handiwork. The barista loved helping her sister-wives with their hair.

A wind shook the tall pines above them. Pink pollen mixed with yellow and then was blown down onto the grasses of the mountain meadow. Several large rabbit-shaped creatures, with horns sprouting from their skulls, went racing through the grasses in front of them. Something dark, lean, and dog-shaped went chasing after them. Both disappeared into even taller grasses down the way.

The tall grass moved all the way to the tree line. The rabbit animals skittered away, but not all of them. At least one predator was enjoying an early dinner.

“Jackalopes,” Steven said triumphantly. “Liam wasn’t pulling my leg.”

Quinn took a step back. “What is this now?”

“Jackalopes were a joke back on Earth, part jackrabbit, part antelope, they never really existed. It seems like they do on Xanadu. And we saw our first shadow coyote. Gotta say, I’m impressed.”

Quinn returned to his snout. “Give me a bit of warmth, my Prime.”

Steven loved it when she called him that. Sometimes, with his other wives, it seemed a bit stiff and formal. But with Quinn, she was a powerful elven sorceress, probably the last great wizardess from a lost age, and for her to call him that, well, it meant something to him.

Steven didn’t use his full Inferno exhalant. He just snorted a bit of flames.

Quinn hugged his snout. “Yes. The warmth feels so good.”

“Why were you crying?” he asked.

“So many things.” She caressed his huge nose. “When I saw you sleeping here, I was struck by your savage beauty. I studied the Alpheros, in one of my many terrible classes, and I was always taken in by their size, strength, and grace. Are dragons not synonymous with mystery and power? I will answer my own question. Yes, yes, they are. It seems they are universal symbols, for all worlds seem to know about dragons. Part of that might be the extent of travel that the Alpheros did, exploring worlds and discovering lost civilizations. However, I like to think it’s more important than that. A myth that all folk share.”

“Not just myths,” Steven said. “You saw me and couldn’t stop the tears? I’m not sure I believe you, Quinnie.”

The elf queen smiled. “Ah, the nickname, as you say in your tongue. Yes, perhaps it was more than that. During my meditations here, I have been remembering more of my life before I became queen of the Aqualyra. As you know, my memories fragmented when I stepped down from being queen. I was so tied to my people, letting their lusts live through me.”

Steven knew all about that. The Aqualyra saw their lust as a burden, and they used powerful magic to channel all their sexual desires into their queen, who would revel in every possible perversion. He’d experienced, firsthand, many of them.

Quinn patted him playfully. “Another idiom comes to mind in your silence. Cat got your tongue?”

“No, I’m just listening,” Steven said.

The elf queen sighed. “Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised. Being at Liam’s academy, with the students around, with several interviewing me personally for their studies, it is no wonder I’m thinking about my own school days.”

“How did that work?” Steven asked. “I assumed you were just the heir to the throne, and when the time came, you were chosen to be the queen. It didn’t work that way?”

Quinn shook her head. “No. Not all royal elves were suited for the task. There was a great deal of training and schooling, and when the time came, a council of elders chose the next monarch. I was chosen, yes, but for the longest time, no one believed that I would ever rule. I was very…this is difficult to say…undisciplined. And rather dim, if I am to be honest.”

“Again, not sure I believe you. You’re one of the smartest people I’ve ever met.”

The elf queen pointed at her face. “I believe this is when I would roll my eyes in a demure attempt to shun your compliment.”

Steven let some heat leak from his body. He was interested in hearing her story and didn’t want her to stop because she was cold. “So did you have tutors?”

“Not personal tutors,” she answered. “We met in a palace wing off to the side, with views of the peaks far below. You remember the floating city, do you not?”

“Eleesia, above Deneel, yeah, I remember.”

“It was there that we were tutored on the ways of our people. This was thousands of years ago, however, though I don’t count my age while we were sleeping. For those long millennia, while the Ohkreela fought and died for us. Such a tremendous sacrifice they made, and how we despised them.” She sighed. “I’ll never be able to make it up to Nefri, not for as long as I live. This was before we truly understood the true threat of the Zothoric, before the Alpheros were slaughtered. That was when we went into hiding, when we entered the Dreaming, hidden away, shielded by the Morta in the mad dark elves below us.”

Steven couldn’t help but be impressed by the age and power of his elven wife. Here he was, a human in his mid-twenties, and she seemed ageless.

At the same time, she seemed so sad, alone, and fearful. For the millionth time, he wanted to talk her out of the Dragonskin rituals, but he knew he couldn’t.

Quinnestri toyed with the strands of his beard. “There was one teacher, Master Erolith, who singled me out because I was shy, maybe, or not as quick as the others. He thought I did not have the stamina nor the temperament. He would ask me questions when he knew I did not know the answer. He would use me as an example, and I remember one day, he was lecturing us on Oikos, the homeworld of the Alpheros, and he asked about a series of islands near the equator of that world. He wanted to know if I knew their name. I wanted to tell him I was struggling with my own world’s geography. Knowing the landmarks of the Alpherian homeworld was beyond me.”

Her voice faded away. Another breeze swept across them. Steven kept her warm, though he wasn’t sure how to comfort her in any other way. She seemed so fragile right then, lost in her memories.

He felt rage at this long-dead tutor. Teachers had such power, and when they abused it, there should be consequences. Far too often, there weren’t. And it was the children that had to suffer. He remembered the Pat Benatar song “Hell Is for Children.” It seemed oddly appropriate right then.

The elf queen continued. “Master Erolith had me stand up, and he asked the other children to say everything they did not like about me. He said it was to remind me to work harder, but in reality, I see now that it was cruel. Some of the students did not participate or chose insipid little things to comment on. My friend Ilreena said my moon fingers were too short.”

“What are moon fingers?” Steven asked.

Quinn raised her hands. “What you would call your pinkies.” She raised each of her fingers one by one, naming them. “Sun, star, land, and moon. Sometimes we referred to the thumb as the water finger, but that was old-fashioned when I was young.”

Steven couldn’t help but growl. “If this Erolith were still around, I would fuck him up. That was awful, Quinn. I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. “He is long dead. The Alpheros came to Earth fifty thousand years ago. It was after that the Aqualyra escaped into dreams. In the end, Erolith died alone. He is nothing. Ironically, that day, when I failed to answer correctly, I decided to throw myself fully into my studies. It was a terrible thing he did, and at the same time, it gave him the result he wanted. I applied myself with complete focus. If only to be better than all those other wretched children.”

“It wasn’t worth it,” Steven said.

“I can still remember what each of the children said about me. It hurt so much. I did not weep. I took the abuse. Yet the scars remain. I weep now. For myself, for those children, for my people.”

“But the elves are restored,” Steven said softly. “The Lyra are living in peace with the Ohkreela. Things are better now.”

“They are,” the elf queen agreed. “At the same time, I weep for what could’ve been. What we lost. What I did. You are weary of me speaking of my guilt for not taking a more active role against the Shadows of Teeth and Talon; however, it is my truth. Perhaps the Dragonskin rituals will ease some of that guilt. I can only hope.”

“Not sure they will,” Steven said seriously. “You’re still going to be you, Quinn. It won’t change that.”

She smiled sadly. “And yet, the months and months of preparing my spirit have been so wonderous. I have that same focus I had when I was a child, that the public shaming gave me. It did prepare me to be queen, for a in a real sense, the shame was my crucible.”

“But here we are, thousands of years later, and you’re still crying about it.” Steven sighed. “I don’t have any answers. I was driven to work because my life depended on it. We both were pushed to our limits, I guess. Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe it’s not. But it is what it is.”

Quinn laughed. “It is what it is.”

A portal opened up next to them and Zoey stormed out as a bear but then shifted into a shaggy-headed dirty-blonde woman in clothes that didn’t quite fit her. The first thing she did was hitch up her jeans as his white shirt slipped down her shoulder. The chain of her teardrop necklace was visible, as was Icharaam’s Amulet. “Hey. I, uh, was wondering where you went, so I asked Liam to find you and open a portal…”

Then she saw the tears on the elf queen’s face. “Quinnie! Why are you crying?”

Zoey threw her arms around the elf queen and started crying right along with her. In Steven Drokharis’s Primacy, no one cried alone.


CHAPTER 19

WEREBEAR PLAY
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Steven looked at the two women hugging and crying, and he was pretty sure he’d rather fight Collidium again than try and figure out women’s emotions.

He was about to say something—what that was, he didn’t know—when Quinnestri saved him.

“Easy, Zoey. Calm your mind. I’m not weeping for anything that is occurring now, but for my childhood long, long ago. All is right with the world.”

Zoey stepped back, her striking blue-green eyes bright from her tears. “Nothing is right, because you’re putting yourself in danger. We’re all worried about you, Quinn, and me especially.”

Quinn took the big woman’s hand. The pair were so different. Zoey was tall, broad, and rough around the edges. Her hair was ragged and frizzy, a dark golden color. Quinn was nearly as tall, but far more slender, and everything about her was polished and coiffed. And yet, standing there, their differences only brought out each of their very special, individual beauty.

Quinn kissed the werebear’s flushed cheek. “It pains me that you worry, Zoey Nova. I will never forget how kind you were to me, when I was awakened from my sleep and I traveled to the battle world. You invited me in to be a part of the family, and while I was haughty and difficult, you saw past my arrogance to the frightened girl I was trying to hide. Not just fearful, but tortured with guilt, and yet, you accepted me. Why are you so loving, Zoey Nova?”

The big bear girl threw Steven a shy smile, then dropped her eyes. “We’re a family. We’re a pack. There is enough love for everyone. For a long time, I was with someone who took my love for granted. His name was Juice, and…and he was horrible. Steven and his Escort showed me a better way to be.”

Steven was already angry about Quinn’s humiliation when she was a student, and now, thinking about Zoey, he was equally angry.

“This person’s name was Juice?” Quinn asked, frowning.

Zoey growled. “Juice Juice. He ruled the Sounders, a pack of werefolk, and he taught us the me was the we. That’s what we said. The me is the we. The me is the we. It took me a long time to think differently. Now, I’m a part of the we, but I’m still me.”

Quinn nodded. “Yes, I remember now. There is always a tension between what a person wants and what their family wants. I know about losing myself to the desires of my people, and it took every bit of willpower I had to leave Aqualyra. To relinquish my role as queen. This is what I want for myself, Zoey. I want to become a Dragonskin. Can you understand that?”

Zoey thought for a minute. “This is what you want for yourself. Even though we’re all so afraid of it hurting you. I think I understand. This is the ‘me’ part of things. Not the ‘we.’” The bear girl laughed at herself and snorted. “Not the ‘me’ part, but you know, the ‘you’ part. I understand. So why were you crying?”

Quinn relayed the story of her childhood humiliation.

“That makes me so mad!” Zoey couldn’t stop herself from roaring as she half-shifted into her bear form. She shifted back, breathing hard. “That’s like Juice Juice, abusing his power, taking advantage of us. Steven, I’m in the mood to rip something apart!”

Quinn turned on him. “I believe that is an excellent idea, Steven. I too could use some exercise.”

Steven snorted flames. “It’s not like I can summon demons for us to kill, and I don’t think Liam would like us hunting the local predators, though the shadow coyotes and saber-toothed tigers would be hard to take down.”

Zoey’s mouth fell open in shock. “We’re not going to kill poor, defenseless animals, Steven! How about we use those practice thingies that you and Tessa and Liam talked about?”

Steven and Tessa had been playing around with some Enchantrix magic that would create small practice objects out of Animus. They wouldn’t have many teeth to them, but they would move randomly. He thought it just might work.

He took a second to pull up his skill tree from the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon, just to check on his Enchantrix. He hadn’t gained any levels since Axel was born and they’d faced Seattle storms, but he was right on the edge.

Having a new baby around had totally messed up his routine, but he wasn’t too concerned. He still had a ton of power at his disposal.
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Steven saw he only had about half of his Animus left, but that should be more than enough to create things for Zoey and Quinn to fight.

He thought about what he could cast, using his various abilities, and decided on something rather unusual. He might’ve made birds out of fire, but he went the opposite route. He breathed out ArcticWind across the grass, freezing whole patches of the meadow solid. Then, he cast Enchantrix. Immediately, the ice falcons took to the air. Both their beaks and their claws looked sharp, but he made them brittle, so they should shatter relatively easily. He gave them a high-pitched scream to make them seem more dangerous than they actually were. Their calls echoed across the meadow.

Zoey shifted into her bear form and armored up, using Icharaam’s Amulet to give herself a layer of golden plates that the falcons wouldn’t be able to penetrate. In a lot of ways, it was the Baxter Armor that Steven had, though hers was lighter and allowed her more movement.

Quinnestri saw this, smiled, and summoned her weapons, the kavs, twin axes made of purple light, which glowed with power. “Zoey, my darling, perhaps don’t use your armor, and I won’t use my shield spell. Otherwise, this would be too easy.”

Already a dozen ice falcons zoomed toward them.

Zoey deactivated her armor, the plates fading away to reveal her golden-brown fur. She roared, went running, and slashed an incoming falcon to pieces. Whirling, she ducked the talons of another, and destroyed another with a swipe of her paw.

Quinnestri smashed a falcon with one kav, swung and missed, and then ducked another raptor who went flashing by on his icy wings. His fellows followed him in a rush of cold feathers.

The elf queen wasn’t about to let all the falcons get away. She hurled a kav and smashed one of the ice creatures to pieces. A second later, she had another hatchet in her hand. She did a complicated movement. “Now, I will use my powers a bit more aggressively. Here they come again!”

Quinnestri had an Animus core, though it was different than dragons. She had to absorb the energy around her through eating and rest, and she didn’t have the Alpherian powers. The magic system of the Lyra was more elemental, in some ways, calling on the four magics of Soul, Flesh, Spark, and Tide magic, or put another way—Air, Earth, Fire, and Water. Her Tide magic included some ice magic.

The Lyra also could project their minds and sight across the universe using something called Astreelia, which had allowed Quinn to help the Dragonknights when they’d banded together to act as sentries against the Zothoric.

Lyra had their version of the Veneficium spells, with very potent Magica Porta and Magica Incanto powers. They combined the Pugna branch into a single system they called Bellicosia, which she had spent her long life perfecting. Quinn had taught Tessa Bellicosia magic, which had helped Tessa have the necessary abilities to perfect StellarFlight.

Quinn sped forward, moving faster than sight, and Steven watched as she killed falcon after falcon with both of her kavs moving in unison. One tried to escape, and she leapt impossibly high into the air and struck. She then did a flip and came down on her strong legs, her face shining with sweat.

Zoey galloped up, got in front of the elf queen, and let out a mournful howl.

Quinn blew her blonde ringlets out of her face. “I apologize, my lovely friend, for destroying the ice birds so quickly. But it was lovely to feel the Animus flowing through me, to swing my kavs with perfect precision, to revel in the effort of the battle.”

Zoey whimpered and went to lick Quinn’s face.

The elf queen danced back, laughing. “Oh no, Zoey. I do not want your ursine slobber on my cheeks.”

But the werebear was too playful to stop. She bounced forward, her big body swinging, forcing Quinn to dodge her.

Or try to.

While Quinn was fast, Zoey anticipated the direction she moved her body. It might not seem like it, but the werebear was actually brilliant in a lot of different ways. One paw caught the elf queen, pushing her down. Then Zoey was on top of Quinn.

Steven looked on, wondering if he should intervene.

Zoey was making happy bear sounds, and Quinnestri Uweneel surprised him by giggling like a schoolgirl. “No, Zoey! Please do not kiss me in such a fashion! I would rather you kiss me in a more human form!”

Zoey went to kiss her, but then Quinn’s eyes glowed purple. She used her power to lift Zoey off her, but the werebear activated her golden armor. That added a ton of weight, and Quinn’s magic failed.

Deactivating her armor, Zoey twisted into the air and came down on the soft grass, right over Quinn, being careful not to crush the elf queen.

Quinn tried to roll away, but a big paw stopped her.

Quinn was still giggling. “Steven, help me!”

As a dragon, he was about twice as big as Zoey, though she was very strong, very heavy, and very fast. He went to try and gently push the huge bear away but got a playful slap on his snout.

The werebear roared, swung her body, and knocked Steven away.

He tried to grab her, but she had her armor on again, and his claws slipped off the mystical golden metal. Zoey dove to give Quinn a tiny little lick on the cheek. It could’ve been a slobber fest, but the werebear had shown some self-restraint.

Quinn reached up and touched Zoey’s muzzle, not wiping her cheek. “Oh, Zoey, you are so special to me. Perhaps we can have some fun with you like this. Steven, though, should turn human because I like the feel of his skin on me.”

A second later, Steven was there, but because he had the teardrop necklace, he was still clothed.

The elf queen gave him a smoldering look. “I think you have far too many clothes on, Mr. Drokharis. After I have some fun with this bear, I want you and I to make love until we both might die from the pleasure.”

Steven stripped off his shirt. He liked the sound of that.

Seeing the elf queen with the bear was a little shocking, but then he had to remember that the elf queen had known every kind of depravity. This was just going to be one more.


CHAPTER 20

UCHIKO’S WORRIES
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Steven, Quinn, and Zoey returned to the academy before dinner. Both he and Zoey had completely filled their Animus cores. If Quinn successfully completed the Dragonskin rituals, then sex would give her power as well. As it was, she slowly refilled her magical soul over time.

Steven wasn’t very hungry, even though Liam was making chicken-fried steak. It was meat taken from Xanadu’s version of cattle, the main meal of the saber-toothed tigers, but they were out on the wide high plains east of the mountain peaks. They kind of looked like buffalo, only with far bigger horns.

He found Liam Strider in his office, just off the kitchen, going through some notes he’d made.

Steven leaned against the doorframe and frowned. “I have to know Quinn is going to be okay.”

The Yellow Ronin shook his head and turned in his seat to face him. “I’ll do my best. I’ve had a lot of practice in recent months, helping humans become Dragonskins. I hate to say it, but I’ve used hot irons to improve the chances.”

“What do you mean hot irons?” Steven felt his blood quicken.

Liam closed one eye. “You think I’m going to burn off all her skin? No, my friend, I can assure you that will not happen. In the old days, the dragons weren’t especially excited to be sharing their power with the humans. The idea that every inch of skin needed to be burned for the rituals to be successful was basically torture to scare off those who weren’t committed. Commitment is key, however. There, they weren’t wrong.”

“How big are the burns going to be?” Steven asked.

“About three inches long, about an inch wide, an oval shape, one on each arm. The pain is part of it. More important is the meditation practice, which gives one strength of mind. There’s a subtle connection between the mind and soul, and the heart of our work lies there. Thanks to your knowledge of AnimusChain and the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon, you’ve taught me a lot. Actually, I’ve been using Magica Incanto to do subtle surgery on the people I’ve worked with. Also, I’ve been able to synthesize Elftears, my own special formula, which can help a great deal.”

Steven brightened. “You know how to make Elftears? What’s in them?”

Liam laughed. “Nothing that has to do with elves. I’m not sure where the name came from. You know the Alpherian herb, tanaquil, which helps female dragons get pregnant. Well, there was another herb the Alpheros brought to Earth called Ascelepine. It was only because of Cactus Bill, and his visions, that I was able to find some seeds and grow them. It does make me wonder how much of the Alpherian homeworld’s flora and fauna exists that we know nothing about. Anyway, the Ascelepine needs to be processed and enchanted, but in the end, we get what is popularly known as Elftears.”

He turned, and from a drawer, the old yellow dragon picked up a vial that glowed with a blue light. “The liquid is pretty, but I do wonder why it got the name. From what I understand, it merely works with one’s Animus core, tying it to the mind and body.”

Steven remembered something. “Asclepius was the god of medicine, from the Greeks or the Romans, or both. I don’t remember. The Alpheros predate both the Greeks and Romans by something like forty-eight thousand years.”

“That’s right.” Liam sighed. “We use the Ascelepine, we do the first burning, which will start the process, and then there is the second burning. With help, that should start Quinnestri’s Animus Core spinning. Then, she should be able to shift into her Homo Draconis form. Her True Form is going to take more work, but you know about that.”

Steven nodded. “I do. I also know that Uchiko got stuck in her partial form, or half of it anyway. We fixed her, but could that happen to Quinn?”

Liam fixed his eyes on Steven. “Not with you and I there, my friend. If my Magica Incanto fails us, we have both your AnimusChain and FleshForge. The thing I worry about is something else. Something I don’t want to give words to. I don’t want to even mention it.”

“That she’ll die?” Steven asked.

The Yellow Ronin swallowed hard. “Nothing so simple. Let’s get this work done tonight. Are you sure you and Quinn are okay with letting the school witness this unprecedented event?”

“She was a queen,” Steven said simply. “She lived a public life. As for me, I kind of think it will be good luck. That’s probably dumb to say, but that’s how I feel. I agree. Let’s get this started and finished, tonight.”

Steven wondered what else Liam was afraid would happen, other than the elf queen dying, but he didn’t ask. He knew Liam well enough to know when to let things lie. Steven stood up and went out to the dining hall, which was packed with people. The minute the students saw him, they all fell quiet. He was the great Steven Drokharis, after all.

The Dragonlord Prime nodded at some people and teachers he knew and exchanged some pleasantries, but worked his way over to his wives, who were all sitting together at the far end of the room.

They were a rowdy group, especially the Morta Clique—Aria, Tara Heridan, Nefri, and Uchiko. They were all eating and laughing, talking a bit too loud, and acting like the bad girls. They drew long looks from the other students, especially those that could sense the dark energy inside of them. For now, Heridan was hiding her more demonic attributes. That was easy for her, because she was eating chicken-fried steak, doused in gravy, with a pile of French Fries next to it. Between the fries, steak, and gravy, she was taking big bites of a Xanadu cherry pie, made from cherries that Liam had planted. That girl could eat fatty food like nobody’s business. Her metabolism meant she didn’t gain a single pound.

Steven could relate.

Zoey and Quinn were sitting next to each other, holding hands. Zoey had already finished her salad, and Quinn hadn’t eaten anything in preparation for that night’s ritual. Near them were Tessa and Mouse.

The minute Mouse saw him, she jumped to her feet and marched over. “Here, Mr. Man, take your son so I can eat. He’s fussy tonight!”

The minute the baby saw him, Axel let out a squawk, which was loud enough to turn heads.

Steven scooped up his son, and Mouse started eating her steak voraciously.

Holding his sweet-smelling son was one of the best parts of Steven’s whole life. He loved his son. The baby gurgled happily.

Tessa shot him a glance. “I can take him if you need me to. So you can, like, eat. I’m trying not to eat another piece of pie, and it’s taking every single bit of my willpower.”

“Eat what you want and fuck the world!” Heridan said loudly.

“Easy for you to say, girlfriend,” Tessa said, standing up. “Some of us aren’t hopped up on Morta.”

“Totally hopped.” The demon woman paused to give Aria a high five.

The Indian Dragonsoul awkwardly patted Heridan’s hand, then looked embarrassed for being drawn into the high five in the first place.

That made Steven laugh. “I’m okay for now. Just don’t eat it, Tessa. Have some coffee instead.”

“Great idea! It’s going to be a late night. I could use the caffeine.” She hurried off to the counter to grab herself a cup.

“Are you doing okay, Quinn?” Steven asked.

“I’d like some tea,” the elf queen said quietly.

Zoey launched herself to her feet. “I’ll get you some.”

Steven sat down in the werebear’s seat and leaned against Quinn.

The elf smiled at his son. “The family resemblance is strong. He will grow up to be as heroic as his father, I have no doubt.”

“Let’s hope not,” Mouse said. Then sighed. “Scratch that. Yes, I want my Axel to be as brave and powerful. Mostly, I want the power part, so he can protect himself. You know, Quinnie, like all of us, I’ve had my doubts about what you are doing. But with you having dragon powers and shit, that’s only going to help us. So, even though what you are doing is stupid as fuck, I’m still glad you’re doing it.”

Quinn took the sentiment and all the cursing in stride.

Nefri nodded and raised her glass of wine. “Yes. Let us toast. To the Lyra queen.” Her voice was husky, and her words came out clipped. It was a miracle that she could talk at all. Though it had taken a bit, she had warmed to the elf queen.

Steven took a minute to appreciate the dark elf’s beauty—her dark blue skin, white hair, and purple eyes.

They all raised their glasses, and they weren’t alone. All the students did as well.

Steven didn’t have a cup, but Heridan had several glasses full of soda. She gave him one, and they all toasted the elf queen.

Quinn blushed, looking down. “Thank you. All of you. I can only hope to live up to your expectations.”

“We’re just expecting you to survive, Quinnie,” Mouse said. “No pressure.”

Heridan laughed jaggedly. “That’s a crock of shit. There’s a ton of pressure on her. If she fucks this up, it’ll kill her.”

Steven threw the demon a frown. “That’s not helping. She’s not alone. We’re all with her in this.”

“We are at that,” Aria agreed. “This is all of us, working together. It’s not dissimilar to what you all did to bring me back to life. If we could do that, we can do anything.”

Uchiko raised her glass of wine again. “Your skills restored me, when I failed my own Dragonskin rituals. I…I…” She couldn’t finish her words.

Tessa helped her out. “Another toast. To Aria, coming back, and to Uchiko, and her pretty, pretty face! We got this. We’re the Drokharis family! We can do anything!”

There was another toast, but afterward, Uchiko left her meal, half-finished, and hurried out the doors to the terrace. She seemed so upset.

Nefri glanced at Steven. It was a meaningful look, and Steven knew what that meant. He gave Axel back to Mouse, and he and the Shadow Archer left the dining hall to go and talk with Uchiko.

They found the ninja at the far end of the terrace, staring down at the forest below.

Uchiko usually kept her hair in a ponytail to keep it out of her face, but now her dark hair framed her beautiful face. She bowed. It seemed she wanted to smile, and yet a frown remained on her beautiful lips.

Nefri took the ninja’s hand. “Tell us. Your mind is troubled. Don’t even try to lie.”

The Japanese woman shot Steven a glance. “This night is not about me, it is about Quinnestri. What if I do not want to tell you my truth?”

The dark elf tied her white hair back with a scrunchy, got a determined look on her face, and smiled. “I will. Use my evil powers. To force you.” The blue-skinned elf waggled her eyebrows to show she was kidding.

That was important. Nefri and Uchiko had been bitter enemies for most of their lives, fighting as assassins for different factions in the dragon underworld.

Uchiko’s history was sad, full of tragedy. She’d grown up human in feudal Japan, the princess of a shogun. Her family was crushed by a rival clan, and she’d been forced to marry the rival shogun. She was merely a trinket, a toy to the powerful man, but then Uchiko had met a gardener, who offered to teach her how to be an assassin. While he called himself Niwashi, which was the word “gardener” in Japanese, he was actually an ancient Dragonsoul by the name of Paanga Komang, one of the first offspring of the Alpheros. He'd been around for tens of thousands of years, trying to find a way to kill Rahaab. He thought he’d use Uchiko, but she’d failed the Dragonskin rituals, and he’d cast her aside.

As a Warling, she eventually did try and kill Rahaab but failed because the Alpheros had been too powerful. Instead of murdering her in return, Rahaab used her services as a ninja to deal with his enemies. Later, he had her watch over Mathaal, during the twilight of his years, as the head of the Onari Guard.

But all of that was ancient history.

Uchiko was still a Warling, but her botched ritual had been healed, and half of her body wasn’t scaled any longer.

Steven took the ninja’s other hand.

The three of them stood there, holding hands.

Steven kept his voice soft. “Uchiko, I know this must be hard for you. You know how dangerous this can be, and I think you’re afraid that what happened to you will happen to Quinnestri.”

Nefri snorted derisively. “It would help her. She is ugly. Too much blonde hair. Too many ringlets. Ugly.”

Uchiko’s eyes flashed. “You don’t mean that.”

The dark elf rolled her purple eyes. “Of course.” A moment later, she added another word. “Not.”

That was Nefri, always joking around, though she had experienced her own tragedies. She’d had her throat cut and had been left for dead by an evil dark elf mage after losing her best friend. It had been a miracle that she’d escaped the dark elves to get to Earth in the first place. She had made her living as the Shadow Archer, an assassin who would kill anyone as long as the money was right.

“We’ve come so far,” Steven said. “Liam and I are going to be right there. We can do this. And if something goes wrong, we’ll figure it out.”

Uchiko sighed, tears in her eyes. She was too strong to let them fall as she stared into Steven’s face. “I remember Niwashi’s disgust. I remember being broken. I fear for her, Steven-dono.”

The word “dono” was an honorific, meaning lord.

“I’m not Paanga Komang,” Steven said firmly. “And even Paanga felt guilty for how he treated you. It broke him as well, and I think that’s why he’s so restless. He still can’t find a home. I think that’s why he spent most of his life wandering. With the Zothoric gone, he can take his wandering ways to other worlds. He might never find a family, but you have, Uchiko, with me, with Nefri, and with Quinn. It’s the power of that family that will bring us through this challenge.”

Nefri leaned over and kissed the ninja’s cheek. “Steven has performed. Other miracles.” She took the ninja’s slim hand and touched it to her throat, tracing the scar there.

The dark elf hadn’t been able to speak because of the severity of the damage. And yet, they’d found a way to heal her using a combination of Animus, Morta, and elven magic.

Uchiko threw her arms around Steven, and he held her. She wasn’t sobbing, but she was still so quiet.

Nefri enfolded them both in her Morta tenacles, pulling them all close.

Then the dark elf laughed. “Tell me, sweetness. Tell me you feel. Better.”

The ninja finally found a smile. “That is the truth. I feel. Better. I feel sadness better. I feel happiness better. I feel the fear, better. Because I have more to lose, I think. And I fear for Quinnie.”

Steven found himself frustrated. Why was everyone so afraid?

He just wanted to get to midnight and get this damn ritual over with.

A thought struck Steven, and it made him laugh. “At least we know we all love the elf queen. It’s why we’re so worried.”

Nefri pretended to scowl. “Speak. For yourself.”

But then she was laughing, which made Uchiko smile.

It seemed everyone was feeling better about the coming midnight event. Steven was glad, though he wouldn’t rest easy until after the ritual was done.


CHAPTER 21

THE DRAGONSKIN RITUAL
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Steven paused on the path down from the academy to the amphitheater next to the big river that ran down through the valley where the school was perched. Liam had named it the Alph River, and he’d picked a spot on the banks of the stream, where it widened before narrowing again, to pour down a chasm in a waterfall. He’d set up a temple there for Dragonskin rituals.

The entire student body was there, along with Liam and Quinnie, but Steven wanted to walk down by himself. He wanted a minute to think. He adjusted his black robes, which mirrored his dragon scales. He didn’t like the fancy wardrobe, but Liam had insisted.

The moon on Xanadu was bigger than the one on Earth. It was this enormous circle hanging over them, with craters and mountain ranges that seemed to suggest cat-like shapes. Steven couldn’t help but think about the saber-toothed tigers on the planet. However, he knew it was only his mind seeing shapes. There was no mystical connection.

He’d cast a Divination spell after dinner, to see if he could witness the events. Again, he saw cats scurrying in front of him, in a crowded city edged by jungle on one side and seawater on the other. The cats darted away from a shapely woman strolling down crumbled sidewalks. He couldn’t see her face, though. There seemed to be something wrong with her face.

A second later, he saw an ocean arena. The seats were huge, to accommodate dragons, all surrounding an island of sand ringed by crystal-clear turquoise water. On the sand stood a man dressed in leather. A leather hood hid his features. Something was wrong with his face as well.

For some reason, Steven didn’t like the looks of him. Not at all.

He heard the hiss of a cat, and sure, cats were fine, but they didn’t give him a clue about what might happen to Quinn during the ritual.

Sabina’s voice erupted in his head. I am searching the future as well, my love. I know mi carina is scared. Tell her I love her, and that all will be set right in the end.

Mi carina was how Sabina referred to Uchiko. The two were close, as close as the Latina Magician was to Prudence Pride Wayne. Sabina had a way with people, without a doubt.

Steven continued on through the trees, staying alert in case anything attacked him in the darkness. He was pretty sure all the animals had fled from the hubbub. A huge crowd was down by the river, standing between the two tall statues of dragons. On one end was the heroic Icharaam, a black-and-gold dragon and Steven’s ancestor. On the other end was Mathaal, his white scales glowing in the night. They’d wanted to capture Old Matchstick’s strength and power, before his decline into sickness and death. Uchiko had helped them with the details, since she’d spent centuries taking care of the old dragon.

Steven owed Mathaal his life. The old Alpherian dragon had given him the power to cast HeartStrike and had opened his way to the Path of the Mirrored-Souled Dragon during the battle with Rahaab, the third brother. Rahaab didn’t get a statue, because he’d been a murderous asshole.

Steven had barely survived the fight. He would’ve been killed easily if not for Mathaal’s sacrifice.

The temple sat between the two dragon statues, ringed by towering trees. On one side were the stone seats of the amphitheater across from a raised dais.

He heard the barista’s voice, laughing. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, the River Alph. I only know about ‘Kubla Khan’ because of Rush. But some joker named Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote the original poem.”

“And what other popular metal song did the poet guy inspire?” Mouse asked.

Axel let out a squawk. They’d hoped the baby would sleep through the ritual, but that had been a pipe dream.

Tessa sighed. “I don’t know, Mouse, just tell me.”

“Iron Maiden. ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.’ Come on, Tessa! Both Axel and I are hugely disappointed in you.”

“I hate myself for forgetting that. I do! I do!” Tessa laughed.

Steven walked between two big trees and left the dirt for the polished stone ground, big diamond shapes of the local marble edged with black rock. Mouse and Tessa along with the rest of his wives stood there, with a very nervous looking Quinnestri.

Tessa was dressed casually, in jeans, a Halestorm T-shirt, and a flannel shirt, which had been tied around her waist, but now she wore it buttoned to keep out the chill.

His other wives had dressed up, except for Mouse, who was in amber robes, provided by Liam for the occasion.

Speak of the devil, the Yellow Ronin was up on the dais, standing between two braziers. The handles of the brands were clearly visible as the metal ends heated up. He wore white and yellow robes and looked very official. They didn’t really need the theater, but Liam was old-fashioned.

Quinn hurried over and took Steven’s hand. She pulled him close, into a kiss, and though she had lost weight, he still felt her breasts push up against him. He held her tight for a moment.

She moved her head back to gaze into his eyes. Her words were urgent. “No matter what happens, you must know that I chose this, and I would choose it again. I believe in myself, and I am glad that you also believe in me.”

Nefri went to say something, but suddenly BlackBlood tentacles closed her mouth. Wonder of all wonders, it was Heridan who stopped the sarcasm.

Aria, Tessa, Mouse, and Uchiko all stood there, open-mouthed.

Zoey was more direct. She threw her arms around Heridan and gave the demon a big hug.

“What?” The former Prosha of the Zothoric Myriad shrugged. “I liked the drama of the moment, so sue me!” She then threw her arms around the werebear and hugged her right back.

Liam’s voice thundered across the amphitheater. “Eons ago, the last of the Alpheros left their doomed world and traveled through the stars to find a place to hide from the Zothoric, and it is we who are their descendants. While Rahaab loathed the apelings he had found on Earth, it was Icharaam who saw the worth of the humans. And so, he convinced his brothers to gather Escorts to them, to keep the Alpheros alive, until a time came when the Alpheros could rise with their new armies of Dragonsouls to wipe out the Shadows of Teeth and Talon. Those with direct ties to the Alpheros are Dragonsouls, but there are special folk who, with enough self-discipline and strength, can transcend their normal limitations to become Dragonskins. Tonight, we have one of the Lyra who has come, who will be striving to transcend her own limitations, to become something unique in the universe. Quinnestri Uweneel, do you agree to partake in the Dragonskin Ritual by your own free will?”

“I agree!” Her voice was full of determination.

Liam nodded. “Is this what you want?”

“It is what I want!”

Liam turned grim. “Do you understand the risks of death, disfigurement, or something worse than both?”

“I understand the risks!” She hadn’t been summoned, only called out, but it was clear Quinn wasn’t going to just stand there waiting for an invitation.

With a haughty head held high, she strode down through the middle of the students, not taking the stairs, but forcing people out of her way.

Steven had to chuckle. He remembered how arrogant and difficult she’d been when he’d woken her from her sleep. Now, some of that old arrogance had returned.

Steven was glad. She would need every bit of that swagger in the coming ritual.

Mouse sighed. “Well, this isn’t following the plan. Tessa, take the little guy, and I’ll grab the big guy and away we go.”

The petite blonde hooked her arm into Steven’s, and they both walked down the steps, careful not to trip on their flowing robes.

“I hope you fuckers know what you’re doing,” Mouse hissed between her teeth. “The only reason I’m wearing this stupid outfit is because good ol’ Liam thought it would help.”

“I hope it does,” Steven said. “And be nice. If Heridan can be supportive, so can you.”

“I’m being uber super-duper helpful, Steven Drokharis. Or I’m trying to be. And I’m going to do my best, but in the end, I think this is going to come down to you and your AnimusChain. Let’s hope you don’t need FleshForge.”

“Amen,” Steven said.

They walked up onto the stage as students brought out a special chair. It was like a curling seat at a gym, just as padded, but it was made out of polished Xanadu pine, stained to have a rich brown color. Liam had spent months working on it, and both Steven and Tessa had cast Enchantrix spells to improve the outcome. If the magic worked, it would help Quinn get an Animus core ignited inside of her. Then, like Steven, she would have two power cores to pull strength from.

For a second, Steven wondered if this would do anything to her libido. Once she became a Dragonskin, she would get Animus from sex and her kills. If anything, it would make the horny elven queen even more randy. That would be a side effect he wouldn’t mind. Things just had to go the way they wanted them to.

Quinn sat down on the seat, put her arms over the padded front, and then exposed her pale forearms. The minute her arms touched the pads, her eyes flashed purple, and she let out a gasp.

Liam gave Steven a nervous look. On a little table, there was the Elftears, the Ascelepine, and Liam gave some to Quinnestri to drink. She sipped it and closed her eyes, as if in pain.

Steven felt his heart drop. “Quinn, are you okay?”

“I am…I am not okay, as you put it, but we will not stop this. I do not think the Ascelepine will help with the pain, but I have lived long enough to know that pain is temporary. All pain is temporary.”

“Yeah,” Mouse said in a hushed voice. “Pain is temporary ’cause death is like real fucking permanent.”

“Silence, Melissa,” Liam said. “We will continue with hope in our hearts.”

Steven nodded. “Mouse, get the first brand.”

The blonde took hold of the wooden handle and lifted the metal from the fire, and the end was glowing. It was a stylized dragon, that of Mathaal, and she went to Quinnestri. “May the spirit of Mathaal bless you with the wisdom of a dragon. Ready yourself, Quinnestri Uweneel.”

She was saying the words exactly how Liam had written them. There was no sarcasm or joking now. Steven was proud of her.

“I am ready to receive the wisdom of a dragon,” Quinn said, gritting her teeth. Her face was shadowed by the purple brilliance coming out of her eyes. This was new, unexpected, but they weren’t going to stop.

Mouse pressed the brand on her left forearm.

The Lyran queen grunted in pain, but she didn’t cry out. There was a sickening hiss of her skin burning. Steven caught the scent of her flesh cooking, but then, it changed, to become the scent of burning metal mixed with the smell of rain. Petrichor. That was the word. It was a good mix, and he thought that must be her dragon scent.

“Magica Incanto.” Liam cast the spell, and his eyes glowed yellow. He nodded. “I see the wisdom of the dragon inside of her. This is the spark that will ignite the soul of the dragon in her.”

Steven had planned to wait to cast AnimusChain, but he couldn’t help it. He whispered the words, and suddenly, he saw the fire in her soul, an unexpected silver color, a spark inside of her next to her purple Lyran power core. So far, it was working.

“May Mathaal bless us all,” Mouse whispered. She put the first brand back in the brazier.

This was all so new, so different than all the rituals they’d seen. This was Liam’s new ceremony. It seemed to be working.

The little blonde, in her amber robes, retrieved the second brand.

She held it above the elven queen. The first brand glowed a silverish platinum color on her arm, and Steven watched as scales appeared across her smooth skin. Platinum scales. If this worked, Quinn would be a platinum dragon. But they weren’t done yet.

Mouse looked a bit pale, and her hands shook a bit. “May the spirit of Icharaam, the true father of all dragons, bless you with the heroic strength of a dragon. Ready yourself, Quinnestri Uweneel.”

“I am ready to receive—” Quinn’s voice broke. She inhaled, then sobbed. Was this from the pain of the first brand, fear of the second, or something else? She clenched her teeth, then spat out the words, “I am ready to receive the heroic strength of a dragon, fearless and steady, to protect my family and every world I can.”

That wasn’t in the script. Leave it to an arrogant elven queen to make up shit on the fly. It sounded good. This was the important next part. She had the spark of Animus in her, but it wasn’t spinning just yet. It needed to be a perfect platinum orb inside of her, spinning as it drank in the life force around them.

Mouse didn’t say another word and pressed the brand against the skin of her right arm. There was a hissing sound as her flesh burned, and again, he smelled burning metal mixed with rain, but now there was a flowery smell, like rosewater perfume.

Liam’s eyes still glowed yellow, but the purple radiance in the elven queen’s eyes was dimming. They simply didn’t know if that was normal or not.

Liam was struggling to get the platinum core inside of her spinning. There was fire there, but the spark was going out. Worse yet, the glowing purple sphere of Quinn’s elven soul was fading away.

It was up to Steven. There was a ton of Animus in his core, in the core of the students, but he could also feel the power of his wives, especially Tessa. He took all that life energy and channeled it into the sputtering platinum sphere.

Mouse stepped back, and amazingly, she cast a spell. “Magica Incanto.”

The blonde was a lot of things, but she wasn’t the best spellcaster. She held onto the cooling brand as her eyes shimmered with an amber light. She too was trying to get Quinn’s Animus core spinning.

Steven watched as platinum scales covered Quinn’s right arm. That had to be a good sign. A few scales appeared on her neck, on her cheek, and probably on other parts of her. It wasn’t just on the one side, like what had happened to Uchiko, though that had been later, after all of her skin had been branded, following the old ways.

Steven was pumping Animus into her, and her hair slowly changed into platinum scales. By this time, the purple was gone from her eyes. He watched as blue eyes became vertical serpentine slits.

There was a moment of hope that it was working, and then the platinum core inside of her pulled the purple core into it. The platinum and purple combination was trying to form a single orb. That hadn’t been the plan. The plan had been two cores. That wasn’t happening, which might have been okay, if her newly formed core was spinning. It was glowing, which was better than nothing, and it seemed to be fueled by something other than Steven’s magic.

Quinn let out a bloodcurdling scream, then fell off the chair, onto the floor. The chair itself burst into flames, the burning padding giving off a choking black smoke.

Steven turned into his Homo Draconis form and scooped up the Lyran queen, who was covered in platinum scales, though some were falling off. She looked sickly, dying, and Steven knew the truth.

The Dragonskin ritual had failed. And there was a good chance that Quinnestri Uweneel would find a release from her pain in the permanence of death.


CHAPTER 22

THE ELFTEARS MYSTERY
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An hour later, Steven sat with Uchiko next to the unconscious elven queen.

Quinnestri lay on a bed in the clinic at the back of the school. A wall of glass windows showed the dark mountains blocking out the starry sky. The moon had set already, and so it was a landscape of bleak darkness.

Quinn wasn’t dead yet, but her strength was ebbing away. Her new core, a combination of platinum and purple light, was glowing, but it wasn’t spinning. Every second that ticked by made it fade. As her core dimmed, more scales appeared on her skin as the flesh itself shrank. She was nearly bone thin.

Uchiko, standing next to the bed, stared at her with tears on her face. “I will never leave her. I will take care of her until the end of her life, and that might be a day, it might be centuries, but I will be her caretaker. I will soothe her in any way I can.” The ninja had been sobbing, but now she found an iron core of strength.

Steven took her hand. “We’re going to help her, Uchiko. She isn’t dead. Both Sabina and I have used our Magica Divinatio, and we don’t see her dying, at least not in the near future. We have some time. I know this is hard for you.”

Fresh tears spilled down Uchiko’s face. “But it’s not what you think. I feel thankful that I…that I didn’t end up like her. Niwashi wouldn’t have let me live. He would have…I would have…”

She didn’t need to say more.

Steven knew that Niwashi, also known as Paanga Komang, felt guilty for the way he’d treated the ninja. Yet, back in those days of feudal Japan fun, the entire dragon community was terrified of the Dragon Slayer. At the same time, they were under the rule of Rahaab, as bad as any dictator. It was Paanga Komang that wanted to kill Rahaab, and Uchiko had been his main weapon.

Steven tried to make the Warling ninja feel better. “Uchiko, Paanga Komang didn’t kill you. You became what you became, yes, but it all worked out in the end. Trust me. We’ll help Quinn. I don’t know how yet, but we have the best minds in the Dragonsoul community to help us.”

Uchiko turned to embrace him. The Japanese woman clung to him as she buried her face into the crook of his neck. He stroked her soft, midnight hair and held her close. She was so warm, so strong, and he loved feeling the muscles in her back.

The ninja pulled back and kissed his cheek. “Go back to Liam. I know you left him to check on Quinnestri. I am here. I will watch over her.”

Before he left, Steven touched the soft scales that covered the elf queen’s head and kissed her cool forehead. Then he hurried back through the rooms, up the steps, and found Liam in his office with Tessa and Aria. Mouse would be with Axel in their room, sleeping through the early morning hours.

Steven, on the other hand, wasn’t tired at all. He had to save the elf queen, and he wouldn’t stop until he reversed the Dragonskin ritual or completed it.

He went in, folded his arms, and leaned against the wall. He told the three of them what he’d told Uchiko. “Both Sabina and I don’t see her dying in the next few days. After that, we don’t know. But we have to find a solution. What ideas are you kicking around?”

Of course, Tessa had coffee. She sipped her mocha. “Okay, okay, okay, Steven. Elftears, right?” It was clear that she was underslept and overcaffeinated. She didn’t finish her sentence.

Aria sighed. “Tessa, that cannot be all you have to say. We have been talking about nothing else for the last half an hour.”

Liam nodded. “I’ve been analyzing the Ascelepine and how it interacts with Quinn’s physiology. It reacts to her cells differently than it does to humans or dragons⁠—”

Tessa interrupted him. “And why are they called Elftears? Why not dragon meth or something? Is it me, or is that weird?”

Aria patted the barista, trying to calm her down.

Liam shrugged. “We don’t know why it’s called Elftears. In some ways, the Ascelepine is less powerful, which begs the question—could there be another drug either the elves or the dragons have that would help us finish the Dragonskin ritual?”

“The Alpheros are all dead,” Steven said. “We can’t ask them, though returning to their homeworld might be our next step. We might find a book or some magic that…” He shook his head. “No. It would be a waste of time. I don’t think the Alpheros liked the idea of interbreeding with other races. Rahaab hated the idea, and he certainly wasn’t a fan of the Dragonskin rituals. Besides, all the information would be fifty thousand years old.”

Tessa snorted. “Right. It would be like asking Socrates how to change the oil in Dean Winchester’s black 1967 Chevrolet Impala.”

“That is very specific.” Liam frowned.

“It’s why it’s funny, Mr. Strider. Come on. Keep up.” Tessa kept right on talking. “So going to the Alpheros homeworld wouldn’t get us much, probably, though we keep putting it off. I’m dying to go. But now is not the time for tourism. So, what does all that mean?”

Steven knew. “It means we go to Aqualyra, to the elf king, and we ask him how we might help the former queen.”

Aria scowled. “But dealing with those haughty elves is tiresome. If Mouse were here, she would comment on the bullshit. There will be bullshit.”

That made Tessa laugh. “So much bullshit! We just have to remind them that they would still be sleeping if we hadn’t saved the entire fucking universe by wiping out the Zothoric. We’ve got that going for us.”

“We do,” Steven agreed.

“This is an excellent plan,” Liam agreed. “You might not be met as saviors, but you will have some goodwill there. Queen Quinnestri Uweneel is universally beloved. I think that will help you. However, we have to be careful who we send.”

At first, Steven wasn’t sure what the Yellow Ronin meant. Then he got it. “Oh, right. No one from the Morta Clique can go. That means Aria, Heridan, and Nefi have to stay. Uchiko will insist on going. At this point, she’s not going to leave Quinn’s side, not until she’s healed. For her, this is intensely personal. You can understand that.”

Tessa took in a jittery breath. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, totally. If we’re just talking about who’s going with us back to Aqualyra, it would be me, Uchiko, and Zoey. And Steven. Sure, old Stevie has the Morta, but he can hide that shit in the glow of his Animus core. And he’s like the messiah or something.”

Steven pinched the bridge of his nose. “Let’s not ever call me a messiah again. Like never again. Please. You know, we have someone who knew the Alpheros personally, and I’m not talking about Uchiko. We should have Hwedo join us.”

Aria looked pained. “I cannot go? Perhaps the elves will not suspect that I am…altered.”

Tessa smiled but didn’t laugh. “Uh, Aria, there’s a reason why everyone looks at you when you enter a room. You are unforgettable. A total badass bitch for reals, Morta or not. No, I’m so sorry.” Then Tessa looked pained—similar grimace, different reason. “Hwedo can be…a little…what’s the word?”

“Headstrong? Stubborn? Arrogant? Beautiful?” Steven grinned. “Sounds almost elvish. That’s probably not a good mix in this situation. But if we run into trouble, we can open a portal and get her. Let’s keep her on the backburner for the moment. We’ll go to the elven homeworld with Quinnestri and see what they have to say.”

Tessa snapped her fingers a bunch of times. “Oh, wow, it’s like Steven and his Escort, right? But he’s going to be the only dragon. With him he’ll have three of his Dragonkind—a Magician, a Morphling, and Warling. In other words, Me, Zoey, and Uchiko! That’s kind of cool!”

Steven knew that with the four of them, they could handle every threat. He wanted Mouse by his side, but she would want to stay with Axel.

They had to finish this business fast, so Steven could not only save Quinn, but also spend more time with his baby. And he missed Sabina and Reggie and his stepkids from the Three Queens in Australia.

Tessa burst into a full-on chatter fest. “And we have to figure out why the Ascelepine is called Elftears. Hey, that’s the mystery, right? It’s like a Scooby-Doo episode. The Elftears Mystery. Well, we are on the case. I get to be Velma. Everyone loves Velma.” She finished her coffee. How was that girl ever going to be able to get some sleep?

Short answer, they weren’t. They were going to Aqualyra that very night because they had no time to lose. They just had to hope they didn’t run out of time.

Steven listed the things they needed, though they could always return because traveling across the universe was easy now that they had access to Magica Porta spells.

In short order, Tessa had taken a fallen tree and used Enchantrix magic to create a floating bed, carved into the shape of various dragons, all with their tails and claws intertwined to hold up the thin body of the dying elf queen, more graying scales appearing on her vanishing pale skin.

Zoey, in her human form, wore a big backpack that carried most of what they would need. Tessa had strapped on her pistols, her belt heavy with all of her magical bullets, some of which were new. Steven was excited to see what they could do, though he hoped that they wouldn’t see battle. Uchiko was in her fighting robes, and she had her kusarigama around her waist and over her shoulder. They’d also added some choice enchantments to her sickle and chain weapon.

Aria and Liam were talking in hushed voices, but Steven couldn’t leave without waking up Mouse and kissing her and his son goodbye.

Mouse frowned. “I hate that you’re leaving, Steven. I hate that you’re only taking three of your wives, and not a dragon among them. I am not counting Quinnie either, since, you know, she’s unconscious. Please, take someone else. Like Hwedo. She’s a pain in the ass, but she’s also super tough.”

“We’ll be okay,” Steven said, kissing her.

Axel was fast asleep in bed with his mother.

Steven kissed his son’s sweet head. “Goodbye, Axel. Goodbye, Mouse.”

“You hurry back,” the petite blonde hissed. “I’m not going to breathe any easier until you’re back.”

“Then I’ll hurry back,” he said.

Then he rushed through the house, making his way to the terrace. That was where they’d be leaving from.

When he got there, they had Quinnestri in the wooden dragon bed, with rough iron handles on either side. They wouldn’t need to use them very much because Tessa kept the bed afloat with her special telekinesis that she’d modified from her Magica Defensio. Both the unconscious queen and the bed glowed with a pink light.

The barista smiled. “We’re ready. Let’s get a cure and get back here.”

“Yes!” Zoey said loudly. “I’m already missing Mouse and the new baby!”

Steven could relate.

Uchiko was quiet, tears drying on her face. She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to leave.

Aria kissed Steven. The pine perfume of the forest gave way to her roasting cinnamon smell.

Liam towered over them in his True Form, a large yellow dragon. He exhaled flames and he whispered, “Magica Porta.”

The flames swirled into a doorway. Back to Aqualyra. Back to a world that could offer them some hope.


CHAPTER 23

ON AQUALYRA
[image: ]


Steven, alone, stepped through the portal.

He found himself standing in the main square of Eleesia, the elven city in the clouds. It was so different than when he’d been there before.

A huge fountain sprayed water out of a central, marble tree. Happy splashes filled a central basin that had a glass bottom. For a second, Steven wondered if it was the cistern he’d seen in his vision back during the trouble with Shayatin. No, it wasn’t that.

He looked down through the water at another city far below, nestled into the arms of a glacial valley cut into the mountain. That was Deneel, which even from a distance could be seen bustling with life.

Other parts of Eleesia’s square had grass and colorful, alien flowers. Gazebos, wrapped in vines, were filled with elven families eating a variety of fragrant foods.

Immediately, there were shouts of alarm from the elves, and one tall, silver-haired man spread out his hands, glowing with a purple light. He shouted something, and the portal shut behind Steven before Tessa, Zoey, and Uchiko could join him.

Steven was cut off from his wives. This wasn’t the plan.

He showed the silver-haired sorcerer his hands. “Wait. I’m Steven Drokharis. I come in peace!”

Several guards, wielding long spears, approached. Every one of those spears glimmered with scarlet magical energy.

Silver Hair came forward. He spoke quickly in elvish, which of course Steven couldn’t understand. “Magica Divinatio,” he murmured, and then reached out to the elf with his thoughts. Please, we don’t need violence. Your former queen, Quinnestri Uweneel, needs your help.

There were several long moments of silence. The only sound was the fountain splashing down.

From Silver Hair: How can I know you are who you say you are?

I could change into a dragon, but would your guards stick their spears in me?

Silver Hair barked out orders in elvish.

The guards fell back.

Steven transformed into his True Form. Suddenly, there was a long black dragon filling the square. His scales glimmered in the warm sunlight. Is this proof enough? I would like to see King Selius Asreyel.

Silver Hair took a step back, then remembered his courage. Can I cast magic on you to help us talk?

Steven smiled, showing his rows of sharp teeth. Only if it doesn’t hurt too much.

That made Silver Hair grin. I am Tolvis Telleheel. And you will not feel a thing.

That was only half true. Steven felt his Morta core pinch as the purple magic swirled from Tolvis’s hands to enshroud him in light.

Tolvis nodded. “Now, we should be able to talk. Can you understand me?”

Steven shifted into his Homo Draconis form. “Yes, I think we’re on the same page. I’d like my wives to join me.”

Tolvis grimaced. “Wives, yes, the Alpheros always did enjoy their harems. Perhaps the subject of additional visitors is something you can discuss with the king. For now, let us seek counsel with our ruler.”

Steven didn’t like the answer, but since he still had his Magica Divinatio active, he could reach out to Tessa to let her know the situation.

She responded immediately. Ugh. Why do the elves always make things so difficult?! We’re on the same side after all.

Let’s hope so.

In short order, Steven was led through the thriving city, through corridors and streets he was familiar with, though he hadn’t been in Eleesia for a while. All signs of the devasting battle he’d fought there before were gone.

He walked into the main citadel, where other guards stood. At first, there was surprise on their faces, because he was a rather savage sight, this black dragon man striding behind the silver-haired sorcerer.

King Selius Asreyel sat on his throne, in white linen robes, with a platinum crown on his head. He was an old, sharp-faced elf, with blond hair graying at the temples. “So, the great Steven Drokharis is paying us an unexpected visit. I cannot think your appearance bodes well for us. Why else would you arrive on my doorstep unannounced?”

Steven could totally relate to Tessa’s frustration. “It’s your queen. She is on another world, dying, and we thought you could help us.”

The king shot to his feet and descended the dais. “What is this about Quinnestri? Is this her dragon obsession? A woman her age should know better! It was madness from the start! You dragons have brought us nothing but pain over the ages. Nothing but pain!”

For a second, Steven thought the elf king was going to come at him. Selius didn’t have any weapons on him, but he had his magic, and Steven had seen, firsthand, how powerful the Aqualyran combat sorcery was.

But standing in his Homo Draconis form, Steven had claws and teeth to defend himself. And he had his own arsenal of magic every bit as good as the arrogant elven king’s. He growled at the king. “Sure, I understand every word you are saying, but I fucking disagree. Are you going to help us or not?”

Selius took several steps back and raised his hands. “Tell me the nature of her maladies.”

Steven had had enough of this shit. “I’m going to bring her here. Now. You can see for yourself.” He turned and breathed out an inferno of flames. He then shouted, “Magica Porta!”

The dampening magic was still at play, but he used a ton of Animus to force the magic through. That was enough to open the spinning circle of flames.

Tessa pushed Quinn’s bed through the portal, and she was immediately followed by Uchiko and Zoey. Thankfully, Zoey was in her massive bear form. That was good. He wanted to intimidate the king. It was also bad because her fur started smoking from the portal’s flames, and several patches lit up.

Zoey took care of her burning fur quickly by summoning her Icharaam armor. In seconds, she was covered in glowing golden plates of magical metal, and she stood on her hind legs, towering over both Steven and the king.

Selius bellowed out a single word, “Bellicosia!” In his hands were a glowing purple shield and a long, thin sword. He was covered in purple armor made of ice, and he took a defensive pose.

The guards all came forward, which made Tessa draw her pistols, which gleamed with a purple light. “Hey, elves, back off. We didn’t come here to fight!”

Uchiko swung her sickle chain over her head, and it made a shrieking sound as it lit up with Animus, glowing with an almost blinding light.

Tolvis threw out both of his hands, shining with his own purple battle magic.

“Call off your men!” Steven roared.

“We are not men! We are the Lyra!” Selius shouted.

That made Tessa roll her eyes. “Come on, king guy. You know what he meant. Just look at Quinnie. Don’t you care about her?”

Selius must’ve had his translation magic working because his gaze dropped down to the long, slender form of the dying queen, covered in gray scales. Her scent—metal, rain, and rosewater—had taken on a rather foul odor. She was declining rapidly. The rage in the king’s eyes faded. “Oh, yes, I see now. I see…” The king held up a hand.

His guards drew back, though they still had their halberds ready.

Selius dropped his shield and sword, and they vanished, as did his purple ice armor. “I will cast magic to see what you dragons have done to her soul.” He whispered a word, and his eyes glistened like pools of liquid lavender. “Wait. Oh, yes, I see now. I see.”

“What do you see?” Steven growled.

There were several long seconds of silence, and each one killed Steven a little more.

The king cleared his throat. “She has what you call Animus in her, and yes, I see that her core wants to embrace the energy, and yet, she cannot. You gave her Ascelepine, I believe. That was perhaps a mistake, though how could we have known? It is a powerful herb we use carefully. I need…I need a book from my library. I will return presently.” He turned and hurried out, taking a guard with him.

That left Steven with Tolvis and the guards.

The silver-haired elf frowned. “You are all lucky to be alive. We hate your portal magic like we hate all of your dragon magic. But yes, our former queen is dying. That is clear for anyone to see.”

Tessa holstered one of her big pistols. “Yeah, guy, we know. It’s why we’re here. We thought that we’d have a bit of a warmer welcome, given the fact we saved your planet and several universes. But, you know, no good deed goes unpunished.”

Tolvis made a face. “That is not true. Good deeds, by their nature, are good and don’t deserve punishment. Why would you say such a thing?”

“Earth girl, here, and we have a lot of homespun wisdom.” She smiled, trying to bring the temperature in the room down a few notches. “We also get how the dragons put your world in danger in the first place. It was one of the reasons Quinn wanted to become a Dragonskin. She wanted to get more powerful in case there was any more space demon fun.”

Tolvis paused, a quizzical grin on his face. “I would not call it fun. You talk so strange, Earth girl! However, personally, I am glad you reached out. Selius is very wise. I believe he can help her.”

It was a lot of awkward silence after that, as they waited for the king to return.

Finally, King Selius came striding back, a large, leatherbound book in his hands. He placed it on the levitating bed and flipped through the pages until he found what he was looking for. “There is a magical herb that is forbidden here, that might help her in the transformation. We call it Crazeleaf, but it goes by another name, Nepentha, and it is part of a tincture that when ingested could provide her a path to wholeness. Where to find it, though, is the real puzzle. When the energy of our world was changed, because of the Ohkreela and the Morta magic they brought, all traces of the Nepentha vanished. As I said before, it is a forbidden weed.”

“Weed? Like marijuana?” Tessa laughed. “You know, back on Earth, good ol’ Mary Jane was forbidden for a long, long time. I kind of love the name, Crazeleaf, but that’s probably just me. Hey, I know, maybe we just need some CBD oil.”

Tolvis coughed uncomfortably.

The king motioned at the barista turned gunslinger. “I do not know what you are speaking of. The words you use are strange.”

“She is an Earth girl,” Tolvis offered.

“Indeed,” Selius said with some disgust.

Steven had something he could research now, a word, Nepentha. He was at least grateful for that. “I’d like to cast another spell, to maybe get to the bottom of this. Do you mind?”

King Selius furrowed his brow. “More magic in the throne room? This is highly irregular.”

Zoey whined, her gentle eyes going from Steven to the king and then down at Quinn’s sick body.

Selius sighed. “This is all irregular. I give you permission, dragon, to cast your charm.”

“Magica Divinatio!” Steven growled.

And then he was lost in the magic as he focused on what King Selius referred to as Crazeleaf.

He was shown a sea of turquoise water, gorgeous and clear. Rocks and sea grass colored some of the sea, but where there was sand, the water was an achingly bright blue-green color. Then, he saw the coastline of palm trees and greenery where a city broke jungle. Peaked white towers rose above a tangle of streets. There, in the front, however, was a gigantic arena—it was the same arena that Steven had seen when he’d cast Divination before Quinn’s Dragonskin ritual.

Steven’s point of view changed, and he was gliding over the polished stone towers and verdant courtyards where figures walked. Steven couldn’t see them very clearly, but their heads were odd. They didn’t look like humans or elves…they were more bestial.

A second later, Steven was back on Earth, back at the top of the St. Vrain Aerie. On the rooftop, four doorways were set into the bellies of four statues—a wolf, an eagle, a demonic cat creature, and a dragon— which led down into the building itself.

In his vision, Steven was there with Tessa and Aria, at the very beginning of their adventures together. They had just walked out of the dragon statue’s doorway. Later, Steven would reach into the night sky and pull his family’s grimoire from out of the starry sky. That would prove to be a vital book for their journey.

Later, they would learn where the doorways led to.

Disembodied voices filled Steven’s ears…

His own voice started the conversation. Okay, then let’s get down to business. I’m seriously considering going after the Zothoric now. I’m tired of waiting. My father showed me the alternate Earth, and I know that’s where we need to go. Also, remember how I told you about the three doors at the top of the St. Vrain Aerie near Denver? My father has some sketches in the third volume. When you ascend the stairs, you come out of the dragon door. You face three others, and he has a few words about each. The wolf creature is Gaia Beta. The eagle is the Lyra, and the demon cat is Oikos.

Pru’s voice drifted out of the sky. “Gaia Beta, Earth two, sure. Lyra is a constellation. As for Oikos, it’s Greek, right, means something like home?”

Chazzie chimed in. You go, girl!

Steven was then whisked away from the St. Vrain Aerie, plucked out of the universe. He found himself on a rocky world of stone, no life, and yet, he could breathe. There were huge floating chunks of rock around him. He heard a hiss, and he smelled a strong, musky odor that made him wish he didn’t have a nose. That stink grew stronger as whatever monster it came from moved closer.

Steven went to use his magic, but realized, no, in this wasteland of floating stones, with the weak light of a dying sun coming down from an alien sky, he didn’t have access to either his Animus or Morta core. All he had was his claws, his teeth, and his tail.

This was where his path led—to the Alpherian homeworld, Oikos, to that city on an island coastline, and then on to the wasteland world where his magic wouldn’t work. Where he would face a stinking monster that wanted to destroy him.

No, not a wasteland world, a Void World. The cistern? Where was the cistern?

A second later, Steven was back in the throne room of the Aqualyran king.

Tessa had her hand on his scales. “Are you back with us? We’ve been calling your name for like five minutes.”

Zoey lost her armor, shifted into her human form, saggy jeans, ill-fitting shirt, and all, and hugged him. She had tears on her face.

Uchiko nodded at him. “Tell us what you saw?”

Steven was shocked. Had it really been five minutes? It had felt like only an instant. “Oikos. The homeworld of the Alpheros.”

The silver-haired Tolvis bellowed out his disapproval. “What? What are you thinking? That place is cursed. Cursed, I tell you! You can’t take the queen there!”

King Selius put a hand on the sorcerer. “They won’t be taking her anywhere. We will keep her here, where I will cast magic to slow her sickness. But first, I want to hear everything about your vision, Steven Drokharis. Everything.”


CHAPTER 24

CASTLE IN THE CLOUDS
[image: ]


Steven was both hungry and tired. They’d not slept the night before, and so they needed a minute to rest, and King Selius was going to give them one. After a long discussion about Steven’s vision, they were given a feast, and that feast was amazing.

However, the only way that Steven could enjoy the meal was knowing that King Selius had done as he’d promised. He’d cast magic on Quinn to slow her sickness. She now rested in her bed, in a special courtyard in the palace. Encased in a purple shell of gleaming light, she’d lost some of the gray scales, and even seemed to gain some weight. Seeing her face, as it had been before, gave them all hope.

It was a temporary solution, however. They were going to sleep in the king’s castle, the big central spire at the eastern end of Eleesia, which was currently shrouded in clouds. It was like the sky itself wanted to protect the former elf queen.

At the feast, Steven sat with his Escort to the right of the king, with Tolvis on the end, next to Tessa. The two were discussing magic theory. It was clear that Tolvis was taken with Tessa, and he should be. She was probably one of the most powerful magicians in the universe, and the fact that she had both Dragonkind and Aqualyran Bellicosia magic impressed the silver-haired elf.

Tessa was polite, but Steven could tell she was bored with Tolvis.

As for Zoey, she was clearly feeling very insecure, sitting very close to Steven. The elves had given her a custom-made gown of gauzy material that still didn’t fit her very well. She kept adjusting the front and the arms kept riding up. At the same time, she couldn’t very well show up to the feast naked.

Uchiko was on the other side of Zoey, also in an elven gown. Tessa, though she liked her normal jeans and blouse, wasn’t about to pass up a chance to get dressed up. She looked ravishing in her white dress. She’d even fixed up her hair, which she’d changed to a bright pink, and that made several of the elven whisper. Was the gossip positive or negative? Steven didn’t know, and he didn’t care much. He couldn’t take his eyes off the women with him. They were all so beautiful in their own special way.

The meal had various meat in sauces, and Steven surprised himself by enjoying a sweet grilled salmon-like fish the most. He wasn’t much of a fish guy, but they included a sugary glaze, with roasted nuts, which had a certain savory spice he couldn’t get enough of. They also had probably the best rice dish he’d ever had. The flavor was good, but best of all, the rice was crunchy and delicious. The elves seared the rice in stone dishes to get maximum flavor and crunchiness.

The king kept the conversation light, so they didn’t talk much about Quinn. They did talk about Oikos, the Alpherian homeworld, a great deal. According to books and legends, Aqualyra and Oikos had enjoyed close ties back before the Zothoric threat. And yet, once the demons showed up to hunt dragons, the Aqualyran royalty had severed all ties. Maybe things would’ve turned out differently if the elves and dragons had partnered to deal with the threat, but in the end, maybe isolationism was the better option. Aqualyra wasn’t destroyed. The same couldn’t be said for the Alpheros, which were hunted to extinction. It was why the three brothers—Mathaal, Rahaab, and Icharaam—had fled to Earth fifty thousand years ago.

After dinner, Steven and his Escort retired to their room, a gorgeous suite, high up, with a balcony that would’ve given them unbelievable views of the mountain kingdom if there hadn’t been the clouds. A light rain came and went, making the marble slick.

Steven had a full belly, but he still felt so restless. Were they going to find a dead world the next day? He didn’t think so. His vision had shown him a bustling city filled with strange people. But how could that be? Who were they? What was their agenda?

He stood at the railing, breathing in the clouds, and enjoying the chill, damp air. It had been a long, hot summer, and he was glad for the break. He was considering taking a little late-night flight, when Tessa called him inside. “Steven, we have a little problem. All of us are exhausted, but, well, we’re having a little trouble getting relaxed. Would you come inside?”

“Of course.” Steven turned on his heel and sauntered inside.

Uchiko and Zoey were sitting on the bed, looking stressed.

Tessa motioned at them. “See? How do we know the elves aren’t going to like, imprison us, or something? Then there’s our big day tomorrow. I can’t believe we’re going to see the Alpheros homeworld. I guess it’s been a long time in coming, but still…”

Steven nodded. “I get it. I’m feeling the same way. And don’t get me started about missing Mouse and Axel. And Sabina and Reggie. And our entire family. I just want this over and Quinn safe. So don’t feel bad.”

Zoey sighed. “I can’t help it. I can’t stop thinking about Quinn’s ritual thing. Uchiko feels the same way.”

“I do,” the ninja said miserably.

Steven knew one way to make his Escort feel better. He went over and gently pushed Uchiko back on the bed. He then climbed on top of her. He still had his boots on, so he was careful not to get any dirt on the white, embroidered bedspread.

He looked down at the Japanese woman and gazed into her eyes.

Uchiko smiled. “Oh, you know how to distract us, do you not?”

“I do.” He kissed her, enjoying the scent of the ninja, the feel of her lips on his, and her soft sighs as she relaxed into the kiss.

He felt Tessa come up behind him, to unlace his boots, and to slide them off, one at a time.

Zoey reached and caressed his hair before sliding her hand down his back to cup one of his ass cheeks through his jeans. They all had too many clothes on, and yet, it was going to be a joy to undress them, one at a time, like the best Christmas presents ever.

Uchiko offered him her tongue, and he took it as the kiss deepened. Tasting the ninja was as nice as smelling her. He licked down her jawline and sucked gently on her neck. She thrust herself up against him.

Zoey growled, “I want a turn kissing our Prime.”

Steven turned and there was Zoey’s face, in his, and he kissed her. She smelled and tasted so different from Uchiko. He loved his life, getting to experience all these different women and their bodies.

Zoey growled and grabbed his head, kissing him aggressively, and he knew why. There was so much tension in the air, and the werebear felt things so deeply that her lust had grown wild within her. She needed a release more than the rest of them combined.

She sucked on his tongue and then reached to caress Uchiko’s face.

Steven broke the kiss to see the Japanese woman luridly sucking on the werebear’s fingers. Uchiko moaned with lust and soon spread her legs. Steven fit between her thighs perfectly. He pushed his sex against her sex, and she moaned more, sliding her groin up and down.

Tessa grabbed his belt and lifted him up. “You, mister, have too many clothes on. Let’s remedy that situation, shall we?”

Steven liked pushing against the Japanese woman, but he couldn’t argue with the barista’s wisdom. She reached around, got his belt undone, and unzipped his pants. She slid them off and then removed his underwear.

Meanwhile, Zoey worked his shirt off him. In seconds, Steven was naked. At some point, he’d lost his socks. He wasn’t complaining.

Zoey grabbed his nipple and kissed him again, her face wet.

Steven laughed. “Okay. This isn’t fair. I’m the only one naked, and believe me, you all look better without clothes on than I do.”

Tessa got on the bed and bit his arm. “No way. Look at these biceps. And don’t get me started on your chest. Do we have abs? Yes, we have abs.” Her hand caressed his taut belly before grasping his shaft. “This is what we all really want.”

Steven hissed with pleasure. It felt so good being gripped by the barista.

Zoey worked her dress up and yanked off her underwear. He stared down at her thick thighs, muscles flexing. He pulled the werebear against him, feeling her smallish breasts pushing against his chest. Her elven gown needed to come off yesterday. It didn’t fit her very well anyway.

She tried to pull it off, but couldn’t for some reason, and she growled.

He knew what she was going to do next. She thickened her body, sprouting fur, half-shifting. The added bulk split the seams, and yes, they would have to pay for the dress, but that didn’t matter at all. They could afford it.

Back to being human, Zoey easily ripped the rest of the rags off her.

Then he was greeted with a most amazing sight, the werebear, naked. 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.

Steven couldn’t wait. He bent and sucked on one tit while his hand found her wet lips between her legs. She was beyond ready. He slipped a finger into her, which made her grunt with pleasure. “Use two fingers, Steven.”

He obliged her. It still wasn’t enough, so she grabbed his hand, fucking herself with his hand, harder and harder and harder. Animus was coming off her in waves. And then, she leaned her sweaty body against him as she found her bliss. He felt her sex spasming around his invading fingers as his soul drank in the mystical energy. Her body glowed a yellow color as she gasped, riding the waves of her orgasm.

Tessa whispered, “Steven.”

He turned to see a very naked Tessa, kneeling on the bed. She seemed more like a goddess than a Magician at that moment. She had the biggest breasts by far, capped with wide pools of nipples, hardening into tips. He drank in the sight of her pale flesh, marked with tattoos, and noticed she’d shaved her pussy. She did that sometimes, and he loved it when she did.

He moved off of Zoey and pushed Tessa down onto the bed. He couldn’t wait, and by the look of her swollen, wet petals, she was more than ready for some good hard sex.

He was on top of her, in her, in seconds.

She yelped. “Oh, yes, watching Zoey come made me want to come. Oh, please, fuck me, Steven. Fuck me hard.”

Steven pounded her for several long seconds, forgetting about the other two women for a second.

When he glanced over, he saw that Zoey had straddled Uchiko’s face. The werebear’s golden-brown hair was messy and sweaty, and her face glowed. Her blue-green eyes found his. Then she came again, taken to new heights by Uchiko’s talented tongue.

He felt Tessa reach down to rub her button, and a moment later, he felt the barista’s sex grip his as she got her first orgasm of the night. Her skin glowed with a pink color as their souls joined, exchanging Animus.

Two down, one to go.

Steven slid out of the barista, his cock glistening from Tessa’s excitement.

He then pushed Uchiko’s dress up and pulled her panties off. He was given a nice view of the third vagina, lined with dark hair, neatly trimmed.

It was too delicious to ignore.

He knelt at the edge of the bed, pushing his face between the ninja’s legs. He drank from her depths then sucked on her lips, before licking her pearl. Uchiko’s strong hands found his hair, urging him on, until she cried out.

He felt her sex convulsing even as the ninja Warling continued to lick Zoey.

Steven had put his own pleasure off long enough. He slid into her, his face against Zoey’s chest, before he found one of the werebear’s nipples to suck on.

He thrust in and out of the ninja, and as she came again, he was pushed over the edge. He felt Tessa next to him, kissing his face, sucking on his earlobe, licking his neck, and then he emptied himself into the ninja. It was heavenly.

And yes, they shared the Animus radiating from their excited souls.

He wound up sitting on the edge of the bed, with the three women standing in front of him. They were all shaped so differently, but they shared one thing. They were all so beautiful. Their naked breasts of different sizes, with different nipples, called to him. And they had such lovely, rounded hips and flat bellies, and each of their sexes had its own, unique charms.

The sight of the three women got him excited all over again.

“Who’s next?”

Zoey, eyes shining, raised her hand.

Steven went to work.

An hour later, after two more orgasms, they all fell into the big bed and found sleep.

Tomorrow was going to be a big day.


CHAPTER 25

THE RUINS OF OIKOS
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Steven didn’t like leaving Quinnestri behind, but King Selius promised he’d take good care of her. And the reality was, they could use Magica Porta to return at any time to check on her.

Before they left, they checked in on the sleeping queen.

She was in a protected courtyard, lying on the dragon bed, bathed in purple light. Around her were climbing vines and flowers in painted pots. It was a pretty scene, something out of a fairy tale, though there would be no Prince Charming to come and kiss her awake.

Steven would come back with a cure though, and then he could kiss the elven queen once she was better.

Without much fanfare, Steven cast the spell and walked through the spinning fire but immediately turned into his True Form. His Escort—Tessa, Uchiko, and Zoey—flanked him, ready for anything.

They appeared on a beach, with azure waves rolling onto white sands. The air was chilly. On the Alpherian homeworld, it was nearly noon, with a yellow sun muted by clouds. The sand extended to the horizon, becoming rolling dunes, though there were mountain peaks in the far distance.

Steven had expected to be taken to the ocean city he’d seen in his vision, the one with the arena on the sea. The mountains in front of him looked similar to the peaks below Eleesium back on Aqualyra, though the range on the other side of the desert were sharper and more jagged, like the European alps.

To think, this Colorado boy knew what different mountain ranges looked like back on Earth. He figured growing up poor he was lucky to see the Rocky Mountains, and yet, here he was, searching for a mountain range on a world that used to be inhabited by dragons.

Tessa rose into the air, floating there. “Okay, here we are. I’m assuming we’re going to be flying because it’s not like we can Google Map the location of this forbidden herb. Or maybe we find a bar in a city and ask around for weed. I’ve had my fair share of experience scoring.”

Zoey snorted a laugh.

Uchiko scowled. “Are we going to make jokes while Quinn might die at any moment?”

Tessa drifted over to her. “King Selius says she’s okay for the moment, Uchiko. Jokes are a part of the deal. As are pop culture references. It’s just what we do.”

“It is what you do,” Uchiko shot back.

Zoey stood looking uncomfortable. She hated when people fought.

Tessa softened and came drifting down to the sand. “You’re not wrong there. Okay, I’ll keep the jokes and pop culture references to a minimum. But I don’t think I’m wrong. We’ll cover more ground if we fly.”

“You can fly?” the ninja asked.

Tessa grinned. “Yeah, here, there, everywhere, including space. Through some fancy magic, and with some help from our dear friend Quinnie, I have StellarFlight. As does Steven. We might fly up to the atmosphere at night to see if we can see any lights. That might help us.”

Steven crept over and settled himself down. “I don’t think we’ll need StellarFlight at this point. Let’s just fly up a little and see if we can find anything. I’m hoping to get lucky.”

“Like you got lucky last night?” Tessa quirked an eyebrow. “How many times again?”

“Five or six,” Steven said. “Uchiko, Zoey, get on my back.”

The ninja climbed up first and settled in behind his neck. Zoey followed, and he loved the feeling of the heavy werebear on him. She was so solidly muscular.

He took flight, beating his wings, until they were soaring above the white sand dunes, which were rather spectacular. He saw scrublands edging them, and then a forest, and then the mountain range.

The city from his vision was on the ocean, not inland. They might have to fly higher to map out the continents, and Steven was about to turn around when Tessa flew up next to him, her body wreathed in pink light from her sorcery.

“Look!” She pointed at a city of black marble down in a valley between five white sand dunes. Palm trees rose from a crystal-clear lake wreathed with reeds and greenery. It was an oasis in all the dry sand, but the thing that made it striking was that polished black stone, with veins of quartz and rose-colored minerals.

The clouds had parted, so the sun above made the stone shine.

It wasn’t the ocean city from his vision, but it was intriguing, nonetheless.

“Look more!” Tessa breathed. She’d spun around and pointed at the ocean’s horizon.

Steven saw another sun rising up from the ocean, this one white and dim, giving off very little light. In the far distance, he could just make out the green coastline of an island. Could that be the island city from his vision? It was impossible to know. Finding a city on an entire planet wasn’t easy.

Tessa squealed. “Two suns? I bet that’s a white dwarf, a smaller type of star but so dense! One teaspoon of white dwarf stuff would weigh as much as an elephant back on Earth. Isn’t astronomy fun?”

“White dwarfs are ancient stars, right?” Steven asked.

“I think so,” Tessa said, floating next to him. “Which means it might be on its way to becoming a black hole. Which would suck for us all. But what are the chances that it will happen while we’re here? Let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

“Amen to that,” Steven agreed. “How about we check out the black marble city below?”

“Race you there!” Tessa zoomed away, and Steven followed.

They reached the ground at the exact same moment. Tessa was so fast now!

They were standing on layers of sand blown into the main square of the city by countless millennia of winds. Around them towered spires of the black marble, though Steven could see that each tower had a landing balcony. Every one of the buildings was an aerie, with huge landing pads connected to entryways. There had to be a dozen of them. Each was huge because, of course, the Alpheros were dragons, between fifteen and thirty feet long. There were smaller buildings as well, and one caught his eye, across the way.

If this were the United States, it might be a courthouse or a state senate. It had an ornate look to it, and so he motioned to his wives. “Let’s go see what that building is. The rest of them are aeries, and we’ll check them out in a bit.”

Tessa was grinning. “Okay, this is awesome. We’re in the ruins of a dragon city. Finally, I get to do a little exploring. I was so jealous when Mouse got to go to Aqualyra and I didn’t. But here I am. Tessa Ross, exploring strange new worlds. Seeking out⁠—”

“Don’t do the whole thing,” Steven warned.

She shot him a finger gun. “You knew where I was going, so I could give you the abbreviated version.”

Uchiko swung a length of her kusarigama over one shoulder. “I was there on the elf world. It was frightening and troubling and we ended up fighting the dead. Let us hope the dead remain entombed, for an undead dragon would be⁠—”

“Super fucking cool!” Tessa raised a fist in the air.

Zoey shot her a warning look, though the werebear stayed quiet.

Tessa lost her smile. “Would be frightening, troubling, terrible. All those words you said, Uchiko.”

The ninja strode across the sand, not looking back. Zoey became a huge golden-brown bear and galloped after the Japanese woman. It was clear that Zoey was worried about her and didn’t want her walking alone.

At least Steven wouldn’t have to comb the sand out of the werebear’s fur. When she transformed, such nuisances were left behind.

Steven shifted into his Homo Draconis form. If something jumped out at them, he wanted his thick scales to protect him. Besides, on a world of ancient dragons, he wanted to look the part.

As they walked, Tessa drew near. “Dude, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Steven growled, “That you should take it easy on Uchiko? Yes, yes, I am.”

“No!” Tess exploded. “With all this sand, what are the chances of their being a sandworm around? I’ll tell you what the chances are. They’re huge. Or one of those big monsters from the movie Tremors. Now that was a good flick.”

Steven turned his head to fix her with a long stare.

But Tessa just rolled her eyes. “Look, I’m easy compared to the shit the Morta Clique gives her. Heridan can be such a mean girl at times, and even Nefri can tease a little too much. But Uchiko can take it. She had to deal with Mathaal, Old Matchstick, for like five hundred years. We’re easy compared to all that.”

“Easier than a senile dragon suffering from intermittent dementia?” Steven laughed. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

They sped up and walked up sand-covered steps and through a series of columns. Built for full-sized dragons, the entire building was enormous. He kind of felt like an ant.

“Wait,” he said.

Uchiko stood petting Zoey as the werebear let out a whimper.

Tessa stood next to him. “I think I know what you’re thinking, Steven, and I likey. You’re going to cast Magica Divinatio, to see what this joint looked like fifty thousand years ago.”

“That’s the plan.” Steven cast the spell, and the world changed around him.

He saw dragons of all colors, in the air, on the balconies of their aeries, or creeping through the columns of the big building—a temple maybe? No, it was a library, but not like one he’d ever seen before.

He was struck by how many dragons there were, but also, there were children, smaller, happier creatures, who played in a big fountain at the center of the square. All the sand had been swept away, and the streets were made from the same black marble, cut into pathways that led all over the place.

Most of the Alpheros were in their True Forms, which made sense, since this was their homeworld after all. Some, however, were in a partial state, shrunk down to be relatively human shaped, though they still had long tails, and they were well over eight feet tall. They were giant scaly titans, rather intimidating.

There was a fearless richness to the thriving desert city that Steven could hardly comprehend. Most of his experiences with the Alpheros had been so different. The three brothers that had come to Earth had been in hiding, and they’d stayed in the shadows, forever fearful of the Zothoric.

This place—Sahraa City it had been called—wasn’t a place for hiding in shadows. It was a loud, busy metropolis, full of the great beasts that were living loud and out in the open.

He moved his consciousness into the building itself, where bright lamps gleamed from the walls. The walls were full of books, but they were magical in nature.

The dragons shrank in size to pluck tomes off the shelves and return to comfortable desks littering the inside of the library. Lush carpets sat under the desks, saving the dragons from the cold black marble floor. Opening the books, the pages gleamed with light, and Steven had the idea that the dragons were absorbing the information rather than reading.

Any number of white dragons were helping the patrons, guiding them to various sections divided into categories—magical studies, history, philosophy, and even fiction.

The big humanish Draconi sat hunched over the texts, eyes gleaming with their individual colors. The place was filled with the perfume of dragons, some spicy, some sweet, some musky, just like back on Earth, where the Dragonsouls had their own individual smells.

A second later, Steven was back with his Escort, taken from the past and put firmly in the present.

He blinked. “This was a library. The name of the town is Sahraa City, and it was full of dragons. It was so alive!”

“A library?” Tessa sputtered. “I love libraries. I’d hit my local book joint every day after school when I was little. I read everything. Why do we lose that? It’s such a shame. I’d spend hours reading, which was so awesome, but then, you know, boys and partying took over. And yeah, I know, you wouldn’t think a high school dropout had loved to read, but I did. Kinda glad I rediscovered that love.”

Steven tried to explain more of his vision. “I don’t think the Alpherian books are like our books, though. Let’s hope there’s at least one around we can look at.”

Zoey sniffed the air and let out a mournful howl. It was clear the place was scaring her.

Uchiko only frowned.

They entered the library. Immediately, lights blinked on, the same lanterns that Steven had seen in his vision. Their Animus cores must’ve triggered the lamps. The floor didn’t have the carpets, or it might have, underneath a ton of sand that had blown in. Everything had been torn apart. Desks had been ripped into kindling. The shelves looked melted, and piles of shredded books and bones littered the place.

Steven could tell the signs of a Zothoric attack—the acid, the BlackBlood stains, the claw marks, all signs of the Shadows of Teeth and Talon. It seemed the city had retreated back into the library, as a final stand, and they’d failed. The demons had torn the dragons apart, and nearly every book had been shredded.

Zoey let out another mournful howl.

Tessa shook her head. “You said it, Zoey. This is awful and sad. So, I guess this is why Icharaam and his brothers took off. To avoid ending up like that.” She pointed at the skeleton of a dragon, half submerged in sand.

Uchiko cleared her throat. “Mathaal, in his more lucid moments, would talk about the grandness of his world. Of the richness. And of the terrible doom that visited them. This is not helping us, my Prime. Let us continue on to the mountains.”

“Wait.” Steven saw a section of books, up high, that seemed to have escaped the carnage fifty thousand years prior. He cast a Magica Defensio spell, using the more telekinetic aspects of his power.

He plucked them off the shelf, a cloud of dark magic covering them, and he brought them down.

Tessa grabbed an upended table and set it on its legs.

Steven set the books on the table. He’d thought the tomes were intact, but that wasn’t the case. They looked like they’d been gnawed on. He could imagine a Zothoric demon chewing on them, probably to get the Animus inside. They had been full of magic, he was sure of it.

Tessa grabbed one ruined book, and she had trouble lifting it. “These are like encyclopedias for giants. They are so huge! But they seem like normal books, no?”

“No,” Steven said. As he moved forward to examine them closer, the lanterns dimmed, and he heard something behind him.

There was the hiss of something streaking through the air, creating a kind of wind.

A second later, Steven felt something smack into the scales of his neck. An intense pain followed.

His hand went to the pinch of agony, and his hand came away with something like mud covering his claws. No, it was more like a very wet clay-like material. The torment drained down from his neck into his extremities. He tried to turn into his True Form, but he never made it that far.

He watched as a blob of the hazy gray clay struck Tessa, right in the chest. Was someone throwing mud pies? Her eyes flickered as she pulled her guns, though she dropped them as she went to her knees. Uchiko was quicker, and she danced to the side, avoiding the clay.

Zoey’s outraged roar was the last thing he heard.

Then, all was darkness.


CHAPTER 26

THE FOIROS
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Steven came awake, and the first thing he noticed was that he was in his human form, fully dressed in a black T-shirt, jeans, and his boots. That was good. However, the Baxter rings and Icharaam’s Crown were gone.

Weak light came from a window far above him. He lay in a dragon-sized prison cell, with a giant gate of rusted iron bars dividing one part of the room from another. Everything else was stone.

Steven got to his feet, his head pounding with pain. He lifted his arms to see clay bracelets around his wrists. He went to cast magic on them, but realized he couldn’t. His Animus was being dampened by the strange material. That was fine because he had two cores, one light and the other darkness.

He checked his skill tree to see if he still had Morta.
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Even though he was still at level fifteen, at least he had plenty of Morta to work with.

Hoping for the best, he tried to call forth his BlackBlood tentacles, and they sprouted around him, and his next instinct was to use Connexra to reach out to the Morta clique back on Xanadu. They could , at any minute, use Transvexri to come teleporting in. If nothing else, they could get in touch with Tessa, Uchiko, and Zoey. He and Tessa had been hit by that strange clay, but Zoey and Uchiko might’ve escaped.

Where were they?

Steven didn’t know, but he quickly hid his Morta powers. He didn’t want whoever captured him to know that he was far from defenseless. Sure, they had the magical clay to remove Animus, but it didn’t affect his Morta.

Steven approached the bars of his enormous jail cell, his boots on the stone floor sounding like pistol shots.

He got to the gate and yelled out, “Hey, I’m awake. I’d like to talk to someone.”

Yes, he wanted to talk. If they were reasonable, they just might give him the herb he needed to save Quinnestri. If they were problematic, he would tear through them with his Morta magic.

There seemed to be four gigantic prison cells, all meeting in the middle of the room. There didn’t seem to be a way out, not that he could see, until he looked up.

Far above—maybe a thousand feet—he saw a circular rusted metal platform set into raw chiseled-out rock. There was a loud bang, like something had come unhinged, and a moment later, the circle descended, powered by some magic. On top of the platform was something that looked a lot like a dragon.

It had big reptilian wings, though there was something different about it. Steven could see a tail and four legs, but its head didn’t have the horns or ridges of a normal dragon. Instead, it looked like the head of a lion.

The dragon-cat thing on the platform came to rest on the other side of the bars.

He noticed it didn’t have a mane, which made it look like a lioness.

She came to him. She was on the smaller side for a dragon, only about fifteen feet long.

Then she transformed from a dragon into a cat girl, in a simple white dress, standing right there in front of him. She was covered in golden-orange fur, like a Persian, from the tips of her painted toes to the top of her cute ears at the top of her head, which was covered in short blonde hair. Instead of a human face, she had the snout of a cat, with big soulful golden-brown eyes. Her dress showed him a length of furry cleavage.

Her voice was high and cute as she spoke. “Oh, you’re awake. Lucky me, but I was the one on duty. Can you understand me? I think I cast the spell right. If I haven’t, then I’m going to be sooooo embarrassed.”

“I can understand you,” Steven said. “I’m Steven Drokharis.”

She blinked, surprised, and then her mouth dropped open. It was the best surprised kitty face he’d ever seen. Then she caught herself, smiled, and rolled her eyes. “No, you’re not.”

“Why can’t I be Steven Drokharis?” he asked.

She snorted, which kind of sounded like a cat’s sneeze. “Because he’s a myth! Totally a myth. Like, some random guy becomes the greatest Dragoncat in the universe? No. Sorry. Doesn’t make me purr.”

Steven wasn’t all that surprised that he’d become a myth in this end of the universe, but to be a myth while still alive? That was strange. And a little bit embarrassing. Wait. Did she say Dragoncat?

“Okay,” he said slowly. “Who do you think I am?”

That question caught her off guard. It took her a second to process the information. “You’re like a, um, like a trespasser guy. Or something. You can’t just show up on Oikos and walk around. Like Hasstin wasn’t going to know. So, guy, what’s like, your name? Or whatever.”

The magic was translating her words, but it was also giving him an idea about her character. She seemed very informal and kind of disinterested. He wasn’t going to spend time trying to convince her of his real identity. He could show her, later, when he escaped. For now, he needed information.

“You can call me Icharaam for now,” Steven said. Taking on the heroic Alpheros’ name might be a subtle way of proving who he was in the end. It was a better route than just having her call him Steven. She would have really rolled her eyes at that. “Might I ask who Hasstin is?”

“He’s the Supreme Feylinar Prime of all Alpheros, the big-time emperor, the grand champion of the Arena Trials. Wow, you are new here then, aren’t you? Everyone knows about Hasstin. He’s the King Cat of the Foiros.”

“Cat people,” Steven mused.

The cat girl curtsied. “Dragoncats, if you want to be technical. Foiros if you want to be completely correct. What kind of thing are you? You don’t have any fur, which is super weird. You have Reyka, though, otherwise, you wouldn’t have been able to come here.”

“Reyka?” Steven asked.

The cat girl snorted. “Yeah, like magical energy that gives us our powers. It’s like the fundamental stuff of all life. Don’t tell me you don’t know anything about Reyka.”

“Where I come from, it’s called Animus, and yes, I have an Animus core. But currently, I can’t access it.”

She pointed at the clay bracelets around his wrists. “Because we have the Void clay. Totally wipes out Reyka, which is how we could capture you and your harem. Because you’re like a weird form of Alpheros, right?”

Steven’s heart leapt into his throat. Void clay? He’d been studying Void magic but hadn’t been able to make much progress. So little was known. Yes, he’d had his encounter with Collidium, who’d been a creature of the Void, and there were other forces in the universe that were similar. For example, the Hellstring, Nefri’s bow, had been fashioned with such magic. He wasn’t sure how it worked, but if Animus was attached to the light, and Morta was the darkness, then the Void was the nothingness between both.

Steven was pulled back into the moment.

The cat girl made a face. “You’re so weird, like a hairless monkey. Can I…like…touch your skin?”

Steven held out a hand.

The cat girl petted him with strange fingers that didn’t have fingernails, but pads, only he could see the claws hidden away. It was an odd cross between a five-fingered hand and a cat’s paw.

She made a low purring sound in the back of her throat. Then she seemed to catch herself and swallow it down. “Bast it, what am I doing?”

She stepped back, her tail flicking around behind her.

Steven had just noticed it.

He was rather taken with the cat girl, who seemed to be a little clueless, but still cute. “Where are the women I was with?”

She wrinkled her snout. “Oh, they’re in the palace, being pampered, because if you don’t win, then Hasstin gets them. They’re your wives, right?”

“They are,” Steven agreed.

Nose wrinkled, the cat girl squinted one eye closed. She looked like a sleepy kitty. “Icharaam? Do they call you Ick or Icky for short?”

Steven laughed. “No. Icharaam is fine. What’s your name?”

“I’m Mullolly Moysstin. I’m not always a guard, though, and we don’t really use the dungeon anymore. We did, back when Hasstin was rising to power. Most of the time, he’d kill the other Primes in the Arena Trials. Sometimes, though, he’d put them in the dungeons. I really don’t know how that works. He killed my Prime. His name was Fausten. He was nice, kinda old, and I was like his fiftieth wife. I don’t miss him. I do miss Duchessa, though. Duchessa was the best. She was my best, best, best friend.” Her golden-brown eyes filled with tears.

Something she said, something about Arena Trials, meant he was probably in the right place. He’d seen the ocean arena a couple times now. The air inside the dungeon was cool, but they were probably deep underground. Outside, it just might be hot and humid.

“What happened to Duchessa?” Steven asked.

The cat girl danced back, her tail going crazy. One ear twitched. “Oh, Ick, it’s all ancient history. I’ll go tell Hasstin that you’re awake. I wish you luck, but come on, you’re not going to win. You’re just some rando, and Hasstin rose to power from nothing. I guess you would call him our Steven Drokharis. No one saw him coming. But he wanted it more than anyone else. Wanted to rule the world, I guess you’d call it. Well, he got it. Got like a hundred wives. Or is it a thousand? I never can keep up. It’s a lot.”

She went to walk away.

Steven called her back. “Wait, Mullolly. Did I say your name right?”

She nodded, eyes soft, and she made the purring sound again. “Yeah, Ick. You did.” She squeezed her eyes closed. “Bast it. You got that Dragoncat Prime energy. Yes. Ick. Yes. What?”

She seemed to be losing patience all of a sudden. With him? Or with herself? Steven knew what the Prime energy was. As a male Dragonsoul, females were drawn to him, even the females of another dragon species.

“Mullolly, please, my wives are special to me. I don’t have a hundred. I want to know they are safe.”

She hissed like a pissed-off Persian. “I told you, Ick, they’re fine! Better than me. They don’t have guard duty, bast it! And Hasstin will be nice to them because he knows an angry wife is worse than a stubborn hairball.”

She then left Steven, who was seriously considering using his Morta magic to escape immediately. However, if he did, his wives might pay the price.

He’d give these weird cat dragons a little more time to give him more information.

He kept thinking about Mullolly, though, and her body underneath the dress. He’d seen that glow in her golden-brown eyes, and that little bit of blonde hair on her head. She was attractive, definitely. But what was she?

How did the cats and dragons mix? What was the history of the Foiros?

He wasn’t sure.

However, it wasn’t long before more Dragoncat girls came to collect him. They were not as nice as Mullolly. They weren’t nice at all.


CHAPTER 27

WIVES AND RULER
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Three new cat girls came to collect him, and they were armed to the teeth with weapons as sharp as the gleam of violence in their eyes.

Unlike Mullolly, they weren’t wearing dresses, but were garbed in leather armor tunics and spiked boots.

One had mostly white fur, though her face was black—from her short black hair to her jet-black eyes. If Steven had the breed right, she looked like a Balinese kitty, except this one was as tall as he was, with a long polearm that had a stabbing spike and a pulling hook. Great, the Balinese had a billhook.

The second one had gray fur, gray hair, and a shock of white on her chest. This Siberian cat girl was more slender, and her weapons of choice were two sawtooth short swords she carried in open sheaths on her hips. Both sawtooths gleamed with a black light, obviously magical.

Lastly, there was a tiger girl, the tallest and broadest of the three. Her orange hair looked cute, except she had piercing green eyes that somehow seemed hungry. It was pretty clear that this tiger woman would like nothing more than to devour him whole. On her side was a coiled whip. A big orange gem gleamed on the handle. Yeah, that was another magical item.

Steven raised a hand. “Hey. I’m thinking you three have come to take me to see Hasstin. Is that right?”

The tiger girl didn’t answer him. She uncoiled her whip and cracked it. An orange flash left Steven dazzled for a second. He smelled orange marmalade and a sweeter, muskier smell. The Foiros had dragon scents like Dragonsouls.

He’d not gotten close enough to Mullolly to smell her.

Something about these cat girls made him randy, and he couldn’t help but get a bit aroused.

The tiger girl growled and hissed at him, and it took Steven a second to realize she was talking in some feline language he couldn’t understand.

Steven shrugged. “I have no idea what you’re saying.”

The orange-and-black cat girl cast another spell. “Better, monkey man?”

“Better,” Steven replied. “And it’s dragon monkey man to you.”

The massive bars in front of him rolled upward, from some kind of massive mechanism in the walls in the distance.

Steven didn’t move. He was still blinking away the artifacts from the orange whip flash. “I’m Icharaam. I’ll go with you, I’m fine with that, but I’d like to know your names first.”

The three glanced at each other.

The tiger spoke first in a crisp, almost British accent. “I’m Wessa Hasstinoloi. To my left is Bensa Hasstinoloi. And that is Sosa Hasstinoloi.”

Steven figured that their last name had something to do with their husband, Hasstin. It was strange, though, because Mullolly had used another surname, something that began with the letter “M.”

Steven’s sight had cleared. Wessa’s whip was a powerful weapon. He walked out of the cage, and immediately, Wessa cast a spell on him.

His arms were wrenched behind him, and the clay bracelets clicked together. She then circled his neck with her whip.

Steven’s first instinct was to hit her with BlackBlood spikes. He stopped himself. He couldn’t get violent—not until he knew his wives were safe, and in the end, they were on Oikos for a very specific reason. They had to find Nepentha, otherwise known as Crazeleaf, so they could save Quinnestri’s life.

Steven sighed. “Wessa, dear, I told you I would come peaceably. The clay handcuffs are one thing. The whip is another. Take it off me. Now.”

If she didn’t do it, he was going to use his Morta powers to teleport himself out of the handcuffs, or actually, he wouldn’t need to. He could take control of Bensa using Corropor, and then he could have her kill her sister-wives with her billhook.

Wessa released him.

He nodded. “Thank you. It’s pretty clear I’m going to fight your husband, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to win, but that doesn’t mean you three have to die.”

Sosa snarled and drew her swords. Those serrated swords gleamed with an evil light. “You can speak so arrogantly because you don’t know the foe you will face. Our husband has dealt with trespassers before, and they all have died by his hand. You will be no different.”

Steven gave her a smile. “You have no idea how many times I’ve heard that. Actually, I’m not here to become the Ultra Feylinar Prime, or whatever. I’m just here to find Crazeleaf. It’s an herb.”

“Fool! It’s Supreme Feylinar Prime!” Sosa barked.

“You’ve come for Nepentha?” Wessa asked, eyes narrowing. “It’s rare. It’s forbidden. It has side effects that can be…very…uncomfortable.”

“What does that mean?” Steven asked.

Sosa, who seemed to be the spitfire, fired back. “None of your business, monkey.”

“Dragon monkey,” Steven clarified again. “Just like you three are dragon cat girls. Just so we’re all on the same page.”

Sosa was so alluring, all that gray fur and a bright white chest. She was scowling like an angry cat, though. “We were not sent to talk to you. We were sent to collect you.”

Wessa sighed. “Sosa is right. Let us keep the dialogue to a minimum.” She seemed to be the smartest of the three, and probably the most powerful.

Bensa, though, was rather fearsome with her long polearm, her black furry face, and her intense black eyes. She hadn’t said a word. Was she the quiet one?

Steven hated the idea of hurting the cat girls, or even killing them, but he knew if it came down to it, he would choose his wives and his own safety over their lives. At least they knew about the Nepentha. That gave him some hope.

He was taken through the darkness to a solid stone platform.

Wessa cast a spell, and they were raised high up out of the dungeon, past different levels of other parts of the castle, until the platform stopped at a huge courtyard garden surrounded by gleaming white towers. Full-size alien palm trees, with strangely large leaves, rose up from manicured growing beds where huge red tropical flowers grew from the thick rich soil. Bubbling fountains were surrounded by grassy areas. The air was humid, but not too hot, and he could smell the sea. This was the ocean city Steven had seen in his vision. Now he knew why the people looked so odd. It had been his first glimpse of the Foiros.

Other cat girls came forward, a couple dozen, all armed to the teeth with medieval weapons, from long bows to battle-axes to broadswords. Most wore the leather armor tunics, but some were in their Dragoncat forms, huge, winged lionesses with scaly wings and reptilian claws. Long scaled tails, tipped with fur, flicked about as they looked down at him with interest.

These all had to be Hasstin’s wives, but from what Mullolly had said, there were a lot more than a couple dozen. She’d said he had hundreds, if not thousands.

Well, Steven could ask the cat man himself.

A lion-headed man, in rich red robes, carrying an ornate carved staff, walked through his retinue like a king. He had a full golden mane around his neck, and he was enormous, at least seven feet tall and three hundred pounds of pure muscle.

He strode up with his green eyes boring into Steven.

Steven saw vanity in the lion man’s face, sure, but he also saw raw power. Hasstin was tough, sure, but he was going to underestimate Steven. Like all of his enemies had before. Sure, because from Mullolly, everyone on Oikos thought that the great Steven Drokharis was a myth.

They would all learn soon that he was very, very real.

“Look, Hasstin, I came to the Alpherian homeworld to get Nepentha. That’s all I want. I don’t want to fight you. I don’t want to conquer you. I just want to find some Crazeleaf. We can talk about opening formal relations at another time. I’d like to know more about your people and your history. I don’t think you’re native to Oikos, but I might be wrong.”

Hasstin didn’t respond. He walked around and around Steven, and Steven turned his head to keep the lion man in his sight.

Finally, Hasstin stopped in front of him. “You say you came for the Crazeleaf. It is forbidden. You say your name is Icharaam. That is impossible. Icharaam left Alpheros never to return. All of the Alpheros are dead. Why did you use that name?”

Steven was getting tired of these games, but he shrugged off his annoyance. “Because Mullolly didn’t believe me when I told her that I was Steven Drokharis.”

All the women hissed, some scoffed, some laughed outright.

Hasstin didn’t speak for a long time. Maybe too long. “That is ridiculous. Steven Drokharis is a myth.”

Why didn’t Steven believe the lion man? It was too pat of an answer.

Then Hasstin nodded. “You invaded the ruins of the desert city. You didn’t show me proper respect. You will face me in the Arena Trials. If you live, which I doubt very much, you will win your freedom. If you die, then I will take your women as my wives.”

There was something mechanical in the way the lion man was talking. Was that fear or boredom? It was hard to tell. Hasstin had the Void clay, which could mean all sorts of things.

Steven sighed. “Fine. I’ll fight you. I’m assuming this is some kind of gladiatorial games type of situation, which is fine, but I want to add to our bet. How about if I can beat you without killing you, you will give me the Crazeleaf, and then I’ll leave?”

That brought on gales of laughter from most of the the Dragoncat girls. Wessa with her whip and Sosa with her sawtooth swords laughed the loudest, though Bensa with her billhook didn’t laugh at all. She stood there, a frown on her dark face. She was so dark and brooding. Steven kinda liked that.

Hasstin looked like a lion that did his fair share of brooding. He did smile, though. “If I find myself in a position that you might defeat me without taking my life, then I would want to die, because I would not be worthy to rule. Only the strongest shall rule.”

Steven had heard that over and over again during his rise to Dragonlord Prime. “There are many ways to be strong. But okay, fine, you’ll want to die. I won’t want to kill you, but I will. Can one of your lovely wives, maybe Wessa, could she find me Crazeleaf?”

Hasstin lost his smile. “If anyone could find the Nepentha, it would be Wessa. However, you will not need it, and neither will your wives. You’ll die, and they will join my Escort. I promise to treat them with kindness.”

Steven had to laugh, otherwise, he would’ve turned murderous and ripped this lion guy a new asshole. He’d just gotten some information. Wessa could find the Nepentha, good to know.

Hasstin continued. “Now, interloper, you will return to the dungeon. I want you to witness my power tonight, so that you will see what your fate will be. I will have food and water brought to you, and just to be fair, it will come from my own table. It will not be poisoned. It will nourish you. I want you strong for when you face me.”

Steven wiggled the Void clay bracelets at the lion man. “I’m assuming you’ll take these off when we fight. If I can’t access my Animus, what you call Reyka, that will give you a definite advantage. I’m assuming you want to win fair and square.”

“I will not have to cheat to be victorious,” the cat man said. He snapped his fingers. “Take him away!”

In short order, Wessa cast magic and Steven descended on the platform and was back in his cell.

This time, Wessa and Sosa were as silent as Bensa.

Steven tried to engage them in conversation, but they didn’t say a word.

Back in his cell, Steven wasn’t going to just wait around.

He was going to check in on Tessa, Uchiko, and Zoey and make sure they were okay.

Then, he was going to see how loyal Mullolly was. Maybe if she didn’t want Hasstin’s last name, there were other things she didn’t want.

Worst-case scenario? Steven would kill Hasstin and then get Wessa to grab him some Crazeleaf. But in Steven’s heart of hearts, he didn’t think it would come to that.

Because in the end, these cat people simply had no idea of what they were dealing with.

There was one thing that Steven knew for sure. While Hasstin’s wives had no idea that Steven Drokharis was real, their lion-maned lord did.

How could that be?


CHAPTER 28

CHECKING IN
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The minute the three cat girls were gone, Steven reached out using Connexra to the former Prosha of the Zothoric. As one of the Utereich’s lieutenants, she was now one of the most powerful Morta creatures in the universe, so finding her was easy.

Her thoughts filled Steven’s head. Oh, so the shit has hit the fan, and you need me to commit genocide. Is that it?

Steven sent her a sigh. No, Heridan. No more genocide. There’s a guy here who basically is begging me to kill him, but I’m going to do my best not to because we’re not the bad guys anymore.

Heridan wasn’t impressed. Murdering assholes doesn’t make us bad guys. Is he an asshole? Does he even know who you are?

Maybe, Steven sent back. Most of the people here think I’m a myth.

Right. They’re assholes. Let’s murder all of them.

Steven wasn’t surprised he was getting this reaction. When was the last time you ate anything with nacho cheese on it?

Uh, not for a while. Why?

When was the last time you ate anything, Heridan?

The Prosha paused. Oh, I see, you think I’m hangry. Well, fuck you, Steven. I’m not hangry. I’m fine.

That made Steven laugh. You can find Tessa, right? I would, but I don’t have access to my Animus currently. I’m kind of playing this undercover.

What? Tell me, Steven, what do you mean you don’t have access to your Animus?

Steven was touched by her concern. It’s some kind of Void magic. I could probably break it, but then the asshole would know I wasn’t powerless. Better to play it a different way. And from all accounts, finding this particular herb we need to help Quinnie isn’t going to be easy. Just get me connected to Tessa.

Heridan grumbled. I’m now worried sick. Do you need me there?

Inviting the demon queen, or any of the Morta Clique, would be a very bad idea. The Foiros most likely had ways to detect them. It was probably only because of his dual cores that they hadn’t realized that Steven’s soul had been tainted by Morta.

No. We can handle this. Just get me Tessa so I can use Transvexri to get to her.

Fine, Heridan sent. Feeling Animus is easy across the universe. It’s this web of light, and Tessa glows brighter than everyone else. If I wasn’t so sweet, I would use Leeze to drain her soul. I would add it to mine. I would become something truly powerful.

Or would you rather have nachos? With extra jalapenos.

I do like jalapenos.

A second later, Steven knew where Tessa was. He teleported to her.

He appeared in a splash of Morta that splattered the polished marble floor of their palace room. Sure, he got a dungeon, and they got a penthouse. Luckily, he didn’t get any on the carpets. He stood in the puddle and reabsorbed the dark energy.

Tessa, though, had been splashed. He’d appeared right next to her, in a fabulous room that had its very own fountain. There were three beds, hanging from the ceiling, suspended by golden chains. You had to climb up into them, but that was where Uchiko was, resting.

Zoey was sitting, in her human form, on a couch near an archway that led to a balcony. Sizzling bars of energy blocked the main room from the patio. Those same bars crackled over the windows and the door, though the door was also closed and locked.

Each of the women wore the same bracelets fashioned out of the Void clay.

Steven could hear the crash of waves and smell the sea. Outside on the patio, there was probably a good view of the ocean, maybe even of the arena.

The room wasn’t the giant-sized chambers he’d grown accustomed to, built to accommodate massive dragons. No, this was a normal-sized room, but then, the Alpheros had been able to magically transform their bodies. Maybe the Foiros had constructed this part of the palace. Maybe there was a mixture of the two kinds of architecture. Steven didn’t know.

Zoey leapt to her feet, ran over, and threw herself onto Steven, hugging him. She was big and heavy—luckily, Steven was strong, or he might’ve collapsed.

“Steven! Steven, you’re here!” the bear girl shouted.

She then kissed him, over and over.

Uchiko approached them, scowling. “Hush, girl. If I know our Prime, he has come here surreptitiously. We must keep his presence here a secret.”

Tessa grinned crookedly. “Hey, Uchiko, points for using the word ‘surreptitiously.’ Nice. So, Steven, have you come here to bust us out? Ironically enough, the bars are made out of Animus, but we don’t have any.”

“Actually, the Foiros call Animus Reyka.” He opened his arms wide so Tessa, Uchiko, and Zoey would all come and hug him. He then went into detail about everything he’d learned about the Alpherian homeworld and asked them what they’d learned.

Tessa frowned. “A whole lotta nothing. Some cat girl dropped us off here, said it was one of the nicer rooms in the palace, and then left. We’ve gotten some water, wine, and food, mostly fish, which I’m not super excited about.”

“I have enjoyed the food,” Uchiko said after some thought.

Zoey pouted. “I hate always being human. For one, I can’t smell worth a darn. For another, my taste buds aren’t as good either. The fish was all right. But when can we escape?”

Steven shrugged. “Any time we want. The Void clay neutralizes my Animus, but my Morta is working just fine. If you are tired of being cooped up here, I can fix that right now.”

Tessa’s eyes narrowed. “But you think we should wait, right? Because finding the Crazeleaf isn’t going to be easy.”

“That’s right,” Steven said. He had an idea. “I suppose I could use Transvexri to grab Wessa, and then use Corropor to control her mind. Then I can force her to find the Nepentha whether she wants to or not.”

Zoey looked horrified. “You shouldn’t force anyone to do anything.”

Uchiko crossed her arms. “No one should be imprisoned. We came in peace, and they have treated us like criminals. I find our situation intolerable.”

“Can you tolerate it a bit longer?” Steven asked. “Or should we break out of here and take our chances?”

Tessa winced. “We could, but then Molly Meow might get into trouble.”

Uchiko sighed. “That is not her name.”

Zoey giggled. “But her name is so hard to say.”

“Mullolly Moysstin,” Steven said. “That’s who we’re talking about, right?”

Tessa nodded. “I think so. That’s the nice Persian kitty who is kinda responsible for keeping us here. She is super sweet, unlike the other wives. They’re all kinda mean.”

“That doesn’t mean we should kill them,” Zoey protested.

“But they’re dragons, Z.” Tessa’s eyes flashed with murderous glee. “And I love slaying dragons. Call it Animus, call it Reyka, but it makes no difference to me. It all tastes like chicken. The energy, I mean. It’s not like I’m going to eat them.”

Uchiko stepped forward. “We should wait and be strategic. Steven should learn all he can about the strange cat people and about the location of the Crazeleaf before we strike. Then, he can remove us from here, we can get the herb, and return to Aqualyra and save Quinnestri. That is what our plan should be.”

Tessa took the ninja’s hand. “That is our best bet if we don’t want to murder a crapton of kitties. I’d feel terrible if we had to hurt Molly Meow. But we also have to get our weapons back. They took my guns, and I’m not too happy about that.”

“And my amulet.” Zoey touched her throat.

Uchiko had also been stripped of her weapons. They’d also lost their teardrop amulets, so once they were freed from the Void clay bracelets, shifting would rip through their clothes, or at least that would be true for Steven and Zoey.

“We’ll get our stuff back,” Steven said. “And that includes my crown, though I still kinda feel dumb when I wear it. But what I look like isn’t as important as the power I get in my exhalants.”

“Pump up the power!” Tessa said with a raised fist. “The power of chronic halitosis! Now that was a good piece of marketing from the Listerine company.”

Uchiko shot her a dirty look.

“No, I’m not going to tell you more about Listerine. I’m focusing on the plan. Total focus. Not getting lost in references. Who is getting lost? Not me. I’m super focused.”

That made Zoey giggle.

Steven loved that his wives were taking their captivity with a grain of salt. They trusted in his power.

Uchiko shook the bracelets on her hand. “How did they come across such powerful magic? The Void clay is so very powerful. I fear they might have access to more Void magic.”

“Not sure,” Steven said, somewhat disturbed. He knew there was a good chance some kind of Void creature was involved in this, maybe had been dogging his steps for a while now.

And Hasstin might prove to be the key to unlocking that mystery.

Tessa was far calmer. “Sure, they have some Void stuff, but come on. Their magic can’t be all that good. From what you said, Steven, they don’t even know the Zothoric are gone, or that you’re even real. One simple Divination spell would give them all that. Something is off here.”

“Something is,” Steven said, “and I’d like to get to the bottom of it, but first, I want to find the Crazeleaf.”

He took a moment to reach out to Heridan. I want you to keep track of Tessa, Uchiko, and Zoey. Check in with them. Make sure they are okay.

Nothing answered him, and Steven’s heart leapt into his throat.

A second later, a rainfall of Morta ichor splashed onto the marble floor, creating a puddle, until the liquid rose into the air, turning into the Prosha. She spoke. “Yes, my Prime, I will keep watch. If anything comes for them, I will commit genocide.”

Tessa threw up her hands. “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! No one is committing genocide. If we’re in danger, just tell Steven, and he can teleport in.”

Heridan’s liquid face frowned. “That is not as much fun.”

Steven was surprised by this new ability she seemed to have. But while it was dramatic, it was simply a combination of Connexra, which allowed her to find them, and BlackBlood, which created the Morta pool, and a little Corropor to bring the liquid to life.

Tessa tapped her bottom lip. “When was the last time you had nacho cheese?”

The demon sighed. “Ugh. Steven said the same thing. I hate that I’m so fucking predictable.”

Steven laughed. “But we love you, Heridan. Just check in with them every once in a while. You probably shouldn’t be pouring so much Morta into the air. They might be able to track it.”

“But the puddle girl is too cute!” Tessa squealed. “Talk about squirting.”

“I can do that as well,” Heridan said with a sexy smile.

Tessa waved her hand in front of her face. “I kinda want to be on the other end of that. After we save Quinnie, we’ll definitely have to try that out.”

“It’s a date,” Heridan said, and then vanished.

Steven liked that the demon queen was on their side, and that she would watch over his three wives being held in captivity.

Steven kissed them all, and then vanished, returning to his jail cell to wait for the evening’s events.

They still knew so little about the Foiros and why they had come to live on the Alpherian homeworld. Steven hoped he would learn more.

And he did. From a very surprising source.


CHAPTER 29

THE PANTHER MAN
[image: ]


Steven was sitting with his back to the bars when Bensa brought him his dinner.

She clanked the tray down and then stormed off, riding the platform back up to the surface. Bensa was far better at brooding than she was at conversation.

On the wooden tray was grilled fish, drenched in butter, with enough lemon he could’ve made lemonade. There was also some rice and vegetables, and weirdly enough, the rice was the best part, lightly fried and heavily spiced. Which was better: the crunchy elven bowl rice or the Foiros fried rice? There was some stiff competition there.

He ate everything, ready to use NecroMend if it turned out to be poisoned. In the end, he was fine.

As the light faded in the window slits high above him, Steven grew more and more restless. And more curious. What was this world he’d found? Fifty thousand years ago, the Zothoric had wiped out the Alpheros.

When had the Foiros taken over?

The Zothoric would’ve left once they had eaten all the Animus. Oikos would’ve looked like a wasteland. Steven remembered what the Battle World had turned into—plant life dying, the sky orange, the strange storms, and Gaia Beta had only been in the beginning stages of being drained.

Steven was deep in thought when the platform drifted down from above to come clanging onto the stone floor. A familiar shape walked out to meet him.

“Hello, Molly Meow,” Steven called out to her.

The Persian cat girl approached him. Instead of her simple white dress, she wore a flowing gown and complicated sandals covering her calves. She smiled at him as she snorted. “That’s not my name, Ick. It’s Mullolly Moysstin.”

“Not according to Tessa,” Steven replied. He kind of liked how she called him Ick. Icharaam had been the best of the brothers.

The cat girl lost the smile. “When did you talk to her?”

Steven tapped his head. “We’re close. Very close. I could only talk to her for a minute. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

He chose his words carefully. He wanted to test her loyalty to Hasstin.

She cocked her head. “That you talked to your wife? Uh, I probably should.”

Steven shrugged. “It probably doesn’t matter, right? I won’t survive the fight with Hasstin. When I’m gone, I’m going to rely on you to take care of my three wives. I love them. I want them okay.”

The cat girl grabbed her tail and started to pet it. It was sweet, but it also seemed to be a nervous tic. “Yeah. I guess it’s okay. But if you’re lying to me, and if you do escape, and if your wives helped you, and all that happens, then, um, it won’t go well for me. I mean. Lord Hasstin would kill me.”

“Like how Duchessa died?” Steven asked gently. That was the name of her friend when she’d been married to her former husband—before Hasstin killed him in the Arena Trials.

“Yeah,” the cat girl murmured. “She…Duchessa…when Fausten died, and we came to live with Lord Hasstin, Duchessa wanted to run away and live in the forests, just her and me. Hasstin caught us, and I didn’t fight. Duchessa did. And she died. Everyone who fights Hasstin dies.”

Steven caught her eye. “I won’t die.”

Molly Meow glanced away. “You say that, but you don’t know. You’ll know tonight when you see him fight. Then you might escape.”

“No, Molly. I gave you my word I wouldn’t try and escape until after I fought Hasstin. I’m going to beat him, and if he’s not reasonable, I’m going to kill him. Then you and his other wives will be free.”

“For a second,” she said. “Then some other Feylinar Prime will try to become the Supreme. And all the fighting and wars will start all over again. At least with Hasstin in charge, there’s no war. He has his vassal Feylinar Primes, and they’re loyal upon pain of death. But whatever. Come on, Ick.” She snorted, and then sneezed, and then blinked. “Oh, wow, I might be allergic to you. Do you have dander?”

That made Steven laugh. “I don’t think so.”

“Hope not. But anyway, Ick, I was supposed to just come and escort you out to the ocean arena, not get into a big conversation. But here we are.”

She cast the spell to raise the cage, and the massive bars lifted off the ground.

The cat girl paused. “I have to, um, do the bracelets behind your back. So, yeah…”

“How about we do it in the front? It’s not like I have any Reyka to cast spells or do anything.” Steven watched her eyes.

She couldn’t meet his gaze. “Okay. You promised not to escape…so…”

She clicked the Void clay bracelets together so they acted like handcuffs.

Steven led the way to the platform. He wasn’t going to walk in silence. This was his chance to get an ally inside Hasstin’s family. “Molly, I’m only here for the Crazeleaf. Why is it forbidden?”

“The herb?” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not an herb girl. Or any kind of sorceress. I’m not even a good fighter, though I can fight a little. Mostly, I just like to cook, which I guess involves herbs, but not the magical kind. Did you like the fried rice? I liked the fried rice. I made that. Too crispy?”

Steven laughed. “No. It was the perfect amount of crispy.”

“I’m glad.” Molly smiled at him for a long time, then remembered herself and glanced away.

She spoke a word, and the platform rose up into the air and gave him a view of all four of the giant jail cells underneath the palace. Each one could’ve held fifty full-sized dragons easily enough.

The Persian cat girl cleared her throat. “Uh, you’ll be sitting with Padrus. Be careful with him. He’s loyal to Hasstin, but then, he has to be. But that meant he sold out his friends to keep the little power he had. Which means he’s kind of an asshole. Though you didn’t hear that from me.” She hissed, then grabbed his arm. She was careful not to scratch him with her claws. “Oh, bast it. Please, Ick, forget I said all that. Please. I could get into real trouble.”

Steven loved how open and innocent she was. She really was different than Hasstin’s three warrior wives. “Don’t worry, Molly. I won’t say a word.”

The platform leveled off in the same garden courtyard where Steven had been before.

Molly led him through an archway to a polished stone box about five feet wide and ten feet long. There were cushioned seats, and it took a minute for Steven to grasp what it was. Like the platform that took him out of the dungeon, the polished stone car was basically a flying car.

Molly had him sit in the front, and she sat behind him.

They were swept into the air and the box went sailing up above the city, and Steven got a good glimpse of the layout. It had been built on a hill, and at the top was clearly the palace, though that wouldn’t be where his wives were being held. No, they would be closer to the sea.

Below the ramparts of the ornate building sat a strange, round structure in an oddly empty courtyard. Before Steven could get a better look, they zoomed lower.

Looking down, he noticed the white streets were mostly empty. The buildings were a mixture of huge structures, clearly created for full-grown Alpheros, and smaller dwellings that would fit the cat people when they were in their normal form. The taller structures all had the classic landing pads that marked them as aeries. Beyond the walls was a thick jungle and tons of the alien palm trees with their massive leaves.

Yes, there was another palace on the coastline, and next to it was the big stadium from his vision. Built on the water, the arena was massive, and probably could hold a hundred thousand dragons at least.

The car floated down and landed next to other polished stone vehicles on a platform that had been built so it was connected to the seaside palace.

Molly led him through a corridor and out to box seats that jutted out from the main seats around them. Far below was the arena floor, rippling seawater surrounding a sandy island. The arena had been built to let the ocean tide come in and out.

There were no combatants on the arena floor.

The seats, though, were packed with all kinds of big male Dragoncats and their harems, all huge creatures lounging about. Some were in their smaller forms, clustered together in the cheaper seats higher up.

Steven found himself in front of a huge cat man with dark blue-black fur. His chest was bare, but he wore white linen pants and big black boots. He had muscles, clearly, but he also had a gut that hung over his pants. His wrists were covered in black metal bracers, more like jewelry than a symbol of his servitude.

The huge panther man nodded at Steven and then sat down on a cushioned seat, and that’s when his wives came to him, to feed him or to curl up next to him and purr and stroke his chest fur.

Molly bowed. “Padrus Antillicus, this is Icharaam. Uh, I’m going to go. I’ll be back to escort him, uh, back to the jail cell. Don’t kill each other. I’ll get in trouble.”

Padrus’s laughter sounded like summer thunder in his expansive chest. “Do not worry, little kitty. We are simply here to witness another slaughter. Won’t take long.” He motioned for Steven to sit on an uncomfortable little wooden stool next to his luxuriously cushioned seat.

Steven sat as Molly gave him a nervous smile before withdrawing.

The panther man sighed. “Let us not waste each other’s time, shall we? You had questions about this world and about the Supreme Feylinar Prime. The latter subject is easy. There has never been a Foiros like him. He cannot be defeated. Trust me, I tried. You simply do not have a chance, and so, I am wasting my breath on a strange little dragon monkey doomed to die.”

Steven didn’t mind the uncomfortable stool. However, the way Padrus was talking to him pissed him off. “Yeah, sure, but let me get something straight. You fought him, and you didn’t die. Why not? Were you just not a big enough threat for him to take you seriously?”

That pissed off both Padrus and the women of his harem. The cat girls hissed while Padrus growled. “The opposite, whelp. I nearly killed him. I was at the very edge of my powers, and maybe, on a different day, I would’ve smashed his skull.” He banged his metal bracers together. “But he bested me. As a reward, he let me live and serve him. I am his second-in-command, if you must know. Which might sound like a good thing, but no, I am given the tasks Hasstin thinks are beneath him. Like talking to you.”

“Nice,” Steven muttered. “I’m only here for a bit of Crazeleaf. But I don’t think it’s so easy to find.”

“It is forbidden, whelp.”

“Icharaam,” Steven said. “Or Ick. Molly calls me Ick. I don’t mind it. I like her. She seems to have more sense than all of you put together. Okay, so you all made a plant illegal. I get it. Back where I come from, a lot of plants are illegal, or they were. Colorado legalized weed a while ago, so we got that going for us. But anyway, anything else you can tell me about Crazeleaf?”

Padrus shook his head. “Next question, Icharaam.”

“Not Ick, Padrus? I thought you and I were going to be besties.”

That made the panther man smile. “The spell translated that last word oddly. But I get the gist. No, we shan’t be doing any purring together. It doesn’t matter what I call you because like I said, you are dead.”

Steven was going to love it when he finally got to fight Hasstin. Everyone on the whole damn Dragoncat world was going to need a trip to the kitty litter once they saw what he could do.

He did find it a little strange, though. If Padrus could be believed, he was alive because he nearly beat Hasstin. If he’d been weaker, he would’ve been killed? Why was that? Wouldn’t Hasstin want to end possible future threats to his superiority?

It was something to consider.

Steven continued talking. “Okay, so the Crazeleaf is hard to find. I know what happened to the Alpheros. They’re my ancestors. But how did the Foiros come to live on this world?”

Padrus ate some dried fish off the fingers of one his wives. Another cat girl gave him a sip of wine to wash it down. “Kaylar, our ancestor, was a Faeline—a simple man without any dragon blood at all. All of Kaylar’s people had been killed by the Zothoric, and his world was lost, but his magic was powerful enough to come here, to Oikos, the home of the Alpheros. He thought that since it had already been destroyed, the Zothoric wouldn’t return anytime soon. It was a desperate plan, but it worked. He came with the last of his family. His wife was near death, his children sickly, and he was desperate.

“At first, Kaylar thought he’d made a terrible mistake. This world was a wasteland. The Utereich and her Myriad, the Shadows of Teeth and Talon, had already drained the planet. Most of the Animus was gone, but Kaylar found a few places that still had some life. He cast magic, to access the Alpherian Animus, hidden away by one of the last dragons, the great dragon Kharaag. It was Kaylar that left his Faeline heritage behind, and he embraced the path of the Foiros, half dragon and half cat. This was five hundred generations ago, roughly ten thousand years. And so, after five hundred generations, we have the greatest Feylinar Prime this world has ever seen in Hasstin. Each generation nurtured the Animus, and it was Kaylar’s magic that hid us from the Zothoric for so long.”

Steven thought it was a similar story to Earth, only instead of monkeys, cat men had been mixed with dragons here. Kaylar’s magic must’ve been really powerful to keep Oikos hidden from the Zothoric Myriad. Zothora loved to eat dragons and dragon magic. If the Zothoric queen had known about them, she would have made it her number one priority to come back to the dragon homeworld and eat every Foiros in sight and cause another great extinction of all the other plants and animals that the Foiros had nurtured back to life.

“Are Kaylar and Kharaag dead?” Steven asked.

Padrus laughed a little. “Kharaag was killed by the Zothoric fifty thousand years ago. It was Kaylar that discovered Kharaag’s magic, a hidden cache of Animus, which brought forth the first Foiros. As for Kaylar himself, he was eventually killed as the Feylinar Primes fought for dominance, killing each other and stealing each other’s wives, as is our way.”

Steven figured that Kaylar must’ve done some kind of Dragonskin ritual, and the Faeline had enough of what they called Reyka that he could alter his core. Steven had an image of Kaylar finding the magic and walking the Path of the Dragonsoul. It was a testament to his genius. At the same time, having this amazing sorcerer killed in squabbling over territory and wives seemed like such a waste.

“What’s the name of this city? I’m assuming it’s the capital, since Hasstin is the Ultra Feylinar Prime guy.”

“Supreme Feylinar Prime,” Padrus corrected. “And yes, of course he chose Anjusan City. Legend has it this was the first city that Kaylar found when he first came to Oikos. It is on the island of Hispanoi, in the Aarawaak Archiplego, between the continents of Boivo and Taaina. There are three continents on Oikos, spread out along the equator. Aivoi, Boivo, and Taaina.”

Steven thought of Quinnestri’s Alpherian geography lesson back when she’d been in school. Learning the geography of one world was hard enough. At least he knew the name of the city, and it did seem important. Sahraa City in the desert had been left in ruins. Anjusan City had gotten a facelift. Now the different architecture he’d seen made more sense.

Steven had other questions, but Padrus raised a clawed hand. “I’m sick of talking. I’m ready for the spectacle. Look down there. Look down at your death.”

Hasstin flew down onto the sands in the arena below. The lion-headed dragon let out a roar that shook the stands. The crowd roared back in what seemed like approval but might have been fear. If they didn’t bow down to the Supreme Feylinar Prime, they might be killed.

Either way, Hasstin was announcing he was ready to fight.


CHAPTER 30

THE ARENA TRIALS
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Steven leaned forward on his stool.

Next to him, Padrus the panther man nodded. “Yes, and look, Hasstin’s opponent. He will not survive this.”

A dragon landed on one side of the sandy island center across from Hasstin. The new dragon had the same leathery wings and long scaly body that tapered into a lashing tail. However, this new dragon with the thick muscled legs of a cat had the head of a saber-toothed tiger. Those long fangs descended from his growling mouth like twin swords.

Even from a distance, Steven could see they glowed with a bright magic.

Hasstin stood on his hind legs, wings outstretched, and thundered, “I have come to the Arena Trials, Smolid Fayad, to kill you and take your wives. If you submit to me, I will let you live, but forever more, you will be mateless.”

Padrus hissed, “I would rather die. And so would Smolid. Listen.”

The saber-toothed dragon also stood on his hind legs, and he was bigger than the lion, though that might not mean much since both were going to power their attacks with magic. “Lord Hasstin! I was living in peace on the Boivos’s western shore, and I do not wish to fight you. But I will not give you my wives, and I will not relinquish my territory on Boivos. If you insist on facing me, I will fight to my last breath.”

“So be it!” Hasstin thundered, and then shot forward, his shape blurring with speed. He wasn’t just flying, no, he was using magic.

“We call increased speed Serpent Grace,” Steven said softly. “It is one of our combat abilities, on the Pugna branch of our skill tree. What do you call it?”

“Fast Paw,” Padrus answered. “That’s what I call it. Others refer to it as Kaylar’s Grace. It’s interesting that both are similar.”

Smolid cast a shield spell, Magica Defensio, and Hasstin smashed into the force field, though he had the reflexes to adjust his attack. He flipped up and over, landing behind the sabertooth. Hasstin breathed out fire, Smolid’s shield spell blocked most of the flames, but a section of hair on the saber-toothed dragon’s face smoldered. The smell of burning cat hair filled the air.

Hasstin screamed something, and the shield spell blinked off. The lion then breathed lightning.

“Magica Incanto,” Steven said. “That was to dispel the magic, right? We use that particular brand of magic off the Veneficium branch to both enchant items and to disrupt spells. What do you call it?”

“We call the purely magical branch Kharaag’s Soul. All of our powers are named after the dragon that allowed Kaylar to merge his body and soul with dragon magic. Kharaag’s Soul is our spells, Kharaag’s Fist is for our physical power such as speed, armor, and strength. Kharaag’s Mind allows us to transform ourselves, and lastly, Kharaag’s Breath are our exhalant attacks.”

“So, it is similar,” Steven murmured as he watched the fight below. Smolid dodged Hasstin’s lightning, and the sabertooth managed to get himself armored up. It also seemed like Smolid increased his strength and speed. He used his magical saber-teeth to rip a chunk of flesh out of Hasstin’s shoulder, then breathed ice to freeze a section of the ocean. That had to be powerful magic to turn the seawater into solid ice. Smolid slammed the lion-headed dragon into the frozen ocean, face-first.

Hasstin was stunned for a second, and the saber-toothed tiger meant to take advantage of that. He breathed more ice, but Hasstin cast a shield spell to block the cold attack before fleeing, flying upward, ice dripping from his scales.

Steven watched as magical energy healed the wound in Hasstin’s shoulder. That had to be Magica Cura.

Smolid shot up from the ground as the pair dueled in the air.

Steven stroked his chin. “I’m assuming you have the normal Exhalants—what you would call Kharaag’s Breath. For us Dragonsouls, we have Inferno, ElectroArc, Toxicity, ArcticWind, ShadowFlame, and ChromaticFury. Is that right?”

“Yes, I understand the words. What you call ShadowFlame we call NightFyre. ChromaticFury? It is an interesting name. We call it something different.”

“What do you call it?”

“Kharaag’s Holocaust, or simply, Holocaust. It is the ultimate breath attack.”

Steven paused, considering his next words carefully. “Do you have any other powers from the Alpheros?” Steven wanted to be careful. If the Foiros didn’t have access to the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon, be didn’t want to reveal that he could cast the ancient Alpherian power set. ChromaticFury was powerful, but it was nothing compared to RealityFire.

“We have the four paths,” the panther man said curtly. “They are enough.”

Only the four, Steven thought. No mention of the ancient Alpherian powers.

Hasstin dove into Smolid, his hind claws scratching into the heavy armor of the saber-toothed dragon. Both were falling toward the half-frozen ocean water below, but the Supreme Feylinar Prime didn’t seem to care. With one big fist he punched Smolid in the face, snapping off one of his long teeth.

Smolid responded by unleashing lightning into Hasstin’s chest, blowing him away. Both unfurled their wings, stopping their suicidal descent. Smolid went to fly away, but the lion dragon, with his chest smoking from the ElectroArc attack, sped up and landed on the sabertooth’s back.

Smolid shifted from dragon into cat man, escaping for the moment, before returning to his normal True Form, though Hasstin seemed to anticipate the maneuver. He caught hold of Smolid’s tail and hurled him down toward the sandy center of the arena floor.

The sabertooth managed to stop his descent with a sweep of his wings, though he still struck the ground, rolling in a storm of sand.

The crowds were on their feet, cheering, because Smolid had taken a fair amount of damage, as had Hasstin, though it was clear that both still had plenty of fight in them.

The saber-toothed dragon rose to his feet and threw Impetim missiles into Hasstin—long spears of orange sizzling light, massive in size and scope. They should’ve hit like magical spears or maybe like bombs. Instead, the magic sizzled off a hastily cast shield spell as Hasstin floated to the ground and threw his own Impetim spells, bright bursts of golden light.

They exploded around Smolid, detonating like grenades and ripping through armored scales and flesh. The sabertooth went to breathe out something, maybe poison gas, but instead, he wound up coughing as he lost shape. It was as if he’d run out of Animus.

But Steven would’ve seen signs of that before. There hadn’t been. It was like the sabertooth had been drained of Animus completely. He stood there, a towering cat man with only one long fang left, facing a dragon.

The sabertooth put up his hands. “Wait. I surrender. I will be mateless.”

“It is far too late for that!” Hasstin roared. His jaws opened, and a silence filled the arena. Everyone was hushed as all the Animus coalesced around the lion-faced dragon. There was a whomp and then a storm of energy left Hasstin’s mouth, in a sizzling display of light, energy, noise, and the colors of the rainbow, hitting the saber-toothed cat man and completely disintegrating him as well as a portion of the sand around him. The very ground smoked under the onslaught.

Steven nodded. “Kharaag’s Holocaust. But shouldn’t Hasstin have let him surrender? Smolid deserved to walk out of here. He did a fucking good job.”

“Not good enough it seems,” Padrus said, frowning. “Or perhaps Smolid was sacrificed to show you your destiny, monkey man.”

Hasstin whirled and pointed to where Steven sat. “And there, the interloper who has invaded our world from beyond. He will be next. Tomorrow night, after I have rested, you shall see him die. Then I will claim his lovely wives as my own. Look! There!”

Tessa, Zoey, and Uchiko stood on a platform across from Steven. The three women were surrounded by three of Hasstin’s wives—Wessa with her whip, Bensa with her billhook, and Sosa with her sawtooth swords.

Steven hated how scared and small his wives looked. Little did any of these kitties know that if Tessa hadn’t been wearing the void bracelets, she could’ve killed every last one of the Dragoncats.

“Did you learn anything from this little exhibition?” Padrus asked.

Steven nodded but didn’t say a word. Hasstin had somehow drained Smolid of his Animus near the end of the fight, and Steven would’ve assumed he’d used AnimusChain, but Padrus didn’t seem to have any knowledge of the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragon. Nor had there been signs of ShadowStrength, but even at its most powerful, ShadowStrength couldn’t remove all the Animus out of someone.

The panther man had been very forthcoming as far as the Foiros magic system was concerned, and he wouldn’t have said that it was the ultimate Exhalant if there had been RealityFire.

If Hasstin hadn’t used AnimusChain, what had he used?

There was only one answer that made sense. Void magic. Like with the Void clay, Hasstin had to have some kind of secret weapon that drained Animus.

Molly soon came and returned him to his cell.

Back in the dungeon, Steven was surprised to see a simple cot set up with a little table and chair. Molly smiled at him. “I, uh, thought you might be more comfortable with a bed. It’s not a real bed, but a cot, but it’s beddish.”

She was just so adorable, especially as her cat ears twitched nervously.

Steven touched her skin, which was remarkable soft. “Thank you, Mullolly.”

Her big cat nostrils flared. “Uh, bast it, you can call me Molly. I kinda like it.” She seemed to remember herself and cleared her throat. Was that a hairball in there? “I, uh, have to go. Yeah. I should go. Bye.”

She hurried off.

Steven sat down on the cot, which was surprisingly comfortable. The blankets smelled sweet, like Molly’s perfume. He knew right away she had given him her bed. He loved the idea of sleeping where the cute cat girl slept.

He leaned back, not planning to sleep, but he found Molly’s perfume so comforting he was asleep before he knew it.

Soon after, he was dreaming.

At least he thought he was dreaming. And yet, there was something muted about it. The colors weren’t right, and he kept smelling Molly’s perfume, though she wasn’t there in the dream. No, there was another figure there, taller and more slender.

Somehow, he knew he was back on Xanadu, but he wasn’t anywhere near the Academy. No, he was on the beach of an island, one of the islands that Liam had found while mapping out the continents of that world. The huge bright moon, full of cat shapes, painted everything in silver—the tall palm trees swayed in a gentle breeze as the glittering ocean gently lapped at the sandy shore. Strange tropical birds flew overhead, though he couldn’t quite see them. The roar of distant beasts came to him muffled. All was hushed and quiet.

Growing up in Colorado, he wasn’t at all familiar with oceans. He was more of a muddy lake/reservoir guy. However, he liked the warmth, the humidity, and all the benefits of being near the sea.

Quinnestri was suddenly walking toward him. Unlike the moonlight and greenery, she was gray and fading. “Steven.”

“Quinnie.” Steven reached for her, but his hand went right through her body. Sure. Because his natural Animus powers were being squelched by the Void clay bracelets. Dreaming was a lot like Magica Divinatio, and that required Animus, and currently, he was running low on that. Still, he tried to be encouraging. “It’s good to see you, Quinnie.”

The elf queen smiled softly. “Hearing you call me by that ridiculous nickname makes me so happy. I know you are trying to save me, and I will give you my word. I will not pass until you return.”

“Tomorrow night,” Steven said. “Give me until midnight, tomorrow night. I’ll contact Heridan and let her know that we have a deadline. Hang on until then. I think tomorrow night I’ll be able to find the Crazeleaf. If not, I’ll tear Oikos apart until I do. It’ll be a real rampage, I promise.”

“I will not die until tomorrow night, at midnight. You have my word. But after that? I do not know if I have the strength to linger more.”

“I won’t leave you lingering,” Steven promised. “I love you too much.”

“I love you as well.” The elf queen went to embrace him, but then, a hole opened in the sand under her feet. Thrusting out her hands, she disappeared into the darkness, her mouth open in a wordless howl. The sand under her feet followed, and then the palm trees, the birds, the beasts, even the ocean and the moon. It was all sucked down into that hole.

Steven watched the world being vacuumed away until nothing was left. He felt that nothing, that void in the world, and a second later, he jerked himself awake.

He was pretty sure that he hadn’t slept that long, and that it was around midnight. That meant he had around twenty-four hours to find this Crazeleaf stuff. He wasn’t going to let Quinnestri down. Not a chance.

He had a plan that night to run recon, and he prayed that he would find what he needed. If not, there was always the fight tomorrow night. There, he’d have the attention of the entire city if not the island chain. What had Padrus called it? The Aarawaak Archipelago. Most likely, everyone in the world—on all three continents and all the islands in between—would be watching him.

He was counting on it.


CHAPTER 31

MIDNIGHT RUN
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Steven stood up from the cot, stretched, and then reached out to Heridan. I’m about to leave my jail cell. I need you to help me.

The former Prosha wasn’t thrilled. I was just about to watch a movie, Steven. And you don’t need me, you need Sabina. She’s here. You want her?

Steven had to laugh. Nope. Need you. Were you making popcorn?

Liam already made popcorn. Three flavors, cheesy, caramel, and Oreo. You’re keeping me from my Oreo popcorn, Steven.

Sorry about that. But hey, I have a couple of favors to ask. First, I need you to keep an eye on Quinnestri. If I’m not back there by midnight tomorrow night, I need you there. You’ll need to tell her I’m on my way.

What if you’re dead?

I’ll be there, dead or alive. You know me, Heridan. I won’t let heaven nor hell stop me.

Yeah, Steven, I know that’s right. I like the idea of you in hell, though. You can watch over things until I get there because if there’s anyone going to be queen of hell, it’s going to be me.

Amen to that.

What’s your other thing, Steven? Again, you are standing between me and Oreo popcorn. It’s probably the most dangerous place in the universe.

I need to know if anyone is in the room with Tessa and the gang.

They’re alone. Feel free to Transvexri away.

Steven didn’t pause. A second later, he was back in the palace room with Tessa, Uchiko, and Zoey. They were all in the hanging beds, but they weren’t asleep.

Like he thought, it was around midnight.

The bear girl came tumbling out of her bed and threw herself onto him. “Steven! How much longer?”

“Not long now,” Steven replied. “Quinnestri visited me in a dream. I want this entire thing over with by tomorrow night at midnight. She promised to hang on until then.”

Uchiko nodded, her shapely legs dangling off the side of the bed. “She is powerful and stubborn. If anyone can stave off her own death, it would be the elf queen. I have faith in her.”

“Oh fuck yeah we do!” Tessa said loudly as she got out of her bed.

“Shush, girl,” the ninja admonished. In a flash, she was out of bed and speeding toward the door. Uchiko pressed her ear to the panel. “I will listen for any intruder. However, I am in agreement with Zoey. This waiting is impossible.”

Tessa rolled her eyes, came over, and kissed Steven’s cheek. “We only have until tomorrow night, right? It’s like their Friday night fights. Hasstin versus Icharaam, in the battle of the century.”

Steven grinned. “I prefer the name Ick. It’s what Mullolly Moysstin calls me.”

“Molly Meow!” Tessa cheered. “We love Molly. Hope we don’t have to kill her.”

“We won’t,” Steven replied. “I’m pretty sure I won’t even need to kill Hasstin in the end. Did you see the end of the fight?”

Tessa nodded. “The ChromaticFury? Kind of hard to miss. But that was after the lion guy threw his Impetim spells and the saber-toothed tiger guy totally lost his mojo. Ran out of juice and lost his dragon action. Yeah, something is strange there.”

“I saw that too.” Steven winced as Zoey hugged him hard. “Ouch. Easy, Z.”

“Another day here?” Zoey pouted. “It’s so boring, and I hate always having to be human. The first thing I’m going to do when I get out of these bracelets is become a bear again. I love being a bear. Everything smells so…interesting. Not good, maybe, but kinda wild. I love it.”

“Like we love you,” Steven said. “But listen, Tessa, I don’t think the Dragoncats have access to the Path of the Mirror-Souled Dragons. That gives me a definite advantage.”

Tessa grimaced. “But be careful. I don’t trust that Hasstin guy. Not one bit. Something weird is going on here.”

Steven remembered how Hasstin had lied about the reality of a Steven Drokharis in the universe. “I agree. I thought it was your basic winner-takes-all dragon stuff, only this time there are arenas and gladiators and battle royales. That kind of thing. But Hasstin only kills the weaker dragons. The stronger ones he recruits as his lieutenants. That doesn’t track for me.”

“Oh, just you wait, Steven Drokharis,” Tessa said, grinning.

Uchiko spoke from her position at the door. “We have heard things, my Prime. The cat people came to this world, and they found the Animus from the long-dead dragons. Tessa has suspicions.”

“Yeah, big suspicions.” Tessa crossed her arms across her chest. “Okay, fine, so K-Guy Number One shows up, Kaylar or whatever, and there’s big-time dragon K-Guy Number Two’s secret stash. Kharaag? I think it’s Kharaag. Anway, back on Earth, the Dragonsouls were all created the old-fashioned way. Alpheros banging humans. Here on Oikos? With the cat people? What happened?”

Steven nodded. “I think Kaylar Dragonskinned himself.”

“Sounds painful,” Tessa said with a smirk.

Zoey pointed at them. “You’re doing what Chazzie and Pru do. You’re scheming. Or thinking. Or maybe it’s banter.”

“Definitely banter.” Tessa squeezed one eye closed. “Dude, Kaylar didn’t have any dragon mojo when he got here. Can’t Dragonskin if you ain’t got any dragon. How else could you get the Foiros?

“I don’t know,” Steven said honestly. “If they could cast Enchantrix or FleshForge, I would think both of those things would allow you to create actual dragon cat people. But without them? Maybe the Transformatio branch, along with Magica Incanto, might do the trick. But probably not.”

Tessa shot a finger gun at him. “Yeah, there you go. Probably not. And once we’re free from the Void clay bracelets, we’re gonna Divinatio the shit out of this world. Also, we need to find my guns. I hate not having my Peacekeepers.”

Heridan’s voice came to him. Sabina says people are coming. Time to leave. I’ll leave a little trail of Morta to where you need to go next based on our favorite Latina Magician’s spooky sorcery.

Steven kissed Zoey on the cheek, went and hugged Tessa and kissed her, and then hurried to Uchiko. The ninja got a kiss on the lips. “I have to go. If you are in danger, if Hasstin shows up, Sabina will know, and I’ll be back here in seconds and the whole deal is off. Okay?”

“We’ll be fine,” Tessa said. “Find the Crazeleaf. And let’s pray Quinnie is okay.”

Steven vanished, trying to keep the Morta flood to a minimum.

He followed the Morta trail that Heridan had set up, and he appeared in a garden, somewhere in the city. He used the Morta to cover himself in midnight skin, and then found additional camouflage in some foliage. It wasn’t a garden, it was a greenhouse, with windowpanes high above. The greenhouse had clearly been made for the Alpheros, since everything was dragon-sized. From an open window, he felt a cool breeze perfumed by the ocean.

Steven heard a voice, and he immediately vanished into the shadows.

He wasn’t surprised to see Wessa come in, with her whip coiled at her side. The huge tiger woman walked with three glowing spheres floating around her, giving the room light. In their glow, she hurried forward, checking several plants.

Steven reached out and found her Animus as well as her mind. She was powerful, but it was easy to use Corropor to hide himself from her gaze. He could’ve grabbed her consciousness and taken her over, but he stopped himself. Once freed, she would’ve known something had happened. He didn’t want to lose the element of surprise.

He might’ve been able to break through her mental defenses and pull her knowledge of the forbidden leaf out, but that might leave her a lifeless husk. Morta magic was—by its very essence—violent and destructive.

“Wessa, are you coming?” a voice called out.

A very naked Sosa came out. While her body fur was gray, the fur around her breasts was white, and she had big, pink nipples. Her sex was also very pink.

Steven wondered if she was aroused, and he didn’t have to wonder for long.

Sosa stomped a little foot. “Wessa, what are you doing down here? Master is almost done with Bensa. Then it will be our turn. You know I like it when you’re with us.”

Wessa smiled at her sister-wife’s naked body. “Yes, Sosa, I was simply checking my garden for the Nepentha. But like I thought, I do not have any. If the stranger had what he wanted, he might leave us. I think perhaps he is more powerful than he is letting on. Icharaam was both feared and respected when he walked this world.”

Sosa laughed. “It’s not Icharaam. He’s dead. We’re alive. Master will kill him tomorrow night, and we won’t have to think about him anymore.”

Steven was surprised. So Hasstin’s wives had been thinking about him.

Wessa started shedding clothes. “You are probably correct.” It wasn’t long until the tiger woman was naked.

Steven watched from the shadows as the two women kissed.

Sosa broke the kiss and giggled. “He’s so handsome. The invader is. And his wives are lovely. I’m going to be thinking about them when Hasstin fucks me.”

Wessa sighed. “You’re incorrigible.”

The two cat girls hurried away.

It was like Heridan was there with him. Well, okay, so Sabina said there might be naked cat girls there, you lucky dog. No luck in the garden?

No luck, Steven sent back.

Okay, the Prosha sent. Try here.

Again, Steven followed her Morta trail. He appeared in a broad avenue alongside giant buildings. He saw Padrus, on a balcony above, standing there in a robe. He then turned and walked back into a lit room.

You’ll want to go up to that balcony, Heridan sent.

Steven teleported up outside the lit room and immediately hid himself in the shadows. He peeked in and saw Padrus behind one of his wives, fucking her, while other cat girls caressed him.

Steven immediately teleported back down to the street. Heridan! What the hell?!

Her giggles tickled his mind. Ha, you don’t like watching the big fat cat guy fucking? I was just messing with you. Go down that alley.

Steven hurried down the broad street, to an alley that was still big, but narrower than the main street. He was near the hilltop palace dominating the city, and yes, he could see the windows of Wessa’s greenhouse far above him.

Down the alley, he came to a courtyard below the palace. Here, there were no plants, no life at all. There was dirt for flowerbeds, but it was just gray soil and white marble. Dominating the courtyard was a domed building—it was the structure that Steven had seen from his flying car ride to the arena.

Light from a gigantic moon shined down on the domed building, bathing it in a silver light. The dome took that silver light and broke it into pieces. It was like a river of moonlight, trickling down the sides, dribbling down into gutters and then disappearing into darkness.

It was a strange sight—a kind of liquid moonlight fountain. Steven couldn’t see any doors or windows in the domed building, and then, he wondered if it wasn’t an egg. A gigantic metal egg, half exposed.

It had that feeling. It was like he was staring at something forbidden. He couldn’t quite wrap his head around what was there.

Heridan, what is that building?

The Moonhold? Don’t ask me. Sabina thinks it’s going to be important. But not yet. You need to fight the Dragoncat fucker tomorrow night, that much is clear, because Sabina says that Wessa doesn’t know where the Crazeleaf is.

Already knew that, Steven sent a little sharply.

Well, La-Di Frickin Da! I’m just the messenger. Oh, and as far as the Moonhold goes? Even I can’t figure out what’s inside. It’s like the one fucking place in the universe that doesn’t have any Morta, so I wouldn’t try Transvexri to get inside. And according to Sabina, Magica Porta would also probably be a bad idea.

The Moonhold. At least now Steven had a name for it, though there didn’t seem to be a way inside.

Heridan then had bad news for him. Hey, you need to get back to the jail cell. Your favorite cat girl is on her way. Time to chat with Molly Meow.

Steven vanished from the square and was back in his jail cell when Molly’s platform came to rest.

She rushed out to him. “Please, Ick, don’t fight him. Please. Just let him take your wives. He might let you leave. I know you love them girls, and bast it, I talked to ’em and I love ’em too, but you’ll die, Ick. I just know it.”

Before he knew it, Steven was holding the girl’s hands. “I won’t. I do need Crazeleaf by tomorrow night at midnight. If I don’t have that, people will die. I promise you that.”

The girl winced. “You mean my people, the Foiros.” She sighed. “I’ve been asking people, even Wessa, but we can’t find any. It’s like all of it was destroyed or removed or something.”

Steven knew Wessa was searching for it, but he liked that others were trying to help him as well. Then he had an idea. “What do you know of the Moonhold?”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, the Moonhold? No, don’t go there. That’s as forbidden as the Crazeleaf stuff. And it’s all weird. It’s like it turns moonlight into water. Super weird! No one goes in. Nothing comes out.”

Steven smiled and squeezed her hand. Her fur was so soft. “I didn’t see any windows or doors. So would you get into trouble if you went there?”

She nodded. “No one goes there.” She paused. “Hasstin goes there. He gets in, somehow. I know that for a fact. He’s the only one. I think you have to be the Supreme Feylinar Prime or something.”

Steven sighed. “Or something. If the Crazeleaf isn’t anywhere else, maybe it’s in there. I wonder if it has anything to do with the Void magic that Hasstin seems to possess.”

“The bracelets.” Molly stepped closer to him.

Steven shook them. “The bracelets. I didn’t think there was a way inside, but it seems like there is…if Hasstin can get in. Just another mystery to ponder.”

They didn’t talk for a long time. They stood there, staring into each other’s eyes.

Finally, the cat girl hissed, “I wish I could hug you. And lick you. But I can’t. Oh, this is such a bad idea, coming here. I just can’t stop thinking about you.”

“I can relate,” Steven said honestly. “I can’t stop thinking about you either. You’re so pretty, Molly Meow.”

Tears filled Molly’s eyes. She let go of his hand and stepped back. “No. We can’t. Bast it! We just can’t.”

She hurried away.

Steven watched her walk away, his heart falling.

It was clear that she didn’t love Hasstin. Could she love Steven?

Maybe if there wasn’t the Supreme Feylinar Prime around she could.

Steven hadn’t really planned on killing Hasstin, only subduing him enough that he would have no choice but to tell Steven where the Crazeleaf was.

Maybe that plan needed to change.

He had the whole night and most of the day next to think about his options.


CHAPTER 32

THE ABOMINATION STRIKES BACK
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The next night, with the sun setting in a bloody sky, Steven stood under the stadium seats in a wide dragon-sized corridor facing the sands and seawater of the arena. He could hear the gurgle of the waves rolling even through the stone walls. Even though it was twilight, the air was hot and humid.

Around him were a dozen of Hasstin’s wives, including Wessa, who approached him in her dragon form. She had a huge furry orange-and-black face, and her scent was sweet and musky. Her scales weren’t striped like her face—they were mostly black with orange edges. She would fit right in on Earth during Halloween.

Bensa was in her partial form, a gigantic cat girl with a long dragon tail. She gripped her long billhook. Sosa stood with a sawtooth sword in each of her giant hands.

Wessa sniffed out flames, which only increased the humidity. “Icharaam. We will be removing your Void clay bracelets. We ask that you do not try to escape, but instead respect our traditions and fight Hasstin. If you do attempt to flee, we will stop you, even if it means sacrificing ourselves.”

Steven shrugged. “I don’t really want to fight anyone, but fine. I do want everyone to know I’m looking for Crazeleaf, so when I do kill Hasstin, they know what to do to make me happy. If I win, I become the Supreme Feylinar Prime, right?”

“You won’t win,” Sosa hissed like a pissed-off Siberian kitty.

Wessa looked troubled. “Hasstin has never lost. I do not believe anyone knows what will happen. I think there will be chaos.”

“We can avoid that chaos,” Steven said. “Just give me the Crazeleaf. Maybe it’s in the Moonhold.”

Wessa then hissed herself. “We don’t talk about the Moonhold. Magica Incanto!”

She cast a spell, and the Void clay around his wrists turned soft. He easily pulled it off, and he was able to roll the clay into one big ball.

Sosa darted forward and grabbed it. “I will take that.”

Steven didn’t wait. He felt his core fill with Animus, and he immediately shifted into his True Form. He was far bigger than all the dragon kitties—a massive black dragon with a little bit of a black beard dangling from his chin.

Steven thought about wreaking havoc on the entire stadium, but if the Nepentha wasn’t in the Moonhold, he would need the goodwill of someone in the audience to get it. He had a very definite mission. He could create chaos later. The idea of burning down a city had his Morta core throbbing. He liked the idea of destroying everything and murdering everyone. No wonder Heridan needed so much junk food to keep herself under control. The dark energy did make certain ideas very alluring.

He had to focus on the reason he was on the planet in the first place.

Without another word to Hasstin’s wives, Steven sped out of the corridor and used his wings to fly over the seawater to get to the sandy island center.

He rose up on his hind legs, wings outstretched. Immediately, everyone started booing and hissing at him. There, up on a platform, surrounded by female Dragoncats, were his wives Tessa, Zoey, and Uchiko. Molly was up there as well.

He cast Enchantrix on his voice box, and then thundered out to the arena. “I’m Steven Drokharis, and I am not here to fight. I came here to find Crazeleaf, otherwise known as Nepentha. Yeah, I know it’s forbidden, but come the fuck on. It’s just a fucking plant. I know you think that Hasstin is going to kill me, but that’s not going to happen. When I’m done, I’m going to find the Crazeleaf, and then I’m going to leave.”

Hasstin came flying down and landed in his full lion dragon form on the other side of the sand. “You’re a liar. Steven Drokharis is a myth, and your name isn’t Icharaam. You will not survive this fight, and as we’ve all told you, time and again, the Crazeleaf is forbidden!”

“Why?” Steven asked.

“I don’t waste time talking to the dead,” the lion dragon roared. He threw golden fire bursts that exploded around Steven.

Steven armored up with his DarkArmor, to avoid the worst of the blasts, but the attack wasn’t just the magical shrapnel. He felt his Animus core being drained, and it was like he was wearing the Void clay bracelets again. He lost his True Form, and then was standing there, in his jeans and T-shirt, without his Animus.

That only proved that Hasstin was afraid of him. The lion dragon was using his strange Impetim magic right out of the gate. Little did he know that when it came to strange magic, Steven could play that game far better than the Supreme Feylinar Prime ever could.

Steven immediately used Leeze to strip Animus out of the lion to fill his Morta core. That forced Hasstin out of his dragon form, into his partial form, and then into a lion man, who staggered back. “Yes, we knew you had that dark magic, but it doesn’t matter.”

Steven noticed the “we.”

Hasstin continued. “I will kill you, thing of evil. You wield darkness. I bring light!”

The lion man’s forehead glowed, and it took a minute to form, but that glimmer was in the shape of a crown. He opened his mouth, and from out of the depths of his mouth came a fountain of flames.

That fucker! He was wearing Icharaam’s Crown, and he was using it to breathe Inferno at Steven.

There was a flickering around Hasstin’s hands as the Baxter rings appeared, one after another.

Steven had to react. And fast.

Normally standing in front of a fire hose of flames might put a damper on a person’s day, but Steven wasn’t your typical person.

He teleported behind Hasstin and sprouted BlackBlood tentacles, capturing the lion man, who let out a howl of indignation. Steven plucked Icharaam’s Crown off the lion man’s head and set it on his own skull. He didn’t have the Animus to use it, though that didn’t matter because he had an arsenal of other, darker weapons at his disposal.

Steven stood on the sand, covered in a shadow of Morta fluid, holding his would-be killer hostage.

The entire audience was shocked into silence. They had clearly never seen such a sight.

Steven knew what the guy was going to do next. Sure enough, Hasstin triggered the Baxter armor and metal plates closed over him. Most of Steven’s BlackBlood tentacles were severed, but he had more than enough Morta to throw out more coils.

Even though Hasstin was exponentially heavier, Steven held him fast.

“I want the Crazeleaf. Where is it?” Steven tightened his BlackBlood tentacles around the lion man’s arms and legs. One tendril was wrapped around the lion man’s throat, but Steven kept it loose enough for the man to talk.

“It…is…forbidden,” the lion man gasped. “He…will not…cannot come…”

Steven figured there was someone else working with Hasstin. “We’ll get to your buddy in a minute. Or is it a kind of master and servant relationship? Don’t really fucking care. Where is the Crazeleaf? Is it in the Moonhold?”

Hasstin’s eyes flashed with a new fear. “I cannot…it is not…you cannot be…I cannot tell you how to get in.”

“But you just let me know that’s where the goodies are,” Steven said with a laugh.

He then had to stop laughing because he was peppered with Impetim missiles, from a variety of Hasstin’s wives, including Wessa, Bensa, and Sosa. They exploded into him, ripping through his BlackBlood tentacles and damaging his own flesh. His right arm took the worst of the magical damage, but with a quick bit of NecroMend, he fixed all his wounds.

Getting more Morta was easy. He used Leeze to pull Animus out of the crowd to replenish his resources.

He dropped the armored lion man to the ground. Using Transvexri, Steven vanished in a gush of goo as a dozen Dragoncat girls landed around him, ready to fight. Yeah, he wasn’t going to fight them, not alone. He appeared on the platform next to Tessa, Zoey, and Uchiko.

The cat girls guarding them were forced back as Steven exploded out with BlackBlood tentacles and turned them into a wall of spikes around them. They had a minute.

Tessa smiled. “Uh, they certainly weren’t expecting that, Stevie.”

Steven gave her a sigh. “Are you really calling me that after all these years? And right now?”

The gunslinging barista wiggled the bracelets on her wrists. “Uh, get these off me and I’ll call you whatever you want, Daddy.”

“Kinda love that,” Steven said.

Away from Hasstin and his starbursts, Steven was gaining Animus again, though he didn’t have enough for an Enchantrix spell. Instead, he reached out with his Corropor ability. Most of the time, he and Heridan used Corropor to take over the body and minds of other people. Over time, however, Steven had wanted to use it as a kind of Enchantrix spell to craft Morta items.

Enchantrix was a far better instrument to use, however, because it gave him a matrix on how items or spells worked and how he could manipulate them. However, the Void clay bracelets were surprisingly delicate when faced with Morta. Animus might not have done the trick, which surprised him. Wessa had used a relatively simple Incanto spell to get them off him. Or maybe her Incanto had that same mysterious magic that Hasstin’s Impetim spells had.

Regardless, when Steven used Corropor to channel Morta into Tessa’s Void bracelets, the clay turned soft, and she was able to tear them apart. She balled up the clay and shoved it into one of her pockets. “Oh, yeah, hold on. Let me do something really quick.”

A wave of enemy Impetim spells shattered his spiked wall. Steven absorbed most of the BlackBlood but that didn’t stop his three wives from being splattered by the ichor.

Bensa, as a huge white dragon with a black furry face, breathed ShadowFlame onto them, only the Foiros called it NightFyre.

Steven hit it with a flood of liquid Morta, extinguishing the flames. He swept out his BlackBlood tentacles to catch most of the magic missiles, while Zoey and Uchiko dodged the rest. Tessa then cast her Magica Defensio.

The pink shield covered them all. However, the fun was just starting.

Tessa laughed. “AnimusChain, to steal some Animus from all the dragons for myself. But let me give you some, Steven.”

She channeled enough power into him to fill his core to overflowing.

Now, he had both Animus and Morta to play with.

Tessa then cast two more spells, Magica Divinatio and Magica Porta. “Sit tight, guys. I’ll be right back!”

Zoey lost it. “Where in the frick is she going?”

Uchiko’s face was pale and sweaty. “I do not know, but I want to fight using all of my Warling strength. Steven! Free us!”

Good idea. With a double dose of Corropor, he freed both Zoey and Uchiko before running out onto the balcony and throwing himself into the air. He swept his wings and drove a shoulder into Bensa. Whirling, he spat ArcticWind into her, into Sosa, and into Wessa, freezing their wings. They started to fall.

Other wives, in their Dragoncat forms, flew at Steven, and he pulled the Animus out of their cores, turning them back into cat girls. They went screaming down through the air, and other Dragoncats flew out of their seats to catch them.

Steven found he didn’t care much. He was lost in the fight, and he’d been using his Morta core, and that made him rather callous when it came to using deadly force.

He saw that Zoey had enough Animus to shift into her bear form. She went running at a cat girl, bowling her over and forcing her to drop her spear.

Uchiko picked the weapon up, and she fought with Zoey, forcing Hasstin’s weaker wives to flee.

Where was Tessa again?

Steven then had other things to worry about.

“Demon!” Hasstin was back in his lion dragon form, and for now, he was unarmored. He soared upward. “You are an abomination, Steven Drokharis, and we cannot allow you to live.”

There was that “we” again. Was it wrong that Steven liked being called an abomination?

Hasstin threw hunks of Void clay at Steven, probably the same stuff that the Foiros had used to capture Steven and his wives in the first place. Steven blocked every blob with a sweep of his BlackBlood tentacles.

Since the clay didn’t work, Hasstin tried a different tactic. The lion dragon opened his mouth, and there was that deadly silence filling the air as he went to use ChromaticFury, or whatever the Foiros called it. Steven couldn’t remember, and he didn’t care.

Steven teleported his entire True Form onto Hasstin’s back. Steven filled his hands with IonClaws. He drove one set of his magically fueled talons into Hasstin’s back, keeping himself steady. The lion dragon let out a roar.

Steven wanted more information from Hasstin, sure, about what was really happening on Oikos and who he was working with, but that wasn’t meant to be.

With his other set of talons, he cut the lion dragon’s throat, nearly severing his head.

The ChromaticFury had started, though, and once started it couldn’t be stopped. A torrent of the ultimate Exhalant came blasting out through Hasstin’s severed throat, disintegrating his head and acting like a fountain of energy. Unleashed power erupted from the stump, even as the dragon drifted down through the sky, falling with his head on fire. He crashed down onto the sandy center of the arena floor.

Steven teleported down and turned one of his BlackBlood tentacles into a razor-sharp sword. He hacked off the lion man’s fingers and plucked the Baxter rings off him.

He let out a roar. “Hasstin’s dead! The Supreme Feylinar Prime is dead, and according to your laws, I’m the new king in town.”

Padrus left his seat, soaring down toward the arena floor. “No, you will not! You are a demon! I will be Prime!”

A dragon with leopard spots flew up from his seat to crash into Padrus. “No, Padrus! I will be Prime!”

Suddenly, every big male in the stadium was fighting the others, trying to kill off the competition. It was completely crazy.

He heard a gunshot, and he saw that Tessa was back on the balcony above. She’d found her pistols. Zoey swept the chain holding Icharaam’s Amulet over her head, and a second later, golden armor covered her.

Uchiko tossed her stolen spear to the ground. A second later, she had her kusarigama spinning around her. The sharp blade of the long chain weapon glistened with energy, as did the weight at the other end. The chain screamed as she spun it, making all of Hasstin’s widows think twice.

Only three wives weren’t going to be scared off.

Wessa, Bensa, and Sosa had made it onto the balcony and were going after Tessa and Steven’s other wives.

With all the male dragons fighting around him, Steven shifted human, put on the rings, and then transformed back into a dragon. He flew up through the battling male Dragoncats until he was high enough to see his wives face off against Wessa, Bensa, and Sosa. He decided to take a moment to watch.

This fight wasn’t going to last very long. Not long at all. Wessa and her fellow Dragoncat girls had no idea what kind of hell they were facing.

They would learn, and maybe, just maybe, they would survive the experience.


CHAPTER 33

THE MOONHOLD
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Wessa spun her whip around her head, creating a storm of flames overhead. She used her whip to direct those flames at Tessa. Nice magic item!

Tessa’s shield spell flashed pink, and the barista only laughed. “Oh, no, we are not doing this.” Tessa shouted, “Magica Incanto!” and the fire Wessa had created above them was gone in an instant. Tessa then fired an ArcticWind bullet at Wessa’s feet, caking the ground and the tiger girl’s legs in ice. She wasn’t totally frozen, but a second later, Tessa hurled the Void clay at the tiger woman.

Suddenly Wessa had a lot less Animus to work with.

Meanwhile, Zoey charged into Sosa. The Siberian cat girl’s swords clanged off Zoey’s armor, completely useless. With a sweep of her claws, the bear girl smacked away one of the swords, and then ran right over Sosa, knocking her onto her back.

The Siberian was able to leap to her feet, but not before Zoey swung a claw to send her flying across the balcony with several long nasty gashes on her chest.

Bensa went after Uchiko, and while the ninja tried to sweep her chained weapon around the Balinese girl’s billhook, Bensa was too quick. She charged forward with the weapon, trying to get the hook around Uchiko’s neck.

Uchiko swung the weighted end and sent it crashing into Bensa’s body. The Balinese cat girl flipped backward, hurt, but still fighting. She lunged forward, trying to spear the ninja with the spike above the hook. Uchiko did the impossible, leaping up onto the polearm itself and racing across it. She kicked the Balinese in her face, flipped off, and then gathered up enough chain to send the sickle arcing through the air. The blade would’ve sunk into Bensa’s back if she hadn’t managed to get the polearm up in time to catch it.

The chain suddenly glowed with a bright magical light. The links wrapped around the billhook, around and around, and Uchiko plucked it out of her hands. The polearm went clattering across the balcony. Bensa started to shift into her dragon form, but she wasn’t fast enough.

Uchiko swung the weighted end of her kusarigama and smacked Bensa in the head, knocking her completely unconscious. Back in her cat girl form, Bensa slumped over.

Wessa cast some kind of magic that renewed her Animus core. Again, she cracked her whip, but this time, she brought the flames back around her, to melt the ice and free her feet, though some snow still remained.

She didn’t have the whip long. Tessa shot it out of her hands.

The tiger woman tried to cast a spell, but Tessa easily dispelled the magic.

Steven could see how much Tessa was enjoying this. Any minute, she could’ve used any one of her different magical bullets to end Wessa’s life, but she was savoring things before she truly let loose her dragon-slaying tendencies.

Zoey and Uchiko joined her, the massive bear roaring as Uchiko whirled her chain around her head. The three of them looked so fearsome standing next to each other.

Molly ran out and touched Sosa, healing her wounds with the cat girl equivalent of Magica Cura. The Siberian kitty girl would live.

Molly then flung herself between Wessa and Steven’s wives. “Stop!”

There was no stopping the male Foiros battling in the skies above them, joined by their harems, all fighting to see who would take over as Supreme Feylinar Prime.

Steven finally landed and put a gigantic claw on Bensa’s unconscious body. He stared down at the cute cat girl.

Molly talked fast. “I know you’re mad at us for imprisoning you, and I know this whole thing with the Arena Trials was stupid, and I know now that you are Steven Drokharis because I don’t think Icharaam could ever do all that slimy black stuff. But please, we don’t have to fight. You don’t have to kill us.”

Tessa cocked her pistol. “But I really, really, really want to. Not you, Molly Meow, but these other bitches. They were total bitches to us! We warned you. We really did.”

Wessa gulped in a breath, shivering from the patches of ice that still covered the patches of fur that hadn’t been burned off. She looked terrible. “You did warn us. And I am ready to die. I would rather die than have another husband. Hasstin was powerful, and he could be cruel to others, but he was kind to us.”

Tessa grimaced. “Really? You’d rather die than marry Steven? But he’s so cute!”

“He is!” Molly burst out. “I want to marry Steven! But how can I if he murders my friends right in front of me?”

Steven knew he felt a connection with the cat girl, but marriage? He already had so many wives. Would Molly fit in at the Infinity Ranch? And what kind of children would they have? He couldn’t help but be super curious about that.

Tessa rolled her eyes. “Steven is not the one who totally wrecked all you bitches. And he’s not the one about to put a bullet-sized hole through Wessa’s heart here. That would be yours truly.”

Zoey whimpered and whined and put a claw gently on Tessa’s shoulder.

The barista sighed. “Yeah, I know, Zoey. I’m not going to shoot them in cold blood. And who is going to tell them that they don’t have to marry Steven?”

Uchiko stopped swinging her kusarigama and caught the sickle in one hand and the weighted end with the other. She let the loops of chain go slack. “I will do it. No one has to marry Steven, not unless they want to, and even then, he must also agree. You must be warned that becoming his wife is not easy and would take a great deal of effort and commitment.”

Tessa laughed. “It is so much effort being married to him. He is so much emotional work.”

“Thanks a lot.” Steven blew out flames, shifted into his partial form, and cast Magica Porta. He spun open a portal that led directly to the Moonhold’s courtyard. “I didn’t come to Oikos for wives. I came here for one reason and one reason only. I think our best bet is in that strange building.”

The barista grimaced. “Wait. So, I’m not going to get to slay any of these Dragoncats? Not even one?”

Uchiko looped her chain playfully around Tessa’s neck. “No, my friend. It does not seem likely. But who knows? The day is not over yet.”

Zoey made yelping sounds and then stormed forward through the portal.

Uchiko went next, pulling Tessa along with her chain.

“Okay,” the barista complained. “I figure we’re stuck on this rock until midnight at the latest. Still have plenty of time for me to do a little Dragoncat slaying.”

Steven hurried through, but then he felt someone grab his arm. He looked down to see Molly. “Take me with you.”

“Come on then,” Steven said and pulled her through the portal and closed it. He saw Wessa hurrying over to check on Sosa. It seemed that Hasstin’s widows would all live, at least for now.

Molly was shivering and afraid next to him as they both stared at the Moonhold. Both suns—big and yellow, small and white—were low in the sky. While moonlight turned to liquid on the dome, the sunlight turned to shadows on the seamless stone.

Above them were the spires of the palace, reaching up into the darkening sky.

Zoey whined plaintively, her eyes wide. It was clear the bear girl was terrified of the odd building.

Tessa went and touched the surface. “It’s warm. Uh, like it’s alive. Is this an egg?” She knocked on it several times. “Okay, it doesn’t feel like an egg. But it does feel super weird.”

“Oh, my whiskers,” Molly said with a gasp. “This is all happening so fast. And oh, Hasstin is dead, so I guess you own me now, Steven. Can I call you Steven? Should I call you something else?”

“Steven is fine.” He heard explosions and crackling spellfire all across the city. The carnage had clearly spilled out of the arena. He wasn’t sure how much time he had before one of the other Foiros males found him, but there wasn’t a single part of him that cared. If they found him, and if they got in his way, he would destroy them.

In his partial form, he towered over the women. He went and put a clawed hand on the building, and he felt his two power cores shiver from the energy emanating from the mysterious stone.

Tessa gave him a nervous glance. She then went and took Molly’s hand. “Don’t worry about a thing, Molly. You’re with us now. Make no mistake though. Nobody owns you. You are your own person. If you don’t want to be here with us, you don’t have to be.”

“But I do want to be with you,” she said in a soft voice. “I just find this building so scary. Like amazingly scary. Like I can hardly breathe I’m so scared.”

Steven scratched the building. Was the surface stone? Or was it metal?

It seemed to be a little of both. “Can you tell us anything?” he asked the cat girl.

“If that dumb Crazeleaf stuff is forbidden, this is like fifty times more forbidden. We weren’t supposed to come around here, like at all. It had something to do with Kaylar, I think. It’s like the birthplace of all the Foiros maybe. That was what the rumor was. It was built by the original Alpheros, and we all know how powerful they were. Like Steven Drokharis levels of power.” She gave him a grin. “You really are a legend.”

Tessa hissed laughter. “Oh, please. That’s the last thing he needs to hear at this point. It’s going to go right to his head.”

Steven didn’t comment. He could be a conceited asshole once he saved Quinnestri.

Zoey wasn’t finding any of the conversation very comforting. She yowled again, then whimpered.

Uchiko frowned. “I cannot begin to guess what might be inside. And why this herb is so forbidden. But I think you know what you need to do, Steven-dono.”

Steven frowned. “Kaylar came to Oikos as a Faeline, but he found caches of Animus, left behind by Kharaag. Maybe this is one of them.”

He cast Magica Divinatio, and he tried to direct his sight inside the Moonhold, but all he saw was darkness. He wasn’t all that surprised.

Sabina’s voice came to him. ¡No manches! Steven! You knew that was a long shot. If it had been that easy, the Moonhold wouldn’t be all mysterious, right?

I had to try. Maybe Heridan can…

The Prosha weighed in. Don’t look at me. Like I said, that fucking place might be the only place in existence where there’s no Morta.

That gave Steven an idea. Heridan, you’re a genius!

The Magica Divinatio was still working, and so he focused on the memory of the cistern. That had been overflowing with Animus, though it had been surrounded by Void. Maybe there was no Morta in the Moonhold because there was nothing inside at all.

Steven saw the deep green pool in his imagination, with the shadowy plants, only they weren’t plants. They were souls.

He swam up through the depths, through the souls, which felt like soft seaweed on his skin.

And then? He broke through the surface and found himself floating above the glowing green waters of the cistern. He glanced around…

The inside of the Moonhold wasn’t on Oikos, no, but on another world. Or perhaps it was between worlds—that seemed more accurate. It was a round building with stone ledges rising above him, full of plant life, like a terraced garden. There were also broken columns scattered about. The inside of the building seemed far bigger than the outside, though neither place was bound by the laws of physics. This might as well have been another universe.

Then it all made sense. He spoke in a quiet voice. “Well, the Moonhold, at least the inside, isn’t on Oikos. It’s in the Void. So now we know where Hasstin got his Void magic. It does make me wonder about this Kaylar guy, though. Wasn’t he just a cat man magician?”

“Yeah,” Molly whispered. “According to the stories, Kaylar was just a Faeline, just a cat guy. Hasstin said that only the Supreme Feylinar Prime had access to magic that could, like, drain Reyka from people. Wait. You call it Animus. But it’s like the same thing or whatever. So, it’s in the Void?”

“Talk about forbidden,” Tessa said. “But if you can see inside, can you use Magica Porta to get us in there?”

Steven thought he could, as long as he made sure his end of his portal appeared over the Animus cistern. It was the only way he could access that other world.

Most of the time, Steven got a sense of the past, present, and future of a place. Not this time. He had the idea there was something there, something big, ancient, and powerful, though that might have just been his fear talking.

“I can get us there,” Steven said. “But I wouldn’t want you guys to come with me. I’d be worried that, uh, you’d get hurt. Let me just go alone.”

That made Tessa laugh.

Zoey roared out her protest.

Uchiko hissed, her eyes narrowing.

Heridan, on the Morta network, sighed in disgust. Such a fucking man.

Sabina was more cautiously optimistic. It is clear you must go there to get the Nepentha. But be careful, mi amore. Bring help.

Molly stood there, petting her tail. “I don’t want to be left here. If another Feylinar Prime found me, he could, like, claim me for his wife. I don’t really want to be married to anyone other than Steven at this point. So, uh, I wanna go. I’m not that good in a fight, but I can cast some really powerful healing spells. It’s kind of my specialty.”

Steven remembered how she’d healed Bensa.

Tessa went and hugged the cat girl. “We can take care of the fighting. If we can avoid laughing our asses off. Steven keeps making these dumb jokes about going alone. Like that’s going to happen.”

Uchiko didn’t say a word, and Zoey’s eyes were full of rage at the idea of staying on Oikos.

Steven knew it was useless to argue with them. “Okay, I really don’t like this, but I guess we’ll all go.”

He breathed out fire and cast Magica Porta. He swirled open a doorway over the cistern and dove through, transforming into his True Form. He had Icharaam’s Crown back as well as the Baxter rings. He was ready for anything.

He flew to the edge of the basin of the cistern before landing on ancient stones.

He was in a vast temple of crumbling stone, dragon-sized, so it was huge. Water dripped down from terraces teeming with greenery. The top of the building was open, showing a sky that didn’t have stars but a ton of moons, all in various phases. Along with the moons, and far closer, giant floating stones drifting about in a gray light.

There were massive doorways leading outside into that gray world.

Where was the light coming from? Didn’t seem to be any kind of sun. If that was the case, what was making those moons glow?

Steven turned and escorted Tessa, Uchiko, Zoey, and Molly through the flaming portal and onto the ground next to him. The circle of fire fizzled out. That bright yellow light was gone, and only the gray and green world of the Moonhold was left.

A voice came from above, a rich, deep voice that made the ground shake. “I thought I had more time, but even here, time is a cruel master, devouring of dust. I’ve been watching you all for a long time.”

Tessa looked up. “Well, that’s just creepy. But I guess I don’t blame you for creeping on Molly because she’s super cute!”

Uchiko shook her head. “Now is not the time for flirting.”

“Agree to disagree,” Tessa said.

After over a year of research, Steven had memorized the poem that Udur Waddi had recited during their fight right before Reggie was born. The words came to him easily.

The dust of nothing but rusting minutes, and a grayness shadows the failing light. All that is left in the nothing is hunger, another devouring, not of Morta or Animus, but a devouring of dust, the dust of time itself.

It looked like they were about to meet the author.


CHAPTER 34

THE VOICE IN THE VOID
[image: ]


“Wait a minute,” Tessa said. She stood with one pistol resting on her shoulder. The other dangled from her hand. “Are we dealing with a dragon here? We just had this huge battle, and I didn’t get to kill a single dragon.”

There was silence from above.

Steven went to say something, but the barista cut him off.

“Hey, new enemy guy!” Tessa called out. “Gotta warn you, but I’m like the descendent of a legit dragonslayer. I love to kill dragons more than anything. Well, that’s not true. I do love a good white chocolate mocha more than anything.”

The voice boomed from above. “You are⁠—”

The barista interrupted him. “Wait one more minute. Okay, while I do love coffee, sugar, and fat, I have to say that I love sex more. Okay. Just wanted to make sure everyone is on the same page here. It goes sex, white chocolate mocha, and last but not least, slaying dragons.”

While she talked, Steven was looking for where the voice was coming from. High above, near the circular opening of the building, there were ledges, and the voice had to be coming from there. But what was this thing? Was it another kind of dragon and cat combo? Or was it something else?

The voice only laughed. “You have no fear in you. I can feel that, and I am impressed by it. Steven is fortunate to have you for a wife.”

Tessa winked at Steven. “Ha. Hear that? You’re fortunate. But then again, I could’ve told you that.”

Uchiko had her kusarigama ready, one hand holding loops of chain, the other gripping the sickle. “I do not think this is the time for such frivolity, Tessa. Be serious. We do not know what we are facing.”

Zoey roared, nostrils flaring. Her golden energy armor gleamed with such brilliance. At least she was adding color to the gray-and-green place. She pointed at something above them with her claws. Sure, she could smell what they couldn’t see.

Steven’s eyes narrowed. There was a creature in the shadows above them, though it didn’t seem to have a shape. “Okay,” he said. “This has all been a lot of fun, sure, but we need to focus. We’ve come for Nepentha, otherwise known as Crazeleaf. We’ll grab some and then go back to Oikos. How does that sound?”

The chuckles rumbled through the strange building like thunder. “Oh, no. I do not agree to such a plan. I do not care about the Crazeleaf—it was but an herb for the Alpheros. To the Foiros, it is…something else.”

Uchiko hurried over and climbed onto Steven’s back. “I do not like this, Steven-dono. This thing feels wrong.”

Zoey came closer to Steven as well. Though she was huge, she looked small next to Steven’s massive scaled body and powerful wings.

Tessa stood nearby, one gun out. She made a face. “Ugh, when are we gonna get some answers? I’ve had less trouble scoring weed on a Tuesday morning before it was legalized than finding this Crazeleaf shit. Okay, pal, fine. You don’t want us taking the Nepentha. Who are you? Give us a name.”

There was movement from above, and Steven smelled something, and it took a minute until he could pinpoint the odor. It was like a cedar chest his mother had. For a minute, the air smelled good, but then, a stench followed, the smell of corruption, like rotting onions.

Then something flew down, they could feel the air move, and suddenly, standing across from them, in front of one of the doorways that led outside, was a dragon. It had the outline of a dragon, though there was something wrong with its scales. No, there was something wrong with its entire body.

The dragon was transparent. Steven could see through his chest to the massive heart beating, though that heart wasn’t red, it was a mixture of grays, from whitish to black. The thing’s energy core, a white Animus core covered in a gray light, was superimposed above the dragon’s digestive system.

The dragon regarded them with colorless eyes. His beard was the color of ash.

“Cool!” Tessa said a bit too loudly. “It’s like those transparent crickets I saw in my basement growing up.”

“Camel crickets,” Steven said softly.

The cedar smell was gone and only the rotten onion smell remained as the thing opened its mouth to talk. “I am Kharaag. You would have met me before this…if things had been different.”

“Oh, bast it,” Molly gasped. “Kharaag! Here? But he’d be so old!”

Tessa wasn’t done joking. “Doesn’t look a day over a billion years old to me.”

Uchiko, sitting on Steven, sighed. “Please, Tessa. We have to take this seriously.”

“Do we though?” the barista asked in a lilting voice.

Zoey sighed. Hearing a bear sigh was rather funny.

Steven agreed with Uchiko. If the transparent dragon really was Kharaag, that meant they were facing an ancient Alpheros, one of the primal dragons of creation. That had to make them pause.

Steven had gotten lucky when he’d killed Rahaab. It had been a one-in-a-million shot, and he had been a normal Alpheros, not something living outside of reality. “If you’re Kharaag, did you know Kaylar? How were the Foiros created?”

“I knew Kaylar,” Kharaag rumbled. The gray fire in his lungs swirled around in his body, and Steven didn’t think it was Animus. He did have an Animus core, glowing with a powerful bright light.

“Then you did create the Foiros,” Steven said.

Kharaag fixed his gaze on Tessa, looking at her a bit too long. “I mated with Kaylar’s wife, and thus the Foiros were born.”

Steven moved so he stood in front of Tessa. He hated the dragon’s gaze.

Kharaag continued talking. “This was when the Zothoric were still the scourge of the universe, and we had to remain hidden, but even then, I wasn’t there in any real way. I was here, and I brought her here. Lalyssa.”

Molly looked astounded. “Lalyssa. Yeah, sure, Kaylar’s wife. So, what was the deal there? I bet you there was a deal.”

The transparent dragon grinned. “Of course there was. I saw what Mathaal was doing on Earth, and I offered Kaylar the opportunity to become a Dragonskin, but he had to give me his wife first. He did, and so, I altered Kaylar’s core, and we created the myth of the Foiros. And here I have been, though I have been using the Dragoncats for my own purposes.”

“You aided Hasstin,” Steven said. “You gave him the Void clay, and some kind of Void magic that he combined with his Magica Impetim spells.”

“That I did,” the ancient Alpheros replied. “I warned Hasstin about you, but he was confident he could do what no one else could. I must say, he did kill a great many of the Foiros, but only the weak ones. The strong we were nurturing, for when I was finished here, perfecting myself, until it was time to…to leave. I have been here for eons. I delayed your arrival…your inevitable arrival, until the very last moment. Hasstin paid for that delay with his life. But now, it is time…time for me to let go of the past.”

Steven wasn’t sure what all that meant, though he did have thoughts on the Alpheros taking Kaylar’s wife in payment for giving him an Alpherian Animus core. It wasn’t exactly like the Dragonskin ritual, but it was close enough. That kind of move was just another Alpherian douchebag maneuver. It was something that Rahaab might’ve done.

“Let go of the past? What does that mean?” Steven asked, though he figured he wouldn’t get an answer.

Kharaag seemed to get bigger, though with his translucent scales, it was hard to tell where his body was in space. He rose on his hind legs and spread out his nearly invisible wings. Another cloud of stink wafted over them. “The Zothoric are gone, and the creatures of Morta no longer a concern. It is time for a new power to spread through the universe.”

“Wait!” Tessa called out for a third time.

The big Alpheros actually sighed. “I know about your likes and dislikes. Yes, you are a Magician, a creature of power, though you are some kind of bastardized version of the Alpheros. A mutation. I do not mind mutations. I created my own in the Foiros.”

The barista wiggled her gun at him. She gave the shocked Molly a sly grin before turning back to the translucent dragon. “Yeah, you do have an open mind, which after Rahaab is kind of a breath of fresh air. Did you know Rahaab?”

“The brothers, the survivors, yes, I knew they left, and over the centuries I kept track of those cowards. I had my own solution to the Zothoric problem, and I was called a heretic, despised and derided. Most were slain. Those three brothers fled like frightened children.” Kharaag got a funny look on his face. At least it seemed to be somewhat quizzical, although it was hard to tell. “But that cannot be your concern. You asked me to wait. What am I waiting for?”

Steven stepped forward, cognizant of Uchiko on his back. “So what was your solution to the Zothoric problem?”

Kharaag motioned to the building they were in. “To escape to the Void, to learn its secrets, to embrace the nothingness. I escaped them by coming here, and I have expanded my skill set exponentially, but at a cost…such a cost. I kept the Alpherian ecosystem alive, here, in the Moonhold, and there on Oikos, after the Zothoric’s Great Devouring, I reseeded my homeworld in more ways than one.”

Tessa snorted. “Ha. Reseeded. So that’s what the kids are calling it nowadays. No offence, Molly.”

“None taken,” the cat whispered. Seeing the barista not really caring about the strange Void dragon was rather shocking.

Kharaag scowled, and again, seemed to get bigger. “I had animals here, in the Moonhold, but I reintroduced them back to Oikos, keeping the world hidden away from the Utereich. She wasn’t paying attention to Oikos because she had already eaten all life there. I waited, biding my time until the time was right.” The huge dragon narrowed his eyes. “Your Magician interrupted me, and I am curious as to why.”

Steven knew. “She wants to know why you want to conquer the universe. Or some shit like that. Why is it always the same with you fuckers? That was what your plan was, right? And Hasstin was going to be your super lieutenant. That’s the playbook. Or maybe I’m wrong. I hope I’m wrong.”

That seemed to tickle the Void dragon. “Why do you hope you are wrong?”

“Because I already killed one dragon today, and I don’t really want to kill another, especially not one of the Alpheros.” Steven knew how this was going to go, though. Just like with Hasstin, just like with all of the other Dragonsoul Primes he’d encountered, there was this competition at the highest levels among the most powerful. There was no sense of live and let live. It was live and let die every step of the way. Or, as Tessa might quote—there could be only one.

“Hey, Molly,” Tessa said abruptly.

“Wha-wha-what?” she stammered.

Tessa holstered her pistol. “He didn’t tell us what his plan was with Hasstin. What do you think? So he went to all this trouble reseeding his planet—ha, still can’t not laugh at that—and then he lets all these dragon kitties kill each other to get the biggest harems. What about his harem? Or was that not in the plan?”

Steven was wondering why Tessa was putting her gun away. There was no way that this encounter with this strange, ancient Alpheros didn’t end in a fight.

Kharaag paused for a long time. When he did speak, his voice cracked, until he shook off whatever emotions he was feeling. Then he spoke in a very condescending way. “The plan was to find only the best Foiros, to carefully nurture the males into an army that would fight for me. Hasstin was the best of the best, and notice, he killed the weakest and only let the strongest live. He would then teach them the rudiments of Void magic. In time, I would’ve had a world of dragons more powerful than the universe had ever seen before. We would have brought order to the chaos. We would’ve reseeded entire worlds that had been devoured by the Zothoric.”

“I like that part,” Tessa said. “I love plants and wildlife, and I love kitties, especially ones that are named Molly Meow.”

The cat girl blushed, her eyes still wide with fear.

Steven took over the conversation. “I would have no trouble with that. Fixing the worlds killed by the Zothoric is a great idea. But you don’t need an army to do that. You could do that on your own.”

The gray haze around Kharaag’s Animus core brightened as his heart started to beat faster. Steven could almost hear the pounding. “But you would be there to stop me when I conquered populated worlds, Steven Drokharis. I know about you. I know what you want. You want to stop conquerors like me from destroying the weak so only the strong survive. Now, let us see if you are strong enough to survive me!”

“Okay, dude. No more interruptions.” Faster than sight, Tessa drew both her revolvers and fired.

A second later, the Void dragon vanished.

Molly squeaked in terror. “Why am I pretty sure he’s not gone?”

“’Cause you’re just so smart, Molly Meow!” Tessa said with a laugh.

The fight was on, and Steven hadn’t had a chance to ask about the cistern full of souls. All that Animus was giving life to the garden terraces.

But where had the souls come from?

And did Steven really want to know?


CHAPTER 35

THE POWER OF THE VOID
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Steven didn’t like that Kharaag had simply disappeared. He knew the old Alpherian wasn’t gone, not at all, and he had to remind himself he was there for a very specific reason. He cast Magica Divinatio, and then he found it, an unremarkable bush about halfway up the side of the building.

He took off on his wings, flying up above the various garden beds, dodging a few trees, and then landed on the balcony. He ripped one of the bushes out, and that was when the Void dragon struck him. Steven couldn’t protect himself with the Baxter armor, not without possibly hurting Uchiko.

However, the Warling ninja was deft. She swung her kusarigama into another bush with thick branches and went swinging off Steven’s back.

Kharaag’s claws, glowing with some kind of magic, vanished into Steven’s scales, and it felt like someone was cutting into his Animus core. The pain was sharp, nearly overwhelming. Then? Kharaag’s talons slashed through Steven’s flesh after damaging his core. His own blood splashed into his face.

What kind of attack was that?

That enemy dragon had come out of nowhere, appearing out of thin air. And whatever powered those claws was the very definition of evil. Neither Animus nor Morta, it had to be Void magic.

Steven was about to trigger the Baxter rings when the Void dragon vanished again.

Steven tried to stay aloft, but he didn’t have enough Animus to stay in his True Form. He shifted human and plummeted to the floor. At the last second, he cast Transvexri, disappearing in a spray of liquid Morta. A second later, he was on the ground, and Molly Meow’s hands were on him. He felt the Animus flow into him, mending his wounds and filling his core.

He went from human back to dragon in an instant.

Tessa fired up at Kharaag above, her pistols firing off round after round. Some exploded with fire. Others hit with ice magic. Several hit the top of the roof and created lightning that arced around the plants, lighting the place up. “It’s hard to see him, Steven, but he still has Animus. I can find him with AnimusChain. Just can’t hit him yet.”

And then Kharaag vanished completely.

Tessa was reloading quickly. “Uh, remember how I said AnimusChain was a good way of finding him? That, uh, isn’t the case anymore. It’s like he can hide his core. Just one of the benefits of Void magic. Hello, true invisibility. Kinda sweet.”

“I do not see him!” Uchiko called from above.

And then the beast appeared again, and a gray sludge came bursting out of the transparent dragon’s mouth. That muck struck the ledge where Uchiko was. She was fast enough to swing down, away from the liquid Exhalant attack, pulling her chain after her.

That sludge struck the plants and stone and immediately began to disintegrate them. It was like a chain reaction. The bush’s leaves were gone first, then the branches were eaten away, the trunk, the dirt, the stone, all of it was devoured by that Exhalant attack. The disintegration wasn’t stopping—it kept on eating through the building like nothing would ever stop it. Would it destroy the entire structure?

Steven didn’t pause. He teleported from the ground, and he should’ve appeared above Kharaag, but the dragon was gone again. Tessa was right—it was a kind of invisibility that no magic could detect.

Steven looked for Uchiko, but she’d vanished like the good ninja Warling she’d been trained to be.

He dove back to the ground, near the cistern where Tessa, Zoey, and Molly were.

Breathing fire, Steven opened a portal, not back to Oikos, no, but to Aqualyra, to the floating city of Elessia. “We have the Crazeleaf. We can…”

But his portal didn’t work—the flames sputtered out. What the hell?

And then he had Kharaag back on top of him. This time, however, Steven was able to activate the Baxter rings at the last minute. The armor covered him, the huge metal plates clinking into place. Kharaag’s claws shouldn’t have been able to penetrate the armor, or that was what Steven thought. They did, though, gashing his soul before drawing blood underneath his armor. Red gore dripped onto the ground.

Kharaag tossed Steven like he was a toy doll of a dragon.

Steven went ass over teakettle, slamming into a tree, its roots growing over the side of the stone ledge.

The Void dragon breathed out that gray sludge again.

Steven was pretty sure if only a little of that stuff got on him, it would keep on disintegrating him until nothing remained, not even the hardest of his bones.

However, something strange happened.

“Magica Defensio!” Tessa threw a pink shield over him, deflecting the splash. The gooey breath attack struck the ledge with a sharp popping sound. Like with the plants above, the rock ledge started to melt away, sizzling and snapping, taking away the tree and all the shrubbery around it.

So much stone melted away that the building started to shudder as other sections of the structure came tumbling down.

Steven needed to get his people out of there, but he didn’t trust his portal magic, not in this strange place.

Kharaag inhaled, clearly about to use that devasting disintegration exhalant again, but Uchiko had emerged from her home in the darkness to save him. The ninja Warling circled her chain around his throat, pulling his head back. He tried to whirl around, but then Zoey came bounding over. She let out a roar and slashed into the Void dragon’s side.

They had him!

No. Abruptly, Uchiko cried out, clutching her head.

Zoey wailed as well, and instead of attacking Kharaag more, she ran away in terror. What just happened?

Things got worse. A section of the building fell from above, cracking through ledges, in an avalanche of dirt and plants. The whole place was being devoured by that gray disintegration sludge. Normal acid couldn’t do that.

Tessa shouted out another Defensio spell, and using the more telekinetic aspect of the magic, she froze all of the destroyed pieces of building in the air above them. The stone, the plants, the wood, the dirt, all of it glowed with a pink light even as the disintegration sludge ate away at the very atoms of all that shit. The rest of the structure shifted, precariously, about to come crashing down. The entire Moonhold would soon be a thing of the past.

The barista turned Magician was powerful enough to keep the telekinesis spell going even as she emptied both her big guns, firing at Kharaag as he flew away from them through the destruction. Tessa filled the air with fire, ice, and lightning.

Several of the bullets hit him, which was good. Though not really. Flashes of white light marked where the bullets had done damage. They seemed to be giving Kharaag more power and he flew faster, gaining size. What the fuck?

Uchiko and Zoey were still on the ground, clutching their heads. Somehow, Kharaag was at fault. Molly was by Zoey, casting healing magic. The cat girl’s spells didn’t seem to help, at first, but soon, Zoey stood, whimpering and whining. She wasn’t on the ground, but the bear girl still seemed to be suffering.

Molly ran over to the ninja, and soon Uchiko was standing. What had happened to them?

The invisible Void dragon laughed from somewhere. “It is a sad thing to know that I could have removed you as a threat long ago, Steven Drokharis. If only I could’ve left Sunhome. If only I could have left them. Such irony could easily poison my heart if it already wasn’t so dead inside of me.”

Steven had no idea what all that meant, only that he was going up against a powerful entity that had some serious firepower.

He and his wives had a second.

Steven shifted human and grabbed Tessa’s arm. She was looking up at all the shit above them, a ton of rock, dirt, and shrubbery, all about to drop on their heads and kill them dead.

Steven held up the Nepentha. “Tessa, we need to get out of here and get this bush to Quinnestri. We’re almost out of time.”

Tessa was sweating, clearly straining to keep her magic active so they wouldn’t be buried. She could still joke though. “You know me. I love bush. Here. Use this.”

Tessa pulled back the hammer of her revolver and fired into a disintegrating tree, which burst into flames. Steven felt the Animus rising up out of the cistern, and with it was Morta, though there was only enough to give the Moonhold life. There wasn’t enough for him to create a portal back to anywhere but Oikos.

That had been his mistake before.

He found a safe place outside and then circled his hands, casting Magica Porta again. The doorway opened, showing a flat gray plane of lifeless rock. He handed Molly the Nepentha bush. “In there, now.”

The minute the cat girl grabbed the bush, her nostrils flared, and she gulped. “I, uh, no. I can’t. What am I doing?” She abruptly stopped talking. What was wrong with her?

Uchiko, though, came speeding through, grabbed the bush, and was about to get back through the portal when she stiffened. It was like someone unplugged her. She dropped to the floor, her skin going gray. Again, she grabbed her head, shrieking.

Steven reached out, feeling her Animus core shrinking. A second later, he cast AnimusChain, pulling power from the cistern and giving it to the ninja Warling. Her core was filling but she wasn’t regaining consciousness.

The portal once again fizzled out. But it had worked, which was promising.

Regardless, Zoey roared in frustration.

“I hear ya,” Tessa said, reloading. “Old Skinless isn’t going to let us go easily. It’s like he hates portal magic.”

“Or this place does.” Steven watched as Uchiko’s skin slowly lost that deathly gray color. She’d been drained of energy so fast. This was far more powerful than the Void clay bracelets. This was something different. Uchiko remained unconscious, but she wasn’t going to die.

“Portal magic isn’t the solution,” Steven said. “He doesn’t want us escaping, so let’s split up.”

Zoey roared at the very idea.

Tessa nodded. “Yeah, Z. We are not Scooby-Dooing this shit. We still have time. Quinnie said she’d hold on until midnight. That’s like five hours away. We’ll fuck this dragon up and then get back to⁠—”

But then Tessa couldn’t talk. Molly rushed over and basically jumped on Tessa. The cat girl started licking the barista’s face, making purring noises. Molly straddled Tessa’s leg, grinding her crotch on the barista’s thick thigh.

“Wow. Easy there, girl,” Tessa said.

What had gotten into the cat girl?

Steven didn’t have time to figure it out. He grabbed hold of Uchiko’s body and the Crazeleaf. Portal magic took too long, so he had to come up with a better idea.

Concentrating, he could feel the Animus emanating from the cistern—if there was light, there was also darkness. Yes, he could feel the Morta trails like a spiderweb erupting out of the cistern.

Using Transvexri, he followed one of the tendrils out of the Moonhold.

Outside, he set Uchiko and the Nepentha bush down on a plane of lifeless gray rock. He could see all the different moons more clearly in that colorless sky. It wasn’t just the moons there, though. Huge chunks of rock floated lazily through the sky. He watched as a couple of the levitating boulders collided, cracking one into dust while the other went spinning away.

Funny, but outside, on the ground, it seemed like normal gravity. Maybe the farther you went up, the less gravity worked, though trying to understand the physics of the Void World was probably a fool’s errand.

Above the Moonhold, a palace of yellow marble rose up into the sky. When a rock came close, light flashed, knocking the stone hunk away.

Hadn’t Kharaag mentioned something about Sunhome?

That palace and all those asteroids gave the Void dragon a thousand places to hide.

Steven had both the ninja and the Crazeleaf bush, and he figured he might as well try Magica Porta again. If nothing else, it would make sure Kharaag would focus on him and not on his wives still back in the building.

Steven shifted into his True Form and breathed out Inferno. He then spun up another portal.

As expected, his magic was disrupted by a wave of freezing snow and ice—ArcticWind. He looked up to see Kharaag there, in a space between the floating rocks.

Steven cast a Defensio spell and caught most of the cold attack on his shield. A bit froze his armor, though his body heat was able to melt it off rather quickly.

“What in the fuck?!” he shouted up at the dragon. “I just want this one fucking plant. Then you can do whatever shit you want!”

Steven had completely run out of patience. Who knew scoring Crazeleaf would be this hard?


CHAPTER 36

THE CISTERN’S TRUTH
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Steven was with an unconscious Uchiko on the ground.

Kharaag appeared flying through the floating stones, dodging and weaving out of the asteroids. He landed on a big floating rock about fifty feet from where Steven stood. “That is a lie, Steven Drokharis. The minute I want to conquer a world with my Dragoncat armies, fueled with Void magic, you would be there to stop me. For yes, I will reseed the dead planets first, but after? I will use Void magic to wipe out lesser life and reseed worlds with Alpherian ecology. Zothora would devour whole universes and recreate them. I will do the same. I will rule over all creation! I couldn’t save…I couldn’t save my wives. But I can create a legacy, a monument to our love, that will span all of reality!”

“That’s all so much horseshit!” Tessa Ross came bursting out of the Moonhold, riding on top of Zoey like a cowgirl, with one hand on a crease in the bear’s armor and one hand holding her revolver. “I’m pretty sure your wives couldn’t give a shit about all that. Now, hold still while I fucking kill you!”

Molly Meow came running along, looking a bit sheepish about what she’d done earlier to Tessa.

Behind them, the entire Moonhold came down in a thunderous crash, sending out a shockwave of destruction. The noise, the dust, the smoke, the sharp odor of all those plants being crushed. And still, the disintegration goo was eating away at the rubble, and soon all of it would be gone.

But what about the cistern? Would that be destroyed as well?

If it was gone, the only Animus on the Void World would be gone, and Steven wouldn’t be able to escape the empty universe.

Well. One problem at a time…

“Love!” Steven activated one of the Baxter rings, and metal clanked around his hand as a huge revolver formed. He’d been doing a little target practice with Tessa, and the barista had started calling it the Baxter Blaster. It was a good enough name. Six cylinders held the biggest bullets in the world, the 950 JDJs. They had a diameter of .95 inches fueled by a half-pound of gunpowder each.

To activate the gun? The word “love.”

Steven fired the gun, aiming at the dragon, and he hit him, three out of the six times.

There was that flash of white light, though, and Kharaag’s translucent skin brightened, and his core shined with even more power. That had to be some kind of play on Magica Defensio.

Tessa also fired her gun, but even magical rounds didn’t do much to the translucent beast…except make him stronger.

“Hate!” Steven deactivated his hand cannon even as Kharaag turned invisible again.

There seemed to be no way to find him.

Kharaag’s voice came out in a hundred whispers that seemed to be coming from all around them. “You thought you could destroy me, but you have failed. I have spent a thousand of your human lifetimes studying the Void, learning its secrets, a student of a madman on Oikos, and then, an acolyte of the Unnamable. The Creator Destructor. They called me Blasphemer. They called me Heretic. They thought to stop me by killing my wives, but I know the truth. The arrow of time only moves in one direction, and that is toward complete destruction and then emptiness. Eternal emptiness. I will fill that emptiness with my will!”

Steven let him talk, but all the while, he was reaching out, feeling for the Void dragon’s core. He had Animus, yes, but mixed in was the strange gray of the Void magic. He was at the very edge of the Morta spiderwebs, but Steven could feel him. Animus couldn’t find it, but moving through Morta, Kharaag left a trail.

Using Transvexri, Steven teleported right onto the Void dragon, lashing him tight with his Morta tentacles, using every bit of Morta. He could get more though. He used Leeze to try and pull Animus from Kharaag, which he could turn into Morta. Steven found Kharaag’s energy core, full of Animus, though when he tried to get that energy, all he found was the Void magic. That empty core seemed to delight in feeding on Steven, and he felt himself being drained of both Morta and Animus.

With the last bit of his Animus, Steven cast Divinatio and sent Tessa a message. I’m bringing him down. I need you to shoot the holy fuck out of him. No matter what it takes.

Steven then was forced to do something he hated to do. He found both Molly’s and Zoey’s Animus cores, and he used Leeze to pull Animus from them. With that, he filled his Morta core. New BlackBlood tentacles sprouted from him, and he wrapped the Void dragon up tight. Then he teleported both of them, all of their mass, down to the ground, right in front of Tessa, still on top of Zoey.

Kharaag struggled, and he was draining both of Steven’s cores as fast as he could fill up his reserves. It was a race against time, but Steven wound up behind the Void dragon, standing him upright.

Kharaag’s chest was exposed.

Tessa aimed and fired. “Time for a HeartStrike bullet, motherfucker.”

Steven watched as her magical revolver flashed, and the thunderous gunfire sent shock waves through the clouds above them. Floating boulders clacked together, ricocheting away, some slamming against the yellow-marble palace, then bouncing off the magic shield to crash into the ruins of the Moonhold.

That flash of white-hot light turned pink, and Tessa’s eyes glowed like twin suns the color of roses. Her gun matched that color.

Steven used the last of his Morta to teleport away, back to where Uchiko lay on the ground, next to the Crazeleaf bush.

He watched as Kharaag’s chest exploded.

He expected to feel the Animus radiating out from Tessa’s kill, but instead, there was nothing but the Void energy, and it hurt his soul. He was certain that Tessa had gotten nothing for the kill.

Speaking of which, Steven managed to catch the gunslinging barista before she collapsed. HeartStrike always nearly killed the person casting it because of the Animus drain for that one, ultimate blast.

With the barista in his claws, Steven lost his True Form and wound up on the lifeless gray rock in his jeans and T-shirt. He was exhausted, his core nearly drained. However, he had AnimusChain, and he reached out to find the cistern.

It was still there, and through slitted eyes, Steven saw that the disintegration magic had stopped, though some of the stone still sizzled. There were big pits in the world itself that were also still spitting and cracking. Would that slime have eaten the entire world? It seemed so.

That meant Kharaag had used that magic knowing that he was betting it all on escaping, or maybe he could’ve stopped it somehow.

There was so much Steven didn’t know about Void magic, but there was precious little information about it in the first place.

Luckily, his Animus knowledge was extensive.

He hooked into the cistern and used AnimusChain to channel energy back into both his core and Tessa’s.

A voice reached out to Steven. He’s gone. We begged him to let us go, to end his obsession, but he couldn’t.

Another voice followed. Yes, Steven Drokharis. You must believe us. And you must destroy this cistern and let us leave. There are others here, many others, who are begging to be let go.

Who are you? Steven sent the question, but part of him knew.

I am Althea. Olivia is with me. We are the widows of Kharaag. We are also the first of his victims. He loved us…but he wanted to improve us, by giving us Void magic. First Olivia died. He thought he knew what he did wrong, but he didn’t. I agreed because I trusted him. But I soon was killed during something not unlike your Dragonskin rituals. We know of Quinnestri. We know what you are trying to do.

Steven couldn’t believe Kharaag’s obsessive evil. He not only performed experiments on his own wives, but he then crafted the cistern of souls to keep them trapped for all eternity. But there was more to it than that.

Olivia spoke as if she could hear Steven’s thoughts. He was evil, yes, but there was also goodness to him. He stayed on the Void World to stay close to us. He had finished his studies, and he could’ve perfected his army…he could’ve taken control of Oikos himself. He’d found a way to give Hasstin a bit of the Void magic. He was close to success. Our poor, deranged husband really did want to bring life to dead worlds, just as he did for Oikos. At the same time, his lust for conquest cannot be forgotten nor forgiven.

Althea’s voice turned bitter. As if he could forgive himself. He wanted to find a way to resurrect us, to assuage some of the guilt that consumed him. He hungered for so many different things. Perhaps hungered for the hunger itself.

Steven still wasn’t understanding the whole story. Why didn’t he leave? Why did he use these puppets to do his dirty work?

Althea answered him. When our husband created the Cistern of Souls, he tied his own soul to it, though he had to keep feeding it with souls, both of his servants and his enemies. The Animus also acted as a battery for his ecological experiments. His plan was to leave once he perfected his Void magic, but even then, he knew if he left, the Cistern of Souls would be gone.

Steven was confused. But he’s dead now. Why is the Cistern of Souls still here? A thought struck him, and he realized he could answer his own question. His energy is still here. But it’ll fade over time. Is he down there with you?

Althea answered. There was too much Void in him to come down here with us. He is dead, freed from his body and his obsessions. We would ask you to destroy the cistern once you leave, to liberate us and everyone else here.

Steven felt fingers touch his face.

Tessa caressed his cheek. “Hey. We survived another one, big guy, though I think you’re having a whole conversation with someone. It is Sabina or Heridan?”

“Neither.” Steven felt a tear slide onto his nose. “I’m talking to Kharaag’s widows in the Cistern of Souls. It’s a long story.”

He wasn’t sure what he was going to do with them.

He looked over, and Tessa was unconscious again.

He wound up sitting with the barista on his lap. It was going to take a bit for the gunslinger to recover from HeartStrike. Zoey nosed the barista and whined worriedly.

Molly petted the bear, not saying a word, though she had the strangest look in her eye, and she kept flaring her nostrils. What the hell?

Uchiko was nearby, sitting up, looking exhausted and haunted. She had dark circles under her eyes. She must’ve still been feeling the effects of Kharaag’s strange sorcery.

They had the Nepentha bush. They just needed to get home.

First, though, Steven looked up at Kharaag’s mysterious yellow marble palace. That had to be Sunhome floating above the ruins of Moonhold, nearly lost in all the boulders and debris floating over the surface of the strange world.

Steven assumed there would be books there, books unseen by anyone for fifty thousand years, even before the three brothers escaped to Earth.

He thought he had a handle on the situation until the cat girl flung herself onto him, licking his face and furiously humping him.

What was going on with this cat girl?

Then Steven knew. It all made perfect sense, and he just had to smile.

A second later, a circle of fire appeared on the piles of rock above the cistern. Wessa, one of Hasstin’s widows, appeared, and she flew over, whip dangling.

She swept her whip around Molly and yanked her up.

Zoey wasn’t fast enough to get to her, and seconds later, Molly and Wessa went back through her portal.

Both were gone before Steven could even blink.

What the hell?


CHAPTER 37

THE CRAZELEAF INCIDENT
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Steven stood and shifted into a towering black Homo Draconis.

He was feeling better, having pulled a crapton of Animus from the Cistern of Souls. He wasn’t quite sure what he was going to do with Althea, Olivia, and the others, but he figured the right answer would come in time.

First, he had to get his wives home. He scooped up Tessa and hauled her over to the stones covering the basin. He could see the water down, between two huge acid-scorched stones. The faces of two ghostly women were looking up at him with a definite look of expectation in their eyes.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he whispered to himself. “I know. Trapped without an afterlife by your dead husband. Happens to the best of us.”

Then he noticed a shadowy figure farther down—someone with four arms.

Althea had said that Kharaag had both his friends and his enemies in the Cistern. That probably meant both Udur Waddi and Shayatin would be there. That was interesting…

Uchiko rode up on Zoey’s back.

“What’s going on?” Tessa asked in a dazed voice. “Where’s Molly?”

“Grabbed by fucking Wessa,” Steven said. “I’m going to get you guys back to Aqualyra, and then I’ll go after her.”

Tessa gave him an are-you-fucking-kidding-me look.

Zoey let out a plaintive roar, more hurt than angry.

Uchiko crossed her arms, pretty face scowling.

Steven had to sigh. “Look, we don’t all need to go back to Oikos. Let’s remember that we’re here for Quinnie. We just need to get the Crazeleaf back to King Selius so he can make the medicine.”

Uchiko darted over and snapped a branch off the bush. “I will go, Steven-dono. But remember, you must also be a part of the healing ritual. Her maladies are not only a matter of the flesh, but also of the spirit.”

Zoey came over, put her big paws on Steven’s shoulder, and nuzzled his neck. She then shifted back into her human form. Her new dress just didn’t fit her. One shoulder was immediately exposed. Like Uchiko, she had dark circles under her eyes. “Okay, Steven. I’ll go with Uchiko, just in case. But Tessa should stay with you.”

“No,” the barista sighed. “Steven can totally handle all those cat girl hijinks. I’m still super wiped from that HeartStrike bullet. Normally, I would’ve been on my butt, but thanks to Steven, I don’t feel like I’m going to die. I do feel a bit comatose, though. Besides, King Selius might get all elvish and weird on us, and if that’s the case, you girls will need all the help you can get. So, it’s us three again. Are you worried at all, Steven?”

He shifted human. “Not one bit. Kharaag was the real power on Oikos.”

Tessa wrinkled her nose. “With a name like Oikos, I would’ve thought there would be pigs there. Betcha a zillion dollars that there are pig dragons in the universe. Don’t even try to deny it.”

Steven laughed. “Oh, there are. There has to be, right?”

Tessa came over and kissed his cheek. “Cast away, Mr. Magica Porta. Casting that spell just might kill me.”

Steven had a question first. “Uchiko. Zoey. Are you guys okay? Do you have any idea of what Kharaag hit you with?”

Zoey didn’t say a word. Tears leaked down her face. Her heart looked broken.

Uchiko’s face darkened as well. “Let us not talk of it. Not yet. I want to get away from this place.”

“Okay.” Steven cast Magica Porta—not to Aqualyra, no, but back to Oikos.

Once they were back on the Alpherian homeworld, standing in the courtyard next to the Moonhold’s exterior, Steven then easily opened a second portal to the elven world.

He hugged his wives goodbye and sent them through with the entire Nepentha bush. He held the limb that Uchiko had snapped off. He kinda, sorta had a plan for it.

Alone, Steven had enough Animus for both Magica Divinatio and Magica Porta. Already, being on Oikos was replenishing his core far faster than the Void World.

First, he shifted into his partial form. Then, with Divinatio, he zeroed in on where Molly was. Using another portal spell, he went there, ready for anything.

He found himself in the same room where Tessa and the rest of the wives had been held prisoner. He was in his Homo Draconis form, and he knew he looked strange standing on the thick red carpet, surrounded by gorgeous furniture. The fountain bubbled away in the middle of the room.

Wessa was there, with her whip, and next to her was the quiet Bensa with her billhook and Sosa, standing there holding one of her sawtooth swords. The other was sheathed. They were all in their giant cat girl forms, far hairier than their normal forms, and far bigger. They looked more like cats than girls, and Wessa was positively enormous, standing there like a tiger queen.

Molly, far smaller than the girls, cowered behind them.

Steven immediately cast AnimusChain and grabbed Animus from the three widows, which took them back to their normal cat girl forms. Wessa was in robes, which allowed her quick movement, and Bensa and Sosa wore armor. They must’ve had magic to allow them to transform with normal clothes on.

Wessa gasped. “What was that? Why are you attacking my soul?”

Steven growled. “Why did you come after Molly? And how did you cast portal magic anyway? Pretty sure that was forbidden.”

The tigerish sorceress lashed out with her whip and managed to grab the Nepentha limb out of Steven’s hands. She pulled it to herself, catching it. “There are many things forbidden on Alpheros, though things have changed now, with Hasstin gone. That place—inside the Moonhold—wasn’t of this world. It took me to the limits of my magic to get there. It is destroyed there?”

“For now,” Steven agreed.

Sosa suddenly unbuckled her sword belt. “Oh, that smell. Do you all smell that? It’s so raw and wonderful.”

Bensa dropped her billhook. She started unbuckling her armor. “Hasstin is dead. We need a new mate. To give us kittens. I want kittens. Hasstin demurred.”

Steven held up a hand. “Wait. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You just kidnapped Molly, and I don’t think Molly wanted to be kidnapped.”

Molly pushed through the other cat girls and ran for Steven. She jumped onto him and started nuzzling his neck, purring loudly. “I don’t want scales, Steven. I want your skin, your weird nearly hairless skin. Come on. Don’t tease! We want you!”

Steven chuckled. “I’m not teasing. So, the Crazeleaf has this effect on the Foiros. It’s like some sort of aphrodisiac, right?”

Wessa broke some leaves open and inhaled them. “It has an intoxicating effect. Yes, Steven, that is why it was forbidden. It drives us crazy with lust!” She started taking off her robes.” You killed the Supreme Feylinar Prime. You can do what you want with us. I hope you want to do a great deal, otherwise, I might be driven mad with lust.”

Steven managed to get Molly off him.

But then he was seeing Sosa’s breastplate fall off. Breastplate was a good name for it, since the Siberian cat girl had the largest breasts, a little less furry than the rest, and capped with bright pink nipples.

Sosa hurried forward and grabbed Steven’s hand. “If he wants to fuck us in his scales, then I say we let him.”

Bensa was naked, and she had nice-sized breasts as well. They probably seemed bigger because they were emphasized by bright white fur. The rest of her was covered in gray fur.

Wessa had the smallest chest, though she was physically the biggest. Steven was reminded of Zoey in that way.

Molly was somewhere in the middle.

It didn’t take long until he was surrounded by four naked cat girls, all pawing at him.

Steven didn’t turn human, not yet. He needed his physical size, so he wasn’t overwhelmed. He wasn’t sure he trusted Wessa and the others, not just yet. Also, he knew that Molly had a crush on him, and things might get messy if he didn’t talk with her about her expectations.

He knew that his wives at home wouldn’t object—he was their Dragonlord Prime, and he had just conquered another male, which according to ancient Alpherian custom, meant he had inherited a whole new batch of wives. Furry wives. With snouts. How were they going to kiss?

In the end, kissing didn’t seem to be on any of their minds.

Steven was backed up onto a couch, and suddenly, he cupped a furry breast in one hand while squeezing Wessa’s muscular ass with the other. He was sitting down with all four of the cat girls purring so loudly that his ears were hurting a little. They were rubbing themselves on him and licking him everywhere.

He wanted to know why Wessa had grabbed Molly, though. “Wait. Wait. Wait.”

He managed to gently get them off him long enough to cast a shield spell, which pushed them back. They were scratching at the force field, leaving long, sparkling claw marks.

“No fair!” Molly complained, one hand between her legs.

“Magica Incanto!” Wessa called out.

Steven’s shield spell faded. He didn’t want to cast more magic, and he didn’t want to hurt anyone, so there seemed only one way out of his situation. He would simply have to give in to their desires and fuck them all soundly.

First, though, he had to get their attention. He breathed out just enough flame to send them retreating, hissing at the sudden heat flooding the room. He made sure not to set anything on fire, though.

He held up his claws. “Okay, I’ll shift human, but first, I want to know why Wessa cast the portal magic to get Molly. And what are everyone’s expectations.”

Wessa sighed. “We worried about her! We didn’t know if we could trust you or not, and so, we needed to rescue her. Then you had that Nepentha, and now we can’t think straight. Please, husband, please. Make love to us all. We want you. We need you!”

“How did you find us? And how are you casting Magica Porta? That’s forbidden magic.”

Wessa gave him an are-you-kidding-me look. “Yes, husband, I know. That was why I didn’t cast it when Hasstin was alive. I was far more powerful than he gave me credit for, but I pretended to be weak so as not to upset him. But that is all in the past now. The Zothoric are all dead, thanks to you, and we are your wives, and we wanted to be treated like wives.”

“Slutty wives!” Bensa said suddenly. She was the quietest, so her outburst was surprising.

Steven had to grin. “Okay, that answers most if not all my questions. But I can’t promise you that we’ll get married. I can promise that we’re going to have a really good time.”

“That’s all we want!” Sosa hissed, eyes full of lust.

Molly raised a delicate hand. “Uh, I would like more than that. I would like a baby with you, Steven. And to be your wife. And to live with your other wives. And to be a part of your family.”

She was so cute that Steven found he couldn’t say no, but he had to. There were any number of women back on Earth who were waiting in line to become his wife. So far, he’d been able to put them off, and that included Imogene Summer and Tallulah Brahms from the PNW Primacy in Seattle.

“Molly, I can’t promise you anything. But I can say that I know Tessa would love it if you came home with me. You can live with us. I have plenty of room. All of you can come back to Earth.”

Bensa let out a roar. “All of this talk. I don’t care what happens. All I want is to be fucked hard. Change human! Now!”

Steven was about to cast another Defensio spell when Molly smiled. “I agree with Bensa. We can talk later. Please. Show us your monkey cock. I bet it’s so sexy.”

Who was he to argue? He shifted into his human form. “Did you really say monkey cock?”

“Yes, I did!” Molly gasped shamelessly.

Steven held up his hands. “Wait. Are you girls thinking straight? I think the Crazeleaf might be making you…crazy.”

Wessa grinned wickedly. “The Nepentha isn’t making us do anything we wouldn’t want to do without it.”

Steven was glad to hear that. “Then let’s get to it.”

A second later, he was swamped with the cat girls, each smelling so different, but so good. Their various perfumes made him crazy. He was going to give in to his own lust, and he was going to do his best to satisfy all four women.

It was strange not being able to kiss them. Also strange was how strong they were, and how their sharp claws shredded his clothes. Both his shirt and his jeans were ripped off him. The cat girls were in a frenzy, though they were able to shred through his clothes without breaking his skin.

And then, both Wessa and Molly were licking him, everywhere down there. He was pushed onto his back, and one of them took him into their mouth, careful not to bite him with their sharp teeth. He wasn’t sure how they did it, but they sucked on him perfectly.

Sosa and Bensa hissed at each other, before Bensa won, and she straddled his face.

Before he knew it, he was sucking on her sensitive button. She smelled so good and tasted even better.

He looked up to see Sosa sucking on one of Bensa’s tits while playing with the other.

The Balinese cat girl started whimpering. “Oh, it feels so good. His mouth is perfect, but I want him inside me. I can’t stop thinking about him fucking me. I want to get fucked so hard.”

“Me first!” Molly sank down onto him, her sex engulfing his. He thrust into her without thinking.

Molly couldn’t keep quiet. “Oh, he’s so big in me. He’s stretching me out. Oh, he’s going to…going to make me come. Oh, I’m there. I’m there.”

And then she orgasmed around him, flooding his soul with fresh Animus.

Bensa wasn’t far behind her, and the second she was done, the waves of her pleasure fed them all what the Foiros called Reyka. She got off him, and then licked his face, before Sosa pushed the Balinese cat girl away and took her place.

Molly was kind enough to get off Steven’s throbbing member so Wessa could have her turn.

In the end, Steven fucked all of them, and came four times, one for each cat girl.

It was still only eleven o’clock on Aqualyra. Good. He could get there an hour early, before the midnight deadline.

Bensa and Sosa were so relaxed, they were sound asleep on couches. Wessa and Molly were cuddled up on the bed.

Steven managed to get his jeans on. They were mostly rags, but they did cover him where it counted. “I have to go, but I’ll be back. Okay? That was amazing. Thank you.”

“Thank you, husband,” Wessa said with a smile. “I hope we can do that again and again. But please, take the Nepentha with you, or we’ll never get out of here. And we might have to flee. Pardus might try and claim us.”

“Find me if that happens,” Steven said seriously. “If you can cast portal magic to the Void World, you can certainly find me.”

“I will,” the tiger girl promised. “After your business is over, come back because we might need you.”

Steven nodded. “I will.” He shifted into his partial form, breathed fire for Magica Porta, and then stepped through, taking the Crazeleaf branch with him.

Molly flew off the bed and dove through his portal, tackling him.

She was naked, but she didn’t seem to care. “You’re not going anywhere, buster. You said I could come and live with you, and bast it all, I’m going to make you keep that promise!”

Steven could only laugh.

Then the elf king was yelling at him, “What is the meaning of this outrage?”


CHAPTER 38

TOO MUCH OF A GOOD THING
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Steven wasn’t too worried about him being naked. For a long time, when he’d first been a Dragonsoul, every time he shifted, he’d rip apart his clothes. He’d even gotten used to fighting in his birthday suit.

But he did feel sorry for Molly, who was trying to cover up her exposed parts. Even though she had her golden fur, she was blushing furiously.

They were inside the covered inner courtyard of the elven king’s palace. Various candles provided a warm light, while incense burned near tapestries decorating the walls. Climbing vines clung to trees underneath a skylight showing a night sky, glittering with stars. The room seemed far more like the viewing area in a funeral home than any kind of hospital bed. Quinnestri was still in her magical wooden bed, the same one that Tessa had enchanted.

She was there, along with Uchiko and Zoey.

The elven queen seemed even more ravaged by her failing core—there were still the gray scales covering parts of her pale skin, though now they were paper thin, like she was a snake molting. The skin underneath was gray, nearly lifeless. It was clear the elf queen was dying, and from the smell of her, she might not have long. The stink of death explained why incense was burning.

King Selius Asreyel stood with Tolvis Telleheel, the silver-haired sorcerer they’d met when they’d first come to Aqualyra to ask for help.

Tessa immediately took off her coat and draped it around Molly, covering her down to her knees.

Tolvis had a hand over his eyes. “I do not need to see the cat woman’s body. It will give me certain ideas that I do not want to consider.”

Tessa took a long, hard look at Steven, then smiled. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think Steven considered that very same thing. How many times did you consider things, Steven?”

Steven held up four fingers.

Molly looked like she might die of embarrassment, while at the same time, there was still Nepentha in the room, which was still affecting her. She was gazing at Tessa and licking her lips.

She wasn’t the only one perving out. King Selius was looking the cat girl over, a gleam in his eye. As the king of the elves, he had taken on all of his kingdom’s sexual desires, and that included cute cat girls.

Steven stepped in between them. “You have the Crazeleaf. Is the medicine ready? I have more than enough Animus to help her.”

Zoey held a glass bowl, filled with a glowing liquid. “It’s ready, Steven. Tolvis just brought it. You’re right on time.”

Steven loved hearing that. “Okay. How is this going to work?”

King Selius shook his head. “I do not know, not with any certainty. The Crazeleaf should help her physically, with the Alpherian energy, but her core is something that remains a mystery. There is something strange going on with her, something beyond me.”

Uchiko stood next to the floating bed. “We need to save her, now. We have to fix what was broken. If that means she doesn’t get to be a Dragonskin, then so be it. Better she is alive and…and…whole than….” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

Steven nodded at her. “I’m not going to force things, though I think she’s progressed too far to go back. I don’t think her experience is going to be yours. And with you, I didn’t have my Morta core. If worse comes to worst, I might be able to give her a little of that dark energy.”

King Selius summoned a sword out of the air. The blade glimmered with sparkling purple light. “Never. I would rather have her die than become some kind of demon. We hid from that fate, and I shall be damned if I stand here and do nothing while you pervert her.”

Steven turned his back on him and addressed the silver-haired sorcerer. “Does she drink the potion? Or is it topical?”

Tolvis glanced at the king and then back at Steven. “She, uh, needs to drink it. But we cannot simply pour it down her throat. How can we wake her⁠—”

Steven went to Quinnestri and cast Magica Divinatio.

He found himself back on the Void World, by the Moonhold, which lay in ruins around him. Kharaag’s yellow palace, Sunhome, floated above the wreckage.

Quinnestri was there, walking in a white gown, among the shredded plants. “It is a shame this place was destroyed. There is little life in the universe, and even less in this nothingness. Though there is Animus, here, I can feel it.”

Steven thought she’d point at the cistern buried in the rubble. Instead, she pointed at Sunhome.

Steven cut to the chase. “I need you to wake up, only for a second, to drink this potion we made. It has Nepentha. Then I’ll work on helping you. We have to hurry. Can you wake up for me?”

Quinn smiled at him, and she seemed to radiate life. Here, in this vision, she didn’t have the papery white scales nor the graying skin. “I will need your help, sweet Steven. I will need more Animus, but yes, I think I can wake in that other world. But if things go awry, bring me here. There is unexpected Animus here, life enduring in the Void.”

“Okay,” Steven said. “Though I don’t like the idea. We don’t have any clue what else is around. We don’t want to run into still another universe-destroying demonic force.” He was thinking of the Creator Destructor, Kharaag’s teacher if the dragon was to be believed.

Steven returned to the palace’s courtyard on Aqualyra.

He cast AnimusChain and found Quinnestri’s core, a mixture of purple and platinum light, barely glowing. Steven needed to get her Animus core spinning and bright, but he had no idea how to do that. He hoped the Crazeleaf would help, but to get her to drink, she had to be more awake.

He focused on channeling his Animus into her, and he saw her lifeless core light up. With some effort, he got it spinning, only it was throwing off pieces of itself, like a dying star.

Quinn cried out. She sat up, eyes leaking tears, even as scales dropped off her face, revealing wounds. Her body was being eaten up by the dragon magic.

Zoey was so fast and graceful that she had the bowl to the elf queen’s lips in no time at all.

Quinn drank and drank, then collapsed back down. She let out a howl of pure agony.

It made Uchiko cry out as well. Tears poured down her cheeks.

Tessa was pale. She stood there, holding Molly’s hand.

Steven still had his AnimusChain active, and he could see the Nepentha potion hitting her system. It looked like a liquid light that emanated out from her core, filling her blood with magic, until every part of her was glowing.

Around them, the Animus around them, in their cores, in the plants, in the entire city swirled in a dance of life. Steven thought that was a good thing at first, as there was so much Animus to pull from. The energy was hitting her core, which was filled with both elven and dragon magic. All that energy was making her core spin faster and faster.

That spinning threw off more heat, and her scales started to smolder. The skin on her face blackened as the energy leaked out of her pores.

Quinn let out another agonized scream, and Steven saw that he needed to reduce the amount of Animus, or it would incinerate her body.

Steven could easily pull the mystical energy out of her using AnimusChain, but he had a better idea. He used Leeze to suck the Animus from her core, turning it into Morta. Both of his cores swelled with power. His skin had blackened with the liquid Morta, and soon he was standing in a puddle of the black ichor as more poured out.

Still, Quinn’s core sucked in more Animus from around them, and just when her core started to slow, Steven would pause, and it would start spinning again.

He considered reaching out to Heridan. If the Prosha was there, she’d have Leeze, and she could help him bleed the core. But Steven realized the problem. They could remove the Animus from her soul, but it was only a temporary solution. She could absorb as fast as they drained her, so it would be a never-ending cycle, and while the elf queen was strong, she was running out of the will to continue. If they didn’t permanently fix her condition, she would die.

They just needed an environment where Steven could limit the amount of energy around her. If he could just slowly give her Animus, they could get her new Dragonsoul core spinning, and her natural elven powers should mix with it. Then, she could regulate her magic herself.

Heridan’s voice filled his head. What are you doing? I can feel the Morta from here, and there is a shit ton of it. Are you going to destroy the douchebag elven world with all that?

Steven knew Quinnestri was about to die, and he couldn’t respond to Heridan.

He suddenly had a daring plan, though it was risky, and he was dealing with forces beyond his understanding.

However, Kharaag had given him the perfect place to help Qunnie.

Steven had been to the Void World, and while he couldn’t get there with Transvexri, since there was no Morta there, there was a bit of Animus.

“Tessa. I need fire for a Porta spell!”

The barista plucked her gun out of a holster and shot into a wall. There was an explosion of flames that caught a tapestry on fire. Smoke followed the flames, choking them all.

King Selius, Tolvis, and their many guards let out howls of protest.

Selius was seconds away from coming at Steven with his glowing purple sword. “What are you doing? Do you mean to burn the palace down?”

“Magica Porta!” Steven called out. He shifted into his partial form and scooped up Quinnestri. He ran through the circle of flames and back to the Moonhold on Oikos. He wasn’t alone for long.

Heridan appeared in a splash of Morta ichor, which put out some of the flames, though it also stank up the air. “What the fuck are you doing, Steven? There’s enough Morta coming out of you to fuck up all of New Jersey.”

“New Jersey has enough problems, Heridan. Let’s leave the Garden State out of this.” Tessa rushed through, followed by Zoey and Uchiko, and Molly, still wearing Tessa’s long coat.

Of course the team wasn’t going to stay behind in the elf world.

Tessa fired another fire bullet into the side of the Moonhold. Steven then cast another Magica Porta to open a door to the Void World. Casting all the spells was a pain in the ass, but it was better than having Quinn die.

Steven didn’t have time to tell his wives his plan. He simply rushed into the Void World and turned into a full-sized dragon. With Quinn in his claws, he swept his wings and went soaring through the floating stones.

Heridan, though, wasn’t about to stay behind. She teleported near him and slung a BlackBlood tentacle around him. Somehow, Uchiko was with her, wrapped up in another set of black coils.

Sure. Heridan and Uchiko were part of the Morta Clique, and in some ways, which made them closer than sisters, even if Uchiko didn’t have a Morta core.

They were welcome to join him.

He also knew that Tessa, Zoey, and Molly would find them.

Steven had to find a place far enough away from the Cistern of Souls that Quinn wouldn’t pull any Animus from it.

It took a minute of flying until he found the perfect place. Surprisingly, disturbingly so, the place was very, very familiar.


CHAPTER 39

THE TEMPLE OF NOTHING
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Steven landed in the center of a circle of tall stones, not unlike Stonehenge back on Earth.

Only, there weren’t just tall, towering stones, there were also statues, wiped faceless by time…or something else. He’d seen a similar place back when he’d fought Collidium, the ancient elvish trickster. The Gamemaster, as some called him.

At some point, Steven had been rocketed around the universe, to all different kinds of realities, and in one of them, he had seen a monstrous godlike entity known as the Creator Destructor. It was beyond anything he’d ever imagined.

This place on this Void World, outside of the universe of Animus and Morta, was so very much like that other worldly dominion. The faceless statues stood among the stones with their sculpted clothes crumbling away, though there didn’t seem to be any kind of wind.

No, there was a slight breeze, and there was some fine dust in the air, but not much. That fine dust trickled across the statues, and it was that slight erosion that had turned the statues into faceless, formless figures. How long had it taken for that dust to slowly eat away the stone? A billion years? A trillion?

Steven thought of Kharaag’s poem: The Devouring of Dust.

This was proof.

It was a strange garden of destruction, a monument to the ravages of time alone and not the elements. This place was beyond old, had to be, and there was a central table there. Steven gently laid the dying elf queen on the stone.

As a giant black dragon, he stood over her, as above, rocks crashed into each other, filling the air with more debris. That gentle wind brought in a cloud of the fine powder, and Steven exhaled, blowing away the tiny bit of dust.

Heridan swept her BlackBlood tentacles around her in a fan. The powder was gone, now, but Uchiko was coughing a little. Then the ninja sneezed. Wiping her nose, the Japanese woman went to Steven and slapped the scales on his thigh. “Steven-dono! Why have you brought us back to this terrible place? It is terrible!”

Heridan was in full space demon mode—eyes and lips black, her hair an inky mess around her, with a crown of horns poking from her skull. “Oh, I don’t know, Uchi, get some tract housing, throw in a strip mall, maybe get a Jamba Juice. Oh, yeah, and a bagel place. I could go for a blueberry bagel with a ton of cream cheese right about now.”

Uchiko stamped her foot and a cloud of dust rose. “Fix her, Steven! Save her!”

Steven was glad to have the ninja there. Her Animus core was bright, fully powered, and then there was Heridan, who was throbbing with dark energy.

Quinnestri, though, was weakening.

He had taken her to the Void World because she’d been absorbing too much energy. Here, she was having the opposite problem. Her core, a mixture of Animus platinum and her own purple elven magic, was both glowing and spinning. However, without an influx of energy, it was starting to slow, getting dimmer.

Her platinum hair had turned white, the color of ivory, and her scales were a sickly gray again, marring her perfect skin.

Steven could see that without his help, her core would grow too small to keep spinning and it would fade away, and once she lost that core, she would die.

He couldn’t let that happen.

With AnimusChain, he slowly fed her the energy from his own core—he had so much, it was easy. He gave her more and more, getting her core spinning again, like it had back on Aqualyra. Yes, he could control it, but she had to take over.

Steven had taken her to the perfect place. He’d given her a fighting chance. Now it was up to her. She had to be the one to fight for her life.

Steven cast Magica Divinatio and reached out to her mind. Quinnestri Uweneel, this is it, babe. You wanted the chance to be a Dragonskin, and here it is. Can you feel your core? Can you feel the power there?

The elven queen’s eyes flickered open. They were the vertical slits of a serpent. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out.

Uchiko took Quinn’s hand. “Please, fight to finish. Please, fight. You do not want to get stuck where I was. You do not want to become a monster.”

Heridan was floating off to the side, dripping Morta. “Oh, I don’t know. I kinda love being a monster.”

Steven ignored both women. He shouted into her head. TALK TO ME!

A tiny voice answered him. I cannot go on, Steven. I cannot do this. I am so very weary. So very exhausted. Please, let me go. I was foolish. You have risked too much. Even now, bringing me to this place. Let me die.

Steven was so surprised that this powerful, beautiful woman was going to give up. She was close, so very close. She just needed a little push. He thought about trying to encourage her by saying nice things or focusing on her strength. She had lived thousands of years. She’d overcome so much. How could she just give up?

Steven then did something risky, but in the end, he thought it would be for the best. He told the two women with him the truth. “Quinnie wants to give up. She says she doesn’t have the strength to go on.”

“What the fucking shit fuck?” Heridan laughed. “Oh, the big queen loses her shit right when she needs it the most. That’s fucking funny. We come to literally nowhere and she wants to give up. Typical elven bullshit. This is why all of your wives should be Morta women, Steven. Morta women are too fucking evil to ever give up.”

Uchiko grabbed Quinn’s face. “You have come too far, bitch fucker, to give up. You will not give up. You will fight. I will not let you die. If you die, I die. Do you hear me? If you die, I die!” Her tears splashed down on Quinn’s face. The elf queen’s eyes were unfocused, but then she found Uchiko’s face.

Heridan came in close, riding down on her BlackBlood tentacles. She stared down at the elf. “Yeah, Uchiko, you don’t wanna make that deal. You’ll die because she’s weak. The big-time elf queen is a fucking weak stick.”

Steven didn’t know what that meant, but he didn’t care right then. His heart was breaking, watching Uchiko crying over the elf queen.

Quinn opened her mouth and screamed, “I AM NOT WEAK!”

“Then get your fucking core working, bitch,” Heridan spat.

Quinn squeezed her eyes shut. Then, Steven felt it, she was pulling in energy, not from him, but from somewhere. Where was that new magic coming from? There wasn’t any power in this world, no Morta and no Animus. It was literally the void.

Yet her core started spinning, a combination of platinum, purple, and a colorless gray color. It was impossible, but he watched as the Void energy found her core, and she was using it, sucking it into herself.

The ninja watched with wide eyes as platinum tears leaked from Quinn’s eyes, though they were squeezed shut. Her face was twisted in pain. It was clear the elf queen was in agony, pushed beyond endurance, pushed to the very limits of her strength.

And yet, she was doing the impossible.

Neither the Prosha nor the ninja Warling could see what was happening inside Quinn. But Steven could.

Heridan let the elf queen know exactly what she thought of her. “I don’t think the bitch can make it. Too bad. I kinda wanted to see Miss Priss try and be a dragon. Dollars to donuts she’d have fucked the whole thing up.”

“I. AM. NOT. FUCKING. IT. UP!” Quinnestri Uweneel screamed in an unearthly voice.

Then sound left the world, and it was like that eerie quiet that preceded a blast of ChromaticFury. Silence, and then a thump as a wave of energy reverberated from Quinnestri’s core. It not only flung Heridan out of the sky but it slammed her into the ground, where she finally rolled to a stop.

Uchiko was thrown against one of the faceless statues.

Steven dug his massive claws into the dirt, but even he was being pushed back by the force. It wasn’t physical, either. No, he was still connected to her core with AnimusChain, and he felt the Void coming from her in waves. He couldn’t stop it from rushing into him, and he felt the pain in his center.

His core was being overtaken by the Void magic.

He only had seconds before the power of that nothingness ate away his Animus core and left him a lifeless husk. No, he wouldn’t be lifeless, because he still had his Morta core. He would become a creature of darkness, and if that happened, he’d have to fight to be good again. Like how both Heridan and Nefri struggled to keep their moral center.

Heridan used her love of junk food. For Nefri, it was her love of both Uchiko and Blackfoot that kept the dark elf sane.

Steven saw the solution. He didn’t end the connection to Quinn. That would’ve been the safe route. No, he accepted the Void magic into his Animus core, taking it in, until his core was a swirl of black and white. At times the spinning looked gray, but no, he was processing both Animus and Void. To do that, he had to rely on his Morta core to keep him balanced. That was the only way he could keep himself alive.

If he’d only had one core, he’d probably be dead already.

Still, it hurt, and the new energy was so strange. No wonder Kharaag had spent tens of thousands of years trying to master the Void magic. It was completely alien.

Steven felt himself lose his dragon shape, and he wound up on the stone, clawing at the rock with his very human fingernails. The sphere of Animus inside of him couldn’t hold the Void magic inside it, no, but he couldn’t let it go.

What was the solution?

“Steven!” Uchiko screamed in fear.

Heridan sounded more angry than terrified. That tracked. “What in the fucking fuck is wrong with your fucking Morta, Steven? What is going on?”

Steven couldn’t respond.

No, he had to spin the Void magic out of his core, but he somehow knew that it wouldn’t leave him, not completely. He spun his Animus core faster and faster until the gray Void magic became a mist around the central sphere of his soul.

He was almost finished. Nearly there. Nearly there.

And then, yes, he slowly moved from his Morta core to his new Animus core, so like Quinn’s now, surrounded by the gray magic of the Void.

Steven slowly got to his feet. He smelled something. No. That was impossible. The perfume of rain on pavement filled the air. Petrichor. That word for the smell of rain was petrichor, and it was emanating out of the elf queen, filling up the entire Void World, along with the sweet scent of rosewater.

If Steven hadn’t known any better, he would’ve thought it might start pouring rain at any minute.

He watched as scales covered Quinnestri, from the top of her head to the bottom of her feet. At the same time, her body expanded. Her gown ripped as her new body shredded the gossamer thin material, and then she was standing on her feet, a slender dragon woman with a long tail.

Her scales were a sparkling metallic platinum color, while her eyes gleamed with purple light. The smell of rain wafted off her. Platinum, purple, and petrichor, this was Quinnestri, as a Dragonskin, but she didn’t just stay in her partial form—she expanded out into her True Form.

Except she didn’t have wings, and she was bigger than any female dragon that Steven had ever seen. She was actually as long as he was, but far thinner. And she had a more feline face, almost like that of a Foiros. That had to be the effects of the Nepentha potion.

Steven studied her core and saw that yes, she had her elven magic, but now she had Animus, and orbiting around it was that colorless gray Void magic. It had helped her stabilize the energy flow, but now that strange magic was a part of her. Just like it was a part of him.

Several of the statues had been damaged in the blast, but one was different. It was almost like its crumbling face had been a mask. Now, it stood there, and it had a face, a strange face with large eyes and thin lips and a long nose with a pronounced bridge. The face was unnerving without a doubt.

It was watching them, and at first Steven thought it would look like the Creator Destructor that he’d seen before. That wasn’t the case. It was like it was a priest, or something, looking upon the birth of the new Dragonskin.

Uchiko had a gash on her forehead, but she raced over, staring up at the new wingless dragon in awe.

Heridan floated over in the middle of a BlackBlood cloud. She laughed. “Well, look at that. She made it. But she doesn’t have wings. And there’s something different about her. Can’t put a finger on it.”

Quinn, always so brilliant, laughed. “It was the Void. It gave me the energy I needed to contain my magic. It was too powerful, I think. There is a reason why the elves never attempt to become Dragonskins. The combination of magic was too powerful. It was only because of the miracle of this place that I have been made whole.”

“You gave me a gift too, Quinn,” Steven said softly. “I have Void magic now.”

Quinn’s mouth dropped open in shock. “What? How?”

Steven explained what had happened. Then he couldn’t help himself. He expanded into his True Form, and then, as a giant black dragon, he took the long, slender cat-faced dragon into his scaled arms and held her close, the platinum dragon smelling of rain and rosewater.

He was so relieved, and yet, mystified. What was this Void magic?

And what did this mean for this new dragon and what did it mean for him?

He had a million questions, but luckily, he had Tessa Ross in his life. He knew his favorite barista wouldn’t stop until she figured out every piece of the puzzle. And they still had Kharaag’s palace to explore. Maybe they could find some secrets inside.

Quinn slithered away from him, so very serpentine—more like an Asian dragon than anything else. There was something else familiar, though he couldn’t think of what she reminded him of.

Maybe Tessa could help. It was something from pop culture, but something older, before his time.

Steven was surprised that Tessa, Zoey, and Uchiko hadn’t found them yet.

Steven breathed out his fire and then cast the Magica Porta spell, but it didn’t work. The flames sputtered out.

Heridan laughed. “Fucking Animus. Kind of a joke. Do you need my help, Stevie?”

He had to roll his eyes at her brattiness. “No, I don’t, Heridan. And we need to find you a taco, stat.”

“I could go for a taco,” Tessa said. She came flying up in a cloud of pink, with Zoey running underneath her across the stone. Molly Meow clung to the werebear’s back.

Tessa landed in the center of the statues and stones and gazed up at Quinn in her new dragon form. Normally, new Dragonskins couldn’t just transform into their True Form right away, and they could only do it with a ton of practice. Quinn, of course, was dramatically different.

Tessa smiled. “Wow, Quinnie, I’m having flashbacks to sleepovers when I was twelve. Thinking of changing your name to Falkor?”

Quinn’s giant cat face grinned. “I have no idea what you are saying, but I do not care. It is so good to look upon you all.”

Steven snapped his fingers. Of course. Quinn looked a bit like the dragon from The NeverEnding Story.

The bear girl stopped to let Molly slide off her back, and then Zoey bounded up onto the stone platform with tears streaming down her furry face. Zoey roared, then shifted human and fell against Quinn’s long body. “You’re alive! You’re awake! You’re okay! And you smell like rain!”

Zoey sobbed and sobbed.

Quinn transformed back into an elf to hold her close.

Tessa hugged both Zoey and the elf queen. “Okay, you’re different. I think you’re different. You have that smell, and it smells like the rain. Petrichor. I can’t wait to see you in your dragon form.”

The barista pulled back, wincing. “Unless you don’t get to be a Dragonskin. I don’t wanna assume anything.”

Quinn had tears in her eyes. “No, I have the Animus. I passed the ritual. I am a Dragonskin, the first in elvish history.”

“The first ever,” Tessa repeated with a goofy grin on her face.

“The first ever.” The elf queen nodded. “Let me return to my dragon form. I shan’t ever tire of the power I feel!”

Both Quinn and Zoey shifted into their more animal bodies, while Tessa clapped, hooted, and hollered.

Below them was the cat girl, standing there in a tunic, looking uncomfortable and out of place.

Steven smiled at her, and that brightened Molly Meow’s face like nothing else.

It warmed his heart, knowing that he could make the cat girl feel at home.

Heridan grunted. “This is all just so fucking sweet. But hey, I don’t think you need me anymore, so I’m gonna go.”

Heridan gushed black oil as she grunted, obviously trying to use Transvexri as well. It was clear that she too failed. She audibly gulped. “Uh, this is terrible. There’s no Morta web for me to use to leave. Uh, guys, fuck me running, but I think we’re trapped here.”

Quinn spoke in a booming voice. “Luckily, there is the Cistern of Souls. That is how we can leave this world.”

Steven was surprised she knew about that. But then, the elf queen was always surprising him.

Zoey let out a happy yelp and scrambled over to the table, clearly wanting some love from Quinn.

As the elf queen petted the werebear, Uchiko stood back, weeping softly.

Quinn had been saved.

Tessa went and put an arm around the ninja Warling. “It’s okay, Uchiko.” The barista pointed at the floating yellow marble palace in the distance. “Before we go, Steven, I think we need to pay Kharaag’s place a little visit.”

Steven grinned. “I totally and completely agree. Let’s go learn what we can about Void magic, shall we?”


CHAPTER 40

IN THE PALACE
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Standing back in the ruins of the Moonhold, Steven could feel the Animus rising from the Cistern of Souls to encompass the Sunhome Palace above. That made it easy to cast Magica Porta to open a doorway up to the landing balcony of the yellow marble structure above.

They all reached the terrace, and Quinn walked away from the group to stand by the ornate railing to gaze down at the rubble beneath. Around them, rocks went rolling through the air, bashing into one another. One huge crescent dominated the gray, starless sky.

Were there other suns? Other planets? What was this strange universe like?

The questions were endless. Steven knew it was only a matter of time before he and Tessa cast some StellarFlight and went exploring.

Quinnestri’s dress was so ragged, she was nearly naked, which was very distracting.

Steven could tell she was upset, so he walked over to her while the rest of his wives chattered. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Heridan and Uchiko vanish in a splash of Morta. Where were they going?

Steven had to talk with the elf queen first.

Quinn sighed. “I live, and yet, I am most likely the strangest dragon to ever exist. I find it very unfair that I am a dragon without wings. Am I destined not to fly?”

Steven towered over her. “Maybe. But even if you don’t have wings, you can still fly, right? Would you like to try out your magic in your new dragon form?”

“That would be an interesting experiment.” Quinn paused. “But I am rather afraid of the results.” Then she got a determined look on her face. “I will try, regardless.”

She shifted into her True Form, and then she cast a spell, which lifted her into the air. She floated up, but from the expression on her face, it was clear she wasn’t happy about it. “Yes, I can levitate, and I can move my body through the air, and yet, that is a far cry from flying. This is a relatively simple spell. Perhaps I can work with it more.”

She drifted around a rock and then returned to the balcony, shifting back into an elf. Steven also returned to being human.

“Uh, Steven,” Tessa said, pointing.

Heridan came walking out of the palace through a gigantic archway while eating a big piece of bread slathered with butter.

Uchiko had her kusarigama slung over her shoulder.

Both of them looked very relaxed.

Steven sighed. “Heridan, you can’t just eat random food in random Void castles. How do you know that’s not poisonous?”

The demon queen snorted. “Why would someone poison their own food? There’s a bunch in the kitchen, but it’s like mostly gross fruits and vegetables. Ugh. Fucking evil Void dragon was basically a fucking vegetarian. Glad he’s dead.”

“I like vegetables,” Uchiko said. “I like vegetables a great deal. You and Haru get along well because you both eat garbage.”

Haru was a member of the Onari Guard, and he’d cooked for Mathaal. Once Mathaal passed, Haru kept on cooking. He was a guy who loved to eat, so he and the Prosha got along well.

Heridan laughed brazenly. “I love Haru! He knows the power of tempura. And he loves Taco Bell almost as much as I do. Almost.”

Zoey growled, clearly upset that Heridan and Uchiko had already visited the palace. Molly didn’t say a word, but her eyes were darting everywhere at once. It was clear she was afraid.

Heridan saw it. “Hey, cat girl, don’t worry. We’re fine. We killed the bad guy. We’re alone here now.”

Steven thought of the Creator Destructor. He was fairly certain that if that demonic thing knew they were in the Void, it would come for them. Maybe Heridan was right.

“Other than bread and butter, what’s inside?” Steven asked.

Heridan made a face. “Books. Like weird books. Pointless.”

That made Uchiko laugh. “If you cannot eat them, then you think they have no purpose.”

“Books?” Tessa nearly screamed. “I love books!”

The demonic Prosha stopped to consider something. “You know, maybe there’s a cookbook for a Void nachos recipe. I need more nachos in my life.”

Quinnestri walked up to the Prosha. The elf queen sniffed. “And this is the end result of the Morta. It twists the mind.”

Steven thought he might have to use SerpentGrace to dash over and get between the women before the elf queen and the demon started throwing spells at each other.

Heridan simply laughed. “Before you get on your high horse, your highness, let me remind you that you’re not a pure Dragonskin, and you’re not really an elf anymore either. You’re something twisted. I can feel the Void magic in your core. You have nothing at the heart of you.” While she started off smiling, Heridan soon lost that smile. She was frowning, and her eyes were black, otherwise, she might have cried. As it was, the Morta shimmered in her eyes but didn’t trickle down her face. “I can relate. I feel that sometimes.”

Uchiko hurried up to the elf queen. “You live, Quinnestri. You are alive, and whole, and beautiful still. I am so happy. I am so very happy.”

Instead of the Prosha crying, it was the ninja Warling who burst into tears.

Quinnestri drew the Japanese woman to her, and held her while shushing her.

Zoey came over, whimpering, and then Tessa was hugging both the elf queen and the ninja. “Right, Zoey, no one cries alone!”

Molly drifted over to Steven. “Wow. Lots of emotions. And you’re right here with them. Hasstin would’ve made fun of them or just left.”

Steven took Molly’s furry hand. “Yeah. I’m not Hasstin. While they’re hugging, let’s you and I go see these books.”

Molly purred at the idea. She didn’t need to say a word.

The pair walked through the huge dragon-sized archway and through another vast corridor to the main room. Surrounding them was a vast library of books on the walls, with a bedroom and a study above. The kitchen was across the way. The main purpose of the palace was to hold the books, clearly, and there were all different kinds of reading nooks and alcoves. Everything was enormous, though, built for a full-sized dragon. It would take a while to explore the place. Heridan and Uchiko must’ve raided a kitchen, somewhere, for her snack.

Steven cast a Magica Defensio, but instead of using it as a shield, he used the force field to lift him and Molly up to Kharaag’s bedroom and study. In seconds, he was on the topmost floor, underneath skylights showing the asteroids and moons above.

Below, the rest of his wives had wandered in, and they were standing among the couches and divans of the main room.

He turned, and there, on a desk littered with books, he found something promising. It was a leatherbound book that clearly had been recently opened. On the front, in Alpherian script, was the title: JOURNAL 1037.

He went and did something he shouldn’t have. He opened it, and immediately, he was hit with the full power of the book.

He heard Molly cry out in surprise. “I’m okay. It’s just…this is my first time dealing with an Alpherian book. Don’t worry. But let me focus for a minute.”

It wasn’t just a book, but an Animus battery, not unlike Icharaam’s Orb.

However, it had a very particular flavor to it, a kind of spice that could only be connected to Kharaag. A second later, he was in the same room he was in, though this time, the sky above seemed gloomier.

There, seated in the large chair, was Kharaag in his partial form. He spoke, and Steven heard the words in his mind.

The Void magic grows within me, and I can feel how superior it is to all other forms of magic. It is the power of the antithesis, the null equation, true zero. More than that, though, it has given me new skills, abilities undreamed by the long-dead dragons of my race. Those fools. Perhaps the Zothoric threat was destined to bring me this knowledge. Perhaps I was not hiding here on the Void World. Perhaps I was fated to use the Void World to become the ultimate creature in all existence. I am safe here. It is only because of the Cistern of Souls that there is Animus here, so that I can keep my garden healthy and alive. And since there is Animus, there is Morta, because one cannot exist without the other. I have created this place to be the ultimate laboratory for all of my studies. I will become as powerful as Zothora and Collidium. I will bring order to the universe. I will have an army of dragons, fueled by Void magic, and we shall conquer entire galaxies. Maybe in the screams of the vanquished I can forget some of my many, many sins.

Steven watched the dragon speaking, the same gray scales, the same cedar and rotting onions stench, and he realized that he was witnessing in a very real way the ultimate book experience. It had captured the moments of the dragon speaking in that room. In a way, it was like a video, but not really, since it was the full experience, a complete re-creation of the senses.

Kharaag didn’t mention his wives by name, and probably for a good reason. He wouldn’t want the truth to be known by the scholars he thought would be picking apart his private writings.

In the end, Steven knew the truth, and he would make sure that Kharaag’s legacy was one of failure.

Suddenly, Steven smelled Heridan’s musky perfume, and he blinked his eyes.

The demon crossed her arms. “Hey, guy, so the Morta coming out of the Cistern of Souls, or whatever it’s called, is connected to the real universe and not this freakshow. I think I can Transvexri back to the kitty cat dragon world, and from there, to wherever. Hey, how about we eat the souls down there? I mean, they’re just floating in the goo. Might as well snack on them.”

Steven figured she could use Leeze to completely absorb the Animus of the souls.

He was tempted. But no.

“Just give me a second,” he told the demon girl.

He considered the Alpherian books. How did histories work? There had to be works of fiction where you experienced the author’s imagination. If that were the case, what about erotica?

A second later, bathed in purple light, Quinnestri and Uchiko floated up to the balcony.

The elf queen looked tired, but her face brightened when the ninja held her hand. Uchiko was so relieved, so happy, that Quinnestri had passed her Dragonskin rituals, though it had clearly taken a lot out of her.

Molly retreated some, until Uchiko led her back to the main group.

Tessa and Zoey still had to be down in the reading area of the library below.

“What have you found, Steven?” the elf queen asked.

“Kharaag’s journals. I think we have a treasure trove of Void magic, since he spent something like fifty thousand years studying it. He has at least a thousand journals that we can go through.” Steven tapped the cover of the book he’d been reading. One thousand and thirty-seven was on the cover. He then continued. “Quinnie, you’ve got to experience these books. It’s like, it captures the reality of the moment. You can experience it all, sight, stound, smells, maybe touch. I don’t know.”

Quinnestri came over and picked up one of the leather tomes on the desk. “Might I try it?”

“Sure, you can try it, but be careful. We don’t know exactly how it works. I can see this Kharaag asshole having cursed books. You open it up, and it like fucks with your head.”

The elf queen gazed into his eyes. “If that happens, I know you would come and save me. I know that you would never let anything bad happen to me ever. I trust you. You saved me.”

Steven felt himself getting a little choked up.

“Uh, Stevie would, but I wouldn’t.” Heridan had to ruin the moment.

Quinn opened a book, and her eyes flashed. She stood there smiling.

A second later, she closed it. “It is—excuse me—was a story of the dragons from a very long time ago, and I was there. I was in the imagination of the author, experiencing the place in their imagination. It is…startling.”

Steven knew that Tessa was going to lose her mind when she realized that they had whole worlds to explore, the vast history of the Alpheros, but not just their history, a whole library of imagination from any number of authors.

Quinn looked torn. “I would stay, but I cannot help but long to share the good news of my transformation. We must return to Aqualyra so we can thank King Selius and Tolvis Telleheel.”

Uchiko sighed happily. “I am simply grateful that you are alive, and you look so very happy. You have made my heart full.”

Tessa’s voice screamed from below them. “Oh, my gosh, these books are amazing! Steven! I’m never reading dumb Earth books again!”

Zoey’s roars of agreement echoed around the palace.

Steven couldn’t help but laugh even as Molly purred.

Things were going to be okay.


CHAPTER 41

HOW TO RULE A WORLD
[image: ]


Returning to Aqualyra was uneventful, and all that Steven wanted was to get back to the library on the Void World. Tessa was in total agreement with him.

First, though, he had something to do.

There was no way he could just walk away from the Alpherian homeworld. He had to go back to check in on Molly’s sister-wives—Bensa, Sosa, and Wessa. He was also curious about the state of that world now that both Hasstin and Kharaag were dead.

Steven wasn’t going to mess around. He was going to go in with most of his Escort, thirteen of his fifteen wives, which included Skylar Blacke and the other two surviving Widows, Abby Free and Michaela Montes. Imogene Summers and Tallulah Brahms wanted to tag along as well, and Molly Meow wasn’t about to stay behind.

Mouse and Sabina would remain in Xanadu with their babies. Liam was planning a big celebration for Quinnestri, to highlight her achievement so that other students who wanted to become Dragonskins could see that it was possible. The entire school had witnessed the elf queen’s failure to pass her ritual, and many were wondering what she looked like now that she’d survived.

And so, Steven appeared in the center of the big courtyard of fountains and gardens, above the prison cell where he’d stayed during his previous visit to Oikos.

The city was in ruins, with many of the buildings smoldering, and the lingering smell of smoke and death filling the air. It was evening, and the big yellow sun was sinking down behind the green horizon of the island. The little white sun continued to shine, though the light was only about as bright as moonlight.

The ocean had already embraced the darkness and looked like wine in the gathering shadows.

It wasn’t long before Steven’s presence drew a crowd of Dragoncats, mostly women, but there were some males as well. Every male showed signs of battle—some were missing limbs, others had wounds still dripping blood.

There must’ve been constant warfare since Hasstin’s death.

No one attacked Steven, and for a good reason. He’d come with seventeen of some of the most powerful entities in the multiverse, namely, his many, many wives. As always, Tessa and Aria were on his right and left. Tessa had both of her guns out, while Aria was black with Morta, her Morta daggers dripping evil darkness.

Behind him on his left was the Morta Clique, with Heridan floating above them, in full demon mode and awash in BlackBlood tentacles. Uchiko swung her kusarigama while Nefri nocked an arrow. The dark elf’s white hair gleamed like heaven next to her dark blue skin. She smiled, and the winged wolf next to her barked. Blackfoot never strayed very far from his mistress.

Zoey, in her enormous, armored bear form, stood behind him on his right. She let out a roar. Hwedo, in her dark purple Homo Draconis form, whirled her spear and made it clear that she was not a woman to be trifled with. Next to her were the Texas machine gun twins, in bright pink outfits, with bright pink assault rifles as big as they were.

Next to the twins stood another blond bombshell of a woman holding an assault rifle. Only she had a scar on her face and Eustace the Bayonet on the end of her rifle. That bayonet could tell the future, and that certainly helped Tallulah Brahms win battles. Next to her stood Imogene Summers, with a leather satchel filled with Animus bombs hanging from her shoulder.

Quinnestri was with them, as an elegant elf queen, but then she shifted from elf to cat-faced dragon, showing enormous fangs as she smiled.

Quinn wasn’t the only dragon.

With her were the Three Widows—Skylar, Abby, and Michaela, who all shifted into their True Forms, making it clear that most of Steven’s wives were dragons, and no one should mess with him.

Not surprisingly, Padrus Antillicus came flying in, the big panther man in his dragon form, a big Dragoncat. He landed on a half-destroyed building, looking down at Steven and his wives. There were already cat girls up there, namely the most powerful of Hasstin’s widows, Bensa, Sosa, and Wessa.

They were looking at Steven with both fear and wonder on their faces.

Molly had been with Steven’s Escort, and she immediately ran and turned into a Dragoncat, flying up and then shifting back into a cat girl to stand with her sister-wives. Molly hugged them one by one. She was such a sweet girl.

Padrus’s voice thundered through the courtyard. “And so, the interloper has returned. I have to warn you. I have won the many battles fought over who would be the next Supreme Feylinar Prime. By rights, I should rule, and not you. Have you come to claim this world as your own?”

Steven shifted into his dragon form, and he floated up into the sky. Fueled by Morta, he let his dark magic shine. BlackBlood tentacles filled the air around him as he pumped his wings to come even with Padrus. “I killed Hasstin. By your own rules, it’s pretty fucking clear what that means. Do I have to kill you to prove it?”

Unexpectedly, Bensa, the very quiet cat girl, barked out a laugh. “Ha! I’d like to see that. It would be a joy to see Padrus Antillicus bleed.”

Molly Meow put up her hands to cover a smile. Sosa simply grinned.

Wessa stood unmoved. The very smart and very capable sorceress glanced up at the panther dragon. “Would you like to try your luck against the great Steven Drokharis? You have been very lucky with all of your other battles. What’s one more?”

Padrus frowned and shifted into his cat man form. “I have seen what happens to those who face Steven Drokharis. No, I do not think I shall be trying my luck. Verily, I think that Steven Drokharis might be the great Icharaam reincarnated.”

Steven continued to float there in the sky, above his Escort.

He saw Chastity Virtue Wayne lay her machine gun across her shoulder. “Well, shit, sis. If that panther guy ain’t gonna fight, I don’t think anyone’s gonna fight. Am I wrong to feel sad? I feel sad.”

Prudence Pride Wayne only laughed. “Hell, girl, we should be happy. If we can get this over with, we can get back to Xanadu for beers and nachos. Heridan can’t stop talking about ’em, and now I’m hungry for ’em.”

“Nachos! Fuck, yeah!” Heridan yelled out.

Steven couldn’t help but chuckle.

It was pretty badass that his wives were laughing and talking, not at all intimidated by the thousands of Dragoncats staring down at them.

Padrus didn’t pay them any attention. His eyes were on Steven. “Very well, Steven Drokharis. If you have come to rule us, I would like to ask my fellow Foiros what they think. Do we want someone tainted with Morta to be our ruler? I think not. You and your Morta-soaked wives probably want to take the place of the Zothoric queen. You will try and devour us just like the Utereich tried to devour all of reality.”

“Wait, Pru,” Chazzie said. “That sounds like fighting words. Maybe another battle is back on the agenda. A girl can hope.”

“Beer and nachos,” Prudence repeated. “Hey, panther guy, if you don’t know it, most of us wives are just dragons, like yourself. Here. I’ll show you. Sis, let’s True Form it up.”

Both the Wayne sisters became huge pink dragons, filling the air with their bubblegum fragrance.

Then, one by one, those women who could shift, all turned into their True Forms, including Aria, who thankfully kept the Morta to a minimum.

Hwedo was the biggest, and the fiercest, her dark purple scales catching the fading light of the sun.

Tessa cocked the hammers back. “Hey, Padrus, I can’t become a dragon, but I sure do love slaying them. And I’m just an Animus girl. No Morta included.”

There were murmurs through the courtyard, some of the dragons agreeing with Padrus, others wondering if they could survive a fight with the legendary Steven Drokharis and his equally legendary Escort.

Steven had planned for this. “I don’t want to rule your world. I have a world of my own, and it’s more than enough trouble. No, Padrus, I think you can be the Supreme Feylinar Prime. However, you’re going to have a special counsel of Foiros wives, let’s say nine of them. They have to approve your decisions. And at the top of that counsel will be Wessa, since I’m not sure I’ve met a smarter woman.”

“Hey!” Hwedo roared.

Tessa laughed. “Rude! Just because I didn’t graduate from high school.”

Aria hissed at him, leaking a bit of Morta.

The twin pink dragons just laughed.

It was Pru that finally said, “Let the cat girl have her moment in the sun with our Steven. We know the truth.”

“Amen to that,” Chazzie agreed.

Padrus’s eyes narrowed. “You do not want to unseat me?”

Steven drew his Morta back into himself, until he was merely a black dragon again. “Like I said, I have my world. And I trust Wessa. If you’re a shit leader, she’ll let me know.”

Wessa started purring really loudly. Then Steven realized that all of Hasstin’s widows were purring loudly and gazing at him with wonder and appreciation.

Wessa then threw up her hands. “This is more than fair. I know eight other women who will join my council. However, in reality, Steven rules this world, and since I am one of Steven’s wives, I will represent him. You, Padrus, are the Supreme Feylinar Prime at the will of Steven Drokharis, and by extension, my approval. I hope you remember that.”

The panther man laughed. “I know what it is to be the second in line. I am still second, and yet, I am also the Prime. I can live with this situation. And if anyone thinks to unseat me, perhaps he should have to unseat Steven Drokharis first.”

Steven realized how brilliant Padrus was. He was in charge of the world, and if any other male decided he wanted to be the Supreme Feylinar Prime, he’d have to fight Steven first.

Wessa would keep Padrus in line. Things would run smoothly. It was all working out perfectly.

Imogene Summers sighed long and loud. Even her variety of brown, rust, and copper-colored scales seemed frustrated.

Steven knew why. Here he had four new cat girl wives, and he was supposed to be courting Imogene and Tallulah first.

Wessa cracked her whip and shouted, “Yes, we are Steven Drokharis’s wives, but that doesn’t mean every Feylinar Prime who wins a fight should get the wives of their fallen foes. No, the women of Oikos should choose their mates.”

“Fuck yeah!” Tessa yelled. “Girl power!”

Wessa nodded. “Steven, as I understand it, there are many women who would want to be your wife. We are lucky to have you. And I would like to say I understand how fortunate we are.”

Her eyes lingered on Imogene Summers, who whispered a Shakespeare quote under her breath.

Damn, but Steven’s life was complicated. To keep the peace on Oikos, he needed those cat girls to be his wives, though he was pretty sure that only Molly would come and live with them at the Infinity Ranch.

Steven gazed down and addressed the crowd. “That’s right. The Foiros women can choose who they marry. For now, though, let’s keep the fighting to a minimum, shall we? Oh bast it. Let’s just all hail Padrus Antillicus and the Council of Nine!”

He still didn’t understand what the “bast” in “bast it” referred to. He assumed it had something to do with the Egyptian goddess. There was probably a whole story there.

He wasn’t going to worry about it.

He gazed down at all the Dragoncats as they cheered.

Steven was glad they’d found a good solution, but he was anxious to get back to the Void World and that library. It was a whole new experience for him, and he was excited to delve further.

“Hey, y’all,” Chazzie called out. “We’re having a big party on Xanadu for our girl Quinnestri. How ’bout y’all come and party with us?”

Molly clapped her hands excitedly.

What had Chazzie just done?

It looked like she had just turned Xanadu into a rager.

First though, the library. Then a long discussion with Imogene Summers. And then, yeah, they’d have a huge party in Xanadu to celebrate Quinnestri’s success.

Something nagged at Steven, though.

What was he going to do about the Cistern of the Souls?


CHAPTER 42

SOUL ESCAPE
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The next day, Steven returned to the Void World, surveying the rubble of the Moonhold. He really wanted to understand the magic of Kharaag’s disintegration attack. However, before he could dive into his studies, he had to address the Cistern.

He didn’t contact Althea and Olivia at first…nor whoever else swam in the depths there.

The first thing he did was use RealityFire to breathe the Moonhold back into existence. Tess cast Enchantrix to seal off both the Moonhold and the Sunhome Palace from any outside forces. Nothing—not Animus, nor Morta, nor Void creature—would be able to get past Tessa’s wards without them knowing it.

Steven was extremely careful not to overdo the RealityFire, especially now that his Animus core was surrounded by a vapor of Void magic. It didn’t seem to have an effect on his Alpherian magic. If anything, he felt the power come more quickly, and his core spun more smoothly.

After a few careful applications of RealityFire, the greenhouse had been restored, and the plant life dripped off the stone terraces. The surface of the Cistern of Souls was accessible. The faces of the two women appeared in the green water, gazing up at them, wordless now.

Tessa wasn’t the only wife with Steven. Quinnestri had also come. She now had access to Void magic, and she wasn’t going to let an opportunity to study in Kharaag’s library go to waste.

Lastly, there was Molly Meow, who requested that she come just because she couldn’t stop thinking about Steven and how comfortable she was around him. She did do a lot of purring.

They made sure to keep the Crazeleaf away from her. Tessa kept making jokes about how it was both catnip and an aphrodisiac. The barista wished that she had the same reaction to the stuff.

After the Moonhold had been restored, Steven and his wives gathered around the Cistern.

Both Steven and Tessa cast AnimusChain, feeling the thousands of souls inside the water down there.

Althea’s voice came to him. Have you come to free us?

Steven glanced over at Tessa, who had added silver tips to her pink hair. She nodded at him.

He gave the lost women his answer. I am going to try, but there is someone down there, someone named Shayatin, that I would like to talk to first. He tried to kill my son. I want to know more about⁠—

Steven heard laughter, and he wasn’t sure if it was in his head, or if it was echoing around the restored Moonhold.

Fear painted both Olivia’s and Althea’s faces.

Olivia gulped like a fish on land. She couldn’t talk.

Althea shrieked inside Steven’s mind. There is something here. There is something devouring us. It wants to stop you. It fears you will warn your son. It wants this to be kept secret. Please! Save us!

Rage filled Steven. Of course, this fucking evil couldn’t be stopped so easily.

His son was destined to be a hero so powerful that forces in the universe had tried to kill him in the womb. It was maddening. At the same time, he felt responsible for at least two souls in the Cistern.

“Okay, Tessa,” Steven raged. “It looks like we have to hurry.”

Quinnestri was holding Molly Meow’s hand. Both looked on, silent and worried.

“Go on, boss,” Tessa directed. “I got you.”

From a satchel at her side, she took out something she, Liam, and Steven had crafted. It was as close to being a perfect copy of Icharaam’s Orb as they could fashion. It was shining with Animus.

Steven didn’t pause.

His Animus core was still being filled, and so he relied on his darker powers to teleport back to the Moonhold’s exterior on Oikos. It was a cloudy day, with heavy rains pouring down onto the strange surface of the building. Even though it was raining, it was still warm. Island life was the best life.

Steven was soaked in seconds. He hardly felt the water, though, since he was still linked with both Tessa and the Cistern of Souls through AnimusChain.

Tessa, I’m ready, he sent.

The barista’s welcome voice was in his head. Wait. Your Animus core is all cloudy. What’s that stuff…hey! That’s Void energy. How can you have Void energy there?

In all the excitement, he hadn’t revealed what had happened to him during Quinnestri’s rebirth. Long story short, I was connected to Quinnestri when she did the impossible. She sucked Void energy into her soul, and since we were connected, I got some too.

Holy shit! And you didn’t think to unplug from her?

Steven felt a bit ashamed. I mean, I thought about it, but come on. It was new energy, and I already knew that Kharaag could handle it. If that fucker could, then so could I.

He heard Tessa’s laughter. Damn. Where’s that awkward cleaning guy who was all nervous around me?

He’s so gone. But Tessa, let’s focus here.

Okay, boss. Here comes a ton of souls your way. Good luck!

Steven felt her channeling the energy into him. He didn’t absorb a single soul, though he could see how that might be possible, especially if he used Leeze. Heridan had talked about eating all the souls in the Cistern. Nachos were probably a better deal for the demon. If she got a taste for souls, they would have a big problem.

Steven watched as the Moonhold lit up with Animus, burning so hot, the falling rain sizzled and evaporated when it touched the surface. The spirits appeared as ghosts in the steam before breaking away from the Moonhold’s stone. Around him howled spirits, going back into the universe, for energy was neither created nor destroyed. Soul after soul appeared in the shining spectacle of the structure, but they soon raced past him, disappearing.

He saw Udur Waddi’s face, but only for a second, before that villain vanished.

He looked for Shayatin, and he might’ve been freed in that first batch of spirits, though Steven didn’t think so. Whatever had been eating the souls had probably eaten him first, just so he couldn’t tell Steven anything more about his son and the strange world of the three moons.

Dozens of other spirits vanished until he saw Olivia burst away, a ghostly specter, a huge smile on her face as she found freedom after so long.

Althea was the last soul to emerge from the glowing surface of the Moonhold.

She drifted over to him. Thank you, Steven Drokharis. You freed us. Now, Olivia and I will be together with our long-passed family and friends. Finally, we get to rest. I pray you have a long life, but when death does come, I hope to see you again in the strange, beautiful mysteries of this vibrant multiverse.

And then she was gone.

The Moonhold stopped glowing, though the rain still fell on its surface in peculiar patterns. Full of Void magic, it really didn’t belong on Oikos, or anywhere, for that matter. It was alien in the most dramatic sense of the word.

Steven waited a second, alone, feeling an odd mixture of relief and gratitude. He’d been able to free Kharaag’s prisoners from the Cistern of Souls. He wished Althea and Olivia and all the other innocent people well.

Then he teleported back to the Moonhold on the Void World.

He expected chaos, or at least some weirdness, but no, Tessa stood there, gazing down at the glowing green waters of the now empty basin.

Steven sped over to stare down at the shining Animus orb way down in the depths of water there. It wasn’t like it was a normal pool, no. It was water surrounded by nothing, the Void. Steven and Tessa had taken a flight above the asteroids and below the moons.

The Void World was actually a flat plane of rock, about ten feet thick, and beyond the moons? There was only a gray universe, where the light seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at all.

There might’ve been other planets, but the farther he and Tessa flew from the Cistern, the weaker they became because there was nothing, no Animus and no Morta. Steven was still so new to Void magic that he couldn’t use the actual Void as an energy source.

Until he could, it would be too dangerous to travel farther.

This whole universe of nothing was odd, and that made it tempting.

At some point, they would have to come up with new magic, or some new technology that would allow them to fully explore the strange realm.

Steven sighed. “Wow, Tessa, you got the whole thing running without my help. Not bad for a high school dropout.”

“It wasn’t that hard. You know those cool books up in Sunhome? Damn, but they pack a punch. Our faux Icharaam Orb is feeding off the Alpherian books and vice versa. Kinda cool.” The barista took his hand and kissed it. “We saved those people, and yeah, it sucks we lost some information, but we have an alien library of overpowered books above our heads. How about we go and see what we can find out about them?”

Molly threw herself between them, hugging them both. “Bast it, I can’t hold back. You both are so cute! And you can cast such amazing magic! This is so exciting!”

Steven loved the feel of the cat girl, and it was wild to think she was his wife now.

Ugh, he still needed to talk to Imogene Summers about getting four new wives, though it was pretty clear that Wessa, Bensa, and Sosa weren’t going to demand much of his attention.

Molly, though, was a different story.

Standing back from them, Quinn had an indulgent smile on her face. “You know, the Animus battery you put in the Cistern is powerful, though we will need to keep it powered. I would imagine that will mean sex every time we visit this world.”

Tessa beamed, but then pretended to be super dumb. “Gee? Really? I never thought about that.”

Molly put a hand up to her mouth. “I think she’s lying, Steven.”

Steven laughed. “She is definitely lying.”

With the Moonhold restored, Steven left the ground to further explore Sunhome’s archive.


CHAPTER 43

VOID MAGIC
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Once in Sunhome, Molly started cooking. The former owner had a ton of food there, kept in special storage that kept it fresh. Without Morta, things didn’t decay. The Void was better than any refrigerator ever created.

Up in Kharaag’s attic room, Steven incinerated the bed and had Tessa make them a new one. With her work done, Tessa flew down to the main reading room, grabbed a giant book off the shelf, and sat down at a desk. Her eyes flashed with a pink light as her body absorbed the Animus, and she was transported into the world of the book.

Hours later, she blinked and closed it, the pink light in her eyes fading. “That was so awesome! It was the story of a heroic farmer, raising crops that became his best friends. Yes, he had carrot puppies and grain dogs and corn kitties. And then, yeah, he fell in love with his scarecrow. You’ve got to read it.”

Steven and Quinnestri had also been exploring the worlds in the books. Molly had brought them what was basically a stir-fry with chicken and vegetables along with a very yummy rice dish. He’d been eating such good rice dishes, lately.

They ate quickly so they could get back into the world of the books.

Steven, Quinn, and Tessa had all found a cozy reading area off to the side with a good view of the Moonhold below.

Steven had been going through Kharaag’s journals, and they had become boring. That fucking guy loved to hear himself talk.

Quinnestri had found a book on Void magic theory, and her experience had been more positive. She had even laughed out loud a few times. It seemed Kharaag’s first teacher had a sense of humor.

Steven finally got tired of listening to Kharaag drone on and on. He figured he’d try a work of fiction. He picked up a novel called Chicken Lord. He opened the book and immediately found himself on a snowy plain. Warriors in full armor fought green-skinned monster men with big, spiked maces. Steven was fighting as one of the warriors, the hero named Sebastian. Or that was what his comrades called him. Steven was doing well until one of the orcs—had to be an orc given the green skin and the big tusks—stabbed him through the chest.

He’d been killed, but a goddess found him, and he was going to be her champion on another world—as long as he farmed well. Yes, chickens were involved, and one of the roosters became the hero’s best friend.

Everything felt so real, from the sunlight on his face, to the smell of the fields, to the sound of the cows mooing out in the barn. Steven was able to interact with the world, and he tasted some of the milk, and it was cold and creamy and delicious.

Steven was even able to interrupt the narrative and talk to the main character, Sebastian, who seemed humanish, though not from Earth.

It was amazing. He was experiencing the story of another dragon, long dead, and yet, the world was so vibrant, so real, the product of an author’s imagination.

Steven reluctantly closed the book. “Okay, this could become addicting.”

Quinnestri let out a triumphant cry. “I have found a book outlining the Void magic. I do not understand everything that I am reading, but I understand enough. Steven! Come!”

Steven hurried over, sitting next to Quinnestri.

The elf queen gripped his hand. “I believe I can bring you into the book. You can meet Jallahaarn. He is very witty!”

Steven realized something. If Steven could talk with Sebastian, the main character in the Chicken Lord book, he could likely talk with this Jallahaarn.

A second later, he was taken into the study of a huge rust-colored dragon man in gold-and-green robes who towered over him. They were in a study, with a view of a very different Anjusan City. There was no arena, and there were even more soaring towers with ornate railings on sweeping balconies. This was Anjusan City in its prime.

Jallahaarn was in the middle of a lecture where he was showing a magically generated graphic that displayed the skill set of someone pursuing Void magic.

“Jallahaarn,” Steven said. “Can I interrupt you?”

The dragon man laughed. “I do believe I am dead, and so I have already been interrupted. But yes, dear reader, I can answer questions.”

Quinnestri was also in the room, and her eyes widened. “All this time, I have been listening, and I never thought to ask him questions. I am rather ashamed of myself.”

“Don’t feel bad,” Steven said. “I didn’t think I could do it either, and I’ve been wanting to rip my eardrums out having to deal with Kharaag. Talk about fucking boring.”

“Kharaag,” Jallahaarn said. “Yes, he was my student. I can only say that he was my student, and nothing more, since in this book I didn’t outright speak about my feelings for him. I’m sure you understand.”

Steven only laughed. “I think you just said a mouthful, actually.” Steven paused. “Kharaag learned Void magic, and he used it to manipulate events on Oikos. He’s dead now, and we’ve set things right on the Alpherian homeworld. Well, as right as they can be, given the fact that it’s basically the realm of Dragoncats.”

The old dragon tilted his head. “Come again, young man? Dragoncats? I know nothing of them. As for Kharaag being dead, he was my student, and I cannot possibly tell you anything about him. Only that he was my student.”

Quinnestri flashed Steven a smile. “It is as you said, Steven. The lack of details speaks volumes.”

Jallahaarn stood there patiently, not saying a word. Of course not, he was merely the author of the book, and while he had written all the words, he wasn’t there in any real sense.

However, he could pass on something vital. Steven stepped in front of Jallahaarn’s gaze. “Kharaag had a student of his own, someone named Hasstin, who could do a little Void magic. If Kharaag could teach him, could you teach Quinnestri and me? She’s a former elf queen who is now a Dragonskin.”

The old dragon’s lips cracked to show his yellow fangs. “An elf queen of Aqualyra? That is an ancient world. I do not know what a Dragonskin is, and yet, I can discern enough to know that she has touched on Animus, the animating force of the universe. Where there is Animus, there is Morta, and the intersection of the two is Void magic. Behold!”

He breathed out fire and swirled his hands, and that fire seemed to burn a blurry hole in the strange world of the book.

It showed a graphic of a dragonish circle, and yes, there was a skill path there:
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Quinnestri’s mouth dropped open.

Steven gulped in a breath. He could hardly believe what he was seeing. A new skill tree. Reading the list of powers, he could remember a few that Kharaag had used against them in their fight. However, there might be different aspects to each of those abilities. Just the name was only scratching the surface of all the possibilities.

The first two, Oblivion shield and Pure Invisibility, were pretty self-explanatory. Kharaag must’ve taught Hasstin a bit of Cipher Drain. That would explain the Void clay as well as Hasstin’s Impetim attack.

Kharaag’s claws ripped through Steven’s armor and scales, doing more spiritual damage than physical. He must’ve used Entity Damage for that.

What about Nihillic Despair? Steven remembered how both Uchiko and Zoey had grabbed their heads, sobbing. The ninja Warling still couldn’t talk about the battle with Kharaag without crying. That had to be some kind of psychic attack.

NullSpew? That had to be the next-level acid attack that the Void dragon had used to destroy the Moonhold. Would it have continued to disintegrate all of reality if left unchecked? Steven thought so.

From the outside world, they heard Tessa shout, “Hey, guys, both of you look like you just saw Mathaal’s ghost. What the hell are you looking at?”

The elf queen laughed with such joy that it brought tears to Steven’s eyes. “Void magic, Tessa. We found a teacher, or really, a book, a marvelous, magical tome, which will teach us magic unknown. In short, we are conversing with Kharaag’s teacher.”

Jallahaarn’s smile faltered. “Yes, um, Kharaag was my student. I can tell you of the theories behind the spells, and what they should do, but you would need a ShadowCore, which at this point might be impossible.”

Quinn blinked tears from her eyes. “No, Jallahaarn, I do believe I have a ShadowCore, or at least I have elements of Void in my existing core. I think Steven does as well.”

Steven nodded. “That’s right. We can’t really tell you the story, not in a way you would understand, but you’re here to tell us what’s in your book. We are ready.”

Jallahaarn launched into the introduction of the book, speaking quickly, motioning to both Steven and Quinnestri that they should sit.

But a second later, Steven was pulled out of the book’s strange internal world by Tessa’s magic. Both he and Quinn were floating off the floor, surrounded by sparkling pink light, a little of the barista’s telekinetic magic.

Tessa looked a bit miffed. “Uh, come on, guys, I need a bit more than ‘dude, don’t worry, we’re learning Void magic.’ Yeah, not fun.”

Steven cast Magica Incanto and drifted back to the ground. He caught Quinn, who yelped in surprise as the magic was dispelled.

Molly came running in from the kitchen holding a tray of puff pastries. “Uh, come on, guys, don’t fight. Here. I have pastries. They are delicious.”

Steven was holding the elf queen, and he was about to walk over and grab one of Molly’s treats, when he realized that Quinn was weeping softly into his chest.

He lifted her chin with his fingers. “What’s wrong?”

Molly gasped. “Did the pretty Magician hurt you with her magic?”

Tessa came over and held both Steven and the elf queen. “Uh, no, Molly, I just pulled them out of the book. That didn’t hurt, did it?”

“No,” Steven said. “At least not for me.” But they still didn’t know why Quinn was crying.

She gulped back a sob. “I am so happy to be alive, and to be learning new magic. I shall not simply have the magic of a dragon, with my Animus core, but I shall learn skills that few other dragons have mastered.”

Steven kissed her forehead. “Fortune favors the bold. And what you did was bold. But we never lost faith in you.”

That was exactly true. All of them had worried over the elf queen, and there were some, like the Wayne Twins, who thought she was crazy for trying to become a Dragonskin, but no one had given up on her.

They would document the process, and Steven wanted to learn how to write books like the Alpherian tomes around him. He did wonder why none of the Alpherian books had made it to Earth. Rahaab had had a library, as had Mathaal, but they’d never discovered a book that could take you inside it.

Tessa grabbed a pastry, popped it into her mouth, and then sighed. “Oh, that’s so good. But I have to say, Hwedo and some other people in our little family are going to be jealous as hell.”

Quinn’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “Let them be envious of me. For I am wonderful.”

That made them all laugh, and then it was time to eat Molly’s pastries. They were little bits of spicy sausages wrapped in filo dough.

They needed the food. They had a lot to learn about this new Void magic stuff.

While they ate, Steven just had to ask the cat girl a question. “You say bast it, right? I’ve been wondering what that means. Who’s Bast?”

Molly looked embarrassed.

Tessa didn’t respond. She seemed to be concentrating on something, or maybe she was simply enjoying Molly’s delicious sausage pastries. She was quiet.

Finally, the cat girl let out a hiss. “It’s, um, kind of a curse word. It’s when we, um, cough up stuff. Like, from our throat, or whatever. Bast it, I can’t believe we’re talking about this.”

Quinn nodded. “I believe the word in English would be hair ball.”

Molly grimaced. “Uh, don’t say that out loud. Ugh, super embarrassing!”

Steven quickly changed subjects. “Are you all feeling any ill effects of the translation magic? Tessa and I weren’t sure if the Enchantrix would affect anything.” Steven had put off creating a universal translator for a while, but he figured now was as good a time as any. They were always meeting different people who spoke different languages.

He and Tessa had found a way to imbue regular jewelry with a charm that would make communicating seamless as far as spoken language was concerned. The next step would be to create magic items that allowed them to talk with each other on separate worlds. If they could make the ultimate smart phone, or even if they had to rely on telepathy, it was one step closer to a universal internet.

Molly touched a woven bracelet on her arm. “It just feels normal. But yeah, some words I use are kind of weird. I’m not surprised there’s not good translation. Bast doesn’t exactly mean hair ball.” She blushed. “But I’m going to die if we don’t talk about something else.”

Tessa sighed. “Okay, okay, okay.” She seemed to have made up her mind about something, and Steven was pretty sure it wasn’t about the word “bast.”

The barista had a determined look on her face. “You know, I love the Infinity Ranch, and yeah, the Tillamook Rock Lighthouse is nice, and Imogene’s Seattle hangout is definitely comfortable. Even the Taylor Kubla Kahn Academy isn’t bad. But none of them are very resort-y. Hanging out in Anjusan City, well, I think I might just have to make us a new aerie.”

“Where?”

Tessa gave him a mysterious smile. “You’ll see.”


CHAPTER 44

XANADU DANCE PARTY
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Steven wasn’t going to sleep on the Void World. No way was that happening yet, not even with Tessa’s wards. And he wasn’t comfortable on Oikos either. Xanadu was fine, but what he really missed was his own bed. And so, he returned to the Infinity Ranch with all of his wives, including the new Miss Molly Meow.

Once back in their house on the Great Plains, Quinn beamed with all the attention she received. Sabina couldn’t stop herself from singing and dancing, and Skylar Blacke joined in, along with Nefri and Uchiko. Quinn had survived!

Hwedo, the African Dragonsoul, was clearly miffed that the elf queen just might be the most powerful of Steven’s wives, though Steven was pretty sure that Tessa was still number one there.

Hwedo stood frowning, while both Imogene Summers and Tallulah Brahms seemed a little cold and distant. Steven wasn’t surprised. They’d been the next in line, and yet, fate had stepped in. It happened. Especially with cat girls.

Steven loved being back at home with all of his wives, but his heart really swelled when he held his little girl, Reggie. She was over a year now, almost walking on her own, and she loved her daddy like no one else.

Tessa would disappear for hours at a time. When asked, she’d get a mischievous grin on her face and say she had a little construction project she was overseeing. She wouldn’t tell them anything else. Both Steven and Sabina tried to scry her, but Tessa was too good of a sorceress to let someone else’s Magica Divinatio ruin her secret.

They were only back on Earth for a couple of days before Liam Strider convinced them to return to Xanadu for a party. He wanted his students to see Quinn’s victory firsthand. They’d been there when she’d first failed her Dragonskin ritual, but now it was clear that she had succeeded and was deliriously happy.

The elf queen couldn’t stop smiling.

Liam had managed to kill some nice-sized Xanadu cows, and so, there was only one option for dinner—barbecue—cooked by the Texas Machine Gun Twins. Chastity Virtue and Prudence Pride got in a long discussion on how long to boil the ribs, and if they should do burnt ends, and how they wanted to treat the different cuts, and would it taste like Texas long horns no matter what they did?

Those Wayne sisters loved to scheme, and when it came to barbecue, their scheming took on a whole new intensity. It was serious business.

One thing they both agreed upon was the sauce, and it was going to be Crazy Earl’s by the bucketful. And they planned on serving up their homemade hooch. If the moonshine caused anyone to go blind, they had any number of Magicians or Dragonsouls to cast Magica Cura to fix them.

The twins had also taken up brewing their own beer, which had a ridiculous alcohol content. Working with hops and barley, it could only be so potent, but Tessa had stepped in with a little Enchantrix to give it that little extra bump.

At the academy, they had thrown open the doors to the main dining hall so the party could extend out to the balcony all the way to the railings at the far side. Tessa was in charge of music, and with some magical amplifications from her phone, she kept the party thumping. She had to download a ton of music since Xanadu didn’t have internet access to Earth. Yet.

Steven found himself dancing with Quinn, who had healed completely. She smelled so good now—a mixture of molten metal, rain, and rosewater.

The elf queen pulled herself up to him as the people partied around them—Steven’s wives, the Dragonkind students at Liam Strider’s magic academy, and even some aliens from other worlds.

A whole contingent of royalty from Aqualyra was there, including King Selius and Tolvis. Most of the elves looked regal and elegant. Some of the younger women, however, were getting sweaty and kept smiling at Steven. That was the last thing he needed—another wife.

Speaking of new wives, Molly looked very happy there, and she was with Zoey, talking. The cat girl and werebear got along so well. Both of them were eating ribs by the plateful.

He’d not officially married Molly, as far as Dragonsoul custom went, but it was only a matter of time. Maybe he’d do a triple wedding with Imogene and Tallulah. It wasn’t a bad idea.

Molly wasn’t the only Foiros there. The ruler of Oikos showed up, of course. Padrus Antillicus stood off to the side with his Escort, twelve very powerful looking cat girls.

There were three felines who would rather die than marry Padrus, and those, of course, were Bensa, Sosa, and Wessa.

The king of Aqualyra seemed to be having a good time talking with Wessa. The tiger woman was wearing a black dress with straps, and she looked bored with the king. Wessa also kept smiling at Steven, as did Bensa the Balinese and Sosa the Siberian. It was clear the three cat girls wanted to recreate their Crazeleaf-fueled palace encounter.

Quinn grabbed Steven’s face. “You need to focus on me, my prime. Casting your eyes about is making me very jealous.”

“You shouldn’t feel that way,” Steven said. “We moved Heaven and Earth to find a fix for you. We literally left reality to heal you, Quinnie.”

The elf queen rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes, the nickname. Quinnie. I am a creature of the Void now, and yet, I will remain Quinnie.”

That made Steven laugh. “Yes, yes, you will.”

Then Zoey and Molly stormed over, parting the dancers, who were moving their bodies to the loud beat.

“Oh whiskers and purring, but bast it all, I wanna dance with you, Steven!” Molly shouted, and she stepped in, purring loudly.

Zoey hugged the elf queen. The bear girl was wearing a dress that didn’t fit her—it kinda looked like a potato sack, but then, the bear girl just didn’t do clothes very well.

She was smiling, obviously drunk.

“Have you been drinking the beer?” Steven asked.

Zoey giggled. “It’s peaches and honeys and so sweet. Chazzie and Pru promised me it’s organic.”

“Well, organic with a little magic,” Steven said.

Then Zoey was kissing Quinnestri, and the elf queen was kissing her back.

Molly forced Steven to dance with her. There wasn’t that much force involved because Steven loved watching the cat girl move her body.

She gave him looks that would melt rock while she danced. She moved closer to him. “I was talking with Zoey, and she said I could help her cook. I love the rib things the Twins made. They keep calling me their new little pussy and then giggling. Should I get the joke? I don’t get it.”

Steven winced. “I’ll talk with them. Uh, it’s just a little Earth slang. But is everyone else nice to you?”

“So nice!” Molly said loudly, and then she held Steven close, purring with such ferocity he could feel it in his bones. She then frowned. “Uh, the demon woman and those clique girls can be a little scary, but only a little. And, uh, that woman, Hwedo, has been in a bad mood. You can just kind of feel it.”

Hwedo was drinking beer alone, watching Quinnestri and scowling the entire time. That wasn’t good.

“I’ll talk to her,” Steven said.

Molly had tears in her eyes. “You’ve all been so nice to me. I can’t, uh, thank you enough, for like, taking me in, changing my life, you know, being my everything. I can’t believe any of this is happening. Can’t believe it all!”

Steven hugged her tight, and she hugged him back. It felt so good to hold the soft cat girl, and he found himself petting her fur. Underneath the softness, he could feel her hard muscles. There was more to Molly Meow than she first let on, and Steven couldn’t wait to get to know her better.

Tessa came over, face bright, and held both Steven and Molly.

The barista was about to say something when Aria came riding in on a boiling carpet of BlackBlood tentacles. Aria’s face was bright red, which could only mean one thing. She’d been drinking the Wayne Twins’ various home brews.

Aria swept Molly up in an embrace of tentacles. “She is so very pretty! And so strange looking. A cat girl? From India, we have stories of rakshasa. Do you have magic?”

Molly winced. “I do. But I mostly cook. And heal. I like healing. And, uh, cooking. I’m not feeling very safe at the moment, Ms. Khat.”

“My last name! Khat. As in cat!” Aria started laughing until she fell down on her butt. Her dress rose up to reveal her long brown thighs.

Aria’s Morta coils vanished, and with a yelp, Molly was suddenly falling.

Steven went to catch her. He didn’t have to. With amazing agility, the cat girl did a somersault and landed on her feet, no worse for the wear.

Tessa rolled her eyes. “It’s not a party until drunk Aria shows up. I’ll help her up.” She cast her telekinesis magic to lift the Indian woman up into the air. “Come on, Molly. Let’s see if I can brew up some coffee for us all. Some of us are going to need it more than others.”

Molly flashed Steven a grin.

He smiled back.

He turned back around to bump into Imogene Summers. The older woman with blackish-brown hair and mysterious dark eyes hooked her arm into his. “I think it’s time we have a little talk about this new wife of yours.”

Steven’s heart fell.

They walked down some steps to the veranda in front of some of the student housing. The night breeze blew through the pines, bringing a strange perfume that was similar to the Rocky Mountains but with the alien world’s sweet smells adding to the fragrance.

Imogene wasn’t smiling as she stared into his eyes. “O, beware, my lord, of jealousy. It is the green-ey'd monster, which doth mock the meat it feeds on.”

Steven winced. “You’re jealous. Is that what you’re saying? I know, I have this whole process to get new wives, but you don’t understand, there was the space dragon’s homeworld and cat girls and this whole evil dragon thing.”

Imogene still wasn’t smiling. “Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.”

Steven adjusted Icharaam’s Crown. “Yeah, I know it, and I feel bad, and I knew you might be upset.”

The older woman nodded before breaking into laughter. “I do not envy you, Steven Drokharis, and the time you spend dealing with the emotions of women.”

Steven couldn’t help but growl and shift into his Homo Draconis form. He carefully took the woman in his claws. “You are fine with it? How can you be fine? And if you quote Shakespeare, I might lose my shit.”

Imogene laughed more. “Methinks thou dost protest too much. Look, Steven, I have been enjoying our slow courtship. You are such a breath of fresh air. Most Dragonlords marry first and care later. If ever. You do not. You must have truly made a connection with the cat girl.”

Steven shifted back human. “You’re not wrong. There was just something about her. There I was in a jail cell, and she kept visiting, and I don’t know. She seemed like she needed help.”

Imogene took his hand. “And she didn’t try to kill you. Tallulah and I did. But those were different times. I talked with Wessa, the tiger woman, and I like her a great deal. She is so relieved that you are only going to be her part-time husband.”

“No rituals,” Steven said quickly. “We won’t be bonded. I’ll just go there, every once in a while, to keep track of Padrus and that world. It will be free, like Earth.”

She pinched his cheek. For a second, Steven felt like a second grader.

Imogene’s smile made her face glow. “And there’s Steven Drokharis, protecting the honor of women and freeing people across the universe. I love it. And when you do marry Tallulah and me, we shall have such revels that the universe shall never be the same.”

“That I can believe.” Steven stepped in for a kiss.

Imogene put her arms around his neck, and he liked the little noises she made while their lips touched. Their tongues soon joined, and they were both breathing hard.

They could hear the music from above, and for a second, Steven thought that he and Imogene might have to make a quick trip back to his room. At this point, they hadn’t had sex, but it was clear that both of them wanted the same thing.

Steven was about to ask when a roar shattered the night. The music ended abruptly, and he heard another roar, from the same dragon, and then laughter.

The laughter was from the Texas Machine Gun Twins. Hwedo, the African dragon, was doing the roaring.

Steven knew she’d finally snapped.

“Imogene, I have to⁠—”

“Go, Steven! Again, I don’t envy all these women in your life! And you care so much. That is so refreshing. You have love’s bloom on your cheeks.”

Steven didn’t know if that was Shakespeare or not, but he wasn’t going to hang around to find out.

He easily teleported using Transvexri back up to the main patio where the party was raging.

There, he saw two massive dragons—Hwedo’s purple scales gleamed, smelling of fresh spring flowers, less sweet and more fresh smelling. Hwedo had her wings spread as fire leaked from her mouth. The African dragon was facing down a wingless dragon with scales the color of platinum, with a furry cat face and no wings.

It seemed Quinnestri just might be in her first dragon fight.

Too bad it was against another one of Steven’s wives.


CHAPTER 45

A BRIEF DUEL
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Hwedo roared right in Quinnestri’s face.

Steven immediately transformed into a black dragon, knocking some drunk academy girls off their feet. Luckily, the royal court of the elven king managed to catch them.

Chazzie and Pru stood there, each with a bottle of homemade beer in their hands, pointing and laughing.

Chazzie gestured with her beer. “Well, Pru, I figured there’d be a catfight tonight, but I’d a thought it would be with the literal cat girls standing there.”

Pru giggled, and she wasn’t one to giggle. “Oh, Chaz, I can certainly see why you’d think that. These girls be crazy.”

Steven wanted to shush them. They were not helping, and neither was the Morta Clique. Both Heridan and Nefri were grinning in delight.

Aria, though, was about to launch herself into the middle of the fight, which was dangerous business given that she was drunk Aria and not normal Aria.

Tessa was trying to pull the Indian woman back, but Aria burst out in a splash of Morta, transforming into her dragon form, splashing the crowd with goo.

There were a ton of screams of protests and groans of disgust.

Quinn threw Steven a glance, and there was a definite mischievous glint in her eye. Something told Steven that she didn’t need him.

Instead of intervening, Steven threw his BlackBlood tentacles around Aria, pulling her back into him and holding her tight. “Easy, Aria, let’s just see how this plays out.”

Hwedo went to scratch the shit out of Quinn, but the elf queen slithered away, up into the air, her platinum scales blurring. She was flying without wings.

“Listen, Hwedo, I would like to know why you are so upset.”

The African dragon leapt into the air, soaring upward in a burst of SerpentGrace. She was fast enough to rake her claws up Quinn’s body.

The platinum dragon’s scales blurred as they absorbed the attack. They glowed, the Void magic drinking in the kinetic energy even as Quinn’s platinum scales turned purple.

Quinn had only just learned to fly by using Oblivion Shield, which in some ways was like Magica Defensio, but mostly it was completely different. The skill allowed its user to absorb the energy of attacks, and both Quinn and Steven could store it in their ShadowCore that covered their regular Animus core. Jallahaarn turned out to be a very good teacher. If only Kharaag had been a better student. Sometimes heretics aren’t genius rebels. Sometimes they’re just kinda dumb.

Steven had made some progress, but he’d been focused on pushing himself to level up both of his cores. He was now level thirty-one as far as his Animus abilities were concerned, and he’d upgraded his Morta core to level sixteen.

He would’ve glanced at his skill trees but he didn’t want to miss out on a minute of Quinn’s duel with Hwedo. If things got too heated, he was ready to jump in to separate them.

He didn’t expect the fight to last too long or be too violent. Hwedo might have a fiery temper, but she was reasonable. And Quinn had spent thousands of years honing her combat skills.

Steven had witnessed her work ethic. Yes, he’d been studying hard, but Quinn worked even harder. She had focused on her ShadowCore like her life depended on it. She wanted to fly, and Oblivion Shield allowed her to fly.

Quinn snaked her way through the air like she’d been doing it all her life.

Hwedo went to grab her tail. That was a mistake.

Quinnie swirled around and smacked Hwedo in the face with the end, and it wasn’t just your normal tail slap. It was fueled by that purple energy that the elf queen had absorbed.

She smacked Hwedo out of the sky, into the forest, and the Mali dragon snapped through tree after tree in an explosion of pine needles, branches, and pollen.

Steven released Aria and teleported away, down to where Hwedo sat there as an enormous dragon, blinking. Blood dripped from her nose.

Steven approached her carefully. “Hwedo, I can’t have you fighting with⁠—”

Quinn slithered down from the sky and hovered there. She cast out purple lights, which danced around in the sky, so they could talk surrounded by a warm lavender glow.

Hwedo shifted human, touched her nose, and then looked at the blood. “What was that? I’ve never seen such magic.”

Steven also shifted human. He went to the African woman. “That was Oblivion Shield. It’s part of the Void magic that Quinnie and I are learning.”

Hwedo turned to him, tears in her eyes. “And so, I am once again not the most powerful woman in your Escort. It is unfair. It is so unfair.”

Quinnestri snaked down and turned back into a tall, slender elf with platinum hair. Her dragon scent remained, filling the air with the smell of rain and rosewater. “I do not think I am the most powerful, Hwedo, but I have been very fortunate.”

Hwedo turned away, her shoulders shaking with sobs.

Steven went and put a gentle hand on her shoulder.

Hwedo took a deep breath. “I was once the fortunate one. Now, I am only the last in a line of wives. I have been forgotten. So very forgotten.”

He wasn’t sure what to say. Here was this amazing dragon woman, who had been one of the wives of the original dragons to come to Earth. She had been through so much, stranded on a distant world, losing everyone she’d ever loved.

Quinnestri slowly turned the African dragon around. “You are Hwedo, ancient and powerful, and feared, so very feared. At one time, you were one of the Trinity of Death. Only the best of the best could become one of Rahaab’s wives. Even I knew of you, on my distant world, lost in my dreams. Even I heard how people spoke your names—Bolour, Shamhat, and Hwedo—in awe. Do you know why I wanted to complete the Dragonskin rituals?”

“Why?”

“To protect Steven and our family. To protect the children, both those that are born and those to come. And I needed meaning. I did not have anything to strive for, Hwedo. I needed to challenge myself, and I did. It nearly killed me, and yet, now I can reap the rewards.”

Hwedo sniffed. “And you are. This Oblivion Shield is very powerful. You took my energy and turned it into an attack.” She smiled even as fresh tears trailed down her cheeks. “And the way you fly, it is part of the spell, yes? The way you move, it is so different than how we move.”

“It is different,” Quinn agreed. “For a time, I was sad I lacked wings. Now, I revel in my different shape. You could learn Void magic. You could walk this path. Kharaag wanted to teach a whole generation the Void magic, and he would’ve for nefarious purposes. We can do the same. So you too can have a new challenge.”

Hwedo straightened. “Yes.”

Steven wasn’t sure this was a good idea, and yet, he couldn’t really step in and say Quinn was crazy to put that thought in Hwedo’s head. In the end, the elf queen was right. Kharaag had at least one student, Hasstin, and he’d been able to cast some Void spells.

The beautiful African woman nodded. “Yes, I will learn Void magic, and I will keep my Prime safe. I will keep all of our family safe. I shall feel special again. I shall be the best again!”

Steven opened his mouth.

Both women turned on him.

He thought again of what Imogene Summers had said—the part about not envying him because he had to deal with the emotional lives of so many women.

“Yes,” he said with a forced smile. “We’ll figure out how to teach you Void magic. It would mean transforming your core, but⁠—”

He couldn’t say more because the African woman had tackled him. She was laughing and then kissing him. Steven enjoyed it all—her scent, her body pressing against him, and the softness of her lips.

Hwedo pulled back. “And there is Excalibur, the mystical sword, and perhaps in the hands of Mulkred, the villain who vanished. Perhaps we’ll find him and the sword, and I can kill him and take the blade as my own. For that would be a worthy weapon for someone like me, someone with Void magic, so very powerful.”

Steven wasn’t sure where that had all come from. It seemed that Hwedo had ideas for a quest of her own.

Before he could say a word, Quinn pulled the African woman off him and turned and kissed her, all the while running her hands through the woman’s frizzy dark hair.

Hwedo kissed the elf queen back.

Suddenly, Quinn grabbed a fistful of the African woman’s hair and yanked her head back. Quinn sucked on Hwedo’s throat before biting her.

The Mali dragon woman gulped in a sob of lust. “Yes.”

Hwedo released her, and they stood gazing at one another with lust in their eyes. Something passed between them, a kind of understanding.

“How did you know?” Hwedo asked in a husky voice.

Quinnestri only smiled. “I know the darkest, deepest sexual secrets of millions of souls. I can see that you like to be taken. That you like a little force in your play.”

Then the pair were kissing again.

Steven watched, getting to his feet, but he wasn’t upright for long.

Those two women got him naked, and they let nature take its course.

What had started out as a fight turned into something very, very different.


CHAPTER 46

THE NEW AERIE
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“Hey, party boy, your son needs you.”

Steven slowly opened his eyes. His head was aching. After his time with Quinnestri and Hwedo, he’d gone back to the party, where he drank way too much of the homemade magical beer. That stuff was poison, and he was pretty sure it was more evil than the liquid Morta dripping off the Zothoric queen’s undead ass.

He’d traveled back to the Infinity Ranch from Xanadu after the party. Back at home, he’d gone up to the top floor of the central castle tower to sleep in his own bed. Mouse had been there, sleeping on her back with their son resting in the cradle of her arm.

Steven must’ve slept through Axel waking up, because Mouse stood there in her rumpled pajamas, hair wild, her eyes half open as she thrust the baby at Steven.

At the sight of his father, Axel yelped happily, and Steven got out of bed to grab him. “Okay, Mouse, you sleep. I’ll take care of this wild man.”

Instead of storming away, Mouse snuggled up to Steven. “Thanks. Even though I left early, I stayed up too late. I’m becoming an old woman.”

“Uh, we’re basically immortal, Mouse. You can’t get old.”

“Tell my sleep-deprived brain that.” She sighed. “I love you, Steven. I’m so glad you are home. Can we keep the quests to a minimum?”

Steven didn’t mention Hwedo’s desire to learn Void magic, or that she’d been talking about trying to track down Mulkred and Excalibur. Yeah, that wouldn’t go over well.

One of the tricks to being married to more than a dozen women was that timing was everything, especially when it came to the more difficult wives. Was Mouse difficult? No, she was more like a nuclear reactor—complicated and lethal.

She didn’t like to fight, but she could. Because like with all mice, she could bite.

“Yeah, baby, I’ll keep the quests to a minimum. I know it’s hard on you when I leave.”

Mouse laughed a little. “Understatement much? For the love of biscuits, I’m tired. I’m going to sleep until noon. Sounds like your new cat girl wife can cook. And shouldn’t we talk about wives before you marry them?”

“Yes. Definitely. It got, uh, complicated.”

“Complicated. Yeah. Sure.”

Steven watched as she got into bed. Outside, the sun was rising in the perfect blue of Wyoming’s eastern skyline. It was going to be another picture-perfect day.

Mouse sighed and grabbed a pair of eyeshades off the nightstand. “Axel ate, but not a lot, he was too busy making eyes at this Molly Meow person. Nothing like a giant cat woman to distract a baby. I changed his diaper, but five bucks says he’s going to fill it again. He should get outside and get some sunshine. But at the same time, if he gets fussy, you should try and get him to take a morning nap. Zoey is good for that. Axel loves to sleep on big bear tummy.”

She put in earplugs, slipped on eyeshades, and turned over to her side.

“Goodnight, Mouse.”

But she was already asleep.

Steven had to sigh. He loved that woman, and he loved his baby, so much that it was scary.

He grabbed some clothes, set Axel on the floor of his office while he changed, and then went down the steps to see Tessa in the kitchen. She looked as fresh as a daisy. But why wasn’t she making coffee?

Steven brought Axel over to her so the barista could kiss his cheek. “Oh, there we have it, two of my most favorite boys in the whole wide world. If only my brother were here. No, wait, I wouldn’t want Jared to see his favorite brother-in-law with such dark circles under his eyes.”

Steven raised a hand to his face. “Yeah, I made the classic mistake of chugging Wayne alcohol.”

“Did you say grain alcohol?” Tessa’s eyes glittered with amusement.

“No, Wayne alcohol. It’s worse. Much worse.”

“Here, baby, let me help. Magica Cura!”

A second later, Steven felt completely rejuvenated.

Tessa winked at him. “That’s my secret. I only slept like three hours, but after some magic, I’m feeling as right as rain.”

Steven took a minute to do the math. “What have you been doing then?”

“Finishing up our new aerie. Wanna see?”

Steven was surprised, but several things clicked into place. “That’s why you’re not making coffee. Let me guess, you have a new coffee maker in this mysterious new home away from home.”

She shot him a finger gun. “Right on the first try. Give the man a donut.”

Steven sighed. “I’m going to need a donut now.”

“But of course.”

Tessa waved him on to follow her.

Outside, she spun up a Magica Porta spell, using a bit of Enchantrix to get a fire going. She led him through the portal and into a gorgeous pool area. It was an infinity pool rising above a sandy beach facing a warm ocean where waves rolled onto the sand.

It was midmorning in this other world—not a new world either.

Steven knew what Tessa had done, but he took a minute to look around.

Marble archways and pillars surrounded the pool, and it felt a little like the Sahraa City ruins, only she’d gone with white stone instead of black. Around them rose white towers complete with landing pads. There were four main buildings, each of them with their own rooms.

Behind the infinity pool was the main dining hall, with wooden floors and lots of glass.

Steps led down to the beach.

Steven couldn’t help but pull Tessa close with one arm and kiss her cheek. Axel wiggled in his other arm, feeling his excitement. “It’s beautiful. We’re on Xanadu, aren’t we? On those islands that Liam found.”

“Yep. And we get to name the island. I’m thinking we call it New Anjusan, after the Alpherian capital city. Or would that be the name of the Aerie? No, I like Beachy Keen, like peachy keen, but with more beach. We can call all the islands Dominica, after the Dominican Republic because Liam is pretty sure they have the same relative longitude and latitude. We can invite Yordy Apostol for dinner! We love Yordy!”

Steven’s head was swirling. It took him a minute to remember that Yordy was the Dragonskin helping run the Yucatan Primacy.

“You did all this?” Steven asked in wonder.

“Yeah, with Enchantrix,” Tessa replied. “I’m getting pretty good. It’s not RealityFire, mind you, and it took me days and days. Not all the rooms are finished, but our room is. Betcha a million dollars you don’t know what our tower room looks like.” She pointed to the spire on the right overlooking the rolling waves.

That would be where the sun would set that night.

Steven knew. “It’s the palace room you were trapped in on Oikos. Am I wrong?”

She laughed. “You’re not wrong. While being stuck there for hours on end sucked, the room itself was gorgeous. And I loved the fountain. So, yeah, figured I’d recreate it here.”

Axel let out a squawk and got even more wiggly.

“This one needs to eat,” Steven said. “Am I assuming there’s a fully stocked kitchen?”

“Fully stocked!” Tessa nearly shouted in excitement. “And I got a recipe for something called mofongo. It’s this Dominican Republic stuff that’s like mashed plantain, super crispy pork, and it’s all covered in cheese and bacon bits. Yordy says it’s Dominican, but a lot of people say it’s Puerto Rican, but all I know is that it’s super good.”

Steven loved seeing the barista so excited.

She wasn’t done. “Oh, yeah, and we have an IEG for power, though we need to maybe have sex during Axel’s nap to power her up more. It’s running well for now, though.”

Tessa led him into the main dining room, which also had a huge fireplace, with comfortable sofas, not unlike the living room at the Infinity Ranch, and into the kitchen, which was also like the Infinity Ranch. The fireplace, though, was something grand. You could easily walk upright into it.

Steven thought he knew why.

There were long wooden tables for meetings, with comfortable seats, and ceiling fans spun lazily. The breeze off the ocean was surprisingly cool.

Another surprise? The glass windows at the back of the meeting hall showed a waterfall happily splashing off a rock wall covered in climbing vines and huge alien flowers.

He knew, without a doubt, down on the beach he’d see where he’d talked with Quinnestri during his dream on his last night in the dungeon. This new aerie was destined to exist.

Steven saw a high chair near the kitchen with a view of the waterfall. That was where he tucked his baby boy.

Axel watched as Tessa made a cappuccino, and he giggled at the steaming milk and the sounds the machine made.

Tessa loved that Axel loved her and her coffee-making ways.

Steven stood watching the water cascading off the rocky ledge before splashing down into a pool. That river then must run into the ocean.

“It’s perfect, Tessa.”

“Thanks, boss.” Tessa changed subjects. “How did things go with Hwedo after the fight?”

Steven leaned against the counter. “So, you know how the Void magic entered my core when I was linked up with Quinnestri? I’m wondering if we can do something for Hwedo. She, uh, wants to be special.”

Tessa tilted her head. “Yeah, I can see that…her wanting to be special. And yeah, then there’s that whole Void magic thing. It would be dangerous. More quests might be involved. I know Mouse is not okay with that.”

“No, she’s not,” Steven agreed.

Sabina’s voice erupted in Steven’s mind. Your wives are looking for you and Tessa. She finished her new aerie, didn’t she?

Steven responded. She did. She wants to call it Beachy Keen. Not sure I like it.

Sabina only laughed. Cast Magica Porta. We are all dying to see it!

Steven went to the huge fireplace, shifted into his Homo Draconis form, and breathed out fire. He created the portal inside the fireplace. It was perfect.

A bunch of his wives came through, and there was a ton of laughter and chatter.

Tessa had to take a break from making coffee and breakfast for Axel to take them on a tour.

The Wayne twins immediately demanded the left beachfront property. That wasn’t a surprise. There was going to be some drama with where people would be staying. Steven had his tower, so he was happy.

All of his wives then split up to search the place and to admire all of the things Tessa had added.

It wasn’t long before Tessa, Steven, and Axel were back near the kitchen.

Quinn was the first one to return after her tour of the Beachy Keen. The elf queen wore a long white gown, and her hair was braided. The new Void Dragonskin bowed in front of Tessa. “Your Highness, I would like a mocha. Would you happen to be able to aid me in quenching my thirst for that chocolate-coffee wonder?”

“One mocha, coming up.” Tessa kissed Quinn on the cheek, spun around, and got working on her drink.

Steven had opened up the fridge and was surprised to see a container full of homemade yogurt, thanks to Zoey. The werebear tried not to buy anything, and if she could make it from scratch, she would. With a little honey, her yogurt was so rich and creamy, it was like heaven itself. However, Zoey made it very clear that Axel wouldn’t be eating honey any time soon because she didn’t want to risk botulism. It was useless trying to convince her that Dragonsouls were immune. The bear girl was firm.

And so, Axel would be eating his yogurt with a little strawberry jam. Homemade of course.

With bowl in hand, Steven turned, but the elf queen was right there, snatching the yummy yogurt mixture out of his hand. “I will feed the darling boy.”

“Do you know how?” Steven asked, and it quite possibly was the dumbest question in the history of dumb questions.

Quinn, who was several thousand years old, gave him a long, long look. Then she grabbed a chair and sat in front of Axel and started feeding him.

That kid was never, ever going to have a single day of his young life without a kind woman there to feed, nurture, and love him.

Tessa made both him and Quinn coffee. They pulled up three comfortably padded chairs to sit around the little boy as he ate his yogurt and strawberry jam.

Steven did have a few things on his mind. “I still don’t get why none of the Alpheros had their books on our world. We know the brothers loved to read. Remember how Mathaal had all those paperbacks?”

Tessa sipped her coffee. “You know, I’ve been thinking about that. I think they had to be careful because of the amount of Animus those books put out. If you had too many of them, it would’ve drawn the Zothoric right to them. That’s probably the reason. And besides, those guys basically escaped Oikos with only their lives. Maybe they didn’t know how to craft them.”

That all made sense to Steven. Questions still lingered, however. “There’s something else I’ve been thinking about. I think I’ve been on the Void World before. Or a place like it. That’s where I first saw the Creator Destructor. We don’t know a thing about it.”

“About it or about him?” Tessa asked. “What are we dealing with?”

“I don’t know,” Steven said. “I haven’t found much on him. We’ll call it a him. He creates. He destroys. It’s all bad.”

“Maybe now that we have access to Alpherian books, we might find something on him. If he’s a Void creature, I would imagine that Kharaag or Jallahaarn might know something. But then there’s like a ton of new books we have access to. I’m not going to worry.”

“I am not going to worry either,” the elf queen said with a smile. She made goo-goo noises at the happy boy, who had a messy face and very sticky hands.

Axel liked to grab the spoon right when it had the most honey on it. The result was sticky surfaces everywhere.

Quinn turned to him. “You and I have unlocked new magic. We are more powerful than we’ve ever been. And while in the past, Hwedo was not my favorite person, I admire her desire to be more, to do more, to tackle new, impossible challenges.”

Zoey walked from the pool into the main meeting area, a little dazed. “This place is amazing, Tessa. I love it so much! I can’t wait to go play in the ocean!”

Steven knew she’d be swimming around as a bear. She preferred that to her human form most of the time.

“It is a beautiful achievement,” Uchiko said. The ninja appeared suddenly, which was what ninjas did.

Zoey ran to grab a washcloth. “I am so glad Axel likes my yogurt!”

“Likes it? He loves it!” Steven said loudly.

Uchiko approached the elf queen. “Quinnestri. I am so very happy you completed the Dragonskin rituals. I heard what you said about Hwedo and her desires. For most of my life, I have been afraid of taking risks. Perhaps that is why I was such a good caretaker for Mathaal. I kept him and all of us safe. However, after seeing your strength of spirit and your desire to improve, I see now that risks are a part of life. Life is risk, and while sometimes the risks end badly, sometimes they end with happy babies and honey.”

Quinn raised her mug. “Let us toast, then, to happy babies and honey.”

Steven lifted his mug with a full heart.

In the end, they cleaned up Axel, and he did fall asleep on Zoey’s big bear tummy, soft, fuzzy, and warm. The bear girl found a comfortable place near the window to watch the water come tumbling off the cliff edge.

Axel slept through the ruckus of all the women coming back to the main hall.

Molly Meow had a blueberry muffin recipe that she wanted to try. Sabina was already talking about getting into a swimsuit to go swimming with Reggie, who was running here and there, so excited about the new beach house. Hwedo found a place to sit to watch all of the action.

And the Wayne Twins were bickering with the Morta Clique over who could get the other beachfront tower. Aria and Heridan insisted that since Chazzie and Pru had their McMansion back in Wyoming, they should let the Morta Clique have the nice rooms in Beachy Keen.

The Waynes disagreed, vehemently.

Nefri looked on, petting Blackfoot, an impish look on her face. Steven could see the dark elf was already planning on just staking her claim.

While the exchange was heated, all of the women were smiling because they were so happy.

When Mouse woke up, she was going to have quite a surprise waiting for her.

Steven gazed at the beautiful, strong faces of his wives.

Their story was just beginning. They had a new aerie as well as new magic to learn. There would be new challenges to face, and yes, there would be more quests, but they were ready for them.

He’d freed another world, and he knew that the legend of Steven Drokharis was spreading across the universe. He had to chuckle that nearly everyone on the Alpherian homeworld had thought he was just a myth.

He wasn’t. Steven was going to continue to bring peace and order to the universe until all babies could be as happy and safe as Axel.

He glanced over at his sleeping baby.

Steven knew that one day, Axel Drokharis would free worlds of his own, and the stories of the Drokharis family would continue on forever.
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He’s No Angel, But He’s Got Everything She Needs

He was minding his own business on Earth when a beautiful sorceress summoned him to defend a backwater village from demonic raiders. He’s lost his gun, his family, and even his name, but it’s not the first fight he’s been in, and it won’t be the last.

The sorceress isn’t happy—she expected an ancient goddess of war. Instead, she got some random guy who’s halfway decent with a sword. But there’s more to him than good looks and a big stick, and if he can harness this new world’s magic, the town of Foulwater might just be glad he stuck around.

First, though, he’ll have to get a busty elf buccaneer to sober up, sail through monster-infested waters, kick a bunch of lava monsters in the face, and plunder the submerged basement of a demon king. It’s a race against time before the raiders return to burn down the village, and their deadliest enemy might already be inside the walls.

Disclaimer: Raider Annihilation is a steamy isekai harem adventure like no other. Our hero isn't shy and neither are the women of Caranja. There is sex on the page, swearing, smoking, drug use, and goat-milk beer. Enter a spicy new world from Aaron Crash, the bestselling author of the American Dragon series and The Princesses of the Ironbound.


BOOKS AND REVIEWS
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If you loved Seattle Storms and would like to stay in the loop about the latest book releases, deals, and giveaways, be sure to subscribe to the Black Forge Books Mailing List. Sign up now and get a free copy of The Five Widows: An American Dragons Short Story! Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

Word-of-mouth and book reviews are beyond helpful for the success of any writer, so please consider leaving a rating or a short, honest review HERE—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. Thank you in advance!

You can also connect with us on our Facebook Page where we do even more giveaways: Black Forge Books on Facebook


MORE BOOKS BY BLACK FORGE BOOKS
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ENTER THE BLACK FORGE LIBRARY to take a peek at all of our amazing gamelit/harem books! American Dragons, Dungeon Bringer, Creature Girl Creations, and more... Your next favorite book is waiting for you inside!


GAMELIT, HAREM, AND CULTIVATION ON FACEBOOK


If you love GameLit and Cultivation and want to find more awesome books, check out the GameLit Society on Facebook! Or if you’re a wuxia diehard, you’ll want to stop by the Western Cultivation Stories Group! Looking for a Harem fix? You can get more on the Harem Lit Group!


LITRPG ON FACEBOOK


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.


EVEN MORE LITRPG ON FACEBOOK


You can find even more books and awesome recommendations by checking out LitRPG Books on Facebook!


DEDICATION


For all the American Dragons fans. You let me quit my day job. I can only repay you with more American Dragons stories.
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Seattle Storms is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Aaron Crash and Black Forge Books
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Thanks so much for reading American Dragons 11! Be sure to check out my Patreon page. I’m posting cover art and chapters and giving away free eBooks when they come out. Yes, being my patron gets you the chapters and the eBook before anyone else! It’s a deal.

Also, if you have an idea for a story, or a suggestion, my Patreon page is the perfect place to reach out. That’s the thing with Patreon—if the fans want a specific story, I’ll write one. Large portions of this book started on my Patreon, and I was able to write them because of the financial support.

It’s been my lifelong dream to become a professional novelist, and I hope to share more of my journey with you as I continue to write books people love.

Sign up at www.patreon.com/aaroncrashbooks.

Thanks again!

Aaron Crash


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Aaron Crash writes adrenaline-fueled odysseys into the extreme regions of speculative fiction. If you're looking for cyborg vampires or jellyfish centaurs, you've come to the right place. He is the co-author of the War God’s Mantle series (Shadow Alley Press) and other over-the-top sci-fi/fantasy novels. He’s been an Amazon All-Star and his books have broken into Amazon’s Top 100. When he’s not wrestling the word dragons, he mountain bikes, kills pixels dead, and has been known to watch a movie or three. He lives in Colorado where he does devilish things.
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